
This is an account of two summers I spent with semi-nomadic Kurdish pastoralists in the summer of 

1985 and 1986. During each of the summers I spent about a month on Samdi Dag mountain in the 

Cilo-Sat range of mountains in Hakkari Province in the very south east corner of Turkey, in what 

was then itôs remote and anarchic borderlands with Iraq and Iran. The semi-nomads spent the 

winters in their village, called Ikiyaka, which was previously Sat koyu, on the southern flanks of 

Samdi Dag in a valley partly in Iraq. The village has ancient roots and there were many venerable 

walnut trees around the stone houses. It had previously been an Assyrian village and there were the 

ruins of a 12th Century church on its southern edge. During the warm spring the heavy winter 

snows, which buried the village, quickly melted and fed the surrounding pastures but by early 

summer these pastures were parched and only the irrigated terraced fields remained green. Then 

most of the families packed their black goat hair tents, cooking utensils and bed rolls and loaded 

them onto mules to make the journey up the steep, dry south flank of Samdi Dag to the main ridge 

crossing over to the northern flanks of the mountain, taking their herds of sheep and goats with 

them. The village would split into three groups or herding units each dispersing onto extensive 

pastures on the northern flanks of Samdi Dag where snowfields would persist late into the summer 

slowly melting and keeping the pastures green. As these snowfields retreated up the north side of 

Samdi Dag mountain, the semi-nomads would follow them, each herding unit moving camp, also 

called zozan, every few weeks so the herds would always graze green pastures. Towards the end 

of the summer in September the nomadic camps would be spread across the pastures at the top of 

the north side, often on large plateaus with glacial lakes beneath towering crags. I spent most of my 

time camping in the midst of one herding unit who finished the season at Sergera zozan , 

occasionally visiting another who ended the summer at Gaveruk zozan. 

 

01. Ikiyaka village, formerly known as Sat koyu, is a small village of 80 houses in the wild 

borderlands of Turkey, Iraq and Iran deep in the northern Zagros Mountains. The village lies in 

Turkey but just a kilometre from the Iraqi border. 

 



Before going up to the mountains I had to spend a frustrating week in Yuksekova, a small town in 

the Province of Hakkari some 3 hours south east of the city of Van. It was on one of the transit 

roads used from Turkey into Iran so the road was paved between Van and Yuksekova. I found a 

basic room above a lokanta style restaurant at the main T junction in the dusty town. It was near the 

principal mosque and I could hear the slightly scratched gramophone recording coming from the 

loudspeakers on the minaret 5 times a day as the muezzin broadcast the call to prayer. I had been 

in Turkey long enough to find this important part of everyday life familiar, but still found different 

intonations and chants exotic and somewhat comforting in this seldom visited corner.  My main 

concern in Yuksekova was to get permission from the authorities to go up to the Cilo-Sat mountains. 

The Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) had a paramilitary force based in Northern Iraq and SE Turkey 

and their army of outlawed insurgents were starting to attack Turkish government institutions. The 

Turkish military authorities were getting nervous about the border regions and were starting to limit 

access to them. Indeed a few remote border posts manned by Turkish conscripts and even some 

small garrisons had been attacked. At first I asked the Police but they were reluctant to help. 

ñYasakò they said. ñIt is forbiddenò. Undeterred I walked to the Gendarmerie post which was like a 

small barracks. I was told to come back the next day to see the commander. Again he said ñYasakò 

but suggested I go see the Military at the barracks up the road. At the Military barracks I managed 

to get a meeting the next day with a senior officer. At the meeting he said that terrorist activity in the 

area was minimal at the moment and their intelligence did not see a threat but I would have to get 

permission from the Commando Unit officer stationed in Yuksekova and also the Gendarmerie 

officer again. With my foot in the door I went round to the Commando Unit and got the officers 

approval and a letter I could show to the Gendarmerie. After some 5-6 visits to the three security 

force barracks over as many days I finally had permission, albeit reluctantly given, to go up to the 

Sat Golu lakes, now called the Ikiyaka Golu,  but was told not to venture onto the south side of the 

mountain. 

 

While I was seeking permission in Yuksekova I spent my spare time wandering about the town and 

searching out shops and markets where I might buy supplies. When I finally had approval it was 

easy to obtain dried and canned food, a conical tent much used by road workers in Turkey, a carpet 

to line the floor of the tent, local blankets, tobacco, a large paraffin stove and a 10 litre container of 

paraffin. I had hoped to spend about 2 weeks up in the mountains,  but knew very little about what I 

would find up there although I had been told there were nomads (göçebe) there, so I needed to be 

quite self-sufficient. Once I had everything I needed, I managed to get it all onto the old jeep style 

minibus which went to Oramar, now called Daĵlēca, every other day. It took 3 hours bumping along 

the rough track to the army post at Varegös. It was late afternoon when we got there and it was too 

late for me to go up to the mountains as the mules had already left in the early morning and some 

were just returning from the nomadic camps higher up.  

 

The army post commander suggested I wait until the morning and hire a mule to take my stuff up. It 

was by far the most sensible thing to do but the army post commander was also reluctant for me to 

camp nearby. He suggested I continue in the jeep for another 2 km to the hamlet at Gürkavak and 

then get the jeep when it returned from Oramar the following morning. So I returned to the waiting 

jeep and carried on to Gürkavak where I was driven to an ordinary stone single storey village house 

and unloaded my stuff. It was an awkward evening as my Turkish was poor and my host English 

non-existent. A steady stream of men from other houses dropped in to see me like moths to a 

candle. My hosts fed me and I ate with the men of the household cross-legged on a carpet on the 

stone floor while the women served us. After the meal, I was shown a kapok mattress where I could 

sleep. To escape the limelight I went to bed early and wrapped up in my blankets. I had to endure 

the worst fleas and bed-bugs I had ever experienced that night. My hosts slept in the same room so 

I could not shine a torch or find somewhere else for fear of offending them. I could feel them 

crawling all over me, biting occasionally and had a restless night. I was glad to get up and escape in 

the morning when the jeep returned to take me back to Varegös. 

 

https://en.bab.la/dictionary/turkish-english/g%C3%B6%C3%A7ebe#translationsdetails2


02.Ikiyaka village lies on the south side of Samdi Dag, 3811m, one of the major massifs in the Cilo 

Sat range in Hakkari province in SE Turkey. Just to the south of the village is Iraq. On the north side 

of the mountain is the army post at Varegös on the track between Yuksekova and Oramar. 

  

There were a few muleteers at Varegös. They were largely from the village of Ikiyaka and spent the 

summer going backwards and forwards in 4 stages with each stage being about 3-4 hours. They left 

Ikiyaka village with fresh vegetables and firewood and climbed up the south flank of Samdi Dag to 

the pass by the pastures by Gaveruk, unloading their wares here. They then loaded their mules with 

a feta type cheese and some butter which was made at the pastures and headed down to Varegös, 

where these would be sold and taken to Yuksekova by tractor and trailer. The mules would then 

load up with flour and salt and return back up the mountain to the camps around the pastures and 

unload what was needed here before continuing on over the pass and down to the village of Ikiyaka. 

It was a tall order to do the whole journey in a day and the muleteers could easily do 2 or even 3 

stages in a day. I found one who was heading back up to the pastures in the mountains and made it 

worth his while to take my baggage up rather than the load of flour. We loaded the mule, stuffing my 

baggage into hardwearing goat hair sacks, which were strapped each side of the saddle. It was hot 

down here in the deep valley and a relief to start walking south up the valley. 

 



 
03. Half way along the road from Yuksekova to Oramar (Daglica) is the army post at Varegös. This 

was also where the semi-nomadic villagers of Ikiyaka traded their pastoral produce for flour. This is 

me and the mule I hired to take up everything I thought I needed for a month in the mountains. 

 

A track went up the east side of the Rubarisin stream which tumbled down a rocky boulder bed. 

Even in midsummer it was quite powerful and full of snowmelt. It was clear and cold as it rushed 

down pouring over the boulders, but I noticed a dead mule in it curved round the upstream side of a 

boulder. After a short hour the valley reached a junction and the track headed up the east side for a 

short distance before it petered out into a path. It was up the west fork of the valley I wanted to 

eventually go but the path up there was steep, loose and not suitable for the mules. The muleteers 

led me and a few mules up the east fork to the track end and then beyond until the path forked with 

a branch going straight up the valley to pastures and encampments on the north side of Samdi Dag 

peak and another path going up over the ridge separating the two streams. We took the latter 

crossing the stream on boulders and then climbing quickly to the apex of the ridge with the mules 

straining. We stopped here and one of the mules carrying flour went amok and ran back down the 

slope with a frantic muleteer in hot pursuit. After our break we contoured around the ridge above the 

previously mentioned west fork, with its small steep rocky stream. Here the terrain became gentler 

and we could descend to the rocky stream and cross it in a rocky ravine and then follow the well 

worn path up steeper pastures into a hanging valley where there was a nomadic camp at the lip. 

 



 
04. Leaving Varegös and heading up the Rubarisin stream into the Sat mountains. The path went to 

the left of the rocky ridge ahead and then crossed the stream and climbed up over the same ridge 

into the valley straight ahead before climbing out of the pictureôs right and into the Hanging Valley. 

. 

My muleteer was a family member of one of these nomadic households so we stopped here and I 

introduced myself. Within minutes the whole camp had surrounded me There were perhaps 5 men, 

10 women and 40 children, who were all jostling about excitedly at the front. I felt a bit overwhelmed 

by the attention. It was obvious to me there were very few visitors here. When I explained I was 

from the UK few had any idea where that was. Eventually one of the older men directed me to a 

large, black, goat hair tent which rose up from a circular rickle of stone a meter high, to which the 

fringe of the tent was draped over and tied down to. There was a gap in the stone enclosure about 3 

meters long and a pair of wooden poles held the fringe of the tent aloft here forming a gaping 

mouth. I followed him in, took off my shoes and then sat cross legged on the carpet while a lady in a 

colourful Kurdish dress stoked the small open fire. It was not too dark in the tent and a relief to be 

out of the hot glare of the relentless early afternoon sun. There were a few more poles inside the 

tent holding the canopy aloft and carpets covered much of the floor with bedding rolls stacked up 

against the stones on the inside. It was smoky inside as the fire got going and the goat hair hessian 

hindered the smoke from rising. I made some small talk with the host as a drink of yoghurt and cold 

water (ayran) was prepared. My host's name was Hussein and I guessed he was 45 years old, as 

was the lady preparing tea who was his wife and called Huri. Hussein seemed to be the senior man 

in the camp. 

 



 
05. Hussein Donat was one of the first to greet me when I arrived at the Hanging Valley zozan. He 
had a large black woven goat hair tent here and invited me in for tea and to enquire what I wanted 
to do up in the mountains. He was to become one of my patrons.  
  

 

Tea was served in small glasses on a large platter and there was a bowl with sugar lumps. A few 

more men joined us for tea and there was an endless stream of questions, of which I only 

understood a few. My Turkish was not up to replying to them so I had to get the small notebook out 

to illustrate my answers. I endured strained conservation for a good hour with Hussein's wife often 

filling the tea glasses and me nervously rolling cigarettes and offering my tobacco around. 

Eventually I asked if I could stay in the camp and put my tent up nearby. Hussein muttered with the 

other men in Kurdish and then agreed I could. We went outside and he showed me where I could 

camp beside a few other tents near a small brook which meandered across the pasture after 

emerging from a nearby spring. As I put up my large conical tent, the whole camp appeared again 

and surrounded me. The 5 men and just one woman were the only ones who spoke Turkish and the 

rest could only speak Kurdish. The men had learnt it during their 3 years of military conscription, 

usually in the western or central areas of Turkey. The tent was a familiar one to the men, widely 

used all over Turkey. I was lent a central wooden pole about 2½ meters in height and then many 

hands helped bang in the 8 pegs into the earthy ground. I threw all my stuff inside, rolled out the 

cheap carpet to cover the grass and unpacked. In the tent, I got some privacy, but the kids were 

crowding around the door and frequently threatened to spill in. I set up a small kitchen with rocks to 

enclose the paraffin stove and balance my pans on. I put my blankets over the tent in the hope the 

sun might cause any parasites from last night to find somewhere else. As the shadows began to 

lengthen I was pleased I was ensconced in this idyllic setting with a fascinating and friendly group of 

nomads who I was in awe of already. 

 



 
06. The zozan at the Hanging Valley zozan had 13 tents, or households, at it. Half were traditional  
woven goat hair tents, as pictured to the left, and the other half were more modern canvas ones., 
Ibrahim, on the mule, was taking dairy produce from his household down to Varegos to trade. 
   

 

I cooked a meal in the tent as late afternoon merged into early evening. It was a  perfunctory dish of 

rice and lentils, memorable for its bland taste. All the time men dropped by the tent to peer inside at 

me and there was a constant stream of children milling around at the door. I would have to put up 

with being a curiosity and in the spotlight for a while until my novelty wore off. There was a spell of 

activity outside as the women returned with their pails full of sheep milk. The sheep were further up 

the valley with shepherds. Then a bit later, near dusk, the goats arrived and the women had to go 

out again into a rough stone corral where the goats were gathered and milk them too. I think there 

were about 400 goats in all and there were 13 tents, or households, in total so each household had 

an average of about 20 goats to milk. I looked on as the women chased their individual goats in the 

herd, subdued them and then started milking them into different pails. The whole process took a 

good half hour and there was plenty of yelling, shouting and pointing with the younger family 

members helping to round up the goats. I learnt the goats would usually spend the night in the 

zozan, or camp pasture, while the sheep would remain in the more distant pastures in corals with 

the shepherds. All the milk would be put into large pans for the evening. Later that evening 3 of the 

younger men came into my tent for a chat and I managed to make them tea, and share my sugar 

and tobacco. It was mentally exhausting to try and make conservation with them, but they were 

alert, enthusiastic young men and there were no awkward silences. I felt much easier in the 

company of men and was shy and wary of the women. One of the men who visited was Husseinôs 

eldest son, Abdul, (left below) who had arrived that afternoon from Ikiyaka village with vegetables 

and wood on a mule, and was heading down to Varegös tomorrow, and another was Sabri who was 

returning to the village on short leave from his 3 year conscription in the Turkish army (right below).  

They left well after dark when everyone had returned to their tents and quiet settled over the camp. I 



rolled out a blanket as a mattress and crawled undo another two, pretty much fully clothed, for the 

night. 

 

 
07. Abdul, another guest, and Sabri in my tent at the Hanging Valley zozan after I had just arrived in 
1985. Abdul, on the left, was driving his household's mules from Ikiyaya Village to Varegös taking 
pastoral products to trade and Sabri, on the right, was on leave from the Turkish military. 
 

I woke at dawn and heard a rhythmic thudding sound from outside. There seemed to be few places 

where the sound was coming from. I was curious so poked my head outside and a few of the 

brightly dressed women were swinging a goat skin which was hanging from a tripod of 3 poles. The 

woman next to me was Guri, who was Hussein's brotherôs wife. She had one end of the skin and 

was swinging it backwards and forwards. She had two arms on a stick between its back legs and 

each time she swung the liquid in the skin sloshed backwards and forwards. I was more than 

curious and asked what was going on and learnt she was making butter (tereyagi). The milk which 

had been left in the large cauldrons overnight had partially divided with the cream coming to the top. 

This cream was scooped off and put into the goat skin, while the more watery milk remained in the 

cauldron. The neck of the skin was then sealed up with a wrap of rope so the skin was watertight. 

The goatskin was then swung backwards and forwards for about 20 minutes and it looked quite 

hard work. A pot was then put under the neck opening of the skin and the twist of rope was 

loosened off and opaque liquid started to pour out. When it was all out the neck was fully opened 

and a new pot, lined with a nylon sack, was put under the neck opening. Into it was scooped firm 

dollops of whitish fatty butter. Once the main blocks had been extracted a ladle was used to scrap 

the rest of the butter out. The sack was then tidied up and hung over the pot of opaque liquid to drip 

into it. This liquid was whey; which was milk with the fat extracted from it. The butter sack was then 

laid out on the grass beside the brook where it would dry off. The butter was essentially kept for 

frying food while the whey would be kept and mixed back into milk which was later destined for 

cheese and yoghurt. 

 



 
08. Guri making butter in the goatskin in the early morning. The butter fat was naturally separated in 
the large cauldrons and then scooped off in the morning and put into the goatskins where it was 
churned until it formed butter and whey. In the foreground is the kapanak felt cloak I bought. 
 

The goats which had been at the camp last night left as dawn broke and went back up the valley 

with some youths to look after them. I thought it would be interesting to go and see what they and 

the shepherds were up to. It would mean I could get away from the goldfish bowl of the camp where 

I was still the centre of attention. The floor of the U-shaped hanging valley I was in gently rose 

between sides topped with craggy ridges for a couple of km to reach a craggy head wall. I could see 

a path heading up through the outcrops of the headwall to what must be a basin beyond. The 

shepherds however were in the U shaped valley looking after some 400 sheep. Long before I 

approached 3 large kangal dogs came bounding towards me with intent. I reached for the large 

knife I had tucked into a sheath in my long socks and had it at the ready, but knew it would be 

ineffective against these three huge dogs, each a meter high and perhaps 60kg. The shepherds 

were shouting at them which took the wind out of their sails a bit and they surrounded me barking 

loudly, but not snarling and baring their fangs. I continued to walk towards the shepherds with the 

barking dogs escorting me. I returned my knife to its sheath as I approached the shepherds and the 

perceived danger from the dogs had diminished. These dogs were sheep dogs which spent their 

whole life among the sheep from an early age. They were there to protect the sheep from intruders, 

and also wolf, bear and even lynx which sometimes visit the area. The dogs walked me right up to 

the shepherds and delivered me to them making sure I did not stray towards the sheep grazing 

nearby. The three shepherds were very welcoming and had obviously already heard about me from 

the people who had passed through the camp and they started boiling up water for tea. 

 



 
09.The shepherd Islam Dugran, Namenôs younger brother, and Aril Donat, Husseinôs son, watching 
the sheep in the hanging valley pasture. The automatic rifle Aziz is holding belongs to one of the 
village guards and is supplied by the Turkish Military to patrol the Turkey-Iraq border at the village.  
 

I learnt a lot about the herding from them. Idris seemed to be the main shepherd and he was 

accompanied by Islam and Ismail. Idris was the younger brother of Hussein, who seemed to be the 

most senior man in the camp I was staying at. There were some 60 households in Ikiyaka village 

and virtually all of them had sheep or goats. Because the land became so parched in summertime 

in the area around the village once the winter snows had melted, they had to leave and come up to 

these lush, ample pastures on the north side of the mountain. The 60 households split into 3 

different herding units with about 13-24 families in each unit. The other two units were on different 

parts of the mountain half a dayôs walk away. In this herding unit there were 13 households and they 

all pooled their animals into 2 herds, one of sheep and one of goats with about 400 animals in each 

herd. These shepherds looked after the sheep, who were quite placid and naturally tended to stay in 

a herd and remain on the lush pastures on the valley floor. At night they huddled up together in a 

rough coral and the shepherds remained with them while the three enormous Kangal dogs kept an 

eye on everybody. The goats on the other hand were much harder work and tended to wander off in 

all directions and did not have an instinct to gather into a huddle at night. They had to be kept 

together as a group and forced back to the nomadic camp each evening to more secure corals 

where the goatherds had to keep an eye on them. As such the goatherds seemed to be young men 

who had to constantly run around the hillside and then take it in turns each evening to stay awake 

and make sure they did not disperse. It was almost a kind of apprenticeship into herding. The 

shepherds had a much easier job and could relax for much of the day drinking tea and entertaining 

passersby. As such the shepherds were more senior men who had been through the rigours of goat 

herding in their youth. 

 



 
10. Me in my typical Kurdish jacket and shalwar trousers and a pushi or Kurdish headscarf with the 
shepherds. The rifle was an ancient hunting rifle which the shepherds always had handy in case 
they needed to defend the sheep. 
 

Idris, the head shepherd, was a member of the Donat household, one of the largest in Ikiyaka and 

they had 200 sheep and 200 goats, with the other 12 households having just 200 of each between 

them.  As such the Donat family supplied a fulltime shepherd while the other families provided 

shepherds and goatherds on a rota, with a change over every week. Idris knew everything about the 

sheep. He not only knew who owned each of the 400 sheep but also knew each sheepôs family tree 

for a few generations. His decision on shepherding was final, so he would decide when the sheep 

needed to move to new pastures, which rams needed to be scarified at any festival to keep the 

breeding stock strong and he would deal with illnesses and infections by segregating some animals 

or even culling them. Islam was a member of the Dugran household and they had about 20 sheep 

and 20 goats. Idris also was responsible for the welfare of the goats but delegated to a rota of 

young goatherds. It is no problem for a household to have 100ôs of sheep in the summer while 

everyone is at the summer pastures, but impossible for the smaller households to collect enough 

fodder for them to see them through the winter months when the snow covered the village to a 

depth of 2 meters. The Donat household had the manpower for 400 livestock but the Dugran family 

did not. It could only manage to collect enough for 40 animals. 

 



 
11. Idris Donat was the head shepherd for this herding unit. His father owned half of the sheep and 
goats which were in the entire herd. He was always on shepherding duty, while the other 
households in the herding unit provided shepherds on a rota basis 
 

I chatted with the shepherds all morning until the women from the camp arrived. There were about 

15 of them and they all came up the path in a lively noisy group chatting and laughing. They all 

carried a large aluminium pail and were coming up to milk the sheep and bring some lunch up to the 

shepherds. Guri, who was Idrisôs wife, brought a sack of large nan breads and a small pail of stew. 

Guri, Husseinôs wife, Huri, and a few other young girls then started milking their 200 sheep while 

women from the other tents just had 10-20 sheep to milk. It was quite chaotic but everybody 

seemed to know what was happening. The women grabbed their sheep which they could recognize 

from the mass of the herd, squatted down beside them and quickly emptied their udders into their 

pails with a series of squirts. It took under a minute to do one. The sheep did not seem to mind and 

almost waited in line to get milked tending to cluster round their owners who would bride them with 

a bit of salt to lick. There were a few who were more reluctant, but they were quickly chased down 

by their dexterous owners who ran after them with a pail full of milk, skilfully catching them and 

subduing them. It was all over after 30 minutes and then the women all returned down the path with 

joyous fanfare and full pails, and calm descended over the pasture again as the shepherds boiled 

up water for another tea. 

 



 
12. Idris Donat had been the main shepherd for the herding unit his household belonged to for a few 
years. He knew the family tree of all the 400 sheep in the herd, half owned by his household and 
half owned by the other 12 households 
 

After a good few hours with these 3 shepherds I saw the goats up on the hillside to the north of the 

valley. I left Idris, Islam and Ismail and headed up to the goatherds. As I left the kangal dogs started 

barking half heartedly and with just one command from Idris they stopped, circled the spot where 

they were lying, keeping an eye on the sheep, and lay down again. I went up the hillside towards 

the goats threading a route through the thorny scrub bushes which were scattered across the 

hillside. I climbed high above the valley floor up the side, and could see beyond the headwall at the 

end where there were some snow fields and a lake in a hidden basin. This area looked really 

inviting for tomorrow's wanderings. As I approached the goatherds I had to go through the same 

fearful experience again as their three dogs embedded with the goats came bounding towards me. I 

did not pull my knife out this time but was still scared. The dogs were confident, just surrounding me 

and keeping a 5 meter distance, barking loudly to be certain the goatherds were alerted. They were 

bellowing at the dogs which seemed to appease them, and gave me some certainly to stride on 

confidently. Again there were 3 goatherds who were trying to stop the goats from scattering. One of 

the herders was up in the crags with a few of the goats who were in search of some lofty patches of 

grass among the small buttresses and gullies. The goats would have gone right up the crags and 

over the ridge line left to their own devices as they hopped and sprung nimbly up across the steep 

outcrops and the goat herd was throwing stones to divert them. I sat with the other two while the 

third got the more feral explorative goats under control and back down to the thorny scrub. We 

could never really stop and make tea or chat as the goats were always on the move, eager to find 

fodder and often passing by nourishing clumps just to keep moving.  

 

One of the tricks the goatherds used to keep the herd from scattering was to roll rocks down the 

hillside, either behind them to hurry them along or more often in front of them to stop the leaders 

marching off. While I was there a goatherd rolled a grapefruit size rock to speed up the stragglers. 



The goats heard it coming and rushed forwards, but the youngest dog who was still a puppy really 

did not. Despite everyone shouting the young dog was oblivious to the missile and it glanced at his 

back leg. He let out a yelp and leapt forwards with a limp. I went down to see the dog which was 

lucky to escape with a small cut rather than a broken leg. Being of European disposition I felt sorry 

for the dog. I borrowed a rag from a goat head and wrapped it round the leg covering the gash. As I 

tied it up the dog turned and gently bit my forearm. It was not an aggressive bite, as even this young 

dog was a 30 kg mastiff and it could have done some serious damage to me. With the bandage in 

place we carried on with the afflicted dog limping gingerly behind. Eventually we got to camp in the 

late afternoon and the women emerged from the tents to milk their goats after they had gone into 

the coral. I returned to my tent and after a while Hussein came in. He obviously had heard about the 

dog incident and asked me about it. He said I had to go and wash in the stream as I was dirty. 

Apparently even touching the dogs was polluting, but to be covered in its saliva was disgusting 

beyond the pale. Perhaps these aversions are linked to their knowledge about rabies. Later that 

evening, after the women had milked the goats, emptied their pails into the large cauldrons, and 

then gone up to the shepherds to milk their sheep and returned with full pails again at nightfall, 

Hussein invited me into his tent for a meal. I had lots of tins of tuna so took a couple over to add to 

his food, which was nan bread and a thick gravy with lumps of meat. 

 

 
13. Each herd of sheep and goats had a few large mastiff dogs embedded amongst the animals. 
The dogs would grow up with the herds and spend their entire time with them, always on the 
lookout. The fearless dogs would attack bear, wolf, lynx or human if they perceived a risk 
 

After being woken the next morning at daybreak by the rhythmic sloshing of the women making 

butter in the goatskins I set off to explore the lake I had seen yesterday. The goats had already left 

the camp with their herders and the dogs, including the injured one. I made my way up the valley to 

the shepherds. The dogs came bounding towards me barking loudly but as they approached they 

fell silent and escorted me up to the shepherds keeping an eye on me. I had tea and a chat with 

them before continuing up the valley to the headwall, where a path zigzagged up between the 



crags. At the top was a huge basin with a large, deep-turquoise, crescent-shaped lake across itôs 

floor. Surrounding the lake were some smooth bare crags and the greenest of pastures. Beyond 

them were high craggy ridges culminating in jagged peaks, many riven by deep gullies still full of 

snow, all rising up into a perfect azure sky. Large snow fields covered the mountainsides between 

the pastures and the peaks and from these small streams emerged and tumbled down the rocks 

sometimes in wispy waterfalls. It was the most unexpected paradise and I was astounded I had 

never heard of these mountains before in my now extensive travels around Turkey. I knew I had 

stumbled upon something really special here. I walked round the west side of the lake on the path 

and more and more peaks unfolded to the east. There was a brook which came down from a deep 

dark sunless basin to the south and flowed across the fan of a lush meadow which pushed into the 

lake. It was the lushest grass one might imagine and was full of the bright yellow globe flowers. I sat 

in the meadow and marvelled at the scene. 

 

 
14. Above the Hanging Valley was a large basin, called the Sergera Basin, surrounded by jagged 
peaks, On the floor of the basin were some 5 lakes with Buyuk Golu being the largest. The path to 
Ikiyaka village went across the basin and up over the ridge under the cloud. 
 

After a while I saw a mule train coming down the path from the skyline to the south. From what I had 

gathered this was the path over the mountain to Ikiyaka village which lay on the other side. As the 

mules approached I saw someone with a gun waving. It was Sabri who had been in my tent on the 

first night. He had been home and was now coming up to the pastures for a couple of days to fill his 

lungs. He was accompanied by his father Hajji, who was wearing a white turban. I knew straight 

away by his title and turban he had been on the once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage to Mecca. This 

pilgrimage, which all Muslims are required to do, would have involved considerable expense and 

hardship for Hajji. It would have conferred respect from the other villagers as it shows he is both 

pious and wealthy.  I sat and chatted with Sabri and Hajji for a good hour until another figure 

approached from the direction of the camp. It was Idris the head shepherd and he soon joined us. 

He had come up to see what shape the pastures were in and whether it was feasible to move the 



sheep up from the current pastures in the hanging valley below. He thought it would be less than a 

week before the current pasture was tired and the sheep's milk production fell. Currently they were 

producing about a litre a day. We sat in the sun while I listened to the men chatting. I understood 

virtually nothing they said but could tell they switched from Turkish to Kurdish at a whim. Only when 

they asked me a simple question in Turkish would I have a hope of understanding and even then 

they often had to repeat or even rephrase it. It was a timeless morning and I could have been in any 

century at that enchanted place. 

 

 
15. Sabri and Idris, the shepherds, chatting to Sabriôs father, Hajji, who was going to Varegös from 
Ikiyaka village. We all sat on the lush grass beside the largest of the lakes in the Sergera basin. At 
the far end of the lake was the location for Gaveruk zozan which remained vacant until mid summer. 
 

As we chatted a few mule trains went up and over the pass and down to the village of Ikiyaka.  The 

pass seemed just a short distance from the lake, perhaps just half an hour. I thought I would go up 

and have a look after I got tired from answering and asking questions, which was the only way I 

knew how to communicate, and it was mentally exhausting. After a couple of hours the party split up 

anyway with Idris returning to the sheep and Sabri and Hajji continuing down to the zozan where I 

had camped. There was a good path for me to follow up the gentle ridge to the pass. As I climbed 

up it more and more lakes appeared on the floor of this large alpine basin. To my west were two 

lakes, one of which was still covered in ice with snow fields covering the mountainside coming down 

all the way to the ice. These two lakes, and especially the upper one, were in a deep north facing 

corrie and were probably in the shade for much of the afternoon. To the east there were 2 more 

smaller lakes on the basin floor and they looked idyllic with large meadows surrounding them. As I 

neared the pass more and more of the mountains unfolded from behind the nearer peaks. This was 

going to be a fantastic area to explore.  

 

It was an easy jaunt up the scrubby meadows of the hillside to reach the pass. The south side was 

much steeper, and much dryer and totally parched. I could see the path zigzagging down the initial 



few hundred meters until the slope eased off and then it wove down more gently across scree 

covered slopes and stony ridges until it met a dried up streambed, nearly 1000m below me. Beyond 

the dried streambed was the village of Ikiyaka. It was perhaps 2 km long from top to bottom and all 

the land on each side of the village houses, which were strung out along the valley floor, was 

irrigated. I had been told that the Iraqi border was just beyond the lower part of the village. Beyond it 

was just dry barren rocky ridge after ridge disappearing into the blue opaque haze of the obscured 

horizon. I am sure between these distant ridges there would have been some small streams, 

irrigated land and even small villages, but from up here it looked inhospitable and empty. Even the 

terraced fields of Ikiyaka looked dry and arid, but perhaps it was the ripening grain I was looking 

down on. It was too far to see the houses clearly but I could see a few beside the corridor of large 

trees which lined the streambed. The houses I could see were the typical single story flat roofed 

houses found throughout the region. Far below there was a mule train approaching the village and 

they were easy to see because of the wedge of dust the mules were producing. 

 

 
16. From the pass to the south of the Sergera basin there was a long near 1000m descent down the 
south side of the mountain to Ikiyaka village. A kilometre beyond the lower end of the village was 
the Iraqi border and most of the land above the centre line of the photo is in Iraq. 
 

I returned down to the large lake where there was no one and just sat in the late afternoon sun 

enjoying the splendour of the area. I was enchanted not only with the landscape but also the culture 

of the nomads on the mountain here, which through my passing eyes looked idyllic, but I am sure 

was harsh. After a snooze on the flower filled meadow I headed down to where the shepherds were 

in the hanging valley beyond the end of the lake, which I realized had no visible outlet. A new 

shepherd, Namen, had joined the original 3. He was the elder brother of Islam who would be 

heading down to Ikiyaka tomorrow. I immediately liked Namen who had a gentleness to him which 

Hussein lacked. Namen was very forgiving of my fumblings in Turkish and kept suggesting words 

when I got stuck. As we were drinking tea I could hear the clamour of the women coming up the 

valley for the  late afternoon milking of the sheep. This time instead of chasing round after the sheep 


