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Nine Days of Friendship
Pınar Aktaş
12 Turkish and 12 Armenian young men and women were brought together in Antakya through the “Gamats Gamats /Nice and Slow” program organized by the Helsinki Citizens Assembly. It did not take much time for these students to make close friends as they said their tearful goodbye’s at the end of nine days.  
Antakya in the last couple of days was host to several young Turkish and Armenian young men and women. The program “Gamats Gamats” (Yavas Yavas in Turkish; meaning nice and slow) organized by the Helsinki Citizens Assembly brought together 24 young people who became very close friends in nine days; sad upon departure most were crying. 

Helsinki Citizens Assembly devoted to finding peaceful solutions for all conflicts assembled these 24 students to be able to present and study another way of looking at the Armenian problem. The goal was for both sides to listen to what each other had to say in an attempt to normalize the situation and bring it out of the “soccer stadium atmosphere” it has been it. Participants were chosen from both Turkey and Armenia. Antakya was the designated destination and the dates were set to be between the 9th and the 18th of August. The date and the place were significant as Saint Mary’s Festival was supposed to take place between those dates at the only remaining Armenian village of Turkey; Vakıflı in Antakya Samandağ. 
They send each other e-mails everyday now

The summer school had two main aspects. First of all, there were the lectures presented by Murat Belge, Sevan Nişanyan and other such academics. The participants learned about various issues including nationalism, globalization, sub-identities and confronting the “other”.

The second part involved creative work as four different student groups came together to work on folklore or theater. A daily newspaper assembled by the editorial group made up of one person from each study group summarized the activities of the summer school. 
All nine days were full of activities. Now the participants have an e-mail group in which they post tens of messages every day. The Turkish participants are planning to go to Armenia as soon as possible.

Sinan Gökçen, the project coordinator summarizes the summer school as such: “We expected a mingling but we did not foresee it to be so fast and deep. Some of our Armenian students are right now investigating master’s programs in Turkey. They are looking to find out about what other activities they can join in Turkey.  They invite their Turkish friends to come visit them in Armenia. We plan to repeat this summer school in the following years if we can secure enough funding.”

“We had disputes about the origins of common dishes”

Melih Kahraman (22, Bilgi University, International Relations)

Seeing as I never had any Armenian-Turkish friends before; I was expecting to see people with blond hair and blue eyes; different from us. My initial shock was about this. It’s incredible how alike we look. They’d prepared the dish “keşkek” at Vakıflı. My grandma makes that; the only difference was that they made it with meat; I surprised to see it cooked that way. They call it “haritsa.” We would constantly argue at dinner; trying to resolve which culture the dish originally belonged to. We’d be eating “imam bayildi” or “dolma” and realize that everyone had the same name for them. 

“We sang Lorke in three languages”

Dilara Demir (21, Boğaziçi University, Philosophy)

I used to think that they didn’t like us. I believed that civil interaction was important in that sense. I had certain prejudices and I can safely say that I’m rid of most of them. We kept singing in the bus; we wanted to have a common song. We thought about singing “Sarı Gelin” first but only one of them recognized it. We decided to find a song that everyone knew; and we came up with “Lorke”. We sang Lorke in Turkish, Kurdish and Armenian. They told us “lorke” meant “halay” in Armenian. 

“We didn’t go there to argue about genocide”
 Elif Genç (23, Anadolu University, Journalism)

I have a certain definition of the word “genocide”; and I do not believe that what happened corresponds to that definition. I know that it is a two-way street; that it is not right to put blame on a single party. I accept my own history; but it is not me, not my person who should be held responsible for the mistakes of either side. This is the understanding I ended up with at the resolution of this summer school. Genocide for me means Hitler or what the Bolsheviks did to the Tatars. I did not used to associate “genocide” with the Armenian exile; and that did not change much for me at the end of the summer school. Because the reason we went there was not to change this idea; we did not set out to argue about this. 

“Some said ‘Turkish men have four wives’”

Volkan Yılmaz (20, Boğaziçi University, Political Science and International Relations)

They thought that Turkish men could still be married to four women at once. They learned from us that no such thing is possible. I was amazed to see how the people of two neighboring countries drew away from each other so fast and were completely clueless about one another. We saw how Armenians aren’t conniving outlaws trying to invade our land and similarly they saw how we don’t go around cussing and swearing about them; hating them at all times. I believe that conflicts between states must not affect how the people of those states relate to each other. 

“They all know about Tarkan” 

Mehmet Ali Aksoy (21, Koç University)

An Armenian participant Gevorg asked on the first day whether there was an Armenian problem or not. But I had a warm friendship with Gevorg; we were understanding and tolerant with each others’ views and thoughts. We prepared a play together. Limonini was the generic country of our “conflict resolution” class. We made Dikran the king of Limonini; and he spoke to George Bush. I was Tarkan; they all know about Tarkan. 

