
ISTANBUL

morning, as I stumble through a dark, 
unfamiliar room grabbing blindly for the 
windows, my heart beating wildly while my 
brain struggles to wake up, they remind me 
of how far away from everything familiar I 
truly am. 

Before visiting Istanbul, I had heard 
it described as a legendary destination 
straddling two continents, where old 
meets new, East meets West, as well as a 
romantic city with many pasts and many 
possible futures. In fact, few places float so 
exotically in the imagination as Istanbul. 

And it does not disappoint. From your first 
glimpse of the city born Byzantium and 
rechristened Constantinople, you’re seduced 
by the minaret-studded skyline sprouting 
above the city’s religious and tourist center: 
Sultanahmet. 

But the city’s real heart, according to its 
celebrated son, Orham Pamuk, lies in its 
huzun, a Turkish word that describes a sense 
of melancholy, not so much a personal 
state as one shared by a society. In fact, 
Pamuk opens his Nobel Prize-winning novel 
Istanbul: Memories and the City with a quote 

Turkish Delight
IT’S ABOUT 5:30 A.M., and I’m jolted from a deep sleep by the melodic 

ululations of the muezzin echoing over the rooftops and still-dark streets. I had 

arrived at my hotel only 6 hours earlier after a grueling day of travel consisting 

of more than 10 hours in flight and an 8-hour layover in Munich, Germany. 

The cool November air wafting through the open windows had felt refreshing 

when I finally climbed exhausted into my bed. • Over the next week, I would 

come to love the daily ezans, or calls to prayer. Perhaps the defining sound 

of Istanbul, these vociferous wails of “allahu ekber” are both mournful and 

sensual, a song quite unlike anything heard in Western countries. But this 

Exploring exotic Istanbul
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ISTANBUL

that having a cup of tea in a shop 
goes a long way toward getting a 
good deal and getting past some 
of the aggression [that comes with 
haggling] as they start to see you as a 
guest as much as a customer.” 

I leave with a box of pistachio 
treats and some fragrant cinnamon 
tea.

The square in front of the Spice 
Market is dominated by Yeni 
Cami, or New Mosque. One of 
the latest examples of traditional-
style Ottoman mosques, the New 
Mosque was started in 1597 by 
Safiye, the mother of Mehmet III, 
and completed in 1663 under the 
direction of Turhan Hadice, the 
mother of Mehmet IV. 

Outside, hundreds of pigeons 
swarm the square and entrance 
to the mosque. I watch as a young 
brother and sister chase the birds, 
laughing as they create a cloud of wings and feathers around 
passersby. Near the front stairs, an elderly woman sells 
pigeon feed to tourists. 

Also near the Spice Market is Istanbul’s most important 
mosque: the Süleymaniye Camii, or Mosque of Süleyman the 
Magnificent. Built by chief imperial architect Sinan between 
1550-1557, the mosque is a fitting memorial to its founder 
that rivals the Blue Mosque in beauty and size. The complex 
also houses the tombs of Süleyman and his wife Roxelana, 
as well the coffins of two of his successors, Süleyman II and 
Ahmet II. As I wander through the graveyard behind the 
mosque, I notice a single rose, still blooming in the cool 
November air, its dark red petals a stark contrast against the 
white grave markers. 

TASTY DELIGHTS
For the best view of 

Sultanahmet and its many 
architectural wonders, cross 
the Galata Bridge. All along its 
railings, men stand elbow-to-
elbow, fishing lines dangling in 
waters below, hoping to make a 
catch. Restaurants and cafés line 
the bridge’s lower level, serving 
drinks and seafood to tourists 
who watch the parade of ferries 
shuttling past. 

The bridge touches down on 
the northern bank and leads to 
the Beyoglu District. Here, at the 
top of steep, narrow cobblestone 
streets, you’ll find the Golden 
Horn’s most recognizable feature: 
the 196-foot-tall Galata Tower. 
From the top (don’t worry, 
modern renovations include 

an elevator), you’ll have unparalleled panoramic views of 
Istanbul’s skyline, cruise ships docking at nearby Karakoy, 
and even faraway Princes’ Islands. 

Tired and cold, I make my way back to the bottom of the 
tower. On the plaza outside, a street vendor is grilling meat. 
The aroma is mouthwatering, and while I don’t know what 
exactly he is cooking, I place an order. He speaks no English, 
but he appears tickled that a lone female tourist is requesting 
one of his sandwiches. He smiles, and with a wave of his 
knife, he whips up a spicy pepper-filled meal. For a drink, I 
wander to a nearby corner shop for a fresh-squeezed glass of 
pomegranate juice (taze nar suyu). For two lira, I am given 
a cold glass (yes, served in a glass container) of the most 
refreshing, tangy juice I’ve ever had. Hooked, I proceed to 
seek out pomegranate juice vendors throughout the city. 

From the ubiquitous donar kebap (lamb meat cooked 
on a vertical spit and sliced off to order), kumpir (stuffed 
baked potatoes) and simit (dark rings of sesame-covered 
bread, often served still warm) to roasted nuts and a variety 
of fresh-squeezed fruit juices, a satisfying meal can be 
found at pushcarts and stalls throughout the city. While in 
Sultanahmet, make sure to stop at Sultanahmet Köftecisi, 
near the Blue Mosque. This restaurant is known for one 
thing: köfte, or meatballs. In fact, there is only one other 
item on the menu, lamb shish kebabs, and oftentimes the 
waiters don’t even bother asking which item you’d prefer. 
The meatballs are served with a flavorful sauce of crushed 
dried pepper, and even locals line up for this tasty dish. For 
something more upscale, head back to the Beyoglu district 
and Mikla at the Marmara Pera hotel. Here, innovative 
fish and lamb dishes are enhanced by the stunning views 
that stretch from Topkapi Palace to the Süleymaniye Camii 
and beyond. A taste of modern Istanbul illuminated by the 
beauty of the old. 

“Istanbul really is the cradle of Western civilization with 
an exotic Eastern flair,” says Beals. “And all of this is only 
enhanced by the fabulous cuisine and hospitable culture.”

Byzantium, Constantinople, and even for a time Old 
Stamboul. The name may have changed, but the glory that is 
Istanbul endures.

LINKS & RESOURCES
Everything you need to know about 
accommodations, restaurants, 
events and more

E-MAIL
We welcome your suggestions, 
ideas and feedback. E-mail us at 
editorial@aaaworld.com.
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