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Ayça Damgacı and Tümay Göktepe, Patrida 

Meltem Türköz  

Created and directed by Ayça Damgacı (b. 1973) and Tümay Göktepe (b. 1972), the 
documentary film Patrida focuses on a Turkish woman’s relationship with her 
father, and their journey retracing, in reverse, the forced migration route that the 
father took seventy-one years ago. The late Ismet Damgacı and Ayça Damgacı are 
the protagonists; wife and mother, Müşerref Damgacı, is a supportive presence. The 
camera follows the three as they set out from Istanbul to Ismet’s birthplace in 
Greece, then move on to Zurich, where he spent the first sixteen years of his life. 
By the end of the film, we have learned accounts of what Ismet omitted from the 
migration story he told his family and are free to reflect on memory, displacement, 
and the overlapping terrains of families and nations. The film was developed over 
two years with support and funding from Eurasia Doc, Anadolu Kültür’s Yeni Film 
Fund, the Turkish Ministry of Culture and Tourism, CNC, and other funding 
sources. Ayça Damgacı, a stage and television actor, wrote the voiceover while her 
co-director and partner Tümay Göktepe edited the film. 

Ayça Damgacı grew up knowing that her father was born in Western Thrace, in 
the town of Xanthi (Iskeçe), that he spent part of his life in Switzerland, and that 
he and his family migrated to Turkey in 1947. Family stories of provenance are set 
in locations in Western Thrace, including Salonica, which has a mythical significance 
as much for the family as for modern Turkey because it is the birthplace of Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk, the country’s founder. In addition to an upbringing by a father who 
was proud of his European (rather than Anatolian) Turkish descent, Ayça and her 
younger sister also had mandatory German language classes and memorized and 
sang German songs for as long as they remember.  
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Redaction is inevitable in the intergenerational transmission of family stories, 
just as in sanitized folktales and in myths of nations. In grainy Super 8 footage of 
the Damgacı family on holiday, we see little Ayça in an amusement park climbing a 
ladder to touch a replica of the earth twice her size. This image of dimension is one 
of the tropes of the unfolding story: for example, Ayça mentions that her father was 
once the whole world, but here she is presented taking him by the hand as he once 
took hers. The camera then switches to images of Ayça’s hands sorting through 
informal family archives: piles of documents and photos, including black-and-white 
close-ups of a carefree and young Ismet laughing and jesting to the camera. Ayça’s 
voice: 

This is where I come from, the country where family secrets—untold 
histories—are hidden away in closets, where despite this, where people talk 
only of good things, but go insane from unhappiness. In this house where I 
allegedly spread my roots, I always sort through the same dresser. [Here are] 
title deeds, bank account booklets, old identification cards, and the cheery 
German melodies I was taught. Now, in the autumn of our shared life, a 
journey—to your past, and a little bit, to mine. Will a journey help us 
understand our violence, fury, and fears? I am what they used to call a White 
Turk, who has grown up in an ugly concrete neighborhood. Or am I really? 
And, who, father, are you? (voiceover).  

Ayça mulls over the ascribed term, Beyaz Türk—White Turk—an umbrella label in 
circulation since the 1990s to describe a portion of the cultural elite in Turkey 
privileged from their proximity to Kemalist reforms, and in this case confers this 
status by geographic proximity to the nation’s founder, Atatürk, who was from 
Salonica. Ayça questions the label of White Turk often rolling her eyes at her father, 
who claims himself, and thus his family, as a more civilized, “European” Turk as 
opposed to “Islamic” or “Anatolian.” 

In a series of conversations set in destinations dotting Ismet Damgacı’s 
migration path, we learn of the omitted kernel at the center of his migration story. 
Ismet’s father, Mustafa Sait, was an expert in the processes of curing and blending 
tobacco and a foreman (ustabaşı) in a warehouse in Xanthi, a center of tobacco 
production in the early twentieth century (Rentetzi 2008: 64). In 1931, when Ismet 
is only nine months old, Mustafa Sait is selected by his boss, Philippe, to oversee 
production at a company named Sullana, in Zurich. We see black and white images 
of baby Ismet in his mother’s arms on the eve of the departure to Switzerland, and 
then an image of Ismet as a schoolboy in Zurich. A third image is of the young 
Mustafa Sait, posing among bales of tobacco in a factory workshop in Zurich. Thus 
begins Ismet’s life as a child of Switzerland, where his sister, Yıldız, is born and 
where the two siblings grow up in the only home country they would know during 
their most formative years. 

The daily exposure to tobacco, which Mustafa Sait ingests through his pores as 
well as his lungs, makes him gravely ill. Buerger’s disease, creating blood clots in the 
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arteries in the arms and legs, incapacitates him. This devastating illness with its 
psychological toll is not the only blow to the family. The company terminates 
Mustafa Sait’s employment, and despite many attempts to waive the decision, the 
family is deported in 1947, placed on a train bound for Milan, then Athens, where 
they wait for a month for a boat to Istanbul. This is the portion of the story Ismet 
kept from the rest of the family: the illness, the rupture of the family’s life in Zurich, 
and the trauma and shame of deportation on unjust legal grounds. Neither Ismet 
nor his younger sister is of legal age, so they have no standing to petition for the 
family to remain in Switzerland. The family must depart to a “homeland” they have 
never known. 

The words homeland and birthplace carry weighty connotations and provoke 
strong reactions. We see elderly Ismet’s eyes beam as he disembarks from the train 
at Xanthi and has his first look at the birthplace he knows only through his mother’s 
stories. Walking around Xanthi, the family peers into the windows of an abandoned 
tobacco warehouse, sniffing the pungent aroma still oozing from the walls. A local 
passer-by learns from Ayça, who speaks to him in Greek, that this is her father’s 
birthplace and responds with a gesture of patting his own chest: “Patrida! Patrida!” 
Fatherland, the place that makes so many humans draw in their breath and stand 
tall.  

Tension and humor pervade candid family interactions on the visit to Salonica, 
the birthplace of Atatürk, whose house is a museum displaying mundane but 
revered relics: shoes, items of clothing, and accessories that belonged to the leader, 
as well as a larger-than-life wax statue. Seated on a bench, the family gazes at this 
wax likeness and Ismet breaks the silence to comment, “doesn’t [Atatürk] look so 
much like cousin [so and so].”—“Nonsense!” says his wife Müşerref, one of the 
few words she utters in the film.  

Ismet is cautious of European border guards, and suspicious of migrant men 
milling about in a Salonica public square. His daughter Ayça urges him not to forget 
that he, too underwent an enforced migration in 1947. The father and mother’s 
wariness of migrant strangers stands in contrast to Ayça’s curiosity and her willful 
engagement with them. She launches into a Kurdish folk song with men from Iraqi 
Kurdistan on the seafront in Salonica. The men are peshmerga fighters from the city 
of Dohuk and seeking a life without war. “ISIS is finished,” they say, and they do 
not want to be engaged in a regional conflict. All along the journey we are witness 
to groups of migrant men from Southeast Asia, North Africa, and the Middle East 
who are riding trains or milling about in public squares only a few out of hundreds 
of thousands crossing borders for better lives. Each migrant’s story is unique, and 
one wonders how each of those families will one day transmit the stories of their 
journeys. 

Ismet shows his family around during their visit to Zurich and reunites with one 
of his former classmates. Visiting a classroom, he reverts to childlike behavior, 
raising his hands to volunteer an answer to an imaginary teacher, while his friend 
recites lines from Brecht. When Ayça asks her father why he did not share the part 
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of his life story about the deportation from Switzerland he replies that he “wanted 
to share good things” and claims he would have eventually shared the story when 
the time was right. 

Viewing and “reading” Patrida dovetailed with the waves of Covid-19 pandemic 
in 2021. On my first viewing of Patrida, I was overwhelmed with emotion, at the 
interactions unfolding along the Damgacı family journey and thinking of stories my 
late father and mother might have told me over time. Listening to Ayça's 
ambivalence towards her heritage took me back to my experience of the 
demystification of Turkishness and the revelation of secrets of ethnic origins in 
Turkish families. It is commonplace now for Turkish Muslim families to discover 
that their background includes non-Muslim ethnicities. While some families or 
family members embrace the discovery and allow it to be shared, others bury it 
further, having been raised to despise their other, previously unknown ethnic self. 
Ayça described how the film had in in one sense been informed by alternative 
histories of Turkish identities, Armenians, Greeks, Jews and Kurds, and took a 
closer look at acribed categories of belonging. My own paternal family carries the 
surname Türköz meaning “authentically Turkish;” but a note about an orphan, 
convert great grandfather penciled into a family tree points at the violent heritage 
of Elaziğ province, which had a sizeable Armenian population before 1915. My 
paternal grandmother's story, also an orphan, a child bride, remains untold. 
Through the Damgacı family’s story, I was led back to my own, awaiting more 
excavation and creative shaping.  

Stories that cover up family misfortune or shame are similar to stories that cover 
up other collective pasts: silenced by trauma and fear, or denial, these are grafted 
on to an element of the true story. In an insightful article on the link between state 
and family secrets, Molly Pulda invites us to think about the “structures of secrecy” 
(Pulda 2012: 481) upon which families, and nations are built, arguing that family 
[secrets] and state secrets are alike in “their ‘mechanics of disclosure’ or formal 
properties of revelation” (472). In making the revelation of an untold family story 
an inspiration for their documentary, Ayça Damgacı and Tümay Göktepe invite us 
into an intimate geography of a family’s migration history.  

Scale and density are important aspects of how people perceive outflows of 
migration. As human beings move across borders, spill into the sea, run after cargo 
planes on a tarmac, or even wash ashore dead, they are perceived as foils to measure 
empathy or inaction, or an ugly reality to ignore. In the summer of 2021, another 
child walked across Turkey and into Europe to reach a desired destination: Little 
Amal, a three-and-a-half-meter-tall giant puppet built by the Handspring Puppet 
Company and Good Chance Theatre, animated by four puppeteers. Originally a 
character in a play performed in Calais in 2015, Amal was developed further into a 
giant puppet. Little Amal’s journey began in Gaziantep, where I was to facilitate a 
narrative workshop with Syrian and Turkish women at Kırkayak Cultural Center. 
On the night that Amal’s walk began, she set out from the narrow streets of 
Gaziantep emerging onto a hill on the edge of the city’s historical fortress. 
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Hundreds of children, most of them Syrian refugees, were there in various states of 
great excitement. Seated next to an orchestra playing Syrian and Turkish songs, 
Amal reached for the children who touched her hand and danced with her. This 
was only the first stage of her 8,000 km journey across Europe to raise awareness 
of child refugees.  

The next morning, an influential local columnist known for his anti-refugee 
stances, cited “local opinion” to say that the event had been met with suspicion 
because Syrians seemed to be gathering in too much of an organized manner. The 
governor cancelled the rest of the public activities involving Little Amal, including 
our event, which would have been held in a public park. The density of Syrians, 
even around an artistic event that drew mostly children, fell upon an atmosphere 
strained by intense anti-migrant rhetoric on social media outlets. The next day we 
held our event on the terrace of the Kırkayak Cultural Center, where workshop 
participant Syrian women offered Amal stories of comfort and courage. On an 
outdoor terrace, without Amal, but with The Walk film crew present, the 
participating women presented their storybook, and performed their tales of 
protagonists who respected nature, overcame childhood trauma, were kind with 
strangers, and who outwitted evil. As I write, Little Amal continues her walk, from 
Greece, to Italy, to France, and finally in November, to Manchester, England, a 
symbolic, enacted walk drawing support from local NGOs. Little Amal is singular, 
representing male and female children. Though the events organized around her are 
welcoming and collaborative, the empathy she needs is missing from the countries 
where she walks. Amal’s emergence in Gaziantep was intended as a way to celebrate 
Turkish-Syrian collaboration but the placement of the walk in a part of the city most 
local residents would avoid at night resulted in a vastly unequal proportion of Syrian 
families being present. Though Amal’s walk through these old streets looked good 
for an audience in Europe, on a local level, in Greece, she was seen by some as a 
“Muslim doll,” ambling through “sacred Orthodox space” and residents expressed 
fear that generating more empathy would encourage more refugees. As Little Amal 
and her crew retrace the steps of many refugees, particularly children, across 
Europe, within local, collaborative artistic festivals, the question of how to bridge 
differences, let alone defuse animosities, remains.  

Viewing Patrida came with my first meaningful social connections after a long 
winter of isolation. The pandemic had turned many daily interpersonal 
communicative forms into relics of normality. In the pandemic rearview mirror, 
arbitrary interactions and social practices swelled in importance with the distance of 
loss. Engaging with Little Amal and the crowds she drew was the first large-scale 
event in which I participated, cherishing the (masked) opportunity to conduct a 
narrative workshop and experience the effervescence of the joyful and chaotic 
crowd. What I have found in Gaziantep as well as in Istanbul is that NGO 
professionals who have first-hand contact with the poor and with refugee 
populations benefit from reflexive exercises to scaffold the processing of their 
work. Folkore, ethnology and cultural anthropology scholars trained in narrative 
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methodology, in the ethics of field research and representation, sensitized to 
listening, are in a good position to contribute to a deeper human exchange structure 
around those who are displaced.  
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