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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



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.


In my 20s, I finished several European trips in a row with a visit to Istanbul. I didn’t plan to...it was the subconscious cherry on top of every adventure. I’ve been sharing my love of travel ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. And I remain passionate about how Istanbul offers an accessible, enriching experience in the Muslim world.


Istanbul is a complex destination, and you deserve the expertise of locals to guide you. To co-author this book, I’ve partnered with talented tour guides (and Istanbul residents) Lale Surmen Aran and Tankut Aran. My team of guidebook researchers and editors (including Cameron Hewitt and Gene Openshaw) have shaped it over the years, and for this ninth edition, I personally reviewed nearly all the sights, tours, and recommended restaurants (a delightful and tasty challenge).
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This book offers a balanced mix of Istanbul’s top sights and lesser-known gems. And its self-guided museum tours and neighborhood walks provide insight into Istanbul’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


Lale, Tankut, and I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a higher wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Istanbul to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Güle güle! Happy travels!
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Travel Smart


Istanbul is one of the world’s great cities, period. For millennia, it’s been at the crossroads of civilizations, where Europe meets Asia. Few places on earth have seen more history than this sprawling metropolis on the Bosphorus Strait.


As you wander this colorful, dynamic city—where fishermen sell sandwiches from bobbing boats, shops offer saffron-hued mounds of spices, and sturdy trams and ferries carry thousands of people daily—it can be easy to forget that you’re walking in the footsteps of Roman emperors and Ottoman sultans.


Over the centuries, Istanbul served as the capital of two grand empires: first as Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire (AD 313-1453), and then as Istanbul, the renamed capital of the conquering Ottoman Empire (until Ankara was made the capital of modern Turkey in 1923).


In the lively Old Town, monuments to those empires still stand and impress. Hagia Sophia, the greatest Byzantine church, became the Ottomans’ most important mosque. The multidomed Blue Mosque, with its soaring interior, is among the world’s most beautiful. The colorfully tiled Topkapı Palace was home to the ruling sultans and their harems.


Turkey (Türkiye) today is a proud republic. While it’s no longer the capital, Istanbul is still the country’s historical, cultural, and financial center. You’ll see the nation’s red flags flying everywhere.


A focus of “East meets West” trade since ancient times, Istanbul is famous for its bustling markets. The biggest is the world’s oldest mall, the Grand Bazaar, a sprawling warren of shops with eager merchants selling jewelry, housewares, sandals, clothing, and Turkish carpets. Bargaining and banter go hand in hand, and English is the common language.
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A vendor displays a scarf at the Grand Bazaar; a man washes before prayers at a mosque.





Istanbul literally links Europe and Asia, with several bridges and tunnels crossing the Bosphorus Strait. To sail between two continents, take a relaxing Bosphorus cruise toward the Black Sea (on your right—Asia). As you return to Istanbul, you’ll glide into the shimmering inlet of the Golden Horn as the sunset glows on the city’s spine-tingling skyline, bristling with minarets.


As the showpiece city of a moderate Muslim nation, Istanbul offers curious travelers from other backgrounds the opportunity to witness the Islamic faith in action. Five times a day, the call to prayer echoes across the rooftops. People stop to pray...or not. Close up, it’s easier to see similarities between faiths than differences.


Day or night, Istanbul is a hive of human activity. Sample sweets at the busy Spice Market. Stroll the two-level Galata Bridge, where vendors sell sesame-seed bread rings (simit) from steamed-up carts and fishermen cast lines into the water below. Inhale apple-flavored smoke from a water pipe in a trendy nargile café. Marvel at the mesmerizing spinning of whirling dervishes as they meditate on universal harmony. At a Turkish bath, get cleaner than you’ve ever been. Linger over a seafood feast overlooking the Sea of Marmara, and sway to live Turkish music in a New District nightclub. Join the happy crowd in Sultanahmet Park, between Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque. It’s breathtaking at night, when hard-pumping seagulls dart between floodlit minarets against the black sky.




Istanbul Slice-of-Life Stroll


Just walking through the streets of Istanbul can give you a look at the cuisine, culture, and character of this captivating city.


You’ll see vendors’ carts and hole-in-the-wall restaurants selling döner kebab (roasted meat wrapped in pita bread) and gözleme (flatbread folded over cheese and spinach). Turkish cuisine is Mediterranean-healthy, making tasty use of olive oil, stuffed veggies, lentils, seafood, and grilled meats. A local favorite to try—or avoid—is kokoreç (sheep intestines, grilled and served with tomatoes and green peppers; it’s better than it sounds).


Shop windows display towers of Turkish delight (soft, chewy sweets) and honey-soaked baklava. Ice cream shops sell thick, stretchy Turkish ice cream; get a cone for your walk.


People fill the streets. Most Turks wear Western dress, though more conservative Muslim women wear headscarves over their hair.


In the back streets you’re likely to see specialty clothing shops. The brightly colored silky capes hanging in windows are for boys to wear at their circumcision party. It’s a big celebration. Turks call it “a wedding without the in-laws,” where a good time is had by...well, nearly everyone.


You’ll spot “evil eye” amulets tacked in doorways and dangling from souvenir stands. These popular blue-and-white glass good-luck charms, with big googly eyes, are thought to ward off evil.
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Tasty snacks on wheels; sweet Turkish delight and other treats; boys dressed up for a traditional circumcision party





Exotic yet down to earth, Istanbul inspires thoughtful travelers to want to know more about the country’s intriguing culture and gregarious people. Make the most of Turkish hospitality to connect, ask questions, and learn.
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Whirling dervish performance; family-friendly Sultanahmet Park in the Old Town





With more time, consider a short-flight side trip to the ancient Roman city of Ephesus, on Turkey’s Aegean coast, or the geologic wonderland of Cappadocia, with “fairy chimneys” and early Christian settlements, located deep in the country’s heartland.


The mix of Muslim faith, Western outlook, and warm hospitality make Turkey a rewarding stop for travelers. The country’s best sights are its people—they’re among the friendliest on the planet. It’s easy to strike up conversations, whether you’re chatting with your seatmate on a tram or ferry, haggling over a Turkish carpet in the Grand Bazaar, or playing backgammon with a grizzled elder. Many conversations lead to an invitation to drink tea (çay) together. If you accept, little tulip-shaped glasses of steaming liquid appear within minutes, and soon the language barrier dissolves faster than a sugar cube in hot tea.


Istanbul’s incomparable sights will wow you, while its open-hearted welcome makes you feel you’re among friends. It’s a crossroads not only of commerce but humanity. And according to the Turkish proverb, every guest is a gift from God.



Istanbul by Neighborhood



Sprawling Istanbul (with a population of over 20 million) straddles two continents: Europe and Asia. Tourists focus on Istanbul’s European side, which consists of the Old Town and “New District,” split by the Golden Horn inlet. Across the Bosphorus Strait is the mostly residential Asian side of Istanbul.
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TOP NEIGHBORHOODS


Old Town


The Old Town is corralled on a peninsula bordered by the Sea of Marmara, Bosphorus Strait, and Golden Horn.


The city’s blockbuster sights—Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, and Topkapı Palace—are clustered in the central and most touristy neighborhood called Sultanahmet, which also has the highest concentration of hotels and restaurants.


To the west of Sultanahmet, on a long hill spilling down to the Golden Horn, are the Grand Bazaar (the world’s oldest market), the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent, and the bustling Spice Market.


Farther west, just inside the old city walls, is the Chora Church, with beautiful Byzantine mosaics. And the characteristic Balat district entertains while overlooking the Golden Horn.


Golden Horn


The Golden Horn, a tapering inlet of the Bosphorus, runs roughly northwest to southeast, separating the Old Town from the New District. Humming with ferries and served by a handy tram, the Golden Horn is spanned by the people-friendly Galata Bridge, itself abuzz with pedestrians, fishermen, food carts, and eateries.


At the north end of the Galata Bridge is the trendy Karaköy district and Galataport Istanbul, the city’s state-of-the-art cruise port with a welcoming half-mile harborfront promenade, offering a new experience for any visitor—cruising or not.


At the south end of the Galata Bridge is the lively Eminönü district (near the Spice Market), with ferry docks offering day-long Bosphorus cruises and trips across the strait to the Asian side.
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Opposite: Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent. Clockwise from top: Spice Market; Chora Church mosaics; Galata Bridge action; İstiklal Street tram
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Kadıköy market; New District skyline with Galata Tower; ballooning in Cappadocia; friendly shopper






New District



North of the Old Town, the triangle of land flanked by the Golden Horn and the Bosphorus is what I call the “New District.” This urban, European-feeling area is full of life day and night. The entertaining pedestrian street called İstiklal teems with window-shoppers, stores, and eateries, and connects huge Taksim Square to the Tünel funicular, which conquers the steep hill down to the Galata Bridge in seconds.


The New District’s major sights are the Pera Museum (Orientalist art), the Galata Dervish House (Sunday performances), and the 14th-century Galata Tower (for great views).


The New District also hosts hotels, restaurants, and lots of nightlife. Farther north, the trendy Ortaköy neighborhood draws crowds for its fun nightlife scene on the Bosphorus.


Across the Bosphorus


The eastern half of Istanbul, across the Bosphorus Strait, hosts two contrasting and easy-to-visit neighborhoods. Üsküdar, the traditional starting point for trips to Mecca, has a religious vibe, numerous mosques, and a view of Istanbul’s stunning skyline. Modern, energetic Kadıköy offers a cacophony of colorful market activity, shop-lined streets, and busy eateries.


The Bosphorus, crowded with ships, tankers, fishing boats, and ferries, is a sight itself. Its shores are lined with historic fortresses, Ottoman palaces, luxury hotels, and parks and gardens—best viewed from a public ferry that sails nearly to the Black Sea.


Beyond Istanbul


Turkey’s most rewarding sights outside of Istanbul are Ephesus and Cappadocia, each a short flight away.


The ancient city of Ephesus, one of the grandest in the Roman Empire, is impressive even in ruins, with marble-paved boulevards, the Library of Celsus, and a huge theater where the Apostle Paul once spoke. Ephesus, on Turkey’s western Aegean coast, is a popular excursion for cruise ships docking at the shopping mecca of Kuşadası.


The Cappadocia region in central Turkey is a sprawling landscape of fantastical geological spires, cave dwellings, early Christian sites (even underground cities), open-air museums, and down-to-earth villages. Hot-air balloon rides offer thrilling overviews.
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Planning and Budgeting


The best trips start with good planning. Here are ideas to help you decide when to go, design a smart itinerary, set a travel budget, and prepare for your trip. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


As you read this book and learn your options...


Decide 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 April to late June and September through November. In 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 make headlines. For daily forecasts, check www.mgm.gov.tr.


Keep in mind that Istanbul is more crowded and has higher hotel prices during Christian holidays such as Easter, Christmas, and New Year’s. Many places close on Muslim holidays, which are set according to the lunar calendar and vary from year to year. For a list of festivals and national holidays in Turkey, see RickSteves.com/europe/festivals.



Work out a day-by-day itinerary.



The following day plans offer suggestions for how to maximize your sightseeing, depending on how many days you have. You can adapt these itineraries to fit your own interests. To find out when sights are open, check the “Daily Reminder” in the Orientation to Istanbul chapter.


Istanbul deserves a minimum of two full days, but you’ll need four days to do it justice. And if you have up to a week, the city will keep you busy and entertained.


To include both Ephesus and Cappadocia, add another four or five days.


Day One


In the morning, focus on the Sultanahmet district in the Old Town. Take the self-guided Historic Core Walk in this book to get your bearings, visiting Hagia Sophia, the Hippodrome, and the Blue Mosque. In the afternoon, visit either the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum or the Istanbul Archaeological Museums.


Evening Options: Consider dinner in a sea-view restaurant, a whirling dervish performance, or live music in the New District. Enjoy a Turkish bath or catch the sunset from a city viewpoint like the Galata Tower. Stroll the Galata Bridge, the Old Town’s Sultanahmet Park, or İstiklal Street in the New District.




[image: Image]


Bosphorus Bridge spanning Europe and Asia (opposite); Blue Mosque on a quiet morning; strolling the New District at night
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Gates of Topkapı Palace; bread rings for sale; viewing art in the Pera Museum; a relaxing Bosphorus cruise






Day Two



Follow this book’s self-guided tour of the sprawling Topkapı Palace including the exquisite rooms of the Harem, then take a taxi or Uber to the Chora Church to view its newly refurbished Byzantine mosaics, some of the best in the world. After your church visit, do our nearby City Walls and Neighborhoods Walk, which winds through three colorful residential areas.


With only two days for Istanbul, skip the City Walls Walk and instead take our self-guided New District Walk along İstiklal Street, visiting the Pera Museum and Galata Tower.


Day Three


Spend today following our Old Town Back Streets Walk—stopping along the way to tour the Grand Bazaar and the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent—then visit the Rüstem Paşa Mosque and the Spice Market. Finish your day strolling over the Galata Bridge and along the Galataport promenade (perhaps in the shadow of towering cruise ships).
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Day Four


Devote today to the New District, following our self-guided walk along the street called İstiklal, including visits to the Pera Museum and Galata Tower. Choose from one (or two) of my many recommended eateries in this neighborhood.


Day Five


For a quick visit to Asia, catch a ferry across the Bosphorus to Üsküdar or Kadıköy, and follow our self-guided walks through those local neighborhoods. Or, set sail on the Bosphorus Strait, following our self-guided Bosphorus Cruise by public ferry. You’ll spend a full day cruising up toward the Black Sea, stopping at the Asian village of Anadolu Kavağı before returning to Istanbul.



With More Time



With extra time in Istanbul, choose among many smaller museums, mosques, outlying sights, and experiences such as a Turkish bath, a nargile (water pipe) café, a cooking class, or shopping. While a food tour can take up a half-day, if you have the time and interest, it can be time well spent.


Or, catch a flight to Ephesus or Cappadocia, or visit both. Ephesus merits a day, while the Cappadocia region warrants three to four days. Flights connect Cappadocia and Ephesus. You’ll want a rental car to connect the sights scattered around Cappadocia.
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Üsküdar waterfront perch; smoking water pipes in a nargile café; a massage at a Turkish bath
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PLANNING YOUR BUDGET


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Istanbul costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: Mastering Istanbul’s wonderful public transit system (boats, trams, funiculars, and Metro) saves you lots of time (no concern for traffic jams) and money (a dollar a ride rather than struggling with rip-off cabbies), and you’ll feel like a local. Buy the İstanbulKart public transportation pass (about $3), load it up as needed, and you’ve got the city by the tail. Taxis and Ubers cost about $10 a ride in the city center.
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Hotels: Some places offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book), and some offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms can cost less outside the peak spring and fall seasons. And anyone can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms) for about $40 per person.


Food: Eating in Istanbul can be a good value. Simple meals cost around $20 and a splurge can be $40 to $60. Snacking is one of the city’s delights and it’s as cheap as it is tasty.


Experiences: When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as hiring a private guide, taking a cooking class or a food tour, luxuriating in a Turkish bath, or embarking on a hot-air balloon ride over Cappadocia. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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A budget-friendly, tasty, and satisfying cafeteria meal; a welcoming hotel room with all the comforts






[image: Image]



BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. (You don’t need a visa or any shots to enter Turkey, but your passport must have six months of validity and enough pages for you to be stamped in and out). Allow 12 weeks or more to renew or get a passport. Get other country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Google Flights is the best place to start your search. If you’ll be traveling in Turkey beyond Istanbul (to Ephesus or Cappadocia), book a flight on a Turkish airline, and consider reserving a rental car for Cappadocia.


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals. Try to book directly with your hotel. (If they avoid the standard 15 percent booking fee, they are more likely to give you a better deal.)


Reserve ahead for experiences. It’s smart to book ahead for experiences such as cooking lessons, food tours, and hiring a local guide.


Consider a museum pass. The Museum Pass Istanbul is worthwhile only for dedicated museum-goers. For travelers going beyond Istanbul, the Museum Pass Turkey could be handy and cost-saving (includes sights in Istanbul). Do the math to see if either is worthwhile. You can buy either pass at most of Istanbul’s museums (see www.muze.gov.tr).


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Turkey.


Note that, because of Turkey’s inflation, this book lists prices in rough US dollar estimates rather than Turkish lira. You’ll still want to withdraw liras from ATMs, and use a mix of cash and credit card.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.




Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes an audio tour of Ancient Ephesus (look for the [image: Image]) and many interviews relating to Turkey and Istanbul from my public radio show. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips (including several on Turkey) excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.
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Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, and crowd-beating tips. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tours, reconfirm hotels, and check transit connections.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take common-sense precautions with your valuables, especially credit cards and cash (store them securely). Don’t set phones or other important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up devices to the cloud as you travel.


Beat the summer heat. If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. When frustration strikes, just think: You’re in a city of 20 million people.


Attempt the language. Many Turks speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some Turkish, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Turkish people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best viewpoint, most unusual sight, or most interesting conversation with a local. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Istanbul...here you come!
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ORIENTATION TO ISTANBUL


Map: Istanbul Map Overview


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN ISTANBUL


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND ISTANBUL


Tours in Istanbul


Istanbul is sprawling, confusing...and magnificent. Take a deep breath, then use this orientation to traverse the city with more ease and less stress. And when immersed in a chaotic crowd, just marvel to yourself, “I’m in a city of 20 million people.”


Istanbul sprawls over an enormous area on both banks of the Bosphorus Strait (Boğaziçi). The western half lies in Europe, and the eastern half in Asia, thus making the city a “crossroads of continents.” Asian Istanbul is mostly residential, while European Istanbul is densely urban and contains the city’s main attractions. The two sides are connected by three suspension bridges, a rail tunnel, a car tunnel, and commuter-friendly ferries.


Navigating such a huge city can be intimidating. There’s no central square (in fact, the Turkish word for “square”—meydanı—actually means “area”). Instead, Istanbul is a collection of landmarks and neighborhoods interconnected by twisty alleys. But, though big, the tourist’s Istanbul is surprisingly compact and walkable, especially when augmented by its impressive public transportation network. And Google Maps can be a godsend for locating any address.
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This chapter offers crucial advice on basic survival—things like staying healthy (don’t drink the tap water) and avoiding theft (pickpockets abound)—as well as helpful hints and details on Istanbul’s tourist services, a rundown of options for getting around, and recommendations for organized tours. (For an overview of the city’s neighborhoods and suggested day plans, see the previous chapter.)
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Istanbul is dynamic; changes occur faster here than in the rest of Europe. Turkish officials struggle to find the best way to manage tourist sights while balancing their increasing popularity with government demands. (In recent years, for example, Istanbul’s most popular sight—Hagia Sophia—has gone from a museum, to a mosque, to now a hybrid mosque-museum.)


Perhaps most important, Istanbul requires cultural orientation. In this chapter you’ll find tips on everything from mosque etiquette (wear scarves and long pants) to dealing with aggressive salespeople (just say “no”) to navigating public transportation.


Now, relax. With the proper approach and a measure of patience, you’ll fall head over heels for Istanbul—Europe’s most exotic destination.



Overview



TOURIST INFORMATION


Istanbul’s state-run tourist offices, abbreviated as TI in this book (and marked with an i sign in Istanbul), suffer from long lines and scant information. 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, but likely with mixed results.


If you must visit a tourist office, here are some handy locations (all generally open 9:00-17:30): in the Sultanahmet neighborhood, at the bottom of the Hippodrome, next to the tram tracks (daily, Divan Yolu Caddesi 3, +90 212 518 1802); at the Sirkeci train station, near the Golden Horn in the Old Town’s Eminönü district (daily, +90 212 511 5888); and in Taksim Square, in the lobby of the Atatürk Cultural Center (closed Sat-Sun, +90 212 233 0592).




Istanbul Place Names
















	English

	Turkish










	Basilica Cistern

	Yerebatan Sarayı (yeh-reh-bah-tahn sah-rah-yuh)







	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 House

	Galata Mevlevihanesi (gah-lah-tah mehv-leh-vee-hah-neh-see)







	Galataport

	Galataport İstanbul (gah-lah-tah-port)







	Galata Tower

	Galata Kulesi (gah-lah-tah koo-leh-see)







	Golden Horn

	Haliç (hah-leech)







	Grand Bazaar

	Kapalı Çarşı (kah-pah-luh chahr-shuh)







	Gülhane Park

	Gülhane Parkı (gewl-hah-neh pahr-kuh)







	Hagia Sophia

	Aya Sofya (eye-ah soh-fee-yah)







	Hippodrome

	Hipodrom (hee-poh-drohm)







	Sultanahmet (Old Town historic core)

	Sultanahmet (sool-tah-nah-meht)







	
İstiklal Street

	
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 (district)

	Süleymaniye (sew-lay-mah-nee-yeh)







	Taksim Square

	Taksim Meydanı (tahk-seem may-dah-nuh)







	Topkapı Palace

	Topkapı Sarayı (tohp-kah-puh sah-rah-yuh)







	Tünel (funicular)

	Tünel (tew-nehl)













There are also TIs at Istanbul Airport (daily 9:00-19:00) and at Sabiha Gökçen Airport, the city’s alternate airport on the Asian side (daily 9:00-19:00).


ARRIVAL IN ISTANBUL


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


HELPFUL HINTS


Prices in This Book: Because of high inflation in Turkey, this book lists prices as rough US dollar estimates. While you’ll see prices in liras (and sometimes euros) at museums and sights, I’ve given the approximate cost in dollars. See XE.com for the current exchange rate.


Don’t Drink the Water: Drinking Istanbul’s tap water can make you sick. Most restaurants offer safe water in cheap little plastic cups with peel-off tops. Tea and coffee are usually made with bottled or filtered water. Better restaurants wash produce with filtered water. At cheaper restaurants, choose cooked food instead of raw. To stay healthy, get a dose of gut-friendly probiotics by drinking the popular and refreshing yogurt drink, ayran.


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, such as bread, plain white rice, boiled potatoes, yogurt soup (Yayla çorbası), toast, and weak tea. Drink lots of water to replenish lost liquids. Keep telling yourself it will run its course and tomorrow you’ll feel much better, because you probably will.


Pharmacies: Pharmacies (eczane; edge-zah-neh) are open Monday through Saturday (9:00-19:00) and closed Sundays and holidays. 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 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.


Medical Problems: Private hospitals in the city include the American Hospital (in the New District at Valikonağı Caddesi, Güzelbahçe Sokak 20, Nişantaşı, +90 444 3777—dial ext. 9 for English, then 1 for ambulance services, www.amerikanhastanesi.org) and Liv Hospital Ulus (north of the New District at Ulus Ahmet Adnan Saygun Caddesi, Canan Sokak, Beşiktaş, +90 444 4548 for information or ambulance, www.livhospital.com [URL inactive]). For information on emergency services, see the Practicalities chapter.




Daily Reminder


For updated museum hours and ticket prices, visit www.muze.gov.tr.


Open Every Day: Hagia Sophia, Basilica Cistern, the Istanbul Archaeological Museums, the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, the Hagia Sophia History & Experience Museum (DEM), Bosphorus cruise boats, Galata Tower, Miniatürk, the Spice Market, and most Turkish baths welcome tourists daily. Mosques are open daily, but close to tourists five times each day, when worshippers come to pray. Historic mosques in the Old Town—including the Blue Mosque, the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent, and the Rüstem Paşa Mosque—are closed on Fridays until the end of the midday prayer (about 14:30). Specific prayer times change daily but can be found online (search “prayer times Istanbul”). For tips on the etiquette of visiting a mosque, see here.


Sunday: The Grand Bazaar is closed.


Monday: Some of Istanbul’s museums are closed today, including the Dolmabahçe Palace, Galata Dervish House Museum, Military Museum, Istanbul Modern, Pera Museum, Sakıp Sabancı Museum, Rahmi Koç Industrial Museum, Rumeli Fortress, and Sadberk Hanım Museum.


Tuesday: Topkapı Palace and Hagia Irene are closed.


Wednesday: Because Topkapı Palace is closed on Tuesday, it may be especially crowded first thing this morning.


Thursday: All sights are open.


Friday: The historic mosques in the Old Town, including the Blue Mosque and Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent, are closed until after the Friday midday service (about 14:30) and very crowded after. Istanbul Modern is open until 20:00 and the Pera Museum is open until 22:00.


Saturday: Everything is open.


Ramadan: During the Muslim holy month, a big, convivial, multigenerational festival breaks out each evening at sunset. “Ramazan tents” are established in busy parts of the city to distribute free food to passersby.


Religious Holidays: The Grand Bazaar and the Spice Market are closed during religious festivals. Museum hours are also adjusted for the first day of religious holidays, with closures either in the morning or for the entire day.





Theft and Scams: In Turkey, travelers are rarely mugged, but often pickpocketed. Thieves thrive on fresh-off-the-plane tourists and are often lurking on public transportation, in crowded restaurants in the Old Town, and at busy sights. It’s smart to use a money belt. Watch for distraction tactics such as dropped coins, “accidental” spills, people at restaurants crowding your table pretending to look for an empty spot, 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. Sling your daypack across your front and keep phones buttoned or zipped away.


With unrest in countries surrounding Turkey during the past decade, millions of immigrants have flowed in, most of whom are not in the country legally. Beware of stories that tug at the heartstrings and catch the naive traveler in a scam.


Advice for Women: Like any European city, Istanbul is a mosaic of people from all walks of life. If you see women covered head to toe in the Old Town and around tourist attractions, they’re mostly tourists like you, usually from the Middle East or Asian countries. Modesty is expected at mosques—cover your hair, shoulders, and knees, and avoid form-fitting clothes.


Buses and trams are very crowded, and some physical contact with other people is unavoidable. If someone touches you inappropriately, firmly and loudly say “No” and move away; the Turkish phrase “Çek elini” (check eh-lee-nee; Get your hands off me) makes things crystal clear.


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


Street Safety: Be extremely cautious when crossing streets that lack traffic lights or crosswalks. Look both ways, since many streets are one-way, and be wary of seemingly vacant bus, tram, or taxi lanes. Don’t assume you have the right-of-way, even in a crosswalk.


Finding Addresses: An Istanbul address can have several elements. Sometimes it’s as straightforward as a street name (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. Google Maps works great even without the letters unique to the Turkish alphabet. If a street sign is missing, ask a nearby vendor for help.


Aggressive Sales Pitches: As you walk through the Old Town, you’ll constantly be approached by people who greet you enthusiastically, offer help, ask where you’re from, and tell you about a cousin who just happens to live in your hometown (and, if you’re carrying this book, they’re probably friends with its co-authors and personally know Rick). Before long, what began as a friendly conversation devolves into an aggressive sales pitch. These salesmen—who prey on Americans’ gregariousness and desire to respond politely to a friendly greeting—are irritating and can waste your valuable sightseeing time. While not dangerous, salesmen can be particularly 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. Don’t show remorse, have a sense of humor, and just say no (hayir, hah-yur).


Public WCs: You’ll see pay toilets around town, but take advantage of the many free ones: at museums, restaurants, and fast-food joints (carry toilet paper with you). Don’t hesitate to use a mosque WC—they are generally big, bright, free, and very clean. Most Metro stations have clean pay toilets, but you’ll need an İstanbulKart public transit pass to go through the turnstiles.


In the heart of the Old Town, plumbing isn’t always up to modern standards. Rather than flush 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).


Western-style toilets are the norm, but at times you may run across a “squat” 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 not the norm; most humans sit on their haunches and nothing more.


Festivals: Istanbul is a city of festivals and cultural events, often affordable and in convenient locations. The most comprehensive and reliable ticket agent is Biletix.com. For more on festivals and cultural events, see the Entertainment in Istanbul chapter.


Baggage Storage: Easy-to-use lockers are available at Istanbul Airport (fees vary with item size, www.emanetbagaj.com). Some hoteliers will store bags if you’re leaving Istanbul and returning later.


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, +90 212 244 5212, http://ucistanbul.org).


What’s with All the Cats? The prophet Muhammad was a cat person, so Muslims like cats too. They admire cats for their cleanliness, and people have more cats in the house than dogs, which are more for guarding and shepherding. Muslims aren’t encouraged to neuter animals and believe it’s a plus in God’s eyes to care for them. So, cats have lots of babies, and neighborhood strays are cared for by the community. In Istanbul, you’ll see stray cats and plates of food left out for them all over the city (there’s even an award-winning film, Kedi, about Istanbul’s stray cat population).


[image: Image]


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 a slick, modern, and user-friendly network of trams, funiculars, and Metro lines (and all accept the İstanbulKart, described later). Once you learn the system, it seems custom-made for tourists, with stops within a short walk of most major attractions. Round out your transportation options with taxis/Uber and ferries (handy in this water-laced city). You’ll also see buses, light rail, and even “sea buses”—but you won’t need them.


On religious festival days—when public transit may be free or discounted—trams and Metro cars can be loaded with locals visiting their families and heading to parks, fairs, and theaters. Expect crowds and pickpockets on transit and in the streets.


For a visual overview of Istanbul’s various transportation lines, see the “Istanbul Public Transportation” color map at the back of this book.


By Public Transportation


You can tame Istanbul in two words: public transit. The system is convenient, easy, and inexpensive, with departures every few minutes in every direction. Trams, funiculars, and the Metro all run long hours daily. The İstanbulKart pass works for every form of transit and each ride costs the same (about $1).




Turkish Do’s and Don’ts


Turkey gives Western visitors a refreshing dose of culture shock. Here are a few finer points to consider when interacting with your Turkish hosts (and asking a new friend to review this with you is a fun opportunity to interact):


Don’t signal to someone with your hands or your fingers, except when hailing a cab or trying to get your server’s attention. In any other situation, it’s considered rude.
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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. 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.” Turks nod their head down to say yes. They shake it back and forth to say no, like Westerners do. But they might also say no by tilting their 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 is for you alone. 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.





You can buy the pass (about $3) at machines at most stations, then top it up as needed (just rest the card on the machine to see your balance, then add as much as you like). By the time you visit, many machines should be accepting credit cards, but at some kiosks you may need to use cash.


Whether riding the ferry, funicular, tram, bus, or Metro—on the European or Asian side—just tap your card and go through the turnstile. You can always see your balance as you go.



Trams



Istanbul’s tram lines (signed tramvay) are designed for visitors’ needs, connecting all the major landmarks. The two main lines, #T1 and #T5, go up the Golden Horn and through the heart of the city, lacing the major sights together. End-of-the-line stations are posted on the outside of trams—just hop on the one heading in the direction you want to go.
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#T1 (Kabataş–Bağcılar): This line 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. Key stops include (from south to north):


Beyazıt: At the western end of the Grand Bazaar and a short walk to the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent.


Çemberlitaş: Near the main entrance of the Grand Bazaar in the Old Town.


Sultanahmet: Dead-center in the Old Town, near Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, the Hippodrome, and many recommended hotels and restaurants.


Gülhane: At the side entrance to the Topkapı Palace grounds, near the Istanbul Archaeological Museums.


Sirkeci: Sirkeci train station, near the Golden Horn and several Bosphorus ferry terminals (and the station for the Marmaray train to Asia).


Eminönü: On the Golden Horn in the Old Town, near the Spice Market, Galata Bridge, and additional Bosphorus ferry terminals. Also the end of the line for tram #T5, described below.


Karaköy: In the New District (directly across Galata Bridge from the Old Town, under the Galata Tower), near the Tünel funicular up to İstiklal Street. Also near the entry to Galataport cruise terminal.


Tophane: Near Galataport.


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.


#T5 (Eminönü–Alibeyköy): This line runs along the Golden Horn all the way to the old city walls and beyond, but you likely won’t go beyond the first seven stops. Key stops include:


Eminönü: On the Golden Horn, near fish-sandwich vendors and the Turyol terminal for Bosphorus cruises.


Küçükpazar and Cibali: These stops flank the Atatürk Bridge on the Golden Horn. The Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent is a steep 10-minute walk from Küçükpazar.


Fener: By the waterfront Golden Horn Park and a short walk to the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate Church.


Balat: Colorful neighborhood near the Ahrida Synagogue.


Ayvansaray: At the intersection of the Golden Horn and old city walls.


Eyüp-Teleferik: For the Eyüp Sultan Mosque.


There’s also the Nostalgic Tram, #T2, that runs up and down İstiklal Street, through the middle of the New District. It connects Taksim Square with the Tünel funicular stop. For details, see the New District Walk chapter.
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Funiculars


Two easy, one-stop, two-minute underground fünikülers save pedestrians a steep climb. One connects Taksim Square (and the top of 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, across from the Marmara Hotel, and follow Kabataş-Füniküler signs.


A second underground funicular, called Tünel, climbs the steep hill from the Galata Bridge on the Golden Horn to Tünel Square, at the bottom end of İstiklal Street. This late-19th-century funicular is as historic as it is convenient (for details, see here).


Metro


The underground #M2 line goes deep into the modern business district and makes four stops that can be helpful for tourists: Taksim Square (north end of İstiklal Street), Şişhane (south end of İstiklal Street), Haliç (midway across the Golden Horn on the Metro Bridge), and Vezneciler (short walk to the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent and the Grand Bazaar). To find a Metro entrance, look for big M signs.


The new #M11 line runs directly between the city and the airport, leaving from Kağıthane (kyah-tah-neh) station on the outskirts of the city (easiest to take a taxi/Uber to Kağıthane).


Marmaray Rail to Asia (Üsküdar and Kadiköy)


Marmaray (mar-mah-rī), the underground (and underwater) commuter rail system, provides by far the fastest connection between European Istanbul (Sirkeci Station) and the two most interesting towns on the Asian side—Üsküdar and Kadiköy (latter requires Metro connection). See the Asian Istanbul Walks chapter for details.


By Ferry


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 car traffic crossing the Bosphorus, especially during rush hour. Ferries are convenient and inexpensive (about $1).


In European Istanbul, the main ferry docks are in the Old Town’s Eminönü district, near the mouth of the Golden Horn (by the Spice Market and Galata Bridge). This area is a major transit hub, where tram, bus, and ferry systems link up. Here you’ll find terminals for ferries heading to Asian Istanbul (Üsküdar—2-4/hour in peak times, 20 minutes; Kadıköy—2/hour, 25 minutes) as well as Bosphorus cruise boats (both public ferries and private tour boats; for details, see the Bosphorus Cruise chapter). There are also piers at Eyüp (near the Eyüp Sultan Mosque, outside the old city walls), Ayansaray (near the walls’ endpoint on the Golden Horn), Karaköy (across the Golden Horn from Eminönü, in the New District), and Beşiktaş (on the Bosphorus).


At every ferry dock, terminals are named for the ferry’s destination. So, if you’re at Eminönü and headed to Kadıköy, simply head to the Kadıköy terminal. Destinations are clearly marked on the terminals and above passenger entrances.


By Taxi (or Uber)


With about 20,000 taxis serving a city of roughly 20 million, Istanbul has a huge shortage of taxis. (Uber is a smart way to hail a regular yellow taxi.) Drivers are aggressive and notoriously choosy about whom they’ll pick up and then overcharge them when they do. The drop charge is about $4 (which is what most short Uber rides cost). In an honest yellow taxi or Uber, you should be able to go most places in the city center (such as from Taksim Square to the Galata Bridge) for well under $10. Your best bets are to use Uber or hail a cab on the street. Getting into a cab parked at a tourist attraction is asking for trouble.


If you hail a cab, here are some tips: Ask for the meter to be turned on (taksi metre lütfen, tahk-see meh-treh lewt-fehn). Use only official taxis: yellow or blue sedans, and black or yellow vans with their license plate number, name, and phone number displayed on the front doors; all have TAKSİ signs on top. Agree on a price before you get in (if they try to make you pay more when you arrive, just give them a rounded-up amount, say thank you, and leave). If you suspect you’re being overcharged, you can generally tame the cabbie by taking the license number and saying the word “police.”




The Bosphorus Tunnel


Istanbul’s Asian districts are mostly residential. That means millions of people commute to work across the strait using the bridges and ferries (which don’t run in bad weather—making the commute a nightmare over the jammed-up bridges). Seeking to solve crowded Istanbul’s never-ending traffic mess, a third bridge (Yavuz Sultan Selim) was constructed and opened in 2016.


A new option for transiting between continents is the rail tunnel beneath the Bosphorus—constructed as part of the $2.5 billion Marmaray (a.k.a. Marmara Rail) project. The Marmaray incorporates a commuter light-rail system into existing public transit, extending the system roughly 50 miles across both continents and carrying about 150,000 passengers per hour. The mile-long, rail-only Bosphorus Tunnel connects the Old Town to the busy Üsküdar district across the Bosphorus. And now a second tunnel (the twin-deck Eurasia Tunnel) has been opened for motor vehicles.





Hotels, restaurants, museums, and even shopkeepers can almost always call a nearby taxi company—just ask. Although some cabbies are con artists, many are honest and deserve a tip (just round up).


Tours in Istanbul


Note that tour companies and local guides often list prices in dollars or euros and prefer to be paid (in cash) in those currencies (not in Turkish liras).


Hop-on, Hop-off Bus Tours


Narrated hop-on, hop-off double-decker tours amount to a pricey two-hour ride lacing together the major sights in heavy traffic with recorded, multilingual commentary. While they promise hop-on, hop-off service once an hour, with the traffic and chaos of the city, it just doesn’t work. (Trams are much more convenient for getting between sights quickly.) The bus does offer views from the top deck, making it a convenient and scenic place to munch a kebab or picnic (and thanks to a convertible roof, this option still works in rainy or cold weather). Buses run year-round ($45, valid 24 hours, departures every hour, to view routes see www.busforus.istanbul [URL inactive] and www.hoponhopoffistanbul.com).



Basic Boat Tours



Turyol offers 1.5-hour cruises on the Bosphorus. You won’t see all of the Bosphorus, and there’s no narration, but you can follow the route using the first part of this book’s Bosphorus Cruise chapter. You don’t need a reservation. Boats leave from the Golden Horn, right behind the Eminönü bus stop, across from the Spice Market (about $5, daily about hourly; see here of the Bosphorus Cruise chapter for specifics, www.turyol.com).


Bosphorus and Black Sea Cruises


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 Black 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. An included lunch is served on board, and the swimming break (weather permitting) is at Büyük Liman Beach (north on the Bosphorus). Prices include admission to all sights (cruises operate April-Sept, about $120, cheaper for kids, half-day cruises available, +90 212 528 0475 or +90 212 528 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 good private guides in Istanbul, and I’ve worked with many of them. The guides I recommend below are all long-time Istanbul residents and licensed independent guides who enjoy Rick Steves readers.


One benefit of hiring a guide is that they have jump-the-line privileges for the most popular sights (but not mosques), and they can guide you inside. But because this book covers the top sights, you might get more value out of your guide’s time by venturing off the beaten track for a more intimate experience in their city. It’s worth booking a guide for a full day—it won’t cost much more than a half-day and they’re so good you won’t regret it. They can tailor the day to your interests—just ask when you contact them (best to do well in advance).


Prices below are for groups of up to five (they may be able to guide more than five for an extra charge—ask). You’ll pay for any admissions and extras.


Metin Koca (who enjoys wearing his Michigan State hat) is smart, high energy, and passionate about history, and enjoys guiding in the back streets as well as at the famous sights (€300/day, +90 533 230 1976, metinkoca@gmail.com).


Züleyha Demirok is a political science and sociology major who weaves her passion for those topics into her guiding (€200/day, +90 537 790 8866, zuldemirok@gmail.com).


Ugur Ildiz is smart and instantly likable. He has the advantage of having lived and studied in the US for 10 years (€250/day, +90 534 572 8569, ugurildiz@gmail.com). Ugur also leads food tours for Culinary Backstreets (see listing, later).


Mr. Gokalp Kasim and Ms. Pınar Çağlayan guide individuals when they’re not guiding Rick Steves tour groups around Turkey or Istanbul (€350/day, Gokalp—+90 532 205 0290, gokalpk@yahoo.com; Pinar—+90 538 315 5888, guidepinar@hotmail.com).


Travel Agencies


There are countless travel agencies (both good and bad) that would love your business. Although Turkey has strict and complicated laws about selling travel, many imposters have been able to flourish online. Be sure any agency you work with is above board. Lale and Tan Aran, the co-authors of this book, run SRM Travel, and you can trust them to organize city tours, food walks, and cooking classes; develop custom itineraries for Istanbul, Cappadocia, Ephesus, and the rest of Turkey; and book a private guide (including some who work with Rick Steves tours). They include travel consulting with any booking (private guides from €295/half-day, €340/day, www.srmtravel.com).


Food Tours


Culinary Backstreets offers longer, immersive tours, such as their “Two Markets, Two Continents” tour, which starts on the European side with a seasonal breakfast and ends on the Asian side with a lesson in drinking rakı. In between, you’ll munch your way through local markets and friendly eateries on both sides of the Bosphorus ($135/person—ferry ride included, Mon-Sat at 9:30, 6.5 hours, 2-7 people, see various tour options and reserve ahead at www.culinarybackstreets.com).


For an evening food tour, check out Yummy Istanbul’s “Taksim Evening” tour, which gets you into the backstreets surrounding İstiklal Street to sample classic Turkish flavors (kebabs, stuffed mussels, baklava). You’ll rub shoulders with locals while you learn, eat, and drink your way through a fun evening ($75/person; Tue, Thu, Sat at 18:00; 3 hours, maximum 10 people, check their various tour offerings and reserve ahead at www.yummyistanbul.com).


With Locals’ “Ten Tastings of Istanbul” tour covers the highlights of Turkish food and drink in a private three-hour tour in the boho Cihangir quarter. Your guide can customize the tour to your food wishes and schedule ($90/person, daily, 2-4 people, www.withlocals.com).
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SIGHTS IN ISTANBUL


Istanbul at a Glance


SIGHTSEEING STRATEGIES


Old Town


SULTANAHMET AREA


Map: Old Town Sights


TOPKAPI PALACE AND NEARBY


BETWEEN THE GRAND BAZAAR AND THE GOLDEN HORN


NEAR THE OLD CITY WALLS


On the Golden Horn


AT THE MOUTH OF THE HORN


INLAND ALONG THE HORN


New District


ON OR NEAR TAKSIM SQUARE


Map: New District Sights


ON OR NEAR İSTIKLAL STREET


GALATA DISTRICT


Along the Bosphorus


The sights in this chapter are arranged by neighborhood for handy sightseeing. Some of the city’s most important sights have the shortest listings (and are marked with a [image: Image]). That’s because they’re covered in much more detail in one of the self-guided walks or tours included elsewhere in this book.


The Old Town’s major sights have long been discovered, which is why this area gets millions of visitors every year. Yet Istanbul is also wonderfully rich with hidden gems outside the main tourist zones, mostly known just to locals.


SIGHTSEEING STRATEGIES


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: If a sight is a must-see for you, confirm its hours in advance by calling, asking at a TI, or checking Turkey’s Ministry of Tourism website, which lists prices and hours at www.muze.gov.tr (don’t rely on individual museum websites, which may not be up to date). It’s safest to visit well before the closing times listed here (at many museums, last entry is one hour before closing).


Mosques: Mosques are generally open from about one hour after sunrise until about an hour before sunset, but close to the public during the five daily services (and the 30 minutes before each service; services last about 15-30 minutes). On Fridays, popular Old Town mosques are closed in the morning, only opening to visitors after the midday prayer (around 14:30). To check prayer times, which shift daily with the position of the sun, see https://namazvakitleri.diyanet.gov.tr.


For basic etiquette on visiting a mosque, see here.


Museum Pass: The five-day Museum Pass Istanbul (about $85) covers many of the city’s top sights, but to make it worthwhile, you’ll need to be busy. Do the math (it includes the Topkapı Palace, Galata Tower, Istanbul Archaeological Museums, Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, and others; for a complete list, see www.muze.gov.tr). With the pass, you can skip ticket lines, though this is mainly only an issue at Topkapı Palace. The pass is sold at ticket offices in most Istanbul museums (buy it at a less crowded sight—not Topkapı). Do not buy the Museum Pass online, as it must be mailed to a local address.


Advance Tickets: Other than Topkapı Palace, museums don’t tend to have long ticket-buying lines, so advance reservations are unnecessary (and often not possible). To view sights where advance tickets are available throughout Turkey, check www.muze.gov.tr.


Skip the Lines with a Guide: At some museums, it’s possible to skip the line without buying tickets ahead of time if accompanied by an official tour guide (for recommended guides, see here).


Old Town


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


SULTANAHMET AREA


[image: Image] The Historic Core Walk chapter links Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, and the Hippodrome.



▲▲▲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 on the grandest scale possible by the Byzantine emperor Justinian in AD 537, it was for a thousand years the cathedral of Constantinople. Later, conquering Ottomans converted Hagia Sophia into a mosque, which it remained for almost five centuries until its conversion to a museum in 1934 by the secular Turkish Republic. Controversially, in 2020 the building was returned to its status as a mosque, and recently the upper galleries were turned into a museum. Hagia Sophia remains the high point of Byzantine architecture. Enjoy the Christian and Islamic elements that meld peacefully under its soaring arches.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: About $27, upper galleries—daily 9:00-19:00, Fri closed 11:00-14:30. The mosque (only accessible to worshippers, Muslim visitors, and people who use a wheelchair) is open in the mornings only for morning prayer, then reopens at 10:00 until the end of the last prayer of the day; in the heart of the Old Town at Sultanahmet Meydanı, +90 212 522 1750,


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


Sultans’ Türbes


A türbe (tewr-beh) is a mausoleum—a monumental tomb for high-ranking religious and political leaders. Several imperial Ottoman türbes are in Hagia Sophia’s garden (separate entrance). This is where sultans Selim II, Murat III, Mehmet III, and Mustafa I (rulers in the 16th and 17th centuries) are buried, side-by-side with their heirs and other relatives.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, daily 9:00-19:00, along the south side of Hagia Sophia—entrance on Bab-ı Hümayün Caddesi.


Visiting the Türbes: Walk past the first four elaborately decorated türbes to reach the simplest mausoleum, that of Sultan Mustafa I. This was built over the Hagia Sophia baptistery. Through the glass (on the right as you enter), you can see the baptistery’s former courtyard and the massive baptismal pool.


The twin-domed türbe of Sultan Murat III is particularly striking. Its interior is decorated in coral-red İznik tiles bordered with excerpts from the Quran and inlaid wood. The türbe of Sultan Selim II, designed by the great Ottoman architect Sinan, is one of the most elaborate in the city, with an exterior paved with marble and İznik tile. Notice the tile panels on either side of the entry: The one on the right is the 16th-century original, while the one on the left is a replica. In 1895, a French art collector took the original panel to France, ostensibly for restoration. It ended up in the Louvre.



▲▲▲Blue Mosque (Sultanahmet Camii)



GOOGLE MAP


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



[image: Image]




[image: Image]



Cost and Hours: Free, Sat-Thu 8:30-18:00 (but closed during prayer times), Fri open from 14:30, Sultanahmet Meydanı.


[image: Image] For a visit inside the Blue Mosque, see the Historic Core Walk.



▲▲Basilica Cistern (Yerebatan Sarayı)



GOOGLE MAP


This vast underground reservoir—lined with columns and mysteriously lit—looks like a subterranean cathedral with plumbing issues. Because it stands atop an earlier basilica, it was called the “Basilica Cistern.”


The cistern was built 1,500 years ago by Emperor Justinian—the same man who built Hagia Sophia. (The actual work was done by about 7,000 enslaved people.) This was the city’s largest cistern, and it served the emperor’s Great Palace. It was just one cistern of hundreds in the city’s vast water-supply system. Fresh water from 10 miles away was channeled here through underground pipes and across raised aqueducts. The cistern served Constantinople for nearly a thousand years. But by the year 1453, it had become much like the Byzantine Empire itself—crumbling, weak, and dysfunctional.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: About $20 until 18:00, $35 in the evening; open daily 9:00-22:00 except closed 18:30-19:30; Yerebatan Caddesi 1/3, Sultanahmet, +90 212 512 1570, www.yerebatan.com.


Visiting the Cistern: You’ll stroll on a metal-grill walkway around a giant colonnaded room over about a foot of water and some modern art. The cross-vaulted ceiling is supported by a forest of ancient brick columns.


It’s huge: 150 yards long and 70 yards wide with 336 columns supporting the ceiling. In its day, the cistern was completely filled with fresh water...20 million gallons—enough to fill 30 Olympic-sized swimming pools or serve the daily needs of 100,000 Byzantines.


The columns are a uniform 30 feet tall, but each has a different capital at the top—from simple Doric to scroll-shaped Ionic to leafy Corinthian—because the columns were recycled from earlier ruins.


A few odd columns stand out. One column’s shaft is carved with rounded shapes that some call “tears” and others call “peacocks’ eyes.” Signs lead you to the two “Medusa” columns. These stand atop big pedestals carved with faces of Medusa—that mythological snake-headed gorgon whose gaze turned people to stone. Why Medusa? The architect may have simply needed to shim up the mismatched columns to the correct height...and Medusa did the trick.



▲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 İbrahim Paşa Palace (home to the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum). Strolling the Hippodrome’s length, you’ll admire the Egyptian Obelisk, Obelisk of Theodosius, and German Fountain—monuments that span the ages.


[image: Image] For more on the Hippodrome, see the Historic Core Walk.



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



GOOGLE MAP


Housed in the former İbrahim Paşa Palace, the opulent mansion of the number-two man (under Süleyman the Magnificent) in the Ottoman empire 500 years ago, this museum’s collection covers Turkish and Islamic art, life, and culture over the centuries. You’ll see objects spanning the eras from the Selçuks to the Ottomans, including carpets, calligraphy, ceramics, glass, and art represented in wood, stone, and metal. Below I’ve outlined some of the museum highlights; for more in-depth information on the museum, go to www.ricksteves.com/turkey-museums [URL inactive].


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: About $18; daily 9:00-19:00, until 17:30 off-season, last entry one hour before closing; Sultanahmet Meydanı—across from the Hippodrome’s Egyptian Obelisk, +90 212 518 1805.


Visiting the Museum: The one-way route (with helpful descriptions posted throughout) is chronological and easy to follow. One room boasts some fine examples of 12th- and 13th-century Selçuk metalwork, pottery, and palace tiles, including a star-shaped tile that depicts a courting couple (a reminder of the many behind-closed-doors affairs that took place in the Selçuk palace).




Istanbul at a Glance


Old Town


▲▲▲Hagia Sophia Constantinople’s great church, later converted to an Ottoman mosque, then a museum, and recently reestablished as a mosque and museum. Hours: Upper galleries open daily 9:00-19:00; mosque open only to worshippers, Muslim visitors, and people who use a wheelchair.





▲▲▲Blue Mosque Ahmet I’s response to Hagia Sophia, named for its brightly colored tiles. Hours: Sat-Thu 8:30-18:00 (but closed during prayer times), Fri open from 14:30.





▲▲▲Topkapı Palace Storied residence of the sultans, with endless museum exhibits, astonishing artifacts, and the famous Harem. Hours: Wed-Mon 9:00-18:00, until 17:00 off-season, closed Tue.





▲▲▲Grand Bazaar World’s oldest shopping mall, with more than 4,000 playfully pushy merchants. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:30-19:00, closed Sun and during religious holidays.





▲▲▲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: Sat-Thu 9:00-18:00 (but closed during prayer times), Fri open from 14:30. Mausoleums—daily 9:00-17:00, until 18:00 in summer.





▲▲Basilica Cistern Vast sixth-century subterranean water reservoir built with recycled Roman columns. Hours: Daily 9:00-22:00 except closed 18:30-19:30.





▲▲Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum Carpets, calligraphy, ceramics, and other traditional arts on display at the former İbrahim Paşa Palace. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:00, until 17:30 off-season.





▲▲Istanbul Archaeological Museums Complex covering Istanbul’s ancient civilizations, including sumptuous tiles and highly decorated sarcophagi. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:30.





▲▲Spice Market Fragrant and colorful spices, dried fruit, and roasted nuts inside a 350-year-old market hall. Hours: Daily 8:00-19:30, until 19:00 off-season, closed during religious holidays.





▲▲Chora Church Modest church outside the Old Town with some of the best Byzantine mosaics in captivity, recently renovated and converted to a mosque and museum. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:00, closed during prayers.





▲Hippodrome Roman chariot racetrack-turned-square, linking Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque.





▲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 during prayer times), Fri open from 14:30.





On the Golden Horn


▲▲Galata Bridge Restaurant-lined bridge spanning the Golden Horn, bristling with fishermen’s poles and offering sweeping views of the Old Town and New District.





▲▲Istanbul Modern Museum featuring contemporary Turkish art in a Renzo Piano-designed building at the cruise port. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-18:00, Fri until 20:00, closed Mon.





New District


▲▲▲İstiklal Street Cosmopolitan pedestrian-only street in the New District, teeming with shops, eateries, and people.





▲▲Galata Tower 14th-century stone tower with the city’s best views. Hours: Daily 8:30-24:00, Nov-March 10:00-20:00.





▲Taksim Square Gateway to the pedestrianized İstiklal Street, and heart of Istanbul’s New District.





▲Pera Museum Compact New District collection of world-class Orientalist paintings, Anatolian weights and measures, and Kütahya tiles. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-19:00 (Fri until 22:00), Sun 12:00-18:00, closed Mon.





▲Galata Dervish House Museum Meeting place for dervishes, who whirl here once a week (may be closed for renovation). Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-18:30, until 17:00 in winter, closed Mon; dervish services generally Sun at 17:00.





Along the Bosphorus


▲▲▲Bosphorus Cruise Public ferry ride on the Bosphorus Strait, offering a glimpse of untouristy Istanbul (and an Asian adventure). Hours: Daily at 10:35, additional departures possible in peak season.





▲Dolmabahçe Palace Opulent 19th-century European-style home of the sultans. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-18:00, until 16:00 in winter, closed Mon.







The Tulip Era (1718-1730)


During the early 18th century, the Ottoman Empire enjoyed an unprecedented era of peace and prosperity. For a half-century, there were no wars, no border disputes, and no uprisings. The Ottomans signed treaties with long-standing rivals such as Russia, Austria, and Venice...and then found themselves out of enemies. Thus began the so-called Tulip Era.


Sultan Ahmet III (r. 1703-1730) reigned over this era. But historians give more credit to his grand vizier, İbrahim Paşa—called the Damat (the “Groom”) because he married the sultan’s daughter. Famed as an able statesman, Damat İbrahim Paşa was also an intellectual, with interests in science, history, art, and literature. He set the tone for the cultured upper-class lifestyle of the Tulip Era.


This time of political, social, and cultural advancement was something of an Ottoman Renaissance. Free from political and economic worries, people could explore and celebrate the finer things in life. The city’s first printshop was established (more than 200 years after the printing press became commonplace in Europe). Literature, especially poetry, came into fashion—even the sultan was a poet. There was a newfound appreciation for fine arts, particularly tile production. Turkish tiles from this period decorate monuments and museums all over the world. Gardening caught on among the wealthy, as “Tulipmania” swept the country. A single sought-after bulb could sell for more than 30 ounces of gold. Hedonism took hold, as lavish waterfront parties sprawled along the Golden Horn at night—lit by candles placed on the backs of hundreds of roaming tortoises.


[image: Image]


But as with any time of prosperity and decadence, the Tulip Era couldn’t last. The sultan’s peacetime frivolity was funded by outrageous tax increases on the common people. Before long, revolution was in the air, led by Patrona Halil, a bath attendant. Halil gathered a mob, recruited the royal guards, stormed Topkapı Palace, and beheaded Damat İbrahim Paşa. The rioters also executed several scholars, poets, and philosophers, and burned down tulip gardens all over the city. Ahmet III left the throne to ease the anger of the rebels. When the dust cleared, Halil and several others were executed as Sultan Mahmut I took the throne. Since Halil was Albanian, one of Mahmut I’s first acts was to ban Albanian attendants in the city’s baths.





Another room is dedicated to holy relics such as hair from the Prophet Muhammad’s beard, his footprint, and two highly decorated verbal descriptions of his qualities—all the more important in Islam with the absence of physical portraits. Called a hilye (heel-yeh), or Hilye-i Şerif, the poetic text describes the Prophet’s attributes, such as generosity, honesty, and gentleness.


The Ethnography section near the end offers a fine look at traditional Turkish lifestyles and folk art. You’ll see how Turkish culture flourished under Ottoman rule (carpets, jewelry, fashion, and puppet theater). One section is like an Ottoman home show, with old-time baths (hamams) and a peek at coffee culture.


Hagia Sophia History & Experience Museum (DEM)


This recently opened museum near Hagia Sophia is ready to fill the gaps for those not able to visit the lower level of the mosque now that it’s closed to most visitors. Facing the Hippodrome next to the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, this family-friendly experience features two floors of glitzy, high-tech video capturing 1,700 years of Hagia Sophia and Istanbul history, and one floor of actual historical artifacts. While a bit cheesy, the 30-minute audiovisual experience through 12 rooms does a good job of explaining the fascinating history of the church-turned-mosque. The finale of artifacts is thoughtfully described.


Cost and Hours: About $27, $50 combo-ticket with Hagia Sophia; daily 8:00-20:00, includes audioguide, café, Sultanahmet Meydanı—entrance across from the Hippodrome’s Egyptian Obelisk, +90 212 518 1805, www.demmuseums.com.


Sokullu Mosque (Kardirga Sokullu Camii)


This 16th-century mosque, 200 yards from the Hippodrome, is more down to earth than the big showpiece mosques around Sultanahmet but contains some notable decorations. The famous imperial architect Sinan built the Sokullu Mosque in 1571 for Grand Vizier Sokullu (for more on Sinan, see the sidebar on here). A fine example of Sinan’s mature work, the mosque is decorated with blue İznik tiles even older than those used in the Blue Mosque. But what makes the Sokullu Mosque unique are several tiny, one-inch-square, 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), and a third is on the entrance to the minbar (pulpit). On the left as you enter is a table of free religious reading (including Qurans in English) for those who are curious.


Cost and Hours: Free; generally open daily one hour after sunrise until one hour before sunset, closed during prayer times, Fri open from 14:30; 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 far (south) end 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, look for the minaret.


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)



GOOGLE MAP


For centuries, this was the palace where the great sultans hung their turbans. Built on the remains of ancient Byzantium, Mehmet II (the Conqueror) established this palace as an administrative headquarters and royal residence, but it was Süleyman the Magnificent who turned Topkapı Palace into a home. During your wander through the many pavilions and courtyards you’ll see 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 emerald-encrusted Topkapı Dagger and the stunning 86-carat Spoonmaker’s Diamond. The Holy Relics exhibit contains sacred Islamic objects, including some associated with the Prophet Muhammad. You can also visit the cloistered rooms of the famous Harem, where the sultan’s wives and concubines lived.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: $50 combo-ticket includes palace, Harem, and nearby Hagia Irene (purchase at Hagia Irene to avoid long lines here), $15 for Harem only; open Wed-Mon 9:00-18:00 (until 17:00 off-season), closed Tue, last entry two hours before closing; includes worthwhile audioguide; between the Golden Horn and Sea of Marmara in the Sultanahmet district, +90 212 512 0480, www.millisaraylar.gov.tr.


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




Ottoman Fountains


Throughout old neighborhoods in Istanbul, you’ll find elegant fountains, souvenirs of a genteel age. The most famous is the Ahmet III Fountain, just outside the Imperial Gate of Topkapı Palace.


[image: Image]


In the 17th century, there were more than 10,000 fountains scattered throughout the city—at intersections, mosques, parks, and gardens. Because most private homes did not have plumbing, people used public fountains as their water source. Most of the fountains relied on a water system constructed by the imperial architect Sinan in the mid-1500s. To begin with, the fountains were generally simple structures, built to be functional. The tap was mounted on a marble panel and a basin was placed underneath.


Some fountains were built by the royal family and/or local administrators, but most were donated by the wealthy. It was considered prestigious to build a handsome fountain, and those commissioned by the rich were quite fancy and decorative. These charming fountains (whose water effects are often drowned out by the noise of 21st-century traffic) come with decor typical of the Muslim Ottomans: a flamboyant Arabic script rendering a Quranic verse, perhaps a poem or proverb, the name of the benefactor, and a line acknowledging the donation.


Although no longer as common, the custom of building fountains continues today. People in the countryside sometimes build roadside fountains for travelers.





Hagia Irene (Aya İrini)


This important early-Christian church hides inside the outer Topkapı Palace wall. The original Hagia Irene church (Church of the Divine Peace) that stood on this site is thought to have been built by Constantine. The present structure dates back to the reign of Emperor Justinian in the sixth century, when this church and Hagia Sophia were rebuilt after a catastrophic fire. (Notice how the ramp leads down to the ancient street level.)


[image: Image]


Soon after Constantine split the Roman Empire between West and East—with the Eastern capital here, in Byzantium (renamed Constantinople)—Hagia Irene hosted the Second Ecumenical Council to set the course for the new church (in AD 381). Decisions made in this building shaped Christian traditions for centuries to come. In the short term, the council—which discussed theological questions such as whether Jesus was human, divine, or both—sparked social struggles and riots in the early history of the capital.


Hagia Irene served as the patriarchal (main) church of Constantinople until Hagia Sophia was built. Under Ottoman rule, Hagia Irene was used as an arsenal by the imperial guards and later to store artifacts from the Istanbul Archaeological Museums.


Cost and Hours: About $17, $50 combo-ticket with Topkapı Palace and Harem; Wed-Mon 9:00-18:00, closed Tue; between the Golden Horn and Sea of Marmara in the Sultanahmet district.



▲▲Istanbul Archaeological Museums (İstanbul Arkeoloji Müzesi)



GOOGLE MAP


In a city and region so richly layered with the remains of fallen civilizations, this complex of three museums (all covered by the same ticket) is an important stop. While the highlight is the Museum of Archaeology, the complex also hosts the Tiled Kiosk Museum and the Museum of the Ancient Orient (both of which may be undergoing renovation when you visit). The description below provides an overview; for a more detailed tour through the museum, see www.ricksteves.com/turkey-museums [URL inactive].


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: About $16, ticket includes all three museums; daily 9:00-18:30, last entry one hour before closing; Osman Hamdi Bey Yokuşu, Gülhane, Eminönü, +90 212 520 7740.


Getting There: The museum complex is inside the outer wall of the Topkapı Palace complex. You can reach it from outside (conveniently near the Gülhane tram stop), or from inside the first courtyard of the Topkapı Palace (near the Hagia Irene church, follow the signs downhill on the lane).
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Key to Rick Steves Istanbul

Symbols and Abbreviations

TI Tourist information office
wc Restroom
m More information elsewhere in this book
RS% Discount for Rick Steves readers
Sights
AAA  Mustsee
AA Try hard to see
A Worthwhile
No rating Worth knowing about
Hotels MAP LEGEND
$$$$  Splurge: Most rooms over $250 J3 viewpoint
$$3$ Pricier: $200-250 4 Entrance
$$ Moderate: $130-200 € Tourist Info
$ Budget: $65-130 Restroom)
¢ Backpacker: Under $65
W Castle/Fortress
Restaurants [ Mosque
$$$$ Splurge: Most main courses over $50 [2] Synagogue
$$% Pricier: $30-50 @ church

$$ Moderate: $15-30
$  Budget: Under $15 = Point of Interest

[l Ottoman Fountairs

Note: Due to high inflation in Turkey, this book lists St

prices in rough US dollar estimates (though prices + - = Walk/Tour Route

in Turkey are listed in liras and sometimes euros)

See Oanda.com for the current exchange rates. Trail

@ Airport

Basics @ Taxi Stand
Turkey Calling Code: 90 ikt Tram/Tram Stop

. ) ) ® Bus Stop
Official Tourism Website: GoTurkey.com B e
Hours: Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock.
It's the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: - [ Tunnel
13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, sub- Pedestrian Zone
tract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.). e

-~ Railway

Updates: This book is updated regularly—but things

change. For the latest, visit RickSteves.com/update. Ferry/Boat Route

2 Funiclular

@ Parking

Park
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AVERAGE DAILY EXPENSES PER PERSON

Lodging
Based on two people
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$245 a $200 double room
Applies to cities, Pt 28

figure on less

for towns 7

je=2$100

Meals

$25 for lunch,

$35 for dinner, and

$5 for coffee or
ice cream

City Transit  Sights and /$65
Trams, funicular, Entertainment

Metro, and ferries  This daily average
works for most

Q“ absrs -/
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