18 gravel.

p

critical mass istanbul

and the quest to cross the bosphorus bridge
We ride into the north end of Istanbul’s Taksim Gezi
Park where a squadron of bikers covers the paved
part of the urban park, gleaming in the late-afternoon
sun. Suddenly a guy named Samet appears next to
me. He has a wicked red beard thick as wool and his
pants are tucked into his socks. In alternating hyperspeed Turkish and Italian he’s telling me that if we
encounter the cops, pretend to not understand Turkish
at all. He says: Be the cliché, the oblivious monolingual
tourist, and the police won’t give you much shit. He
goes on until he registers that my blank stare equates
to a complete lack of understanding, lets out a hearty
laugh, and gives up. My friend, a Turkish university
student named Merter Zorkirişçi, translates the
diatribe and we all agree it’s a good plan. While riding
in Istanbul’s Critical Mass—one of the leaderless,
somewhat spontaneous, disorganized and antiauthoritarian, but joyful, collective bike rides that
occur throughout more than 300 cities worldwide—the
Americans in attendance will speak English and the
Turks will speak Italian or English or German or any
other language that might mark them as oblivious
vacationers. If we encounter the police, Samet makes
clear, that’s the plan. But at the moment I have no idea
why or when we’ll need it.
Our starting point is Taksim Gezi Park, a rare swath
of green in a city otherwise dominated by concrete.
Maybe 40 riders lounge around with their bikes in
disarray as the crew grows and the night descends.
(For winter, this is a good showing. During summer,

easily 100 riders attend. Not bad, considering that
Istanbul’s first Critical Mass occurred in late 2009
and urban cycling in general is in what could be
considered its infancy here.) Our goal is to ride—or,
rather, to take over—the streets of Istanbul in traditional
Critical Mass fashion, weaving within and throughout
the manic traffic of a city where traffic laws are merely
suggestions, and, I finally find out, to eventually reach
and illegally cross the Bosphorus Bridge. If we’re to
employ our language barrier plan to circumvent the
police, it will happen as we approach the bridge and
are forced to bypass multiple police checkpoints. The
idea is that the otherwise harsh police might go easy
on a bunch of foreigners bounding along mindlessly
toward a bridge with no allowable pedestrian traffic.
Confusion and misunderstanding would be our tactics
in avoiding legal ramifications.
Built 40 years ago, spanning eight lanes wide
and nearly a mile across the Bosphorus Strait that
runs from the Black Sea to the north and the Sea
of Marmara to the south, the gravity-anchored
suspension bridge known as the Bosphorus is the first
to connect the continents of Europe and Asia since 512
B.C. It’s a 5,118-foot-long hulking mass of concrete,
towers, inclined hangers, and steel cables, the totality
of which has become the go-to place for the region’s
suicidal to take a plummet. The strait’s current is so
swift that jumpers’ corpses have been found more
than 40 miles from the bridge—hence the illegality of
pedestrian traffic on the bridge ever since the mid-
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THE
PROTESTS

BEGAN AS A SMALL ENVIRONMENTAL DEMONSTRATION, BUT AFTER A BRUTAL CRACKDOWN,
THEY QUICKLY SPREAD TO INCLUDE A VARIETY OF ANTI-GOVERNMENT CAUSES, FROM MEDIA
CENSORSHIP TO POLICE BRUTALITY TO HIGH-LEVEL GOVERNMENT CORRUPTION.
1970s, shortly after its construction. We’re told that it’s
possible we’d be the first foreigners to bike across it
illegally if we pull it off tonight. There’s absolutely no
way to know if that’s true. And though it might seem
trite anyways, perhaps a little immature, still, as soon
as I hear it, I want the distinction.
Given its quasi-anarchistic roots, it’s no surprise
that Critical Mass begins at Taksim Gezi Park (and
its adjacent Taksim Square). In the summer of 2013,
it was the spawning ground for clashes between
protestors and riot police. The protests began as a
small environmental demonstration, but after a brutal
crackdown, they quickly spread to include a variety
of anti-government causes, from media censorship to
police brutality to high-level government corruption.
By the end of the summer (which some dubbed the
“Turkish Spring”) six people were dead, projectile gas
canisters assaulted thousands, and thousands more
were doused by chemical-laden water rocketed from
police tanks. Now, after a new round of corruption
scandals and the government’s infringement on
Internet freedom, the protests have begun to amp
up once again. Taksim Gezi Park, as before, is the
battleground. As the Critical Mass riders gather on the
north end of the park, riot police are being bussed in
by the dozens in anticipation of a scheduled protest
against a new law that allows the Turkish government
to block any Website it wants to without a court order.
It’s fair to say that plenty of Turkish citizens are pissed,
including many of the cyclists gathered here. While
the Critical Mass riders are mostly young leftists who
support the protests, staying in Taksim to battle the
police is not on our agenda for the evening.
First, riders gather and plan a route toward the
bridge, and shoot the shit. Without announcement,
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we’re all off, flowing through Gezi Park until we hit
the streets. Critical Mass in Istanbul—hell, all urban
cycling in Istanbul—is not necessarily the hipster
affair one might imagine. People ride commuters,
road and touring bikes, and mountain bikes decaying
from various degrees of rot. There’s a BMX in the
fray, and also one of those bikes that comes apart in
the middle for easy packing. There is but one fixie,
ridden by the red-bearded Samet. Some people say
that his was the first fixie to be ridden in Istanbul.
Riders are dressed in jackets with scarves, the girls
in athletic wear or otherwise the everyday attire of
Istanbul urbanites, which is to say classy, stylish, and
in primarily somber winter tones—gray, black and
brown. To my infinite benefit, there’s Merter, whose
unending patience and hospitality are what made
joining Critical Mass Istanbul a possibility in the first
place. I’d contacted him through the Critical Mass
Istanbul Facebook page back when I was planning
this trip. He wrote back immediately: “Bryan, it would
be my pleasure to bring you along. It is Critical Mass
hospitality. I will arrange to have two mountain bikes
from Boğaziçi University Bicycle Society for you and
your friend.” As he said he would, he’s procured
two bikes for my friend, Dan, and I, and has shown
us around the city. This evening Merter is wearing a
black jacket, a black helmet, and a scraggly beard.
We swarm the motorways, mixing in with a sea of
cars, taxis, buses and motorcycles, all of which seem
to operate on the concept that doing whatever you
want whenever you want, regardless of the presence
of surrounding vehicles or laws, is the best way to
navigate Istanbul’s highways. We attempt the same.
We ride on the dividing lines, play chicken with
oncoming traffic, and weave between cars as if we own
the streets or otherwise simply fail to fully comprehend

the realities of a bike-on-car collision. We’re not alone.
A guy with a car-sized load of garbage attached to
what might be an oversized dolly (but it’s hard to
say because whatever load-bearing apparatus it is,
it is consumed by the garbage it hauls) crosses three
lanes of traffic without even a glance. The cars move
around him like river water streaming to the sides
of a boulder. Most of us incessantly clink handlebarmounted bells that drivers almost certainly cannot
hear, but give us the illusion of security. For a while, it
seems as if there’s some kind of unspoken symbiosis
between all those who court Istanbul’s motorways,
but we’ve not been riding 20 minutes before a white
car careens into a rider named Yiğit. One of the most
active Critical Massers in the bunch, Yiğit works for an
organization that promotes bike use and safety. He’s
soft-spoken and kind, but also rocks rock-star hair
that plumes out from his helmet, and he’s said to be a
veteran anti-government protestor. Yiğit punches the
car, the driver yells, the rest of us bellow back before
pursuing him long enough to record his license-plate
number. The incident instigates a detour to the police
station to file a report, although, some riders guarantee
me as we linger outside the police headquarters,
nothing will come of it. Riding bikes is generally
looked down upon in Turkey as a childish or otherwise
broke-ass thing to do. Cyclists don’t have any
pedestrian rights—nor do walkers, for that matter—
and the government and populace generally ignore
the plight of cyclists’ dangerous, harrowing commutes.
Don’t want death-by-vehicular manslaughter?
Get off the streets. That’s the general mood.
At one corner, spontaneously, everyone unsaddles,
lifts their bikes in the air above their heads in what’s
known as a Bike Lift (a.k.a. the Chicago Hold-Up) and
starts chanting, a common Critical Mass occurrence
wherever they take place. We do not, however,
perform a “die-in,” wherein riders lie prostrate on the
ground with their bikes to symbolize cyclist deaths
and injuries caused by automobiles. The chants sound
like a call-and-response rally war cry, the tenor of
which would fit in at any anti-government protest
going on back in Taksim. Maybe that’s just how the
Turks roll, whatever their message may be. They
thunder: “Kahrolsun dört teker, canım bisiklet çeker!”
(Fuck cars. I’ll always ride!) “Bu senenin modası bisiklet
olsun!” (Let this be the year of bikes!) As abruptly as
we began, we lower the bikes, saddle up and pedal off
once again, this time continuing the chants as we ride.
As we approach a particularly enormous intersection,
some of the riders get phone calls and texts. The
protests back in Taksim have escalated. After a quick
conversation, it’s decided: Half will continue the ride
and half will return to Gezi Park. The group splinters
and we continue toward the bridge. There’s a series of

harrowing lane changes as we aim toward a freeway
full of screaming-fast cars. It’s impossible to say how
fast they’re going, but certainly death seems the
likely outcome of any collision. We pass one police
checkpoint—designed to both stop people like us
and to respond to emergencies—then two. We near
a third, where the traffic has slowed to a crawl. The
bridge looms tremendously large just a few hundred
yards ahead, so close, lit brilliantly with LED lights
extending up its towers, the two together looking like
some modern version of Pillars of Kings from “Lord
of the Rings.” We’re so goddamn close when three
officers appear in front of us, one on a motorcycle,
two others with arms extended out as if to catch us
in a human dragnet. Samet is the first to approach.
As they yell, presumably something like, “What the
shit do you think you’re doing?” Samet takes on his
Italian identity and weaves around them like an NBA
point guard, pretending not to understand their orders
and querying, “Che cosa? Che cosa? Che cosa?” Three
others circumvent the cops. The rest of us are caught
in the officers’ web and told in no uncertain terms:
This will be as far as we will make it. It’s advisable
we take an immediate U-turn and exit the off-ramp
100 yards behind us, or otherwise face some unnamed
repercussions—legal or criminal or who knows what.
And we want no part of that. In less than a minute,
our quest is crushed. The Bosphorus and its brilliant
lights fade away as we ride until we’re in a part of the
city that shields it from our view entirely. Those who’d
made it past the police were all caught on the bridge
and turned around except for Samet. The rest of us
failed. We could try again later tonight, but tempting a
police force known for its brutality seems foolish.
It’s the end of our encounters with the bridge patrol,
but not with Istanbul’s riot police. Because there’s this:
It’s full dark in a foreign city ripe with possibility, the
opportunities endless, all sorts of madness going on
not far from here. Gezi Park. Taksim. The protests.
We stash the bikes at Yiğit’s workplace and walk to
Taksim. Why go to a place where mobs of citizens,
costumed with gas masks and other riot-related
necessities, are up against—but mostly being put
violently down by—police with loyalties to the
government and nothing else? For me, call it adventure
tourism. Perhaps I’m the owner of a callous eagerness
to get my adrenaline pumping, a salve for the
unyielding boredom of everyday existence back home
where the sharp corners of life are blunted and padded
because we’re too soft to confront anything real. For
people like Merter, Yiğit, and others with us, it’s much
deeper. Their adrenaline pumps whether they want it
to or not, simply by being citizens in opposition to an
increasingly authoritarian government. Their prime
minister is on the verge of becoming a dictator, limiting

OUR
FRIEND,

BURCU, A PETITE BRUNETTE WITH A FLOWER-PATTERNED BACKPACK AND A HEALTHY FEAR OF
PEPPER GAS, LINKS ARMS WITH DAN, MERTER AND I, AND SAYS ABOVE THE CLAMOR,
“THE IMPORTANT THING IS WE STAY TOGETHER!”
freedom of speech, press and the Internet, swollen with
corruption while cracking down ruthlessly on all who
oppose. There’s innocence to Critical Mass, despite its
pro-bike, anti-car, quasi-political intimations. It’s like a
polite middle finger, because in the end it’s just a bunch
of strangers who become friends through the shared
love of riding bikes. But the streets of Taksim or Beşiktaş
or any of the other neighborhoods engaging in massive
demonstrations, it’s a different story, something far
more visceral, more critical, if you will. The implications
of losing are profound. For people like Merter, Critical
Mass is both a microcosm of and a break from the
grim circumstances he believes his country is in.
First we hear an explosion, then screams, and then it’s
a black-clad mob of thousands running down Istiklal
Avenue, a wide pedestrian road that runs from Gezi
Park south toward the Old Town. The street fills with a
wall of riot police marching in unison. Pluming clouds
of pepper gas advance like cemetery fog down the
street. When the gas catches you, it cuts into your eyes
and rims them red and leaky, and reduces your lungs
to splintered inhales. Wrap your face with a scarf, or,
better, bring a gas mask like those who’ve become
accustomed to this sort of thing. Our friend, Burcu,
a petite brunette with a flower-patterned backpack
and a healthy fear of pepper gas, links arms with
Dan, Merter and I, and says above the clamor, “The
important thing is we stay together!” Merter yells,
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“Guys! The gas. It’s coming!” And we’re off running.
We duck down a side street and pause, watching the
crowd roiling by. It’s a wonder people aren’t being
trampled like during Black Friday shopping sprees in
the U.S. A couple asks, “Why is everyone running?”
“The police are attacking. They’re shooting gas at
everyone,” says Dan.
Their eyes grow alarmed. “They’re shooting at us?
Should we run?”
Dan says, all of us rising at once to continue fleeing,
“You should probably run.”
Shortly, the crowd starts to reform. Shops close and
roll down their metal doors, nearly all of which are
festooned with tagging. The police have halted down
Istiklal Avenue and the protesters begin to chant
again. Some break bricks on the cobblestone street and
launch the pieces at the officers. Merter says, “There
will be at least one more attack….” At the end of his
sentence comes a rumbling BOOM! More gas canisters
hit. The street fills with white smoke. It’s time to leave.
Four days later, a Wednesday, we meet with Merter
to attempt the bridge crossing again. We can’t stop
thinking about it. Our failure to cross it the first night
turns into something larger in our minds than we’d

WE’RE
TO MEET

AT TAKSIM SQUARE, CATCH A BUS TO BOĞAZIÇI UNIVERSITY TO PICK UP THE BIKES, AND THEN
MAKE ANOTHER ATTEMPT ON THE BRIDGE. WHEN WE SEE MERTER, HE’S SITTING AT A TABLE
IN THE BICYCLE SOCIETY OFFICE WITH AN ENORMOUS PIECE OF PAPER OUTLINING A PLAN.
originally considered it. It’s been eating away at us.
That first night after Critical Mass, Merter had said,
“You can’t leave without crossing the bridge.” We’d
potentially be the first foreigners to do so illegally.
Occasionally, the bridge closes traffic for marathons
and the sort, but to cross it like a bike-riding ninja
or a place-hacking urban explorer under the cover
of darkness? That’s a thing altogether different. But
this Wednesday we’re already too late. The traffic has
sped up to some 70 mph and there’s no shoulder on
the bridge. With nowhere to go, riding the Bosphorus
when the cars are at full speed is how you join the
suicidal jumpers in the afterlife. Instead, we drink
beers at an overlook called The View, staring at the
bridge to the south, its archways lighting up from
purple to blue to green and red—a shining gem just
out of reach. We sit and watch it changing colors. We
yearn to tread along its blacktop. We drink to the myth
the bridge has become for us. There’s a larger problem.
Tomorrow, Dan and I are due to leave Istanbul, not
to return for another month. “I promise you,” says
Merter. “We will cross before you leave Turkey.”
In the month we’re gone from Istanbul, we learn
that Turkey is a place of remarkable geographic,
historic and cultural diversity. Our mornings are
spent waking up to calls to prayer emanating from
mosques, we swim in the Mediterranean’s turquoise
water and camp in ancient ruins, some of which
seem untouched by time. It’s almost enough for us to
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temporarily forget about the bridge, until we return
to Istanbul and receive a text from Merter. We’re
to meet at Taksim Square, catch a bus to Boğaziçi
University to pick up the bikes, and then make
another attempt on the bridge. When we see Merter,
he’s sitting at a table in the Bicycle Society office
with an enormous piece of paper outlining a plan.
“There will be five police checkpoints,” he says,
diagramming our route. “Here is the shore. Here’s
where we are. Here’s the bridge.” He draws the roads
leading to it and says, “We will come across some
terrible traffic here. Then we will turn right. There
will be some police here.” He marks two separate
areas of a circular on-ramp. His idea is that wherever
the police checkpoints are—essentially a building
with a few officers lingering around—we’re to find
a van or some other large vehicle to hide behind
as we ride. Two more roads will join the highway
near the bridge. The last comes from the Beşiktaş
neighborhood. “If we make it past the fourth police
checkpoint, the fifth will be no problem,” says
Merter. “They’ll be doing nothing—eating donuts
maybe. Just don’t stop. Pedal as fast as you can.”
“So I have a question,” I say. “Why don’t we just come
in from Beşiktaş and skip the first three checkpoints?”
“Huh.” Merter grins. “That’s a good idea. We should
try that.” He draws a new map and gives us the low-

WE’RE ALL

PEDALING OUR HARDEST WHILE ALSO TRYING TO SAVOR THE SCENE. AND MAYBE THE WHOLE
THING IS KIND OF SILLY, KIND OF TRITE, BUT WHEN WE’RE HALFWAY ACROSS THE BRIDGE AND
MERTER YELLS OUT, “YOU’RE THE LUCKIEST FOREIGNER IN ISTANBUL!”
down. Only four of us will ride, which should also
increase our chances.
Beside some close encounters with small(ish) public
buses called dolmuşes, the ride to the street that
becomes the bridge’s on-ramp goes by without
consequence. The last several hundred yards before
reaching the bridge is a rocketing downhill. As
we draw closer, I see all the traffic on the bridge
accelerating way too fast for comfort and I have a
split-second of panic: What if I get hit and careen over
the edge like the gobs of suicide victims? It’s so high up,
I think, 210 feet down to water hard as concrete from
such heights. The thought hits me: What a beautiful
ending it would actually be, especially at night, when
the surface-mounted LED lights angle up the towers,
a slow-dance rave conducted above the otherwise
silent darkness below. The traffic would become just
a presence, barely a hum, something in the back of
my mind. I imagine getting thrown from the bike, it
flying down behind me, the rush of cars and the fence
dropping out of sight, the city lights at the periphery
in their halogen glow stretching out as I fall, the black
water rushing up until everything becomes pitch
black and then what was once everything becomes
nothing. Just before the beginning, I snap out of it.
Our aim tonight, of course, is not to dwell on our
potential downfall with this decision. We want
precisely the opposite, we want to live life’s fullest
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through a simple but wonderful dream: to cross this
motherfucker, finally, to feel the wind whip against
our faces and hear the blaring horns of passing cars,
to gaze upon the unbelievable lights illuminating this
colossus of modernity that will, if we make it, connect
us to a completely separate sliver of the planet.
Merter, just behind me as I pedal my bike as fast as
it will go, yells over the traffic, “The cops are coming
up on the left! Don’t stop!” The bridge and its first
tower gets closer and closer, I see the police to my
left and pedal harder, passing them in a second.
Another 100 yards, I look over my shoulder, see no
flashing lights and make contact with the bridge.
The tower is enormous above me. The groundmounted LEDs are blazing up in the hanger cables,
and by god, finally, it’s happening. The Bosphorus
Bridge feels like a wormhole to a new universe.
Merter is whooping behind me as Europe falls
away—the riots, the police, the checkpoints, the
gas masks, the screaming, the smoke, the tears. It
all falls away for a moment, and Asia approaches.
We’re all pedaling our hardest while also trying to
savor the scene. And maybe the whole thing is kind
of silly, kind of trite, but when we’re halfway across
the bridge and Merter yells out, “You’re the luckiest
foreigner in Istanbul!” that’s exactly how I feel. S
Follow Bryan on Twitter: @BryanSchatz

