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As the plane comes in to land, I realise that Istanbul is unique.
The old monuments are illuminated by the setting sun
and the water of the Bosphorus reflect the city’s colourful
culture. The city’s contrasts are immediately apparent on the
winding route to the hotel, where traditional mosques and
new discos sit on the same stretch of road.

With only two days in the city, I thought it best to
book a hotel in Sultanahmet, close to most of the tourist
attractions. In the morning, [ stand on the terrace with my
cup of coffee and the view is like a dream. It is pleasant
and drizzling; the Blue Mosque on my left, Hagia Sophia
on my right and the Marmara Sea in front of me. On the
streets below, tourists stroll around looking at stalls selling
carpets and jewellery.

On the walk to Topkapi Museum, I pass vendors
selling fresh pomegranate juice; salep, a thick milky winter
drink; simit, ring-shaped bread; and roasted chestnuts.
The museum features many pieces from Turkish history
— traditional watches and clocks, arms and ammunitions
including swords adorned with engravings of religious
verses, rifles and guns from different periods in history and
heavy armour used in momentous battles. Photography is
strictly prohibited, so you have to see it for yourself.

The next stop is the Blue Mosque. While the site is
closed to tourists during afternoon prayers, you can watch
a presentation of the mosque’s history, Islam and Turkish
culture. Tourists are also warned about eager escorts in the
courtyard, who will guide you to a carpet shop instead of
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[ remove my shoes to enter the mosque and immediately
witness the reason the Sultan Ahmed Mosque is popularly
known as the Blue Mosque. The bright blue tiles, high ceiling,
elaborate chandeliers and beautiful calligraphy on the domed
ceilings leave me awestruck.
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After this, [ head to Hagia Sophia. An amalgamation of
mosque, church and museumn, its walls bring history to life.
On the upper floor, beautiful paintings and golden mosaics
are fading, but stunning nonetheless.

Across the street from Hagia Sophia I am drawn into
the glass-walled Palatium Café. The interior has colourful
hanging lamps and couches overlooking the winding streets
for visitors to relax with a shisha and enjoy Turkish cuisine.
As 1 sit down, I jump a little when I see what is under the
glass floor under my feet — it looks like an old monument.
Fascinated, [ ask the waiter about it and he explains that
these are the ruins of Palatium Magnum, the Great Palace,
which was constructed by Constantius and the Byzantine
emperors between the 4" and 11" centuries. From the simple
courtyard behind the café, you can see and learn more about
the ruins of the palace, which is now being restored.

The first stop on day two is the Grand Bazaar. On the
roads leading to the market, we are greeted by merchants
hawking high-end perfumes — not originals of course, but a
top seller with tourists. With approximately 60 lanes lined
with more than 5,000 shops, Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar is one
of the largest and oldest covered markets in the world —
attracting an average of 300,000 visitors daily.

Inside the bazaar, the souvenir shopping is overwhelming
with a range of silver antiquities, jewellery, hand-painted
ceramics, embroidered textiles, and spices and teas for all
sorts of ailments. The sweet shops are also abundant and
extremely tempting, so I saved my appetite for the creamy
pastries, nut-laden traditional sweets and, of course, the
chewy Turkish delight. m
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Hot Stuff

After a long day of eating and shopping, a great way to end your day is a visit to the Ayasofya
Hurrem Sultan Hamam. Built by Mimar Sinan, chief architect of the Ottoman Empire in the 16
century, this hammam is a luxury option situated between the Blue Mosque and Hagia Sophia.

Hammams have been a part of Turkish society for thousands of years. They were used for
hygiene purposes, an important aspect of Islam, and as a place to socialise. They served as the
ceremonial place for the bride’s bath and the ritual bath for newborn babies, hence becoming a
significant part of the Turkish culture.

When | walk into the women'’s quarter, | have many treatments to choose from — reflexology,
aromatherapy and anti-stress massages or the traditional Turkish ones including the Pir-i Pak
(Traditional Full Cleanse), Keyf-i Hamam (Pleasures of the Hammam), Zevk-i Sefa (Extravagant
Pleasures) and Ab-i Hayat (Elixir of Life). | decide on a 60-minute Keyf-i Hamam, priced at €115.

In the Cold Room, | change into a tamal (a traditional bath wrap) and then | am escorted
to the Hot Room. The wafting scents and the vapours engulf me as | walk towards the marble
slab, adorned with gold and black designs, in the centre of the room. Warm water is poured over
me with a gold-plated Ottoman bath bowl. This is followed by a body scrub, a bubble bath and a

massage — one of the best I've ever had. The whole experience makes me feel like royalty.
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