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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome…and a Few Changes


Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.








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 partnered with talented tour guides (and Istanbul residents) Lale Surmen Aran and Tankut Aran. Lale and Tankut wrote the first edition, my team of guidebook researchers and editors (including Cameron Hewitt and Gene Openshaw) shaped it, and I personally traveled with their work, adding my own perspective.
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This book offers you 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.


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 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.


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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Tasty snacks on wheels; sweet Turkish delight; boys dressed up for a traditional circumcision party
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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 asking a fisherman about his catch, 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 15 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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			Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent. 




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, Blue Mosque, and Topkapı Palace—are clustered in the central, welcoming neighborhood called Sultanahmet, which also has the highest concentration of hotels and restaurants. Also here are the Istanbul Archaeological Museums and the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum.


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.


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, the Golden Horn is spanned by the people-friendly Galata Bridge, itself abuzz with pedestrians, fishermen, food carts, and eateries.


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.


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 delightful 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.
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Clockwise from top: Spice Market; Chora Church mosaics; Galata Bridge action; İstiklal Street tram
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Clockwise from top: Kadıköy market; New District skyline with Galata Tower; ballooning in Cappadocia; friendly shopper





The New District’s major sights are the Pera Museum (Orientalist art), the Galata Dervish Monastery (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 in 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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	Bosphorus Bridge spanning Europe and Asia 



		

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 our best general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


As you read this book and learn about 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 more information, check the climate chart in the appendix (and www.mgm.gov.tr for a daily forecast).


Keep in mind that Istanbul is more crowded and has higher hotel prices during Christian holidays such as Easter, Christmas, and New Year’s.



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 chapter. Consider whether you’ll want to buy a Museum Pass or tickets for major sights in advance.


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 three to 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 Basilica Cistern, and the Blue Mosque. Then follow the self-guided tour of the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum (across from the Blue Mosque).


Evening Options: On any evening, consider dinner in a sea-view restaurant, a whirling dervish performance, or live music and clubbing 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.
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Blue Mosque on a quiet morning; strolling the New District at night
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Clockwise from top: 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 tours of the sprawling Topkapı Palace and nearby Istanbul Archaeological Museums. For a break, Gülhane Park is next door.


Then take a taxi to the Chora Church for a self-guided tour of its Byzantine mosaics. From here, you could follow this book’s self-guided City Walls and Neighborhoods Walk, which starts near the church.


With only two days for Istanbul, skip the church and instead take a self-guided New District Walk.


Day Three


Spend today on this book’s self-guided 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. You’ll finish near the Galata Bridge, where you could end your day with a self-guided Golden Horn Walk.
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Day Four


Devote today to the New District, following this book’s self-guided walk along the street called İstiklal, including visits to the Pera Museum and Galata Tower.


To fit in more New District sights, choose from the Military Museum (near Taksim Square) or the Quincentennial Museum of Turkish Jews (near Galata Tower). Or take a funicular from Taksim Square down to the Bosphorus and Dolmabahçe Palace (sultans’ 19th-century digs; book a tour in advance). Catch a taxi to the Chora Church in the Old Town (if you didn’t go on Day Two).


Day Five


Go to Asia. Set sail on the Bosphorus Strait, following this book’s 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.


Or, for a quicker visit to Asia, catch a ferry across the Bosphorus to Üsküdar or Kadıköy, and follow this book’s self-guided walks through those local neighborhoods.


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.


Or catch a flight to Ephesus or Cappadocia, or visit both. Ephesus merits a day, while the Cappadocia region warrants two to four days. Flights connect Cappadocia and Ephesus.
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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 $600-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a one-week visit, allow about $15-20 per person for public transportation (each individual trip costs about 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. Add $35-50 if you plan to take a taxi between the airport and your hotel in the Old Town or New District.
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To add on Ephesus or Cappadocia, figure about $150 for a round-trip flight to either destination.


Budget Tips: To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Istanbul and mentioned in this book.


A Museum Pass saves avid sightseers time and money (see the Sights chapter for details). Or, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


Some businesses—especially hotels—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel and book good-value rooms early. Some hotels 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 even seniors can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Istanbul. You can get tasty, affordable meals at self-service cafeterias and from street vendors (döner kebabs, bagel-like simit). Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a cooking class, a Turkish bath, or 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
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and Ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks.


Make sure your travel documents are valid. You need a passport and a visa, but no shots, to travel in Turkey. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov). You must buy your visa before you enter Turkey (at www.evisa.gov.tr/en or at an embassy or consulate).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights. 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.


Buy a pass or advance tickets for major sights, and reserve splurge experiences. To avoid ticket lines at Istanbul’s sights, purchase a Museum Pass or buy advance tickets for just the biggies, such as Topkapı Palace (www.muze.gov.tr is a one-stop shop). If you’re adding Cappadocia and want to splurge on a hot-air balloon ride or a folk show, reserve far ahead.


Hire guides in advance. If you want to hire a guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring Turkish lira for your trip; you can withdraw lira from cash machines in Turkey.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, transit schedules, 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.
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Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Travel smarter with these free, fun resources:


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains over 400 short clips 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 (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, I’ve recorded an audio tour of ancient Ephesus (look for the [image: ]). The app also offers interviews from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.


[image: ]






[image: ]



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, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


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


Carry identification. You’re required to have proof of identity and your tourist visa with you at all times in Turkey. You may be asked to show your passport when entering sights or using a credit card.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket or wallet. Don’t set valuable 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 photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Beat the summer heat. If you wilt easily, choose a hotel with air-conditioning, start your day early, take a midday siesta at your hotel, and resume your sightseeing later. Take frequent breaks for cold drinks and snacks at teahouses or coffee shops.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you an exhausting walk across town or a long wait for a cheap bus. To avoid long lines, follow the crowd-beating tips in this book, such as getting a Museum Pass, buying tickets in advance, or sightseeing early or late.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Turks—especially in the tourist trade and in cities—speak English, but if you learn some Turkish, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book, and even better, bring a phrase book.


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.”
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	Istanbul...here you come!
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ORIENTATION TO ISTANBUL


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 ease.


With just over 15 million people, Istanbul sprawls over an enormous area on both banks of the Bosphorus Strait (Boğaziçi). The western half lies in Europe, and the east 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.
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This chapter offers crucial advice on basic survival—things like staying healthy (don’t drink the 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 detailed day plans, see the previous chapter.)


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 salesmen.




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 Monastery

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







	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)













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 have sporadic hours; generally daily 9:00-17:00): in the Sultanahmet neighborhood, in the center of the Old Town (until 22:00 in summer, Divan Yolu Caddesi 3, at the bottom of the Hippodrome, next to the tram tracks, +90 212 518 8754); at the Sirkeci train station, near the Golden Horn in the Old Town’s Eminönü district (until 20:00, +90 212 511 5888); and near Taksim Square in the New District (at Mete Caddesi 6).


There are also TIs at Istanbul Airport, the city’s main airport (open until 23:00, +90 212 813 3839) and at Sabiha Gökçen Airport, the city’s alternate airport on the Asian side (+90 216 588 8794).


For current information on cultural activities, entertainment, shopping, and restaurants, pick up The Guide, a magazine published every two months and written by Turks and expats (10 TL, at bigger newspaper stands and major bookstores on İstiklal Street in the New District; also available online at www.theguideistanbul.com).


The monthly Time Out Istanbul magazine lists sights, hotels, restaurants, nightclubs, and more (6 TL, sold at most Istanbul newsstands, www.timeout.com/istanbul).


ARRIVAL IN ISTANBUL


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


HELPFUL HINTS


Don’t Drink the Water: Drinking Istanbul’s tap water can make you sick. Brush your teeth with bottled water, and avoid getting tap water in your mouth while showering, shaving, and so on. Any bottled or canned beverages are fine. Most restaurants sell 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.


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.


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).


Medical Problems: In an emergency, dialing 112 will get you an ambulance to a public hospital (you may need to ask a local to help with translation—but Turks are eager to help). Istanbul’s public 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. For recommendations, see the Practicalities chapter.


Theft Alert: In Turkey, travelers are rarely mugged, but often pickpocketed. Thieves thrive on fresh-off-the-plane tourists. You’ll be better off without your best clothes, expensive-looking gear, and fancy jewelry. Be alert on all public transportation and in crowds. Watch for distraction tactics such as dropped coins, “accidental” spills, 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. Wear a money belt, be smart with your bags, sling your daypack across your front, and keep change in buttoned or front pockets.




Daily Reminder


Open Every Day: Hagia Sophia, Basilica Cistern, Bosphorus cruise boats, Galata Tower, Chora Church, 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. 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: Most of Istanbul’s museums are closed today, including those operated by the Ministry of Culture—such as the Istanbul Archaeological Museums, and the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum. The Dolmabahçe Palace, Galata Dervish Monastery, Military Museum, Istanbul Modern, Pera Museum, Sakıp Sabancı Museum, and Rahmi Koç Industrial Museum are also closed. Topkapı Palace is open.


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


Wednesday: Closed sights include the Rumeli Fortress and Sadberk Hanım Museum. Because Topkapı Palace is closed on Tuesday, it may be especially crowded first thing this morning.


Thursday: All sights are open. Istanbul Modern is open until 20:00.


Friday: The Blue Mosque is closed until after the Friday noon service. All other mosques are closed during this important service, and very crowded before and after. The Quincentennial Museum of Turkish Jews closes at 13:00.


Saturday: Everything is open except the Quincentennial Museum of Turkish Jews.


Ramadan: During the Muslim holy month, a big, convivial, multigenerational festival breaks out each evening at sunset. For most visitors, the Hippodrome square is the most convenient place to join in. For more information, see here.


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.





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


Buses and trams are very crowded, and some physical contact with other people is unavoidable. But if someone tries to touch you in a deliberate way, be clear about your disapproval. Push the offender away and say in a loud voice, “Çek elini” (check eh-lee-nee; Get 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 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. 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.)


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.


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. 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, the 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.


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 encounter a 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 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, but 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 in the minority; most humans sit on their haunches and nothing more.


Baggage Storage: Easy-to-use lockers are available at Istanbul Airport (fees vary with item size). 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).


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. 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 (abundant and affordable) and ferries (handy in this water-laced city).


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 to parks, fairs, and theaters. Expect crowds on transit and in the streets.




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:
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Don’t signal to someone with your hands or your fingers, except when 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 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.)





By Taxi


Taxis are generally an efficient, affordable way to get around town (5-TL drop fee, then roughly 3.10 TL/kilometer; no nighttime tariff). Figure about 25-40 TL for a longer trip within the Old Town or New District.


Taxi Tips: 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 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 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.


Or try the İtaksi app (meaning “Istanbul taxi”). It’s a good way to make sure you’ll get an official taxi and be charged the right fare (in English; see details at www.itaksi.com).


All cabs have electronic meters and cabbies should use them. To ask for the meter to be turned on, use the phrase “taksi metre lütfen” (tahk-see meh-treh lewt-fehn; meter, please).


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. If your cabbie incurs toll charges, though, you should expect to pay them.


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 must 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 2-4 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, funicular, and Metro lines intersect at central locations, and use the same cards and passes. A transit system map is included at the back of this book, and you can find timetables and maps at www.metro.istanbul.
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Trams


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):




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. For the latest, check the Istanbul public transportation website (www.metro.istanbul).


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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Single or Multiple-Ride Cards: These nonrechargeable electronic cards should cover all forms of public transit. A single-ride card costs 5 TL; multiple-ride cards offer lower fares (2-ride card-8 TL, 3 rides-11 TL, 5 rides-17 TL, 10 rides-32 TL). Buy these cards from ticket booths at major bus, tram, light rail, Metro, and ferry stops (not available through vending machines).
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IstanbulKart Pass: If you’re staying more than a few days and plan to use public transit frequently, consider the reloadable IstanbulKart transit card to cut your per-ride costs. There’s a nonrefundable 6-TL charge to buy the card, then each ride costs 2.60 TL (a deal compared to a 5-TL single-ride card). Transfers within a two-hour window are even cheaper, at about 1.85 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 (3 TL with pass) and ferries to the islands (4 TL with pass).
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IstanbulKart passes are sold at ticket booths and newsstands; to reload the card, use a vending machine or visit a tobacco shop near central stops. If reloading at a vending machine, do not use large bills, as machines do not give change and will load the entire amount onto the card.


To use the IstanbulKart, hold it over the card reader as you go through the turnstile. The screen will show your remaining balance. For more information about the İstanbulKart, call +90 212 444 1871, visit www.istanbulkart.istanbul, or download the app.





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 Museums.


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 the Kiliç Ali Paşa mosque.


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.


Funiculars


The easy one-stop, two-minute underground füniküler 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 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. To find a Metro entrance, look for big M signs.


Marmaray Rail


Marmaray (mahr-mah-rahy), the underground (and underwater) commuter rail system, provides by far the fastest connection between the two banks of the Bosphorus. Trains run between Kazlıçeşme (just outside 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 from Sirkeci Station in the Old Town. See the Asian Istanbul Walks chapter for details.


Light Rail


Istanbul’s light rail is of little use to most travelers, unless you arrive in Istanbul by bus (see the Connections chapter).


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). Bus numbers on a particular route are clearly marked on signs at stops (bus info at www.iett.gov.tr/en). Buses are mostly useful for sights along the Bosphorus, including the Rumeli Fortress, Sakıp Sabancı Museum, and Sadberk Hanım Museum.


To ride a bus, you’ll need either a transit card or İstanbulKart, as bus drivers do not take cash or tokens.


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—many cost as little as 5 TL one-way (2.60 TL with İstanbulKart).


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. For more on commuter ferries, see the Golden Horn Walk chapter.


You may see “sea buses” (deniz otobüsü) on the water, but these are geared for commuters, not tourists.


Tours in Istanbul


Note that tour companies and local guides often list prices in dollars or euros (not Turkish lira) and prefer to be paid in those currencies. This is partly for convenience, but also to protect vendors against currency fluctuations.


Hop-on, Hop-off Bus Tours


Narrated Bigbus double-decker tours should enable you to hop off, tour a sight, then catch a later bus to your next destination—but it isn’t very practical. The tour amounts to a pricey two-hour ride in heavy traffic with recorded, multilingual commentary. 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). But strictly for transportation, the Old Town’s single tram line will take you to the major sights without the hassle and for a lot less money. The bus loop starts across from Hagia Sophia at Sultanahmet, but you can hop on at nearly any of the major sights along the route. Buses run year-round (€45, valid 24 hours, departures every 30 minutes, +90 212 283 1396, www.bigbustours.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 (25 TL, about hourly on weekdays and Sun, every half-hour on Sat; see the Bosphorus Cruise chapter for specifics, www.turyol.com).




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 ongoing, $2.5 billion Marmaray (a.k.a. Marmara Rail) project. The Marmaray incorporates a new 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.





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 Poyrazköy Bay (north on the Bosphorus). Prices include admission to all sights (cruises operate April-Sept, €79, 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 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. I’ve indicated which of the listed guides also run travel agencies so you’ll know what they’re allowed to arrange for you. All guides listed here are certified with the appropriate authorities. 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.


Lale and Tan, co-authors of this book and the owners of SRM Travel, run city tours, food walks, and cooking classes; develop custom itineraries for Istanbul, Cappadocia, Ephesus, and the rest of Turkey; and can book a private guide for you (including some who lead or help with Rick Steves’ Europe tours). Lale and Tan can also refer travelers to gay-friendly guides and services in Istanbul. Mention this book to receive free travel consulting when you buy any travel service (private guiding from $235/half-day, from $265/full day, +90 216 266 5839, www.srmtravel.com).


Other recommended travel agent/guides include Kağan and Lale Koşağan of KSG Tours (€250/half-day, +90 216 343 4215, mobile +90 532 234 2042, www.ksgtours.com). Attila Kılınç can book you with a guide and provide private travel services (from $150/half-day, $200/full day, mobile +90 532 294 7667, www.marmaratours.com).


The following certified tour guides have also served my readers well: Hakan Başar ($200-220/half-day, $220-250/full day, mobile +90 532 417 1744, hakanbashar@gmail.com), Nilüfer İris ($225/half-day, $300/full day, especially good with senior travelers, +90 212 273 1142, mobile +90 532 244 1395, niluferiris@hotmail.com), and Pınar Çağlayan ($250-325/full day, offers food tours and classes too, mobile +90 538 315 5888, guidepinar@hotmail.com).
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SIGHTS IN ISTANBUL


Istanbul at a Glance


SIGHTSEEING STRATEGIES


In the Old Town


IN THE SULTANAHMET AREA


Map: Old Town Sights


TOPKAPI PALACE AND NEARBY


FROM THE GRAND BAZAAR TO THE GOLDEN HORN


NEAR THE OLD CITY WALLS


On the Golden Horn


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


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: ]). That’s because they are 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 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.


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, check its hours in advance (by calling or asking at a TI—websites often are not accurate), and visit well before the closing times listed here.


Museum Pass: The five-day Museum Pass Istanbul (currently 325 TL) covers many of the city’s top sights, including the Topkapı Palace (but not its Harem), Galata Tower, Istanbul Archaeological Museums, Istanbul Mosaic Museum, Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, Chora Church, and others. The pass can save you money and lets you bypass ticket lines at the most popular attractions. Validate the pass only when you’re ready to tackle covered sights on consecutive days. The pass is sold online (www.muze.gov.tr) and at ticket offices and vending machines at participating sights (buy it at a less-crowded sight—not Topkapı Palace).


Advance Tickets: If you don’t need a pass, you can avoid lines by buying advance tickets at www.muze.gov.tr for museums including Topkapı Palace, Istanbul Archaeological Museums, Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, and Chora Church.


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


In the Old Town


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


IN THE SULTANAHMET AREA


[image: ] The Historic Core Walk chapter links Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, the Basilica Cistern, 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. But whether church, mosque, or museum, Hagia Sophia remains the high point of Byzantine architecture. Enjoy the Christian and Islamic elements that meld peacefully under its soaring arches.


[image: ]


Cost and Hours: Free, generally open daily around the clock but closed to visitors five times a day for prayer; details for tourist visits to Hagia Sophia in flux at time of publication—best to confirm locally; in the heart of the Old Town at Sultanahmet Meydanı, +90 212 522 1750, www.muze.gen.tr.


[image: ] See the Hagia Sophia Tour chapter.




Istanbul at a Glance


In the Old Town


▲▲▲Hagia Sophia Constantinople’s great church, later converted to an Ottoman mosque, then a museum, and recently reestablished as a mosque. Hours: Generally open daily around the clock but closed to visitors five times a day for prayer.





▲▲▲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 mornings.





▲▲▲Topkapı Palace Storied residence of the sultans, with endless museum exhibits, astonishing artifacts, and the famous Harem. Hours: Wed-Mon 9:00-19:00, 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 9:00-19:00, 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: 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.





▲▲Basilica Cistern Vast sixth-century subterranean water reservoir built with recycled Roman columns. Hours: Daily 9:00- 17:30.





▲▲Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum Carpets, calligraphy, ceramics, and other traditional arts on display at the former İbrahim Paşa Palace. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-20:00, until 18:00 off-season, closed Mon.





▲▲Istanbul Archaeological Museums Complex covering Istanbul’s ancient civilizations, including sumptuous tiles and highly decorated sarcophagi. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-20:00, until 18:00 off-season, closed Mon.





▲▲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.





▲▲Chora Church Modest church outside the Old Town with some of the best Byzantine mosaics in captivity. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season.





▲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 to visitors five times a day for prayer.





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.





In the 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 10:00-21:00, Fri-Sat until 23:30.





▲Taksim Square Gateway to the pedestrianized Istiklal 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 11:00-18:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, closed Mon.





▲Galata Dervish Monastery Meeting place for dervishes, who whirl here once a week. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00, 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 April-Oct at 10:35 and 13:35, additional departures possible in summer; Nov-March at 10:35 only.





▲Dolmabahçe Palace Opulent 19th-century European-style home of the sultans, accessible only by guided tour. Hours: Tours run Tue-Sun 9:00-16:00, closed Mon.






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. To go inside a türbe, you’ll need to remove your shoes on its entrance porch.


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.


[image: ]


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)



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. The building is undergoing an extensive renovation, and parts of it may be behind scaffolding when you visit.


[image: ]


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 mornings, Sultanahmet Meydanı.


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



▲▲Basilica Cistern (Yerebatan Sarayı)



Stroll through an underground rain forest of pillars in this vast, subterranean water reservoir. Built in the sixth century AD to store water for a thirsty and fast-growing capital city, the cistern, with a capacity of more than 20 million gallons, 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 and art exhibitions.


[image: ]


Cost and Hours: 20 TL, daily 9:00-17:30, Yerebatan Caddesi 1/3, Sultanahmet, +90 212 512 1570, www.yerebatan.com.


[image: ] For a visit inside the Basilica Cistern, see the Historic Core Walk.



▲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 the Hagia Sophia, 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, Column of Constantine, and German Fountain—monuments that span the ages.


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



▲▲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, +90 212 518 1805, www.muze.gov.tr.


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


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.





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 imperial architect Sinan built the Sokullu Mosque in 1571-72 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 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), and a third is on the entrance to the minbar (pulpit).


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 for 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, 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. 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 may be under renovation during your visit.
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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.


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.


[image: ]


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.





Cost and Hours: Palace-100 TL (line-skipping Fast-Track ticket-135 TL); Harem-70 TL; Wed-Mon 9:00-19:00 (until 17:00 off-season), closed Tue, last entry two hours before closing (one hour in off-season), exhibits may begin closing one hour earlier; audioguide-45 TL; between the Golden Horn and Sea of Marmara in the Sultanahmet district, +90 212 512 0480, www.millisaraylar.gov.tr.


[image: ] See the Topkapı Palace Tour chapter.


Hagia Irene (Aya Irini)


This important early Christian church hides inside the outer Topkapı Palace wall. Often mistakenly interpreted as “St. Irene,” the church’s name actually means the “Divine Peace,” an attribute of Christ. The original Hagia Irene church 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.


[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: 60 TL, Wed-Mon 9:00-16:45, closed Tue; between the Golden Horn and Sea of Marmara in the Sultanahmet district.



▲▲Istanbul Archaeological Museums (Istanbul Arkeoloji Müzesi)



In a city as richly layered with the remains of fallen civilizations as Istanbul, this complex of three museums (all covered by the same ticket) is an essential stop. The variety and quality of the collections rival any in Europe. 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 are undergoing renovation; in the interim, collection highlights are being displayed in temporary galleries.) The Tiled Kiosk Museum sparkles with a staggering array of sumptuous ceramics and tiles. And the Museum of the Ancient Orient shows off striking fragments from the even more ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia and Anatolia, such as the 13th-century BC Kadesh Treaty—the first written peace agreement in world history.
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Cost and Hours: 50 TL includes all three museums; Tue-Sun 9:00-20:00, until 18:00 off-season, closed Mon, last entry one hour before closing; audioguide-25 TL, Osman Hamdi Bey Yokuşu, Gülhane, Eminönü, +90 212 520 7740, www.muze.gov.tr.


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



▲Gülhane Park



Originally Topkapı Palace’s imperial garden, this welcoming swath of open green space is Istanbul’s oldest park. 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, a.k.a. Sublime Porte)


In the 19th century, this grand gate near Topkapı Palace, with its wavy roof and twin fountains, was the entrance to the office of the grand vizier (the sultan’s first minister), where the business of the Ottomans was conducted. The word bab (door) refers to the authority of the state; historically, official pronouncements and decisions were announced at a palace gate. 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 the “Old Town Sights” map, earlier in this chapter).



FROM THE GRAND BAZAAR TO THE GOLDEN HORN



The area north and west of Sultanahmet is more residential and less touristy; here you can delve into the “real” Istanbul 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 local residents.


[image: ] The Old Town Back Streets Walk links many of the following sights and 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 traditional 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: ]


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


[image: ] See the Grand Bazaar Tour chapter.



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



This soothing, 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: ]


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: ] 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. It’s elevated above street level in a bustling market zone, its facade studded with impressive İznik tiles. But the wall-to-wall decorations inside are even more breathtaking. Note that ongoing restoration may obscure your view of the tiles; check locally.


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, 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.


NEAR THE OLD CITY WALLS



▲▲Chora Church (Kariye Müzesi)



This small but remarkable ancient church is packed full of some of the most impressive Byzantine mosaics anywhere (parts may be under renovation during your visit). It’s tucked just inside the old city walls, removed from the rest of Istanbul’s Old Town sights, but art lovers and history buffs find Chora Church to be worth the trip. Tilt back your head and squint at the thousands of tiny tiles artfully plastered on the ceilings and domes. Mosaics depict the birth, life, and death of Christ, as well as the Holy Family, saints, and other Christian figures. Note that the Turkish government has announced the impending conversion of the building to a mosque. Confirm hours and admission details locally before visiting.




Istanbul’s Best Views


Galata Tower: This 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 (see here).


Ferry to Kadıköy: A ferry ride from the Galata Bridge to the Asian side of town reveals the Old Town from a different perspective, as well as the contemporary New District skyline and the bustling Asian side; views extend out to the Sea of Marmara (one-way ride-5 TL, ferries available from Eminönü and Karaköy piers, at either end of Galata Bridge).


Galata Bridge: The sidewalks of this bridge are a great perch for photographers. From the west side, enjoy an unobstructed view of the Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent; from the east side, take in the Bosphorus and Topkapı Palace. A viewing platform on the bridge’s lower, restaurant level offers a panorama of Europe, the Bosphorus, and Asia—all in one frame (from midspan, to reach the lower level, descend the stairs on the east side).


Mosque of Süleyman the Magnificent: The mosque’s huge courtyard offers an outstanding view, over centuries-old domes and chimneys, all the way to the mouth of the Golden Horn, across to the New District, and up the Bosphorus Strait.


Adamar Hotel: This recommended hotel’s terrace, above the restaurant floor, has a spectacular view of Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque rising above the Old Town. The blue waters of the Bosphorus serve as a backdrop (Yerebatan Caddesi 37, Sultanahmet, www.adamarhotel.com).


Restaurants: Some eateries have superb views, including the recommended Cankurtaran Sosyal Tesisleri, Mimar Sinan Café, Hamdi Restaurant, 360 Restaurant, and Bilsak 5.Kat (see the Eating in Istanbul chapter).





Cost and Hours: 65 TL, daily 9:00-19:00, until 17:00 off-season, audioguide-25 TL, +90 212 631 9241, www.muze.gov.tr.


Getting There: The church is in the Edirnekapı district, west of downtown, a 40-50 TL taxi ride each way from Sultanahmet.


[image: ] See the Chora Church Tour chapter.


Walls of Constantinople and Theodosius II


When Constantine laid out his new capital city in the early fourth century, he erected defensive walls that arced from the Golden Horn to the Sea of Marmara. Theodosius II reinforced and expanded the boundary of that wall system in the fifth century, making it one of the most extensive fortifications in history. The land walls were complemented by sea walls encircling the rest of the peninsula. Together the walls protected the city from invaders for more than 1,000 years. Many sections still survive.


Cost and Hours: Best viewed by day; located about four miles northwest of the historic core. The best way to see the land walls is to walk there after touring Chora Church (see listing, earlier).


[image: ] See the City Walls and Neighborhoods Walk chapter (including details for the Tekfur Palace Museum, where it’s possible to climb a portion of the walls).


On the Golden Horn


The following sights are located along the Golden Horn waterway. The first two—Galata Bridge and Sirkeci Train Station—are at the mouth of the inlet, near the Spice Market, in the Old Town district called Eminönü (a major transit hub for trams, buses, and ferries). The remaining sights are farther up the inlet, but can be easily reached by taxi or bus (for locations, see the “Istanbul Transit” map at the back of this book).



▲▲Galata Bridge (Galata Köprüsü)



In 1994, this modern bridge replaced what had been the first and, for many years, only bridge spanning the Golden Horn. Now, lined with hundreds of fishermen dipping their hooks into the water below, the Galata Bridge is an Istanbul fixture. A stroll over the bridge offers panoramic views of the Old Town and across the Bosphorus to Asian Istanbul. Consider stopping for a drink or a meal at one of the many restaurants on the bridge’s lower level, where there’s also a viewing platform (access lower level from either end of bridge or at midspan; tram stops: Eminönü on the Old Town end of the bridge, and Karaköy on the New District end).


[image: ] The area around the Old Town side of the Galata Bridge is covered by the Golden Horn Walk chapter.


Sirkeci Train Station (Sirkeci Tren Garı)


This 19th-century example of European Orientalism architecture was the terminus of the Orient Express. The famous train, which traveled from Paris through “exotic” eastern Europe to Istanbul, was immortalized by Agatha Christie in her classic crime novel Murder on the Orient Express. Today the station is used mostly by local commuters; it’s also an alternative entry for the Marmaray Metro station. The modest Railway Museum inside the station is worth a look.


Cost and Hours: Railway Museum—free, Tue-Sat 9:00-12:30 & 13:00-17:00, closed Sun-Mon; near the Eminönü ferry docks, tram stop: Sirkeci, +90 212 527 1201.




Istanbul with Kids


Among the many sights described in this chapter, some are definite kid pleasers:


• Spooky Basilica Cistern


• Attraction-filled Miniatürk Park


• Breezy Bosphorus Cruise


• Bustling Grand Bazaar


• Fragrant Spice Market


• Gadget-filled Rahmi Koç Industrial Museum, with a Golden Horn cruise


• Nostalgic Tram down İstiklal Street.


A few other sights are worth considering:


Santral Istanbul is an industrial museum (formerly a power plant) that’s popular with school kids. In the Museum of Energy, they can explore the original turbine rooms, have fun in the Energy Play Zone, try interactive science experiences, generate energy, morph into batteries, and make magnetic sculptures (free, daily 10:00-18:00, closed on the first day of religious holidays; Eski Silahtarağa Elektrik Santrali, Kazım Karabekir Caddesi 2, Eyüp, +90 212 311 7878, www.santralistanbul.org). A free shuttle runs between the museum and Atatürk Cultural Center at Taksim Square (see museum website for details). You can also take the Golden Horn ferry from Karaköy and get off at the Eyüp stop; from there, it’s a short walk to the museum (see the Golden Horn Walk chapter for ferry details).


The Istanbul Aquarium (Istanbul Akvaryum), set in a 20-acre rainforest, has more than 1,500 species and 15,000 animals in exhibits organized geographically from the Black Sea to the Pacific Ocean. Try to schedule your visit to overlap with the daily feeding at 15:00 (109 TL, 79 TL for students—ID required, young kids are free, family discounts; daily 10:00-20:00, west of the Old Town at Şenlikköy Mahallesi Yeşilköy Halkalı Caddesi 93, Florya, +90 212 444 9744, www.istanbulakvaryum.com. A free shuttle connects the aquarium with the Old Town (from a stop near the ATMs in Sultanahmet Meydanı) and Taksim Square (stops at Atatürk Cultural Center; both routes 4/day, every 2 hours starting at 10:15 or 10:30, see aquarium website for details).





Eyüp Sultan Mosque (Eyüp Sultan Camii)


This mosque attracts a conservative pilgrim crowd, making it one of the most interesting people-watching experiences in the city. You’ll be surrounded by Turks who are humble in mood and attire, each looking for spiritual fulfillment.


Ayyub El Ansari, called Eyüp Sultan by the Turks, was the Prophet Muhammad’s standard-bearer and companion. He died outside the city walls during the siege of Constantinople by Muslim Arabs and was buried where he fell. Centuries later, Sultan Mehmet II built a mosque and mausoleum at the location of Eyüp’s grave. Over the years, the mosque became an important religious center and destination for Muslim pilgrims. This where new Ottoman sultans received their sword of sovereignty as they took the throne. The complex you see today dates from the 1800s.


The Eyüp Sultan Mosque is thronged with locals at all times of day. Crowds increase at prayer times—particularly on Fridays for the midday service—and for religious festivals. Year-round, especially from late spring to early fall, you’ll see boys in fancy circumcision outfits and newlyweds in their gowns and tuxedoes, here for a prayer. In the mausoleum, people pray in front of the tomb of Eyüp Sultan, as well as at the glass screen covering a supposed footprint of the Prophet Muhammad. There are no prayers to the dead in Islam, but it is a tradition to invoke the names of the deceased (such as Eyüp Sultan or Muhammad) to give prayers more weight with Allah.


Because this is a religious shrine, dress modestly, even if you’re not going into the mosque—women should cover their hair with a scarf; everyone should cover their shoulders and knees.


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.


Getting There: The address is Camii Kebir Caddesi, Eyüp. From Eminönü in the Old Town, take bus #99 (Eminönü-Akşemseddin Mahiye) to the Eyüp Sultan stop. The bus may use an alternative stop, so ask the driver or another passenger where to get off. Other buses that will get you there include #36CE, #399B, and #399C. By taxi it’s a quick 20-TL ride (consider a detour to see some of the old city walls along the way; [image: ] see the City Walls and Neighborhoods Walk chapter).


For a fun and scenic alternative, take the 35-minute ferry ride to the mosque from the Karaköy ferry pier in the New District (it’s just east of the Galata Bridge) to the Eyüp pier near the mosque. See the Golden Horn Walk chapter for more on this option.


Rahmi Koç Industrial Museum (Rahmi Koç Müzesi)


This museum is located in a historic shipyard that once produced anchors and parts for Ottoman navy vessels. Inspired by the Henry Ford Museum in Michigan, Turkey’s industrial giant, Rahmi Koç, started this museum in 1994 with his private collection of artifacts dedicated to the history of industry, transport, and communication. Today the collection has been expanded to include a vast number of metalworking tools, engines of all sizes and applications, scientific instruments, machinery, and vehicles including motorcycles, bicycles, a submarine, and a small train.
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