
This responds to requests from our friends for tourist
information on Istanbul. Our trip in November of
2012 was primarily a business trip to Adana, Turkey

but we were fortunate to have time to play tourist in Istan-
bul. Here are some of the details.

Istanbul

Today’s Istanbul is a fascinating city. It is located on
both sides of the Bosphorus, a narrow body of water, that
connects the Black Sea with the Gulf of Marmora and hence
the Mediterranean Sea. In about 650 B.C. the Greeks
founded Byzantium to control the Bosphorus. In 324 A.D.,
Roman Emperor Constantine founded Constantinople on
the site of Byzantium as a “New Rome.” 

Constantine was baptized just before his death, bring-
ing Christianity into Roman territory. Emperor Justinian
(527-65) built Haghia Sophia, the largest church in the
Christian world. In 1453 the Ottoman Turks conquered the
city and changed its name to Istanbul. Many of the churches
were converted to Mosques. However, the Patriarchate of
the Green Orthodox Church has been in Istanbul since
1601.

Mustafa Kemal created an independent Turkish Re-
public in 1923 and became known as Ataturk, the father of
Turks. He is looked at as the equivalent of our George
Washington. He moved the capital to Ankara in 1923. How-
ever, Istanbul is still very unique in being located on both
sides of the Bosphorus and hence part of Istanbul is in Eu-
rope and part is in Asia. They are connected by two bridges
across the Bosphorus.

Today, Istanbul continues to be a major maritime city.

Ferry boats depart from both the European and Asian side
of the Bosphorus. In addition the Bosphorus, also known
as the Golden Horn, is a major thoroughfare for larger boats
and ships going from the Mediterranean Sea to the Black
Sea. The Bosphorus is so narrow that traffic is one-way with
each direction allowed at different times of the day. Hence,
it is not unusual for ships to “park” at the entrance to the
Bosphorus awaiting their turn to pass through.

The predominant religion is Muslim and mosques are
everywhere. However, you will find both Catholic and
Greek Orthodox churches as well as other religions repre-
sented. I was told that there are more than 100 Catholic
churches in the area. We found that the food was generally
good but typically had more lamb and seafood than beef.
There is a sour cherry drink that is popular in Turkey.

Turkish money is the New Turkish Lira. When we
were there the exchange rate for the Lira was about 56
cents in U.S. dollars. However, most of the better hotels and
restaurants and even some of the shops in the Bazaar will
take American credit cards. Most of the people at hotels,
restaurants and the shops in the tourist area speak English.
Where a second language is offered in tickets, menus and
brochures, it is usually English.

As with many other classical European cities, the pri-
mary tourist area is very small in size because there were
no buses or trains in ancient times and everyone walked.
While there are other attractions in European Istanbul and
also on the Asian side, the biggest tourism area extends east
from Beyazit Square to a peninsula that is locally known as
the Sultanahmet area and Seraglio Point. It includes several
major attractions including the Haghia Sophia, the Topkapi
Palace and the Blue Mosque. 
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I have elected to start at Beyazit
Square for two reasons. The first reason
is that it is effectively the start of the
older part of the city. West from here
the tram line runs in the median strip
of a wide roadway. However, east of
Beyazit Square, the road narrows and
starts going a little downhill towards the
waterfront. The trams become streetcars
on a typical historic street. A second
reason is many of the historic areas and
attractions are located on or near the
tram line so we can follow it from here
to the end of the line on the Asian side
of Istanbul near the Dolmabahce Palace. The tram line is
shown as a red dashed line in my map. I might mention
that the area near and circled by the tram line includes a
substantial tourist area. In addition to shops and restaurants,
there are numerous boutique hotels in this area. 

Beyazit Square is named for the adjacent Beyazit
Mosque, built in 1506 and the oldest surviving imperial

mosque in the city. To the north is a Moorish-style gateway
leading to Istanbul University and the impressive Beyazit
Tower. Near the street is a small column which is usually
covered with the pigeons that live in the square.

The distance from Beyazit Square to the Haghia
Sophia is less than three quarters of a mile so this entire
area is easily walkable. Just follow the tram line as it passes
stores and restaurants in this “old town” area.
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From Beyazit Square to the Blue Mosque, the tram
line follows a street lined with shops and restaurants.

The accompanying map shows
major attractions in and
around Beyzait Square, the
Grand Bazaar, the Blue
Mosque, Haghia Sophia, and
Topkapi Palace. Shown in red
is the tram line that connects
several attractions and crosses
over the Bosphorus to the
Asian side and Dolmabahce
Palace. Several roads and
streets are not shown.

The Blue Mosque was built by Sultan Ahmet I be-
tween1609-16.



The Grand Bazaar is located a little east of Beyazit Square
and a little north. Dating back to 1453, it is also known as
the Covered Bazaar because most of it is under roof. You
will find hundreds of little shops with a wide range of
goods including carpets, leather, gold and silver, jewelry,
fabrics and souvenirs. In addition, there are restaurants,
money changers, and numerous other items for sale. Some
of them accept American credit cards.

You can bargain with the shopkeepers but bear in
mind that the initial offering price may be as high as three
or four times the value of the item. Some of them like to
block the exit to keep you inside, but in general the area is
harmless. If you walk out the back of the Bazaar towards
the smaller Spice Bazaar you will find yourself in a nicer
class tourist area with higher class stores, restaurants and

boutique hotels. Make sure you have a map or stick to the
main passages because it is very easy to get lost in the
Bazaar. There are paid toilets at some of the entrances but
they may not have modern fixtures.

From here you can follow the sidewalk along the tram
line down to the three major attractions that are located in
somewhat of a park setting. Just before the tram line turns
you want to cross the street and walk down the park area
on the west side of the Blue Mosque next to a street called
Atmeydani Sokagi.

The best place to start is the German Fountain, also
known as Emperor Wilhelm II’s Fountain. Built in Germany
in 1898, the fountain was moved to Istanbul and erected in
1900. It has a dome and eight sides. It effectively marks the
northern end of the old Hippodrome. Little remains of the
old Hippodrome stadium other than the central line of
monuments. Still standing are the Egyptian Obelisk and
the Brazen Column. The Egyptian Obelisk is obvious from
its markings. 

The obelisk was first set up by Egyptian Pharaoh Tut-
moses III (1479-1425 B.C.) in the great temple of Karnak.
It, along with another obelisk, was transported up the Nile
River by the Roman Emperor Constantius II (337-361 A.D.)
to Alexandria to commemorate his 20 years on the throne
in 357. The other column went to the Circus Maximus in
Rome while this one was transported to the Hippodrome
in what was then Constantinople by Theodosius I (378-392
A.D.). Don’t ask me how they moved it. 

Mosques are typically named after their builders. The
Blue Mosque was built by Sultan Ahmet I between 1609-
16 which is why the surrounding area is called Sultanahmet.
It gets its popular name from the blue Iznik tilework deco-
rating its interior. A mosque with six minarets is rare and
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The column at Beyazit Square is
covered with pigeons.

A shop selling colorful lamps and
globes at the Grand Bazar/

The Egyptian Obelisk near the
site of the old Hippodrome.

Nancy shopping at the Grand Bazaar. This is like a
small city it itself.



was almost considered a sacrilege when it was built and
very few exist with this many minarets.

You can walk through the courtyard and even take
photos. If you want to actually go inside of the mosque you
need to go around to the back where you will find faucets
for the faithful to wash their feet before entering since the
interior is carpeted. Tourists are allowed to cover their
shoes with plastic covers that are supplied and women
must cover their heads. You are expected to be properly
dressed and act respectful when inside because people will
be kneeling and praying.

The usual exit from the Blue Mosque faces north so
just keep on walking in that direction through the gateway
and you will find yourself in Sultanahmet Park that has a
fountain at its center. Directly ahead to the north is the
Haghia Sophia.

Now more than 1,400 years old, the Haghia Sophia
was originally built as the Church of Holy Wisdom by

Roman Emperor Justinian starting in 537. When completed
it was the largest church in the Christian world. In the 15th
century the Ottomans converted it to a mosque and added
minarets. Today it survives as a museum and an admission
fee is charged. There are public toilets on the grounds.

Visitors will find a combination of Byzantine, Christian
and mosque history here. There are numerous Byzantine
religious mosaics that are well over 1,000 years old and still
impressive. At the end of the south gallery is a mosaic of
Christ flanked by Emperor Constantine and his wife Zoe.
The Altar area is still there but you might note that the Ot-
tomans tried to shift the direction slightly to point towards
Mecca. 

On the ground floor on what I think is the west side
is a huge marble urn. You might see people lined up at a
pillar behind the urn. This is the pillar of St. Gregory the
Miracle-Worker and is thought to have healing powers. The
faithful have worn a big hole in the column from touching
it over the years.
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You can visit the courtyard of the Blue Mosque and
even take photos without special preparations.

If you enter the prayer area, you must cover your
shoes and women must cover their heads. 

When built in 527, the Haghia Sophia was the largest
church in the Christian world. 

The interior of the Haghia Sophia shows both its
Christian and Muslim heritage. 



A ramp leads up to the galleries above. While this
provides a great view down to the main floor, there are also
some mosaics on this level that are impressive. One well
known mosaic in the galleries depicts the Virgin holding
Christ with the Emperor and Empress. The bottom part of
this mosaic has been removed by people taking home sou-
venirs. If you leave by way of the Vestibule of the Warriors,
turn around and look above the door at the wonderful mo-
saic of the Virgin with Constantine and Justinian.

After exiting the Haghia Sophia you can walk north
to the third of the three major attractions in this area, the
Topkapi Palace on Seraglio Point. It was built by Mehmet
II between 1459 and 1465 shortly after his conquest of Con-
stantinople. It remained the principal residence of the sul-
tans until 1853 when abandoned by Abdül Mecid I in favor
of the new Dolmabahce Palace on the Asian side of the
Bosphorus.

The palace is now a museum with many sections
open to the public. An admission fee is charged and there
are public restrooms just beyond where you hand in your
ticket to gain entrance. There are several rooms set aside
for museum collections including precious gems and his-
torical artifacts. While indoor photography is limited, you
will find some walkways at the back overlooking the
Bosphorus that offer some great views of boats, Istanbul
and the Asian side of Istanbul. 

I should mention that there is also a nearby Archae-
ological Museum that has some impressive displays as
well as rest rooms. 

One of the more unusual and interesting attractions
in Istanbul is the Basilica Cistern. There is an  entrance
fee and the entrance is located in a small building a few
feet up the street to the west from where the tram turns
and almost opposite the fountain in Sultanahmet Park. An
increasing need for fresh water during the Roman era
caused Justinian to lay out this huge underground cistern
in 532. 

The ceiling is held up by 336 columns, each more
than 26 feet high. I was told that some of the columns were

recycled from various Roman
buildings in Constantinople.
Today the cistern holds only
a small amount of water and
you can walk through it on
walkways. A noteworthy fea-
ture is that in the far left cor-
ner two short columns were
shored up by Medusa head
bases that were plundered by
the Byzantines from earlier
monuments. The exit will
take you out to the tram line
just north of the street with
the entrance.
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On the gallery level of the Haghia Sophia is this mo-
saic of the Virgin holding Christ.

Once the residence of the sultans, Topkapi Palace is
a public museum today.

The Basilica Cistern originally served as a source of
fresh water for the area.

The famous Medusa
Head base.



From here you have several different options includ-
ing either riding on the tram line or walking along it. From
the historical area, the tram line continues north and gen-
erally downhill towards the waterfront. Whether you decide
to walk or ride the tram line, I will follow it to its end.

As you approach the bottom of the hill you will find
the impressive Sirkeci Railroad Station on your right. It was
officially opened in 1890 to welcome the new Orient Ex-
press that provided luxury transportation from London to
Istanbul. The train of kings and millionaires was also the
subject of what is Agatha Christie’s most famous murder
mystery. It is noteworthy that Istanbul was chosen as the
destination of what might be called the most famous train
in the world. The revived Venice Simplon Orient Express
still calls at Istanbul occasionally.

At the bottom of the hill the tram line turns west along
the waterfront. You will find several ferryboats departing
from this area. The boats are popular because the street
traffic can be bad during rush hours. Nearby is the cav-

ernous L-shaped Spice Bazaar, known as the Egyptian
Bazaar to the locals because it was built with duty on Egypt-
ian imports. Its name came from the fact that it originally
specialized in spices from the Orient although today the
vendors offer a wide range of foods and other items. 

The tram line turns north and crosses over the Galata
Bridge which is an attraction in itself. This two-level bridge
has tram and vehicular traffic on the upper level while the
lower level is restaurants and shops. On one occasion I saw
this bridge lined on both sides with people fishing. On the
other side of the bridge you are officialty in Asia. Again,
you will find ferry boats and restaurants on the shore line.

This Asian part of Istanbul is known as Beyoglu. In
general, it slopes upward from the Bosphorus and appears
to be newer than the European side. There are several at-
tractions and historic places in Beyoglu but here are the ob-
vious ones for tourists.

After crossing the Bosphorus, the tram line turns
northeast and follows the shoreline. It ends about a half
mile from the Dolmabahce Palace. Simply continue straight
ahead from the end of the tram line and you will find it on
the shore side of the street.

Dolmabahce Palace was the replacement for the Top-
kapi Palace. Sultan Abdül Mecid I built Dolmabahce Palace
in 1856 as the new residence for the sultan and his family.
In spite of the fact that the Ottoman Empire was in decline,
the palace shows an extravagant opulence. The sultans
were asked to leave and the palace became a museum. It
is a special place for many Turkish people because Atatürk
died here in 1938.

You must see the palace on a guided tour. Notewor-
thy features include the Crystal Staircase made from English
crystal and brass, the Ceremonial Hall that could hold 2,500
people and has the heaviest chandelier in Europe and the
sultan’s quarters. You can also visit parts of the Harem,
which are less exciting than you might think. Photography
is restricted but the tour is impressive.

Istanbul’s tram line near Dolmabahce Palace with the
dome of Dolmabahce Mosque in the background.

This delightful fountain and pool stands near the en-
trance to Dolmabahce Palace.
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This side of Dolmabahce Palace faces the Bosphorus
and once welcomed visitors who arrived by boat.



Other attractions in Beyoglu include the Galata Tower,
located about a quarter mile north of the Galata Bridge. It
is about 196 feet high and dates back to the sixth century
when it was built to monitor shipping. The view from the
top is impressive. There is a popular and authentic Turkish
restaurant on the ninth floor.

Galata Tower is halfway up the hill to Tunnel Square.
If you do not feel like walking uphill, you can ride the
Tünel from Karaköy near the Galata Bridge to Tunnel
Square. Opened in 1875 it is really more of an underground
funicular than a railway. It is only about a third of a mile
long but is part of the local transit network.

From Tunnel Square you can ride a historical streetcar
to Taksim Square, the largest square in the city and the hub
of Beyoglu. Taksim means “water distribution center” and
from the early 18th century water was distributed from this
point throughout the city. There is also an underground fu-
nicular that links Taksim Square to the end of the tram line
at Kabatas near Dolmabahce Palace.

Adana

Located about 600 miles southeast of Istanbul and not
far from the Mediterranean Sea, Adana is less of a tourist
center than Istanbul. Tarsus, the birthplace of St. Paul, is lo-
cated west of Adana.

One of the more historical attractions is the Roman
stone bridge crossing the Seyhan River. It was built by
Roman Emperor Hadrian in the second century A.D. The
bridge was important to commerce and trade since the orig-
inal Silk Route to the orient passed through Adana and
goods had to cross the river. The bridge is still in use for
pedestrians and light vehicles although only 14 of the orig-
inal 21 spans remain. 

Just north of the bridge, and located adjacent to the
river, is the relatively new Sabanci Central Mosque. Com-
pleted in 1998. It is the largest Mosque in Turkey and has
six minarets. It was built by a major Turkish  conglomer-
ate.

– Page 7 –

Looking at Beyoglu we see how the land rises from
the Bosphorus with Galata Tower in the center.

Sabanci Central Mosque in Adana is reflected in the
waters of the Seyhan River.

The old Roman Stone Bridge in Adana across the
Seyhan River is still in use for pedestrians.
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Nancy joins others taking belly dancing lessons, a
local custom in Istanbul. 

One of Istanbul’s modern trams stopping at the
Beyazit Square Station.

This excavation at the Haghia Sophia shows that it
was built over two earlier buildings.

There is a marvelous view from the back of Topkapi
Palace across the Bosphorus to the Asian side.

Another view of the Grand Bazaar shows the wide se-
lection of shops.

The pillar of St. Gregory the Miracle-Worker in the
Haghia Sophia is thought to have healing powers.


