E-mail #4:  Adam Berg and the Iranian Nudists

Snazzy title, little relevance to the actual e-mail.  If Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of atonement hadn't passed yesterday, I would apologize and atone to my loyal readers (otherwise known as my mom).

 

At this time last year as I hitchhiked across the United States, I observed the high holidays at Harvard, with some members of the business school.  Among those I dined with was a woman who campaigned against human rights abuses.  She had shaken hands with the African dictators she despised, worked hard for her cause, but dropped it after being severely wounded in a grenade attack that killed her two companions.  Needless to say, she was an amazing person to reflect on the year with.  I set my intention to do something more socially constructive--a return to my social service days. Although I applied for several positions,  I got sidetracked after I didn't hear back from any of them.  Sidetracking was great...I got the coolest girlfriend ever, and my friends at Intel took me back for a few months, allowing us to travel.  I did not fulfill any of my goals for the year, but looking back, I am definitely not disappointed!

 

This Yom Kippur I fasted in the city of Erzurum, which one resident described as the most religiously conservative city in Turkey.  EVERYONE was fasting for Ramadan, at least publicly.  In Istanbul and Western Turkey, about half the women wear headscarves.  In Erzurum, almost all do, and about half wear the all black, complete covering (with only the eyes revealed) that is more common in Iran and Saudi Arabia.  We aren't that close to the Iranian border, but there is a huge Iranian population in Erzurum.

 

This morning we left for Yusufeli, three hours north.  The bus ride started in the flat deserts that surround Erzurum.  We ascended through jagged mountains and crazy canyons before stopping in the riverside town/village of Yusufeli, where we will see some Georgian and Armenian churches.

 

If I had more time I would describe some of the more interesting people we have met, including the American with a leg cast who broke his foot at his Turkish engagement party.  He explained that injuring his foot was a lot better than last year, when he was shot in the gut in "The war out East."  Possibly related to that wound, his US doctors found cancer in his pancreas, near the bullet wound.  They were unable to treat it, but there was a procedure legal most everywhere else that this guy wanted to try--hence his visit to Turkey.  Did I mention he and his fiancé are both physicians on the East Coast?  He is one of many fascinating people we have met, that I don't have time to describe.

 

In my final moments of Internet time, I would rather leave you with the nudity promised in the title of this e-mail.  Susie and I went to a Hamman, or Turkish bath (hundreds of years old).  It was soooooo fantastic!

 

The first photo clearly shows the exfoliation process, where they rub down your body with a coarse fabric to remove all the dead skin.  Fantastic!
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Next they wash your hair and body (pretty rigorously, as you can tell from the second photo).
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The final photo shows the full body massage on top of a marble slab, which is really nice!
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