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Spice Market in Old Town
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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Traveling as a Temporary Local


Walk in the footsteps of Roman emperors and Ottoman sultans. Explore some of the world’s greatest monuments, their names etched in history: Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, Topkapı Palace. Bargain-hunt your way through a twisted warren of lanes in the Grand Bazaar—the world’s oldest shopping mall—pausing to sip tea with a merchant. Set sail on the Golden Horn, and take in a spine-tingling skyline bristling with minarets. Inhale the apple-flavored smoke from a water pipe as you listen to the strains of exotic music. And enjoy meeting some of the planet’s friendliest people, whether you’re chatting with a fisherman on a bustling bridge, haggling for a carpet, learning about Islam from a peace-loving Muslim, or playing backgammon with a grizzled old Turk.


Istanbul is one of the world’s great cities, period. For millennia, this point where Europe meets Asia has been the crossroads of civilization. Few places on earth have seen more history than this sprawling metropolis on the Bosphorus. Once called Byzantium, then Constantinople, Istanbul boasts the opulent trappings of an epic past—from the Byzantine emperors and the Ottoman sultans of distant ages, to the modern Republic-builders and “Eurocrats” of our own time. And, as the biggest city of a moderate Muslim nation, Istanbul also offers the inquisitive traveler a unique opportunity to grapple with the rich and inspiring Islamic faith: Hear the eerie wail of the call to prayer echo across the rooftops, poke into a neighborhood mosque, and watch a dervish whirl in prayer.


Turkey has long been the most exciting and inviting cultural detour from Europe. With their membership in NATO and “guest workers” spread across Europe, the Turks are more Western-facing and welcoming than ever. Now’s the time to visit.
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Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Rick Steves Istanbul is a personal tour guide in your pocket. Better yet, it’s actually two tour guides in your pocket: The authors of this book are Lale Surmen Aran and Tankut Aran, who have been guiding Rick Steves’ tours in Turkey for more than a decade. As Turkish natives and residents of Istanbul, Lale and Tankut give you an insightful, knowledgeable look at this exciting and complex destination. While Rick is not a co-author, he is committed to the quality of this book and has personally visited nearly every recommended sight.


In this book, you’ll find the following chapters:


Orientation to Istanbul has specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information. The “Planning Your Time” section suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.


Sights in Istanbul describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.


Experiences in Istanbul prepares you to dive into Turkish culture, whether visiting a mosque or a Turkish bath, sipping Turkish coffee, trying a water pipe (nargile), or playing backgammon.


The Self-Guided Walks and Tours cover Istanbul’s most intriguing neighborhoods and sights: the historic core of the city, Hagia Sophia, Topkapı Palace, the Istanbul Archaeological Museum, the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, the back streets of the Old Town, the Grand Bazaar, the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent, the Golden Horn, the New District, the Chora Church, and the City Walls. And to help you see more than Istanbul, we’ve narrated a cruise along the Bosphorus Strait.


Sleeping in Istanbul describes our favorite accommodations, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.


Eating in Istanbul serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive kebab stops to elegant seafood restaurants.




Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated regularly, but things change—especially in Istanbul. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.


Abbreviations and Times


We use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:










	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about







Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. To categorize accommodations, we use a Sleep Code (described on here).


Like Turkey, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).


When giving opening times, we include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


A [image: image] symbol in a sight listing means that the sight is described in greater detail elsewhere—either with its own self-guided tour, or as part of a self-guided walk.


For transit or tour departures, we first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour and the journey lasts an hour and a half.





Shopping in Istanbul gives you tips for shopping painlessly and enjoyably, without letting it overwhelm your vacation or ruin your budget. Read up on Istanbul’s great marketplaces, where you can find textiles, tiles, ceramics, jewelry, and (of course) carpets.


Entertainment in Istanbul is your guide to events, low-key evening fun, and lively nightlife.


Istanbul Connections lays the groundwork for your smooth arrival and departure (with detailed information on Atatürk Airport and Istanbul’s train stations).


The Turkish History and Culture chapter introduces you to some of the key people and events in this nation’s complicated past, making your sightseeing more meaningful. The language tips and glossary of terms will come in handy.


The Understanding Islam chapter covers the basics of one of the world’s most widely practiced religions.


Practicalities is a traveler’s tool kit, with our best advice about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, and staying connected.


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holidays and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and Turkish survival phrases.


Browse through this book and select your favorite sights. Then have a great trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll enjoy the absolute most of every mile, minute, and dollar. As you visit places we know and love, we’re happy that you’ll be meeting our favorite Turkish people.


Planning


This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRAVEL SMART


Your trip to Istanbul is like a complex play—it’s easier to follow and really appreciate on a second viewing. While no one does the same trip twice to gain that advantage, reading this book in its entirety before your trip accomplishes much the same thing.


Design an itinerary that enables you to visit sights at the best possible times. Note festivals, holidays, specifics on sights, and days when sights are closed. If you have only a few days for Istanbul, keep in mind that most of the city’s museums are closed on Monday, and the Grand Bazaar is closed on Sunday. For a daily look at what’s open, see the “Daily Reminder” sidebar in the Orientation to Istanbul chapter. To connect the dots smoothly, read the tips in the Practicalities chapter on taking trams, subways, ferries, and buses. Designing a smart trip is a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.


Make your itinerary a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Even with the best-planned itinerary, you’ll need to be flexible. Update your plans as you travel. Get online or call ahead to double-check tourist information, learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, and so on), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, and research transportation connections.
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Enjoy the friendliness of the Turkish people. Connect with the culture. Set up your own quest for the best mosque, kebab, or Turkish coffee. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for noting directions, organizing your thoughts, and confirming prices. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.


TRIP COSTS


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare, surface transportation, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Istanbul can cost, on average, $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). If Istanbul is part of a longer trip, consider saving time and money by flying into one city and out of another; for instance, into Istanbul and out of Athens. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Surface Transportation: You’ll spend most of your time in Istanbul doing your sightseeing on foot, because distances between most attractions are short. You can reach far-flung sights with Istanbul’s affordable trams, light rail, funicular, Metro, ferries, and buses. Allow $15-20 per person per week for public transportation (each individual trip costs a little more than a dollar). It’s cheap to treat yourself to a cab—$10-20 will cover the cost of connecting virtually any two sights listed in this book. From Atatürk International Airport (code: IST), a taxi ride to your hotel in the Old Town or New District will total about $15-25 (some hotels offer free airport transfers if you stay three nights). From Sabiha Gökçen Airport (code: SAW) on the Asian side of Istanbul, a taxi ride to Old Town or the Taksim area will cost around $40.


Room and Board: You can thrive in Istanbul on $135 a day per person for room and board. This allows $15 for lunch, $25 for dinner, and $95 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $190 double room that includes breakfast). Students and tightwads can enjoy Istanbul for as little as $60 a day ($30 for a bed, $30 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Some attractions, such as mosques and markets, are free. At museums and sights, fees range from $5 to $20. Figure an average of $10 per major sight (Hagia Sophia-$10; Topkapı Palace-$10, or $15 to also see the Harem) and $3-7 for minor ones. Concerts can run as low as $15; for less than $30, you can see dervishes whirl. An overall average of $40 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Istanbul.




Merhaba (Hello) from Rick Steves


I love Istanbul. When I was in my 20s, I finished six or seven trips in a row with a visit here. I didn’t plan to...it was just the subconscious cherry on top of every European adventure. And since before the first Gulf War, my company has been taking tour groups to Istanbul, turning people on to one of this planet’s most exciting cities. Today, a visit to Istanbul is more important than ever: It’s a city that’s 99 percent Muslim, and still welcoming to outsiders and eager to connect with the West. I am personally committed to the notion that without visiting a place such as Istanbul, we cannot hope to understand the dynamics of a faith and a region that will be in our headlines for the foreseeable future.
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In short, Istanbul is an essential destination that certainly merits a top-notch guidebook. And, selfishly, I’d love to write that guidebook. But you deserve the expertise of locals to guide you through this rich, complex, and fast-changing metropolis.


I’ve worked with this book’s authors, Lale Surmen Aran and Tankut Aran, for more than a decade as tour guides. I believe they know their hometown better than any non-Turk ever could. And, after a lifetime of tour guiding, they relate well to Americans and understand their needs and concerns. They know how to present their city in a way that’s inspiring rather than tiring.


A while ago, Lale and Tankut told me of their powerful desire to share Istanbul with more Americans than can squeeze into their tour buses. I knew they were right. And so, you hold in your hands the first “Rick Steves” book that I didn’t actually author. It was a big step for me, and not one I took lightly—I know that people who enjoy my guidebooks have high expectations. But because of Lale and Tankut’s fine work and deep knowledge, I was confident they would do a good job of writing a book that would be an invaluable tool for my traveling readers. They did and it is.


Before the first edition was printed, Cameron Hewitt (co-author of my Eastern Europe, Croatia & Slovenia, and Budapest guidebooks) traveled to Istanbul from our office with Lale and Tan’s work and shaped it to my readers’ unique needs. And for the next edition, I spent a busy week in Istanbul, giving the guidebook a thorough shakedown and visiting nearly every covered sight.


I came home from that trip thankful for Lale and Tankut’s passion for sharing their city with our readers, appreciative of Cameron’s expert editing, satisfied that we have produced the best book available on Istanbul, and newly enthused about what is one of the world’s most vibrant and fascinating cultural capitals.


I hope this guidebook helps you have the time of your life exploring Istanbul.


Happy travels,
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Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $1-2 per ice-cream cone, coffee, and soft drink. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.


WHEN TO GO


Istanbul has a moderate climate year-round. It is generally hot and humid from mid-July to mid-August, and it can snow during January and February. The peak-season months (with the best weather) are from mid-April to June and September to October. During the off-season, you can generally find better deals and smaller crowds, the weather is usually good, and all the sights are open. Weather conditions can change throughout the day—especially in spring and fall—but extremes are rare. Summer temperatures generally range from 65 to 85 degrees Fahrenheit (42-60 degrees in winter). Temperatures below freezing and above 90 degrees make headlines. For more information, refer to the climate chart in the appendix; for daily weather throughout Turkey, go to www.meteor.gov.tr.


Keep in mind that prices in Istanbul are higher during festivals and holidays such as Easter, Christmas, and New Year’s. On holidays, you’ll see lots of vacationing Europeans, mostly from Spain, Italy, and France.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.


You need a passport and a visa, but no shots, to travel in Turkey. You must buy your visa before you enter Turkey (online or at an embassy or consulate; see here). You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within three months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports, see www.travel.state.gov). You are required to have proof of identity with you at all times in Istanbul, and may be asked to show your passport when entering sights or using a credit card. Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.




Rick Steves Audio Europe


The Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy to download audio content to enhance your trip. This includes Rick’s audio tours of many of Europe’s top destinations, as well as a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe—including many of the places in this book. The app and all of its content are entirely free. You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Book rooms well in advance, if you’ll be traveling during peak season (mid-April-June and Sept-Oct) or any major holidays or festivals (see here).


Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, request your PIN code (it will be mailed to you), and more. See here for details.


Do your homework if you want to buy travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Also, check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


If you’re bringing a mobile device, consider signing up for an international plan for cheaper calls, texts, and data (see here). Download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as translators, maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar, above).


Traveling as a Temporary Local


We travel all the way to Turkey to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths that we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, “the customer is king,” and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of Turkish hospitality.




How Was Your Trip?


Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? If you’d like to share your tips, concerns, and discoveries, please fill out the survey at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit our travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. We value your feedback. Thanks in advance.





The Turkish people (and most Europeans) generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to the Turks’ image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.
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While the Turks look bemusedly at some Yankee excesses—and worriedly at others—they nearly always afford individual travelers all the warmth they deserve.


Judging from all the happy feedback we receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Thanks, and happy travels!
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Back Door Travel Philosophy


From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“through the Back Door.”


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and comfortably—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globe-trotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!
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ORIENTATION TO ISTANBUL


ISTANBUL: A VERBAL MAP


Map: Istanbul Overview


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Istanbul Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN ISTANBUL


HELPFUL HINTS


Getting Around Istanbul


BY TAXI


BY PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION


BY FERRY AND SEABUS


Tours in Istanbul


Istanbul is the crossroads of civilizations, where Europe meets Asia, and where West meets East. Truly one of the world’s great historic cities, Istanbul was once called Constantinople, named for the fourth-century Roman Emperor Constantine the Great. Over the centuries, the city has been the capital of two grand empires. The Byzantine Empire was born here in the fourth century A.D. and lasted until the 15th century, when the Ottoman Empire took over, ruling through the end of World War I. Even though Turkey isn’t actually governed from Istanbul (Ankara, in the east, is the official capital), the city remains the historical, cultural, and financial center of the country.


ISTANBUL: A VERBAL MAP


Istanbul, with almost 15 million people, sprawls over an enormous area on both banks of the Bosphorus Strait (Boğaziçi). The Bosphorus runs north to south (from the Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara) through the middle of Istanbul, splitting the city in half and causing it to straddle two continents: Asia and Europe. Asian Istanbul (east of the Bosphorus) is mostly residential, while European Istanbul (west of the Bosphorus) is densely urban and contains virtually all of the city’s main attractions. Two suspension bridges—the Bosphorus Bridge and the Fatih Sultan Mehmet Bridge—span the Bosphorus Strait, connecting the two halves, and a third should open in 2016. A rail tunnel now connects the two sides, and a second tunnel is under construction for cars and trucks. Public ferries also link the banks, carrying millions of commuters each day.
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A tapering inlet of the Bosphorus, called the Golden Horn (Haliç), runs roughly east to west, slicing through the middle of European Istanbul.


South of the Golden Horn is a peninsula known as the Old Town—the 3,000-year-old historical core of the city, surrounded by fragments of the original Byzantine wall. Near the tip of the Old Town peninsula is a compact and welcoming district called Sultanahmet, home to many of the city’s most famous sights (Hagia Sophia, Blue Mosque, Topkapı Palace) and its highest concentration of hotels.


North of the Golden Horn is the modern, westward-looking, European-feeling New District (called “Pera” or “Beyoğlu” by locals), centered on Taksim Square and bisected by the main pedestrian drag called İstiklal Caddesi (which we’ll refer to as İstiklal Street). The New District offers some interesting sights, good hotels and restaurants, and a 21st-century contrast to the Old Town.


Unlike many other European cities, Istanbul doesn’t branch out from a main Town Hall or central square. In many parts of town, you may get lost if you’re searching for a predictable, European-style square. (The Turkish word for “square”—meydanı—actually means something more like “area.”) Instead, Istanbul is a cobbled-together collection of various landmarks and patches of land, all interconnected by twisty alleys. Sightseeing this decentralized, seemingly disorganized city can be intimidating for first-time visitors. But even though the city is an enormous metropolis, the tourist’s Istanbul is compact and walkable, and an impressive public-transportation network efficiently connects the major sightseeing zones.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Istanbul demands a minimum of two days, but we’d suggest at least four days to do it justice. Even with a week, you’d find yourself running out of time trying to tackle everything the city has to offer.


Istanbul in Two Days


On the morning of Day One, focus on the Sultanahmet district in the center of the Old Town. Take our self-guided Historic Core of Istanbul Walk to get your bearings, visiting Hagia Sophia, the Underground Cistern, and the Blue Mosque. With additional time, tour Topkapı Palace (time-consuming sultans’ complex a short walk away) or the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum (small collection in the heart of Sultanahmet).


On Day Two, follow the self-guided Old Town Back Streets Walk—including tours of the Grand Bazaar, Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent, and Spice Market. You’ll finish near the Galata Bridge, where you can end your day with the self-guided Golden Horn Walk.


Day Three


If you haven’t done so already, tour Topkapı Palace and the nearby Istanbul Archaeological Museum. Or, if you’re museumed out, consider Day Four’s New District activities.


Day Four


Devote this day to the New District, following our self-guided walk (including the Pera Museum and Galata Tower). Then, take a taxi to the Chora Church to see its sumptuous Byzantine mosaics, and consider following the self-guided City Walls and Neighborhoods Walk, which starts nearby. Or, if you’d rather stay in the New District, choose from a range of other sights: Dolmabahçe Palace, Military Museum, Quincentennial Museum of Turkish Jews, or Istanbul Modern Arts Museum.
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Day Five


Go to Asia. Set sail on the Bosphorus Strait, spending a full day going up to the Asian fishing village of Anadolu Kavağı, then returning to the Old Town.


Istanbul in a Week


More time gives you more options, from some of the smaller museums to quintessential Istanbul experiences, such as getting scrubbed in a Turkish bath, watching Whirling Dervishes spin themselves into a trance, or lazily smoking a water pipe (nargile) filled with apple tobacco.


Istanbul Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Istanbul’s state-run tourist offices, abbreviated as TI in this book (and marked with an i sign in Istanbul), are often not the best sources of information. They suffer from long lines, offer little or no information, and usually have only colorful promotional booklets, brochures, and maps. The only reason to visit one is to pick up the good, free city map. The TI staff, many of whom are not fluent in English, will try to help you with your requests, likely with mixed results.


Tourist Offices


If you must visit a tourist office, here are some handy locations. The first two are in the Old Town, the third and fourth are in the New District, and the last two are at the airports (all have sporadic hours; generally daily 9:00-17:00):


• In the Sultanahmet neighborhood, in the center of the Old Town (Divan Yolu Caddesi 3, at the bottom of the square called the Hippodrome, next to the tram tracks, tel. 0212/518-8754).


• At the Sirkeci train station, near the Golden Horn in the Old Town’s Eminönü district (by the station entrance, in the left corner next to a ticket booth, tel. 0212/511-5888).


• Near Taksim Square in the New District (Mete Caddesi 6, a short walk from the square, tel. 0212/233-0592).


• At Karaköy, the cruise ship port, located where the Golden Horn and Bosphorus meet—rarely open (Kemankeş Caddesi, inside the passenger terminal, tel. 0212/249-5776).


• At Atatürk Airport, Istanbul’s main airport, nine miles outside the city center (at the International Arrivals desk inside the terminal, tel. 0212/465-3151).




Daily Reminder


Open Every Day: Hagia Sophia, the Underground Cistern, Bosphorus cruise boats, Galata Tower, Miniatürk, and most Turkish baths welcome tourists daily. Mosques are open daily, but close to tourists five times each day, when worshippers come to pray. The closure lasts from about 30 minutes before the service begins until after it ends (services last 15-30 minutes). Specific prayer times change daily and are listed in local newspapers, or you can ask your hotelier. For tips on visiting a mosque, see here.


Sunday: The Grand Bazaar is closed. The Rahmi Koç Industrial Museum stays open until 19:00 (April-Sept).


Monday: Most of Istanbul’s museums are closed today, including those operated by the Ministry of Culture—such as the Istanbul Archaeological Museum and the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum. The Dolmabahçe Palace, Galata Dervish Monastery, Military Museum, Istanbul Modern Arts Museum, Pera Museum, Sakıp Sabancı Museum, and Rahmi Koç Industrial Museum are also closed. Topkapı Palace and Hagia Sophia are open.


Tuesday: Topkapı Palace, Hagia Irene, and the Military Museum are closed.


Wednesday: Closed sights include the Chora Church, Rumeli Fortress, and Sadberk Hanım Museum. The Sakıp Sabancı Museum is free today and open until 20:00. Because Topkapı Palace is closed on Tuesday, it may be especially crowded first thing this morning.


Thursday: All sights are open except for Dolmabahçe Palace. The Istanbul Modern Arts Museum is open until 20:00.


Friday: The Blue Mosque is closed until the end of the Friday noon service. All other mosques are closed during this important service, and very crowded before and after.


Saturday: Everything is open except the Quincentennial Museum of Turkish Jews. The Rahmi Koç Industrial Museum is open until 19:00 (April-Sept).


Ramadan: During the Muslim holy month (June 6-July 4 in 2016, May 27-June 24 in 2017), a big, convivial, multigenerational festival breaks out each evening at sunset (ask for time locally). The Hippodrome square is most convenient for most visitors. There’s hardly a tourist in sight as the fun builds, the sun sets, the call to prayer rings out, people eat, and the party starts. For more information, see here.


Religious Holidays: The Grand Bazaar and the Spice Market are closed during religious festivals. Museum hours are also readjusted for the first day of religious holidays: Most museums are closed in the morning, and a few close the entire day.







Istanbul Essentials














	English

	Turkish

	Pronounced






	Blue Mosque

	Sultanahmet Camii

	sool-tah-nah-meht jah-mee






	Bosphorus Strait

	Boğaziçi

	boh-ahz-ee-chee






	Burned Column (and major tram stop)

	Çemberlitaş

	chehm-behr-lee-tahsh






	Chora Church

	Kariye Müzesi

	kah-ree-yeh mew-zeh-see






	Divan Yolu (main street in Old Town)

	Divan Yolu

	dee-vahn yoh-loo






	Galata Bridge

	Galata Köprüsü

	gah-lah-tah kohp-rew-sew






	Galata Dervish Monastery

	Galata Mevlevihanesi

	gah-lah-tah mehv-leh-vee-hah-neh-see






	Galata Tower

	Galata Kulesi

	gah-lah-tah koo-leh-see






	Golden Horn (inlet between Old Town and New District)

	Haliç

	hah-leech






	Grand Bazaar

	Kapalı Çarşı

	kah-pah-luh chahr-shuh






	Gülhane Park

	Gülhane Parkı

	gewl-hah-neh pahr-kuh






	Hagia Sophia (church-and-mosque museum)

	Aya Sofya

	eye-ah soh-fee-yah






	Hippodrome (ancient chariot race track)

	Hipodrom

	hee-poh-drohm






	Historic Core of the Old Town

	Sultanahmet

	sool-tah-nah-meht






	
İstiklal Street (main street in New District)

	İstiklal Caddesi

	ees-teek-lahl jahd-deh-see






	Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent

	Süleymaniye Camii

	sew-lay-mah-nee-yeh jah-mee






	New District

	
Pera, Beyoğlu


	peh-rah, bay-yoh-loo






	Rüstem Paşa Mosque

	Rüstem Paşa Camii

	rew-stehm pah-shah jah-mee






	Sirkeci Train Station

	Sirkeci Tren Garı

	seer-keh-jee trehn gah-ruh






	Spice Market

	Mısır Çarşışı

	muh-suhr chahr-shuh-shuh






	Süleymaniye Neighborhood

	Süleymaniye

	sew-lay-mah-nee-yeh






	Taksim Square (heart of New District)

	Taksim Meydanı

	tahk-seem may-dah-nuh






	Topkapı Palace

	Topkapı Sarayı

	tohp-kah-puh sah-rah-yuh






	Tünel (old-fashioned funicular in New District)

	Tünel

	tew-nehl






	Underground Cistern

	Yerebatan Sarayı

	yeh-reh-bah-tahn sah-rah-yuh












• At Sabiha Gökçen Airport, the city’s alternate airport on the Asian side (at the International Arrivals terminal, tel. 0216/588-8794).


More Resources


For current information on cultural activities, entertainment options, shopping ideas, and classy restaurants, pick up The Guide, a magazine published every two months and written by Turks and expats (10 TL). You can find it at bigger newspaper stands and major bookstores on İstiklal Street in the New District.


The English edition of the monthly Time Out Istanbul magazine lists sights, hotels, restaurants, nightclubs, and more (6 TL, sold at most Istanbul newsstands, www.timeoutistanbul.com).


Hürriyet is one of the popular daily national papers. Its online English version, called the Hürriyet Daily News, makes for good pre-trip reading, with its local and often anti-government perspective on headline news (www.hurriyetdailynews.com).


ARRIVAL IN ISTANBUL


For a rundown of Istanbul’s train stations and airports, see the Istanbul Connections chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Health Concerns


Don’t Drink the Water: Drinking Istanbul’s tap water can make you sick. While some hardy travelers do brush their teeth with tap water (being careful not to swallow), it’s safer to brush your teeth with bottled water. Avoid getting tap water in your mouth while showering, shaving, and so on. Any bottled or canned drinks are fine. Most restaurants sell cheap little plastic cups of safe water with peel-off tops. Tea and coffee are usually made with bottled or filtered water. At better restaurants, produce is washed with safe, filtered water. At cheaper restaurants, choose cooked food instead of raw.


Dealing with Diarrhea: No matter how careful you are, you might get a touch of “Istanbul intestines.” Don’t panic, revise your diet, and take it easy for 24 hours. For a day or so, eat very bland food (bread, rice, applesauce, boiled potatoes, clear soup, toast, weak tea). Keep telling yourself that tomorrow you’ll feel much better, because you probably will. If loose stools persist, drink lots of water to replenish lost liquids. Don’t take anti-diarrheal medications if you have blood in your stools or a fever greater than 101°F (38°C)—you need a doctor’s exam and antibiotics. A child (especially an infant) who suffers a prolonged case of diarrhea also needs prompt medical attention.


Pharmacies: Pharmacies (eczane; edge-zah-neh) are generally open Monday through Saturday (9:00-19:00) and closed Sunday. In every neighborhood, one pharmacy stays open late and on holidays for emergencies. These nöbetçi eczane (noh-bet-chee edge-zah-neh; “pharmacy on duty”) are generally within walking distance or a short cab ride from wherever you are. Just ask your hotelier for help. Or, if you’re on your own, the location of the nearest nöbetçi eczane is posted by the entrance to any pharmacy. When interpreting signs, note these translations: bu gece (tonight), Pazar (Sunday), and gün/günü (day). As in the rest of Europe, dates are listed day first, then month (e.g., 06/04 is April 6).


Medical Problems: Istanbul’s hospitals (hastane) usually have 24-hour emergency care centers (acil servis; “emergency service”), but are short on English-speaking personnel. Unless you need to be rushed to the nearest hospital, go to a private facility with English-speaking staff. The American Hospital in the New District is a good option (Valikonağı Caddesi, Güzelbahçe Sokak 20, Nişantaşı, tel. 444-3777—dial ext. 9 for English, then 1 for ambulance services). Med-line has medical assistance and ambulance service (tel. 444-1212). The International Hospital is close to the airport (Istanbul Caddesi 82, Yeşilköy, tel. 0212/468-4444; for an ambulance call 444-9724).


Street Smarts


Theft Alert: In Turkey, travelers are rarely mugged, but often pickpocketed. Thieves thrive on fresh-off-the-plane tourists. Try to keep a low profile. You’ll be better off without your best clothes, expensive-looking gear, and fancy jewelry or watches. Be careful on all public transportation and in crowds. Watch for distraction tactics such as dropped coins, “accidental” spills, kids who seem to be fighting for no reason, and locals who ask you for directions.


If you’re out late, avoid dark back streets or any place with dim lighting and minimal pedestrian activity. Ignore anyone who asks if you need help or a cab ride into the city. Wear a money belt, be smart with your bags, sling your daypack across your front, and keep change in buttoned or front pockets. Carry a photocopy of your passport and plane ticket in your luggage or money belt in case the original is lost or stolen. Especially valuable items are more secure left in your hotel room (and in a hotel safe, if available) rather than with you on the streets.


Advice for Women: Modesty is valued in this culture; it’s best to cover your shoulders and knees, and avoid form-fitting clothes. Carry a scarf to cover your head while inside mosques as a sign of respect.


Buses and trams are very crowded, and some contact is unavoidable. But if someone tries to touch you in a deliberate way, be clear about your disapproval. Push him away and say in a loud voice, “Çek elini” (check eh-lee-nee; Take your hands off me).


Advice for Men: Men should consider wearing lightweight pants instead of shorts, as Turkish men generally don’t sport shorts beyond the beach. When visiting mosques, it is respectful to wear clothing that covers your knees and shoulders.


Street Safety: Be extremely cautious crossing streets that lack traffic lights. Look both ways, since many streets are one-way, and be careful of seemingly quiet bus, tram, or taxi lanes. Don’t assume you have the right-of-way, even in a crosswalk. When crossing a street, keep your pace constant and don’t stop suddenly. Drivers calculate your speed and won’t hit you, provided you don’t alter your route and pace. (Don’t expect them to stop for you; they probably won’t.)


Although it’s technically illegal, cars park on sidewalks, especially in the Old Town. These parked cars, as well as freestanding merchandise kiosks or makeshift stands, can make sidewalks difficult to navigate. Try to stay by the side of the road, and pay attention to passing cars.


Finding Addresses: When you’re trying to locate a particular place, you may notice several different elements in the address. Sometimes it’s as straightforward as a street name (usually with Caddesi—“street,” or Sokak—“alley”), followed by a number, such as Akbıyık Caddesi 21. The address is sometimes preceded by the name of a larger street that’s nearby (such as İstiklal Caddesi, Meşelik Sokak 10) to help you or your cabbie find the general location (İstiklal Caddesi) before searching for a tiny alley (Meşelik Sokak 10). And sometimes the address is followed by the name of the neighborhood it’s in; for example: Şifahane Sokak 6, Süleymaniye.




Gay- and Lesbian-Friendly Istanbul


Istanbul has a significant gay population that you’ll find mainly in the neighborhoods of the New District. The gay population is hip, follows trends, and likes to hang out at classy (but not necessarily upscale) places. Several gay-friendly restaurants, cafés, clubs, and hotels are on or close to İstiklal Street and Taksim Square. You can hardly go wrong if you go to the heart of the Cihangir neighborhood (near Taksim Square and İstiklal Street) to hang out in a café. While some of these places focus on attracting gay customers, others are gay-friendly but serve a mixed clientele.


For restaurants in the New District, try Bilsak 5. Kat (“Bilsak 5th Floor”), the trendy House Café chain, or Münferit. Beyond the New District, Kahvealtı and Mama are two good places (all are listed in the Eating in Istanbul chapter). A classy, predominantly gay dance club is Love Dance Point (see here).


Good choices for accommodations include Noble House Galata (near the Galata Tower) and House Apartments (with modern apartments in four locations; see the end of the Sleeping in Istanbul chapter).


Lale and Tan, the authors of this book, can also refer travelers to gay-friendly tour guides and services (for contact information, see “Tours in Istanbul” at the end of this chapter; www.srmtravel.com).





Aggressive Sales Pitches: As you walk through the Old Town, you’ll constantly be approached by people who greet you enthusiastically, ask if you need help, ask you where you’re from, and then tell you about their cousin who just happens to live in your hometown. Before long, what began as a friendly conversation devolves into a greedy sales pitch. These salesmen—who prey on Americans’ gregariousness and desire to respond politely to a friendly greeting—are irritating and can waste a lot of your valuable sightseeing time. While not dangerous, the salesmen can be particularly aggressive, or even intimidating, to single women. Just smile and say, “No, thank you!” without breaking stride...then ignore the escalating attempts to grab your attention (or elbow) as you walk past. For more on dealing with salesmen, see here.


Public WCs: You’ll generally pay 1-2 TL to use a public WC. The İstanbulKart (see here) is valid in some public WCs. Carry toilet paper or tissues with you, since some WCs are poorly supplied. Use the WCs in museums (likely free and better than public WCs), or walk into any sidewalk café or American fast-food joint as if you own the place and find the WC in the back (if you find your way barred by a passcode lock, ask permission or make a small purchase).


In the heart of the Old Town, plumbing isn’t always up to modern standards. Rather than flush away soiled toilet paper, locals dispose of it in a designated trash can next to the toilet. It’s culturally sensitive—and sometimes essential plumbing-wise—for visitors to do the same (especially if there’s a sign requesting this).
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Western-style toilets are the norm nowadays, but don’t be surprised if you run across an “Oriental toilet,” also known as a “Turkish toilet.” This squat-and-aim system is basically a porcelain hole in the ground flanked by platforms for your feet. If this seems outrageous to you, spend your squatting time pondering the fact that those of us who need a throne to sit on are in the minority; most humans sit on their haunches and nothing more.


Services


US Consulate: In case of an emergency, call for 24-hour assistance (tel. 0212/335-9000, recorded info tel. 0212/335-9200). American citizen services are available in person on a walk-in basis (Mon-Fri 7:45-16:30, closed Sat-Sun and on Turkish and American holidays, İstinye Mahallesi, Üç Şehitler Sokak 2, Istinye, roughly a 30-minute cab ride from downtown Istanbul via the Bosphorus coastal road, http://istanbul.usconsulate.gov).


Baggage Storage: Easy-to-use, computerized lockers are available in both terminals at Atatürk Airport and at the Sirkeci train station (fees vary depending on the size of your items). To store your luggage near Taksim Square, use Bagaj, behind the French Consulate (10 TL/day for the first item, 5 TL/day for each additional item, Şehit Muhtar Mah, Utarit Sok 4A, tel. 0212/243-1743, www.bagaj.co). Another option is getting help from your hotelier; if you’re leaving Istanbul and returning later, ask your hotel staff if they can store some baggage for you.


English-Language Church: Christian services are held in English every Sunday at the Dutch Chapel (Union Church of Istanbul, just off İstiklal Street by the Dutch Consulate at #393, contemporary service at 9:30, traditional worship at 11:00, tel. 0212/244-5212, www.unionchurchofistanbul.org).


Updates to This Book: For the latest, see www.ricksteves.com/update.


Getting Around Istanbul


Even though Istanbul is a huge city, most of its tourist areas are easily walkable. You’ll likely need public transportation only to connect sightseeing zones (for example, going from the Old Town to the New District across the Golden Horn). Istanbul has an impressively slick, modern, and user-friendly network of trams, funiculars, and Metro lines. Once you learn the system, it seems custom-made for tourists—the stops are located within a short walking distance of major attractions. Taxis, buses, and ferries round out your transportation options.


On religious festival days—when public transit may be free or discounted—buses and trams can be loaded with locals visiting their families and heading out to parks, fairs, and theaters. Streets are crowded—it’s a great time for people-watching.


BY TAXI


Taxis are generally an efficient, affordable way to get around town (3.20-TL drop fee, then roughly 2 TL/kilometer; no nighttime tariff). Figure about 15-25 TL for a longer trip within the Old Town or New District (such as from Sultanahmet to the Chora Church), or about 45-65 TL between Atatürk Airport and a hotel in European Istanbul.


Taxi Tips: Scams are on the rise in Istanbul. Use only official taxis. These are painted yellow, with their license plate number, name, and home-office phone number displayed on the front doors.


If a taxi’s top light is on, it’s available—just wave it down. Drivers usually flash their lights when they see you waiting by the side of the road to indicate that they’ll pick you up. Taxis can take up to four passengers. If you have difficulty hailing a cab off the street, ask someone where you can find a taxi stand. You can also call a taxi company, usually for no extra charge. Hotels, restaurants, museums, and even shopkeepers almost always have the phone number of a nearby taxi company—just ask.


All cabs have electronic meters and cabbies should use them. As long as the meter is on, the only way you can be cheated is if the driver takes a needlessly long route. Never go for an off-meter deal, because you’ll always pay more than if you’d used the meter. To ask for the meter to be turned on, use the phrase “taksi metre lütfen” (tahk-see meh-treh lewt-fehn; meter, please).




Turkish Do’s and Don’ts


Turkey gives Western visitors a refreshing dose of culture shock. Here are a few of the finer points to consider when interacting with your Turkish hosts:
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• Don’t signal to someone with your hands or your fingers, except when you’re hailing a cab or trying to get your waiter’s attention. In any other situation, it’s considered rude.


• Don’t get too close to people as you talk. Allow for plenty of personal space (an arm’s length is fine). Especially when talking to someone of the opposite sex, keep your distance and don’t touch them as you talk.


• Be careful with gestures: A “thumbs up” is—and means—OK. But putting your thumb between your index and middle finger and making a fist is equivalent to showing your middle finger in the US. (And you always thought Grandma was “stealing your nose.”) Making a circle with your thumb and index finger while twisting your hand is a homophobic insult.


• Be aware of Turkish body language for “yes” and “no.” A Turk nods her head down to say yes. She shakes it back and forth to say no, like Westerners do. But she might also say no by tilting her head back. Learn the Turkish words for “yes” (evet; eh-veht) and “no” (hayır; hah-yur) to confirm.


• If you’re offered food or a gift, either keep it for yourself or politely decline. Turkish people love to share what they have, but what they offer to you is for you alone. If you invite others to share the food, you may put your Turkish friend in a difficult position (they may not have more to share). If you don’t want the food or gift, don’t wave it away. Do as the Turks do: Either put your right hand on your heart and say, “Thank you” (teşekkür ederim; teh-shehk-koor eh-deh-reem), or if it’s food, pat your abdomen to indicate that you’re full.


• Don’t blow your nose at the dining table—either leave the table, or turn to face the other way. And afterward, don’t shake hands right away. (Come to think of it, that’s a rule everyone could use.)





The cabbie may claim you have to pay bogus extra charges; for example, if he claims that you owe him a 5-TL “luggage charge” for a 15-TL ride, politely refuse and pay what’s on the meter.


Some cab drivers use a sleight-of-hand trick with bill denominations. For example, they’ll take your 50-TL bill, then insist you gave them only a 5-TL bill (while showing you a 5-TL bill they have ready and handy for this scam). If you need to pay your fare with a big bill, announce the bill’s denomination as you give it to the cabbie.


Tipping: Although some cabbies are con artists, many are honest and deserve a tip. To tip, simply round up the bill (generally 1-2 TL; for exceptional service, you could add a few liras more). If you need a receipt, ask: “Fiş, lütfen” (fish lewt-fehn; receipt, please).


BY PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION


Istanbul’s transit is convenient and inexpensive. Tram, light rail, funicular, and Metro lines intersect at central locations, and they all use the same cards and passes (in theory at least—see the sidebar on here). Refer to the color map of the transit system at the beginning of this book; note that some routes may be extended before your visit (see timetables and maps at www.istanbul-ulasim.com.tr/en).
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Tram


The seemingly made-for-tourists tramvay (trahm-vay) cuts a boomerang-shaped swath through the core of Istanbul’s Old Town, then crosses the Golden Horn to the New District, where it continues along the Bosphorus. Destinations are posted on the outside of the tram—just hop on the one heading in the direction you want to go. Key tram stops include (from south to north):


• Beyazıt and Çemberlitaş: Flanking the Grand Bazaar in the Old Town.


• Sultanahmet: Dead-center in the Old Town, near Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, the Hippodrome, and most recommended hotels and restaurants.
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• Gülhane: At the side entrance to the Topkapı Palace grounds, near the Istanbul Archaeological Museum.


• Sirkeci: Sirkeci train station, near the Golden Horn and several Bosphorus ferry terminals.


• Eminönü: On the Golden Horn in the Old Town, near the Spice Market, Galata Bridge, and additional Bosphorus ferry terminals.


• Karaköy: In the New District (directly across Galata Bridge from the Old Town), near the Galata Tower and Tünel train up to İstiklal Street.


• Tophane: Near Istanbul Modern Arts Museum.


• Kabataş: End of the line in the New District, next to the funicular up to Taksim Square (described later) and a few blocks from Dolmabahçe Palace.


There’s also the Nostalgic Tram that runs up and down İstiklal Street, through the middle of the New District. For details, see the New District Walk chapter.


Light Rail


West of the Grand Bazaar in the Old Town (at the Yusufpaşa stop), the tram connects to the hafif raylı sistem (hah-feef rahy-luh sees-tehm; light-rail system), which stretches west and south. While few sights are on this light-rail line, it’s handy for reaching the city’s main bus terminal (Otogar) and Atatürk Airport (the stop called Havalimanı, at the end of the line). This tram-and-light-rail connection to the bus terminal or airport—while a hassle with a lot of luggage—is cheap (8 TL to the airport from the Old Town; 12 TL from the New District), costing much less than a cab or airport shuttle. For more information on the bus terminal and airport, see the Istanbul Connections chapter.


Funiculars


An easy one-stop, two-minute underground füniküler connects Taksim Square (and İstiklal Street) in the New District with the Kabataş tram stop along the Bosphorus below. At Kabataş, the tram and funicular stations are side by side; to find the funicular station from Taksim Square, look for the combined funicular/Metro entrance at the center of the square, right across from the Marmara Hotel, and follow Kabataş-Füniküler signs.


A second underground funicular, called Tünel, connects the Galata Bridge on the Golden Horn with İstiklal Street on the hill above. This late-19th-century funicular is as historic as it is convenient. For details, see here.


Metro


The underground Metro line 2—generally not useful for tourists—begins at Yenikapı, stops at Taksim Square, and then heads north into the business and residential Levent district. On the Asian side, Metro line 4 links the Kadıköy ferry terminal to a stop near the suburban train station—Pendik—which is Istanbul’s temporary rail hub for the rest of Turkey. To find a Metro entrance, look for the big M signs.




Paying for Public Transportation


Istanbul’s public transportation is fairly easy to use, with one caveat: The city is constantly tinkering with the ticketing system, so the following information may change by the time you visit. For the latest, check the Istanbul public transportation website at www.istanbul-ulasim.com.tr/en or www.ricksteves.com/update.


There are three types of tickets: tokens, disposable cards (for one to 10 rides, rarely available), and a rechargeable pass (best for longer visits). You can buy these at most major bus, tram, light rail, Metro, and ferry stops (note that arızalıdır means out of order). You must buy your ticket or pass before you board. None of these options covers Bosphorus cruise boats.
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Tokens: The simplest way to go is a 4-TL single-ride token (jeton; zheh-tohn). You can buy tokens at ticket booths or at vending machines (jetonmatik; zheh-tohn-mah-teek). The machines are easy to use and accept both bills (5-20 TL) and coins (5-50 Kr and 1 TL). To buy one token, insert money into the machine and press the green button on the right. To buy several tokens, insert money, hit the dark-blue button to select the number you want, and press the green button to confirm. Collect your tokens and change from the slot at the bottom.
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Note that tokens for rail and ferry services are different and not interchangeable. Tokens are not accepted on buses; to ride a bus you’ll need either a card or pass.


Single or Multiple-Ride Cards: These nonrechargeable electronic cards should, in theory, cover all forms of public transit. However, since they’re still fairly new to Istanbul, you may find that some forms of transit have switched to electronic cards, while others still use tokens, and some use both. A single-ride card costs 4 TL; multiple-ride cards offer lower fares (2-ride card-7 TL, 3 rides-10 TL, 5 rides-15 TL, 10 rides-30 TL). You can buy these cards from ticket booths at major bus, tram, light rail, Metro, and ferry stops (not available through vending machines).


İstanbulKart Pass: If you’re staying more than a few days and plan to use public transport frequently, consider the İstanbulKart. This credit-card-size pass is embedded with a computer chip and is rechargeable. There’s a nonrefundable 6-TL charge to buy the card, then each ride costs 2.15 TL (a deal compared to a 4-TL token or single-ride card). Transfers within a two-hour window are even cheaper, at about 1 TL per ride (up to five transfers; you must wait at least 15 minutes between the start of your first ride and your transfer; no time limit between additional transfers). The pass works on all forms of transit, including double-decker buses that cross the Bosphorus (4.30 TL with pass) and ferries to the islands (3.85 TL with pass).
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İstanbulKart passes are available at ticket booths and newsstands; to reload the card you can also use a vending machine or visit a tobacco shop near the central stops. To reload at vending machines, use coins, bills, or credit or debit cards—do not use large bills, as machines do not give change and will load that entire amount onto the card.


To use the İstanbulKart, hold it over the card reader as you go through the turnstile (on the top, just below the LCD screen). The screen will show your remaining balance. For more information about the İstanbulKart, call 0212/444-1871 or visit http://istanbulkart.iett.gov.tr/en.


If you’re traveling outside the main tourist areas, it’s a good idea to have a transit pass or extra tokens and cards on hand in case you find yourself at a stop without a working ticket vending machine.





Marmaray Rail


The Marmaray (pronounced mahr-mah-rahy), the new underground (and underwater) rail system provides by far the fastest connection between the two banks of the Bosphorus. Trains run between Kazlıçeşme (just outside of the Old Town) and Ayrılık Çeşmesi (close to Kadıköy in Asia; switch to the Metro here to get to Kadıköy). For visitors, the most convenient stop to begin the journey to Asian Istanbul is Sirkeci (accessible from within the train station).



Buses



Although the bus system was designed for commuters, it can work as a last resort for tourists (but avoid buses during the busy morning and evening rush hours). It can be difficult to tell where you’re going and where to transfer or get off. Bus numbers on a particular route are clearly marked on signs at the stops (bus info at www.iett.gov.tr/en). The bus is mostly useful for getting to the Chora Church (see Chora Church Tour chapter) and to the sights along the Bosphorus, including the Sakıp Sabancı Museum, Sadberk Hanım Museum, and Rumeli Fortress (bus #25E from Kabataş; all described in the Sights in Istanbul chapter).


To ride a bus, you need to have either a single- or multiple-ride card or a transit pass (İstanbulKart), as bus drivers do not take cash or tokens. For more on how to get a card or a pass, see the sidebar.


BY FERRY AND SEABUS


In this city where millions of people sail across the Bosphorus to work each day, the ferry system had better work well...and it does. In fact, locals much prefer ferries to avoid heavy traffic on the bridges over the Bosphorus, especially during rush hour. Ferries are convenient and inexpensive—many cost as little as 4 TL one-way (2.15 TL with an İstanbulKart pass). Note that the Bosphorus cruise boats and ferries to the Princes’ Islands cost more.


Seabuses (deniz otobüsü; deh-neez ow-toh-bew-sew) are a newer, faster alternative to Istanbul’s increasingly congested roads. They’re speedy and comfortable, but not as popular or as frequent as public ferries. The cost of a ticket varies depending on the destination.


The main ports for ferries and seabuses in European Istanbul are in the Eminönü district in the Old Town (by the Spice Market and Galata Bridge, near the mouth of the Golden Horn), Karaköy (across the Golden Horn from Eminönü, in the New District), and Beşiktaş on the Bosphorus. The major ports in Asian Istanbul are Üsküdar and Kadıköy. For more on these commuter ferry ports, see here.


Tours in Istanbul


Note that tour companies and local guides often list prices in dollars or euros. This is partly for convenience, but also to protect vendors against inflation.


Hop-on, Hop-off Bus Tours


Bigbus’ narrated double-decker bus tours enable you to hop off at any stop, tour a sight, and then catch a later bus to your next destination—but departures are so infrequent that this isn’t really practical. The tour amounts to a pricey two-hour ride in heavy traffic with useless, multilingual commentary. The Old Town’s single tram line will take you to any of these sights without the hassle and for a lot less money. The bus does, however, take you along the entire old city wall (quite impressive and hard to see otherwise, unless you catch a glimpse on your way from the airport), and offers views from the top deck, making it a convenient and scenic place to munch a kebab or picnic. (Thanks to a convertible roof, this option still works in rainy or cold weather.) Pick up their brochure at most hotel lobbies or from their booth across from Hagia Sophia. The loop starts on the main street across from Hagia Sophia, but you can hop on at nearly any of the major sights along the route. Buses run year-round (€35, €25 online—can download e-ticket to mobile device; 3/hour April-Sept, 2/hour Oct-March, tickets valid for 24 hours; 0212/283-1396 http://eng.bigbustours.com).


Basic Boat Tours


Turyol offers short cruises on the Bosphorus for 12 TL per person. There’s no narration, but you can follow the route using the first part of this book’s Bosphorus Cruise chapter. Boats only go to the second bridge, so you won’t see all of the Bosphorus. You don’t need a reservation. Boats leave from the Golden Horn, right behind the Eminönü bus stop, across from the Spice Market (mid-June-mid-Sept Mon-Fri hourly 10:00-21:00, Sat every half hour 12:00-19:00, Sun hourly 11:00-18:45; fewer boats off-season, tel. 0212/527-9952, ask for Mr. İhsan).


Bosphorus and Black Sea Cruise


Guided cruises up the Bosphorus to the Black Sea are rare and can take most of the day. However, if you have the time and interest, İBO sails all the way to the sea. If it’s warm, you can even swim in the Bosphorus. Cruises depart from Kabataş and stop at Ortaköy, Küçüksu Pavilion, and Rumeli Fortress. Lunch is served on board, and the swimming break (weather permitting) is at Poyrazköy Bay (north on the Bosphorus). The price includes admission to all sights and lunch (€79, €55 for kids ages 3-7, half-day cruise may be available, check website for details, tel. 0212/528-0475 or 0212/528-0476, www.ibocruise.com, owner İbrahim Şancı). For a self-guided cruise on a public ferry, see the Bosphorus Cruise chapter.


Local Guides


There are plenty of very good private guides in Istanbul. In Turkey, tour guides must be certified, and only travel agencies are authorized to make travel arrangements such as reserving minibuses or plane tickets. We have indicated which of the listed guides also run travel agencies so you know what they are permitted to arrange for you. All of the guides and travel agencies listed here are certified with the appropriate authorities.


Lale and Tan, the co-authors of this book, own SRM Travel, which runs city tours, offers private guides, and helps develop custom itineraries for trips to Istanbul and the rest of Turkey. Mention this book to receive free travel consulting when you buy any travel service (half-day-from $235, full-day-from $265, tel. 0216/386-7623, www.srmtravel.com). Other recommended travel agents who also serve as guides include Kağan and Lale Koşağan of KSG Tours (half-day-€250, tel. 0216/343-4215, mobile 0532-234-2042, www.tourguidesinturkey.com, kosagan@yahoo.com) and Attila Kılınç (half-day-$150, full-day-$200, mobile 0532-294-7667, www.marmaratours.com, Attila@MarmaraTours.com).


The following certified tour guides have also served our readers well: Nilay Türkeli (half-day-$220, full-day-$250, mobile 0532-720-8679, nilayturkeli@gmail.com), Nilüfer İris (half-day-$225, full-day-$300, especially good with senior travelers, mobile 0532-244-1395, tel. 0212/273-1142, niluferiris@hotmail.com), Pınar Çağlayan (full-day-$250-$325, offers food tours, mobile 0538-315-5888, guidepinar@hotmail.com), and Kürşat Taner Ünal (half-day-$150, full-day-$225, mobile 0552-222-2022, ktanerunal@yahoo.com).


You can find a listing of other certified tour guides at www.turkishguides.org—switch to the English view, then use the language drop-down menu to search for English-speaking guides. It’s best to use an official guide or travel agency—otherwise you might be left in the lurch without the tour or services you paid for...and no legal recourse for a refund.


Bus Tours Beyond Istanbul


If you want to see much more of Turkey without having to figure out the long-distance bus system, consider Murti’s, a hop-on, hop-off bus designed for backpackers (6 itineraries ranging from €345 to €935, mention this book for a 10 percent discount, tel. 0212/529-7708, www.travelshopturkey.com/hop_on_hop_off_bus).





[image: image]



SIGHTS IN ISTANBUL


Istanbul at a Glance


In the Old Town


IN THE SULTANAHMET AREA


Map: Old Town Sights


TOPKAPI PALACE AND NEARBY


WEST OF SULTANAHMET: FROM THE GRAND BAZAAR TO THE GOLDEN HORN


ON THE GOLDEN HORN


ON THE EDGE OF THE OLD TOWN


In the New District


ON OR NEAR TAKSIM SQUARE


Map: New District Sights


ON OR NEAR İSTIKLAL STREET


IN THE GALATA DISTRICT


ALONG THE BOSPHORUS, BETWEEN GALATA AND BEŞIKTAŞ


A Quick Trip to Asia


Map: Kadıköy


Elsewhere in Istanbul


Istanbul with Kids


The sights listed in this chapter are arranged by neighborhood for handy sightseeing. When you see a [image: image] in a listing, it means the sight is covered in much more depth in one of our walks or self-guided tours. This is why Istanbul’s most important attractions get the least coverage in this chapter—we’ll explore them later in the book. The Old Town’s major sights have long been discovered, which is why this area gets approximately three million visitors every year. Yet Istanbul is so wonderfully rich that hidden gems known only to locals wait to be explored outside the main tourist zones.


If you’re visiting Istanbul with children, check out the kid-friendly sights listed at the end of this chapter.


Renovations: Istanbul is one of the fastest-changing cities in Europe. Add to this the fluctuating agenda of the government and the wait-until-the-last-minute attitude of its officials, and even locals have a hard time keeping up. Renovation projects are announced late, and the information is often inaccurate. Expect changes during your visit—ask your hotelier or the TI for the latest news about the sights you’re planning to visit.


Opening Hours: The ticket offices of the city’s museums are in the process of being privatized. It’s unclear what changes that could bring, but it may mean that opening times will differ from what we’ve listed here. If a sight is a must-see for you, check its hours in advance (on its website or at a TI), and visit well before the closing times listed here.


Museum Pass: The five-day Museum Pass Istanbul (currently 85 TL) covers Hagia Sophia, Topkapı Palace (including the Harem), Istanbul Archaeological Museum, Istanbul Mosaic Museum, Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, Museum for the History of Science and Technology in Islam, Chora Church, Galata Mevlevi House Museum, Yıldız Palace, Rumeli Hisar Museum, and Fethiye Museum. However, a new policy going into effect sometime in 2016 will institute a three-day pass (85 TL) covering the first six sights on this list, and a five-day pass (115 TL) that covers all of them. If you plan on visiting many or all of these sights, the Museum Pass will save you substantial money. And besides the price advantage, this pass allows you to bypass ticket lines to the city’s most popular attractions—Hagia Sophia and Topkapı Palace (including the Harem). Each card can be used once at each covered museum. Validate it only when you’re ready to tackle covered sights on consecutive days. The pass is sold at ticket offices and vending machines at participating sights (buy it at a less-crowded sight, not Hagia Sophia or Topkapı Palace).


Online Tickets: If you don’t need a pass, individual tickets are available at www.muze.gov.tr/en for Hagia Sophia, Topkapı Palace and Harem, Istanbul Archaeological Museum, and Chora Church. These etickets allow you to skip the lines, but don’t give you a price break. If you plan on visiting the first three sights, you’ll save a little with the 85-TL Museum Pass. If you buy etickets, keep in mind that they cannot be canceled, refunded, or changed.


Going with a Guide: You can skip the line without buying tickets ahead of time if accompanied by an official tour guide. Just make sure your guide is registered with the appropriate authorities (see here).


In the Old Town


(See “Old Town Sights” map, here.)


Istanbul’s highest concentration of sights (and hotels) is in its Old Town, mostly in the Sultanahmet neighborhood.


IN THE SULTANAHMET AREA


Some of the following sights are linked by the [image: image] Historic Core of Istanbul Walk chapter, which describes the Blue Mosque, the Hippodrome, and the Underground Cistern (Basilica Cistern) in greater detail.



▲▲▲Hagia Sophia (Aya Sofya)



It’s been called the greatest house of worship in the Christian and Muslim worlds: Hagia Sophia (eye-ah soh-fee-yah), the Great Church of Constantinople. Built by the Byzantine Emperor Justinian in A.D. 537 on the grandest scale possible, it was later converted into a mosque by the conquering Ottomans, and now serves as Istanbul’s most impressive museum. Hagia Sophia remains the high point of Byzantine architecture. Enjoy the Christian and Islamic elements that meld peacefully under Hagia Sophia’s soaring arches.


[image: image]


Cost and Hours: 30 TL, covers entire museum; daily 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, temporary exhibits and upper galleries close 30 minutes earlier, last entry one hour before closing, ongoing renovations may cause slow lines at the entry, in the heart of the Old Town at Sultanahmet Meydanı, tel. 0212/528-4500, www.ayasofyamuzesi.gov.tr.


[image: image] See the Hagia Sophia Tour chapter.



▲▲▲Blue Mosque (Sultanahmet Camii)



Officially named for its patron, but nicknamed for the cool hues of the tiles that decorate its interior, the Blue Mosque was Sultan Ahmet I’s 17th-century answer to Hagia Sophia. Its six minarets rivaled the mosque in Mecca, and beautiful tiles from the İznik school fill the interior with exquisite floral motifs. The tombs of Ahmet I and his wife Kösem Sultan are nearby.


Cost and Hours: Free, generally open daily one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed to visitors five times a day for prayer and Friday morning, Sultanahmet Meydanı.


[image: image]



▲▲Underground Cistern (Yerebatan Sarayı)



Stroll through an underground rain forest of pillars in this vast, subterranean water reservoir (also known as the Basilica Cistern). Built in the sixth century A.D. to store water for a thirsty and fast-growing capital city, the 27-million-gallon-capacity cistern covers an area about the size of two football fields. Your visit to the dimly lit, cavernous chamber includes two stone Medusa heads recycled from earlier Roman structures. The cistern also hosts occasional concerts of traditional Turkish and classical Western music.


[image: image]


Cost and Hours: 20 TL, daily 9:00-18:30, until 17:30 off-season, Yerebatan Caddesi 1/3, Sultanahmet, tel. 0212/512-1570, http://yerebatan.com.



▲Hippodrome (Sultanahmet Meydanı)



This long, narrow, park-like square in the center of Istanbul’s Old Town was once a Roman chariot racetrack. Today it’s the front yard for many of Istanbul’s most famous sights, including Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, and the İbrahim Paşa Palace (home to the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum). Strolling the Hippodrome’s length, you’ll admire monuments that span the ages, including the Egyptian Obelisk, Column of Constantine, and German Fountain.


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]



▲▲Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum (Türk-İslam Eserleri Müzesi)



Housed in the former İbrahim Paşa Palace across from the Hippodrome, this museum’s 40,000-piece collection covers the breadth of Islamic art over the centuries. The compact exhibit displays carefully selected, easy-to-appreciate works from the Selçuks to the Ottomans, including carpets, calligraphy, ceramics, glass, and art represented in wood, stone, and metal.


Cost and Hours: 20 TL, Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Mon, last entry one hour before closing, Sultanahmet Meydanı—across from the Hippodrome’s Egyptian Obelisk, Sultanahmet, tel. 0212/518-1805, www.tiem.gov.tr.


[image: image] See the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum Tour chapter.


Sokullu Mosque (Kardirga Sokullu Camii)


This 16th-century mosque, a few hundred yards from the Hippodrome, is more down-to-earth than the big showpiece mosques around Sultanahmet, but contains some notable decorations. The famous royal architect Sinan built the Sokullu Mosque for Grand Vizier Sokullu (for more on Sinan, see the sidebar on here). The mosque, a fine example of Sinan’s mature work, is decorated with İznik tiles even older than those used in the Blue Mosque. But what makes the Sokullu Mosque unique are several gold-framed fragments of the Black Stone of Kaaba—priceless relics for Muslims, who believe that this stone descended from the heavens to show the Prophet Abraham where to build a temple. One piece is displayed above the mosque’s main door, another is directly above the mihrab (prayer niche in the apse), and a third is on the entrance to the mimber (pulpit-like staircase).


Cost and Hours: Free, generally open daily one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed to visitors five times a day for prayer; imam may lock the door if there are no visitors, but he’s usually nearby, so try waiting a few minutes; located at Şehit Mehmet Paşa Yokuşu 20-24, Sultanahmet.


Getting There: Leave the Hippodrome at its south end (past the Column of Constantine) and take the street called Şehit Mehmet Paşa Yokuşu to the right of the big building at the bottom of the square. Follow this road downhill, and after it makes a sharp right turn, continue on it another block. You’ll see the mosque on the left, at the corner of the intersecting Su Terazisi Sokak. Walk a little farther and take the steps to the north to enter the courtyard.



TOPKAPI PALACE AND NEARBY



This walled zone, at the tip of the Old Town Peninsula, is a five-minute walk from the heart of the Sultanahmet district. On the sprawling grounds of the Topkapı Palace complex, you’ll find the former residence of the sultans, one of Istanbul’s top museums, and all the historical trappings of a once-thriving empire.



▲▲▲Topkapı Palace (Topkapı Sarayı)



For centuries, this was the palace where the great sultans hung their turbans. Built on the remains of ancient Byzantium, established by Mehmet the Conqueror as an administrative headquarters, and turned into a home by Süleyman the Magnificent, Topkapı Palace’s history reads like a who’s who of Istanbul. Your wander through the many pavilions and courtyards includes a 16th-century kitchen, 10,000 pieces of fine Chinese porcelain, traditional weapons, royal robes, ceremonial thrones, and Sultan Ahmet III’s tulip garden. The Imperial Treasury is home to the famous jewel-encrusted Topkapı Dagger and the stunning 86-carat Spoonmaker’s Diamond. Its Holy Relics exhibit—with some of the most important fragments of Islamic history anywhere—sends chills down even non-Muslims’ spines. A separate ticket covers the cloistered rooms of the famous Harem, where the sultan’s wives and concubines lived. Note that parts of the Treasury and the Harem will likely be under renovation during your visit, and other sections may close without prior notice.


[image: image]


Cost and Hours: Palace—30 TL, Wed-Mon 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Tue, last entry one hour before closing, exhibits begin to close one hour earlier; Harem—15 TL, Wed-Mon 9:00-17:00, closed Tue; audioguide—15 TL for whole palace complex except the Harem, 10 TL for Harem; between the Golden Horn and Sea of Marmara in the Sultanahmet district, tel. 0212/512-0480, www.topkapisarayi.gov.tr.


[image: image] See the Topkapı Palace Tour chapter.


Hagia Irene (Aya İrini)


Near the Topkapı Palace, this was the patriarchal (main) church of Constantinople before Hagia Sophia. While the current structure was built by the Emperor Justinian in the sixth century, the original may have been built by Constantine. In the early days of the Eastern Roman Empire, this was the site of the Second Ecumenical Council in A.D. 381—which set the course for the future of the Orthodox Church.




Istanbul at a Glance


▲▲▲Hagia Sophia Constantinople’s Great Church, later converted to an Ottoman mosque, and now a museum. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:00 in summer, until 17:00 off-season. See here.





▲▲▲Blue Mosque Ahmet I’s response to Hagia Sophia, named for its brightly colored tiles. Hours: Generally open daily one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed to visitors five times a day for prayer and Friday morning. See here.





▲▲▲Topkapı Palace Storied residence of the sultans, with endless museum exhibits, astonishing artifacts, and the famous Harem. Hours: Palace—late March-late Oct Wed-Mon 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Tue. Harem—Wed-Mon 9:00-17:00, closed Tue. See here.





▲▲▲Grand Bazaar World’s oldest shopping mall, with more than 4,000 playfully pushy merchants. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, closed Sun and during religious holidays. See here.





▲▲▲Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent The architect Sinan’s 16th-century masterpiece, known for its serene interior and the tombs of Süleyman and his wife, Roxelana. Hours: Mosque—generally open daily from one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed to visitors five times a day for prayer. Mausoleums—daily 9:00-17:00, until 18:00 in summer. See here.





▲▲▲Bosphorus Cruise Public ferry ride on the Bosphorus Strait, offering a glimpse of untouristy Istanbul (and an Asian adventure). Hours: April-Oct at 10:35 and 13:35, additional departures may be added in peak season; Nov-March at 10:35 only. See here.





▲▲▲İstiklal Street Cosmopolitan pedestrian-only street in the New District, teeming with shops, eateries, and people. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲▲Underground Cistern Vast sixth-century subterranean water reservoir built with recycled Roman columns. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:30, until 17:30 off-season. See here.





▲▲Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum Carpets, calligraphy, ceramics, and other traditional arts on display at the former İbrahim Paşa Palace. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Mon. See here.





▲▲Istanbul Archaeological Museum Complex covering Istanbul’s ancient civilizations, including sumptuous tiles and highly decorated sarcophagi. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Mon, parts of the museum will be closed until mid-2016. See here.





▲▲Spice Market Fragrant and colorful spices, dried fruit, and roasted nuts inside a 350-year-old market hall. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:00-19:30, until 19:00 off-season, Sun 9:30-18:00 year-round, closed during religious holidays. See here.





▲▲Galata Bridge Restaurant-lined bridge spanning the Golden Horn, bristling with fishermen’s poles and offering sweeping views of the Old Town. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲▲Chora Church Modest church on the edge of the Old Town with some of the best Byzantine mosaics in captivity. Hours: Late March-late Oct Thu-Tue 9:00-19:00, until 16:30 off-season, closed Wed. See here.





▲▲Galata Tower 14th-century stone Genoese tower with the city’s best views. Hours: Daily 9:00-20:00. See here.





▲Hippodrome Roman chariot racetrack-turned-square, linking Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲Gülhane Park Former imperial rose garden, now a grassy park. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲Rüstem Paşa Mosque Small 16th-century mosque of Süleyman’s Grand Vizier with extravagant tile decor. Hours: Generally open daily one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed to visitors five times a day for prayer. See here.





▲Taksim Square Gateway to the pedestrianized İstiklal Street, and heart of Istanbul’s New District. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲Pera Museum Compact New District collection of world-class Oriental paintings, Anatolian weights and measures, and Kütahya tiles. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-19:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, closed Mon. See here.





▲Galata Dervish Monastery Meeting place for dervishes, who whirl here once a week. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-17:00, until 16:00 in winter, closed Mon; dervish services generally held on Sun at 17:00. See here.





▲Dolmabahçe Palace Opulent 19th-century European-style home of the sultans, accessible only by guided tour. Hours: Tours run late March-late Oct Tue-Wed and Fri-Sun 9:00-16:00, until 15:00 off-season, closed Mon and Thu. See here.





Cost and Hours: 20 TL, Wed-Mon 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Tue, last entry one hour before closing; between the Golden Horn and Sea of Marmara in the Sultanahmet district.


For more on Hagia Irene, see here.



▲▲Istanbul Archaeological Museum (İstanbul Arkeoloji Müzesi)



In a city as richly layered with the remains of fallen civilizations as Istanbul, this museum is an essential stop. Although not as extensive as its more-established European counterparts (such as London’s British Museum), the variety and quality of the Istanbul Archaeological Museum’s collection rival any. The complex consists of three separate museums (all covered by the same ticket). The Museum of Archaeology houses a vast exhibit on the Greeks, Romans, and other early civilizations of the Near East. The star attraction here is the world-class collection of ancient sarcophagi, including the elaborately decorated and remarkably well-preserved Alexander Sarcophagus. Parts of the Museum of Archaeology will be closed until mid-2016 for restoration. The Museum of the Ancient Orient shows off striking fragments from the even-more-ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia and Anatolia (the Asian portion of modern-day Turkey, east of the Bosphorus Strait), such as the 13th-century B.C. Kadesh Treaty—the first written peace agreement in world history. And the Tiled Kiosk Museum sparkles with a staggering array of sumptuous ceramics and tiles.


[image: image]


Cost and Hours: 15 TL includes all three sections; Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Mon, last entry one hour before closing; Osman Hamdi Bey Yokuşu, Gülhane, Eminönü, tel. 0212/520-7740, www.istanbularkeoloji.gov.tr.


[image: image] See the Istanbul Archaeological Museum Tour chapter.



▲Gülhane Park



Originally Topkapı Palace’s imperial garden, today it’s Istanbul’s oldest park and a welcoming swath of open green space within the bustling city. Located on the hillside below the palace, with terraces stretching to the shore below, Gülhane is a favorite weekend spot for locals. Come here to commune with Turks as they picnic with their families and enjoy a meander along the park’s shady paths. On some summer weekends, the park hosts free concerts.



Grand Portal (Bab-ı Ali)



In the 19th century, this grand gate with its wavy roof and twin fountains was the entrance to the office of the Grand Vizier. The gate was called Bab-ı Ali because, historically, the word bab (door) was also used to refer to the authority of the state. Each Wednesday and Friday, commoners could enter here and tell their problems to public officials. It was here that all domestic and foreign affairs were discussed and presented to the sultan for a final decision. The surrounding neighborhood (also known as Bab-ı Ali) was the center of the Turkish news media for about 50 years (until the 1990s). Now it’s a dull administrative district. But you can still find the historic gate just outside the old palace walls, near the Gülhane tram stop (see map on here).


WEST OF SULTANAHMET: FROM THE GRAND BAZAAR TO THE GOLDEN HORN


Heading west from Sultanahmet, you enter an area that’s more residential and less touristy, offering an opportunity to delve into the “real” Istanbul—rubbing elbows with locals at some of the city’s best mosques and markets. While some attractions here—such as the Grand Bazaar—are tourist magnets, the lanes connecting them are filled mostly with residents. The following sights are linked by the [image: image] Old Town Back Streets Walk chapter, which describes the Rüstem Paşa Mosque and Spice Market in greater detail.



▲▲▲Grand Bazaar (Kapalı Çarşı)



Shop till you drop at the world’s oldest market venue. Although many of its stalls have been overtaken by souvenir shops, in many ways Istanbul’s unique Grand Bazaar remains much as it was centuries ago: enchanting and perplexing visitors with its mazelike network of more than 4,000 colorful shops, fragrant eateries, and insistent shopkeepers. Despite the tourists and the knickknacks, the heart of the Grand Bazaar still beats, giving the observant visitor a glimpse of the living Istanbul.


[image: image]


Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, closed Sun and during religious holidays, www.grandbazaaristanbul.org. It’s across the parking lot from the Çemberlitaş tram stop, behind the Nuruosmaniye Mosque.


[image: image] See the Grand Bazaar Tour chapter.



▲▲▲Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent (Süleymaniye Camii)



This soothing and restrained—but suitably magnificent—house of worship was built by the great 16th-century architect Sinan for his sultan Süleyman. Although less colorful than the Blue Mosque, this mosque rivals it in size, scope, and beauty. Enjoy the numerous courtyards and tranquil interior, decorated in pastel hues and stained glass. Out back are the elaborate tombs of Süleyman the Magnificent and his wife, Roxelana.


[image: image]


Cost and Hours: Mosque—free, generally open daily from one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed to visitors five times a day for prayer; mausoleums—free, daily 9:00-17:00, until 18:00 in summer. It’s on Sıddık Sami Onar Caddesi, in the Süleymaniye district.


[image: image] See the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent Tour chapter.



▲Rüstem Paşa Mosque (Rüstem Paşa Camii)



This small 16th-century mosque, designed by the prolific and talented architect Sinan, was built to honor Süleyman the Magnificent’s Grand Vizier, Rüstem Paşa. Elevated one story above street level in a bustling market zone, it has a facade studded with impressive İznik tiles—but the wall-to-wall decorations inside are even more breathtaking.


Cost and Hours: Free, generally open daily from one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed to visitors five times a day for prayer, on Hasırcılar Caddesi, Eminönü.



▲▲Spice Market (Mısır Carşışı)



This market was built about 350 years ago to promote the spice trade in Istanbul...and, aside from a few souvenir stands that have wriggled their way in, it still serves essentially the same purpose. Today the halls of the Spice Market are filled with equal numbers of locals and tourists. In addition to mounds of colorful spices (such as green henna and deep-red saffron), you can also get dried fruits (including apricots and figs), fresh roasted nuts, Turkish delight, supposed aphrodisiacs (Sultan’s paste, or “Turkish Viagra”), imported caviar, and lots more.


Cost and Hours: Free to enter; Mon-Sat 8:00-19:30, until 19:00 off-season, Sun 9:30-18:00 year-round, closed during religious holidays. It’s right on Cami Meydanı Sokak along the Golden Horn, at the Old Town end of the Galata Bridge, near the Eminönü tram stop.




Istanbul’s Best Views


Galata Tower: The medieval, distinctively Italian tower offers visitors perhaps the best view of Istanbul, from the Golden Horn to the Bosphorus, over the rooftops of the European side and across to Asian Istanbul. Climb the little staircase behind the tower, take the elevator to the seventh-floor restaurant, and go to the observation terrace (see here).


Ferry Ride to Kadıköy: While riding from Galata Bridge to the Asian side of town, you can get great shots of the Old Town from a different perspective, as well as the skyline of the contemporary New District, the bustling Asian side, and out to the Sea of Marmara (one-way ride-4 TL, ferries available from Eminönü and Karaköy piers, at either end of Galata Bridge).
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