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“Is Istanbul safe?” was the first 
question from almost everyone 
when I returned home from Tur-
key.  

Yes, I found it safe. But Turkey’s 
tourism industry still suffers from 
its recent past; some countries 
have issued travel warnings and 
gone are American tourists and the 
cruise ships that once docked here. 

But gone, too, are the lineups 
to this virtual open-air museum. 
I found the city hip and sophis-
ticated; the people gracious and 
friendly; the food outstanding and 
luxurious, yet with affordable ac-
commodations.

Istanbul showcases its rich his-
tory in mosques and museums, 
churches and monuments. Any 
guidebook will direct you to the 
Sultanahmet, the old town, and the 
three biggies: The Blue Mosque, 
Topkapi Palace and Hagia Sophia 
(go early to avoid lineups). 

The Hippodrome, once the sport 
and social hub of Constantinople, 
is the Sultan Ahmet Square. Char-
iot races were performed here for 
Byzantine emperors and later Ot-
toman sultans — think Ben Hur 
and more recently James Bond: the 
opening scenes of Skyfall starring 
Daniel Craig were filmed in the 
Square. Among the few remains 
left is the incredibly preserved 
pink granite Obelisk of Theodo-
sius, Istanbul’s oldest monument, 
brought to Constantinople from 
Egypt in AD 390. And the strange 
Spiral Column, circa AD 330.

Less crowded and for some (es-
pecially kids) just as fascinating 
is the Basilica Cistern built by the 
Romans in 532 to provide water to 
the city. It’s quiet and cool down-
stairs. Walk the raised wooden 
platforms — ghostly carp patrol the 
water below — and near the exit are 
two columns supported by upside-
down Medusa heads brought here 
as guardian angels. It’s rather tacky 
and cheesy but down the stairs a 
photo studio provides dress-up 
Ottoman Sultan costumes for the 
whole family, a fun memento to 
take home.

Art in the Ottoman time meant 
painted tiles and in Byzantine 
times mosaics. Istanbul’s contem-
porary art scene is also fascinat-
ing and rightfully getting interna-
tional recognition. The Istanbul 
Modern, a magnificent new build-
ing located in a renovated water-
front warehouse, is one of several 
privately-funded art galleries 
showing world-class exhibits. Bo-
nus: From its café you can see the 
Bosphorus corridor and domes of 
the old city.

Stroll the winding streets of Cu-
kurcuma, a small neighbourhood 
famous for its antique shops and 
antiques priced for almost any 
budget — although they may not 
be a good fit for your suitcase. (No 
problem, vendors tell you. They 
promise delivery of anything 
within a week via courier services.) 

The old buildings alone are worth 
visiting and so, too, is the quirky 

Museum of Innocence. Based on 
the book by Pulitzer Prize-winning 
author Orhan Pamuk, it chronicles 
Istanbul in the 1970s and ’80s with 
displays of what the novel’s char-
acters used and wore, heard and 
dreamed of.

Some hotels, once palaces, show-
case their own museums. When 
the elegant Pera Palace Hotel was 
built in 1892 it was the final stop for 
travellers on the Orient Express. 
Room 411 is purportedly where 
Agatha Christie wrote Murder 
On The Orient Express. Upstairs 
is the fascinating Ataturk Museum 
Room, which displays some of the 
great man’s belongings and where 
he stayed until the late 1920s. The 
hotel also hosts Black Week Istan-
bul, the crime writers’ festival. Ian 
Fleming stayed here in 1952 and 
wrote From Russia, with Love. 
Along with classical music series 
Saturday mornings, the hotel is 
indeed a cultural hub.

The Ciragan (meaning “light 
spreading ” in Persian) Palace 
Kempinski Istanbul was the 
“Kazancıoğlu Gardens” in the ear-
ly 17th century. A long hallway has 
walls lined with old photographs 
of the palace, and another wall 
filled with celebrity guests. A fire 
in the 1920s left the original Turk-
ish bath in the palace intact, and 
here Empress Eugenie, the wife of 
Napoleon III, took a dip. 

The Palace was last renovated 
a decade ago in the baroque style 
and the Sultan’s Suite was ranked 
in 2012 as No. 14 on the world’s 
15 most expensive hotel suites by 
CNN. For us commoners there 
are rooms that suffice, but you 
can dine like a Sultan at Tughra, 
the palace restaurant overlooking 
the Bosphorus. The menu includes 
traditional Turkish specialties 
served with a “wow” factor. It’s 
worth splurging on an unforget-
table meal.

Capricorn is another exceptional 
restaurant specializing in seafood 
(my sea bass was perfectly cooked 
on a busy Saturday night) and 
some Turkish wines are offered 
by the glass. Try to nab a table on 
the terrace with the Bosphorus as 
backdrop.

The classy Nar Lokanta isn’t yet 
on the tourist radar. Hidden on the 
fifth floor of a luxury store, it offers 
traditional Turkish cuisine and is 
also a vegetarian’s heaven. I’m not 
a fan of buffets but the lunch cold 
buffet is exceptional — vibrant and 
fresh and local. Nar has its own ol-
ive oils, served with bread straight 
from the wood-fired oven. Leave 
room for the buffet of Turkish de-
lights.

You might want a map to navi-
gate more than 3,000 shops across 
61 lanes at The Grand Bazaar. 
Haggling is obligatory and start at 
about half the asking price. Serious 
shoppers will soon be served apple 
tea and you may need to stuff that 
gorgeous handmade rug, along 
with costume jewelry and silk 
scarves, into another suitcase that 
can be conveniently purchased in 
the Bazaar. 

Leave room for souvenirs at 
the Egyptian Spice Bazaar, where 
countless stalls display mountains 
of Turkish Delight. Try before you 
buy meat and fish spice mixtures 
and have everything weighed and 
priced first, especially saffron. I 
brought home Za’atar, a versatile 
spice mixture that’s been around 
for thousands of years.

No trip to Istanbul is complete 
without a cruise on the Bosphorus, 
ideally at sunset. We sailed past the 
Ciragan Palace Hotel, looking even 
more grand from this perspective, 
past the Ortakoy mosque, under 
the Fatih bridge and onward to 
charming suburbs on the Asian 
side and the wealthy Emirgan on 
the European side.

I F  Y O U  G O
Turkish Airlines flies direct to Is-

tanbul from Toronto and Montre-
al. It has consistently been ranked 
as one of Europe’s best airlines, 
citing friendly service and inflight 
catering as a major draw.
The writer was a guest of the Turk-
ish Office of Culture and Tourism in 
Canada. No one from that organiza-
tion read or approved of this article 
before publication. For more infor-
mation visit hometurkey.com

Istanbul coffee culture ranges from upscale cafés to corner grocery stores.

Domes and minarets can be viewed all along the Bosphorus Corridor in Istanbul, Turkey.    P H O T O S :  JA N E  M U N DY

A feast for the senses can be found at the Istanbul Spice Bazaar.
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BIG AGENCYDEALS....SMALLAGENCY FEEL!
TOURS | ALL-INCLUSIVES | CRUISES

EXOTIC HOLIDAYS
*New bookings only. Fares are per person in the currency noted, based on double occupancy, are capacity controlled, subject to
availability at the time of booking and may be withdrawn without notice. Optional & locally payable supplier charges may apply
and are not included. Amenities, if offered, are available for the first two in a stateroom or hotel room only & based on double
occupancy unless specifically stated otherwise. CruisePlus reserves the right to correct any human or electronic errors in the offers
above. CruisePlus Management Ltd. Consumer Protection BC License #: 3325-0.

1-8555TRAVEL (1-855-587-2835)

CruisePlus.ca

12 NIGHTWATERWAYS
OF THE TSARS

Moscow to St. Petersburg
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7 NIGHT INSIDE PASSAGEALASKA
Roundtrip Vancouver

May2,2018 • Onboard Island Princess

$1,969 CAD, pp including taxes!
PACKAGE INCLUDES: 7 night cruise in a
balcony stateroom, $175pp onboard credit,
complimentary specialty dining & taxes.
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Sept 17, 2018 • OnboardViking Rurik

$7,999 CAD, pp including taxes!
PACKAGE INCLUDES: Roundtrip Vancouver air,
12 night river cruise in a riverview stateroom,
airport transfers, 10 guided tours including 4
UNESCOWorld Heritage sites, wine and beer
with lunch and dinner, $1000 per stateroom
travel credit, WiFi, taxes and more!

21 NIGHT AMAZON DISCOVERY
Rio de Janeiro to Miami

Apr 2,2018 • OnboardSirena

$9,791 CAD, pp including taxes!
PACKAGE INCLUDES: RoundtripVancouver air,
21 day cruise in a veranda stateroom, transfers,
prepaid gratuities, $600 onboard credit per
stateroom, freeWiFi& taxes.PLUS your choice
per stateroomof: $800 onboard credit, 8 shore
excursions, or house beverage package.
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10 DAY HIGHLIGHTS
OF MOROCCO
Roundtrip Casablanca
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Nov 30, 2018 (other dates available!)

$999 CAD, pp including taxes!
PACKAGE INCLUDES: 10 day guided tour with
3 star accommodations, buffet breakfast daily
and 6 dinners, private air conditioned
motorcoach transportation, guided sightseeing
including UNESCOWorld Heritage sites, taxes
and much, much more.
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