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Introduction 
 With a population of over 14 million people spread across two continents, 

Istanbul is one of the largest cities in the world. The sheer size of Istanbul alone would be 

enough to occupy travelers for weeks; throw in millennia of history and a rich culture, 

and you could easily be there for a lifetime. Since as travelers we often do not have that 

luxury, we have to make the most of our time wherever we go.  

 Istanbul, despite its size, is no different. I studied abroad in Istanbul from March 

to June in 2015. With its lengthy history, size, and distinct culture, I found it to be the 

perfect study abroad city: there were so many things to see and do that even the most 

assiduous traveler couldn’t possibly get bored. Its location is also ideal for cheaply 

traveling to other cities in Turkey, as well as surrounding countries. As a gateway to the 

east, Istanbul offered the chance to explore and better understand a culture that was 

different than the Western one in which I was raised, all in one of the richest cultural 

capitals of the world.  

 In this guide, I go by neighborhood through the city, highlighting the sites to see, 

the things to do, and the food to eat and the çay to drink. While this is by no means 

exhaustive, it hopefully provides insights to any visitor on not only the must-see sights, 

but also the hidden bits and pieces of Istanbul that make it a wonderful city. 
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Brief History of the City 
 Greek colonists from the city of Megara first settled the city that is now Istanbul 

in the 7th century B.C. Persian, Spartan, and Athenian forces briefly held it during the 

Persian and Peloponnesian Wars. Later the city was conquered by the expanding Roman 

Empire. After supporting the wrong side in a civil war, Emperor Septimius Severus 

partially destroyed the city, but later restored it. 

 Although Byzantium had previously been a strategic city, it was only one among 

many Roman cities. This all changed in 330 A.D., when Constantine I refounded the city 

as New Rome and it became the new imperial residence. The city quickly became known 

as Constantinople, or the city of Constantine. Constantinople was the capital of the 

Eastern Roman Empire, and later the Byzantine Empire (the continuation of the Roman 

Empire in the East) for centuries. In the 6th century under the Emperor Justinian 

Constantinople was one of the largest cities in the world and it boasted tremendous feats 

of architecture such as the Hagia Sophia.  

 Although 

the Byzantine 

Empire declined 

with the rise of 

Islam in the 7th 

century, 

Constantinople 

remained secure 

behind its 5th 

century double land 

walls (Theodosian 

Walls) and was a 

major center for learning and Christianity. It was the leading Christian city in culture and 

size for centuries until 1204. In 1204, Constantinople was breached for the first time as 

the Fourth Crusade conquered the city from its weak Byzantine rulers. The crusaders 

installed a Latin emperor in place of the Byzantine emperor, but the Latin emperors 

lacked the resources to be a major or even a secure power. 
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 The Byzantines recaptured the city in 1261 under Michael VIII. Although 

Constantinople revived to an extent, it never reached its pre-1204 levels under the 

Byzantines. The city was increasingly cut off by the nascent Ottoman Empire, and in 

1453 the Ottomans conquered the city under Mehmet II “the Conqueror.” Constantine XI, 

the last Byzantine emperor, died in battle. 

 Mehmet rebuilt the city and brought in new settlers. The Hagia Sophia and other 

churches were converted to mosques, the Topkapı Palace was built, and Constantinople 

became the Ottoman capital. Under the Ottomans, the city became known as Istanbul, 

from the Greek “stin poli,” or “to the city.” The city flourished under Ottoman rule, 

benefitting from major construction projects, expanding outside of the old Theodosian 

Walls, and once again becoming one of the largest cities in the world. 

 As the Ottoman Empire began to decline at the end of the 17th century, so Istanbul 

also began to decline. The standard of living fell below that of its European counterparts 

once the Industrial Revolution began. But the city maintained a position in Western 

minds as the eye of the Orient and was visited by Western tourists in increasing numbers, 

especially once the Orient Express was completed.  

 The Ottoman sultan continued to rule until 1922, but after World War I (the 

Ottoman Empire had fought with the losing Central Powers), the city was occupied as 

part of the peace imposed by the victors. The Allied occupation left once Mustafa Kemal 

(later known as Atatürk) unified Turkey and created a national, secular, republican 

Turkey. Atatürk is still seen as a hero and the founder of Turkey today. You’ll likely see 

his photo hanging in restaurants, stores, and even homes. Since 1923, Istanbul has not 

been a capital; Atatürk made Ankara the capital of Turkey. Nonetheless, Istanbul has 

remained the largest city in Turkey and in fact all of Europe. Today, Istanbul has a 

population of over 14 million people and is a diverse city with elements of its Roman, 

Byzantine, and Ottoman pasts.  
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Geography of the City 
 Istanbul is at the crossroads of Europe and Asia. Several bodies of water break up 

the city. The old city of Constantinople is in Europe, and just to the north of the old city 

is the Golden Horn (known as the Haliç in Turkish). Several sections of town lie to the 

north of the Golden Horn, including Beyoğlu and Ortaköy. Across the Bosphorus, a 

narrow body of water that goes up to the Black Sea, lies the Asian part of Istanbul. Two 

bridges in Istanbul, and one bridge further to the north near the Black Sea, cross the 

Bosphorus. To the south of both the European and Asian sides is the Sea of Marmara, 

part of which contains the Prince Islands (known simply as Adalar, “the islands”). 

Because of the geographic extent of the city, it is best to look at an electronic map to look 

at specific areas.1    
 

Best Time to Visit 
 Despite its relatively southern position in Europe, Istanbul experiences both hot 

summers and cold winters (albeit not as extreme as in the American Midwest). The 

recommended times to visit are usually April-May and September-mid-November. Peak 

tourism season is in the spring, but usually more towards late May into early June. In 

April, Istanbul’s millions of tulips are in bloom, but they are mostly all dead by May. As 

a caveat, however, it rains a lot in April in Istanbul. Both the spring and fall are relatively 

temperate, but April and November can be on the cool side. A benefit of May is that by 

the end of the month local fruits are in season, but in the fall there are less tourists on 

average.   

 

	  

																																																								
1 You can always look at maps via a general website or app such as Google Maps. IstanbulMap360 
(http://istanbulmap360.com/) has a variety of useful maps, including of public transit, that can also be 
downloaded as PDFs.  



	 6 

How to Get Around 
 Istanbul is a huge city, but the downtown areas are densely packed. Keep in mind 

that some of these streets are thousands of years old – they were not designed for the 

modern panoply of motorized vehicles, let along the vehicles of 14 million Istanbullus 

(residents of Istanbul). You almost have to take a taxi from the airport to wherever you 

are staying. Taxis are relatively cheap compared to the West and are generally safe in 

Istanbul. If you don’t speak Turkish, it is easiest to just have the address, name of the 

hotel, and phone number on an index card and give the card to the taxi driver. When 

tipping, just round up the dollar amount for a slight tip (for example, if the cost is 66 TL, 

pay 70 TL).  

 Whenever possible, however, attempt to take public transportation. This is fairly 

easy from the downtown areas. Istanbul has three modes of public transit: bus, train, and 

ferry. The buses suffer from the same road problems that cars do; in congested areas you 

can be stuck on public buses for hours. When possible, opt for a train or ferry.  

 Be sure to buy an Istanbulkart.  

It saves you a lot of money if you use 

it at least three times, as the individual 

tokens are rather expensive (4 TL vs. 

2.30 TL). You can’t load it with a 

credit card; you can only put cash on 

it. You can buy an Istanbulkart from 

an electronic kiosk at any train station 

or from small kiosks near bus and 

train stops if they say Istanbulkart on them.  These kiosks, either electric or personal, are 

also where you add money to your card. Note that you do have to pay for transfers on 

Istanbul transit.   
 Utilize the ferries if you want to go over to the Asian side, as they are much 

quicker and nicer than the train.  However, ferries only leave at limited and specific 

times.  Pick up a schedule (winter and summer schedules) from one of the docking 

stations (Eminönü, Beşiktaş, etc.). They all have them. 
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 No matter where you are staying you are most likely to use the T1 train, which 

runs from Kabataş (near the Dolmabahçe Palace in Beşiktaş) through Sultanahmet (the 

main tourist area) and out past the city walls. In Sultanahmet the train runs along the 

street, but it is still much faster than cars and buses. Be sure to check the name on the side 

of the train as some trains only run part of the line. For example, some northbound T1 

trains only go to Eminönü instead of to the terminus at Kabataş. But in this case, the train 

will say Eminönü rather than Kabataş. 

 Another huge tip for finding places while walking is to scout the area out on 

Google Maps on your phone ahead of time. Google Maps will save that vicinity in its 

memory and can track your location, even if you are no longer connected to Wi-Fi and 

don’t have a Turkish data plan. Istanbul streets are very confusing as the names of many 

streets change every few blocks. In addition, many streets are only a block or two long. 

While physical maps can definitely help, I found Google Maps to be invaluable. And if 

you need to check the Internet, most cafes will offer free Wi-Fi and it is not hard to find a 

café practically anywhere in Istanbul.  

 And if you ever get lost, you can ask where something is. In Turkish this is (name 

of location) + nerede (pronounced: nay-ray-day), which means where is (this place). For 

example, Aya Sofya nerede, means where is the Aya Sofya. 
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Tips for Visiting Mosques 

 The first and biggest tip for 

mosques is to be respectful. Istanbullus 

know that millions of tourists come to see 

their mosques ever year and that they are 

incredible feats of architecture. That said 

they are still places of worship. Most of 

the major mosques will have an entrance 

for Muslims and an entrance for non-

Muslims. Even if you are a tourist but are 

Muslim, you can go through the Muslim 

entrance. Otherwise, go through the non-

Muslim entrance.  

 Be sure you are dressed correctly as well. Men and women should have clothing 

covering down to their knees. This means no shorts or skirts. This is good advice in 

general when visiting Istanbul or Turkey, as shorts on men is seen as childish and shorts 

or skirts on women are seen as flirtatious or scandalous. If you are wearing shorts when 

you visit a mosque, you will have to cover up with a provided cloth. Women, make sure 

that you carry a headscarf around with you at all times. If you want to enter a mosque, 

you will have to wear one. While many mosques have them available for visitors, it is 

much smarter to have your own. You can either buy one before arriving in Istanbul, or 

you can buy one in Istanbul itself. But given how many beautiful mosques there are in the 

city, be sure to buy one right away. 

 Mosques are closed to visitors during times of prayer. Although there are always 

five daily prayers, the exact time shifts depending on the day.2 Note that Friday is the 

Muslim holy day, so there are much longer prayers and many more Muslims attend. 

Typically try to avoid going to mosques, especially the large ones, on Friday after noon. 

Muslims may be praying even when it is not one of the five daily prayers, so be 

respectful if someone is praying by being quiet and not taking pictures of them. 

																																																								
2 To see the current prayer times, see http://www.namazvakti.com/Main.php?WSLanguage=EN.  
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 When you look at a mosque, you will typically see a large pillar (or several 

pillars), called a minaret, to the side. This is where the muezzin calls Muslims to prayer 

(the call to prayer is called the azan). Nowadays it is mostly done by a speaker or 

megaphone in the minaret. You will be able to hear the azan throughout the day.  

 Inside the mosque, there is usually a men’s section towards the front and a 

women’s section in the back of the mosque. At the front of the mosque is a minbar, the 

pulpit where the imam (Muslim prayer leader) delivers the sermon. If you look around 

the mosque, you will see an indented triangle somewhere in the wall. This is the mihrab, 

which indicates which direction is east. Muslims always pray towards the east in the 

direction of Mecca. You may also see roundels with Arabic calligraphy on them hanging 

from the ceiling. If there are four, these are the first four caliphs (successors of the 

prophet Muhammad) of the Muslim world. If there are six, there are typically also 

roundels for Muhammad’s grandsons, Hasan and Husayn.   
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Dogs and Cats 
 As you wander around Istanbul, you will 

notice a large number of street dogs and street cats. 

This is completely normal in Istanbul. The dogs are 

typically very friendly and have even been 

vaccinated. If they have an orange tag on their ear, 

they have been vaccinated. There are thousands of 

street dogs in Istanbul. The Ottoman government 

tried to get rid of them at the turn of the 20th century, but the campaign failed. Food 

vendors will often feed them leftovers. Cats are especially common around mosques. 

Some mosques have cats living in them, whereas others just seem to attract stray cats.   

 

Tickets & Müzekarts 
 If you are a student at a Turkish university, get the Müzekart immediately. For a 

flat rate of 20TL (about seven American dollars) this card gets you into dozens of major 

museums throughout Turkey for free for a year.  Usually you have to be a Turkish 

student, but you can still ask for student discounts/tickets (Öğrenci bilet lütfen – student 

ticket please).  Study abroad at a Turkish university counts as long as you have a student 

ID at that Turkish university.  You can buy them at a participating museum. In Istanbul 

these include the Mevlevi Hanesi, the Hagia Sophia, the Topkapı Palace, the 

Archeological Museum, and the Chora Church. I would recommend going to a less 

crowded museum, such as the Archaeological Museum, to buy the Müzekart.  
 Even if you are not a student, get a three or five day Müzekart.  With the three-

day pass you make your money back (75TL) easily if you go to the Topkapı Palace, the 

Hagia Sophia, and the Archaeological Museum.  The 5-day pass (115TL) isn’t as good of 

a value, but gives you more time, especially if you want to visit other included sites such 

as the Chora Church.  Also, your Müzekart gets you in free to the Harem part of Topkapı, 

which usually costs extra (students do have to pay for it, even with the student Müzekart).     
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Turkish Food Tips 
 Many of the foods available 

in Turkey are different than what 

you may be used to eating. Turkish 

foods are not usually spicy in the 

sense of Mexican or Thai cooking, 

but they do use more spices than 

Western cooking in general. If you 

are at a loss for what to order, you 

can ask what is the best – hangi en 

iyisi? Tips are generally small in Turkey (5-15%) and are not always expected, especially 

at smaller establishments. Restaurants are most crowded on Sundays. 

  

 Types of food to try: 

• American products - Try the unique flavors of American products in Turkey. For 

example, there are yogurt flavored and spice flavored Lays potato chips. The 

same goes for American chains such as McDonald’s. You don’t have to eat there 

(McDonald’s is actually fairly pricey in Turkey, so I wouldn’t), but go in and see 

what is different on the menu. For example, they have a köfte burger and ayran to 

drink.  

• Ayran – a salty yogurt drink that is popular in Turkey. Some restaurants froth 

their own, but you can also buy it in the grocery stores.  

• Baklava – Turkish baklava uses sugar rather than honey like in Greek baklava.  

The best options to try it are at Develi in Eminönü or Karaköy Güllüoğlu in 

Karaköy 

• Balık Ekmek – A fresh fish sandwich. There are great ones available from boat 

restaurants to the west of the Galata Bridge in Eminönü. 

• Beyaz Peynir - the Turkish white cheese. The best beyaz peynir is from Western 

Turkey. You can get a great selection in Eminönü – different textures and flavors.  

• Börek – a savory sort of casserole.  You can get it at many bakeries, but the best is 

at Rumeli Tatlı ve Börek Evi in Sultanahmet. 
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• Çay – Turkish tea is everywhere; basically every place in Turkey has it.  There are 

even teagardens dedicated to it. It is a very strong black tea that can be drunk with 

sugar but never milk. If you visit a store in Sultanahmet or another touristy area, 

you may be offered apple tea or another fruit flavored tea. It tastes like apple 

cider, but it is not actually traditionally Turkish. It is just a thing for tourists. 

• Döner – shaved slices from a rotating piece of meat (like gyro; in fact, both gyro 

and döner mean “to turn”) – try both the chicken and beef/lamb.  Make sure to 

look at the meat first (you can always see it) – it is pretty easy to tell which ones 

will be cooked or not and will taste good. Especially with the chicken ones, look 

to see if you can see the individual pieces of chicken in the giant piece of meat; if 

you can and it looks cooked, it’s generally a good bet.  

• Fish and seafood - They are expensive but the fishing season ends in June so eat 

as much as you can before then.  Lüfer is the best Turkish fish (from the 

Bosphorus only).  Don’t get shrimp when it gets hot – it has a high spoilage rate. 

• Hünkar Beğendi - creamy mashed eggplants, usually served with lamb on top. 

• Juice – there are lots of different types that are unique to Turkey – vişne (sour 

cherry), şeftali (peach), kayısı (apricot), arnavut (pear), and nar (pomegranate) are 

just a few of them. Fresh pomegranate and orange juice are common on the streets 

in Beyoğlu and Sultanahmet.   

• Katmer – baklava combined with kaymak.  Can get it at Develi in Eminönü. 

• Kaymak – buffalo milk clotted cream.  Very unique – can get it in Eminönü or 

most cheese markets.  Haci Hasan Fehmi Ozsut has a really good one with honey 

(bal kaymak)– a very common and tasty combo.   

• Kebabs – Adana (spiced) and Urfa (bland) are the usual types; Çiya has a variety 

of more unusual, but really good, kebabs 

• Kokoreç - roasted lamb intestines, best street food ever – best at Kral Kokoreç in 

Eminönü  

• Lahmacun - Flatbread with spiced meat – from border area near Syria; not pide 

and much less common, especially in Istanbul. 
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• Lokum – Also known as Turkish 

delight, it is everywhere but it is 

also awful at many places since it 

is very processed. If it comes in a 

plastic coated prepackaged box, 

especially if it is in Sultanahmet 

or the Grand Bazaar, avoid it.  

Altan Şekerleme makes it with 

real fruit and has coconut topping 

(more traditional and very delicious, but different than what most people think 

of).  The best place for mainstream lokum is Aytekin Erol Şekerci & Caferzade in 

Kadıöy, which has many different options, although Altan Şekerleme is slightly 

better and the family that owns it is incredibly nice.  

• Mantı - Turkish meat-stuffed ravioli in a yogurt sauce – best is at Bodrum Mantı 

in Arnavutköy. 

• Menemen – a Turkish breakfast dish of eggs, tomatoes, and peppers; you put it on 

bread. 

• Midye dolması - stuffed mussels, also a great street food but it’s easy to get food 

poisoning from them, so eat them at restaurants 

• Pide – Turkish pizza.  It comes in a variety of styles (small, large, open face, 

closed).  There are tons of pideçis 

throughout Turkey.  The Black Sea 

region is famous for its pide.  Try the 

karışık (mixed; with different meats) 

and one with egg on top (the egg can 

come on most types of pide).  Best in 

Istanbul is Mavi Haliç Pidecisi in 

Eminönü. 

• Poğaça – cheese stuffed savory pastry. Get it from Elif Pastanesi in Kadıköy 
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• Street foods – simit, roasted chestnuts, and small green plums (erik).  Try all of 

them – simit are almost always 1 lira and make a quick easy snack. The plums 

will typically not be available until late May. 

• Tavuk Göğsü – chicken pudding.  A legendary unusual food item to try. It 

contains chicken broth in the pudding, but it is surprisingly good. Ozkonak in 

Beyoğlu has the best.   

• Turkish Coffee – coffee with a strong and chocolaty texture.  Mandabatmaz, off 

Istiklal, makes the best cup. 

• Yarım Ekmek – fish sandwich.  They are great, and usually around 8 lira. They are 

best around the docks in Beyoğlu and Eminönü 
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Sample Itinerary 
Day 1 

• Dolmabahçe Palace 

• Lunch – Dürümzade OR Hayvore 

• Istiklal Street 

• Çiçek Pasajı  

• Fransiz Sokağı  

• Avrupa Pasajı  

• Pera Museum at the Pera Palace Hotel 

• Dinner - Haci Abdullah Ottoman Restaurant OR Ficcin Restoran 

• Walk back on the Tünel to Galata Tower route 

• Galata Bridge Sunset  

 

Day 2 

• *Ideal for Mondays when most museums are closed. Note that Fridays mosques 

will be closed from noon on for prayers.* 

• Süleymaniye Camii 

• Kalenderhane Camii  

• Şehzade Camii 

• Valens Aqueduct 

• Siirt Vatan Gida Pazari 

• Lunch - Siirt Şeref  

• Ruins of the Church of St. Polyeuktos  

• Base of the Column of Marcian (Kıztaşı) 

• Fatih Camii 

• Chora Church 

• Theodosian Walls 

• Tekfur Sarayi 

• Dinner – Asitane Ottoman Restaurant  
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Day 3 

• Hagia Sophia 

• Ottoman Sultans Tombs 

• See Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamamı  

• Basilicia Cistern  

• Lunch – Lale Pudding Shop   

• Walk along Divan Yolu  

o Golden Milestone (Milion Taşı) 

o Porphyry Column of Constantine (the Forum of Constantine)  

o Türbeler (tombs) of Mahmud II, Abdülaziz, and Abdülhamid II 

o Atik Ali Paşa Camii 

• Caferağa Medresesi  

• Blue Mosque 

• Arasta Bazaar 

• Great Palace Mosaic Museum  

• Tea at Dervish Aile Çay Bahçesi  

• Turkish and Islamic Art Museum 

• Dinner – Khorasani OR Mozaik  

 

Day 4 

• Yeni Camii 

• Eminönü & Spice Bazaar 

o Spice Bazaar (Misirçarsisi)  

o Temiz Peynirci – very good but small selection of cheeses 

o Kervan Elif Peynircilik – best Beyaz Peynir  

o Kral kokoreç – kokoreç and chicken döner  

o Develi – baklava 

o Rüstem Pasha Camii 

o Mavi Haliç Pidecisi – pide  

o Altan Şekerleme – lokum (Turkish Delight)  
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• Topkapi Palace 

• Archaeological Museum  

• Gülhane Park  

o Column of the Goths 

o Seraglio Point 

o Tea overlooking the Bosphorus  

• Dinner – Matbah Restaurant 

 

Day 5 

• Breakfast - Rumeli Tatlı ve Börek Evi (go early)  

• Sokollu Mehmet Pasha Camii 

• Küçük Aya Sofya 

• Bucoleon Palace  

• Beyazidiye Mosque 

• Çadırcılar Caddesi  

• Grand Bazaar 

• Roof of the Valide Sultan Han 

• Lunch – Fish Sandwich on the Golden Horn 

• Ferry to Kadiköy  

• Dinner - Çiya Restaurant 

• Ali Usta Dondurmacı – Turkish Ice Cream OR Turkish Waffles 

• Ferry back across to Kadiköy at Sunset 

Day 6 

• Kamondo Stairs 

• Arap Camii 

• Late Breakfast – Café Privato OR Van Kahvalti Evi  

• Galata Tower 

• Yerebatan Camii  

• Kiliç Ali Pasha Camii 

• Get tea/coffee in Karaköy – Karabatak OR Tükkan 
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• Chicken pudding or rice pudding at Ozkonak OR baklava at Karaköy Güllüoğlu 

• Friday Afternoon/Evening – Several Options: 

o Prince Islands  

o Fener/Balat 

o Üsküdar and Beylerbeyi Palace (potentially with Bosphorus cruise) 

o Laleli/Aksaray   

 

Day 7 

• Several Options 

o Prince Islands  

o Fener/Balat 

o Üsküdar and Beylerbeyi Palace (potentially with Bosphorus cruise) 

o Laleli/Aksaray   

o Eyüp/Theodosian Walls 

o Küçüksu and Anadolu Hisarı (via Bosphorus cruise) 

o Ortaköy, Arnavutköy, Bebek, Rumeli Hisarı 

o Eyüp/Theodosian Walls 

 

	  



	 19 

Sultanahmet – Downtown Istanbul 
 Sultanahmet is the core of the old city of Constantinople. It is still home to old 

Byzantine ruins and Ottoman-era buildings. In addition, it is the home of the best-known 

places to visit in Istanbul: the famed Blue Mosque, Hagia Sophia, Topkapi Palace, and 

Grand Bazaar.  

 

Blue Mosque & Its Environs 
 The Blue Mosque3 was built by 

the Ottoman Sultan Ahmet I (r. 1603-

1617). It is the only mosque in Istanbul to 

have six minarets, and it is the mosque that 

receives the most visitors each year. Inside 

the mosque complex there are the tombs of 

three Ottoman sultans: Ahmet I and two of 

his sons, Osman II (r. 1618-1622) and 

Murat IV (r. 1623-1640).  

 Right to the west of the Blue Mosque is the former 

Byzantine Hippodrome (racing track). Although the ancient 

tracks are long gone, you can still see remnants of the 

Byzantine past.  Three towers still stand in the spina, the 

center strip of the Hippodrome. The Egyptian obelisk of 

Thutmose III was brought from Egypt to Constantinople in 

the 4th century. The serpent column was built to celebrate 

the Greek defeat of the Persians at the Battle of Plateia in 479 

B.C., but it was brought to Constantinople by Constantine I 

when he built the city in the early 4th century. Finally there is 

																																																								
3 In Turkish, the mosque is known as the Sultan Ahmet Camii. It is free to visit, but you can only visit when 
prayer is not in session. Although the line is generally quite long, it moves rather fast. Typically you can go 
before 10:30am to avoid long lines. Sultan Ahmet Mahallesi, At Meydanı No:7, 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, 
Turkey.    
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the Column of Constantine VII Porphyrogenitos. Although Byzantine Emperor 

Constantine VII sheathed the decaying pillar in bronze, it had supposedly been there 

much longer. 

 Just to the north of the remains of the spina, there is an ornate portico. This is the 

German Fountain; German Emperor Wilhelm II (r. 1888-1918) gave it as a gift to 

Ottoman Emperor Abdülhamid II (r. 1876-1909).  

 Across from the Blue Mosque and the spina is the Museum of Turkish and 

Islamic Art.4 It is in the old Palace of Ibrahim Pasha, and it has pieces of art from all eras 

of Islam, including an extensive carpet collection. From the roof you get a great view of 

the square below, including the Blue Mosque.  

 To the east behind and down from Blue Mosque, you will walk into the Arasta 

Bazaar.5 This bazaar has a variety of higher quality specialty stores than what you will 

typically find in Sultanahmet. Also in the bazaar, you will see a sign in the middle of the 

street guiding you to the Great Palace Mosaic Museum.6 This well setup museum has 

recovered mosaics from the Byzantine Great Palace. Closer to the water behind the 

Arasta Bazaar to the east is a quaint çayhane, Derviş Aile Çay Bahçesi.7  

 If you walk down to the water 

you will come to a big street called 

Kennedy Cadde, which basically 

wraps around the entirety of old 

Constantinople. Walk towards to the 

right, towards the south and then west, 

and you will come across a series of 

old ruins in front of a small park. This 

is the only surviving part of the old 

Byzantine Great Palace, the Palace of 

																																																								
4 In Turkish: Türk İslam Eserleri Müzesi. Admission 25 TL. Closed on Mondays. 9am-5pm, November – 
mid-April; 9am-7pm, mid-April–October. http://www.tiem.gov.tr/. Sultan Ahmet Mahallesi, Meydanı Sok. 
No:46, 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
5 Stores are typically open from 9:00am-7:00pm. Sultan Ahmet Mahallesi, 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
6 In Turkish: Büyük Saray Mozaikleri Müzesi. Admission: 15 TL. 9:00am-7:00pm April 15 – October 25; 
9:00am-5:00pm October 25 – April 15. http://ayasofyamuzesi.gov.tr/en/museum-great-palace-mosaics. 
Arasta Çarşısı, Sultanahmet Mahallesi Fatih İstanbul/Türkiye. 
7 Sultan Ahmet Mahallesi, Mimar Mehmet Ağa Cad., 34122 Fatih/İstanbul - Avrupa, Turkey.  
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the Bucoleon. Walk up the next street you come to after the Bucoleon and you will be in 

a quaint neighborhood to the south of the Blue Mosque. Just to the left, down a block, 

there is the Little Hagia Sophia.8 It was built by Justinian I (r. 527-565) around the same 

time as the (big) Hagia Sophia, and was actually called the Church of Saints Sergius and 

Bacchus. The Ottomans turned it into a mosque, but it still has incredibly ornate carved 

Byzantine pillars inside. It is perhaps one of the best-kept secrets of Sultanahmet.  

 If you keep heading west, two blocks from the Little Hagia Sophia is a centuries 

old mosque, the Sokollu Mehmet Pasha Camii.9 Two blocks north of the mosque, you 

will find, clustered amongst carpet stores, the best place for börek in the city. Rumeli 

Tatlı Ve Börek Evi10 is run by an incredibly nice old man whose wife’s börek is famous 

in Istanbul. Unfortunately, she only makes a few pans a day; you have to get there early 

in the morning to get some of the delicious börek.  

 In the center square back to the north of the Blue Mosque, there is a row of 

buildings on towards the water between the Blue Mosque and the Hagia Sophia. There is 

the Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamamı,11 built by Roxelana (Hürrem Sultan), the 

favorite wife of Süleyman I (r. 

1520-1566), which is a good but 

slightly more expensive option 

for a modern Turkish bath.  

 

Hagia Sophia  
 To the north across from 

the Blue Mosque and past a 

large fountain lays the Hagia 

																																																								
8 In Turkish: Küçük Aya Sofya. It is free to visit, but you can only visit when prayer is not in session. 
Küçük Ayasofya Mahallesi, 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.		
9 It is free to visit, but you can only visit when prayer is not in session. Küçük Ayasofya Mahallesi, 34122 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
10 It is closed on Sundays, but opens at 7:30am every other day of the week. It often closes early when the 
börek and baklava run out. Binbirdirek Mh., 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
11 Services range from 55 to 140 Euros. http://www.ayasofyahamami.com/. Cankurtaran Mahallesi, 
Ayasofya Meydanı No:2, 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey 
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Sophia.12 Byzantine Emperor Justinian I (r. 527-565) built the Hagia Sophia as a church, 

and it served as the main Byzantine church until Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II (r. 1444-

1446, 1451-1481) converted it into a mosque by when he conquered the city in 1453. It 

was turned into a museum during the 1930s. The main architectural feat of the building is 

its huge dome that appears to be suspended from the sky, which led medieval visitors to 

think they were in heaven on earth. That dome inspired the characteristic domes of 

Ottoman mosques across Turkey. The Ottomans covered up the mosaics when the Hagia 

Sophia was a mosque, but many of them have now been restored.  

 If you enter from the southern door, you will see a mosaic of Constantine I giving 

a model of Constantinople and Justinian I giving a model of the Hagia Sophia to Christ. 

Above the main doors to the sanctuary, there is a mosaic of Emperor Leo VI (r. 886-912) 

kowtowing to Christ. Leo married four times to produce a son to continue his dynast y 

(which he eventually did – and the dynasty 

lasted for nearly 150 more years), but 

marrying that many times was considered 

sacrilege. For the rest of his days he had to 

stay at the back of the Hagia Sophia and 

beg for forgiveness, as personified in this 

mosaic. 

 Inside the sanctuary, there are a 

series of gilded cages on the right-hand side as you face the pulpit and the mihrab. This is 

the library of Mahmut I (r.  1730-1754). Towards the back right side as you enter, there is 

a large stone jar that is actually the Byzantine baptistery fountain. In the center of the 

sanctuary, there is a stone ring surrounded by a design of other precious stones. This is 

the coronation site of Byzantine Emperors. If you look up towards the ceiling you will 

notice in addition to the six green roundels that there are murals of seraphim, winged 

angels, and a large mural of Christ as well. There is Islamic calligraphy at the apex of the 

great dome. Look around towards the front of the mosque, especially near the mihrab, 

and you may found one of the two mosque cats that hang around the Hagia Sophia.     

																																																								
12 In Turkish: Aya Sofya. Admission 40 TL. Closed on Mondays. 9am-7pm, April 15 - 25 October; 9am-
5pm, October 25 – April 15.  http://ayasofyamuzesi.gov.tr/en/visiting-information. Sultan Ahmet 
Mahallesi, Ayasofya Meydanı, 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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 Make your way up to the second floor and walk along the south side of the 

church. There are several things to see on this side. There is a mosaic of Christ and ivory 

doors that were on the section where the Byzantine emperor was during services. If you 

walk over to the railing, you can see Viking runes that were carved by a Byzantine 

soldier in the Varangian Guard (an elite Byzantine guard unit whose units were from 

Russia, Scandinavia, and later Anglo-Saxon England). In the same area there is also the 

tomb of Venetian Doge (leader) Enrico Dandolo (r. 1192-1205), who took 

Constantinople from the Byzantines during the Fourth Crusade (1202-1204). Finally, 

before leaving this section, look out the windows. You can see a nice view of the Blue 

Mosque.  

 At the end of this corridor, there are two more 

impressive mosaics. The first is of John II Komnenos (r. 

1118-1143), his wife, Empress Irene of Hungary, and 

their son Alexios. The other one is a mosaic of Empress 

Zoe (r. 1028-1050) and her third husband, Emperor 

Constantine XI Monomachos (r. 1042-1055). They led 

interesting lives. Zoe was rumored to be a 

nymphomaniac and supposedly created new perfumes in 

the imperial palace, turning it practically into a perfume 

factory. Her choice of a husband in Constantine was 

questionable: he was considered handsome and charming, but he was an utterly 

incompetent ruler and kept a mistress, the Sklerina, inside the palace with him and Zoe.  

 On the north side of the second floor, there is one more mosaic: after turning the 

corner, look to the right into the far corner between two arches and you will see a 

partially hidden mosaic of Emperor Alexander (r. 912-913).  

 If you leave the Hagia Sophia from the western entrance, you can see a few more 

artifacts from Byzantine history, including a tomb of a Byzantine empress. If you leave 

the Hagia Sophia and go around it to the east (on the side facing the water), there is an 

entrance to the Hagia Sophia’s tomb complex. You can see the tombs of five sultans: 

Selim II (r. 1566-1574), Murat III (r. 1574-1595), Mehmet III (r. 1595-1603), Ibrahim (r. 
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1640-1648), and Mustafa I (r. 1617-1618, 1622-1623). From one of them you can even 

see back into part of the Hagia Sophia.  

 Behind the Hagia Sophia runs the Soğukçeşme Sokak, a street with lots of 

historic houses. In the northwestern corner of the Hagia Sophia is the Caferağa 

Medresesi,13 a series of handicraft stores around a central courtyard. If you want an 

elegant dinner, the chic Mahtab Restaurant14 features historical royal Ottoman recipes. 

The northeastern corner of the Hagia Sophia complex houses one more museum: the 

Carpet and Kilim Museum,15 which houses a series of well preserved Turkish rugs 

from over the centuries. In the northeastern corner, right next to the entrance to the huge 

complex that houses the Topkapi Palace, is the Fountain of Sultan Ahmet III.  

 

Around the Topkapi Palace  
 Enter the gate, the Bab-ı Hümayun 

Gate, and you will be in the Topkapi Palace. 

The Topkapi Palace complex not only holds 

the Topkapi Palace, but also the Hagia Irene, 

the Imperial Mint, the Archaeological 

Museum, and Gülhane Park. The Hagia 

Irene16 is an old Byzantine church that has 

only recently started to be restored. You can 

visit it during the day, and it holds classical 

music concerts and cultural events during the evenings. The Imperial Mint now has free 

art exhibits that you can visit. The Istanbul Archaeological Museums17 house an 

impressive collection of artifacts from the ancient Middle East; Greek, Roman, and 
																																																								
13 Cankurtaran Mahallesi, Caferiye Sok. Soğukkuyu Çıkmazı No:5, 34122 Sultanahmet, 
Fatih/Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
14 http://www.matbahrestaurant.com/index.php. Cankurtaran Mahallesi, Caferiye Sk 6/1, 34400 
Sultanahmet/Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.   
15 In Turkish: Vakıflar Halı Müzesi. Admission 10 TL. Closed Sundays and Mondays. 9:00am-5:00pm. 
Cankurtaran Mah. Babi Humayun Caddesi Soguk cesme sok., Istanbul, Turkey.		
16 Admission 20 TL. Closed Tuesdays. 9:00am-4:45pm October 30 - April 15; 9:00am-6:45pm April 15 – 
October 30. For upcoming concerts, see http://www.biletix.com/mekan/AY/ISTANBUL/en. Cankurtaran 
Mahallesi, 34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
17 In Turkish: İstanbul Arkeoloji Müzeleri. Admission 20 TL. Open every day. 9:00am-7:00pm, April – 
October; 9:00am-5:00pm, October – April. http://www.istanbularkeoloji.gov.tr/.  Cankurtaran Mahallesi, 
34122 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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Byzantine periods; and Turkish history. In the classical section, there is the Alexander 

Sarcophagus, which has carvings of Alexander the Great on the side and is considered the 

greatest piece in the museum. Be sure to visit the Tiled Pavilion (Çinli Köşk), a former 

kiosk, or pleasure palace, of the Ottoman sultans.   

 The Topkapi Palace18 was the main Ottoman palace in Istanbul from the time of 

Mehmet II up to the 19th century. The palace itself is broken into four courtyards. When it 

was a palace, an increasingly limited number of people could access each successive 

courtyard. You actually passed through the first courtyard once you walked through the 

Bab-ı Hümayun. This first courtyard was open to the public back in Ottoman times too.  

 After getting a ticket, you can walk 

through the characteristic Babüsselam Gate. 

Forty Turkish lira is much cheaper than what it 

used to take to get you into the second 

courtyard, let alone the third and fourth. In this 

second courtyard, there are the palace kitchens 

to the right, which feature utensils and dishes 

from the Ottoman court. On the left, there are 

several rooms that contain a weapons exhibit 

and the former imperial council meeting room. 

In left corner there is the entrance to the Harem. It costs extra, but it is worth it, as it 

gives you a much more personal look at Ottoman court life. The harem was where the 

Ottoman sultan’s wives, concubines, and children lived, and it was usually closed off to 

anyone that was not a servant or a member of the sultan’s family. If you go through the 

harem, you will exit in the third courtyard. Furthest to the left, there are the old imperial 

stables, which now have a special exhibit inside which is included in your admission to 

the palace.  

 If you didn’t go through the harem, walk through the Babüssaade Gate into the 

third courtyard. There is a ring of rooms around the courtyard. Perhaps the best is the 
																																																								
18 In Turkish: Topkapı Sarayı. It is also known as the Seraglio. Admission 40 TL. Admission to the Harem 
(not included in the normal admission): 25 TL. Closed Tuesdays. 9:00am-4:45pm October 30 - April 15; 
9:00am-6:45pm April 15 – October 30. http://topkapisarayi.gov.tr/en. For a map of the Topkapi Palace 
grounds, see http://topkapisarayi.gov.tr/sites/default/files/geziplani.pdf. Cankurtaran Mahallesi, 34122 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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Fatih Kiosk (Fatih Köşkü). Inside, there are some of the greatest treasures of the Ottoman 

Empire. Plus if you walk to the terrace outside, you get a great view of the Sea of 

Marmara. In the final, fourth courtyard, there are a series of personal kiosks of the 

Ottoman sultan. The kiosks to the left have a view over into Istanbul. If you visit in April, 

you will see the large tulip garden in bloom.     

 Back past the Archaeological Museum you will come down into Gülhane Park 

(it can also be accessed via the outside street). This huge park usually has lots of families 

walking through it on nice days. Walk through the park, along the inner walls of the 

palace. There are lots of colorful flowers and modern pieces of art. At the end, you will 

have reached Seraglio Point (Saray Burnu). In the center of a circle you will see a 

Byzantine-era column, the Column of the Goths, from the 4th century. There is a çayhane 

(tea garden) at Seraglio Point. You can 

only order a pot of tea, not just a glass, but 

the view over the Bosphorus is one of the 

best in Istanbul and is absolutely worth it.   

 If you exit Gülhane Park onto the 

street and head north (you can follow the 

train tracks), you will come to Sirkeci 

Station (Sirkeci İstasyonu). Besides being 

a modern Istanbul public transit train stop, the historic train station was the end stop on 

the Orient Express. Inside, you can find the Istanbul Railway Museum19 just to the left, 

which has memorabilia from the turn of the 20th century. Two blocks to the west of 

Sirkeci Station, you can find the Hocapaşa Cultural Center.20 This restored 15th century 

Turkish bath has whirling dervish performances in the evening plus an exhibit on Rumi 

and the dervishes.  

 A block to the southwest, behind the Hocapaşa Cultural Center, is the Sublime 

Porte.21 Although the Sublime Porte used to refer to the Ottoman government generally, 

																																																								
19 In Turkish: İstanbul Demiryolu Müzesi. Free admission. Closed Sundays and Mondays. 9:00am-5:00pm. 
http://www.tcdd.gov.tr/tcdding/istanbul_ing.html.  
20 Tickets cost 70 TL. Performances take place every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday at 7:00pm. 
https://www.hodjapasha.com/en/. Hoca Paşa Mahallesi, Ankara Caddesi, Hocapaşa Hamamı Sokak 3/B, 
34110 Sirkeci/Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
21 Hoca Paşa Mahallesi, Ankara Cd., 34110 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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and the Topkapi Palace as the center of Ottoman power, in the 18th century a new 

government building was built to house various Ottoman government offices, including 

that of the Grand Vizier (the chief advisor to the sultan).  Today it is the home of the 

Governor of Istanbul, the governor of Istanbul province. Although you can’t visit, the 

gate is quite impressive.     

 From the Sublime Porte, head south on Ankara Cadde and you will run into 

another option for a historic Turkish bath, the Cağaloğlu Hamamı.22 Walk through this 

group of buildings to the east, and turn left down the next street – you should see Gülhane 

Park in view. 

   

The Divan Yolu & the Grand Bazaar 
 The Divan Yolu is a large street running from the Hagia Sophia west across 

Istanbul. It was the main thoroughfare during Byzantine and Ottoman times, and it is still 

a busy street today, with one of Istanbul’s many 

metro lines running down it. 

 A little down Yerebatan Cadde, at the start of 

the Divan Yolu, you will typically see a fairly long 

line wrapping its way around the block, all to go into 

a pretty nondescript building. Don’t be fooled – this 

is the Basilica Cistern,23 a huge underground 

Byzantine cistern. It’s a surreal watery dungeon with 

dozens of centuries-old pillars. At the end of the 

walkways in the cistern, you will come across two greenish hued stones. If you look 

closely, you will see that they have stone reliefs of the serpent-haired Medusa on them.  

 After leaving the Basilica Cistern, you will come up a little north of the corner 

where you started. If you head down the Divan Yolu, the first site you will see is about 

one block down from the Basilica Cistern. It is a large stone pillar in the ground to your 

right, with a wooden boardwalk around it. This is the Golden Milestone – although 
																																																								
22 http://www.cagalogluhamami.com.tr/en. Alemdar Mahallesi, Cağaloğlu Hamamı Sk. 34, 34110 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
23 In Turkish: Yerebatan Sarnıcı. Admission: 20 TL. 9:00am-5:30pm in the winter; 9:00am-6:30pm in the 
summer. http://yerebatansarnici.com/. Alemdar Mahallesi, Yerebatan Cd. 1/3, 34410 Fatih/İstanbul, 
Turkey.	
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actually only a small fragment of the pillar is actually the Golden Milestone (Milion 

Taşı). Under the Romans and Byzantines, this was the center of the universe. All 

distances were calculated from this stone, mile 0 so to speak. Look at the boardwalk – it 

has the distances from the Golden Milestone to cities all across the world.  

 After leaving the Golden Milestone, you will see Lale Restaurant, better known as 

Pudding Shop24 about a block down on your right. Although you may over look it, this 

place was the main tourist destination in the 1960s and 70s. Why? It was the only place in 

Istanbul where travelers could get tourist information about Turkey! Although it has lost 

this monopoly, it has been a popular spot ever since. Its pudding isn’t half bad either. Up 

ahead you can see the Cevri Kalfa Primary School. The school is named after Cevri 

Kalfa, a slave in the sultan’s harem who saved Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808-1839)’s life. It 

is also a great example of late Ottoman architecture. 

 If you are in the mood for dinner, 

turn right on the street right to the west 

of Pudding Shop. There are two good 

downtown restaurants along this street. 

The first you will see is Mozaik 

Restaurant,25 which is great for people 

watching, being just back from the 

Divan Yolu. Further down the street is 

Khorasani Restaurant.26 Khorasani has 

very good dishes from Southeastern Turkey, such as the pistachio kebab (Fıstıkçılı 

Kebabı) and great meze such as olive salad, wild thyme salad, and muammara, a walnut 

spice spread. It’s a good option for vegetarians.   

 Back on Divan Yolu, you can cross the street and head down Işık Cadde (it is the 

street when you come to the end of the green space on the south side of the Divan Yolu). 

Two blocks down, you can visit another underground cistern. This one isn’t quite as neat 

																																																								
24 http://www.puddingshop.com/Pudding_Shopx.html. Divanyolu Caddesi No:6, Sultanahmet, 34400, 
Turkey. 
25 http://www.mozaikrestaurant.com/. Sultan Ahmet Mahallesi, Divan Yolu Cd. No:1, 34010 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
26 http://khorasanirestaurant.com/en/home/. Alemdar Mahallesi, Ticarethane Sk., Divanyolu Blv. 39/41, 
34110 Sultanahmet/Fatih/Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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as the Basilica Cistern, but the Binbirdirek27 (1,001 columns) can be rented out as an 

event space, or just visited by tourists.   

  Further down the street you will see the Porphyry Column of Constantine, in the 

former Forum of Constantine. Well, actually the tower is hardly a beauty today and 

doesn’t have a statue on top. It’s known now as the Burnt Column,28 and is basically a 

stone pillar held together with giant iron bands. Next you will see a fairly large complex 

on the same side of the street that houses a large graveyard. Three 19th century sultans are 

buried here (Mahmut II, Abdülaziz, and Abdülhamid II). Among the gravestones you can 

also find one for Ziya Gökalp (1876-1924), a famous Turkish sociologist and writer – 

don’t worry; there is a Latin alphabet sign in front of the Ottoman-style calligraphy, so 

you can’t miss him. Two blocks down, you will see the Atik Ali Paşa Camii.29 It is a 

pleasant late 15th century mosque where you can escape the hustle and bustle of the 

Divan Yolu for a few minutes. If you go straight north of the Atik Ali Paşa for a block, 

you will see an even bigger (and bluer) mosque, the Nuruosmaniye Camii. It usually has 

larger crowds because it is right next to the Grand Bazaar. 

 The Grand Bazaar,30 or the Covered Bazaar, if we’re translating the Turkish, is a 

massive complex of stalls and 

small stores selling everything 

from scarves to ceramics to 

silver. Although the Grand 

Bazaar is absolutely a must-

see if you are visiting Istanbul 

(it has been the central market 

since the time of Mehmet II 

(r. 1444-1446, 1451-1481)), 

the prices here will be much 

higher than in other parts of 

																																																								
27 Admission 10 TL (includes Turkish tea). http://www.binbirdirek.com/. Binbirdirek Mh., 34122 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
28 In Turkish: Çemberlitaş. Mollafenari Mahallesi, Vezirhan Cd. 16-18, 34120 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
29 Mollafenari Mahallesi, Yeniçeriler Cd., 34126 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
30 Open 9am-7pm Monday-Saturday, Closed Sunday. Molla Fenari Mah., Vezirhan Cad., 34120 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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the city. You can haggle, however (it’s basically expected), and some of the specialty 

dealers like the jewelers and textiles kiosks can have very good deals of pretty good 

quality items. In the center of the Grand Bazaar is the oldest part, which also has the most 

prestigious stores, mostly dealing with jewelry and antiques. It’s generally the least 

crowded part of the market, and although the prices are high, they have very interesting 

things to look at. If you get hungry after wandering through the labyrinth of stalls, Şahin 

Usta31 or Gul Ebru32 both have pretty good kebabs and döner.  You can also get tea inside 

the Grand Bazaar, or, for a better treat, slightly north of the Grand Bazaar you can get tea 

in one of the old hans (Ottoman era caravansaries).   

 Arguably the greatest part of the Grand Bazaar for buying things is actually right 

outside it: just to the west of the Grand Bazaar complex, just north of the Beyazidiye 

Mosque, is the Sahaflar Çarşısı.33 This market specializes in books and paper, including 

wonderful pieces of old calligraphy. Just to the south of it, you can visit the Beyazidiye 

Mosque,34 a huge green-hued mosque that was built by Bayezit II (r. 1481-1512). Right 

across from the mosque to the west you can see the large campus of Istanbul 

University,35 the oldest continuous university in the city (it was founded in 1453). 

Although it is usually blocked off to non-university members, you can see the impressive 

gate. If you walk around the complex you can also see a large tower sticking up out of the 

center of the university. This is Bayezit’s Tower (Beyazıt Kulesi), a fire watchtower. The 

original was wooden and ironically burned down during a fire, but the modern own, built 

in the 19th century, shines different colored lights depending on the type of weather. If 

you cross the Divan Yolu (or Ordu Caddesi as the road is called at this point), down two 

blocks you will see a collection of Roman-era carved stones on the ground. This is all 

that remains of the once majestic Forum of Theodosius I.    

 

	  

																																																								
31 Mollafenari Mahallesi, Kılıçcılar Sk. No:5, 34120 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
32 Acı Çeşme Sokak No.4, Grand Bazaar. 
33 Mollafenari Mahallesi, No:, Medrese Çk. No:4, 34120 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
34 Beyazıt Mh., Ordu Cad., 34126 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
35 Beyazıt, 34452 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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Eminönü: The Spice of Life 
Eminönü is basically the market of Istanbul. Historically this is where ships would have 

docked, merchants plied their wares, and people from across the city came to shop. It still 

retains its robust atmosphere, crowds of locals, and fog of spice.  

 

Between the tourist-packed Grand Bazaar and Spice Bazaar lies the inner heart of 

Istanbul: Eminönü. In this twisted knot of streets are the real markets of downtown 

Istanbul, complete with everything from fishmongers to the last chest maker in the old 

city.  Specialty stores galore still exist, with locals and tourists able to pick up any type of 

food or good they would ever want. 

Eminönü begins at the mouth of the Golden Horn, where a veritable fleet of 

ferries is coming and going at all hours.  Along the docks is also one of the remnants of 

old Istanbul – the fish stands.  The uniquely decorated small barges rock up and down 

with waves, grill and griller working on the barge itself.  Here, day in and day out, expert 

grillers whip out hundreds of delicious balık ekmek, fresh fish straight from the 

Bosphorus, with lettuce and onions on a half loaf of fresh bread.  These half sandwiches 

are a cheap and delicious meal in Istanbul, which can be seasoned to your tastes with 

lemon juice and salt.       

As you walk south from the 

water, you will see a giant mosque. 

This is the Yeni Camii (New 

Mosque),36 a 17th century mosque 

will gorgeous red and blue tiles 

covering the inside. Right next to it, 

you will see a huge complex called 

the Spice Bazaar (Mışırçarsısı),37 

also known as the Egyptian Bazaar, 

which is an L-shaped building full of spice dealers and hawkers of tourist wares of the 

sort you saw in the Grand Bazaar. On the eastern side of the building, on the outside, 

																																																								
36 Rüstem Paşa Mh., Eminönü, 34116 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
37 8:00am-7:30pm every day. Rüstem Paşa Mahallesi, 34116 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 



	 32 

there are even small stores selling 

pets and pet supplies! The greatest 

benefit of the Spice Bazaar is 

probably Malatya Pazarı, which has 

a large election of spices, dried fruit, 

and nuts, all of which they can 

vacuum pack for you to bring back 

to the states. Avoid their Turkish 

delight though – you can get much 

better quality Turkish delight just a few blocks away! 

Starting in front of the Spice Bazaar, turn to the right and head up the line of 

storefronts that seem to be a continuation of the spice bazaar.  If your eyes deceive you, 

just follow the smell of fresh fish from the seas off Turkey.  You will soon see the 

specialty food stores that are a culinary figment of Turkey.  Instead of the traditional 

western-style grocery store, although those have begun to penetrate Turkey, stores are 

traditionally broken up into individual specialties.   

Walking through Eminönü, you will quickly come to understand the 

combinations.  First you have the dried fruit and nut vendors, usually stocking spices as 

well.  Next you have those stores that carry a trifecta of great Turkish food: olives, honey, 

and milk products, including many cheeses and the unique water buffalo clotted cream 

known as kaymak.  Then there are the fishmongers, butchers, coffee roasters, and Turkish 

candy stores.  The markets also have every single item you would ever want to find, from 

tea sets and coffee grinders to party favors and fifty different types of bags, from burlap 

to ornate paper.   

The real treat, however, is trying the food from these stores. The vast majority of 

these shops are in a long line starting from the first street to your right after you walk up 

the right side of the Spice Bazaar.  Stop by the dairy stores and try a slice of Turkey’s 

most known cheese, beyaz peynir, or white cheese. Temiz Peynirci38 is run by a nice old 

man and has a small but tasty number of cheeses. Kervan Elif Peynircilik39 has a larger 

																																																								
38 Tahtakale Mahallesi, Hasırcılar Cad. No:2, 34116 Fatih/İstanbul - Avrupa, Turkey. 
39 Hasırcılar Cad. No:13/B Eminönü 34200 Istanbul Turkey. 
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number, the best beyaz peynir, and also great olives. Be sure to smell the mountains of 

spices from cinnamon to red pepper, heaped up in huge bins at various stores along the 

street. If instead of turning right, you continued straight and then to the left, you can find 

great deals on Turkish tea sets, tea pots, and decorative plates and sugar dishes.    

There are several small restaurants scattered 

through this narrow path and its side streets.  Some of 

the best Turkish masters ply their foods from these 

streets.  You can get juicy kokoreç, a surprisingly tasty 

sheep intestine sandwich that originated in Albania, at 

Kral Kokoreç,40 which also has excellent chicken 

döner sandwiches. Some of the best baklava in Istanbul 

is available at Develi,41 whose chefs trained in the 

Turkish city of Gaziantep, known for having the best 

baklava in the country. If you go for breakfast before 

10am, you can get katmer, a dish with kaymak and pistachios in a pastry. Take a break 

after Develi by stopping at Rüstem Paşa Camii.42 It is partially hidden; right after 

Develi, look for a stone staircase going upstairs. The mosque is actually on the second 

floor. It is hidden and above the crowds down in Eminönü, which makes it peaceful due 

to the lack of tourists and separation from the streets. This beautiful mosque features 

beautiful red, white, and blue designs with Iznik tiles was built by the famous Ottoman 

architect Sinan. At Mavi Haliç Pidecisi43 you can watch the master make pide, or 

Turkish pizza, from scratch before your eyes.  

After eating these delights, don’t forget to cross the street (Prof. Cemil Birsel 

Cadde) and visit Altan Şekerleme,44 a Turkish candy store, for homemade lokum, or 

Turkish delight.  The same very nice family has owned business since the 19th century, 

and their lokum is one of the best in the city: they use whole fruits and nuts and add a 

																																																								
40 Go up the right side of the Mışırçarsısı and go past the fishmongers, turn right at the first street. Rüstem 
Paşa Mahallesi, Rüstem Paşa Mahallesi Hasırcılar Caddesi No 38/C EMİNÖNÜ, 34116 Fatih/İstanbul, 
Turkey. 
41 Tahtakale Mahallesi, No:, Hasırcılar Cd. No:37, 34116 İstanbul/Fatih, Turkey. 
42 Rüstem Paşa Mah., Hasırcılar Cd. Rüstem Paşa Cami No:62, 34116 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
43 Sarıdemir Mahallesi, 34134 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
44 Demirtaş Mh.kıble Çeşme Cad./no.68 Kantarcılar.eminönü, 34134 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey	
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coconut coating. Be sure to talk to the owners about your trip. Their lokum is a great gift 

as well. You can get personalized half kilo and kilo boxes of it.    

After touring the edible delights of Eminönü, you can head up into the old hans, 

or caravansaries.  These double story, square-shaped buildings were where traveling 

merchants stayed in Ottoman times.  They kept their goods and animals down below, 

while they stayed in the rooms upstairs.  Today many of the local tea brewers, or a çaycı 

(singular), operate out of holes in the walls of these often-deserted hans.  You can stop by 

to enjoy a glass of finely brewed Turkish tea while sitting in the courtyard of an old han.  

The Büyük Valide Han is the last remaining part of the area around the Grand Bazaar 

where you can still climb to the roof and see old Istanbul from a remarkable vantage 

point. Go up to the second floor and find Mehdi Bey, the caretaker of the building, who 

well let you go up to the roof. Be 

sure to tip him when you leave, 

typically around 10 TL. The view 

is spectacular all the time, but the 

best time is if you go at sunset 

about 20-30 minutes before the 

azan, the call to prayer. It is 

breathtaking. Also on the second 

floor of the Büyük Valide Han 

you can buy the best (and 

cheapest) hanging glass mosaic lamps in the city. This place makes them on site and 

supplies many other stores in the city. They can make ones to your request as well, but be 

sure that you get one that is unwired. Turkish wiring won’t work correctly in the United 

States or most other countries!  
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Kalenderhane: Mosques & Ruins Galore 
Kalenderhane, along with the regions surrounding it, is the old geographical core of 

Constantinople. It goes outside the zone of travel for most tourists, but has a mix of 

Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman era architectural marvels and delicious food.  

  

 Just to the north of Istanbul 

University lies the huge mosque 

complex of the Sülemaniye 

Camii.45 It was commissioned by 

its namesake, the Ottoman sultan 

Süleyman I (r. 1520-1566, and was 

built by the famous Ottoman 

architect Sinan. Next to the large 

mosque are the tombs of both 

Süleyman and his chief consort and legal wife, Hürrem Hatun, better known in the west 

as Roxelana. Inside the complex you can also see a former imaret, or Ottoman soup 

kitchen, than has since been transformed into a restaurant. From the northeastern side of 

the complex, you can look over the wall to get a great view down to the Golden Horn.   

 Down to the south three blocks on Süleymaniye Cadde, on your right will be the 

old Byzantine Church of the Theotokos Kyriotissa. It was used as a Catholic Church 

during the Latin occupation of the city in the 13th century, and it became a mosque during 

the Ottoman era, known as the Kalenderhane Camii.46 It is a unique mosque, and still 

has large slabs of precious stones back from its days as a Byzantine church.  

 Go two blocks to the west on the street right before the Kalenderhane Camii and 

turn up Vefa Cadde. You will see Vefa Bozacısı,47 the best place in Istanbul to get boza 

(they’ve been in business since the 1870s). Boza is a thick, mildly alcoholic drink (1% 

alcohol content) made from fermented millet or wheat. It is best drunk with cinnamon 

and dried chickpeas. You can either get a glass or a to-go cup. Two blocks to the north 

																																																								
45 Süleymaniye Mah., Prof. Sıddık Sami Onar cad. No:1, 34116 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
46 Kalenderhane Mahallesi, 16 Mart Şehitleri Cd No:16, 34134 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
47 Open 8am-12am. http://www.vefa.com.tr/. Mollahüsrev Mahallesi, Vefa Cad., No:66, 34134 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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and one to the east is an old Byzantine church that is now a mosque, the Vefa Kilise 

Camii,48 which translates to the Vefa Church Mosque.  

 Be sure to finish it before 

going to the next mosque: the 

Şehzade Camii,49 another one of 

Sinan’s masterpieces. Right to the 

west of the green space in front of the 

mosque, you can see one of the largest 

standing Roman aqueducts in the 

world. The Valens Aqueduct still 

stands strong over the present-day 

Atatürk Boulevard. Cross the street and go two blocks north of the Valens Aqueduct to 

stop by Siirt Vatan Gida Pazari.50 It is the best place in the city to get çiğköfte (literally 

raw köfte), a Kurdish specialty that is a ball of ground bulgar and raw meat with spices 

served in a piece of lettuce.  

 But this is only an appetizer: right around the corner and right next to the backside 

of the Valens Aqueduct is one of the best restaurants in Istanbul, serving Kurdish cuisine 

and delicious roast lamb. The specialty at Siirt Şeref51 is büryan kebap, pit roasted lamb 

(it is better on the bone – kemikli – but you can also get it without, kemiksiz). It also has 

other great dishes such as perde pilav, a hard pastry shell with rice, spices, currants, pine 

nuts, and chicken inside (it is a traditional Eastern wedding dish – the currants represent 

the good times and the pepper the bad ones). Ortayağla kemiksiz is another lamb dish 

(the first word means half fat, if you want more fat you can change this to çokyağla 

instead). And for dessert they have an amazing künefe, a sweet cheese pastry with 

pistachios on top; but unfortunately it is not available on Saturdays or Sundays. Before 

																																																								
48 Hoca Gıyasettin Mahallesi, Vefa Caddesi Tirendaz Sokak, 34134 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
49 Kalenderhane Mahallesi, 34134 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
50 Open 7am-9pm. Zeyrek Mahallesi, İtfaiye Caddesi & Hüsambey Sokak, Kadınlar Pazarı No:3, 34083 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
51 Directions from the Şehzade Camii: Cross the street along the Valens Aqueduct after the Şehzade Camii. 
Go through the park with the gold statue of Mehmet the Conqueror.  Go down the first street under the 
aqueduct.  It is the first restaurant down the street on the corner on the right.  Open 9:30am-10pm. 
http://serefburyan.org/. Zeyrek Mahallesi, İtfaiye Cd. No:4, 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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you leave you may even get offered No 

Şuga gum by the owner, Levent Bey (the 

gum is flavorless and somewhat like rubber, 

but he offers it to tourists as a joke).  

 If you walk across the street to the 

west and walk about four blocks, you will 

come across the huge mosque complex of 

the green-hued Fatih Camii,52 one of the most gorgeous mosques in all of Istanbul. It 

was built by Mehmet II after he conquered the city, and it is built where the old 

Byzantine Church of the Holy Apostles, built by Constantine I (r. 306-337), was located. 

If you continue further west, you will enter the Fatih neighborhood (named after the 

mosque), traditionally one of the most conservative neighborhoods in Istanbul. This is not 

tourist territory at all, English will be less commonly spoken, but the people are still very 

nice. Some of the best traditional Turkish clothing stores are along here, especially for 

women. Just be aware that this is a conservative neighborhood, so be respectful.   

 If you didn’t stop at Siirt Şeref, another option for food is up to the southeast of 

the mosque at Eski Kafa.53 They have an excellent mütfak (kitchen) style selection – you 

see what is prepared and can choose what you want to eat. They are known for their 

karnıyarık (eggplant with spiced lamb inside), but their goulash is also quite good if they 

have it. They are located in At Pazarı Meydanı, a small square with a few restaurants and 

cafes.      

 After your meal, duck under the Valens Aqueduct at Siirt Şeref to end up in a 

park across the boulevard from the Şehzade Camii. There is a golden statue of Sultan 

Mehmet II there, but the main sites are across the street to the south. Right across the 

street from Mehmet II’s park are the ruins of the Church of St. Polyeuktos. You can’t 

enter the grounds, but you are elevated, so you can look down on them. One block to the 

west from here, past a hospital, is the Byzantine era Column of Marcian, known by the 

																																																								
52 Ali Kuşçu Mahallesi, Hattat Nafiz Cd. No:6, 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
53 From Fatih Camii: Walk north on Mıhçılar Cadde, the street running along the southeast side of the 
mosque complex (you had to cross it to get here from Siirt Şeref). The square is located on your right two 
blocks after you are no longer walking along the side of the mosque. Open 8:30am-11pm. Ali Kuşçu 
Mahallesi, At Pazarı Meydanı Sk. 11/A, 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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Turks as Kıztaşı, or the maiden’s stone. It’s right in the middle of the street, so you can’t 

miss it.   

 Back north of the Valens Aqueduct there are several other churches that became 

mosques, like the Kalenderhane Camii and the Vefa Kilise Camii. The Imaret-i Atik 

Camii54 is hidden in a honeycomb of small streets to the northwest of Siirt Şeref, but the 

former Monastery of Christ Pantepoptes is well worth the search and is from the 11th 

century. From here, head east until you once again reach Atatürk Boulevard (the giant 

boulevard the runs under the Valens Aqueduct). You should see perched high above you 

the Zeyrek Camii,55 formerly the Church of the Pantocrator. It’s a bit of a hike up to it. 

The massive walls of the mosque represent a height in middle Byzantine architecture. 

You can take advantage of its perch to get wonderful views of everything else that you 

saw in this neighborhood.   

   

	  

																																																								
54 Directions from Siirt Şeref to the Imaret-i Atik Camii: Go across the street to the west from Siirt Şeref 
and walk one block, then turn right and walk up this street (Ömer Effendi Sokak) until it turns from going 
north and heads west. The penultimate block that goes west will take you to the mosque. If you’ve walked 
for more than 12 minutes, you’ve gone too far. If you get lost, just ask anyone on the street: “Imaret-i Atik 
Camii nerede?” Cibali Mahallesi, Parmaklık Sk., 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
55 Zeyrek Mahallesi, 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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The Right Side of the Tracks: Aksaray 
Aksaray is so named because it was settled by migrants from the Central Anatolian city 

of Aksaray. The neighborhood is just slightly further to the west from the Grand Bazaar 

and Istanbul University, but is frequently ignored by travelers. It offers a number of 

stunning mosques and great places to eat. 

 

 Walking three blocks further to the west from Istanbul University along the Divan 

Yolu will take you into a still bustling, but less touristy neighborhood. The first site you 

will see is the Laleli Camii56 on your right. It is a baroque style mosque from the 18th 

century, a very different type of mosque 

from the converted Byzantine churches and 

high Ottoman mosques from the era of 

Süleyman the Magnificent and his 

successors. This one has a number of stained 

glass windows and slabs of expensive hued 

stone. About another two blocks down the 

Divan Yolu, right after crossing under an 

overpass (this is actually Atatürk Boulevard, the street that ran under the Valens 

Aqueduct), you will see the Pertevniyal Valide Sultan Camii.57 Finished in the early 

1870s, it is one of the last Ottoman mosques built in Istanbul. It has a mix of influences, 

including classical Turkish architecture and European Gothic, Renaissance, and Empire 

styles. The stonework on the outside of the mosque is especially impressive.  

 Walk south two blocks on Atatürk Boulevard and cross the street toward the east, 

walking two blocks down Mesihpaşa Cadde to reach the Bodrum Camii.58 This building 

was originally a Byzantine church that was attached to the 10th century Palace of 

Myrelaion, which was built on the site of an old Roman rotunda. The rotunda became the 

																																																								
56 Kemal Paşa Mahallesi, Ordu Cad., 34134 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
57 It is a more conservative mosque, so sometimes you may not be allowed inside if you are not Muslim. 
However, if you say you are studying Islamic history, you are more likely to be allowed inside (just say: 
“İslam tarihi okuyorum”). Gureba Hüseyinağa Mh., Atatürk Blv. No:1, 34091 Aksaray/Fatih/İstanbul, 
Turkey	
58 It is also known as Masihpaşa Camii, after Masih Paşa, who converted it to a mosque after the Ottoman 
conquest of the city in 1453. Mesih Paşa Mahallesi, 34130 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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crypt of the church, where Emperor Romanos I Lekapenos and members of his family 

were buried. Due to this architectural structure, the Turks dubbed it Bodrum Camii, or the 

basement mosque.   

For food, there are a few great options in Aksaray. Walk back to the Pertevniyal 

Valide Sultan Camii and turn left, heading west. You will see one mosque (the Murat 

Paşa Camii) on a corner, with streets going on either side of it. Take the northern street 

(the one furthest to your right – Adnan Menderes Boulevard). You will see the Aksaray 

Metro station about a block down. Right behind this to your right is a row of restaurants. 

On the far east (right) side of this row is a place called Babo’nun Yeri59 (literally “Babo’s 

Place”). If you want good grilled liver (ciğer) in Istanbul, this is the place to get it.  

On the other end of the row of restaurants is one called Ehli Kebap.60It features 

cuisine from the southeastern Turkish city of Gaziantep, a sort of culinary Mecca for 

Turkey known for its baklava (like that at Develi in Eminönü) and its kebabs. Ehli 

Kebap, while still having good kebabs, is perhaps best known, however, for its soup. But 

not just any soup – beyran soup (beyran çorbası), a lamb broth based, slightly spicy soup 

that is eaten for breakfast in Gaziantep. Also be sure to look at the walls of the restaurant 

– you can see lists of names of Kurdish gangsters from the eastern Turkish city of 

Diyarbekir.  

About two blocks further west on Adnan Menderes Boulevard from Ehli Kebap, 

there is another option for eastern Turkish food. But this time, its food from the Turkish 

province of Hatay, which has a mix of Turkish and Syrian influences on it cuisine. 

Akdeniz Hatay Sofrası61 offers a really long menu, but its signature dishes are its Deveci 

Tuzda Tavuk, a whole rice-stuffed chicken entirely covered in rock salt and baked, and 

Deveci Tuzda Et, a lamb leg stuffed in rice and cooked in rock salt. The rock salt makes 

the meat incredibly flavorful, but you also have to order it several hours in advance (2 for 

the chicken and 4 for the leg of lamb). Also make sure you bring friends: it takes three to 

four people to eat one of these.  

																																																								
59 Full name: Şanlıurfa Zaman Ciğer & Kebap Salonu Babo’nun Yeri. İskender Paşa Mah. Sofular Cad. 
Simitçi Şakir Sok. No:38 Fatih 34200 Istanbul Turkey. 
60 Closed Mondays. Open 8am–10pm. http://www.ehlikebap.com.tr/. İskenderpaşa Mahallesi, 34091 
Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
61 Open 8:30am-Midnight. http://www.akdenizhataysofrasi.com.tr/. İskenderpaşa Mahallesi, Ahmediye Cd. 
No:44, 34080 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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After lunch, if you have time for one more mosque, two blocks further west on 

Adnan Menderes Boulevard is Molla Fenari Camii.62 This mosque was formerly a 

Byzantine nunnery, the Nunnery of Theotokos Panachrantos, which was inaugurated by 

the early 10th century aristocrat Constantine Lips. Much of the inside has not been 

drastically changed and you can still see the exposed Byzantine brickwork.  

 

	  

																																																								
62 Also known as the Fenari Isa Camii. At the intersection of Adnan Menderes Boulevard and Halıcılar 
Cadde. Akşemseddin Mh. 34091 Fatih/İstanbul. 
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Fener & Balat: Turkish Minorities along the Golden Horn 
The Golden Horn, or Haliç, has historically been the home of minorities during the 

Ottoman and modern Turkish eras. Although those populations have decreased over 

time, one can still encounter different cultural aspects in the Greek-dominated 

neighborhood of Fener and Jewish Balat. The Istanbul government also undertook a 

major rejuvenation of the shore of the Haliç since 2000, turning it into a pleasant green 

space all the way from the Atatürk Bridge to the city walls.  

 

 Although you can walk here from Eminönü, you can also take the 33ES or 36CE 

buses.63 Just get off when you see grass along your right next to the Golden Horn. This is 

one of the nicest walks in the city of Istanbul – beautiful views, not overcrowded, and lots 

of trees.  

 About three blocks after the Atatürk Bridge, you will see Kadir Has University. 

Inside its campus there is an interesting privately owned museum, the Rezan Has 

Müzesi.64 It is a museum of art and culture, but perhaps the most interesting thing about 

it is the structures in which it is located: a Byzantine cistern, an Ottoman bath, and a 

Turkish tobacco factory.  

 Two blocks down from the 

Rezan Has is Aya Nikola Church.65 

While you can’t enter the church, along 

on the main street (the street the runs 

along the parks next to the Golden Horn) 

there are the remnants of an ayazma 

(Greek holy water fount) that you can 

see right next to the entrance. This is the 

start of a few blocks of Greek culture in 

the neighborhood of Fener. After the Ottoman conquest of the city, most of the Greeks 

settled in this neighborhood and became known as Phanariotes (“those from Fener”). The 

																																																								
63 If you are coming from the north, you can also take the T1 or TB1 bus from Taksim.  
64 Admission 5 TL. Open 9am-6pm. http://www.rhm.org.tr/en/. Cibali Mahallesi, Hisaraltı Caddesi, Kadir 
Has Üniversitesi, Cibali,Istanbul,34083, 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
65 Yavuz Sultan Selim Mahallesi, Abdülezelpaşa Cd., 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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Patriarchate of Constantinople, one of the most important ecclesiastical seats in the 

Orthodox world, is located here. Turn left on the next street (Haliç Cadde) and take an 

immediate right. Follow this street for about two blocks (past a neat dark purple eclectic 

but classy café called Perispri) and you will end up right next to the Greek Orthodox 

Patriarchate of Constantinople at the Church of St. George.66 It is still an active church 

and is a major site to visit for Orthodox Christians – the only big tourist destination of 

any sort in this neighborhood. If you go out the opposite way, there are a few streets that 

have shops selling Greek and Orthodox souvenirs, including ones from the Patriarchate. 

Plus there are Greek cafes. 

 If you walk around the streets, you will see where the boundaries between 

different ethnic groups used to (and in some cases still) blend in Istanbul. Churches and 

mosques lay in close proximity and can still hear a number of languages spoken. Head 

straight up the streets (it’s a bit of a hike, so almost exactly straight up) toward the 

southeast and you will see the large 

complex of the Yavuz Selim Camii67 

(built by Ottoman Sultan Selim I (r. 1512-

1520)). In addition to being the largest 

mosque in the area, it is high up and offers 

great views of the Golden Horn and the 

Fener neighborhood. Walk out the back of 

the mosque (heading south) and past the 

park. At this intersection (Sultan Selim 

Cadde and Fethiye Cadde), turn right and 

walk for three blocks until you get to the 

Fethiye Museum.68 This is the former Byzantine Pammakaristos Church, later converted 

into a mosque by the Ottomans. It has a large number of Byzantine mosaics, but is 

infrequently visited by tourists. 

																																																								
66 Yavuz Sultan Selim Mahallesi, 34083 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
67 Balat Mahallesi, Sultan Selim Cd. No:18, 34087 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
68 In Turkish: Fethiye Müzesi. Open Admission 5 TL. 9am-5pm, November – mid-April; 9am-7pm, mid-
April–October. http://ayasofyamuzesi.gov.tr/en/fethiye-museum-pammakaristos. Fethiye Caddesi, 
Çarşamba - Fatih/İstanbul, Türkiye.  
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 Head back up Fethiye Cadde (the street you just came down), and take the first 

left. Walk down this until you reach a red painted building. This seemingly 

inconspicuous building is the Church of Saint Mary of the Mongols,69 the only 

Byzantine-era church to still be active and never have been converted into a mosque. 

Right to the right of you slightly down a hill you will see a massive brick building that 

looks like a fortress (sometimes known by locals as the Red Castle), looming over the 

rest of Fener. This is the Özel Fener Rum Lisesi,70 a Greek high school. But although it 

is Greek and teaches Greek subjects, Turkish law mandates that it is officially a secular 

school and teaches the typical Turkish high school curriculum as well. You can’t go in 

without special permission, but the architecture is worth admiring – the current building 

was built in the 1880s (although the school has existed in some form or another since 

1454, right after the Ottoman conquest).  

 After this, you can head back down to the park along the Golden Horn – it’s a 

much easier walk than getting up here. If you head west along the Golden Horn, you will 

soon see a golden dome sticking out in the 

middle of the street. This is the Church of St. 

Stephen of the Bulgars;71 the Bulgarians used 

to pray at the Greek Orthodox churches, but 

with the rise of nationalism in the 19th century, 

the Ottomans allowed the Bulgarians to 

establish their own patriarchate. This church 

was made of prefabricated cast iron – one of the 

few such churches remaining in the world – but it also has elements of Eastern European, 

Gothic, and Baroque styles.  

 Right after this church is the start of the Balat neighborhood. Historically a Jewish 

neighborhood, Balat has not retained as much of this culture as the Greek Fener. But it 

does host an excellent restaurant: Köfteci Arnavut.72 Although its signature köfte is good, 

the best item on the menu is undoubtedly its trileçe cake. It probably has some relation to 

																																																								
69 Balat Mahallesi, 34087 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
70 Balat Mahallesi, Sancaktar Ykş. No:36, 34087 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
71 Merkez Mahallesi, Abide-i Hürriyet Cd No:70, 34381 Şişli/Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
72 Balat Mahallesi, Mürsel Paşa Cad. No:139, 34087 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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tres leches, but has a few slight (but tasty) tweaks, such as the use of kaymak in the cream 

poured over the cake.  
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Adventures Along the City Walls 
The Theodosian Walls of Constantinople, built by Emperor Theodosius (r. 408-450), 

were one of the most impregnable structures in world history. The double Theodosian 

Walls stood for over a thousand years until finally being breached by the Ottoman army 

in 1453. Parts of the Walls still stand today, marking the furthest boundary of the old 

city.  

 

 At the end of the 

neighborhood of Balat, you will 

come up to the northernmost 

section of the Theodosian Walls. 

Along with the Valens Aqueduct, 

they are one of the oldest structures 

in the city to still be standing. But 

the northernmost section is actually 

a later 12th century addition by 

Emperor Manuel I Komnenos (r. 

1143-1180). The Wall of Manuel Komnenos was built to protect the new imperial palace, 

the Palace of Blachernae, which is in the northwest corner of the old city. Going past it 

also takes you into the neighborhood of Eyüp. 

 

Eyüp 
 During the Muslim siege of Constantinople from 674-678, Abu Ayyub al-Ansari, 

a companion of Muhammad, died in battle. He was buried outside the city walls, which 

were not breached by the Muslim army. When the Ottomans conquered the city in 1453, 

they “rediscovered” Aby Ayyub’s tomb. The area was named Eyüp (Abu Ayyub’s name 

in Turkish).73 The tomb became a sacred place and the Ottomans sultan, upon ascending 

the throne, would go to the adjacent Eyüp Sultan Mosque to be girded with the Sword of 

Osman. 
																																																								
73 To get to Eyüp directly from downtown, take the 99E or 399C Bus from the Eminönü Otogar (bus 
depot). You can also walk there directly through Fener and Balat along the Golden Horn. 
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 But first, about 5-10 minutes north of the Haliç Bridge, a little inland from the 

Golden Horn, you will see another of Mimar Sinan’s creations. The Zal Mahmud Pasha 

Camii74 may be smaller than the Sülemaniye, but it is still worth seeing. 

 A block north of the Zal Mahmud Pasha Camii you will come upon the huge 

religious complex of the Eyüp Sultan Camii,75 including the mosque where Ottoman 

sultans used to be girded with their ancestor’s sword and the neighborhood’s namesake 

tomb. There will be a large number of devout Muslims there to see the holy shrine. The 

complex includes several relics as well, the most famous of which is Muhammad’s 

footprint.    

 After visiting this holiest Muslim site in Istanbul, walk north and you will see a 

giant hill with hundreds of graves on them to the left. The hill is known as Pierre Loti 

Tepesi, named after the 19th century 

French novelist Pierre Loti, who visited 

the city many times and wrote favorably 

of Turkey. However, the hill itself is 

actually named after the café perched at 

the top, the Pierre Loti Kahvesi.76 This 

café is one of the most famous in 

Istanbul. To get there, you take a cable 

car from the street level (on the side of 

hill furthest from the Golden Horn) up to 

the top of the hill. While the view from the cable car is great, the view from the café is 

even more spectacular. Locals and tourists alike will sit there for quite a while watching 

the Golden Horn and the city below. The tables closest to the edge of the hill are perhaps 

the hardest commodity to get in the entire city! If you wait long enough you may get one, 

but there are lots of other tables too from which you can enjoy your cup of coffee or your 

glass of çay.     

 

 
																																																								
74 Nişanca Mahallesi, 34050 Eyüp/İstanbul, Turkey. 
75 Merkez Mh., Kalenderhane Cd. No:1, 34050 Eyüp/İstanbul, Turkey. 
76 Eyüp Merkez Mahallesi, Gümüşsuyu Cad./balmumcu Sok. No:5, 34050 Eyüp/Istanbul - Europe, Turkey.	
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Blachernae 
 After leaving Eyüp, head back south and walk along the city walls. It’s about a 

20-minute walk until you come to a big break in the wall in the guise of Fevzi Paşa 

Cadde. The section of the wall around here is one of the best preserved, so definitely take 

a few pictures.  

The neighborhood you are entering 

used to be known as Blachernae during 

Byzantine times. Go inside the old city and 

walk up the third street to your left 

(Yeşilce Direk Sokak), and take an 

immediate left up Kalfa Efendi Sokak. 

This will take you straight to the Chora 

Museum.77 It was originally a Roman-

Byzantine monastery church, named after the Greek word for “the country,” as when it 

was first built, the Theodosian Walls had not yet been built. Although it has a long 

history, the church was heavily damaged by an earthquake in the 13th century. Most of 

what can be seen today, including the church’s famous mosaics, dates from the 

renovations undertaken by Theodore Metochites, the leading Byzantine minister of his 

day. It was converted to a mosque after the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople until it 

became a museum in 1945. Its mosaics and frescos have made it a regular item on many 

tourists’ itineraries.  

   Around the church are several art stores, including pottery and paintings. One 

studio that has neat paintings of Istanbul is down the street to the left as you are facing 

the entrance to the Chora Museum. To the right of the museum as you are facing it is 

Asitane,78 a pricier but unique restaurant that serves dishes created from Ottoman court 

recipes.   

																																																								
77 You can get there from any of the other streets heading into this area, but this is the most direct way. In 
Turkish: Kariye Müzesi. Admission: 30 TL. 9:00am-5:00pm, last entry at 4:30pm, April 15 – October 1; 
9:00am-7:00pm, last entry at 6:00pm. October 1 – April 15, http://kariye.muze.gov.tr/en. Dervişali 
Mahallesi, Kariye Cami Sk. No:8, 34087 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey. 
78 https://www.asitanerestaurant.com/. Dervişali Mahallesi, Kariye Cami Sk. No:6, 34087 
Edirnekapı/Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.  
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Walk back north to get next to the walls. This is one of the few sections of the 

Theodosian Walls where you can actually walk onto the walls. The steps are pretty 

narrow, but it is certainly an incredible experience to be on top of these walls that resisted 

would-be-conquerors for a millennium. Walk further down the walls to the northwest and 

you will see the Palace of the Porphyrogenitos,79 which is often equated with the Palace 

of Blachernae (it’s actually a bit further south than where the main Blachernae complex 

was located). It’s the only Byzantine palace in the city to still be partially intact (not 

counting the basement hull of the Great Palace or the outer shell of the Bucoleon). It is 

currently being restored and will possibly open to the public at some point in the future. 

For now you can just see it from the outside.  

 

Rest of the Walls 
 The Blachernae 

section of the walls has the 

most interesting sites, but 

walking the rest of the 

walls down to the Sea of 

Marmara is well worth it. 

The experience is fairly 

unique for tourists, the 

views are great, and there 

are small adventures to be 

had. If you keep wandering 

in and out of the walls, you will see a few more sections of the walls where you can climb 

up to the top. There are also monumental gates along the way, including the former 

Golden Gate. The Golden Gate was the main processional entrance into the city, used by 

emperors to mark their victorious return from a campaign. After the fall of 

Constantinople, there was a legend that Emperor Constantine XI, the last Byzantine 

emperor, who had died in the final Ottoman attack, was actually turned to marble under 

																																																								
79 Note that this area can become less safe at night, so it is best to see it during the day. Ayvansaray 
Mahallesi, 34087 Fatih/İstanbul, Turkey.	
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the Golden Gate and will one day rise up to retake the city from the Turks. Perhaps just to 

be safe, the Ottomans walled up the gate.  

 You can also see an interesting section of Istanbullu life in these parts. Numerous 

farmers work their cabbage patches right under the walls. It isn’t uncommon to see a goat 

or a few chickens wandering through the streets on the inner side of the wall.  

 There are also several large green spaces. One of these, about halfway down the 

walls, has the 1453 Panorama Museum80 in it. Although the museum’s information is 

strongly nationalistic in nature, the setup (its namesake panorama) is still worth a quick 

run-through.   

 If you walk through the parks from the 1453 Panorama Museum south, you will 

eventually come to a small Church of St. Mary of the Spring.81 This church had great 

significance to the Byzantines. Its holy spring could heal the sick, and the emperor visited 

the church during important holy days several times a year. Even today it is still an 

important pilgrimage site in Greek Orthodoxy. 

 Right behind the Golden Gate is the Yedikule, or seven castles. This was a major 

fortification added by Mehmet II (r. 1446-1448, 1451-1481) after he conquered the city. 

You used to be able to go inside, but it is often closed now. 

  To get back into the old city, go a block north of Kennedy Cadde (the street going 

all the way around the old city and the last road before you reach the Sea of Marmara) 

and take the Marmaray train line from Kazlıçeşme Station into the city, getting off at 

Sirkeci Station.  

 

	  

																																																								
80 In Turkish: Panorama 1453 Tarih Müzesi. Admission: 10 TL. 8:00am–5:00pm. 
http://panoramikmuze.com/homepage . Merkez Efendi Mahallesi, Topkapı Kültür Parkı, 34015 
Zeytinburnu/İstanbul, Turkey.  
81 In Turkish: Balıklı Meryem Ana Rum Manastırı. Seyitnizam Mahallesi, 34015 Zeytinburnu/İstanbul, 
Turkey.		
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Galata: Europe’s Istanbul 
Galata (also known as Pera) was the district of Istanbul where Europeans settled since 

late Byzantine times. Today part of the larger Beyoğlu neighborhood, this area was the 

modern and stylist hub of Istanbullu and European life in the late Ottoman Empire. You 

can still catch a glimpse of the glory it had just a century ago. 

 

Galata 
 Walk across the Galata Bridge from old Constantinople north to Galata. The first 

street to your left has a great place for fried calamari that is overlooking the water: Akın 

Balık.82 Keep heading north and after you pass the Karaköy train station, turn left on the 

second street (Bankalar Cadde). On Bankalar Cadde you will see to your left the Vault 

Karaköy, The House Hotel,83 a very highly regarded hotel that is inside an old Gilded 

Age bank. As you walk down the street, you will see some of the old banks that have 

stood since the end of the Ottoman Empire. The first right you can take will take you up a 

series of unusual stairs. These are the Kamondo Stairs,84 which are a unique mix of 

Neo-Baroque and Art Nouveau. They were built in the late 1800s by the wealth Jewish 

Kamondo family. If you keep going down this street all the way, you will see the Burned 

Gate (Yanıkkapı). This gate was part of the walls of Galata when the Genoese ruled it for 

about 200 years. The Genoese coat of arms is still visible on top of the gate. If instead 

you go south of the Kamondo Stairs by turning left two streets later, then taking your first 

right, you will come across the Arap Camii.85  This mosque was originally built in the 

14th century as the Catholic Church of SS. Domenic and Paul, but it was converted into a 

mosque by Bayezit II (r. 1481-1512). Bayezit welcomed Muslims fleeing from Spain in 

1492, and he gave this mosque to them, hence its name, the Arab Mosque (since most of 

the Muslims in Spain were ethnically Arab). 

																																																								
82 Arap Cami Mahallesi, Fermeneciler Cad./ali Yazıcı Sok. Gümrük Han D:10, 34421 Beyoğlu/Istanbul - 
Europe, Turkey. 
83 http://househotels.com/hotel/vault-karakoy/. Arap Cami Mahallesi, Bankalar Cd. No:5, 34421 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
84 Merkez Mah., 34421 Fatih/Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
85 Arap Cami Mahallesi, 34420 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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 But the biggest attraction in this area is 

undoubtedly up the Kamondo Stairs: the Galata 

Tower.86 The Tower’s history goes back to the 

early Byzantine Empire, and was used as a 

fortification by the Byzantines, Genoese, and 

Ottomans. Today, it instead features a top floor 

restaurant and one of the most spectacular views 

of Istanbul. You can walk around outside on the 

top of the tower and see for miles across the city 

and the Bosphorus. There is usually a line, but 

the view is well worth it.  

 Right next to the Galata Tower is 

Sensus,87 a great place for wine and cheese 

tastings. Down the street to the left of Sensus is Nardis Jazz Club,88 the best place in 

Istanbul for jazz, which features different performances every night of the week. If you 

are in the mood for more solid food, walk to the north of the tower and take a right, then 

an immediate left, and then another first left. This takes you to Café Privato,89 which 

serves up delicious but inexpensive Turkish breakfasts from 9am until midnight. If 

instead of taking that first left, you went straight, you would come to Fürreyya Galata,90 

a great choice for fresh fish wraps. The seating is usually a bit limited, so take it to go. A 

little further up the street on your right is Georges Hotel Galata.91 In addition to being a 

boutique hotel with great rooms, it also has a rooftop bar, which is especially spectacular 

after nightfall with the lit up view of the city. Further beyond the Georges Hotel is 

Mavra,92 an eclectic but good restaurant offering tasty (but not exactly Turkish) café 

dishes. In addition, crafts are created and sold out of their workshop.   

																																																								
86 In Turkish: Galata Mevlevihane. Admission: 18.5 TL. 9:00am–7:00pm. http://www.galatakulesi.org/. 
Bereketzade Mahallesi, Galata Kulesi, 34421 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey 
87 http://www.sensuswine.com/. Bereketzade Mahallesi, Bereketzade Mah. Büyükhendek Cad. No.5 34420 
Kuledibi,, 34421 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
88 http://nardisjazz.com/. Bereketzade Mahallesi, Galata Kulesi Sk. No:8, 34421 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
89 Şahkulu Mahallesi, Galata Galip Cad., Tımarcı Sok. 3/B, 34420 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
90 Şahkulu Mahallesi, Serdar-ı Ekrem Cd. 2/B, 34421 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
91 http://georges.com/. Müeyyedzade Mahallesi, Serdar-ı Ekrem Cd. No:24, 34425 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, 
Turkey.  
92 Hacımimi Mahallesi, Serdarı Ekrem Sok. 31/A, 34425 Beyoğlu/İstanbul - Avrupa, Turkey. 
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Karaköy 
 Karaköy is the sliver of land in Beyoğlu that is right along the Bosphorus. It is 

one of hippest locations in the city: unique cafes, artsy specialty stores, stylish bars, and 

excellent restaurants dot the neighborhood. While one of the best parts of it is just setting 

out and exploring your way through the streets, there are still some standouts. 

 Just to the north of the Karaköy train station, on the first (partially hidden) right 

corner, is one of the best places for bal-kaymak (water buffalo milk clotted cream and 

honey) in Istanbul. Karaköy Özsüt93 has been serving this breakfast dish for over a 

century, since it opened during World War I. On the street just to the north of it (these 

two streets actually combine into one street one block to the east), there is Karaköy 

Gümrük.94 This quirky but delicious restaurant has an ever-changing restaurant and is run 

by a Greek individual. Further down the street, you can visit a completely underground 

mosque. The Yeraltı Camii95 may not be the architectural wonder that the Blue Mosque 

and Hagia Sophia were, but with its green phosphoric lighting and unique subterranean 

position, it is worth a quick visit.  

 After leaving the mosque, go down to the street closest to the Bosphorus, and 

starting heading north along this street. Namlı Gurme96 is an indoors food market that has 

a good selection of cheeses and olives (Eminönü is better, but this is still very good). 

Karaköy Güllüoğlu97 has been making their delicious baklava for nearly 200 years (their 

anniversary is in 2020). You can’t miss their big store. A block later, there is Karaköy 

Lokantası,98 which is an excellent example of a meyhane, or Turkish tavern. You can get 

a nice lunch of either fish or rakı and meze there. Right next door is Lokanta Maya,99 

																																																								
93 http://karakoyozsut.com.tr/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mah., Yemişçi Hasan Sk. No:7, 34425 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
94 Müeyyedzade Mahallesi, Gümrük Sk. No:4, 34425 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
95 Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mah., Kemankeş Cad., 34425 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
96 http://namligurme.com.tr/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, Rıhtım Cad. Katotopark 1/1, 34425 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
97 http://www.karakoygulluoglu.com/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, Mumhane Cd. No:171, 
34425 Karaköy / Beyoğlu/Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
98 http://www.karakoylokantasi.com/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mh., Kemankeş Cd. 37/A, 34425 
Karaköy/Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
99 http://www.lokantamaya.com/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mh., Kemankeş Cd. 35/A, 34425 
Karaköy/Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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which offers a modern take on Aegean cuisine and is a good option for a nice sit-down 

meal. 

 Go back south one block, turn right onto Maliye Cadde, and then take an 

immediate right up Mumhane Cadde. About one block down on your right is Fransız 

Geçidi, which has some interesting stores and cafes.  Later on the block is a neat two-

story café with a hipster vibe called Tükkan.100 At the end of this street is Naif,101a 

modern but fashionable restaurant with good vegetarian options. 

 The streets around here are 

actually full of eclectic cafes. My 

favorite is Karabatak102 (meaning 

“black swamp”), which is one 

block back and down a side street. 

It has an excellent selection of teas 

and coffee, all inside a cool 

coffeehouse that includes lots of 

outside seating for when the 

weather is nice. Wander around a 

bit to find one that you like (and don’t forget to look in the crafts stores and furniture 

stores too). Especially during the weekday afternoons (when they are less crowded), these 

cafes are perfect places to work or meet friends. Right across from Karabatak, Unter 

Karaköy103 is known for its great cocktails. Down Hoca Tahsin Sokak (the street on 

which Karabatak and Unter Karaköy are located), there is also Dem Karaköy,104 a café 

with eclectic elegance that has over 60 different kinds of tea from all over the world.  

  If you keep going north, you will soon get out of the web of streets and see a 

large mosque in front of you. The Kılıç Ali Paşa Camii105 is one of the most beautiful 

																																																								
100 http://www.tukkan.com.tr/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, Mumhane Cd. No:34, 34425 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
101 Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, Mumhane Cad. No:52, 34425 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey.  
102 http://www.karabatakkarakoy.com/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, Kara Ali Kaptan Sok. 
No:7, 34425 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
103 http://www.unter.com.tr/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, Karaali Kaptan Sk. No:4, 34000 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
104 http://www.dem-istanbul.com/. Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, Hoca Tahsin Sk. No:17, 34425 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
105 Kemankeş Karamustafa Paşa Mahallesi, 34425 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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mosques in Istanbul, yet another one of Mimar Sinan’s masterpieces. If you keep going 

down the main street in front of the Kılıç Ali Paşa Camii you will see the Nusretiye 

Camii106 on your right. If you like modern art, one of Istanbul’s premier art museums, the 

Istanbul Modern,107 is down to the right on the street right after the Nusretiye Camii. It 

has a variety of different exhibits that include older works of modern paintings and 

sculpture as well as performance art.  

 

	  

																																																								
106 Kılıçali Paşa Mahallesi, 34433 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
107 In Turkish: Galata Müzesi. Admission: 25 TL. Closed Mondays. Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Fridays, 
Saturdays, and Sundays 10:00am-6:00pm, Thursdays 10:00am-8:00pm. http://www.istanbulmodern.org/. 
Kılıçali Paşa Mahallesi, Meclis-i Mebusan Cd., 34433 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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To the North: Taksim & Cihangir in Beyoğlu 
In the past, this used to be the home of fancy European embassies and glittering hotels. 

Today, Taksim is one of the main shopping areas in the city, the massive Istiklal street 

replete with storefronts from Tünel to Taksim. The areas surrounding the main street, all 

part of the wider neighborhood of Beyoğlu, feature a number of great finds off the beaten 

track. 

 

Taksim & Istiklal 
 From the top of Galata, just a little bit north of the Galata Tower, you can take the 

Tünel-to-Taksim Square Tram, which is the second oldest tram in the world after one 

in Paris. It runs along Istiklal Street, giving you a great glimpse at the crowds and the 

stores. This street is one of the main areas for shopping if you are interested in clothes, 

electronics, or more Western things.    

 At the bottom of this line is the Galata Mevlevihanesi,108 or the Mevlevi 

Whirling Dervish Hall. It includes a museum about the whirling dervishes and also offers 

weekly performances on Sundays. At the 

opposite end of Istiklal Street is Taksim 

Square. The Monument of the Republic at 

the center of the Square commemorates 

Turkish independence in 1923. Taksim 

Square is also a popular gathering point 

for protesters and riots, so be cautious if 

you notice police starting to gather.    

 There are also lots of restaurants 

around Istiklal Street, although the best are typically off Istiklal. There are lots of places 

serving meze, Turkish appetizers that are often had with a drink. A block up from the 

																																																								
108 Admission: 10 TL. 9:00am-7:00pm, April 15 – October 1; 9:00am-5:30pm, October 1 – April 15. 
galatamevlevihanesimuzesi.gov.tr. Şahkulu Mahallesi, Galip Dede Cd. No:15, 34421 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, 
Turkey. The performances are 50 TL. You can buy tickets to the performance in advance from the 
museum.   
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Şişhane station, Yeni Lokanta109 is a great choice for meze, with excellent grilled octopus 

– plus kadayıf with smoked buffalo milk ice cream for dessert. 

 The buffalo milk ice cream is much 

better than what you will find outside. There 

will be several carts along Istiklal serving 

“Turkish” ice cream. It isn’t very good and is 

very overpriced. For the fun of being teased 

with the ice cream cone before the vendor 

actually gives it to you, just watch another 

unwitting customer – the entertainment is free!  If you are instead feeling like a fuller 

meal, Asmalı Cavit110 is your second left after the Şişhane station. It is an old-school 

meyhane with great fish and grilled liver. It is also a good choice for sharing a bunch of 

meze appetizers, either hot or cold. 

 Less than half way up Istiklal, past where the Pera Museum is located, is one of 

the best places for coffee in Istanbul. Mandabatmaz111 is tucked into a small alley off 

Istiklal, with a few small tables and stools scattered around outside. If you like coffee, the 

brewer at Mandabatmaz makes a strong fincan (cup) of Turkish coffee. 

 A little over half way up Istiklal is the Çicek Pasajı,112 a beautiful high valuated 

building with stained glass and several restaurants in a pleasant dining atmosphere. You 

can just walk through and not actually eat. If you go straight to the north of the Çicek 

Pasajı and take the first right, you will come to Krependeki Imroz,113 a restaurant serving 

up traditional Turkish fare that is run by an old Greek guy named Yorgos. Many of the 

restaurants in this area used to be run by Greeks and Armenians back during the last few 

decades of the Ottoman Empire.  

																																																								
109 Tomtom Mahallesi, Kumbaracı Ykş. No:66, 34433 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
110 Asmalı Mescit Mahallesi, Asmalı Mescit Cd. 16/D, 34430 Beyoğlu/Istanbul, Turkey. 
111 mandabatmaz.com.tr. Asmalı Mescit Mahallesi, Olivia Geçidi No:1/A, 34430 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey.  
112 tarihicicekpasaji.com. Hüseyinağa Mahallesi, İstiklal Cd. Saitpaşa Geçidi 176/6, 34435 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey.  
113 Krependekiimroz.com. Hüseyinağa Mahallesi, Nevizade Sk. No:16, 34435 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey.	
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 Almost directly to the north of the Çiçek Pasajı, albeit through a maze of streets 

and restaurants, is Dürümzade.114 Now this place may 

look like a hole in the wall, but it has the best durum 

(wraps with meat inside) in Istanbul. The Adana kebab is 

better, but if you want something blander, get the Urfa 

kebab. The cities of Adana and Urfa are famous for their 

kebabs.  

 If you keep heading north on Istiklal, take the first 

right after seeing the Çiçek Pasajı and you will come to 

Hayvore. This counter-service restaurant, run by a man 

named Hizir, offers great selections of Black Sea cuisine 

as well as many vegetarian options. 

 While Istiklal has a lot to offer, there are also neat things to see on Meşrutiyet 

Cadde, which runs along the same path as Istiklal just two blocks to the west. The Soho 

House115 is the former American consulate in Istanbul turned into a hotel. Even if you are 

not staying there, it is worth a visit to see an example of the great consulates of old 

Istanbul. The Pera Museum116 was formerly the Pera Palace Hotel, one of the grandest 

hotels in Istanbul in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Since 2005 it features a variety 

of both historical and contemporary art exhibits. It also has a research library.     

 To get to Zencefil,117 which is a great choice for vegetarians (the menu is all 

vegetarian), turn right on the first street off Istiklal as you are heading down from Taksim 

Square. It is on the first corner; the next street after this is Tarlabaşı, a major street, so 

you will know if you’ve gone too far.  

																																																								
114 Hüseyinağa Mahallesi, Kamer Hatun Cd. 26/A, 34435 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. It is two blocks north 
of Istiklal Street. Go up the street next to the Çiçek Pasaji.  It is right on the corner of a side street and 
Tarlabaşı. 
115 Sohohouseistanbul.com. Evliya Çelebi Mahallesi, 34430 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
116 Admission: 20 TL. Closed Mondays. Tuesdays through Saturday10:00am-7:00pm, Sundays 12:00pm-
6:00pm. http://www.peramuseum.org/. Asmalı Mescit Mahallesi, Meşrutiyet Cd. No:65, 34430 
Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
117 zencefil.org. Şehit Muhtar Mahallesi, Kurabiye Sk. 8-10, 34435 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey. 
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 A few blocks down from Taksim Square on the north side of Istiklal is Hacı 

Abdullah,118 a fancier restaurant that serves Ottoman era dishes. It was founded by order 

of the Ottoman sultan towards the end of the 19th century.  

 While Istiklal Street and Taksim Square are popular for shopping, they are also 

frequently the center of domestic protests and anti-government unrest in Istanbul. If you 

see any strange signs, such as large numbers of police hanging around, it is best to leave 

the neighborhood and head south towards Galata or west towards the Bosphorus. Avoid 

Taksim Square and Istiklal Street on Friday and Saturday nights, as these tend to be the 

times when spontaneous protests occur.   

 

Cihangir 
 In between Istiklal and the Bosphorus 

lies the neighborhood of Cihangir. It is a maze 

of winding streets and is much more quaint 

than the hustle and bustle of Istiklal. Head 

southwest down the street either before or after 

the Çicek Pasajı (one is the street with Hayvore 

on it). Either way, you will walk past a high 

school. About two blocks down, before you start going downhill, look for a tree covered 

front to a street. This street, Fransız Sokağı,119 is a long series of stairs lined with 

modern bars and colorful art, a great place to get a drink at night or to walk through 

during the day. Down a block and to the left is the Museum of Innocence,120 dedicated 

to famous Turkish writer Orhan Pamuk’s eponymous novel. It is worth a visit if you like 

literature and especially if you have read Pamuk’s work. 

 Walking up the street from the Tophane train stop, you will see the Karabaş 

Mustafa Ağa Camii,121 a small mosque that is worth a visit. After the Karabaş Mustafa 

																																																								
118 haciabdullah.com.tr. Hüseyinağa Mahallesi, Atıf Yılmaz Cd. 9/A, 34435 Beyoğlu/İstanbul, Turkey.  
119 http://fransizsokagi.com.tr/, Firuzağa Mahallesi, Hayriye Cd. No:2 D:No:12, 34425 Beyoğlu/Istanbul, 
Turkey. 
120 Admission: 30 TL, 15 TL for students. Closed Mondays. Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday-Sunday 
10:00am-6:00pm, Thursdays 10:00am-9:00pm. http://en.masumiyetmuzesi.org/. Firuzağa Mahallesi, 
Dalgıç Sk. No:2, 34425 Beyoğlu/Istanbul, Turkey. 
121 Hacımimi Mahallesi, Karabaş Mektebi Sk. No:1, 34425 Beyoğlu/Istanbul, Turkey. 
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Ağa Camii, go straight for a few blocks to see neat boutique stores. Then go back and 

turn north on the first street up from the Tophane stop (next to Mimar Sinan Üniversitesi) 

and continue straight to reach an area halfway between Tophane and Taksim that has lots 

of great restaurants. On your right you will see Van Kahvaltı Evi,122 one of the best 

places in Istanbul for a Turkish style breakfast, which includes plates upon plates of 

cheese, olives, jams, meats, eggs, and bread, as well as several cups of Turkish tea. On 

the next corner is Özkonak Lokantası,123 a restaurant known for its tavuk göğsü – chicken 

pudding, or pudding made with chicken broth. Although it is unique, it is surprisingly 

good. If you aren’t feeling adventuresome, they also have delicious kazandibi (pudding 

without chicken) and keşkül (almond custard).  

 

	  

																																																								
122 Ömer Avni Mh., Defterdar Ykş. 52/A, 34425 Beyoğlu/Istanbul, Turkey.  
123 Kılıçali Paşa Mh., Akarsu Ykş. No:46, 34433 Beyoğlu/Istanbul, Turkey. 
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Among Palaces and People: Beşiktaş & Ortaköy 
Beşiktaş is a bustling modern neighborhood with shopping, food, and parks. Along the 

Bosphorus are lined impressive palaces from the final years of the Ottoman Empire. 

Ortaköy is replete with food vendors and small kiosks near the water, and neighborhood 

amenities further up the hill. Ortaköy means “middle village,” and it is indeed the 

connecting point between Istanbul proper and the still distinctive towns further north 

along the Bosphorus.  

 

Beşiktaş 
 You can get to Beşiktaş by taking the T1 train all the way to Kabataş, the end of 

the line. A block north of the Kabataş station along the main street and the Bosphorus 

you will see the Dolmabahçe Camii.124 This 19th century mosque is modern and chic, 

completely unlike the mosques of the golden era of the Ottomans that you can see in 

Sultanahmet. If you head up the hill to the right of the Beşiktaş soccer stadium that is 

right across the street from the Dolmabahçe Camii, you will come to the calm and 

relaxing Maçka Park. If 

you wander to the northeast 

out of the park, you will 

walk through the nice 

residential area known as 

Nişantaşı.  

 Right next to the 

Dolmabahçe Camii (further 

up the coast past the 

Beşiktaş soccer stadium) is 

the literal jewel of Istanbul, 

the Dolmabahçe Palace.125 

																																																								
124 Ömer Avni Mh., 34427 Beyoğlu/Istanbul, Turkey. 
125 Admission to the Palace 40 TL, Admission to the Harem 30 TL, Joint Ticket 60 TL, Student Ticket 5 
TL. Closed Monday and Thursday. Open Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday 9:00am-
4:00pm. The museum may close early if the daily ticket capacity of 3,000 is reached before 4:00pm. 
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This was one of the royal palaces of the Ottoman sultans that were built in the 19th 

century. It also literally bankrupted the state. When you see its sheer opulence, you’ll 

understand why. Be sure to see the surrounding gardens before leaving. You can also 

visit the separate harem if you wish. 

 If you continue up the street that runs along the coast, you will see more museums 

that contain pieces from the former Ottoman court. First before leaving the Dolmabahçe 

Palace grounds is the National Palaces Painting Museum,126 which contains over 200 

pieces of art from the 19th century, including famous paintings of Ottoman sultans. Plus 

admission is included in your ticket to Dolmabahçe. After leaving Dolmabahçe, another 

block up the street is the Museum of 

Palace Collections,127 which has 

furniture and objects from the Ottoman 

palaces of the 19th century. On the 

other side of it is the Maritime 

Museum,128 which has information on 

the Ottoman navy, old royal Ottoman 

caiques, and special exhibits. Next to 

the Maritime Museum is the tomb of 

Hayreddin Barbarossa, a notorious 

16th century corsair who was considered the founder of the Ottoman navy. The tomb 

usually isn’t open, but Barbarossa is an impressive individual in Ottoman history who 

also conquered Algeria and Tunisia for the Ottoman sultan. 

 There are lots of places to eat along the waterfront past the Maritime Museum as 

well as up Barbaros Bulvarı and to the left as you head up Barbaros Bulvarı. A 

																																																																																																																																																																					
http://www.millisaraylar.gov.tr/portalmain-en/VisitingInfo.aspx. Vişnezade Mahallesi, Dolmabahçe Cd., 
34357 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey. 
126 In Turkish: Milli Saraylar Resim Müzesi. Vişnezade Mahallesi, Vişnezade Mh., 34357 
Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey.	
127 In Turkish: Saray Koleksiyonları Müzesi. Admission 10 TL, Student Ticket 2.5 TL. Closed Monday and 
Thursday. Open Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday 9:00am-5:00pm. 
http://www.millisaraylar.gov.tr/portalmain-en/VisitingInfo.aspx. Vişnezade Mahallesi, Vişnezade Mah., 
Dolmabahçe Caddesi, 34357 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey.  
128 In Turkish: Deniz Müzesi. Admission 7.5 TL, students are free. Closed Monday. Open Tuesday-Friday 
9:00am-5:00pm and Saturday and Sunday 9:00am-6:00pm. http://www.denizmuzeleri.tsk.tr/en. Sinanpaşa 
Mahallesi, Beşiktaş Cd. No:33, 34353 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey. 
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particularly good place for künefe, a syrup coated cheese-in-pastry, is at Künefis,129 

which has several different varieties. The easiest way to get there is to go up the street 

directly to the northwest across the street from the Maritime Museum and head straight 

for several blocks. You may also come across a few small stores, restaurants, and even a 

fish market in this group of streets. 

 

Ortaköy 
 Keep walking up the street along the Bosphorus and on the right will be another 

19th century Ottoman Palace, the Çırağan Palace. You can’t go inside, since it is now a 

private hotel, but you can see the outside. Across the street from the Çırağan Palace is the 

base of Yıldız Park. Yıldız Park is a giant wooded hill with nature trails and kiosks. In 

the upper left corner of the park is Yıldız Palace.130 This palace was the residence of 

Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876-1909), who eschewed the big palaces along the 

Bosphorus for a palace hidden in the forest. He was a suspicious and secretive sultan who 

had a network of spies, so the choice of palace suited him.   

 After leaving Yıldız Palace, head 

back the way you came, going back to the 

Bosphorus. Keep going up the coast and 

underneath a few fancy stone archways 

over the road. Once you start seeing 

houses on either side of you, you are in 

Ortaköy. Keep walking down the street 

and you can either head up Dereboyu 

Cadde, the major street in Ortaköy, to see neighborhood life and bakeries, local grocery 

chains, one-type food stores owned by individual proprietors, and a variety of restaurants.  

 Or instead you can head right and walk through the narrow paths between kiosks. 

Head toward the left as you cross the street and you will find two types of food stands. 

The first will sell kumpir, basically a Turkish style loaded baked potato. The others will 
																																																								
129 http://www.kunefis.net/. Türkali Mah., Ihlamurdere Cad. 62/A, 34357 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey. 
130 In Turkish: Yıldız-Şale. Admission 10 TL, Students 5 TL. Closed Monday and Thursday. Open 
Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday 9:00am-5:00pm. 
http://www.millisaraylar.gov.tr/portalmain-en/VisitingInfo.aspx. Yıldız Mh., Serencebey Ykş. Barbaros 
Bulvarı No:62, 34349 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey.	
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sell Ortaköy waffles – basically a waffle with various sauces and toppings rolled into a 

waffle cone. They are delicious and I only found them in Ortaköy, Bebek, and one place 

in Kadıköy, although they are slightly cheaper in Ortaköy. Try both the kumpir and 

waffle if you can. Keep heading toward the water and you will see the picturesque 

baroque Ortaköy Camii.131 In the streets around this area there are lots of small art 

kiosks as well as pleasant multi-storied coffeehouses to relax near the water. If you come 

here early in the day, you can see the sunrise over the water and then get breakfast at the 

House Café.132 If you keep heading up the coast, right before and right after you walk 

under the Bosphorus Bridge (Boğaziçi Köprüsü), there are several popular nightclubs. 

 To get back from Ortaköy without walking back to the Kabataş station, you can 

take the DT1 bus from Ortaköy to Beşiktaş and Taksim Square (be sure not to take DT2, 

which goes the opposite route and takes you very far to the northwest before coming 

down to Taksim), the 30D from Ortaköy to Tophane and Yenikapı, or the 28T from 

Beşiktaş to Topkapı. The DT1 is the easiest, but be warned that because traffic is so 

dense around Ortaköy that it takes just as long by bus as it does to walk to the Kabataş 

station. 

 

	  

																																																								
131 Mecidiye Mahallesi, Mecidiye Köprüsü Sk. 1/1, 34347 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey. 
132 http://www.thehousecafe.com/. Yıldız Mh., Salhane Sk. No:1, 34349 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey 
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Villages in the North 
Past the Bosphorus Bridge you leave the urban mass that is Istanbul proper and 

approach the small, quaint neighborhoods of Arnavutköy and Bebek as well as the 

centuries old fortress of Rumeli Hisarı.  

 

 The walk from Ortaköy to Rumeli Hisarı can talk a little less than an hour. If the 

weather is nice, it is a pleasant walk, and you get to see the communities that live in these 

neighborhoods as well. But you can also take a bus, as traffic isn’t very heavy along here. 

Take a right on the street from where the kumpir and waffle stands are in Ortaköy and 

walk to the first bus stop on that side of the street. Take any bus – 22, 25E, or 42 – they 

will all go up to Arnavutköy, Bebek, and Rumeli Hisarı. 

 After you pass all of the clubs, you’ll see a small island just off the coast with the 

Galatasaray soccer team’s flag waving from it. This is a private club island owned by the 

team. Once you arrive in Arnavutköy you will see several colorful Ottoman era wooden 

houses. Just behind this row of houses to the right is Bodrum Mantı.133 This restaurant 

has some of the best mantı, or Turkish ravioli, in Istanbul. Their pan-fried manti is 

wonderful, as is their vegetable (spinach and cheese) mantı.   

 Next you will go through the 

neighborhood of Bebek, which has a 

nice waterfront park as well as cool 

cafes, ice cream shops, and Ortaköy 

waffle places. After passing through 

Bebek, on your left will rise a large 

fortress. This fortress, Rumeli Hisarı,134 

was built by Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II 

two years before conquering 

Constantinople. You can visit the still-standing fortifications today. Be sure to walk up 

through the grounds and not just stop on the ground level. Because this area is so far to 

																																																								
133 http://bodrummanti.com.tr/. Arnavutköy Mahallesi, 1. Cadde No:111, 34345 Beşiktaş/Istanbul, Turkey. 
134 In Turkish: Türk İslam Eserleri Müzesi. Admission 10 TL. Closed on Wednesdays. 9am-5pm, 3 October 
– 14 April; 9am-7pm, 15 April – 2 October. http://www.muze.gov.tr/tr/muzeler/hisarlar-muzesi-rumeli-
hisari. Rumeli Hisarı, Yahya Kemal Cad., 34470 Sarıyer/Istanbul, Turkey.  
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the north, few tourists go here or even know about it. So it is a real chance to have a 

unique experience on your trip to Istanbul. 
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Across the Bosphorus: Asian Istanbul 
You can take a train or ferry across the Bosphorus to reach the Asian side of Istanbul. 

The neighborhood of Kadıköy is known for great restaurants and hipster stores. Further 

north, the neighborhood of Üsküdar is more religiously conservative and has several 

Ottoman-era mosques and the Beylerbeyi Palace. If you wish to continue further north, 

there are several smaller communities and remnants from the Ottoman past.  

 

Kadıköy 
 Kadıköy is a great neighborhood for exploring and eating. It is a vibrant 

residential neighborhood that can be reached by subway or a ferry from Beşiktaş or 

Eminönü. Note that for the inter-city ferries you use your Istanbulkart (public 

transportation card) to pay but that the ferries have more limited times than the trains. 

Taking a ferry from Kadıköy to the European side of Istanbul at sunset is particularly 

beautiful, as you see the sunset setting behind the skyline of Istanbul. I highly 

recommend seeing it. Near the port you can also see a statue commemorating Atatürk’s 

introduction of the Latin alphabet into Turkey. 

 From either the port or 

the Kadıköy train station, head 

south into the neighborhood. 

Three blocks in (on Güneşli 

Bahçe Sokak), head right to go to 

Çiya Kebap.135 If you can’t find 

it, just ask a local on the street; it 

is well known, so most 

Istanbullus will be able to direct 

you to it. This restaurant is one of 

the best places in Istanbul for kebabs, and it has a variety of unusual ones such as cherry 

kebabs. You can get vegetarian ones too. Çiya Sofrası also has a great selection of meze 

that you can choose from a case. If you want to try more, just ask for “az” (“a little”) of 

																																																								
135 http://www.ciya.com.tr/. Caferağa Mahallesi, Güneşli Bahçe Sk. No:32, 34710 Kadıköy/Istanbul, 
Turkey. 
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several dishes. The only confusing thing is that there are actually three Çiya restaurants in 

this block. One is just kebabs, one is just meze, and one is both. Be sure you go to the 

right one for the food that you want (they are all owned by the same group).   

 After Çiya, head northeast up the street (Güneşli Bahçe Sokak) to go past a 

variety of specialty food stores, bakeries, and candy stores. Şekerci Aytekin Erol 

Caferzade136 is a good place to buy lokum. It has a variety of types, including ones with 

nuts and flowers. Just like at Altan Şekerleme in Eminönü, the pistachio is the best. But 

unlike Altan Şekerleme, the lokum at Şekerci Aytekin Erol Caferzade doesn’t use 

coconut as a topping (there is either powdered sugar as a topping or none) and it has 

some types of lokum that have a variety of add-ins rather than just one singular flavor (its 

hibiscus pistachio lokum is excellent).  

 If you are looking for a quick snack, head north from Şekerci Aytekin Erol 

Caferzade for one block, turn right, and take your first right, then first left, then finally 

the first right. Look for a restaurant with small tables and stools outside. This is Kadıköy 

Tantuni,137 the best place for tantuni in Istanbul. Tantuni is a slightly spicy dürüm with 

chopped beef. They also have fresh frothed ayran that comes in a brass mug. Kadıköy 

Tantuni is a great choice for a quick meal.  

 If you are going from Şekerci Aytekin Erol Caferzade, head over one street away 

from the harbor and go south back in the direction of Çiya. If you are going from 

Kadıköy Tantuni, go south through a street that will curve, head left, take your first right, 

then your first left. This street is Moda Cadde, and it is popular for walking around with 

plenty of cafes and unique stores. There are also lots of hipster bars in the vicinity. Two 

of the best ones are Arka Oda138 and Karga,139 which are a few blocks down from Çiya 

and one street over from Moda (they are in between Halis Efendi Sokak and Dr. Esat Işık 

Sokak). Although the two bars are right next to each other, Arka Oda is more Indie Rock 

and the second one is mellower with alternative music.     

																																																								
136 http://caferzade.com.tr/. Osmanağa Mahallesi, Güneşli Bahçe Sk., 34714 Kadıköy/Istanbul, Turkey.	
137 http://www.kadikoytantuni.com/. Osmanağa Mahallesi, Leylak Sk. 13/C, 34714 Kadıköy/Istanbul, 
Turkey. 
138 http://www.arkaoda.com/. Caferağa Mahallesi, Kadife Sok. No:18 D:1, 34710 Kadıköy/Istanbul - Asia, 
Turkey. 
139 http://www.karga.com.tr/. Caferağa Mahallesi, Kadife Sk. No:16, 34710 Kadıköy/Istanbul, Turkey. 
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 Keep heading south on Moda for dessert. Elif Pastanesi140 has great buttery 

cookies and poğaça (cheese-stuffed savory pastry). Or, for the best ice cream in Istanbul, 

go another few blocks down Moda and stop by Meşhur Dondurmacı Ali Usta.141 Turkish 

ice cream is a bit stretchier than American ice cream. The best flavors are antepfıstıklı 

(pistachio), vişne (sour cherry), limon (lemon), and karmel (caramel). And if you’re 

vegan, don’t worry – the fruit flavors don’t contain milk.  

 After Meşhur Dondurmacı Ali Usta, Moda veers to the left. Go down two blocks 

to find a popular neighborhood meyhane, Cibalikapı Balıkçısı,142 that has good seafood. 

Keep going down Moda toward the pier and you will see a restaurant called Koço on the 

left. At the rear entrance to Koço (it leads to the kitchen) a sign reads ayazma. This is a 

Greek holy-water shrine, but a still active one unlike the one in Fener. If you go there on 

Mondays early in the morning, you may 

find a Greek priest trying to fulfill the 

wishes of believers in the water’s power, 

including Muslims. 

 Go down to the Sea of Marmara and 

walk to the left to find the Moda 

Çaybahçesi, a popular, calm tea garden. 

Walk towards the right all the way around 

Kadıköy for a wonderful walk along the sea. You can even stop for a bit near one of the 

street games and shoot at balloons or have your fortune told by a rabbit. 

 

Üsküdar 
 Like Kadıköy, you can get to Üsküdar via ferry or train. Whether you get there by 

ferry or train, the beautiful Mihrimah Sultan Camii143 will be across the street. Just up 

the hill from it is the Yeni Valide Camii.144 Keep going up the hill for a few blocks and 

																																																								
140 http://www.elifpastanesi.com/. Caferağa Mahallesi, Caferağa Mh. Moda Cad. 124/A, 34710 
Kadıköy/Istanbul, Turkey. 
141 Caferağa Mahallesi, Moda Cd., 34710 Kadıköy/Istanbul, Turkey. 
142 http://www.cibalikapi.com/. Caferağa Mah., Tarihi moda İskele Yolu, Moda Cad. No:163, 34710 
Kadıköy/Istanbul, Turkey. 
143 Mimar Sinan Mahallesi, 34664 Üsküdar/Istanbul, Turkey. 
144 Mimar Sinan Mahallesi, 34664 Üsküdar/Istanbul, Turkey. 
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follow the minaret to the left into the neighborhood to find the Atik Valide Camii,145 

which was built by the famed 16th century Ottoman architect Sinan. 

 Go back down to the Bosphorus and head right and you will find the Şemsi Paşa 

Camii146 right along the water. If you keep 

walking in this direction you will see the 

iconic Maiden’s Tower147 on a small island in 

the Bosphorus. It was once a lighthouse, but 

now it has a small museum and a restaurant. 

You can get there via ferry from Salacak (the 

neighborhood across from the Tower in Asia) 

or from the European side in Kabataş.  

 Heading back north along the 

Bosphorus, there is a fantastic seafood restaurant called İsmet Baba148 that has fresh 

caught fish and is right above the water. Just ask what is fresh that day. Further north, just 

beyond the Bosphorus Bridge (the same one you saw on the European side in Ortaköy) is 

another famous 19th century Ottoman palace. The Beylerbeyi Palace149 was used 

primarily by Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861-1876) and although it is not as large as the 

Dolmabahçe Palace, it is still well worth the visit. If you want to get there by bus, take 

any15 Bus from Uskudar (a little to the north of where you get off the ferry or train on 

the street that runs parallel to the Bosphorus; you will see lots of buses) north. 

 In the interior of Üsküdar is the Büyük Çamlıca Tepesi,150 a pleasant and popular 

green hill with a tea garden and a spectacular view of Istanbul. It is a little out of the 

ways, but it is a relaxing time. 

 

																																																								
145 Validei Atik Mahallesi, Toptaşı Meydan Sokak No:1, 34664 Üsküdar/İstanbul, Turkey. 
146 Mimarsinan Mh., 34664 Üsküdar/Istanbul, Turkey. 
147 In Turkish: Kız Kulesi. Admission 20 TL, Students 10 TL. Everyday 9:00am-7:00pm. 
http://www.kizkulesi.com.tr/. Salacak Mahallesi, Üsküdar Salacak Mevkii, 34668 Üsküdar/Istanbul, 
Turkey. 
148 http://www.ismetbaba.com.tr/. Kuzguncuk Mahallesi, Kuzguncuk Çarşısı Cd. No:1, 34674 
Üsküdar/Istanbul, Turkey.  
149 In Turkish: Beylerbeyi Sarayı. Admission to the Palace 30 TL, Student Ticket 5 TL. Closed Monday and 
Thursday. Open Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday 9:00am-5:00pm. 
http://www.millisaraylar.gov.tr/portalmain-en/VisitingInfo.aspx. Beylerbeyi Mahallesi, Abdullah Ağa 
Caddesi Beylerbeyi Mahallesi Beylerbeyi Sarayı, 34676 Üsküdar/Istanbul, Turkey. 
150 Kısıklı Mahallesi, Çamlıca Tepesi, 34692 Üsküdar/Istanbul, Turkey. 
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The Far North 
 Although you can make your way slowly up the Asian side via public transit, the 

best way to get to the far northern parts of Istanbul is by taking a tour ferry up the 

Bosphorus. Take a Bosphorus cruise from Kabataş or Beşiktaş, it costs 15 Turkish lira 

and you can get off at Emrigan (a nice forest park on the European side), Küçüksu 

Pavilion (Anadolu Hisarı is also right there), and Beylerbeyi Palace (this is another way 

to get there instead of going up from Üsküdar). The cruise and views of the city, 

including Dolmabahçe Palace and Çirağan Palace, is an added bonus! Be sure to look at 

the old Ottoman yalıs (luxurious wooden waterfront townhouses), especially on the Asian 

side. 

 I recommend getting off the ferry at the Küçüksu Pavilion.151 Küçüksu was a 

19th century neo-Baroque Ottoman hunting 

lodge and summer residence that is a mini-

palace. The tours are pretty fast and the 

building is beautiful. Just to the north of 

Küçüksu is Anadolu Hisarı,152 the 

counterpart fortress of Rumeli Hisarı that 

we saw on the European side. This fortress 

is much smaller however and was built 

over 50 years earlier by Mehmet II’s great grandfather, Bayezit II. There isn’t really an 

inside anymore like there was at Rumeli Hisarı, so just look at the outside ruins. The 

surrounding town is quaint as well built around the water.  

 If you want to go further north, there are small communities like Arnavutköy and 

Bebek. Kanlıca is the neighborhood to the north of Anadolu Hisarı and it is famous for 

traditional sweet yogurt. Çengelköy is between Küçüksu and Beylerbeyi and is famous 

for its tea. You can get to either neighborhood by walking along the water or take a bus. 

If you really want to go north, you can take a ferry from Kabataş or Beşiktaş out to the 

Yoros Kalesi (Genoese Castle) and Anadolu Kavağı near the Black Sea. Tickets are 20 
																																																								
151 In Turkish: Küçüksu Kasrı. Admission to the Palace 10 TL, Student Ticket 5 TL. Closed Monday and 
Thursday. Open Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday 9:00am-5:00pm. 
http://www.millisaraylar.gov.tr/portalmain-en/VisitingInfo.aspx. Göksu Mahallesi, Küçüksu Cd., 34815 
Beykoz/Istanbul, Turkey. 
152 Anadolu Hisarı Mh., 34810 Beykoz/Istanbul, Turkey. 
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TL and the ferry leaves around 11:30-11:45am. It is a 2 hour ferry ride, but it is a unique 

experience.     
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At the Edge of Istanbul: The Prince Islands 
This series of islands (literally just called the islands, Adalar, by Turks) is off the 

southern end of Asian Istanbul in the Sea of Marmara. The islands are a popular 

weekend vacation spot for Istanbullus. Hope on a ferry and head over to the Adalar! 

 

 There are ferries to the Prince Islands from several spots in Istanbul. But beware 

of private ferries: they are overcrowded and super load. You can catch ferries from 

Besiktas, Kabataş, and Eminönü to the Prince Islands (if you want a shorter ride, take the 

train from the European side to the Asian side and go to Bostancı, which is the closest 

mainland neighborhood to the Prince Islands). The ferries only leave a certain times and 

some of them do not stop at every island, so check the schedule ahead of time.153  

 There are four Prince Islands: Kınalıada, Burgazada, Heybeliada, and Büyükada. 

The Sea of Marmara is fairly calm around the islands, so the islands are one of the few 

places to swim in the sea in Istanbul. You can also hike or bike (bicycles are available for 

rental) around the islands or relax in the small port cities. The first three islands are 

smaller but tend to be more relaxed. Büyükada is often very crowded, especially during 

the summer, but if you get away from the harbor, it’s not too bad. On Heybeliada there is 

the historical Greek seminary of Aya Triada on top of one of the island’s hills. The 

seminary contains the Patriarchate of Constantinople’s library archives.  

 

 

	  

																																																								
153 For all of the ferry schedules to the islands, see: http://en.sehirhatlari.istanbul/en/timetable/adalar-
princes-islands-lines-353.html.		



	 74 

Other Turkish Cities to Visit 
 While visiting Istanbul, you may want to see other cities in Turkey. There are 

several cities that can be reached by bus, ferry, or tour that make good day trips.  

• Bursa was the first capital of the Ottoman Empire and it is still rich in history. 

The tombs of several Ottoman sultans, including the original sultan, Osman I, are 

here. The city’s beautiful mosques include the Ulu Camii, the Green Mosque, and 

the Muradiye. The Museum of Ottoman Costumes and Jewelry, near the 

Muradiye, is privately owned and quite neat. The city also has a Karagöz (Turkish 

shadow puppet) museum that puts on shows. Bursa is famous for its Iskender 

kebap, thinly sliced meat in a tomato sauce. You can get here from Istanbul by 

ferry and a short bus ride. The colorful traditional Ottoman town of Cumalıkızık 

is close by as well. 

• Edirne was briefly the Ottoman capital before Mehmet II conquered 

Constantinople. It has the beautiful Eski Camii as well as the Selimiye Camii, 

Sinan’s greatest masterpiece. If you visit, be sure to try the fried liver (ciğer) that 

the city is famous for. 

• Gallipoli/Çanakkale has a memorial to the Battle of Gallipoli, a year-long 

massive battle between Turkish forces and the Entente in World War I. The Turks 

won, preventing Entente forces from taking Istanbul. 

• Troy has exhibits relating to Battle of Troy of Iliad fame. 

 

 If you are instead looking for a weekend or a several day trip, there are also many 

options. 

• Ankara, despite being the Turkish capital, is not dipped in history like many 

other Turkish cities. A few things worth seeing are the Ataturk Mausoleum, the 

Archaeological Museum, the Ankara citadel, and the Museum of Anatolian 

Civilizations. 

• Antalya is a touristy beach city, but it is still very picturesque. Prices are often in 

Euros here rather than Turkish Lira. Right outside Antalya you can see 

Termessos, the ruins of an old Roman city. You can hike for a bit to find an 

incredible Roman amphitheater nested in the mountains. Make sure you go up to 
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the fire watch point for the best view and breeze. You can also walk or hike along  

the old Roman Lycian Way. 

• Aphrodisias is another ancient Roman city with a magnificent stadium and many 

well-preserved sculptures. It is in the modern Turkish town of Geyre. However, it 

is hard to get there without a car. 

• Ephesus (Efes in Turkish) is a well preserved Roman city outside the Turkish 

town of Selçuk. Take the train from Izmir (a major Turkish coastal town) to 

Selçuk.  You can take a 10-minute bus from Selçuk, but I would suggest walking 

it.  The walk is actually quite nice.  The amphitheater and library are the best parts 

of Ephesus’ ruins. 

• Kapadokya is the famous hot air balloon place. It has a lot to offer – especially 

these really cool underground cities and carved rocks where Christians used to 

hide from persecution. There are also really cool geologic formations, such as the 

fairy chimneys in Devrent, and the animal shaped rocks in Pasabağ.  Love Valley 

and Rose Valley are also heavily frequented.  The Göreme Open Air Museum is a 

must – lost of rock churches. It is free with a student Müzekart, but you still have 

to pay for the Dark Church (Karanlık Kilise). It is worth it though, as the Dark 

Church is the best part. 

• Konya is a very conservative city where the famous poet Rumi is now buried.  It 

is also the former capital of the Seljuk Turks and it features several museums and 

monuments from the medieval Seljuk era. The old Seljuk citadel still stands in the 

center of town.  

• Pamukkale is famous for its incredibly beautiful travertine steps. It is also a 

natural hot springs. The best way to go is to fly into Denizli and take a bus 

(dolmuş) from there to Pammukale (a 25-minute drive).  You can also take the 4-

hour train ride from Izmir, but you are then on a limited timetable. There is also 

an archaeological museum and Roman and Byzantine ruins at the top of the 

travertine steps. 

• Trabzon is the largest city on the Black Sea. It was the capital of the independent 

Empire of Trebizond from 1204 to 1461. It has several monuments from this era. 

Visit the Trabzon Museum and the converted Byzantine church that is now the 
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Aya Sofya Camii, both along Zagnos Cadde, along with several other mosques 

and churches and really cool parks. You can also see the ruins of the city walls 

cutting through town. Walk down to the Black Sea to see the sunset. The Black 

Sea region in general is famous for its pide, cabbage, and kuymak, a sticky cheese 

you eat with bread. Trabzon is known for its hazelnuts. You should also visit the 

Sumela Monastery, a late Roman/Byzantine monastery built into the side of a 

cliff.  It is a 50-minute bus ride.  I recommend Usta Travel, right off the meydan 

(town square) towards the harbor, for planning the trip.  Buses leave around 10 or 

10:15 every day.  Walk up or down the trail and walk to the bus (dolmuş) parking 

lot the other time – these are two different trails. It is especially magical in April, 

as the snow from the mountain is melting – but be sure to bring your coat and 

gloves. 

 

 Note that there are also many neat cities in southern and eastern Turkey, such as 

Gaziantep, Malatya, Mardin, and the ruins of Ani, but that due to the current political 

situation in the area, it is much more dangerous to visit these regions than central, 

western, and northern Turkey. 
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Basic Turkish Travel Vocabulary 
 

Greetings: 

Kolay gelsin (ko-lie gel-sin) – Hello “lit. may you go easy” 

• Use for a shop keeper, someone in the street, anyone who is working.  It is a term 

that means go back to what you are doing, I recognize that you are working.  

Great way to get hawkers of wares to go away and stop bothering you (same in 

stores).   

Günaydin (Goon ai-dun) – Good morning  

Merhaba (mare ha-ba) – Hello  

 

When leaving: 

İyi Günler (ee-yi goon-ler)– Have a good day  

İyi Akşamlar (ee-yi ak-sham-lar) – Have a good evening 

 

Basic Vocab: 

Evet (aa-vet) – Yes 

Hayır (hi-yur) – No  

İyi (ee-yi) – Good  

Güzel (goo-zel) – A carryall word: beautiful, good, great, okay, perfect 

Ne kadar? (Nay Kad-dar) – How much?  

Teşekkür ederim (Tay-shek-kur ed-dér-im) – Thank you 

Lütfen (loot-fen) - Please 

…var mı? (vahr muh) – Do you have...? 

…nerede? (nay-ray-day) – Where is (…)? 

 

Basic Food Vocab: 

Çay (chai) – Tea 

Peynirli (pay-neir-li) – With cheese 

Etli (ate-li) – With meat 

Biber (be-bear) – Pepper 
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Patlıcan (pot-lu-john) – Eggplant 

Balık (bah-luk) – Fish  

Tavuk (tah-vook) – Chicken 

Şeker (shay-ker) – Sugar 

Tuz (tooz) – Salt  

Tatlı (taht-loo) – Sweet; dessert 

Yemek (yay-mek) – Food; dish 

 

Numbers (1-10): 

Bir (beer) – One 

İki (ee-key) – Two 

Üç (oooch) – Three 

Dört (dort) – Four 

Beş (bay-sh) – Five 

Altı (all-tuh) – Six 

Yedi (yay-dee) – Seven 

Sekiz (say-keys) – Eight 

Dokuz (dough-coos) – Nine 

On (ooon) – Ten  

 

 
 

  

 


