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The Ciragan Palace Kempinski hotel, which sits on the shoreline of the Bosphorus, opened its doors nearly two decades ago and remains one of Istanbul’s most popular properties.

Istanbul, three ways
With a new direct flight from Houston to Istanbul,
along with new hot spots galore, the largest city in
Turkey beckons the history buff, foodie or art lover
Mandabatmaz, a
hidden gem near St.
Antoine’s Cathedral,
serves up coffee so
thick you may mistake it for chocolate.

By Kate Parham
There’s never been a better time to visit Istanbul. Not
only has Turkish Airlines just
launched a direct route from
Houston to Istanbul, but the
transcontinental city, which
straddles the bustling Bosphorus, will welcome 100 new hotels,
nearly 40 of which are five-star,
over the next two years.
And whether you want to
savor Turkish delicacies or visit
some of the world’s oldest sites —
Istanbul has been around since
660 BC, after all, and they’ve got
the mosques, palaces and basilicas to prove it — here are three
ways to make the most of one
of the world’s fastest-growing
metropolises.

For the History Buff

Where to stay: If you want to
stay in the heart of Istanbul’s Old
City, consider the Four Seasons
Hotel at Sultanahmet, housed
in a century-old former Turkish prison — not that you’d ever
know it, with the hotel’s perfectly
groomed courtyard, neoclassical
décor and stunning hand-woven
Turkish carpets. Rates from
$690; fourseasons.com.
What to do: If it’s your first
trip to Istanbul, consider hiring
a guide from Unison Turkey, a
boutique tour operator known
for their local and historical
expertise and friendly guides (all
of which speak English). They’ll
likely take you to the Hagia
Sophia, a 6th century cathedral turned mosque that now
serves as a museum showcasing
Byzantine architecture. Nearby,
the 15th century Topkapi Palace offers visitors a peek at the
Ottoman Sultans’ residence for
nearly 400 years. Be sure to stop
in the imperial treasury where
you’ll find age-old weaponry
and jewels. And finally, The Blue
Mosque, famed as much for its
blue tiles as for its controversial
six minarets (ask your guide for
the juicy story). Finish a day of
sightseeing at Ayasofya Hurrem
Sultan Hamam, a traditional
Turkish bath designed and built

by Mimar Sinan, the leading Ottoman architect.
Where to eat: While you’re in
Old City, there’s no more historic
place to eat than Matbah Restaurant, one of two restaurants in
town offering authentic Ottoman
cuisine. Sit on the covered terrace
and enjoy the magnificent views
while you nosh on bona-fide Ottoman dishes like quince stuffed
with minced meat, honey börek
and tender goose kebab baked in
pastry.

some of the country’s best Anatolian cuisine employing unique
ingredients, like keﬂ (dried
yogurt) and cardoons (artichoke
thistle). Start your meal with a
round of premade mezzes (appetizers), like dolma (stuffed grape
leaves) and smoked eggplant,
before digging into a kebab. For
one of the best views in town,
finish your eating tour at Mikla,
located on the rooftop floor of
the cosmopolitan Marmara Pera
Hotel. The upscale hot spot offers
The Ciragan Palace
Kempinski hotel

For the Foodie:

Where to stay: Çiragan Palace Kempinski Istanbul. Though
Çiragan Palace, which sits on the
European shoreline of the Bosphorus, opened its doors nearly
two decades ago, it remains one
of Istanbul’s most popular properties, likely for the breathtaking
views and year-round heated infinity pool overlooking the water.
Or perhaps it’s because the hotel
takes up residence in a restored
palace from the Ottoman Empire.
Don’t miss Tugra Restaurant,
where modern Ottoman cuisine
is served alongside impeccable
service and romantic views.
Rates from $745; kempinski.com.
What to do: Head to the
Grand Bazaar, where you’ll find
thousands of vendors offering
fragrant saffron, vintage dishes
and textiles, jewelry and Turkish
Delight (a sticky candy typically
made of sugar, pistachios and
dates). Then, take one of Istanbul’s commuter ferries across to
the Asian side, where you can
walk through Kadikoy market’s
beautiful stalls housing fresh
fruits, flowers and fish.
Where to eat: Ciya Sofrasi
is one of Istanbul’s most famous
restaurants, and for good reason.
The unassuming café turns out
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A decorative hallway at Topkapi Palace in Istanbul. The
15th century palace offers visitors a peek at the Ottoman
Sultans’ residence for nearly 400 years.

Know Before
You Go:
Getting There: Book a flight
on Turkish Airlines’ new nonstop route from George Bush
Intercontinental Airport (IAH)
to Istanbul Atatürk Airport
(IST). Roundtrip fares are only
$599 this month; business
class starts at $4,500. Expect
to pay a $20 visa fee upon
arrival.
Getting Around: Traffic in
Istanbul is unpredictable and
chaotic. Skip the car rental
and walk, cab or hire a driver
or tour guide. Unison Turkey
offers customized, tailormade tours ranging from belly
dancing to culinary to historic,
all of which include a driver;
leisure.unisonturkey.com.
Currency: Nearly every
currency is accepted. For tips,
10-15 percent is standard at
restaurants; $10/day/person
for tour guides; $5/day/person
for drivers.
Dress: No need for burkas.
Dress is the same as all
major cities; just bring a scarf
or sweater to go inside the
mosques.
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While you’re Istanbul’s Old City, there’s no more historic
place to eat than Matbah Restaurant, one of two restaurants in town offering authentic Ottoman cuisine.

beautiful, contemporary dishes
such as slow-cooked grouper
with sunchokes; green lentils and
olives; and crispy sardines seared
into olive oil bread.

For the Art Lover:

Where to stay: Taksim,
considered the Soho of Istanbul,
recently welcomed Marti Istanbul Hotel, elegantly fashioned
by Turkish designer Zeynep
Fadillioglu, the first woman to
design a mosque. Reserve a table
at Marti’s two restaurants — one
of which (Quad) is set under an
Ottoman tent — or better yet, on
the hotel’s new rooftop terrace.
Suite guests will find a personal
hamam in the spacious bathroom, plus access to the clublevel lounge. Rates from $260;
martiistanbulhotel.com.
What to do: Stroll over to
the artsy Beyoglu and Galata
districts to visit SALT Galata,
a museum housed in a former
Ottoman Empire bank that
reveals the uncharted world of
the late-Ottoman and early-Republican periods. The extensive
library focused on arts, architecture and history is a must-hit.
Across the way, you’ll find Misir
Apartments, a restored 19th‐
century building home to some
of Istanbul’s most controversial
art galleries. When you reach
the top, head to the terrace for
a panoramic view of the city.
(Note: many galleries are closed
in August.)
Where to eat: Start your
morning off right with a
traditional Turkish coffee at
Mandabatmaz, a hidden gem
near St. Antoine’s Cathedral
serving up coffee so thick you
may mistake it for chocolate. In
between galleries, stop for lunch
at Mekan, where Turkish and
Armenian cuisines marry and
mezzes like spicy red lentil balls,
pickled mezgit (fish) and smoked
eggplant börek (a savory phyllo
pastry) are not to be missed.
Finish your evening at Ulus
29, a fine-dining hotspot with
floor-to-ceiling windows offering
spectacular views of both the
European and Asian shoreline.
The perfect complement to the
innovative dishes, like foie gras
parfait and veal cheek manti
(Turkish ravioli).
Kate Parham is a freelance writer in
Washington, D.C.

Marti Istanbul

Taksim, considered the Soho of Istanbul, recently welcomed the Marti Istanbul Hotel, elegantly fashioned by
Turkish designer Zeynep Fadillioglu.

