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I couldn’t wait to sample the Misir 
Carsisi, or the spice bazaar, in 
nearby Eminonu. An L-shaped 
arcade, it was the exotic Istanbul I 
had always imagined. Shop fronts 
were hidden behind shelves and 
sacks full of local produce, includ-
ing tobacco, oils, dried fruit and, 
as one would expect, sugared Turk-
ish delight and a variety of spices. 
The narrow lanes at the rear of the 
bazaar is the place where local 
residents come to shop. 

If you happen to be in the market 
for a carpet beater or a couple of 
pounds of coffee, then this is the 
place for you. But a simple wander 
around the bazaar is a delight in 
itself. The coffee in these parts is 
obviously well respected; I spied 
over a dozen people queuing out-
side one shop in the rain to collect 
theirs from a hatch. Roasted corn, 
chestnuts, mackerel and anchovies 
are further must-buys – just watch 
out for the beady-eyed seagulls 
hovering overhead. 

For more conventional shopping, 
leave Sultanahmet for the Beyoglu 
side of the city. This is where you’ll 
also find lots of bars and great 
eateries, including Inci, a café that 
claims to have invented the profit-
erole. True or not, it is a must-visit 
for serious chocolate lovers.

Istanbul is, of course, famous for 
spanning two continents, Asia and 
Europe, divided by the straits of 
the Bosphorus, that intricate 
waterway connecting the Black 
Sea and the Sea of Marmara. We 

sail the coastline, the stomping 
ground of the elite for thousands 
of years, and find spectacular 
waterside homes, or yalis, sitting  
alongside ancient palaces. 

Once the command centre of the 
Ottoman Empire, our next stop is 
the Topkapi Palace and its incredi-
ble collection of gems and holy rel-
ics, including the staff of Moses 
and hair reputedly from the beard 
of Prophet Mohammed. 

The palace was extended many 
times by various sultans, resulting 
in differing styles of architecture 
across its courtyards and various 
wings. Housed in one of these sec-
tions is the Topkapi Palace Harem, 
to which you can gain entry for a 
small additional fee. 

The harem was used to accom-
modate the sultan’s many wives, 
daughters and their servants. Once 
a girl entered the harem, she  
was forbidden from leaving. But 
our modern concept of what  
took place behind the harem walls 
is not the entire truth – apparently 
these women lead very normal, 
everyday lives.

So while the harem wasn’t as 
exotic as imagined, everything 
else about Istanbul more than lives 
up to all expectations. 

When considering European city 
breaks in the past, Istanbul  
had never really come into  
the equation. But now, for this new 
convert, it all adds up.

I am a notoriously heavy sleeper, 
something of a joke among my 
friends. But even I was surprised 
by this trait when I ended up 
 sleeping through the morning call 
to prayer in Istanbul.

Booming out across the city five times a 
day, from speakers mounted upon the min-
arets of all the mosques, this all-pervasive 
and very, very loud wailing acts as an 
alarm for locals and visitors alike.

Did I hear it? 

Awake to Istanbul
GETTING 
THERE

A city break in Turkey? 
It’s surprisingly perfect
for Kevin Gleeson, our 
Ottoman adventurer

Not on that first early morning.
The wailing, when I eventually 

awoke to it, was my first real taste of 
how different a city Istanbul is com-
pared with the typical city break. 
With a jolt I was on my feet, slightly 
later than anticipated, and off to 
explore the city’s many sites.

Putting it mildly, Istanbul has 
been colonised on more than a few 
occasions. As a result, it’s crammed 
with points of interest. Its various  
names – Byzantium, Constantino-
ple – are suffused with the sense of 
mystery, art, faith and war that is 
such a part of this great city.   

Our hotel in the Sultanahmet dis-
trict in old Istanbul was ideal for 
exploring. First on my list was the 
Sultan Ahmed Mosque or Blue 
Mosque, where over 20,000 hand-
painted blue ceramic tiles deco-
rate its interior in an ethereal hue. 
Built between 1609 and 1616, it is a 
sight to behold if just for its sheer 
scale and puts Ireland’s houses of 
worship firmly in the shadows.

Mosque visitor numbers are 
restricted to maintain its sacred 

Holiday experts Wingsabroad 
offer a three-day break to 
Istanbul, which is an exciting 
alternative for Irish visitors. See 
your local travel agent for further 
details. You can fly to Istanbul 
with Turkish Airlines, Europe’s 
best airline 2011 (www.
turkishairlines.com). Stay at the 
3* Seres Hotel from €319pps 
(excl. taxes), www.wingsabroad.
ie, tel: 01 871 9444.

turkish treat: Kevin on 
the way to view the relics collection at Topkapi 
Palace and, below, a carpets vendor at the bazaar

sky high: 
The Sultan 
Ahmed 
Mosque, 
also known 
as the Blue 
Mosque, In 
the city
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ahoy: Fun at Lisloughrey 

Pirates oF the 
CorriBeaN: 

Captain Rita is looking for a 
motley crew of children with 
whom to run amok at 
Lisloughrey Lodge overlook-
ing the placid waters of 
Lough Corrib in Co. Mayo. 
Two adults and two children 
under 12 can stay for two 
nights for €450 this Easter. 
Captain Rita is said to be 
particularly keen on would-
be pirates who have no fear 

of going into the woods to 
root out Easter eggs and for 
a daring boat raid on 
Inchagoill island – (094) 954 
5400, lisloughreylodge.com.

go With the FLoW: 
The Sunway river 

cruise brochure has a seven-
night Provence cruise, with 
three nights in Paris and 
Barcelona, too. Departs April 
16, and priced €2,619 a 
saving of €960 – (01) 236 
6800, sunway.ie.

the LaND that 
tiMe Forgot: 

When Frédéric Mistral won 
the Nobel Prize for Literature 

in 1904, more than 10 million 
people spoke Occitan, the 
language he wrote in. Today, 
it is the everyday language 
in just the Aran Valley in the 
Pyrenees, home of the 
Parador de Vielha, which has 
a spa with a speciality Vichy 
shower massage. Rooms 
from €147 or €128 for over 
55s – parador.es.   

atmosphere so plan ahead to avoid 
queues. And try to wear matching 
socks – it avoids embarrassing 
exposure when you take off your 
shoes to enter the worship space. 

My own threadbare undergar-
ments safely back under wraps, our 
next stop was mere minutes of a 
stroll across Sultan Ahmed Park to 
the Hagia Sophia. A stunning exam-
ple of Byzantine architecture and a 
symbol of the city’s ever changing 
face, the ‘Divine wisdom’, as it 
translates, has endured several res-
urrections. Its current incarnation, 
as the Saint Sophia Museum, means 
visitors can soak up ancient mosa-
ics and painted domes without 
feeling like you might be invading 
any of the regular worshippers’ 
reflective time. 

But be warned: one thing both 
the Blue Mosque and the museum 
share, on a freezing cold day in 
February, is offering very little in 
terms of warmth.

Thankfully, or perhaps it was 
divine intervention, I was going 

underground next, to see the Basil-
ica Cistern, which was again a 
mere short walk away. The largest 
of several hundred subterranean 
reservoirs built during the Byzan-
tine empire, it still retains some of 
the city water that were once 
stored within its chambers. Nowa-
days, it is home to many gold and 
grey carp – not the greatest indica-
tor of the water’s flavour. 

The installation of 
wooden walkways 
means it’s now possible 
to explore the cistern 
without getting your 
feet wet. With 336 sup-

porting columns arranged in 12 
rows, it certainly is an unusual 
sight – children of the Seventies 
may recognise it from James 
Bond’s From Russia with Love.

While no journey to an ancient city 
is complete without a visit to points 
of historical interest, personally I 
tend to take in these sights rather 
quickly before I’m eager to move on. 
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