
Moongazing in Turkey

The motorcycle purred down the road in central Turkey, five months and 19,000 
miles since his butt had first hit the seat in Singapore.  He glanced at his watch, saying to 
himself  “It’s about that time”.  There, beside the road, a shady tree where he could sit out of the 
sun and still get a good view of the moon, shining full despite the afternoon sun.  

Downshifting through the gears they (he and the bike - there was no one else) rolled to a 
halt.  He pushed down the kickstand with his left foot and climbed off.  Opening the pannier he 
pulled out the little 3-band radio and sat down, back to the tree, gazing at the moon.  After 
pulling out the antenna, turning on the radio and fooling with the dial the “Voice of America” 
came through loud and clear.  It was a few minutes before the broadcast that he had stopped to 
hear would come on so he listened to the music that was playing, relaxing in the shade of the 
tree.

He hadn’t noticed the women working in the field next to the road and not far from the 
tree, but they had noticed him.  It wasn’t every day that some long-haired, bearded “ferangi” 
(foreigner) on a motorcycle stopped to pass the time in their neighborhood.  Jabbering and 
laughing they took a break and walked over to the tree, squatting down in a semi-circle around 
him and the radio.  One of the women would point at him, make a remark and all the others 
would laugh and laugh.

What were they saying?  “How cute” maybe?  Or “Is it a boy with long hair or a girl with a 
beard” or who knows what?  They did - he didn’t, but that didn’t stop him from joining in the 
laughter.  “My name is Al” he said in English, pointing at his chest.  “ALLAH?” they all cried with 
arched eyebrows and questioning looks.  “No, just plain old Al”.  Maybe Al wasn’t a good 
nickname to have in a muslim country.

Then the broadcast he’d been waiting for came on.  There he was, surrounded by 
Turkish peasant women, sitting under the shade of a tree on a hot afternoon, looking up at the 
full moon and listening to the voices of the Apolo 11  astronauts coming live from that very 
same moon.  Too much.  It was like something you would read in a book or short story, just as 
you are now.  He had to do it, but how?  How would “he-who-spoke-no-Turkish” explain to these 
“semi-medieval-peasant-ladies-who-spoke-no-English” that the voices they heard coming over 
the radio were actually coming from the moon?  Standing up he began gesturing and talking, 
pointing to the moon and the radio, making signs he thought they would understand as “the 
voices you are hearing over the radio are actually coming from two men standing on the 
moon”......   By their expressions, or rather the lack of them, it was obvious that they were 
thinking one of two things.  Either “Why is this crazy ferangi dancing around pointing at the radio 
and the moon and talking gibberish” or “He can’t really be trying to tell us that there are men on 
the moon talking on the radio - this boy is beyond help - it must be true that they are all on 
drugs.....” . 

Despite the magic of the moment and his creative gesturing and carrying on, the 
broadcast came to an end, the moon disappeared behind some cumulus clouds, the women 
went back to work, he packed up the radio, cranked up the Yamaha and headed down the road. 

He would often think back on that day and wonder if they understood.  Was this a story 
that would become part of village lore handed down from generation to generation?  “Tell us 
grandma, about the crazy foreigner on the motorcycle that stopped by the field that day and 
tried to tell you that there were men on the moon, talking on the radio?”.  If he went back to the 
village now, 42  years later, and showed  them a picture of a younger him and the motorcycle 
would they laugh and shout and greet him as a long lost friend?  Or had they all seen the Apollo 
flight land on the moon the night before on the 6 o’clock news from Istanbul, and were only 
wondering why this guy was making such a big deal of it?


