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You are a first-hand witness of the Israeli attack on the Mavi Mar-
mara, and were even wounded. Could you please tell us what hap-
pened during the Israeli attack? How was the atmosphere? I would 
like to learn your personal experiences and what you witnessed in 
detail. 
I was on the top deck where the Israeli soldiers landed. All of a 

sudden, we found ourselves in the middle of the attack. There was 
gunfire coming to us from the helicopter above on one side, while a 
group of three or four soldiers on board were firing at us from an-
other. There was just chaos, an inconceivable one!

I came face-to-face with a soldier all at once. Thinking it would 
be something hard, I pulled off the mask on his face, but it turned 
out to be elastic and came off easily. What’s stranger was that I had 
never seen an expression like the one on his face when the mask 
came off, not even in a horror film. He was petrified. 

I hit one soldier with the stick in my hand. His gun fell to the 
floor, and I quickly bent to pick it up and threw it into the sea. I re-
ally hadn’t hit him that hard, but he suddenly threw himself to the 
floor, and struggled there a bit, as if to faint. Then it turned out to 
be a tactic – since the soldier rose up suddenly and tried to push me 
down. I pushed him back. Amongst this shoving a friend of mine 
helped me, and we managed to get him to the lower deck. I later 
learnt that our friends treated him and let him go.

It was such a chaos and confusion that once, one of my friends 
attempted to punch me. Can you imagine that atmosphere, that cha-
os? As he was about to punch me, I grabbed his hand saying, “What 
are you doing?” Only then did he realise what he was about to do. It 
had been half an hour since the beginning of the attack. The soldiers 
were keeping us under constant gunfire. Our friends were falling 
to the floor one after the other. At one point, I saw soldiers coming 
from the front of the deck. Just then, one of our friends who had 
gone downstairs to pray, Hüseyin Solmuş, came back up, since he 
was not comfortable with leaving us while we were under fire. The 
soldiers on board were increasing in number. They were probably 
trying to board from below as well.

When I noticed Hüseyin Solmuş, I started to walk towards him; 
but seeing Ali Haydar Bengi and Mehmet Yıldırım fall down one 
after another, side by side, I changed my direction to them, thinking 
I would get them downstairs if they were wounded. At that moment, 
I felt something like a shock given to me from behind, and suddenly 
my hands and feet stiffened, felt like cement. I couldn’t understand 
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what was happening. Suddenly I noticed blood streaming out of my 
whole body. Later I learnt that I had been shot with nine bullets, but 
I hadn’t even realised that at all. In that state, I went to Hüseyin, and 
he shockingly asked me, “What are you doing?!” I replied, “I’ve been 
shot, I better go downstairs.” He said, “Let’s help you.” But I said, 
“No, you help the others.”

I was about to do so when I felt a sudden urge to stay. But just at 
that moment, I felt another shock. When I turned to the other side, 
I saw soldiers shooting at our friends that had fallen to the floor as 
if they were animals, and kicking all that were shot, all that were 
touched by gunfire violently with their boots. One of them came to-
wards Ali Haydar and fired his weapon at him, then turned him over 
only to fire again. At that moment, I fell to the head of the stairs – I 
guess I had lost too much blood and began to feel dizzy. Then I saw 
the soldiers coming towards me. My blood was just running down 
the steps. I let myself fall down the stairs. My hand got caught at the 
railing, and I realised that I couldn’t hold on to it. My right arm was 
a total mess – a main artery had burst open. Unable to hold on to the 
railing, I let myself collapse where I was.

One of the friends named İbrahim from England and another 
friend that I don’t remember the name of, took me by the arms when 
I fell down the stairs, and immediately took me to the hall where the 
wounded were treated. There I saw the other friends who were seri-
ously wounded at the top deck. The hall quickly filled up with the 
wounded. I didn’t feel much pain at first. I was talking to my friends 
and passing the time. While the other wounds had stopped bleed-
ing, the bleeding on my right arm wouldn’t stop. My arm began to 
swell, and this caused pressure inside, triggering a devastating pain. 
If I remember correctly, I was injected with “andolor” [a pain killer] 
eight times. When someone is injected eight times with such a nar-
cotic pain killer, it is supposed to have diazepam effect, making the 
person feel faint. But the injections did not have much effect on me, 
I was still wide awake and the pain was severe – probably because of 
the great tension I had been through during the attack. I couldn’t feel 
the rest of my body, but the pain in my arm wouldn’t die down. Also 
the loss of blood continued.

At one point, we were told that the ship had been captured, and 
the soldiers came inside – I could see their shadows reflecting from 
the window just above my head. My first treatment was done in the 
hall, and the bleeding in my right arm was stopped. Afterwards the 
doctors said that they could treat me no further. Only my bleeding 
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could be stopped since the medical equipment existed on the ship 
was quite limited.

The Israeli soldiers who captured the ship took the wounded after 
a while to transport them to the hospital by helicopters. Being one 
of the wounded, could you please tell us about what you experi-
enced and witnessed both on the ship and in the helicopter during 
that time?
When the satellite images of what had happened on the ship 

spread throughout the world, apparently the Israelis began to panic, 
and decided to take the wounded to hospitals for their treatment. 
They began to play a role of “the good guy” by such an attempt to 
save the lives of the wounded, so that they could avoid any further 
loss of prestige and have a few words to say in the international are-
na. I refused to go with them. How could I have trusted them? My 
friends insisted, but I refused again. In the end, one doctor – he was 
a foreigner and speaking Arabic – stepped in and handed me over to 
the soldiers despite my refusals.

All of my clothes were ripped up; a blanket had been supplied 
by my friends to cover my legs. As soon as I was in the possession 
of the soldiers, while still at the door of the hall, they tore off my 
underclothes. They made me pass through all those people totally 
naked. There were esteemed scholars among them, many friends, 
and all the people we spent time together with during the three-day 
voyage, and three more at the Kepez Sport Hall in Antalya before 
we set sail...

On my way, I even recall attempting to get a hold of something 
with my left hand to cover myself with, but the soldiers threw that 
away as well. I didn’t have any choice, but to close my eyes. They 
promptly cuffed my hands and feet, and brought me to the stairs I 
had fallen down after sustaining my wounds. They ordered me to 
climb up without uncuffing me. I bended and tried to hold on to the 

i felt something like a shock given to me 
from behind, and suddenly my hands and feet 

stiffened. blood was streaming out of my 
whole body. i had been shot with nine bullets, 

but i didn’t even realise that. my right arm 
was a total mess – a main artery had burst 

open. i collapsed down the stairwell. 
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railing with my both hands, but fell flat on my back. They again told 
me to get up, and I did. They pulled and pushed, and somehow got 
me back up to the spot where I had first fallen. 

Back down in that position, I saw someone lying with his feet 
towards me on my right side. He was lying on his back, but I couldn’t 
quite see his face; at first I thought it was Ayetullah Tekin, but later 
learnt him to be Necdet Yıldırım. I saw Fahri Yaldız lying on a sort 
of elevated level just above my head. The Israelis threw on him some 
leftover food wrappers and the ropes that had hung from the heli-
copter. I remember seeing Furkan Doğan and İbrahim Bilgen (his 
beard especially) on the other side.

Of course this is something completely unexpected; perhaps one 
of the strangest things one might live through in an entire lifetime. I 
had joked with Fahri Yaldız just the night before, and talked to and 
discussed with Ali Haydar Bengi. Just at midnight, Furkan Doğan 
had come saying, “People from Diyarbakır speak in a good accent; 
will you talk to me a bit?” I had been acquainted with İbrahim Bilgen 
since the first day, and had been the last to talk to him: “Brother, you 
go downstairs,” I had said… There I witnessed their martyrdom. All 
of them, shaheeds… In fact Fahri Yaldız’s blood was still running – 
the fact that his blood was still flowing showed that he was indeed a 
shaheed. It was about 11:00 in the morning; so his blood hadn’t dried 
in the six and a half hours since 4:30 a.m. when he fell shaheed.

I was made to wait lying on my back under the sun for a long 
time. My passport was given to me, but while trying to take it, it fell 
to the floor. There, a soldier took the passport and threw it up towards 
something like a stretcher. Another soldier took the money inside my 
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passport, put it in his pocket and threw the passport into the sea. So 
I was left without any kind of identification – and of course, stripped 
naked… I was thirsty, so I guess that’s why my vision was getting 
blury. However, despite all the blood I had lost, I was still conscious.

While waiting at the top in this situation, someone came and 
pulled me to the foredeck. I knew someone else had died there as 
well, but hadn’t been able to recognise who it was. I later realised it 
must have been brother Ali Haydar Bengi, since there was no one 
else. I couldn’t recognise him, because they had thrown something 
over him. I was made to wait there again for quite a while. At one 
point, they brought one of the friends who had been wounded and 
laid him next to me. They had tied him up too, so I could only see his 
torso. A large blond soldier came and started stabbing at his wound 
with something like an adjustable spanner. Of course the brother 
was screaming in pain; his pain must have been very severe. I sup-
pose they removed a bullet off his wound. I still don’t know who he 
was. The same soldier removed the bullet in my right foot, too, just 
the same way without using any anaesthetics. It was obvious that our 
screams and pain gave them pleasure. So, when he leaned over me 
in order to remove the bullet, I managed to keep myself and didn’t 
scream at all. He removed and put the bullet into a bag, and left. 
My suspicion is that they had used banned weapons, and removed 
those bullets right then and there, without using any anaesthetics, to 
leave no trace of evidence. There, they weren’t interested in any other 
wounds or bullets in the other parts of my body. They only removed 
the one in my right foot. We were dreadfully thirsty, and so we asked 
for water. One soldier came with a bottle of water and drank it, pour-
ing the rest to his face he left.

Later they took me into a helicopter. Since they didn’t do any 
support to my arm in any way, I was in great pain. I pointed to my 
arm and said, “It hurts.” One of them untied my arm and left it dan-
gling, which prompted more blood to flow and my pain to increase. 
I was made to wait in the helicopter in that position for about an 
hour. I noticed brother Çelebi Bozan down below; he seemed to be 
in a worse situation than I was. Alhamdulillah (praise be to God), he 
survived and lives, but hasn’t quite recovered yet. 

As soon as we were off the helicopter, they covered us up and be-
gan showing us hospitality. It was incredible! I guess the media were 
there, and that’s why they began to act better towards us. They put 
an oxygen mask over my mouth, but it wasn’t providing any oxygen. 
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When I let them know that no oxygen was available, nobody seemed 
to care at all. They kept my hand down and, apparently, had thrown 
something over me. I couldn’t lift my hand and felt that I was about 
to faint. Thanks to my beard, the mask hadn’t fully covered my face, 
so I was still able to breathe, though faintly.

 They kept me in that position until we reached the hospital. 
There, they left me to the nurses who anaesthetised me. I don’t re-
member anything after that moment.

 
How about your time in the hospital? As a seriously wounded, how 
were you treated?
After the first treatment I received at the hospital, I opened my 

eyes to a room with two more friends. One had been wounded in 
the leg, the other in the abdomen. The one next to me was screaming 
out in severe pain and talking to himself. Once I heard him saying, “I 
hear the sound of wings.” I remember him crying, “The angels have 
come. Aren’t you going to take me (with you)?” After his recovery, I 
asked him about this, but he told me he didn’t remember. However, 
I distinctly remember hearing him say, “Did you come for me? How 
nicely you flap your wings.”

At one point, soldiers in civilian clothes – maybe officials from 
Mossad – came for interrogation. They asked questions that none 
of the friends really wanted to answer. One of them asked, “Why 
did you board the ship?”; “Just for travel. I had never been on a ship 
before, so I wanted to come along,” replied one of my friends. The 
soldier asked, “Did you know you were in the territorial waters of 
Israel?”; he replied, “No, not at all; we weren’t in the territorial wa-
ters of Israel, but in international waters.” They asked me the same 
questions. When they asked why I was on the ship, I answered, “It 
was for the purpose of humanitarian aid.” “Then what are you doing 
here? They say you were in Israeli waters,” they asked; I replied, “No, 
we did not pass through the Israeli waters.” They asked questions in 
a mocking way such as, “Weren’t you feeling free in your own coun-
try?” etc. My answers angered them, and one left. I said, “Bring me 
a telephone. I want to call my family. I want to get in touch with my 
embassy.” The other official said, “No” and left, too.

The soldiers and the officials were all very tense. I had noticed 
this on the ship as well. The masked faces look at you, when you 
look them back, startled they would get all panicky as if something 
happened. They would even anxiously run off, swapping places with 
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other soldiers. How strange… Like a wild animal, coming across 
a human being for the first time… Okay, let’s assume they acted 
strangely due to the panic during the attack, but why so at the hos-
pital? They ran away whenever we raised our voices a little bit. They 
were really scared.

At one point, two more people came to the room. One was crying 
sobbingly, the other kept pacing up and down. When I asked, “Why 
is he crying?”; he answered, “Don’t you know? They told us you beat 
our soldiers up!” Quietly I said, “We beat up your soldiers, but you 
shot us with bullets! How can you even compare the two?!” I didn’t 
get any answer; he silently sat down with his back turned to us.

The nurse came and removed the bandages on my arm. I was 
fully unaware of the state my arm was in, up until that point. When 
she removes it, what do I see? My whole arm had been split open 
from my hand all the way up to my shoulder, the whites of my bone 
showing… At that instant, I thought my arm would never be able to 
function again. That bothered me, to tell you the truth. Someone en-
tered the room with something like a newspaper in his hand. “This 
is you! You beat up our soldiers! Do you know what the punishment 
for beating up our soldiers is?!” he asked. “No,” I answered. He said, 
“Execution!” I responded, “Whatever you like; you’ve already as 
good as killed me.” After seeing my arm like that, I didn’t care about 
anything at all. It was my right arm, you know…

It was my second day at the hospital. They wouldn’t give us food; 
we were being drip fed with IV fluids. I asked for water, but was re-
fused. No water, no food, nothing. Towards the evening they came 
and took me away in a rush. I asked them where they were taking 
me, and the reply was, “Doctor Klein is going to operate on you.” 
They said he was a plastic surgeon. I thought I was being taken to the 
operating room. By the way, they had sent the other two brothers in 
my room back to Turkey. They carted me around for quite a while, 

the israeli soldiers cuffed my hands and 
feet. at the stairs, they ordered me to climb up 

without uncuffing me. i bended and tried to hold 
on to the rails with my both hands, but fell flat 

on my back. they again told me to get up, and i did. 
they pulled and pushed, and somehow got me back 

up to the spot from where i had first fallen. 
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and I ended up in a different room, not the operating room. At one 
point, the door of the room opened just a crack. There, outside was a 
group of people with banners written in English and flowers; but of 
course, the soldiers quickly got rid of them.

On the third day, they changed my room again. They didn’t even 
permit me to rest at night. I was in such a state that I couldn’t re-
member which raka’ah (unit of a prayer) I was in while praying. 
I don’t know whether that was because of the anaesthetics or my 
sleeplessness. I say, “I’m going to pray. Bring me some soil, so that I 
can make tayammum (dry ablution).” I say, “I need to telephone; call 
my embassy.” But the answer was always, “No.”

At one point, a nurse came into the room, one that I had seen in 
the first room I had been placed. Two agents were constantly watch-
ing me. For one reason or another, they went out, and the nurse 
pulled out a telephone. As she was about to hand it to me, the guards 
instantly returned growling; she put it back into her pocket. The same 
day when I was being taken to the bathroom in a wheel chair and the 
door was left open, the nurse got behind the door. With tears in her 
eyes she said, “Those are all dogs. Whatever they ask, don’t answer 
them. It isn’t worth the trouble. You are heroes, heroes of freedom.” 
She made me cry with such words: “They are doing this to you just 
for once, but do the same thing to us every day.” As far as I under-
stand, they had thrown her husband in jail. After that I got out once 
more and lain on my bed. There was something like a projector in the 
room beaming to my face. I couldn’t sleep at all. Sometimes I thought 
I had slept when in reality I had only dozed off for five or six seconds.

In the evening of the fourth day, someone came saying things 
like, “You are thieves! Hamas is a thief!” and acting as if insulting 

Turkish activists Ali Haydar Bengi (martyr), Mehmet Ali Zeybek and  
Ayetullah Tekin (wounded)
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something sacred. They were two people, one of whose name was 
Yitzhak. They were saying, “Hamas is stealing the aid you brought 
and selling them. They keep the money for themselves.” I asked, “Ha-
mas is a thief?”; at that moment Yitzhak came in and said, “Yes, Ha-
mas is a thief!” I told him back, “Hamas isn’t the one stealing, you 
are the real thieves, I swear!” They shook their heads tragicomically, 
“No we aren’t.” “Then give me back my money, give me my phone, 
give me my belongings. You stole them. It’s your soldier who took my 
money and put it in his pocket right before my eyes,” I said. Of course 
I wasn’t able to speak quite clearly, but they understood what I said. 
One of them knew a bit of Turkish and said, “I’m going to Antalya,” 
as if that was something to brag about... I asked, “Why are you com-
ing?” He replied, “For vacation.” That was the final straw. They had 
no intention of letting me go; they came with photographs telling me, 
“You will be executed,” and so on… I asked him, “Will you send me 
back?” and got the answer, “Yes.” Then I said to him, “Give me your 
number, so that I can pick you up when you come to Turkey. I have 
a car. I can drive you around.” You can tell I was not well psychologi-
cally… He got up, abruptly saying, “No, no.” I said, “Okay, you don’t 
have to give me your number, I’ll give you mine.” He declined for a 
second time and left the room, and didn’t come back again.

How did you manage to return to Turkey?
On the fourth day, around noon, officials from the Turkish Em-

bassy came. My brother had seen me in an image and, knowing I was 
alive, got in touch with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey.

Now able to telephone my family when the officials of the Em-
bassy came, I let my brother know I really was alive and was noth-
ing to worry about. The Israelis had no intention of letting me go; 
but I was able to pull through by the grace of Allah. Mr. Mustafa 
from the Embassy left saying, “You will be on your way home within 
two hours.” Before leaving, the officials told me that I could keep 
in touch by phone. I asked for the phone one hour after they left, 

the soldiers were constantly firing their 
weapons. our friends were falling down one after 

the other. i saw soldiers shooting at our friends 
that had fallen down as if they were animals, 
and kicking all that were shot, all that were 
touched by gunfire violently with their boots. 



Mehmet Ali Zeybek    169

just to try and see what would happen – they didn’t allow it at all, 
even the person on duty began swearing. He was blowing smoke 
from his cigarette into my face and constantly mocking me. They 
said, “We’re sending you back home at 5:00 p.m.” I closed my eyes; 
then supposing hours must have passed, I reopened them to find out 
minutes pass like hours. At 5:00 p.m. I asked, “Aren’t we going?”; “At 
6:00 p.m.,” they answered. 6:00, 7:00, 8:00, 9:00… My hopes intend-
edly getting crashed down with the change of every hour. When it 
was midnight, I understood they were making fun of me; after that 
point, I stopped asking anymore. 

I recalled the dream I had, before volunteering for the Freedom 
Flotilla. It was as if that dream was becoming real. I was shown all 
the people that I loved before somebody asked, “Do you love them?” 
“Yes,” was my answer. I was asked, “Then would you prefer them 
over the love of Allah?” “No, I prefer the love of Allah,” I said in my 
dream. The recollection of that dream caused all my troubles to fade 
away. I literally felt my heart ease up in relief, and afterwards was an 
immense pleasure…

It was the day before my return to Turkey – and I was all alone 
since everyone else had already left, I realised that man’s only true 
friend is Allah, and for a moment, I relished an immense pleasure. 
It was incredible… True freedom… How shall I describe it, I don’t 
know – it was so different… As I was praying, “Oh Allah, we submit 
to You with all we have. Grant us what You see khayr (goodness),” 
someone entered the room and said, “Take him away.” 

They hurried me to an ambulance and tied my arms. It was about 
5:00 in the morning when they put me in the ambulance, and drove 
me around until 11:00 a.m. Every time the ambulance swerved, I 
kept hitting the side panels. Vehicles behind us were jamming the 
ambulance. The Mossad agents escorted in their own large car. Nor-
mally, I try to listen to the Qur’an recitations every morning. While 
careening around the streets in this manner, they were changing the 
radio channels, and for one moment, I came across a recitation of 

for me apology and compensation are 
utterly nonsense. what we want is freedom for 
gaza, and more precisely, freedom for palestine... 
all we ask for is a free palestine, not any 
compensation. they can take their money; in fact, 
we can pay them for it – no sweat!
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the Qur’an on an Arabic channel. For that moment, it uplifted my 
spirit immensely. I was so happy… The vehicle was careening in the 
hands of a couple of speed junkies, and I continued to be tossed 
about inside. This was another form of torture. When we finally ar-
rived at the airport, they carted me around this way and that un-
der the sun. Then someone came saying, “We can’t send you back.” 
When I asked, “Why?” the answer was, “You don’t have a passport.” 
But I could see the plane right in front of my eyes. They were tak-
ing brothers Süleyman Söylemez and Ahmet Aydan Beker into this 
three passenger ambulance aircraft. When it was my turn, they said, 
“We can’t take him.” There was a woman from the Turkish Embassy; 
pointing at one of the soldiers, I told her he had stolen my pass-
port. Her words to him, “He says you stole it.” This made him un-
easy, and he quickly denied saying, “No, I didn’t steal it.” Well, in the 
end, it was one of them who stole my passport; stealing is stealing... 
Alarmed at the accusation, he stepped back and said, “Okay, take 
him.” So they got me on board, and I flew to Ankara.

You returned to Turkey after a four-day stay at a hospital in Israel. 
Could you please share the moment you met your family with us?
Back in Ankara, everyone took good care of me, God bless them. 

There is one instance I would especially like to share. My brother, 
who is a doctor, came and told me to have a talk with my wife on the 
phone. She asked me on the phone how I was, as I did to her. Then 
she said to speak a few words with my daughter, who is two-three 
years old. “What, who is my daughter?” I asked, and she astonished 
saying, “Don’t you remember your daughter?” Again I asked her, 
“No, do I have a daughter?” I could recall that I had a wife, but not 
if I had a daughter or not. Imagine, I had experienced such a trauma 
that I couldn’t even recall my daughter. When my brother ended the 
call, I asked him, “What daughter, Nurettin?” “You really don’t re-
member her?” he asked. He showed me a picture of my daughter, 
but it was no use, I couldn’t remember her for the three days I spent 
in Ankara. Only when back in Diyarbakır, after seeing her with my 
own eyes, could I truly say that I had a daughter.

You mentioned several times that the Israeli soldiers seemed ex-
tremely frightened. What do you suppose is the reason for that?
The soldiers were quite terrified. In fact, I noticed that the one 

that fell – that we threw to the lower deck – had wet himself. They 
were extremely terrified, and I can’t say I really understand why. 
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At the hospital, one day, someone came with some documents in 
his hand along with a woman who was an interpreter saying, “I am 
Azeri, I have a question for you.” “Yes,” I said. “We had seen six men, 
two metres tall, dressed in white on deck. Who were they? We want 
their names.” Confused, I thought back a bit… The tallest among 
us was myself, and Hacı Fahri was the second tallest, still about 
the same height as me. We didn’t have any white clothes; we had 
been wearing orange life jackets. The others had black pants and 
such. “Didn’t you search the ship, and arrest all on board?” I asked. 
They replied, “Yes, we arrested everyone on board, but these peo-
ple weren’t among them.” It was then that I understood why those 
armed soldiers had been so freaked out. I asked, “Is that what your 
soldiers reported?” They replied, “Yes, that’s what they said.” The first 
to board the ship had said so apparently. When they failed to get the 
reply they expected from me, they left in a hurry... Allah had helped 
us on board. It wasn’t us that they were scared of; we weren’t armed 
as they were after all. They were scared of what we weren’t aware of.

After all the incidents that you went through, and all the life-
threatening danger that you survived, what do you think about 
Turkey’s demands from Israel? What kind of an outcome would 
satisfy you?
If compensation, apology or any other things are necessary for 

the government’s prestige, I have no particular objections – that goes 
into state politics. But if you ask my personal opinion, initially kill-
ing people, and then “innocently” paying compensation and saying, 
“I apologise,” doesn’t have any meaning for me. If any money is given 
to me as part of compensation, I will send all of it back to Gaza. In 
fact, I have sworn that if they give me a trillion as compensation, I 
will sell my house, car, workplace and everything I own to put a tril-
lion more on top of that, and send it all directly to Gaza. We set sail 
to help those people, and already took every risk for the sake of this 
goal. But that doesn’t mean we deserved to be brutally attacked, the 
way we were – we didn’t. We didn’t deserve it at all. However they 
deserve the worst. Those atrocious murderers... For me apology and 
compensation are utterly nonsense. What we want is freedom for 
Gaza, and more precisely, freedom for Palestine... All we ask for is a 
free Palestine, not any compensation. They can take their money; in 
fact, we can pay them for it – no sweat!


