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Istanbul not only delineates the continental divide between Asia and Europe, it serves as a lively meeting point of the modern and traditional, and of Western, Eastern, and Middle Eastern cultures. Turkey’s crown jewel won the hearts of the emperors and sultans of four empires who fought to claim the city as their capital. Even Napoleon thought it should be the capital of the world.

The magic of Istanbul lies in its many contradictions. Five times a day the müezzinler call the faithful to prayer from minarets, some atop former basilicas that were built by early Christians. In the streets, female fashionistas don designer dresses in the bars lining the Bosphorus while the more religious color-coordinate their hijabs with conservative overcoats adorned with gold buttons and trim. Nowhere is the synergy more apparent than on dining tables, where spice-infused kebabs are served alongside mezes (appetizers) and the ubiquitous Western cola.

This rich historical, cultural, and spiritual melting pot extends to the coastal lands just beyond Istanbul as well. Spanning over 10 millennia, the history of this fertile land is as layered as baklava. More than a dozen distinct empires have risen and fallen here, each fighting to gain or retain their wedge of this unique landscape. In Turkey’s interior, between the sun-kissed rambling Aegean coast in the west and the glistening waters of the Turkish Riviera in the south, there are hundreds of thousands of kilometers of rugged mountain ranges and cultivated plains, peppered with innumerable remnants of past civilizations.
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Ottoman homes of Balat, Istanbul

Perhaps the most surreal geography in the country is in Cappadocia. The region is home to centuries-old cave dwellings and chapels carved inside majestic fairy chimneys, eroded from volcanic tuff accumulation. Explore this intense and unbelievable landscape from above in a hot-air balloon, the preferred method of sightseeing. Rides almost dip low enough for passengers to pick lusciously ripe apricots from high branches.

Sail the dreamy Blue Voyage along the Turquoise Coast, see giant loggerhead turtles glide in the waters off Dalyan, trek the 509-kilometer Lycian Way along the pine-clad mountains that jut into the Mediterranean, and whirl into mysticism at the Mevlânâ Museum in Konya. As dazzling and mysterious as its landscape and history are, Turkey’s people are just as amazing. Meet the locals and experience Turkish hospitality for yourself.
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Ortaköy Mosque and the Bosphorus Bridge, Istanbul
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Lycian tombs of Myra
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market outside the Ayasofya, Istanbul







Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

ISTANBUL

Istanbul offers an intimate view of civilizations past and quickens the heart with its fast-paced metropolitan beat. Old Istanbul’s Sultanahmet sights include Topkapı Palace, the 1,500-year-old Byzantine basilica Ayasofya, the scintillating Blue Mosque, and the original enclosed mall, the Grand Bazaar. Cross the Golden Horn for Taksim’s belle epoque architecture, cruise the Bosphorus into Asia, or sail to the Princes’ Islands.
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THRACE AND THE SEA OF MARMARA

This little-known slice of Turkey is gaining popularity due to its scenery and proximity to Istanbul for day trips. The Dardanelles Strait, gateway to inland Anatolia, bears the scars of lengthy battles at Gallipoli National Park. Other highlights of the region are the Selimiye Mosque in Edirne, Ottoman landmarks in Bursa, and Iznik, where Christianity’s First Ecumenical Council met in AD 325.

THE NORTHERN AEGEAN COAST

At the tip of Anatolia, this region unfurls like an archaeological dig in progress, heightened by history’s major capitals Pergamum and King Croesus’s Sardis. Catapult back 5,000 years by visiting Troy. Sample Turkey’s best vintages in the rustic B&Bs on the island of Bozcaada. Visit İzmir’s metropolitan and Levantine haunts and explore Alaçatı’s windsurfing and spa-hopping potential in Çeşme.

THE SOUTHERN AEGEAN COAST

Hugged by gorgeous beaches and the ruins of 17 historic cities, this coast lures sun worshippers and history buffs. Ephesus, once home to the Temple of Artemis, is Turkey’s largest ancient city. Another crowd-pleaser, Meryemana is said to be the final resting place of the Virgin Mary. Kuşadası entices with modern hotels, sandy beaches, and water sports, while Selçuk offers fine antiquities scattered around a laid-back rural town. Turkey’s interior beckons with dizzying petrified waterfalls, terraced basins at Pamukkale, and Greco-Roman ruins at the 2,300-year-old spa Hierapolis.
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	carpets for sale in Cappadocia
	Cities bloom with color in April for the Tulip Festival.




THE TURQUOISE COAST

The idyllic Blue Cruise putters along 1,000 kilometers of coastline, set against vertiginous cliffs, luxuriant forests, ancient cities, and the azure Mediterranean Sea. The region features hedonist resort Bodrum; Fethiye’s ghost town, Kayaköy; the natural Blue Lagoon near Ölüdeniz; and Dalyan’s river-hugging mountains. Coastal resorts Kaş and Kalkan give way to Kaleköy, with its Crusader fortress and sunken city. En route to historical and modern Antalya is Demre’s Byzantine church of Santa Claus.

CAPPADOCIA AND CENTRAL ANATOLIA

The Turkish capital, Ankara, was settled over 3,000 years ago. Its Citadel district boasts the Museum of Anatolian Civilizations. To the west, Konya awaits with spectacular Selçuk mosques, the Mevlânâ Shrine, and its whirling dervish order. East of Ankara lies Hattuşaş, whose 4,000-year-old Lion’s Gate is impressive. Inland, fairy chimneys, underground cities, rock-hewn chapels, and five-star cave hotels and restaurants make up Cappadocia’s global appeal.

When to Go

The country’s most visited destinations remain the coastal provinces, with a tourist high season in June-early September. Istanbul’s humidity and long lines can be overwhelming in July and August. The western and southern coasts benefit from a seasonal Mediterranean climate, with hot summers and chilly winters, while Turkey’s Anatolian plateau is dry and cold in winter.

The shoulder seasons, early March-late May and mid-September-mid-November, offer milder weather, sparser crowds, and better deals on airfares and hotels. Spring heralds Istanbul’s annual tulip celebration and the city’s world-renowned arts festivals. Wine aesthetes uncork their passion in Thrace, Çeşme, or Cappadocia at the end of September, just in time for the grape harvest.

Ramadan, the month of Islamic fasting between sunrise and sunset, is based on the lunar calendar and will fall during summer for at least the next decade. Ramadan affects tourists in a minor way. The practice translates into low-energy staff and cranky cabbies but also presents occasion to partake in festivities including the breaking of bread over a hearty Iftar (breaking the fast) meal proffered by many eateries throughout the country.


If You Have . . .

• ONE WEEK: Visit Istanbul and Cappadocia.

• TWO WEEKS: Add a cruise through the Turquoise Coast’s half-dozen resorts.

• THREE WEEKS: Add the southern Aegean cities of Kuşadası, Pamukkale, and Selçuk. Or add the northern Aegean coast, Ankara, and Konya.
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Blue Mosque and fountain in Istanbul





Before You Go

To visit Turkey for tourism or commerce, you need a valid passport and an e-visa (www.evisa.gov.tr). Visas for work or study are obtained through embassies and consulates. Obtaining visas when you enter the country is no longer possible as of 2014. There are no medical requirements to enter Turkey.


The Best of Istanbul


Plan for three days in Istanbul, and you’ll wish you stayed longer. A five-day itinerary will show you the best of the city that straddles two continents. Start in old Istanbul, but don’t forget the abundance of attractions outside the old city walls in Eyüp and across the Golden Horn in Beyoğlu. Asia is also a five-minute undersea train ride away on the Marmaray. For the quintessential Istanbul experience, board the intercontinental Bosphorus ferry instead.

From Istanbul, you can easily extend your trip along the coast to experience ancient Ephesus, the snowy white travertines of Pamukkale, and sun-kissed Antalya (click here). The must-see moonscape of Cappadocia and spiritual Konya (click here) are the perfect end to your journey. Iyi tatiller! (Have a nice holiday!)

Old Istanbul

DAY 1

Hoşgeldiniz (welcome) to Istanbul! To acclimate to the beat of this modern city, head to Sultanahmet, where the underground Basilica Cistern and Ayasofya beckon. Take an hour or more to visit the latter, which has withstood the whim of several empires over nearly 1,500 years. Then turn your sights to the Blue Mosque, 100 meters away, and stop by the dancing fountain of Sultanahmet Park for a photo opportunity with Istanbul’s greatest monuments in the background. Once inside the 17th-century mosque, gaze at the blue tiles that give it its name before stepping out to the Hippodrome that once hosted Roman chariot races. Finally, work up an appetite for dinner by wandering up to Beyazıt to browse the 4,000 shops of the Grand Bazaar. When you’re shopped out, head back to Sultanahmet to feast on Ottoman cuisine.
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  Istanbul’s illuminated Basilica Cistern



DAY 2

Head to Topkapı Palace, Istanbul’s top tourist draw, for a long stroll through the harem, treasury, and Seraglio Point. Refuel and revive in the palace grounds with Ottoman şerbet drinks and Bosphorus views at Konyalı Topkapı Sarayı Lokantası before launching into shopping in the Egyptian Spice Bazaar. Sample some Turkish delight, then walk to Eminönü port to locate the Şehir Hatları ferry and board a two-hour Bosphorus Cruise. If there’s still energy in them bones, board a public ferry to Asia’s Kadıköy district. Spend the early evening exploring the streets of the open-air bazaar around Güneşli Bahçe Sokak, and don’t return to Europe before dining at Çiya Sofrası. Finish the day by cruising back to Europe and finding a café to smoke a fruity narghile.


  Turkish Delight

The specialties that make Turkey’s tables unique are easily found in culinary-rich Istanbul, but foodies should also bring their appetites to western and central Turkey’s inner realms. Afiyet olsun (bon appétit)!

ANATOLIAN CUISINE

A mix of cuisines either indigenous to the steppe region or derived from Turkey’s neighbors, Anatolian cuisine rarely gets the praise it deserves. Check out anthropologist Musa Dağdeviren’s Çiya Sofrası restaurant in Kadıköy for soups, herbed pilafs, tender kebabs, veggie stews, ambrosial sherbets, and exotic desserts concocted daily in the open kitchen. The day’s specialties are created from long-lost recipes the master chef retrieved through decades of research. Dağdeviren’s feasts have even garnered international accolades from food critics. Try dishes like alinazık—grilled morsels of lamb or chicken atop roasted eggplant pureed with garlic and yogurt—and piping hot portions of künefe (a sweet cheesy shredded pastry dish). Çiya also boasts one of the meanest lahmacun (thin-crust meaty pizza) in town.

BAKLAVA AND TURKISH DELIGHT

Head to the original Karaköy Güllüoğlu café in Istanbul’s Karaköy neighborhood for layers of flaky phyllo dough stuffed with toasted nut morsels and sweetened to perfection. Of the many contenders for Baklava mastery, this one remains the top.

The other sweet indigenous to Istanbul is lokum (Turkish delight), a nougat-like confection created by Ali Muhiddin Hacı Bekir in 1777 for the fickle tastes of Topkapı Palace’s concubines. Ali Muhiddin Hacı Bekir boasts 27 varieties of lokum from its original location in Istanbul’s Bahçekapı quarter, but the twice-roasted pistachio lokum remains the best seller at its other branches in Eminönü and Kadıköy.

ÇAY

Çay (black tea), grown in the eastern Black Sea region, is ubiquitous in Turkey. Brewed samovar-style until it’s crimson, like the color of the Turkish flag, çay is served in a small tulip-shaped glass and is best enjoyed with others and with a dash of keyfi (the art of idle relaxation). Just add a lump or two of sugar to subdue the bitter flavor.

FISH

Wherever you stay along the coast, chances are a great fish restaurant is nearby. Try Çengelköy Iskele Restaurant, in Istanbul’s Çengelköy neighborhood, for grilled levrek (sea bass) and the dish called Atom—a stew of seafood plucked from the waters of the Bosphorus just outside.

Along the Aegean coast, among the best is Deniz Restaurant. Try any of its lauded calamari dishes or the grilled çipura (gilthead sea bream).

OTTOMAN CUISINE

The culinary tradition of the ancient Ottomans is alive throughout Turkey with dishes like dolmas and imam bayıldı, a concoction of onion, garlic, and tomato stuffed inside an eggplant and cooked to such perfection it made an “imam swoon” (the literal translation) centuries ago. To experience firsthand the mortar-and-pestle ateliers of the Ottoman sultans’ master chefs, one must head to the grand kitchens of Topkapı Palace and taste their handed-down artistry on-site at the regally decorated Konyalı Topkapı Sarayı Lokantası.

TURKISH COFFEE

The number of custom coffeehouses has eclipsed that of traditional Turkish coffee joints in Turkey’s largest metropolises, but the café culture still remains. Join the Turks in one of their favorite pastimes—kahve muhabbeti (coffee chat)—at Pierre Loti Café in Fatih for supreme views of the Golden Horn.




Beyoğlu


DAY 3

Today, turn your back on the history of old Istanbul to take in the lifestyles of modern day Istanbullus (Istanbul residents). Take the guided tour of the 19th-century Dolmabahçe Palace, stopping briefly to pay homage to the father of modern day Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, who took his last breath here in 1938. Make your way to Taksim Square and onto the famous Istiklal Caddesi—one of Europe’s busiest pedestrian avenues—for two kilometers of shopping, dining, and sightseeing. At the end of Istiklal, stroll the cobbled Galip Dede Caddesi that brims with musical instruments and boutiques to find your way to the medieval Galata Tower. Time your visit for sunset and climb to the top for stunning 360-degree views of the city and the calming waters of the Bosphorus. Get here early—there’s often a wait to go up for sunset. With those postcard-perfect photos captured, follow the maze of streets downhill to Galata Bridge, order a freshly cooked fish sandwich by the water’s edge, and people-watch as dusk settles over the city.
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  Dolmabahçe Palace on the Bosphorus, Istanbul



Greater Istanbul

DAY 4

Plan a day to venture to the sights lining one of the world’s best natural harbors—the Haliç (Golden Horn). Don’t miss the impressive golden mosaic frescoes of Chora Museum, about one kilometer from the harbor’s southern shores. Afterward, make your way to the iconic Eyüp Mosque before taking the cable car nearby up to Pierre Loti Café to savor lunch at the panoramic look-out made popular by the author of the same name. Walk back downhill through the cemetery to Eyüp port to cruise across to Miniatürk to roam the miniature models of the Ottoman Empire’s and Turkey’s greatest architectural feats and natural wonders. If time allows, continue the day on the Golden Horn’s northern shores at Rahmi M. Koç Museum to have a hands-on experience exploring submarines, steam trains, and a planetarium. Cap the day with a Turkish Night of authentic folkloric dancing, belly dancing, and other musical surprises.

Princes’ Islands

DAY 5

Say good-bye to Istanbul by visiting the Princes’ Islands on a relaxing 95-minute cruise of the Bosphorus and Marmara Sea aboard an Istanbul slow ferry. Take in the sights and sounds of the city’s waterways, order a tea from the vendor roaming the decks, and feed the seagulls with freshly baked bread sold on board before disembarking at Büyükada (big island). The islands are car-free, so rent a bicycle near the port or take the horse and cart to trot around the island, making sure to stop at Lunapark to climb to the hilltop Aya Yorgi Monastery for spectacular views of Istanbul. Try the island seafood, the dondurma (ice cream), and soak up the serene island vibe.
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Come summer, the Princes’ Islands beaches lure a local or two.



Ancient Cities and the Blue Cruise

Begin in the quaint town of Selçuk and tour the famed ancient city of Ephesus before continuing on to Pamukkale to laze on the white travertines. Cap off your coastal journey on the Turquoise Coast, exploring Kaş and Antalya or floating away on a Blue Cruise.

Selçuk and Ephesus

DAY 1

From Istanbul, fly early to İzmir Airport, where you can hire your own car or use the train to transfer to the sleepy rural town of Selçuk. Take an hour or two to see the Basilica of St. John, Isabey Camii, and the Byzantine aqueducts side-by-side on St. Jean Caddesi. If you have time, head to the bucolic wine bastion of Şirince for brunch in the village. Around 1pm, join the pilgrimage to Bülbül Dağı to the venerated House of the Virgin Mary, before finishing your day with a cooler three-hour tour of Ephesus and its terraced houses. In the evening, check out the low-key vibe of Selçuk town or take the dolmuş (communal taxi) to Kuşadası to party with a rowdy northern European set.


Best Photo-Ops

Pack an extra camera battery and charge up every evening because Turkey is packed with gorgeous photo opportunities. Pack a tripod as well: enchanting night shots all around the country are a sight to behold.

ISTANBUL

• Have the lens focused on the gilded mosaics, marble columns, and hanging chandeliers of the grand old Ayasofya. Lately it has nearly been upstaged by another attraction—the cross-eyed chubby-faced resident Ayasofya cat, so photogenic he’s got his own blog and Twitter account.

• The Egyptian Spice Bazaar, full of sugar-powdered green, red, and yellow Turkish delight and the warm hues of saffron and red peppers, is a feast of visual temptations.

• Take a Bosphorus cruise at sunset to capture the quintessential shot of a mosque silhouetted against a glowing orange sky. At dusk, find a spot near the Galata Bridge in Eminönü to capture neon-lit boats bobbing against the docks.

THE COAST AND CAPPADOCIA

• The camera will get a workout on the haunting rock-cut Lycian tombs of Dalyan, Fethiye, and Myra.

• Capture the village life of the quaint whitewashed Şirince and the timber tree houses of Olympos set against lush green forests.

• Arrive in the morning to capture that shot of the Library of Celsus at Ephesus in perfect harmony with natural lighting, or contend with shadows in the late afternoon as the sun sets behind this majestic structure.

• Hike through the ghostly stone remains of Kayaköy or up through the cobble paths of Assos to photograph Turkey’s remote pine-clad coastlines with nearby islands adorning azure seas.

• Ottoman homes with tons of character are best in Antalya’s Kaleiçi and Ankara’s Citadel districts, while the former homes of Greeks make for a nostalgic excursion in Ayvalık and Bozcaada.

• No photo album of Turkey should lack the moonscape lands of Cappadocia, painted with multicolored hot-air balloons hovering above the Rose Valley.
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Library of Celsus in Ephesus






Best Beaches

With a coastline extending more than 6,700 kilometers, Turkey’s sandy expanses are numerous, and finding the “best” stretch of beach mostly depends on your itinerary. Though there are popular beaches on the southern Aegean coast by the party town of Kuşadası, the sandy beaches of the northern Aegean and Turquoise Coast are less crowded and more picturesque.

NORTHERN AEGEAN

The sunshine and sparkling waters near İzmir are best embraced along the Çeşme Peninsula with the white sands of Altınkum, Pırlanta, and Alaçati offering a retreat for swimmers, sunbathers, kitesurfing, and windsurfing enthusiasts. Ilıca and Sifne Bay even have healing natural springs that seep through the seabed on Çeşme’s northern coast to lures those with an interest in natural remedies.
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  windsurfing in Alaçati, Çeşme



THE TURQUOISE COAST

Where the southern Aegean coast meets the Mediterranean, the Bodrum Peninsula overflows with blue-flag beaches known to be the safest, cleanest, and most environmentally friendly in the world. Beach-loving families seeking shallow calm water can safely vacation here, reveling in the bays of Bodrum, Gümüşlük, Bitez, and Akyarlar.

Along the Mediterranean coast, the sunshine warms several shores worthy of a dip. Dalyan’s Iztuzu is a four-kilometer stretch of pale sand popular among day-trippers and endangered loggerhead turtles.

Farther east, the pebbly lagoon of Ölüdeniz is touted nationally as the best seashore and bluest waters in the country. Sharing national top billing with Ölüdeniz, the 19-kilometer-long latte-colored sands of Patara Beach between Fethiye and Kalkan offers a little surf. Rounding off the best of the beaches in Turkey is the open-water Kaputaş. A path down a rocky gorge from the coastal D400 highway between Kalkan and Kaş leads to a small shingle cove that’s popular for its secluded ambiance.




Pamukkale



DAY 2


Visit Selçuk’s Ephesus Museum early, then hit the road or rails to Denizli and onto the cotton castles of Pamukkale. After a three-hour journey, you’ll be ready to walk barefoot up through the cool cascading waters of the white travertines to the ruins of the Roman city of Hierapolis, where Saint Philip the Apostle is said to be buried. Your reward for your efforts today is a long soak in Cleopatra’s healing Sacred Pool, followed by a delicious home-cooked meal prepared by your friendly Anatolian hosts.

Fethiye, Kayaköy, and the Blue Lagoon

DAY 3

It’s an early start again today as you travel for four hours south through the Taurus Mountains to the seaside resort town of Fethiye. Stroll along the town’s port and through the bazaar area to be tempted to buy Turkish trinkets such as evil eyes, mosaic glassware, and painted ceramics. Keep walking southeast to find the Tomb of King Amyntas high on the cliff east of the Crusader Fortress. Locate the dolmuş station to board the minibus bound for the ghost town of Kayaköy. Here you’ll visit the hauntingly surreal orthodox churches of a 17th-century Greek community that once resided in this picturesque valley. For dinner, linger in Kayaköy at one of the gourmet restaurants.
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    	the ghost town of Kayaköy
    	nighttime dining in Kayaköy
  



DAY 4

Today is your day off from the long intercity journeys. Take to a sun lounge by the Blue Lagoon of Ölüdeniz or board a day-long Mediterranean 12-Island Tour to do nothing but swim, read, and chat over a fresh seafood lunch.

Day trips from Fethiye to Dalyan or Saklıkent are also possible either by private vehicle or with a tour. In Dalyan, stunning cliff-face Lycian tombs, loggerhead turtles, and a plunge in the riverbank mud baths await. East of Fethiye, the rushing waters of the Saklıkent give adventure seekers a chilly welcome to a one-hour hike in a 500-meter-deep crevasse. Lycia’s oldest and most commanding city, Tlos, just 15 kilometers from the canyon, is a magnificent reminder of Anatolia’s rich history. End the day with a lively meal in Fethiye’s open-air fish markets, where you can personally pick out the freshest catch of the day.


Top Outdoor Adventures

Adrenaline junkies and nature enthusiasts will find their share of adventures in Turkey. Contact the tour agencies listed in this guidebook in advance for itineraries and departure dates.

ON LAND

• Biking: Embark on a downhill mountain-biking expedition through the villages near Demre.

• Hiking: The 509-kilometer Lycian Way is the crème de la crème of Anatolian trails for beginners and experienced hikers. Venturing into the icy cascading waters of Ak Dağı (White Mountain) to walk Saklıkent Gorge should be on a hiking itinerary, as should the summer trails of Uludağ near Bursa, which has also becomes Turkey’s premier snow resort four months a year.

• Other activities: Hiking the not-to-be-missed valleys of Cappadocia is an option, but horseback rides and ATV tours are also available. While you’re close by, roam parts of the enchanting 14-kilometer Ihlara Valley.
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Ölüdeniz and the Blue Lagoon, as seen from the Lycian Way



ON THE WATER

• Scuba diving: The remains of World War I battleships near Çanakkale and Gallipoli are fascinating, as is the diversity of underwater landscapes and marine life off Antalya, Bodrum, and Marmaris. But most agree that Kaş is the best places for diving; it offers an unforgettable experience with over 19 locations and wrecks scattered around a Mediterranean cove brimming with creatures such as loggerhead turtles.

• White-water rafting: Rafters can try the Dalaman River with organized tours from any of the coastal towns between Bodrum and Fethiye.

IN THE AIR

• Ballooning: Jump into the basket of a hot-air balloon for a bird’s-eye view of Cappadocia’s volcanic landscape.

• Paragliding: Start from Babdagı (Father Mountain) for a 40-minute flight over the Blue Lagoon of Ölüdeniz.

• Skydiving: Take flight over the ancient city of Ephesus.




Blue Cruise or Kaş


DAY 5

If the 12-Island Tour left you hungry for more Mediterranean magic, set sail on an unforgettable three-night Blue Cruise to Olympos, which chugs along Turkey’s rugged southern coastline, mooring by Santa Claus Island, Ölüdeniz, Butterfly Valley, Kaş, and Kekova, disembarking near Demre for a bus journey to Olympos. Spend a few days in the tree houses of Olympos before flying back to Istanbul from Antalya.
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  enchanting Kaş



Alternatively, skip the cruise and travel by land today to the whitewashed town of Kaş. Explore the town’s narrow lanes and boutiques before a mid-afternoon dip at a beach club lining the rocky bays. Trek west to the amphitheater on the edge of town to watch the sun set.

Kekova

DAY 6

Today is set aside for an organized tour, departing from your hotel, to cruise or kayak over the sunken Lycian city of Kekova Island. The tour also provide opportunities to venture up to the Byzantine Fortress of the Knights of St. John above the remote village of Kaleköy. Dinner at Hayta Meyhane in the evening will have you rubbing shoulders with the locals as traditional Turkish music plays in a cozy narrow laneway in Kaş.

Demre and Antalya

DAY 7

Drive for an hour on the D400 highway to reach Demre, where you can take a two-hour pit stop to see the rock-cut tombs and theater masks of Myra and pay respects to the legend of Santa Claus at the Church of St. Nicholas. From Demre, it’s a picturesque three-hour drive to Kaleiçi, Antalya’s old town, where you can spend the night in a restored Ottoman abode. If you arrive early, visit the Antalya Museum or wander the ancient harbor and Kaleiçi Museum to see how Ottoman architecture kept the locals cool in the summer swelter. Later, relax at the Castle Bar & Restaurant for a sunset drink while looking back on the Mediterranean coast as the sun dips behind the Gulf of Antalya.


Unique Places to Stay

From tree houses to Ottoman mansions to a cave complex that’s also a UNESCO World Heritage site, Turkey offers unforgettable lodgings.

NORTHERN AEGEAN COAST

• Hotel Armagrandi, Bozcaada: Abandoned after 100 years in operation as the Aral winery, this stone building was refurbished and reopened in 2006 as a boutique hotel with elegant touches reminding guests of the factory’s viticultural heritage.

• Bonjour Pansiyon, Ayvalık: Tucked away in cobbled lanes, this former French consulate preserves its European flair, albeit with a Turkish twist, with ornate antiques and century-old painted ceilings.

TURQUOISE COAST

• Kadir’s Treehouses, Olympos: The tree house phenomenon of Olympos started in the 1980s when Kadir Kaya built his original Robinson Crusoe home for himself and his friends. Kadir’s vision has since evolved into a fully functioning cedar-wood tree house resort in the lush forest and towering cliffs sheltering a secluded village near the Mediterranean.
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  Kadir’s Treehouses, in the lush forest of Olympos



• Aboard a Gület: Blue Cruises on gületler (motorized wooden sailboats) are the chance to fall asleep under the stars on a balmy Mediterranean summer night. Cabins are available below deck, but take the opportunity to sleep above deck and snuggle in a blanket by the still waters lit by the moon.

• Tuvana Hotel, Kaleici, Antalya: Four classic Ottoman mansions once belonging to the officer Abdi Effendi welcome guest in the old town of Antalya. Gold-leafed ceilings and plush opulent drapery are just a few of things to expect in these abodes that hosted lavish parties for visiting dignitaries in the 18th century.

CAPPADOCIA

• Kayakapı Premium Caves, Ürgüp, Cappadocia: Check into the Mehmet Tokat Evi suite to have a plunge pool in the bedroom, in a UNESCO World Heritage Site, in a complex of restored caves. Perhaps a former inhabitant of the area, Saint John the Russian, a saint of miracles, had a hand in creating this hotel.

• Divan Çukurhan, Ankara: Once on the “Watch List of 100 Most Endangered Sites of the World,” this restored han from the 16th and 17th centuries welcomed weary Ottoman traders descending on Ankara to flaunt their goods. It still retains its original charm.




Cappadocia’s Lunar Landscape


Begin in Göreme, soaking in Cappadocia’s moonscape as you explore underground cities and villages carved out of tufa. Make a pilgrimage to Konya, explore Turkey’s capital city, Ankara, or end your trip in Göreme with an unforgettable hot-air balloon ride.

If continuing on to Cappadocia from Antalya on the Turquoise Coast, consider stopping in Konya (5 hours by car) first before traveling to Göreme (4 hours). It’s a simply spectacular road trip for appreciating Anatolia’s diverse topography.

Cappadocia

DAY 1

For the best airfares from Istanbul, take an 80-minute flight to Kayseri Erkilet International Airport, then transfer by minibus or car to Göreme, just an hour away. If you have time today, take the dolmuş to the Open-Air Museum and spend two to three hours marveling at the frescoes and religious remnants adorning this world-heritage national park. Make sure you’re back in Göreme to finish the day with an ATV ride to Çavuşin and Love Valley, pausing at Sunset Point to watch dusk settle on Pigeon Valley, peppered with fairy chimneys, or saddle up for a sunset trot on horseback through Rose and Honey Valleys.
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  stone columns in Love Valley near Göreme



DAY 2

Rise early for the hot-air balloon parade of colors over the Cappadocian valleys before launching into a day of adventure. Take one of the highly recommended color-coded guided tours: the Green Tour for the underground city and the Ihlara Valley, or the Red Tour to roam Cappadocia’s Open-Air Museum (if you didn’t see it yesterday) and its northern rock formations and carved tufa villages.

Passing on the tour means an escapade with local dolmuş services to the UNESCO-protected Zelve Open-Air Museum and the nearby mushroom rock formations of Paşabağları. You then have the flexibility to board any of the dolmuşlar in the afternoon to head north for the pottery town of Avanos, or southeast to climb Temenni Hill in Ürgüp. Alternatively, transfer to the Uçhisar-bound dolmuş in Göreme to climb Uçhisar Castle for mind-blowing 360-degree views of Anatolia’s diverse topography.
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  Uçhisar Castle



If your energy allows, the evening can be used to gain an appreciation for the sema—the ceremony of the whirling dervishes at the 13th-century Saruhan—perhaps the finest caravanserai in Turkey. The show starts at 6pm, with transfers from your hotel.

DAY 3

Wake up before sunrise to bid hoşçakal (farewell) to Cappadocia from the sky with a hot-air balloon tour—a one-hour, once-in-a-lifetime flight over the changing hues of the Cappadocian landscape. Back on solid ground, visit the sights you missed before packing to return to Istanbul, or continue on your journey to learn more about Turkey’s legends—the father of modern day Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, in Ankara or 13th-century poet and scholar, Rûmî (or Mevlânâ) in Konya. Gürüşürüz (see you again soon) Cappadocia.

Excursions

KONYA

Set aside a day for the city of Konya, which is an easy four-hour drive through the changing landscape of central Anatolia following the D300 highway from Nevşehir. First, pay respects to the tomb of Sufi mystic Rûmî and the legacies of the Mevlevi Order at the Mevlânâ Museum. After appreciating the origins of the whirling dervish, treat your taste buds at Mevlevi Sofrası with a menu straight from the kitchens of the Mevlevi Order. It’s quite possibly the most innovative restaurant in the country. Afterward, travel to your next destination or work your way through the city’s numerous museums and sights that pay homage to Konya’s days as the capital of the Selçuk Empire, the center for the Mevlevi Order, and major city for the Ottoman dynasty. If you’re visiting on a Saturday, complete the day with an authentic Sufi ceremony at the Mevlânâ Culture Center in the evening. Bed down for a night at the Hich Hotel, a historical mansion overlooking the rose garden of the Mevlâna Museum, and recite the words of the great poet who rests for eternity nearby.


ANKARA


A side trip to Ankara at the end of a Turkish adventure will benefit many travelers. To reach the capital, first travel to Aksaray from Göreme or Konya, then proceed north for three hours along the efficient E90 motorway. Spend two hours browsing the Museum of Anatolian Civilizations, which distills the eons of epochs of the country into an informative history lesson. From here, wander the citadel area nearby before taking a taxi to the Ethnography Museum, which once doubled as the resting place of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and is a perfect segue to your next destination: Anıtkabir—Atatürk’s Mausoleum. Take a taxi to the mausoleum to save time or use the metro, disembarking at Tandoğan station, and allow up to three hours to visit his tomb, explore the exhibits, and soak up the love for the man who modernized Turkey out of the rubble of the Ottoman Empire.
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hot-air balloons above Cappadocia



The Seven Churches of the Revelation

For thematically and spiritually driven travelers, the proximity of the Seven Churches of the Revelation—discussed in the New Testament’s Book of Revelation—offers a great opportunity to retrace Christianity’s early footsteps in Asia Minor and discover the ruins along the sinuous Aegean Coast. The writer, John, believed to be Saint John the Apostle, received visions in which he was instructed to pen and send what would later be considered apocalyptic messages to the church of each of seven major cultural centers, famed for their commerce, trade, military, or hedonism. Allow two or three days to visit them all by private vehicle.

Smyrna

Just one hour’s flight from Istanbul, the port city of İzmir has been an important trading center since time immemorial. Turkey’s third largest city, with a population nearing three million, İzmir is known domestically as the “Pearl of the Aegean” and remains a Western-looking cultural melting pot, but the biblical message warned of “impending persecution” while encouraging “perseverance that will be rewarded.”
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  the Agora of Smyrna



Pergamum

Forget mincing words: In the Book of Revelation this materialistic city is encouraged to repent for preaching mixed doctrines. Just two hours north of İzmir, Pergamum was a major metropolis in Asia Minor since the 3rd century BC, and its temples and healing medical center became influential places of worship for Greeks and Romans. Today’s Bergama is an increasingly influential city in terms of regional politics, mining, and agriculture.


Thyatira


While the locals were commended for their increasing faith, the Book of Revelation reprimands Thyatira’s church for also following the seductive prophetess Jezebel. The ruins of Thyatira, once known for its textile and dye trade, are about 65 kilometers from the Aegean Sea in the modern city of Akhisar, on the D565 highway, inland between Bergama and İzmir.

Sardis

An hour southeast from Akhisar, this “dead” church was told to wake up from its long sleep and that some of its parishioners were “worthy” for they had not yet “soiled their clothes.” Sardis is strictly an archaeological site with spectacular temples and bathhouse complexes. Getting there is also possible with dolmuşlar from İzmir via Salihli.

Philadelphia

This church of fraternal love is applauded for its perseverance, but told of a pending judgment of the false Jews who represented the “Synagogue of Satan.” Located about 45 kilometers southeast of Sardis in the modern city of Alaşehir, Philadelphia’s scant remains are still one of Asia Minor’s largest centers of temple worship.

Ephesus

Early Christianity’s most important center was heralded in its time but is condemned in the Book of Revelation for “forsaking its first love.” Ancient Ephesus was one of Asia Minor’s prominent capitals; in fact, it was the Roman Empire’s second largest city. Today, it’s the world’s best-preserved ancient site, replete with a hub of ancient streets, arches, temples, and monuments, including its spectacular funeral library and a whopping 25,000-seat amphitheater. Base yourself in Selçuk or Kuşadası to make the most of this site.

Laodicea

Criticized as a church of “lukewarm” faith, the Book of Revelation tells Laeodicea’s wealthy church to forgo adoration of worldly goods to focus on its spirituality. The ruins of Laodicea, once an important stop on the east-west trade route just north of modern-day Denizli, have slowly been excavated since 2003.
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Ayasofya (Saint Sophia Church): The grand Byzantine sanctuary is a UNESCO World Heritage Site that has welcomed worshippers of three religions since the 6th century (click here).

S Sultanahmet Camii (Blue Mosque): Light reflects through hundreds of glass windows onto blue tiles, casting a blue haze within the mosque’s main hall (click here).

S Topkapı Sarayı (Topkapı Palace): As the vanguard of all imperial palaces, this royal residence houses one of the rarest collections of porcelain as well as the mythic 86-carat Spoonmaker’s Diamond (click here).
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S Yerebatan Sarayı (Basilica Cistern): Used as one of the film locations for James Bond’s From Russia with Love, this surreal 6th-century underground cistern mystifies with hundreds of columns that lead to its innermost sanctum, the Medusa pillars (click here).

S Kapalı Çarşı (Grand Bazaar): Haggle like a pro, sip Turkish tea, or just take in the Grand Bazaar’s historical splendor (click here).

S Istiklal Caddesi: This famous pedestrian avenue, packed with shops and restaurants, is the heart of Istanbul’s most vibrant and contemporary neighborhood (click here).

S Dolmabahçe Sarayı (Dolmabahçe Palace): Offering a glimpse of Ottoman decadence at its best, this mid-19th-century imperial structure has a crystal staircase and a bed made of pure silver (click here).

S Bosphorus Cruise: Perhaps the pièce de résistance of a journey to Istanbul, this cruise boasts myriad historical sights that convey the value of these straits (click here).

S Kariye Müzesi (Chora Museum): So beautiful were its iconography, mosaics, and frescoes that even Constantinople’s Islamic conquerors could not bring themselves to whitewash its gilded treasures (click here).



Blending the lines between East and West, modernism and antiquity, secularism and piety, Istanbul brims with diversity, complexity, and some 8,000 years of history. Lulled only by the harmony of 1,000 müezzinler singing the call to prayer, vibrant Istanbul is abuzz with activity day and night. More than Constantinople, it’s a sprawling city of 17 million residents where, within a five-kilometer radius, travelers can explore modern and traditional ways of life.

Sultanahmet, heart of the most visited area, is located on one of the city’s seven hills. The tip of this historic peninsula and the Süleymaniye quarter, with its imperial mosque and bazaar quarters, are UNESCO World Heritage sites. The rails of a 21st-century T1 tramway bisect this area, leading to merchants selling textiles, ceramics, and jewelry, just as their predecessors did for centuries. Just beyond Sultanahmet in Fatih, Istanbul’s oldest district, a simple village lifestyle plays out in a maze of cobblestone lanes lined with traditional Ottoman homes. Here, children play hopscotch while women in floral headscarves hand-clean goat-hair mattresses and carpets outside modest abodes.

Across the Golden Horn in Beyoğlu, residents live a more contemporary European existence among the fancy bars of Taksim, art galleries of Tophane, and brand-name shops of Nişantaşı and Istiklal Street. Beyoğlu’s tree-lined boulevards are filled with posh eateries and fashionistas showing off their duds. Steps away, shoeshine boys and scarf-selling Anatolian women reside among the cacophony of street vendors, seagulls, and inescapable traffic.

The Bosphorus Strait and Marmara Sea are visible from almost any point in the greater city; the Black Sea to the north is within an hour’s travel. More than just a pretty landscape, the city’s geographic location and the abundance it brings have for millennia been Istanbul’s claim to fame. It is at once the world’s busiest maritime strait and home to nature’s richest underwater bounty. Come winter, fish large and small are caught along these precious waters. The waters’ edge also becomes a playground for well-to-do fun-seekers, who flock in droves to the many trendy hangouts.
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As the only city in the world to spread over two continents, Istanbul also comprises a history-filled Anatolian (Asian) side just across the Bosphorus Strait. Its name was once Chalcedon, an Asian outpost that dates back to at least 3000 BC. The water-lapped quarter of Kuzguncuk near Üsküdar exemplifies this legacy with the centuries-old sanctuaries of three different religions dwelling uneventfully side-by-side. But if you expected sleepy villages, the diversity will surprise you. The district of Kadıköy boasts world class shopping and dining along the hectic thoroughfare of Bağdat Caddesi, whose highbrow destinations include Louis Vuitton and Burberry. With so much diversity, it’s no surprise that Istanbul was recently chosen as the European Capital of Culture by the European Union Council.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

In three whirlwind days you can check out the charm of the city, learn to feast the Turkish way, motor along the Bosphorus, and click heels with Istanbullus at shopping and partying meccas around town. To get a real grasp of the city in all its contrasting beauty, plan to spend at least five days. This will allow for a couple of side trips: a cruise to the nearby Princes’ Islands and a hop to the city’s various Asian draws. With five days there’s also time to explore the city at night, including its boisterous cabarets and posh waterside nightclubs near Ortaköy and Kuruçeşme.

The best time to visit Istanbul is April, when the city’s tulip commemoration is in full bloom and the entire city is covered with the spectacular indigenous flower. Spring also announces the beginning of Istanbul’s popular arts festival season. Summer is still the busiest tourist season countrywide. Istanbul’s late spring and early fall now constitute shoulder seasons with lower prices than June-September. For some, winter is the best time of year, and the occasional snow flurry kisses historical sites, transforming the city into a winter wonderland.

HISTORY

The emergence of the land that straddles the strategic Bosphorus Strait is the stuff of legends. But a chance discovery of four human skeletons some six kilometers beneath Yenikapı in mid-2008 confirmed that the city was inhabited an estimated 8,000 years ago, during the Neolithic period. The first to actually colonize it was King Byzas, ruler of the Greek town of Megara who, after consulting with the Oracle at Delphi as to where to found a new city, was told to look “opposite the blind.” Byzas reached the settlement of Chalcedon—today’s Kadıköy—and thought that Chalcedonians must have been “blind” for not realizing that much finer land lay just across the Bosphorus Strait. Byzas settled the territory in the 7th century BC and called it Byzantion, after himself. Later the colony took on the Latin form of the name, Byzantium. It became a part of the Roman Empire in the 1st century BC, and by AD 306 it was assigned the status of capital by Emperor Constantine, who renamed the city Constantinople.

The 5th century proved tempestuous and fractious for the Roman Empire. The west was conquered by Barbarians, and the Eastern Roman Empire—a.k.a. the Byzantine Empire—remained centralized in Constantinople. In 532, the Nika Revolts fanned the flames of a brewing discord among the city’s two political factions. After a week of fires and pillaging that reduced the Sultanahmet and its environs to rubble, some 30,000 rioters were slaughtered in the Hippodrome. But from the ruins, structures such as Ayasofya and the Great Palace of Constantinople were entirely rebuilt—the former to such grandeur that it still remains a symbol of the Byzantine Empire’s architectural and cultural prowess.

What made the city so desirable—mainly its straits—continued to be the Achilles’ heel for its occupiers, as Persians, Arabs, and nomadic tribes each tried to conquer the city. Finally, during the Fourth Crusade, the Catholic Latin Empire replaced its Orthodox Byzantine namesake in 1204. Their rule would last slightly more than 50 years under various diminutive emperors until the previous Byzantine rulers recaptured Constantinople in 1261. By then, the city was in ruins and its population had dwindled to a mere 30,000—less than 10 percent of what it had been under Justinian, the Eastern Roman emperor. The advancing Ottoman Turks led by Sultan Fatih Mehmet II (The Conqueror) ascended the peninsula from the northeast, gained control of the city, and changed its name once again. Now it would be called Istanbul—the seat of the Islamic Caliphate, and the head of an empire that would become one of the largest in history.


Discount Cards

You won’t always have to rely on your wit, charm, and bargaining power to save money in Istanbul. These passes are designed for savings on museum admission and public transportation:

MUSEUM PASS

Skip queues and gain “free” entry to major museums, including the Ayasofya and Topkapı Sarayı (Topkapı Palace), for a 72-hour period with the 85TL Museum Pass. The card also gives discounts on some tours, as well as discounts on entry to Pera Müzesi (Pera Museum) and Kız Kulesi (Maiden’s Tower), to name a few. Purchase the card from the ticket booths of the Ayasofya, Topkapı Palace, and other locations listed at www.muze.gov.tr. Before purchase, check the entry fees in this guide against your itinerary and confirm that the pass is worth your while.

ISTANBULKART

Boarding the tram, ferry, or metro requires a 4TL pp jeton. Do what the locals do and purchase an IstanbulKart swipe card, which reduces the fare to 2.15TL pp per journey. These are sold at confectionery kiosks near public transportation stations for a non-refundable 10TL, and you can add value to the card at these kiosks as well. If you travel within a two-hour period, the subsequent fare is only 1.25TL. One card can be used by up to five people, and it conveniently fits in your wallet like a credit card.



In just six decades, Istanbul’s multicultural population under the Turks exploded tenfold as the reigning sultan offered Istanbul as a refuge to Jews and Muslims fleeing the Iberian peninsula during the Spanish Inquisition. The city became a cultural, political, and commercial center under the Ottomans, with opulent palaces and spiritual sanctuaries. This lasted until their demise at the hands of the Allied forces during World War I.

After a bloody four-year war of independence, in 1923 Mustafa Kemal Atatürk—known nationally as the father of Turks—moved the newly formed Turkish nation’s seat of government to Ankara. Despite its loss of status as the capital, Istanbul has always remained the cultural heart of Turkey.

Sights

Istanbul is bisected by the Bosphorus Strait, which serves as a natural continental divide between Europe and Asia. The major attractions in the “old town” of Sultanahmet and crowded Beyoğlu, as well as posh Nişantaşı and Ortaköy, are all located on the European flank. The old town and Beyoğlu are separated by the Golden Horn, an inlet of the Bosphorus that forms a natural harbor. Destinations lying on the periphery, like the working-class district of Kadıköy on the Asian side, the sleepy retreats of the Princes’ Islands in the Marmara Sea, and the Rumeli and Anatolian Fortresses farther afield on the European side, are easily reached and can be explored on a half-day or full-day excursion. Don’t be afraid to walk, ride the tramway, or get around the city by funicular (underground cable car), dolmuş (communal taxi), metro train, Bosphorus ferry, bus, or taxi. Armed with a map, this guide, and a couple of Turkish words, getting around Istanbul is a snap.

SULTANAHMET AND VICINITY

Containing by far the most popular sights, Sultanahmet Square and the Kapalı Çarşı (Grand Bazaar) precinct are the meat and potatoes of your journey. Along with Topkapı Palace and the Egyptian Spice Bazaar, a dozen sights virtually piled atop each other await the curious.

Classified as a UNESCO World Heritage site since 1985, the urban historical area of Sultanahmet boasts relics of bygone civilizations in a jumble of attractions jam-packed into an area that was once the glorious capital of the Roman, Byzantine, Latin, and Ottoman Empires. Jutting off from the central attractions are cobblestone streets with hotels, shops, and eateries that are ideal for absorbing the atmosphere of this virtual open-air museum, one of the world’s top tourist destinations.

Conquering old Istanbul on foot is easy. It’s relatively flat, with one incline between Eminönü and Sultanahmet, atop the first of Istanbul’s seven hills. Frequent tram service can also whip you from one end of the peninsula to the heart of old Istanbul in less than 10 minutes. Most roads are designated pedestrian thoroughfares, so expect delays in taxis as they maneuver the few crowded alleyways.
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Group your visits to the Ayasofya, Blue Mosque, Basilica Cistern, Hippodrome, and Grand Bazaar in one day followed by Topkapı Palace, the Spice Bazaar, and a two-hour Bosphorus cruise from Eminönü port on day two. Make sure you reserve another two hours for a scrub, wash down, and oil massage in a humid hamam (Turkish bath) at the end of a day. Plan these excursions around the days the major sites are closed.

S Ayasofya (Saint Sophia Church)

The magnificent Ayasofya (Sultanahmet Square, 0212/522-1750, www.muze.gov.tr, 9am-7pm Tues.-Sun. Apr.-Oct., 9am-4:30pm Tues.-Sun. Nov.-Mar., 30TL, audio guide 15TL) was commissioned by Emperor Justinian I as a means to establish his claim to the imperial throne of Byzantium. This basilica remains one of the largest testaments of faith and architectural might on the globe. It was inaugurated by the Byzantines in 537 as the Great Church and later as Hagia Sophia—Greek for Holy Wisdom—and remained the largest Christian cathedral for more than 1,000 years. So enthralled was Justinian by its magnificence and opulent interior, replete with glittering mosaics and sleek marble pillars, that he proclaimed: “Solomon, I have surpassed thee.”
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  The 6th-century Ayasofya bears the inscriptions of its Christian and Islamic past.



Justinian employed the architect Antheius of Tralles and the mathematician Isidorus of Miletus to design a plan to place a circular dome on a rectangular floor plan, a feat that had never been achieved before. With the empire’s treasury at their disposal, the duo devised the basilica with a perimeter of 72 by 78 meters, topped by a gigantic dome with a height of 55.6 meters, supported by four pendentives—hollow triangular sections of stonework that transfer the dome’s weight to the four pillars at each corner of the basilica. These pendentives were the first of their kind to be used in structural engineering. Half domes at both western and eastern ends also assisted in bearing the dome’s weight, creating the oblong-ish interior. The dome today has a diameter of 31 to 32 meters and is decorated with 40 arched windows, imperfectly shaped due to several earthquakes and rebuilding efforts. Eight gigantic Corinthian columns imported from Lebanon support the structure’s center. Using only the best materials mined from quarries throughout the empire, it took more than 10,000 workers five years to craft this truly extraordinary Great Church. Incidentally, today’s structure is the third church on the site; the previous two were burned during rioting in 404 and 532.


Sorry, We’re Closed!

When planning your itinerary, keep in mind the closures for these top sites:

• Closed Monday: Archaeological Museums, Ayasofya, Dolmabahçe Palace, Great Palace Mosaics Museum

• Closed Tuesday: Topkapı Palace and Harem

• Closed Wednesday: Chora Museum, Rumeli Fortress

• Closed Thursday: Dolmabahçe Palace

• Closed Sunday: Grand Bazaar

Major attractions and shopping centers remain open for normal trading hours for the month of Ramazan (Ramadan, June 18-July 17, 2015; June 6-July 5, 2016; May 27-June 25, 2017), but they will close for half a day on the first day of religious holidays, with the indoor shops of the Grand Bazaar closing for the entire Şeker Bayramı (Sugar Holiday, three days immediately after Ramazan) and for the four days of Kurban Bayramı (Feast of Sacrifice, starting Sept. 23, 2015; Sept. 11, 2016; Sept. 1, 2017). It’s business as usual on public holidays.

The other day to avoid travel is May 1, when Istanbul comes to a standstill with road closures and public transportation shutting down to prevent May Day demonstrations.



A series of earthquakes shook Hagia Sophia’s structure, causing the main dome to collapse twice (in 558 and 989), both times requiring immediate reconstruction. When the Fourth Crusaders took hold of the city in 1204 and created the Latin Empire, the church briefly became a place of worship for Roman Catholics, until 1261 when the Byzantines reclaimed Constantinople. By then decades of sieges and tremors had taken their toll on the basilica. A major retrofit was undertaken, with the addition of the four buttresses on its flank. The interior hall was in a state of disrepair by the time the Ottomans arrived in 1453. Sultan Mehmet II (The Conqueror) ordered the third major overhaul, which included its conversion into a mosque. A century later, Sultan Selim II commissioned the famed Ottoman architect Sinan to retrofit the building by adding buttresses to the dome and broader structure. He also commissioned the original sultan’s loge (a private prayer mezzanine), two larger minarets located on the western flank, and the mausoleum of Selim II. In 1739, Sultan Mahmud I ordered yet more work, adding a medrese (Ottoman Islamic school), a library, a soup kitchen, and a fountain. In the mid-19th century, however, architectural aesthete Sultan Abdülmecid ordered the most complete renovation yet. Under the watchful eye of two Italian architects, it took more than two years to refurbish the structure. In 1935, Turkish President Mustafa Kemal Atatürk converted the sanctuary into a museum, an act that began the painstaking process of restoring the basilica to its original state, which continues to this day. Restoration has slowly uncovered the basilica’s original mosaics and frescoes, a process that has been somewhat controversial since the sanctuary has served both as a mosque and a church since its inauguration. Removing the plaster and tiles to reveal the Christian iconography beneath would destroy significant Islamic art, such as the golden calligraphy that covers what is thought to be a mosaic of Christ Pantocrator on the dome.

From afar, the sheer size of the building is astounding. The inner grounds are filled with stone remains of the second church, which stood on the site before Ayasofya; marble blocks depicting 12 lambs representing the 12 Apostles are strewn below the path leading to the Ayasofya’s exonarthex, a large hall once reserved for worshippers who were yet to be baptized. The next chamber is the marble inner narthex that reveals the mosaic of Christ Pantocrator with the Virgin Mary, Archangel Gabriel, and a prostrating emperor just above the massive Imperial Door. The open bible Christ holds says, “Peace be with you. I am the Light of the World.” The imperial doorway, which was reserved for the Emperor, is the largest of three entrances. The calm interior with its seemingly floating chandeliers beckons. To the right is a 500-year-old marble jar carved from a single marble slab during the Hellenic period. The jar originates from Pergamum and was once filled with sherbet for religious ceremonies. Behind this are the purple porphyry columns, quarried from pits in central Egypt and thought to represent Roman royalty as well as the importance placed on those worshipped here.

Walking toward the apse, where the mihrab (niche indicating the direction of Mecca) can be found, you’ll first pass the Byzantine coronation square—a collection of colored marble inlays where emperors were once crowned. Behind this, between the columns, are the imprints of where the Byzantine throne is presumed to have stood. The large platform between this and the apse is the 16th-century marble müezzin mahfili—a raised dais where the Koran was read during services. Ayasofya’s three other smaller mahfililer, built to meet the size of the community, also date from the reign of Sultan Murat III (1574-1595). Before reaching the apse, look up to admire the seraphim (six-winged angels) on each of the pendentives, uncovered in excavation work in 2009. Thought to protect the Lord’s throne in heaven, the two closest to the apse (east) are mosaics, whereas the western seraphim were renewed as frescoes. Hung along the walls below the dome are eight 7.5-meter-diameter calligraphy slates, the largest in the Islamic world. Each one dates to the 19th century and depicts a different figure, including Allah, Prophet Muhammad, four caliphs, and the grandsons of Muhammad, Hasan and Husayn.

The largest structure of the apse is the minbar, where the imam (worship leader of the mosque) would lead prayers and sermons. To the left of this is the mihrab, flanked by two candelabras brought from Hungary during the reign of Sultan Süleyman I (The Magnificent) in the 16th century. The apse mosaic above represents the Virgin and Child, which was the first post-iconoclastic work of its kind, in 867; she sits on a backless throne with Christ the Child sitting comfortably on her lap. To the right you can make out the remnants of a scene involving Archangels Michael and Gabriel, with only the latter visible today. The ornate mezzanine to the left of the apse was devised by Sultan Ahmet III as a semiprivate sultan’s loge to use the sanctuary surreptitiously.

Upon exiting the ground floor, visit the copper-covered marble Stele of Saint Gregory Thaumaturgus—the miracle worker. It’s believed to bring good luck and is found to the north of the Imperial Door entrance. Also referred to as the wishing column, many legends exist about its spiritual and magical past. Just stick your thumb in the central recess, make a wish, and rotate it counterclockwise. If it comes out moist, the wish and good fortune will follow.

The second-floor horseshoe-shaped gallery, once reserved for the empress and her court and the Patriarch, gives another perspective of this gigantic structure and contains four more mosaics featuring Christ or the Virgin Mary with Byzantine emperors and empresses. The revered Deësis mosaic, with Mary and John the Baptist asking Christ to forgive all mankind, was created in 1261 to honor the return of the Church to the Byzantines and is the finest mosaic in the museum.

Upon exiting at ground level, turn around to see the most prominent Sunu mosaic, showing the Virgin Mary with Christ the Child, with Justinian I on her right offering the Ayasofya and Constantine I offering the city of Constantinople.

There is continuing pressure from Turkey’s pious Muslim community to convert the museum back into a mosque, but Christians argue that the Hagia Sophia was built as a church and served as one for over 1,000 years—if conversion was possible, it should return to its Christian roots. What the Ayasofya will become in the future is anyone’s guess, but as of today it remains a magnificent structure celebrating the Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Islamic religions that were once worshipped here.

Behind the Ayasofya is a not-to-be-missed quaint side street, Soğukçeşme Sokak. It’s part of a sweeping decades-long project undertaken by Turkey’s Touring and Automobile Club to restore historical landmarks. Celik Gülersoy, the visionary at the helm of the club, saw a diamond in the rough when ambling along the string of greasy automotive repair shops between the Ayasofya and Topkapı Palace some 30 years ago. In a love-hate relationship with the municipality, Gülersoy labored to convince the city’s leadership of his grand plan to erect a row of houses reminiscent of Istanbul’s late-19th-century architectural wealth.

The eastern end of the street ends near the first church of Constantinople, the 4th-century Hagia Eirene. Today it’s only open for concerts or with special permission, but it served as the church of the Patriarchate before the Hagia Sophia was completed. Much of the structure you see today, however, dates to the 8th century.

S Sultanahmet Camii (Blue Mosque)

Completed in 1617, the Sultanahmet Camii (Sultanahmet Square, www.sultanahmetcami.com, daily, donation) was commissioned by Sultan Ahmet as a means to outdo what was at the time the most lavish sanctuary in the world—the Ayasofya. Ahmet, left raw from a peace deal with Persia and thus with no spoils of war, veered heavily from tradition by dipping into state coffers to fund his project.

The Sultanahmet Camii indeed towers alongside the Ayasofya, and in fact is the last grand mosque built in the classical style, widely considered to be the epitome of Byzantine and Ottoman mixed architecture. Its crown is a jumble of full and half domes topped by a massive central dome that soars to about 45 meters at its center and measures 23.5 meters in diameter. On completion, the mosque had six minarets, one of only two in the world that had so many. Ahmet’s audacity for constructing an edifice with the same number of spires as Mecca’s Sacred Mosque was criticized until a seventh minaret was added to the mosque at Mecca.
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  the Blue Mosque



Today, light from the 260 glass windows still floods the cavernous, carpeted space and bounces off the more than 21,000 hand-painted blue Iznik tiles to create a bluish haze, hence its nickname, the Blue Mosque. Almost as large as the mosque, the forecourt is defined by a continuing archway on its perimeter, with a central fountain some consider too cautious in size for the sheer dimension of the courtyard.

Visiting the grounds shouldn’t take more than 30 minutes. All mosques in the city are open daily except at prayer times. Entry is free to mosques, but donations are advised. Individuals baring too much skin are asked to cover their legs, and women are expected to cover their heads and shoulders with scarves provided at the entrance. Worshippers will visit throughout the day, so keep noise and flash photography to a minimum.

S Topkapı Sarayı (Topkapı Palace)

Serving as the seat of the Ottoman government, the imperial residence, and the location of the Sultan’s legendary harem, Topkapı Sarayı (Sultanahmet, 0212/522-1750, www.muze.gov.tr, 9am-7pm Wed.-Mon. Apr.-Oct., 9am-4:30pm Wed.-Mon. Nov.-Mar., 30TL) housed more than 4,000 people and regaled many a visiting dignitary in its heyday. Sultan Mehmet II (1432-1481) ordered its construction atop the ruins of the Acropolis of Byzantium. The New Palace opened its doors in 1465; its name changed to Topkapı Palace in the 19th century. Vastly improved from the Old Palace, the New Palace is situated atop Seraglio Point, overlooking the Sea of Marmara, the Golden Horn, and the Bosphorus Strait. The site’s structures were originally built around a variety of ruins, including the Aya Eirene church, an underground Byzantine cistern, and four main courtyards. But subsequent sultans added their flair to create what resulted in an asymmetrical exterior layout. To the north and west of the palace is Gülhane Park, which faces the Bosphorus and the Sea of Marmara. Much larger than the 70-hectare complex seen today, the palace was once home to mosques, schools, dormitories, a mint, a treasury, the Ottoman archives, and even kiosks and pavilions. This palace deteriorated after Abdülmecid (1823-1861) decided to move his court to the opulent Dolmabahçe Palace in 1853. Converted by Atatürk into a museum in 1923, Topkapı remains the largest and oldest palace in the world.

The Imperial Gate, or Gate of the Sultan, was built along with the palace, but its marble overlay was added in the late 19th century. With gilded calligraphy and a Sultan’s seal embellishing the upper portion, verses from the Koran appear on either side of the entrance. Only viziers and foreign diplomats were allowed to cross to the First Courtyard. This garden currently houses, among others structures, the former 15,800-square-meter imperial mint, the 6th-century Church of Aya Eirene, the Fountain of the Executioner, and the tiled Ceremonial Pavilion. Accessible through the Gate of Salutation, the Second Courtyard is the actual and sole entrance to the museum. It opens onto a square that was once the administrative center of the Ottoman government. Only citizens with official business, janissaries on payday, or foreign diplomats were allowed here. Ceremonies, sometimes attended by thousands, were held in the courtyard, with the sultan sitting atop his throne by the gate. Only accessible from the harem, the building’s only tower—the Tower of Justice—is here. It’s a high dungeon from which the city, the straits, and nearby Marmara could be seen.

Sprawling over 60 percent of the property and accessible via the Second Courtyard is the harem (0212/512-0480, www.muze.gov.tr, 9am-5pm Wed.-Mon. Apr.-Oct., 9am-4pm Wed.-Mon. Nov.-Mar., 15TL), which became the residence of the sultan and his court—his immediate family as well as concubines and the eunuchs, who were charged with their safety—by the mid-1500s. Enhanced and enlarged by various sultans, the 400 or so rooms are connected by narrow hallways. It’s an area so secretive it became the stuff of legend for adulterous love affairs and murderous plots.
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  the Imperial Hall inside the harem of Topkapı Palace



The separate guided tour of the harem starts through the 40 ornate rooms reserved for the Valide Sultan, followed by the spacious marbled hamam, and finally the sultan’s domed grand hall. The tour leads visitors past lavish spaces adorned with ornate fireplaces and relaxing fountains to the large hall where an astounding tiled pool awaits. The tour ends with two 16th-century rooms, outfitted by large stained-glass windows, from which the sultan-in-waiting would gaze out, undoubtedly biding his time for the throne.

The surrounding structures offer an intimate view of the history, wealth, breadth, and power of the once mighty Ottoman rule. Particularly impressive is the Armory and Council Hall, housed in the former realm’s Council of State, where viziers and secretaries would meet on affairs of state chaired by the Grand Vizier, as the Sultan watched from a window carved high in a wall. An extensive collection of weapons and fatigues are displayed chronologically. Long, curved gilded sabers give way to intricately inlaid 19th-century firearms, some used by sultans, others from conquered nations. The Kitchen and Porcelain Collection has, among others, a priceless array of some 12,000 gifted Chinese and Japanese pieces, including a large 15th-century Ming vase with Ottoman gold mounts displayed along with another 2,500 pieces in a separate room. The Third Courtyard, the private domain of the Sultan, was guarded by white eunuchs. The Treasury and the Sacred Relics building are here. Guarded by a handpicked selection of deaf and mute young men, the sultans heard foreign ambassadors and high officials in the throne room, also located in this square. In its center, the 18th-century library commissioned by Ahmet III defines the epoch’s popular blend of baroque and Turkish architectural styles. Along the remaining buildings that boast the luxurious, ankle-length silk caftans of the sultans, perhaps the most remarkable is the Treasury Hall. A collection of thrones, including the golden throne used for coronations and holidays, and, of course, the 86-carat Spoonmaker’s Diamond, one of the largest in the world, await among the world’s largest—and most expensive—jewelry stashes. Beyond this third court is the Tulip Garden or Imperial Courtyard, with sweeping views of the Bosphorus and Golden Horn, that once served as the ultimate private domain for the sultan, hence its elegant pavilions and opulence.

To visit Topkapı, arrive early, as crowds start flocking by mid-morning. Start with the harem, obviously the most popular section, and plan at least half a day to view the palace. If you don’t have that much time, do the 30-minute tour of the harem and move on to the Treasury. Cafés are located in the Imperial Courtyard to rest and rejuvenate halfway through your visit.

S Yerebatan Sarayı (Basilica Cistern)

The largest underground structure of its kind, the Yerebatan Sarayı (Yerebatan Cd. 13, 0212/522-1259, www.yerebatan.com, 9am-6:30pm daily Apr.-Sept., 9am-5:30pm daily Oct.-Mar., 20TL), is a refreshing experience, particularly when the thermometer soars in summer. The cistern is a surreal, wide colonnaded space that is capable of holding over 80,000 cubic meters of water. The mid-6th-century cistern was another of Emperor Justinian I’s schemes, and it bears the name of the grand basilica that preceded it.

The idea behind building the cistern was to collect water for local use via the Valens Aqueduct from the Belgrade Forest, some 20 kilometers away. The cistern was constructed with 5-meter-thick brick walls and 336 Doric and Corinthian columns standing 3 meters tall and just 5 meters apart. Seven thousand slaves are thought to have built the formidable structure, whose ceiling is entirely supported by the 12 rows of 28 marble and granite cylindrical columns. Be sure not to miss the two Medusa heads used as pedestals for two of the columns; one lies sideways and the other upside down in the cistern’s northwest corner.

Today, the shallow waters of the cistern are home to koi fish bobbing above a veritable fortune in coins of various currencies. Strolling through Yerebatan takes about 30 minutes and is one of the most memorable sights Sultanahmet has to offer.

Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamam (Baths of Roxelana)

Nestled between the Ayasofya and Blue Mosque is the historic Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamam (Bab-ı Hümayun Cd. 1, 0212/517-3535, www.ayasofyahamami.com, 8am-10pm daily). With the motto Some rituals never change, the crème de la crème of Turkish baths is now housed in this stunning 16th-century hamam built by chief Ottoman architect Mimar Sinan. Rumors suggest that Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent commissioned the hamam after an assassination attempt on his beloved wife, Hürrem Sultan (Roxelana), while she bathed in Topkapı Palace. The site he selected was once home to the Statue of Zeus, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, until AD 462, and thereafter the ancient Baths of Zeuxippus. When commissioned in 1556, the hamam enabled the Ottoman elite to bathe privately until 1910. From then on, the function of the building varied from managing the overflow of prisoners of the nearby Sultanahmet Prison (now the Four Seasons Hotel) to a carpet emporium and exhibition space until 1997. From 2008 to 2011 the building was restored to its former classical Ottoman glory at a cost of US$11 million. Today, separate male and female sections built as mirror images with matching domes offer luxurious hamam packages. Although more expensive than other local hamams, the personalized service, tasty sherbet drinks, private change rooms, and massage rooms are worth the cost.

At Meydanı (Hippodrome)

What was once the Hippodrome is now a municipal concrete park and pedestrian thoroughfare known as At Meydanı (Horse Square, adjacent to the Blue Mosque). The ancient Hippodrome predates many of the top sights in the city, but it is buried 4 meters under the current promenade, with only its tall obelisks to mark its presence. In its heyday, 100,000 spectators would fill its stands, cheering for one of four chariot teams, each team bankrolled by different political parties. Victory here led to power in politics some 1,800 years ago.

This site is where the Nika Revolt of AD 532 took place, as dissent between the two major chariot teams of the day—the Blues and the Greens—led to a tense six-day siege of the city. It ended when Emperor Justinian ordered the massacre of some 30,000 rioters in the Hippodrome.

The Hippodrome was built in AD 203 by Septimius Severus to echo Rome’s Circus Maximus and was later enlarged and strengthened at its Sphendome by Constantine. The racetrack was abandoned as early as the 13th century with the arrival of the Fourth Crusade. It even served as a quarry under the Ottomans. Today, the Sphendome—the Hippodrome’s 180-degree curve and retaining wall—is located at the southwestern end of the square, visible by following the westernmost road of the square downhill, veering to the right where the road forks.

The columns that once embellished the Hippodrome and marked its center were brought from the farthest reaches of the Roman Empire. One of the remaining columns is the original Serpent Column from the Temple of Apollo at Delphi, which Constantine had removed and transferred to the Hippodrome. The Serpent Column was placed at the dead center of the Hippodrome. Originally, the three entwining serpents peaked in three golden serpent heads that supported a golden bowl. The bowl was either destroyed or stolen by knights of the Fourth Crusade. The serpent heads have been separated, with one now in the Istanbul Archaeology Museum and another in the British Museum in London.

The second column, the Obelisk of Theodosius, was a gift from Theodosius the Great. In AD 390, Theodosius ordered the 60-ton pink granite obelisk, which had graced Luxor’s Temple of Karnak since the late 15th century BC, to be cut into three pieces and shipped to Constantinople. Two of the pieces were lost in transit from Egypt, but the remaining piece was placed on a marble pedestal in the Hippodrome. The surviving piece is etched with depictions of Theodosius’ clan, racing scenes, and hieroglyphics attesting to the greatness of the God Horus and the pharaoh, which run along the 20-meter height of the pillar’s four surfaces.

A third surviving column is the Walled Obelisk, which was originally commissioned by Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus in the 10th century AD. The Walled Obelisk is located at the southwestern end of the Hippodrome near the Sphendome. The obelisk was used to secure a pulley system that would raise awnings to shade spectators from the sun. Its original gold-plated bronze plaques were removed by knights of the Fourth Crusade to be minted into coins.

At the opposite (northern) end of the square lies the octagonal, domed Fountain of Kaiser Wilhelm II. The initials of both Sultan Abdul Hamid (1842-1918) and Wilhelm II attest to a longstanding friendship between the two empires, a friendship that led to developments in trade such as the construction of the Berlin-Baghdad railroad. Constructed in Germany, the fountain was brought in pieces to Istanbul in 1898 and reassembled in the Hippodrome to commemorate Wilhelm II’s second visit to the city.

Türk ve Islam Eserleri Müzesi (Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts)

Inaugurated in 1984, Türk ve Islam Eserleri Müzesi (At Meydanı 46, Sultanahmet, 0212/518-1805, 9am-7pm Tues.-Sun. Apr.-Oct., 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun. Nov.-Mar., 20TL) lies on the Hippodrome’s northwestern flank. A visit to view floor-to-ceiling Uşak carpets, the ethnographic collection, and the historical Korans are well worth a half-hour stroll. Its lesser-known tea garden in the former palace’s lush central court is an ideal resting place on a hot summer day.

Also known as the Ibrahim Paşa Palace Museum, At Meydanı Palace, Mehterhane Summer Pavilion, and Hiyamite Summer Pavilion, the building has had as many incarnations as it has names. Its most renowned owner, Ibrahim Paşa, was a close friend and the brother-in-law of Süleyman the Magnificent. He was captured as a child in Greece and brought into the imperial court as a slave. He trained as a page, befriending the young Prince Süleyman. Ibrahim was appointed grand vizier when the latter became sultan and received this palace after accepting the hand of Süleyman’s sister, Hadice. But Ibrahim’s growing wealth and influence over state affairs riled many in the court, including the cunning Roxelana. After being accused of disloyalty by one of his peers, she convinced her husband Süleyman that his best friend could no longer be trusted. Ibrahim was strangled in 1536 and his assets reverted to the state. In the late 18th century, the palace, by then dilapidated, housed the official registry and functioned as the headquarters of the royal band. A mental hospital ensued, then a textile workshop, and finally slums before it was partially razed in 1939 to accommodate a modern courthouse. The museum today is the result of years of restoration that began in 1966.

Büyük Saray Mozaik Müzesi (Great Palace Mosaics Museum)

It wasn’t until the late 1930s that the amazing mosaics of the peristyle courtyard (an open court with porticos) of Constantine’s Great Palace were discovered. Led by a team of Scottish archaeologists from the University of St. Andrews, the dig took place right under the Arasta Bazaar, an early 17th-century row of shops built by Sultan Ahmet I (1590-1617) that ironically protected the ceramic mosaics from the elements. Returning two decades later, the British team excavated pavement consisting of hunting and mythological scenes near the rear of the Blue Mosque. By then, Turkish authorities realized the significance of the find and sacrificed the more than a dozen shops to open Büyük Saray Mozaik Müzesi (Torun Sk. Arasta Çarşısı, 0212/518-1205, 9am-7pm Tues.-Sun. Apr.-Oct., 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun. Nov.-Mar., 10TL) to the public. If you have an hour to spare, preferably in the morning, plan to stroll along this structure’s galleries to look at the remains of what is perhaps the only Byzantine mosaic collection in the entire city sans religious depictions.

Vakıflar Halı ve Kilim Müzesi (Vakıflar Carpet Museum)

The collection of antique carpets and kilims that once graced the floors of mosques throughout the Ottoman Empire have found a home at the Vakıflar Halı ve Kilim Müzesi (Imperial Pavilion, Blue Mosque, 0212/518-1330, 9am-4pm Tues.-Sun., free). The former Imperial Pavilion—a place utilized by sultans during their prayer time at the Blue Mosque—is a fitting setting for the display of these 14th- to 20th-century rugs. The good half-hour tour shows carpets exhibited next to the sultan’s loge and kilims in the vaulted galleries right beneath the mosque. Once short on funds, this museum lacked the proper lighting to display its then-threadbare assortment, but renewed efforts have remedied the situation, rendering this collection a must for carpet enthusiasts.

BAZAAR QUARTERS

Istanbul’s bazaar quarters slopes from the Kapalı Çarşı (Grand Bazaar), which crowns the city’s second hill, through a jumble of narrow streets down to the Mısır Çarşısı (Egyptian Spice Bazaar) and Yeni Cami near the large port of Eminönü. Along the massively populated squares and back alleys, you might get the sense that you’re in for yet another history lesson, with the countless hans (inns) and historical buildings.

Just outside the Kapalı Çarşı is the historical Beyazıt Mosque and adjacent square, where Istanbul University’s colossal gate looms. The road leading northeast slants toward Mimar Sinan territory, where two of his greatest architectural accomplishments—the mid-16th-century Mosques of Süleyman and Rüstem Paşa—are located. Also in the vicinity is the complex of the Armenian Orthodox Patriarchate, a highly guarded, fully functioning complex unfortunately not open to the public. Beware; it is easy to get disoriented in the Spice Bazaar’s web of backstreets full of tiny overstocked shops, relentless peddlers, and avid local shoppers. Pencil in half a day at least to explore this area, allowing an hour or so to get your bearings. Also beware of pick-pockets in these areas. If you make it through the maze, you’ll be rewarded with a glass of steaming çay (tea) at the waterside cafés along the Galata Bridge’s lower level. If walking between the two bazaars sounds daunting, the Beyazıt and Eminönü tramway stations are right at the front of the Grand Bazaar and Spice Bazaar, respectively.

S Kapalı Çarşı (Grand Bazaar)

A must on any visit to Istanbul, the Kapalı Çarşı (Beyazıt, www.grandbazaaristanbul.org, 9am-7pm Mon.-Sat.) is a mind-boggling collection of over 4,000 businesses that make up one of the oldest shopping malls in the world. Souvenirs, leather, jewelry, clothing, carpets, copper, and anything else that might interest visitors can be found here. Roughly 65 pedestrian streets traverse the bazaar, which is accessed through 22 gates. There are two enclosed bedestens (marketplaces) and also 24 hans that now function more as markets rather than the inns and stalls of old.

Kapalı Çarşı has been a place to bargain for centuries, though nowadays most salespeople won’t budge on items they’ve marked up as much as 300 percent. A leather jacket priced at 900TL in one shop can be 300TL in another. Half the tactic of procuring a bargain here is to shop around and know what the locals are willing to pay. The rest is a game of patience as you talk the vendor down to a price you’re willing to pay.

The shops’ sky-high rates have become too steep for locals, except for the haunts of a select few who can afford the famed artisans’ opulent, custom-made goods. Multilingual merchants have an innate ability to sniff out unseasoned shoppers by guessing “where you from.” Prices fluctuate from shop to shop and from customer to customer, but most vendors are open to negotiation. Bargaining is easy once you get the hang of it. Offer liras in cash instead of dollars and the price will go down. The rules of engagement state that once a deal is reached, it’s in bad taste to back out.

Entering from the Çarşı Kapısı (Bazaar Gate), 50 meters from Beyazıt tram station, is highly recommended for its convenience. Or, if walking from Sultanahmet, turn right at the Çemberlitaş tram station (where the Column of Constantine is), and after 150 meters, take a left and walk past the Nuruosmaniye Mosque, which is noted for being the prototype for Istanbul’s baroque architectural era. The path leads to the Nuruosmaniye Kapısı (Nuruosmaniye Gate) of the Grand Bazaar. Once inside, the structure’s largest street—Kalpakçılar Caddesi—unfolds before your eyes with astounding displays of gold and the heady smell emanating from the myriad leather shops. Head to the Iç Bedesten (Inner Bazaar) by hanging a right on Kolancılar Caddesi. Exquisite copperware, intricate pipes, boxes of indigenous meerschaum, and rows of modern and antique-style jewelry are found here.

Historically, the Bedesten was Mehmet the Conqueror’s first order of business to reinvigorate trade after conquering Constantinople. Mehmet commissioned the construction of the Iç Bedesten in the mid-15th century. But after burning down twice, prior to being rebuilt of block stone, the Sandal Bedesten (Silk Bazaar) near the Nuruosmaniye Gate was built and is now considered the oldest structure in the bazaar. Other markets, like the jewelry and carpet-focused Zincirli Han—a quaint open-air haven that featured in the 1963 James Bond film From Russia with Love—are more recent additions. You can spend days roaming through every cranny of this place, but do earmark at least three hours to roam the main streets. Download a map of the bazaar from the internet to your smartphone to help with navigation.

Beyazıt Meydanı (Beyazıt Square)

Officially called Freedom Square, Beyazıt Meydanı is flanked to the east by Beyazıt Mosque and to the north by Istanbul University. On weekend evenings the square is abuzz with a makeshift flea market. The monumental portal across the square from the mosque is the entrance to Istanbul University, which was built by Sultan Mehmet II in 1453 and is considered one of the oldest colleges in the world.

The paved, landscaped entrance of the university bears a few marble blocks of the triumphal arch that graced the former Byzantine plaza known as Forum of Theodosius, after the 4th-century emperor. It was the largest forum of antiquity and was patterned after Rome’s Forum of Trajan, with a gigantic arch crowned by bull heads. Perhaps that’s how it earned its other moniker, the Forum of Tauri (bulls). Another possibility is that Theodosius was paying homage to the Roman cattle market that had been here before this colossal architectural scheme.

Between the mosque and Grand Bazaar, just off Çadırcilar Caddesi, the Sahaflar Çarşısı (Old Book Bazaar) is the place to buy secondhand books, the Koran in most languages, and maps—even out-of-print English titles, if you look hard enough. The bazaar is rumored to be where the first book was printed in Turkey in 1729 by Ibrahim Müteferrika, an Ottoman diplomat whose statue can be found in the courtyard.

Süleymaniye Camii (Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent)

By far the finest sanctuary of its kind in the city, the Süleymaniye Camii (Prof. Siddik Sami Onar Cd., free) towers over the Golden Horn, eclipsing all other structures peppering the peninsula’s skyline. It not only crowns Istanbul’s second hill; the complex’s strategic placement seems to extend organically the promontory. Its intricate facade and interior attest to the immaculate and complex workmanship that propelled Mimar Sinan to be recognized as the ablest of all imperial architects.

It also symbolizes the military and reigning prowess of its benefactor Sultan Süleyman I (The Magnificent), under whose reign the Ottoman Empire expanded to encircle the Mediterranean, nearly as far as Vienna. Commissioned in 1550, the mosque is second in size to Sultan Ahmet, but its interior and exterior designs outshine those of the former. What makes Süleymaniye’s architecture unique for its time is the location of its minarets, in which the spires delineate the courtyard rather than the mosque. This innovative concept filled the negative space created by the low-lying complex adjacent to the towering building. Sinan followed the dome design of Ayasofya, adding buttresses to strengthen the building in an area he knew was prone to seismic activity.


The Genius of the Imperial Architects

Nearly five centuries of Ottoman rule gave Istanbul its dramatic cachet. From the grand spired mosques in the Sultanahmet quarter to the plush palaces lining the Bosphorus, ornate buildings attest to the grandeur of their imperial commissioners. This impressive architecture is the amalgam of a variety of styles, each stamped by a master builder handpicked from within the imperial realm or invited from Europe’s capitals by the ruler himself. Brick-and-mortar testaments to spectacular (or not-so-memorable) reigns didn’t start with the Ottomans—the Greeks, Romans, and Persians had built such testaments long before. But what makes Ottoman architecture unique is the almost unlimited creative autonomy of the architects, the variety of building styles typical of the era, and the sheer decadence of the structures’ exteriors and interiors.

Ottoman architecture emerged in Bursa at the turn of the 14th century during the reign of the dynasty’s founder, Osman I (1258-1324). From a base rooted deeply in Selçuk architecture, a mixture of Byzantine and Persian ornamentation was incorporated as the style evolved. Bursa’s Ulu Cami exemplifies the budding movement. It’s fashioned in the traditionally modest Selçukian architectural style, characterized by large, dark praying halls, forested with columns holding massive ceilings. But its exterior was later amended to portray the grander Ottoman style with the addition of domes and gilded calligraphy. Buildings grew bigger and more lavish when the Ottomans named Edirne (1365) and later Istanbul (1453) their capital. The many-domed Topkapı Palace (1465) reflects that era. More sweeping innovations were introduced with the construction of Istanbul’s Fatih Camii (1470); the first of its kind to include a külliye (social-religious complex) on its grounds.

The Classical Period (1437-1703) was highlighted by the mastery of Mimar Sinan, who is lauded for greatly advancing world architecture during his lifetime. He conceived vast interiors enclosed by seemingly weightless yet massive domes, introduced harmony between inner and outer spaces, and played with light and shadow throughout his grand designs. During his time, mosques went from being somber and confined caverns embellished by Islamic calligraphy to artistically and technically complex sanctuaries. Süleymaniye Camii, in Istanbul, and Edirne’s Selimiye are considered the movement’s most exquisite examples.

By the turn of the 18th century, the Westernization Period was in full swing. Baroque and rococo styles found in France were introduced in the Ottoman Empire. During the Tulip Period (1730-1757), the introverted Ottoman elite began to explore the outdoors. Public places became focal points, and lavish fountains, waterside residences, and large outdoor recreational spaces were all the rage. The curved lines of the Baroque Period (1757-1808), exemplified by the Selimiye Barracks on Istanbul’s Asian side, preceded the memorable Empire Period (1808-1876). Much as the Classical Period is synonymous with Mimar Sinan, the Balyan family of architects highlights the Empire Period. The spectacular Dolmabahçe and Beylerbeyi palaces as well as the petite yet fabulous Ortaköy Camii, highlight their achievements in Istanbul.

Finally, the Late Period (1876-1922) was shaped by eight master builders whose slants tended toward art nouveau, Vienna Secession, and revivalism. Two architects, Raimondo D’Aronco and Alexander Vallaury, in particular, impacted the imperial building trove. The former’s greatest contributions are the massive Haydarpaşa School of Medicine campus (Marmara University, 1883) on Istanbul’s Asian shore and the chalet-like compound of Yıldız Palace in Beşıktaş (1893). Vallaury, a Levantine of French parentage, is remembered as the founder of neo-Ottoman style best presented in buildings like the Istanbul Archaeological Museum and the famed Pera Palace Hotel.



The surrounding grounds were planned to function as a külliye, a semiautonomous complex with a medrese, infirmaries, caravanserais, hamams, and a hospital. The courtyard is filled with columns of fine crystalline rock known as porphyry as well as marble and granite. One towering minaret rises to the sky from each corner of the grounds to indicate that Süleyman was the fourth sultan to rule in Istanbul; the 10 balconies attest to his place in the Ottoman Dynasty. Sinan’s tomb is in a walled plot north of the mosque, while Süleymaniye’s southeastern corner is home to a cemetery where the elaborately tiled tomb of Süleyman I can be found, alongside that of his wife, Hürrem (Roxelana).

The mosque’s interior is splendid in its simplicity. The light hue of its inner walls refracts sunlight flooding in from hundreds of windows, rendering Süleymaniye’s inner sanctum bright and cheery, unlike the often cavernous feel of other mosques. Both the minbar and mihrab are crafted of a fine indigenous Proconnesian marble. Heralded imperial calligraphers Ahmet Karahısarı and Hasan Celebi also beautifully inscribed their creative involvement. Take an hour to linger in this complex, stopping to absorb its unique charm and sanctity in hidden tea gardens and restaurants along its perimeter.

Mısır Çarşısı (Egyptian Spice Bazaar)

A rambling expanse of back alleys, Mısır Çarşısı (0212/513-6597, www.misircarsisi.org, 8am-7:30pm Mon.-Sat.) is across from the Eminönü dock. You’ll find the freshest condiments just beyond its gate. For the finest fabrics, school supplies, or anything else of interest, shop the side alleys. The spice bazaar is much smaller than the Grand Bazaar. It’s where you’ll rub shoulders with locals to snare a bargain in the laneways just outside the main building. It was built in 1660 to support the maintenance of Yeni Cami and as a sales point for exotic spices arriving from the then-newly conquered state of Egypt. The spectral colors of herb and spice stands as well as baskets of tea are simply mesmerizing; so is the sheer selection of Turkish delicacies such as lokum (Turkish delight), baklava, and dried fruits. Merchants braying to attract their next sale may appear intimidating, but most will gladly let you sample their offerings if you ask. Kuruyemiş (dry foodstuffs) stands make a great stop for caked olive soap as well as inexpensive bath accessories like loofahs and indigenous sea sponges. Try the reportedly aphrodisiac honey-soaked pistachios, olives of every color and size, succulent dried figs, and Turkey’s reputable cheeses. Most of the stands sell loose spices, but ask about the possibility of vacuum-sealing your selections.

Rüstem Paşa Camii (Mosque of Rüstem Paşa)

Fresh from the architectural triumph of Süleymaniye Camii, Sinan went right to work on the rarely visited marvel of Rüstem Paşa Camii (Hasırcılar Cd., Eminönü, free). It may just be a fraction of its predecessor, but what this mosque lacks in size it oozes in prime Ottoman artistry. An octagonal thimble-size design gives rise to just one minaret, replete with doors crafted in three dimensions, kündekâri wood art that involves the mind-boggling, painstaking task of placing pieces of wood of various geometric shapes decorated with vegetal motifs side by side. The intricate interior boasts finely gilded minutiae high up on its entrance walls; its inner sanctum amazes with the finest of tile work. Iznik tile mastery is epitomized seen in the red-on-white primary colors, unlike the more typical easily blended tints of blue, green, and yellow prevalent in the 1560s, and the faience that depicts flowers throughout. These pricey decorative ceramics show yet again the power and wealth of its egotistical owner, Rüstem Paşa.
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  Friday prayers at the 16th-century Rüstem Paşa Camii



As Süleyman’s Grand Vizier and son-in-law, Rüstem was a Bosnian who attained the highest seat in government through manipulation and greed. He fell in with Süleyman’s wife, the pretty Roxelana, and the two schemed to convince the sultan that his son, Prince Mustafa, born by consort Mahidevran Sultan, was himself devising a military coup to dethrone him. Süleyman fell for the ruse, and Mustafa’s beheading guaranteed Roxelana’s son Selim’s ascension to the throne. Ironically, Selim was a womanizing drunkard who became known as Selim the Sot, and his pitiful reign signified the start of the empire’s 200-year decline. The Rüstem Paşa Camii is located in the side streets west of the Egyptian Spice Bazaar.

Yeni Cami (New Mosque)

Only Turks, who live among some of the oldest monuments on the planet, would refer to a building erected over 300 years ago as yeni (new). The Yeni Cami (Yeni Cami Meydanı Sk., Eminönü, free) is actually the Mosque of Valide Sultan (Queen Mother), after Sultan Mehmet III’s mom, Safiye. Commissioned in 1597, construction was halted for more than five decades after Safiye lost her power and royal funding when her son died. Incidentally, her ruthless son Mehmet is rumored to have ordered the strangulation of more than 36 of his siblings in order to secure his accession to the throne and her undivided love. The mosque was completed in 1657, thanks to its new benefactor, Turhan Hatice, the mother of Sultan Mehmet IV. Though large, Yeni Cami pales in comparison to Istanbul’s other mosques. It’s crafted in true Ottoman style with a series of domes crowned by a large dome; the sanctuary features a wealth of gold, meticulously crafted tiles, and carved marble. Turhan Hatice’s tomb is located here; her son Mehmet and five other sultans are entombed alongside her.
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  Food is served from bobbing boats near the Yeni Cami (New Mosque) in Eminönü.



Galata Köprüsü (Galata Bridge)

While only a fraction of the size of the two massive suspension bridges that span the Bosphorus, Galata Köprüsü is pure Istanbul—a successful mix of modern and old. Its center lane accommodates a rapid tramway that whooshes along past hundreds of anglers lazily lining the bridge’s edge waiting for their next catch. Professionals and homemakers alike scurry across as peddlers push socks, fortune-telling rabbits, and poor-quality gadgets. About 20 waterside cafés, fish restaurants, and narghile (water pipe) joints line the bridge’s lower terrace; it’s an ideal spot to experience the city’s rhythms, particularly when the call to prayer by a thousand müezzinler from the nearby mosques simultaneously beckons the faithful over a backdrop of screeching seagulls.

The bridge links the frantic ports of Karaköy and Eminönü and extends over the Golden Horn—the natural estuary that flows from the Bosphorus. Built in 1994, today’s Galata Bridge modernized a nostalgic pontoon bridge that seductively swayed along with the currents beneath it. Overpasses spanning the waterway have actually been around since Constantine’s time, and previous constructions of this famous link can be walked along five kilometers up the Golden Horn by the old Fez factory in Eyüp.


Hidden Istanbul

Hidden caravanserais, secret doors, colorful abodes, and serene tea gardens are all on offer as you explore the cobbled back streets of old Istanbul. Even the major mosques listed in this book house gems such as tea gardens, mini bazaars, and artisanal shops where you can snare a good deal on Turkish handicrafts. Don’t be afraid to wander a mosque’s environs to find your own oasis in this expansive city.

Çorlulu Ali Paşa Medresesi (on the T1 tramline between Beyazıt and Çemberlitaş), an old Ottoman Islamic seminary, hosts a series of cafés where you can recline on continental wooden lounges and drift away with the wafting fruity aromas and bubbling sounds of the narghile. Another old seminary, the Caferağa Medresesi, is off Caferiye Sokak, which lines the northwestern perimeter of the Ayasofya. It is now home to the secluded Turkish Cultural Service Foundation, with art workshops and small artisanal galleries set in a 16th-century medrese, promoting the arts of marbling, tile-making, ceramic painting, and calligraphy.

Between the Spice Bazaar and Grand Bazaar is the 17th-century Büyük Valide Han (off Çakmakçılar Ykş 26-46). Over 350 years ago it operated as an Ottoman inn. In 2012 the James Bond flick Skyfall used the han as a “blink and you miss it” location for the motorcycle chase through Eminönü. Nowadays, the tiny abandoned rooms on the second floor host craftspeople repairing old Anatolian carpets or molding brassware for narghile pipes. Try to locate the caretaker, and gesture to go to the roof. With luck (and a small tip), he will unlock a door revealing a rickety stone staircase to the roof for magnificent views of Eminönü, Galata, and the Bosphorus. Stick to the main path, as there are no guardrails for stability.

Another off-the-beaten-track location for sweeping Bosphorus and Galata vistas is the tea gardens along the northern edge of Gülhane Park. From the tramline, follow the main path through the park and take a right before the exit. The cafés are uphill from there. This is a favorite spot for locals and a lovely place to escape the crowds at the nearby Topkapı Palace. Stop a while for tea and keyfi while watching the slow pace of nautical life on the Bosphorus.



SIRKECI AND VICINITY

A stroll downhill from Sultanahmet following the tramline snakes past facades of modern shops and boutique hotels interspersed with antique Ottoman buildings, leading to Sirkeci by the busy port of Eminönü. Just a 10-minute walk from Sultanahmet, the neighborhood of Gülhane offers a rambling park that was once part of Topkapı Palace. It’s now home to picnickers and the entrance of the History of Science and Technology Museum and Istanbul’s Museum of Archaeology, where more than one million relics are on display. Farther along the tramline is the Istanbul gar (train station)—the famed former Sirkeci Train Station and terminus for the Orient Express—just 50 meters from the water’s edge.

Gülhane Parkı (Gülhane Park)

Once the gardens of sultans and concubines, today’s sprawling 16-hectare park is by far Istanbul’s largest and oldest. Gülhane Parkı (adjacent to Topkapı Palace) is a meticulously landscaped hangout for sunflower seed-gnawers, picnickers, and runners. Spreading along the rear of Topkapı Palace to Seraglio Point, panoramic terraces and benches are scattered throughout to offer visitors places to enjoy the park’s lush atmosphere. Tea gardens set high up on a slope overlooking the Bosphorus afford fantastic views of the Maiden’s Tower as well as Europe and Asia strung together by the Bosphorus Bridge. The park must be visited at least once during your stay. In April, stroll the park to view millions of tulips blooming color and life into springtime.

Historically, the space Gülhane occupies served as military depots during the Byzantine era. By the late 11th century it was home to the Mangana Palace, Hagios Georgios Monastery, and Sacred Panagia Fountain. When Mehmet the Conqueror claimed Sarayburnu (the tip of Seraglio Point) in 1453, he ordered the construction of lavish city walls around the land. A series of pavilions and mansions were later built by his successors in and around these lush gardens, of which the Sepetçiler Kasrı (Basket Weavers Palace)—a late 16th-century imperial dock and ceremonial pavilion—is the last remaining on the waterfront.

The fragrance of the millions of rosebushes once planted here during the sultanate was replaced by the stench and cacophony of dozens of animals during the park’s short stint as a municipal zoo in the early 20th century. Today, whistles warning that the grass is off-limits and the passing of the occasional municipal vehicle break the serenity of this green enclave.

Getting past the vendors just outside the entrance 50 meters uphill from the Gülhane tram stop is always tricky, but walking past them without engaging in conversation is the best approach. Following the ample footpath will take you directly to the coastal road and tea gardens that border the Sea of Marmara, while the road on the right at the entrance leads to the Archaeology Museum and Topkapı Palace.

Istanbul Arkeoloji Müzesi (Istanbul Archaeological Museums)

The impressive artifact collections displayed at Istanbul Arkeoloji Müzesi (Gülhane Park, 0212/520-7740, www.istanbularkeoloji.gov.tr, 9am-7pm Tues.-Sun. Apr.-Oct., 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun. Nov.-Mar., 15TL) are among the most extensive in the world, with over one million pieces on display in three buildings—the Museum of Archaeology, the Ancient Orient Museum, and the Tiled Kiosk Museum.

In the Museum of Archaeology, a lion statue originating from the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus, one of the Seven Ancient Wonders of the World, indicates the magnitude of the museum’s contents. In the halls on the left, a series of 4th century BC sarcophagi, found at the ancient city of Sidon in 1887 and 1888 in what is now Lebanon, are displayed. These were uncovered by Osman Hamdi Bey, a prominent figure in Ottoman archaeology and director of the Istanbul museums for 29 years from 1881. Demonstrating superb Roman stone artistry influenced by the ancient Mediterranean cultures, the jewel in the sarcophagi collection is the Alexander Sarcophagus, with carvings relating to the battles and life of Alexander the Great. Ironically, this tomb was long thought to be his, but later investigation revealed that it was actually that of Sidonian King Abdalonymos. The Sarcophagus of the Mourning Women, found in the same Sidonian necropolis, boasts 18 panels of complex carvings depicting women weeping. Incidentally, the facade of the museum, designed by imperial architect Alexandre Vallaury in the late 19th century, was inspired by the intricate carvings of both sarcophagi.

Next is a 14th-century Galata Tower bell and one of the three snake heads from the Hippodrome’s Serpentine Column. Also on the ground floor is a Children’s Museum, a hands-on exhibit complete with a Trojan horse for the little ones to climb into.

The museum’s mezzanine level houses the Istanbul through the Ages exhibit, which received the Council of Europe Museum Award in 1993. Adeptly presented, this section’s maps and diagrams effectively give a bird’s-eye view into the city’s past, from prehistoric remains found on Istanbul’s Asian flank to mid-15th-century Byzantine artistry. Aside from a library that boasts more than 70,000 titles, the upper floor comprises smaller items like terra-cotta statuettes, cooking implements and a collection of 800,000 Ottoman coins, medals, and seals. A fascinating exhibit displaying the 8,000-year-old finds from the construction of the Marmaray are also on display. The upper floors are home to the Anatolia and Troy through the Ages exhibit as well as the halls containing Syrian and Palestinian sculptures.

Once a fine arts school, the building commissioned by Osman Hamdi Bey in 1883 now houses the Ancient Orient Museum. The museum displays an exceptionally abundant array of artifacts from the earliest civilizations of Anatolia, the Arabian Peninsula, Egypt, and Mesopotamia. Along with a small collection of Egyptian artifacts, pagan divinities originating from the Al-Ula temple are on display. Keep a look out for one of three known tablets of the Treaty of Kadesh, the first recorded peace treaty, signed between Ramses II and the Hittites and inscribed in Akkadian, the local vernacular of the time.

The third marvelous building, the Tiled Kiosk, is the oldest building in the museum complex, constructed in 1472 during the reign Fatih Mehmet II. It was the first museum on the site after the original museum, the Hagia Eirene, proved too small for the archaeological finds uncovered throughout the Ottoman lands. Today, the kiosk displays some 2,000 pieces of Islamic and Turkish ceramics and art from Iznik, Çanakkale, Miletus, and Kütahya dating to the 11th through 20th centuries.

History aesthetes can revel in the richness of the museum’s buildings for days, but for the rest of us, three hours at opening time should suffice.

History of Science and Technology Museum

This little-known museum, officially called the Istanbul Museum for History of Science and Technology in Islam (0212/528-8065, 9am-7pm Tues.-Sun. Apr.-Oct., 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun. Nov.-Mar., 5TL), is housed in the former stables of Topkapı Palace on the western edge of Gülhane Park. The museum celebrates the inventions and advancements of the Islamic world from the 8th to 16th centuries, with replicas of gadgets in the fields of architecture, medicine, mathematics, physics, astronomy, navigation, and warfare. Lengthy technical explanations are available to visitors, but don’t expect the interactive displays typical of science museums—it’s a hands-off exhibition only.

Istanbul Gar (Istanbul Train Station)

The famed terminus of the Orient Express (opposite the Sirkeci tram station) is now the Istanbul Gar and Sirkeci Marmaray Station. The building’s fusion of oriental architecture was once the terminus of the Simplon Line, which transported passengers to seductive Istanbul from Paris’s Gare de l’Est in utter luxury. It shut down in 1977, although a similar service started to much fanfare in 2007. What that meant for Sirkeci was a renovation to highlight its early-20th-century mystique while modernizing its services and facilities to accommodate well-heeled travelers. Unfortunately, the red carpet is no longer rolled out for arrivals. These days the terminal is for daily commuters only, though it is still possible to relive the charm of the Orient Express once a year with Venice Simplon Orient Express (www.vsoe.com). A six-day journey from Paris to Istanbul via Budapest and Bucharest, or a journey from Istanbul to Venice, offers the VIP luxury of yesteryear with a price tag for the modern wealthy elite.
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  Istanbul Gar once greeted guests of the Orient Express.



At 1,200 square meters, the terminal is pure European orientalism in architecture and worth a look. Stylishly bold at the time of its inauguration in 1890, its unique design was replicated across the continent. The building sprawls on either side of a soaring turreted entrance that boasts geometrical detail extending to a series of circular oriels and lofty bay windows.

The Orient Express Restaurant inside became a hub for elite members of the media and writers, such as Graham Greene and Agatha Christie, in the mid-20th century. Christie is said to have researched the classic Murder on the Orient Express here. A pint-size Turkish Railroad Museum (9am-5pm Tues.-Sat., free) displays memorabilia of the Turkish State Railways, and the splendidly renovated exhibition hall welcomes the traditional whirling dervish ceremony of the sema (7:30pm Mon.-Tues. and Fri.-Sat., 50TL). Five musicians and five dervishes perform for one hour with a ceremony that the UNESCO awarded as one of the “Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity” in 2005.

BEYOĞLU AND ŞIŞLI

Across the Golden Horn from old Istanbul, the district of Beyoğlu winds vertiginously from the busy port of Karaköy, up to the tiny neighborhood of Galata with its looming Genoese tower, through cobbled backstreets of artisans, to the crowded pedestrian avenue of Istiklal Caddesi. Istiklal, meaning “independence,” itself ends in Taksim Square—the heart of modern Istanbul. From here, Beyoğlu flows north into the Bosphorus-side district of Beşiktaş and the inner city district of Şişli, where the prized enclave of Nişantaşı—Istanbul’s smaller version of New York City’s 5th Avenue—draws the nation’s elite.

Once called Péra, Beyoğlu was the financial and diplomatic center in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Furriers, cafés, and grand hotels catered to foreign attachés, the literati, and all the trade that went along with it. When Turkey’s capital was moved to Ankara in the mid-1920s, foreign embassies followed suit, leaving their lavish townhouses to function as consular offices. Beyoğlu’s mystique spiraled downward and it became known for back alleys where drug dealing and prostitution thrived. But by the early 1990s, the smaller neighborhoods of this district were reenergized with brand-name boutiques, rooftop bars, and swanky restaurants that beautified this modern face of Istanbul.

Beyoğlu is also renowned for its centuries-old Jewish synagogues and its Greek and Armenian Orthodox sanctuaries. In fact, Karaköy owes its name to a small, albeit still thriving, Jewish colony of Karaites, whose ancestors escaped the Spanish Inquisition in the late 15th century.

Moving quickly, these districts can be experienced in one day by riding the city’s T1 tramway to Karaköy, climbing Galata’s backstreets to Istiklal Caddesi, and ambling along the thoroughfare to Taksim Square. Once there, Şişli’s Military Museum and Nişantaşı are both at an easy 15-minute walk from Taksim’s famous Gezi Park.
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Karaköy


As recently as 2008, this run-down, forgotten neighborhood was home to gritty hardware stores, banks, and back-street businesses, and was unsafe in the evenings. But thanks to the fleet of international cruise ships that dock here most days in summer, Karaköy is transforming into an upscale hangout where you can drink European coffees on shady vine covered patios, shop in boutique stores, and chill out to house music in the upmarket bars and restaurants that are popping up all over this waterfront neighborhood. The greatest lure to this stretch of real estate are the crispy, juicy desserts that seep out of Karaköy Güllüoğlu (Kemankeş Sk., 0212/249-9680, www.karakoygulluoglu.com). Put simply, there is no better place to try baklava. The Güllüoğlu family has been rolling out layers upon layers of pastry and baking this delicate dessert, awash with butter and sugar syrup, since the 1800s. In business since 1949, this is one Istanbul’s most iconic cafés. Before climbing the hill to Galata, do yourself a favor and stop here to refuel on this tasty dessert, best consumed with tulip-shaped glasses of black çay.

Galata

Galata’s main claim to fame is the Galata Tower and the narrow cobbled lanes of vintage goods, musical instruments, and artisans’ shops, but a wealth of Jewish sanctuaries also abound in this small neighborhood. The Neve Shalom Synagogue (Büyük Hendek Cd. 61), the largest Sephardic synagogue in the city, was built by Galata’s conservative congregation in 1951. Just above Bankalar Caddesi, The Ashkenazi Synagogue (Yüksek Kaldırım 37) remains the only active Ashkenazi synagogue in Istanbul. The nearby Italian Synagogue (Laleli Çeşme Sk. 8) was founded in the late 19th century after turf disputes led Beyoğlu’s Jewish population to seek protection from the Italian Embassy. Entering through the front reveals the sanctuary’s Gothic facade and lovely marble staircase. The mid-17th-century Zülfaris Synagogue (Haracci Ali Sk.) houses the Museum of Turkish Jews, which covers Sephardic Jewish life in Turkey over the past 500 years. Visits to the synagogues can be organized by contacting the Chief Rabbinate (www.musevicemaati.com).

Galata Kulesi (Galata Tower)

For the ultimate 360-degree view of Istanbul, the Galata Kulesi (Galata Meydanı, 0212/293-8180, 9am-8pm daily, 19TL) can’t be beaten. The 67-meter citadel’s upper terrace is just a short ride by elevator, followed by a climb up a spiraling staircase. Opening up to a circular expanse pocked with watch windows, this was, and remains, the best vantage point to keep tabs on the sprawling city.
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  Enjoy 360-degree views of the city from Galata Tower.



The tower was named the Tower of Christ in the mid-14th century by the Genoese. It was renamed Galata Kulesi after the Ottoman conquest of Istanbul. Looming over the walled enclave of Galata, sentries would utilize its lofty location until well after the mid-1950s to monitor the vulnerable straits and Sea of Marmara, as well as to get an early bead on the recurrent fires that then afflicted the city. Even a 17th-century aviator, Hezarfen Ahmet Çelebi, utilized the tower to launch the first intercontinental flight to Üsküdar using artificial wings.


Novel City Tours

HELICOPTER

A 20-minute helicopter sightseeing tour with Arpanu Travel (www.helicoptertoursinistanbul.com, €195 pp) features imperial Sultanahmet, the Golden Horn, the majestic Bosphorus, and the Black Sea. Tours are 3pm-5pm Saturday or Sunday and include transfers to and from the helipad at Miniatürk.

CAÏQUE (ROWBOAT)

For a regal tour of the Bosphorus or Golden Horn, try an imperial caïque. Ottoman sultans checked on their realm by traveling Istanbul’s waterways aboard seaworthy, jewel-embellished elongated gondolas. Today, the pompous glitter is mostly gone, but the style remains: recent passengers include Naomi Campbell and Elizabeth Hurley, who celebrated a birthday on one. For bookings, contact Sultan Kayıkları (www.sultankayiklari.com).

DOUBLE-DECKER BUS

Big Bus Tours (www.bigbustours.com, adults €30, ages 5-15 €15, families €75) offers two “hop on, hop off” routes covering all the major sights, as well as free Wi-Fi and multilingual audio guides. The Red Tour (9 stops, uninterrupted tour 2.5 hours) travels through the major old town landmarks before crossing over to Beyoğlu, Taksim, and eventually Beylerbeyi Palace via the Bosphorus Bridge. Families will enjoy the Blue Tour (6 stops, uninterrupted tour 75 minutes) which loops the Golden Horn, stopping in Eyüp for the cable car to Pierre Loti, followed by Miniatürk, and Rahmi Koç Museum. Buses depart every 30 minutes from Sultanahmet Square, near the Ayasofya. Purchase tickets at hotels, via the website, or upon boarding.

VINTAGE CAR

These Buicks, Chevrolets, DeSotos, Plymouths, and Dodges were sent as part of the United States’ post-World War II Marshall Plan, which aimed to boost local economies against the expanding Soviet Union. Operating as dolmuşlar (communal taxis) until the 1990s, these beauties are now owned by collectors who hire them for private tours of the city. For more information, contact Turkey Tour Center (www.turkeytourcenter.com, car and tour €650). To see more classic vehicles, visit the Ural Ataman Classic Car Museum (www.atamanmuseum.com) in Sariyer, 20 kilometers north of Taksim.



Checking out the panorama that extends well beyond the Princes’ Islands and the hilly Asian banks of the Bosphorus is well worth a half hour. The queue to get to the top for sunset can take much longer than the visit itself, so leave enough time to secure a spot atop the tower at the end of the day.

Galata Mevlevihanesi (Galata Mevlevi Monastery)

Experiencing a sema—or whirling dervish ceremony—is a must on any trip to Turkey; attending one in Istanbul rates second-best to actually visiting the lavish performance hall in Konya, where the ritual originated. The Galata Mevlevihanesi (Galip Dede Cd. 15, 0212/245-4141, 9:30am-4:30pm Wed.-Mon., free) was refurbished in 2007 and welcomes visitors for 5pm Sunday performances (40TL). While the new hall offers a cleaner look, the regularly sold-out shows tend to be uncomfortably packed.

The dervish hall was founded by an Ottoman aristocrat of Sultan Beyazıt II’s court in the late 15th century. Its first leader was Sheikh Muhammad Semaî Sultan Divanî, a direct descendant of Mevlânâ Jelaleddin Rûmî. The street on which the structure lies was named after Galip Dede (Grandfather Galip), a respected leader of the order; his tomb is located to the left of the entrance. Kumbaracıbaşı Ahmet Paşa, a French count who converted to Islam and served in the imperial army, is also buried here alongside Ibrahim Müteferrika, who introduced the first printing press in the empire in the 17th century. Unless you’re attending the show, the Galata Mevlevihanesi is a bit lackluster and truly doesn’t warrant a special trip.

If tickets to the Galata show prove elusive, there are still one-hour evening performances (7:30pm Mon.-Tues. and Fri.-Sat., 50TL) at the quaint exhibition hall of Istanbul Gar in Sirkeci or three minutes south of here at Hodjapasha Cultural Center (Hocapaşa Hamam Sk., 3B, 0212/511-4626, www.hodjapasha.com, 60TL) starting at 7pm most days.

Tünel Funicular

Tünel is home to Istanbul’s original underground cable car, the Tünel Funicular (4TL pp, 2.15TL with IstanbulKart, 6am-10pm daily). It connects Karaköy to Tünel, at Istiklal Caddesi’s southern end, through a 460-meter-long, 90-second ride. Such a short hop may seem pointless, but it’s ideal for those who don’t want to scale or seesaw up the cobbled backstreets that link the two spots. Inaugurated in 1875, the single car was originally powered by horses. It wasn’t until 1910 that the wooden cable cars were outfitted for electrical power. Tünel is the oldest subway in the world after the London Underground. Renovated in 1971 with spiffy metal cars, the connector was most recently upgraded with a silent car in 2007. The lower station’s late-19th-century European orientalism, with multicolored tiles and yellow walls, was unfortunately replaced to accommodate modern tastes. Today, taking this easy ride up to Tünel is well worth the five-minute wait for the next car, particularly with children in tow.

S Istiklal Caddesi

The hectic two kilometer long Istiklal Caddesi exudes old European flair and style. Apart from the arabesque or traditional fasıl music drifting from restaurants, you could be in any European capital. A contradiction here is that the tall buildings that line this avenue are categorized as historical by Turkish government standards, but the shops at street level are anything but antiquated. For decades, Istiklal has been the core and the muse for Beyoğlu’s culture. From Tünel all the way to Taksim Square, this is where to find artists seeking inspiration and buskers entertaining shoppers who store-hop from one brand-name haunt to the next along the two-kilometer route. Some of Istiklal’s side and backstreets, however, lead to interesting finds, such as the antiques shops in Çukurcuma (Turnacıbaşı Cd.), Turkish novelist Orhan Pamuk’s Museum of Innocence (Dalgıç Sk. 2, Beyoğlu, 0212/252-9738, www.masumiyetmuzesi.org, 10am-6pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., 10am-9pm Thurs., closed Mon., 5TL), the art galleries of Tophane (Boğazkesen Cd.), traditional Turkish music venues (Hasnun Galip Sk.), highly reputable gourmet restaurants (Meşrutiyet Cd.), and even subcultures such as the transvestites of Tarlabaşı, whose lifestyles openly play out alongside the hustle of Beyoğlu’s mosaic of beings. For a good sense of what lies ahead along this street, hop on the nostalgic tram that runs through the middle of the avenue linking Tünel to Taksim Square, and walk back.

Starting from Tünel, the Tünel Pasajı opposite the funicular station is a gallery of tiny cafés and shops selling nostalgic items and books. To the north of Tünel Square is the nighttime entertainment district of Asmalı Mescit, and beyond it the Tepebaşı neighborhood, home to the Pera Palace Hotel (Meşrutiyet Cd. 52, 0212/251-4560, www.jumeirah.com, from €196), the famed pied-à-terre of such notables as Agatha Christie, Ernest Hemingway, and the irresistible World War I spy Mata Hari.

Farther up the Meşrutiyet Caddesi is Pera Müzesi (Pera Museum, Meşrutiyet Cd. 141, Beyoğlu, 0212/334-9900, www.peramuzesi.org.tr, 10am-7pm Tues.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun., 15TL). In 2005 the splendid colonnaded mansion opened as a museum of Turkish Arts, boasting extensive collections of priceless Kütahya tiles, some dating back to 1377; 18th- to 20th-century paintings of the Imperial Ottoman Court; and a vast array of Anatolian weights and measures, including bronze balance pans and a cylindrical seal impression used by Assyrian traders 4,000 years ago. Some outstanding temporary exhibitions are also on offer throughout the year. Visit 6pm-10pm Friday for free entry.

Almost a dozen Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches as well as synagogues can be found along Istiklal. A prime example is Saint Antoine (a.k.a. San Antonio di Padova, Istiklal Cd. 325, Beyoğlu, 0212/244-0635, Catholic Mass Sun., donation). Since its inauguration in 1912, Saint Antoine has remained Istanbul’s largest church and congregation. The church is one of the few open to the public; others, like Aya Triada (Holy Trinity, Meşelik Sk. 11/1, Taksim, 0212/244-1358, donation), are more often than not closed. If the gates are closed, knock; the warm Turkish caretaker might indulge a gentle request. The Greek Orthodox Aya Triada is one of Beyoğlu’s hidden jewels, with its adjoining school, founded in 1882. The inner sanctum reflects its wealthy congregation with massive crystal chandeliers, ornate walnut pews, and exquisite iconographical artwork on panels that open to secret loges.

The monumental gilded gate rising halfway down Istiklal Street is the entrance to Galatasaray Lisesi, a high school built by imperial edict in 1481; it remained the first of its kind in Istanbul until a transformation some four centuries later propelled it to exemplary status for its superb European Oriental architecture, a rigorous French curriculum, and its status as one of modern Turkey’s most prestigious scholastic establishments.

Following the school’s perimeter downhill leads to Fransız Sokak (French Street), Istanbul’s tribute to Paris’s belle epoque. In pure Toulouse-Lautrec fashion, the facades on either side of the back alley’s steep flight of stairs are rose-colored, with blooming planters gracing their forged iron balconies. The sounds of Edith Piaf and the aroma of French-press coffee served at a handful of cafés fill the air. Enjoy lunch or dinner at one of the cafés along this colorful sloping street. This collaborative effort between the municipality and a group of creatives highlights centuries of French influence on Beyoğlu’s architecture and arts, which included the area’s first café in the 19th century and first movie theater.

Just north of Galatasaray on Istiklal is Çiçek Pasajı (Flower Passage), an arched, L-shaped arcade comprising lofty early-19th-century facades. This was the Cité de Péra—the hobnobbing center for fashionistas. It was refurbished in the early 1990s after decades of neglect. The mundane beer joints and köfteciler (eateries specializing in grilled meat patties) that lined its sides were transplanted to side streets to make way for more upscale yet reasonably priced meyhaneler (Turkish taverns). Just outside, the Balık Pazarı (Fish Market) is a noisy hodgepodge of fishmongers and delis interspersed with side streets replete with estate jewelry dealers and souvenir shops. Watch for Nevizade Street, a side alley where you’ll find Taksim’s busiest evening dining and drinking hubs full of meyhaneler. Pull up a chair or stool to drink beer and rakı (an aniseed-flavored aperitif) with the locals, as busking Turkish musicians earn their keep entertaining the masses with their darbuka (drum), clarinet, and violin.

Taksim Square

The transportation hub of the “new” city, Taksim Square signifies the end of bustling Istiklal Street. This is the heart of secular Turkey. Originating from the Arabic taqşīm, meaning “division,” Taksim Square was named by Sultan Mahmud I (1696-1754) for an underground stone reservoir that collected water from Istanbul’s aqueducts. Today, on the east the square is flanked by grand hotels, banks, Western-style cafés, and the lofty Atatürk Kültür Merkezi (Atatürk Cultural Center), home of the State Symphony Orchestra and Choir, Modern Folk Music Ensemble, and Classical Turkish Music Choir.

The 11-meter-high statue in the square is the Republic Monument depicting the father of modern Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, and his comrades. Public monuments were forbidden under the religious law of the Ottomans, so Atatürk commissioned this statue in 1928 to symbolize Turkey’s reinvention as a secular republic, where religion and government are separate entities. Almost every day of the week advocacy groups demonstrate peacefully on a range of issues affecting Turkish society. Taksim Square remains heavily guarded to deter political rallies and marches, like the Gezi Park protests of 2013 and the Taksim Square Massacre of 1977, where more than 30 left-wing protesters were shot by alleged right-wingers. Don’t be surprised to see riot police stationed close by, ready to tame the passionate crowd that occasionally congregates. Generally, Taksim is a safe place to watch people and loiter, but avoid the square when political rallies are planned, usually in the afternoon on weekends. Excessive use of tear gas and water cannons throughout 2013 against antigovernment demonstrators did catch unsuspecting locals and visitors out on weekend jaunts.

Askeri Müze ve Kültür Sitesi Komutanlığı (Military Museum)

With conquests encompassing the Arabian Peninsula, Eastern Europe, North Africa, and a variety of Turkic states, the might of the Ottoman—and later Turkish—military and its more than 1,000-year history are proudly displayed at the celebrated Askeri Müze ve Kültür Sitesi Komutanlığı (Valı Konağı Sk., Harbiye-Şişli, 0212/233-2720, 9am-4:30pm Wed.-Sun., 5TL). This interesting museum displays some 9,000 pieces of an inventory of 55,000, ranging from massive cannons and mortars on the museum’s extensive lawns to Ottoman uniforms and weapons in some 22 rooms. But the pièce de résistance has to be the chain the Byzantines stretched across the Golden Horn to block the sultan’s navy from entering Constantinople. And so is the imperial sayeban—a jewel-encrusted campaign pavilion in which the sultan received foreign ambassadors. This military facility once housed the Ottoman Imperial Military Academy, similar to West Point in the United States. It also served as a military reserve until 1993, when the grounds opened as a museum.

Time a one-hour visit to the museum in the late afternoon so you can experience the performances (3pm-4pm) of the traditionally-garbed Janissary Band, the world’s oldest military ensemble. The Ottomans were the first to integrate live music in military life and during campaigns. The soldiers fought to the tune of the janissaries. The band also joined the commander in a slow march in and around newly conquered lands to inform its populace of their victory. The museum is about a 15-minute walk due north from Taksim Square.

Nişantaşı

Just a few minutes’ walk from the Military Museum, but an entire world away, at the intersection of Valı Konağı Sokak and Rumeli Caddesi heading toward the Bosphorus, is the shopping paradise of Nişantaşı. Foodies and the well-heeled rejoice in this old affluent neighborhood. Names like Dior and Valentino along Abdi İpekçi Caddesi cater to Istanbul’s super-rich. Those looking for affordable apparel will love pounding the pavement here too, with plenty of stores and the mall City’s (Teşvikiye Cd. 162, 0212/373-3300, www.citysnisantasi.com) creating a hot spot for brand names and swanky eateries. If you stay in Sultanahmet and wonder where all the modern dress shops are, you’ll need to strut over to this side of the city, via the M2 metro, for a different perspective of Istanbul life.

TOPHANE THROUGH EMIRGAN

Stretching 13 kilometers along the European flank of the Bosphorus, this area simultaneously evokes the city’s erstwhile splendor and its modern glitz, with opulent palaces and some of the world’s most exclusive nightclubs and hotels. After spending an hour or two in Tophane’s art and cultural neighborhood, you can easily go to Dolmabahçe Palace to witness the grandeur of the late Ottoman Empire’s European digs. Brand new to this area is the revamped stretch of Akaretler. This row of houses was built in the 1870s at the order of Sultan Abdülaziz as housing for the staff of the nearby palace. Today, it’s an über-exclusive thoroughfare that includes such names as the W Hotel as well as top-notch bars and eateries.

The next major stop along the coast is Beşiktaş, home to the country’s splendid maritime museum and the famed mausoleum of Barbarossa—a privateer so feared that Süleyman the Magnificent thought it wise to install him at the head of the mighty Ottoman navy. Prior to reaching Bebek, the waterside enclave of Istanbul’s upper crust, the often jam-packed seaside road passes Yıldız Park before slicing through the quaint Bosphorus-side haunt of Ortaköy.

In April, if you have a spare day, it’s worthwhile to travel another five kilometers beyond Bebek, past the 15th-century Rumeli Fortress and the second Bosphorus Bridge, to Emirgan Park to see the city’s best display of tulips for the International Tulip Festival. Also found in Emirgan is the Sakıp Sabancı Museum (Sakıp Sabancı Cd. 42; 0212/277-2200, www.muze.sabanciuniv.edu; 10am-6pm Tues., Thurs.-Sun., 15TL; 10am-8pm Wed., free; closed Mon.), with its collection of Ottoman fine arts and calligraphy from the 14th to the 20th centuries as well as temporary exhibits of equal charm.

Several ports serve this European stretch of land, but the well-connected hubs of Kabataş and Beşiktaş bear the brunt of commuter sea traffic originating from the Asian coast. There are a couple of transportation options along this coastline: the T1 tram that serves Sultanahmet stops at Tophane before terminating at Kabataş; and a modern funicular (F1) runs down also to Kabataş tram station from Taksim Square in less than three minutes. From here, hop on bus 25E to reach Beşiktaş, Ortaköy, and beyond from the bus station between the Kabataş tramline and the port. If buses, trams, and ferries sound too complicated, tour it by taxi at a higher cost. Be aware that traffic along this stretch is a nightmare at peak hours; expect a 20-minute ride to take twice as long or longer.

Tophane

Edging Beyoğlu on the shore of the Bosphorus and about one kilometer northeast of Galata Bridge, Tophane is home to the Istanbul Museum of Modern Art, art galleries, overpriced narghile cafés, the 19th-century Mimar Sinan University of Fine Arts, and the baroque late-19th-century Nusretiye Clock Tower and Tophane Mosque. Of all of these, the most popular location for visitors is the Istanbul Modern Müzesi (Istanbul Museum of Modern Art, Meclis-i Mebusan Cd. Liman İşletmeleri Sahası Antrepo 4, 0212/334-7300, www.istanbulmodern.org, 10am-6pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., 10am-8pm Thurs., 17TL). In 2004, this museum, right on the docks of the Bosphorus, opened its doors to international fanfare, blazing trails in modernism in a city known for its burgeoning art scene. Besides paintings, the basement houses carefully curated temporary exhibitions from international and Turkish masters as well as a massive art library, under a low ceiling, of books seemingly floating in midair. Plan about 90 minutes to visit this space, and if you’ve been bitten by the art bug, explore the neighborhood art galleries that line Boğazkesen Caddesi, uphill from the Tophane tram station.

S Dolmabahçe Sarayı (Dolmabahçe Palace)

Decadent, to say the least, the Dolmabahçe Sarayı (between Beşiktaş and Kabataş ports, 0212/236-9000, www.dolmabahcepalace.com, 9am-4pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., 40TL) is the Ottomans’ version of Versailles, with rococo detailing taken to the extreme. Some 285 rooms boast floor-to-ceiling gilded mirrors, nacre-inlaid furniture, wall-to-wall carpets of the sheerest silk, and the most extravagant collection of Bohemian and Baccarat crystal chandeliers—including one that weighs 4.5 tons and has some 750 light bulbs. The highlight, however, remains the view of the Bosphorus and the building’s rear facade seen from the imperial caïque (rowboat) dock.

The palace is a signature piece of the Balyans, the Armenian family of imperial architects responsible for the construction of some of the most lavish 19th-century Ottoman structures, including the spectacular Ortaköy Mosque, as well as the Çırağan and Beylerbeyi palaces, also flanking the Bosphorus. Built on land reclaimed from the straits, Dolmabahçe (filled garden) bears meticulously landscaped flowerbeds and centuries-old oaks and plane trees. In another way to squander the empire’s fortunes, Sultan Abdülmecid (1823-1861) called in Garabet Balyan and his son, Nikoğos, to design a regal mansion grander and bolder than any other ruler’s in the world. It took nine years to create the 37,000-square-meter palace that stands on 4.5 hectares. Thanks to an unlimited budget, the pair utilized a reported dozen tons of gold to gild the expansive ceilings.

Dolmabahçe’s selamlık (men’s quarters) features a famed crystal staircase that leads to the gigantic Red Room, a hall where the sultan received visiting dignitaries. Twin bear rugs—heads and all—given by Czar Nicholas I of Russia have graced the room for more than 150 years. The harem (women’s quarters) has the sultan’s private quarters, including a collection of personal tomes in a small library, a bed of pure silver in his personal boudoir, and his private marble bathing rooms with a soaking tub made of sheer alabaster. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the Turkish Republic’s founder, spent the last years of his life in Dolmabahçe Palace and died here in the room overlooking the Bosphorus. His small master suite has a bed covered with the Turkish flag and a set of toiletries in the adjoining bathroom.
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