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The moment yo u ’re born

t h ey plant a round yo u

mills t h at grind lies

lies to last you a life t i m e

‘A Sad State of Fre e d o m’, Nazim Hikmet

During t we nty years of political activity I have come to
the conclusion t h at if we are serious about radical and
eve ntual change then we must do it w h e re we are , at
our base: the community we live in and our wo r k p l a ce.
T h at means speaking out a ga i n s t the injustices and
p ove rty around us.1 For a long time I have criticised
those who put all their energies into struggles in far off
co u nt r i e s . I have viewed many as latter day missionaries
and dismissed them as middle class do-go o d e r s, f i n d i n g
causes in other people’s struggles while failing to see
the issues and struggles around t h e m . For these person-
al re a s o n s, i t was with gre at re l u ct a n ce t h at I became
i nvo l ved in the struggle aga i n s t the F-type solitary co n-
f i n e m e nt cells in Turkish prisons.

As an act i v i s t , initially I knew little about the situa-
tion in Tu r key other than it being an ex t remely re p re s-
s i ve co u nt ry2 and of the at rocious t re at m e nt of t h e
Ku rdish populat i o n .3 During the bombing of Belgrade I
had developed a friendship with a Ku rdish asylum seek-
er here in Live r p o o l ,b u t due to language difficulties it
was often diff i c u l t to co m p rehend his politics. He had
m a n a ged to co nvey ce rtain t h i n g s, t h o u g h : he had been
to rt u re d , (held over Istanbul Bridge by the police ,
a m o n g s t other t h i n g s) .L at e r, I understood he had been
p a rt of the Le ft i s ts t r u ggle which included both Tu r ks
and Ku rds fighting for self-d e t e r m i n ation for eve ryo n e.

On the morning of 19th December 2000 he arrive d
at my house, u p s e t and angry, and asked if our gro u p,
‘ People Not P rof i t’, could help. P rev i o u s l y, he had told me
a b o u t the hunger strikes in Turkish prisons aga i n s tt h e
fo rcing of political prisoners into the ‘coffin ce l l s ’or isola-
tion units, and t h at the prison guards co nt i n u a l l y
at t a c ked them seeking to quash their pro t e s t.This t i m e
though the Turkish stat e ’s actions we re more ex t re m e.
In the cynically titled ‘ L i fe Saving Operat i o n’, 20 prisons
we re raided by state fo rces and the prisoners at t a c ke d .
H u n d reds had been injured and 30 political prisoners (6
women and 24 men) massacred t h rough shootings,
gassing and even by being set on fire. T h at a ft e r n o o n
people from our group and from the Tu r k i s h / Ku rd i s h
community protested in Liverpool city ce nt re.We held
p l a c a rds and gave out leaflets to shoppers calling on
them to pro t e s t by phoning and faxing the Tu r k i s h
G ove r n m e nt and Embassies. B u t even t h e n , to me, a n
a ct i v i s t half my life , Tu r key still seemed a long way away
and someone t rying to co nvey to me t h rough basic eng-
lish English the shocking reality about w h at had hap-
pened in Tu r key in the early hours of t h at morning did
n o th ave a shocking effe ct ,l a rgely because I could not
co m p rehend the full horror of the situat i o n .

“ T h ey suddenly opened fire and t h rew bombs. T h e
barricade t h at t h ey talk about was t wo wa rd ro b e s .
Six women we re burnt a l i ve in the same dormito ry
in one night.”

Ebru Dince r, s u rv i vor of December 19th attack who
ended up with 3rd degree burns to fa ce and body.

Fo l l owing December 19th I heard the occasional sto ry
a b o u t the situation in Tu r key and attempted to searc h
the int e r n e t for info r m ation but t h e re was little cove r-
a ge in English, and then it was mainly sloga n e e r i n g.
M o re ove r, i t was hard to see the human side of the sto ry

or the people invo l ve d . And so the hunger strike co nt i n-
u e d , and it still seemed a long way away. Only when I
b e gan to meet m o re Turkish and Ku rdish people arriving
in Liverpool did it begin to sink in. You can often pre-
sume you are awa re of ce rtain political realities and
ensuing struggles by reading about t h e m ,b u ta ct u a l l y
understanding and really knowing is diffe re nt ;b e h i n d
the slogans t h e re are human beings, people with t h e i r
own histo r i e s, their own pain and humiliations and t h e i r
own spirit of re s i s t a n ce.

“ B u t this kind of fre e d o m

Is a sad affair under the stars”

Nazim Hikmet

I re ce i ved a G u a rd i a n a rticle (2/04/02) about t h e
d e ath of Meryem Altun, a young woman born in Tu r key
who had been a community wo r ker in Lo n d o n ,w h o,
f r u s t rated and angry at w h at was happening in Tu r key,
decided to join her co m ra d e s . She was arrested on her
return to Tu r key, i m m e d i ately sent to prison and became
the 50th woman to die in the hunger strike.

Soon aft e r, I saw t wo exce l l e nt d o c u m e nt a ry films
made by the Turkish film maker Metin Ye g i n ,‘Aft e r ’a n d
‘ L i fe h o u s e ’. We decided t h at to raise awa reness of t h e
h u n ger strikes we would develop a multi-media pro j e ct
using the poetry of Nazim Hikmet s e t to music4 a n d
p ro d u ce a film using images from life in Tu r key and fro m
the hunger strikers t h e m s e l ve s .We wa nted to avo i d
using sloga n s, clichés and t e r m i n o l o gy which people
c a n’ t understand or re l ate to o, and instead pre s e nt a
ve ry human sto ry. O ver the fo l l owing months we
re s e a rched and developed the pro j e ct ,‘The Le m o n
S e e d ’5, which was pre s e nted to a local audience who
we re both shocked and moved by what t h ey saw.

To d ay is Sunday

To d ay, for the first t i m e

t h ey took me out i nto the sun

and for the first time in my life

I looked at the sky

a m a zed t h at i t was so fa r

and so blue

and so wide 

‘ To d ay is Sunday ’, Nazim Hikmet

Re s e a rching ‘The Lemon Seed’ gave me a deeper
understanding of the strugg l e. I read surv i vo r s ’t e s t a-
m e nt s, s e a rched t h rough thousands of image s, s to r i e s,
i nt e rv i ews and much fo o t a ge , looking for an ove ra l l
u n d e r s t a n d i n g. I discove red horro r, n a ked brutality and a
viciousness inflicted by people, t h at I found diff i c u l t to
u n d e r s t a n d .B u t I also discove red t h at those on t h e
re ceiving end of this viciousness we re not b ro ken peo-
p l e ,d e s t royed by the brutality of state off i c i a l s, p o l i ce
and soldiers, or by months on hunger strike s ; instead I
found co u ra geous people whose stories moved me to
t e a r s, who evo ked inspiration t h rough their t a l e s, t h e i r
humour and their gre at re s i l i e n ce.These people, in t h e i r
h u n d re d s, possibly t h o u s a n d s, labelled as ‘t e r ro r i s t s ’by a
m u rd e rous state had suffe red to rt u re to the ex t re m e ,
seen their close friends burnt and murd e re d , wat c h e d
their loved ones die of starvat i o n , ye t the state could not
d e s t roy their spirit. I can only imagine this re s i l i e n ce.
With all this in mind my Turkish friends suggested I visit
I s t a n b u l . A month lat e r, c a m co rder in hand, I was on a
plane flying t h e re , still with my ‘d o - go o d e r ’re s e rvat i o n s .

A Turkish friend, who had t ravelled over a few days
e a r l i e r, m e t me and over the nex t few days I ex p e r i e n ce d
the wa r mth and ge n e rosity of her friends and fa m i l y. I
had ye t to visit the supporters and the surv i vors of t h e
h u n ger strike , a number of whom had now been
re l e a s e d6 and had established a live-in pro j e ct called t h e
L i fehouse where t h ey could support each other back to
h e a l t h .

You may proclaim t h at one must l i ve

n o t as a to o l , a number or a link

b u t as a human being —

then at o n ce t h ey handcuff your wrists.

You are free to be arre s t e d ,i m p r i s o n e d

and even hanged 

‘A Sad State of Fre e d o m’, Nazim Hikmet

Fi r s t I visited the B u reau of the Alinteri n ews p a p e r, a
s t rong supporter of the hunger strike r s . Istanbul is a
m a s s i ve place and it took t wo hours to ge tt h e re. At t h e
B u re a u, to my surprise, I was met by six ve ry friendly
wo m e n , all between the ages of t we nty and t h i rt y, w h o
ran the paper.We sat a round in a circ l e , and my friend
t ra n s l ated our co nve r s at i o n s . All of the women we re
awaiting t r i a l ;t h ey had all been accused of working on a
‘co m m u n i s t’ n ewspaper and we re ex p e cting a prison
t e r m . These wo m e n ,t h o u g h ,n o t only took it all in t h e i r
s t r i d e ,b u t made jokes about i t.The co nve r s ation wa s
f ree and easy: t h ey said t h e re was ve ry little else t h e
Turkish state could do to the revo l u t i o n a ry move m e nt ,
a p a rt f rom killing them all. I was shown some art wo r k
by an imprisoned co m rade of t h e i r s, and asked my opin-
ion on whether I understood it, and what i t said to me. I
was shown around the off i ce but m o s t of their equip-
m e nt had been co n f i s c ated by the police so t h ey we re
running eve rything on t wo co m p u t e r s .T h ey showed me
their website and a site where their co m rade was dis-
p l aying his art work—in spite of the co n s e q u e n ce s .
T h ro u g h o u t our co nve r s at i o n s, despite our political dif-
fe re n ce s, I was t re ated as an equal and t h ey we re ge n-
uinely int e rested in my opinion. The work these wo m e n
we re and are doing t a kes gre at co u ra ge , co m m i t m e nt
and co n ce r n .

“ Well after the December 19th massacre , we we re
d ra gged to the F-type ce l l s . After we ent e re d
Te k i rdag F-Type Prison, h u n d reds of Guards guard s
and soldiers at t a c ked us. I t was t e r r i b l e ;m o s t of us
had been on hunger strike. I can’ t even describe it,
you wo u l d n’ tb e l i eve it. T h ey to rt u red us, b e at u s,
besides t h at t h ey strip-searched us; some we re
raped with t r u n c h e o n s .”

M u s t a fa Ya s a r

We we re then to visit the Life h o u s e , the self- h e l p
p ro j e ct for surv i vors of the hunger strike. Aga i n ,i t to o k
a b o u tt wo hours to ge tt h e re across the urban spraw l
and chaos of Istanbul. I t was in an anonymous apart-
m e nt building similar to all the others, with a grey door
s e t in amongst a number of shops. We we re greeted by
t wo ve ry friendly wo m e n ,H u l ya and Naile who we l-
comed us into the smoke filled parlour where t h e re
we re about six people. A m o n g s tt h e m , Ca fer was a t a l l ,
s l i m ,q u i e t man whose co - o rd i n ation and memory had
been affe cted by his 69 days on hunger strike in t h e
prison struggle of 1996. He wa l ked slowly to maint a i n
b a l a n ce , and his head co ntinually bobbed too and fro.
And Omer, whom I’d heard had been affe cted the most,
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both physically and psyc h o l o g i c a l l y, was unable to main-
tain co - o rd i n ation and had to keep an up-to -d ate diary
because he had lost his short term memory.

“ I ’d lived t h rough 7 seven years of t h i s, in 7 seve n
years you can ex p e r i e n ce all kinds of t h i n g s, to rt u re ,
both phys i c a l ,p syc h o l o g i c a l , and molestat i o n .”

H u l ya Tu r u k

After all the initial int ro d u ctions of Who? W h at ?
W h e re? W hy? eve rybody re l a xed and t h e re was an array
of banter with people laughing.T h ey told me t h ey we re
used to visito r s . A group of Italian doctors had just s p e nt
t h ree we e ks at the Lifehouse making a film about
We r n i c ke - Ko r s o koff, a hardly known disease. M a ny of
the surv i vors of the hunger strike we re suffering fro m
this disease and it had also been found in surv i vors of
the Nazi co n ce nt ration camps, p a rtly caused, i t’s
b e l i eve d , by seve re vitamin deficiency.

I was not initially awa re t h at a l m o s t eve ryone in t h e
room had been on hunger strike. M o s tl o o ked phys i c a l l y
u n a ffe ct e d ,b u ta ctually half of them we re suffe r i n g
f rom the sy m p toms of We r n i c ke - Ko r s o koff—a mixture
of balance and memory loss. M u s t a fa Yasar—a small,
s to c ky, friendly man in his 40s—asked me if I had been
t h e re befo re , he t h o u g ht he re m e m b e red me from t h e
p revious day. This was a common problem of We r n i c ke -
Ko r s o koff. After so long on hunger strike , the mind and
the memory plays back on you during real t i m e ;i m a ge s
f rom the past appear befo re you and the pre s e nt s e e m s
l i ke the past. M u s t a fa had done over 250 days on hunge r
s t r i ke.7

“ We tried eve rything to oppose the F-types, b u ta ft e r
D e cember 19th we had no choice.The only way we
could re s i s t was to offer up our bodies, we had
nothing else.”

H u l ya Tu r u k

“ T h ree years my trial lasted. In 1999 I lived t h ro u g h
the Ulucar massacre , 10 ten friends died t h e re. Then I
was fo rced into Burdur prison, in this operation t h ey
snapped my arms, and then six months later t h e re
was the December 19th at t a c k .”

B a r i s

My friend left me alone at the Lifehouse when Baris,
a former student at the Middle Eastern Unive r s i t y
a r r i ve d ,as he was able to t ra n s l ate for me. Baris had
been on hunger strike for 211 days, though showed no
p hysical or mental signs of it. He was typical in many
ways of the Turkish political situat i o n . He had been
a r rested for being a member of an illegal orga n i s at i o n ,
the TIK B, and sent e n ced to 17 years in prison. He wa s
found guilty in a co u rt with no jury, s e rved 6 six ye a r s
b e fo re going on hunger strike , and then on the point of
d e ath was released for 6 six mont h s, l i ke many others.
We spoke all day into the early morning and co nt i n u e d
the nex td ay well into the aft e r n o o n . I fe l t co m fo rt a b l e
enough to ask him highly personal questions. He said he
h ated the term often used to describe the Tu r k i s h
h u n ger strike ,‘The Death Fa s t’. I t was a ‘ l i fe fa s t’ he said,
a demand to live.The reason he stayed alive for so long
was t h at he loved life so much. B a r i s, l i ke the others, s a i d
the authorities had given him ve ry little choice but to go
on hunger strike — o t h e rwise the isolation cells wo u l d
kill t h e m .When fo rced into the F-Type prisons t h ey
would not be able to mix and be with friends, and t h ey
would be at the mercy of the authorities and the prison
g u a rd s .I t took me to visit the Lifehouse and t a l k , for a
long t i m e , with the surv i vors t h e m s e l ves to really under-
stand what the hunger strike was about. I t was the ulti-
m ate or the final form of re s i s t a n ce when t h e re wa s
nothing left. I t was either t h at or silence and deat h .

I discove red many things at the Life h o u s e , the most
o bvious being t h at you cannot truly understand a situa-
tion from afa r, and t h at i t is diff i c u l t to t a ke a wo rd by
wo rd political analysis from one co u nt ry and apply it to
a n o t h e r. Tu r key is culturally diffe re nt in many ways to
the UK , thus the people are also culturally diffe re nt ,
t h e re is much more emphasis on social rather than indi-
vidual act i v i t i e s .When you apply these ge n e ral fa cts to
political prisoners, a p a rt f rom their obvious fear of phys i-
cal to rt u re—which eve rybody in the Lifehouse had
ex p e r i e n ce d ;M u s t a fa also witnessed his friends to r-
t u red to death—their bigge s t fear was of being alone

and t h ey saw isolat i o n , fo l l owed by alienation as t h e
m o s tt e r r i fying form of to rt u re.

I left Baris asleep when I was leaving the Life h o u s e. I
k n ew he was worn out and wa s n’ t as well as he looke d . I
s p e nt p a rt of the afternoon with my friend and Omer,
who apologised for his silence during my visit b u t I
k n ew he could remember ve ry little.We sat in his ro o m
while he read his diaries to us, re i t e rating t h at ,a l t h o u g h
he was suffering from We r n i c ke - Ko r s o koff, he was not a
child and was t rying his best to do things independent l y.
M e t i n , the doctor who seemed the more serious of t h e
g ro u p, had explained to me why the Lifehouse was so
i m p o rt a nt to the surv i vo r s . He t a l ked about one hunge r
s t r i ker who arrived t h e re in a bad stat e. He co u l d n’ t wa l k
and co u l d n’ t remember who anyone wa s .B u ta fter a
few months surrounded by friends, his health began to
g re atly improve. He then decided to visit his family who
t re ated him like a helpless child and pat ronised him.
Added to this he visited a doctor who told him he wo u l d
n ever walk again and shouldn’ t even t ry.“ H ow does t h at
m a ke someone feel? We know We r n i c ke - Ko r s o koff is a
n e u rological pro b l e m”, Metin ex p l a i n e d ,“and we know
t h at with exe rcise he will walk aga i n ,b u t in t h at s i t u a-
tion we had to start all over aga i n .” Metin emphasised
t h at ve ry few people knew about the disease and t h at
t h e re was hardly any medical literat u re on it. He himself
was suffering from it a fter being on hunger strike for 210
d ays . Nearly eve ryone at the Lifehouse had made mas-
s i ve pro g re s s, and this had been bro u g ht a b o u t by
e n co u ra ge m e nt ,s e l f-belief and a ce rtain amount of
a u to n o my in a support i ve at m o s p h e re.

My love !

In your last letter you say,

“My head is aching

my heart is stunned”

“If t h ey hang yo u

if I lose yo u , ”

you say

“I cannot l i ve ”

‘ Letter to My Wi fe ’, Nazim Hikmet

As the day pro g ressed the rota change d ; a number of
people left and others arrive d . When Ozlem—a small,
b l a c k- h a i red woman in her mid-twe nt i e s — l e ft , I sug-
gested she come to Liverpool sometime—she had to l d
someone earlier t h at she always wa nted to learn
E n g l i s h .T h ey all laughed, with Naile say i n g,“If only she
could leave the co u nt ry.”

I knew t h ey we re struggling financially to keep t h e
L i fehouse go i n g. M o s t of the people t h e re we re too ill to
wo r k , and probably co u l d n’ t because of their lega l
re s t r i ct i o n s .The move m e nt t h at s u p p o rted them wa s
e conomically ove rw h e l m e d ,and t h e re was no way t h e i r
families could keep t h e m . Added to the re nt , fuel and
food was the expense of the B1 vitamin tablets the sur-
v i vors needed to aid their re cove ry. We bro u g ht f u n d ra i s-
ing money over but k n ew t h at wo u l d n’ tl a s tl o n g.

We caught a bus towa rds Ta ksin Square where t h e
famous Sat u rd ay Mothers used to gather (the mothers
of the disappeare d) befo re t h ey we re brutally at t a c ke d
and fo rced off the streets by the police. Did the Tu r k i s h
regime think t h at people would suddenly fo rge tt h at
their loved ones had disappeared? Or would fo rge tt h at
t h ey had a son or daughter beat e n , to rt u re d , ra p e d ,m u r-
d e red or on hunger strike in prison? I t h o u g ht of t h e
o rd i n a ry people at the Life h o u s e ,w h o, because t h ey had
d a red to question the t y rannical system under which
t h ey we re living under, had found t h e m s e l ves in ex t ra o r-
d i n a ry circ u m s t a n ce s .T h ey we re a stra n ge mixture :
M u s t a fa had been a t extile wo r ker who joined t h e
u n i o n ; Ca fer had wo r ked in a show fa cto ry; H u l ya , a stu-

d e nt i nvo l ved in a campaign for free educat i o n ,n o t
u n l i ke the people in our group in Live r p o o l . I also re a l i s e d
h ow disco n n e cted their struggle was from the political
s cene t h ro u g h o u t the re s t of Europe—in fa ct ve ry few
people knew about w h at had been happening in Tu r key.

I was bro u g ht to re s e a rch the Turkish prison strugg l e
t h rough reading about p e o p l e ,w h at their pain was and
w h at was in their hearts and minds, n o t because of slo-
ga n s .The major aim of this article is to pre s e nt a t e s t a-
m e nt of my ex p e r i e n ce of being invo l ved in politics,
re l ating t h at to the struggle for justice in Tu r key and to
the people I met t h e re. And to my friend who acco m p a-
nied me who shall remain nameless for her own safe t y.
We have many commonalties and their struggle must
also become our strugg l e.The one dire ct solidarity we
can show is in revealing and distributing info r m ation on
the truth of their strugg l e.

Re fe re n ce s
Nazim Hikmet, S e l e cted Po e m s, 1 9 67, Cape Ed i t i o n s .
If you would like to co m m e nt on this article co nt a ct :
d av i d g re e n @ m e r s ey m a i l . co m
If you would like to ex p ress or offer your support to t h e
L i fehouse pro j e ct co nt a ct :
l i fe h o u s e _ t u r key @ h o t m a i l . co m

N o t e s

1 . I am of course talking from a co u nt ry where we are
n o t ye tt h rown into prison for ex p ressing such opin-
i o n s, though admittedly we now fa ce many other
i s o l ato ry measure s, such as dismissal or exc l u s i o n .

2 . Tu r key was described by Amnesty Int e r n ational in
1998 as having the wo r s t human rights re co rd in t h e
wo r l d .

3 C h o m s ky has pointed out t h at the real reason fo r
N ATO bombing Yu go s l avia in 1999 was not w h at
M i l o s evic and the Serbs we re doing to the Ko s ova n
A l b a n i a n s, b u t rat h e r, a m o n g s t other t h i n g s, t h at
t h ey we re potential opponents of the eco n o m i c
plans of the We s t. If NATO and the politicians driving
them we re really int e rested in stopping human
r i g hts abuses and opposing ethnic cleansing, t h e n
w hy didn’ tt h ey mention Tu r key's human right s
at rocities aga i n s t the Ku rd s, with some 15,000 people
m u rd e red and thousands of villages destroyed over a
15 year period? Of co u r s e ,Tu r key is not only a strat e-
gic member of NATO but is friendly to the eco n o m i c
plans of the We s t.

4. Nazim Hikmet was not only Tu r key ’s most ce l e b rat e d
p o e tb u t as a co m m u n i s t he spent a co n s i d e ra b l e
time in prison for his political co nv i ct i o n s .

5. The title ‘The Lemon Seed’ was based on a sto ry to l d
by the surv i vors of the December 19th prison at t a c k .
T h ey hid lemon seeds in their clothing after spending
hours being dra gged t h rough the mud befo re being
t h rown back into prison ce l l s .T h ey managed to
s c rape the mud off their clothes, potted it and grew
lemon plants from the seeds.

6 . In Tu r key t h e re is a law stating t h at when a prisoner
is seriously ill t h ey can be released so t h at their fa m i-
ly can look after t h e m . This law was used by law ye r s
re p re s e nting the hunger strike r s,getting many of
them released for a six- m o nth period. The gove r n-
m e nt was also sensitive to the bad publicity it wa s
re ceiving on acco u nt of so many hunger strike r s
d y i n g.

7. In Nove m b e r, 1 9 9 2 , Remzi Basalak, Saban Budak and
M u s t a fa Yasar we re arrested by the police in Adana.
Saban Budak was killed on the spot. A few hours
l at e r, Remzi Basalak and Mustafa Yasar we re show n
to the pre s s, h e avily to rt u re d . Remzi Basalak told t h e
journalists t h at he was to rt u red and he cursed t h e
p o l i ce. The press was immediately re m ove d . Re m z i
Basalak was to rt u red again and murd e re d .

T h e re was a trial aga i n s t 14 off i cers at the Fi r s ta n d
S e cond Criminal Co u rt in Anka ra after Mustafa Ya s a r
d e c l a red he could re cognise the murd e rers of Re m z i
Basalak and said he wa nted to t e s t i fy as a witness.
H oweve r, he was not a l l owe d . The post- m o rt e m
re p o rts state t h at Remzi Basalak “died of ce re b ra l
h a e m o r r h a ge ”. As in other t r i a l s, Saban Budak’s
clothes we re never found aga i n . For appeara n ce s
o n l y, off i cers we re put on pat ro l -d u t y. B u t as always,
the trial will end in acquittals.

Cafer in 1996 hunger strike.


