Our Trip to Turkey

Addie Leah and Robert R. Brownlee

In Turkey, April, 2002
For a good many years we have discussed the need to go to Turkey. Bob visited
there some years ago, and was much impressed. So in late March, we obtained a
“seven-day” advanced reservation via British Airways, through London.
For a long time we had also said that whenever the Queen Mother died in England,
that would be a real event, and we would make every effort to attend the
ceremonies.
As we were about an hour away from leaving the house for the Denver airport on
Saturday morning, March 30, I heard a radio commentator say “We have just had
a bulletin that the Queen Mother of England has just died. We will be getting back
to you as we learn more”.
This then was quite a coincidence! How should we handle the scheduled trip?
Very quickly we decided to proceed to London, and decide there about staying, or
whatever.
When we arrived in London the next morning, London’s newspapers were
everywhere weighty with many extra pages documenting the rather incredible life
of this amazing lady. She was the last survivor of the world’s leaders during
World War II. As the funeral schedule had not yet been determined, our decision
was to continue on to Istanbul, then return to London within a week or so, as
information unfolded.
On Monday, we arrived in Istanbul to begin our visit to this exotic (to our eyes,
anyway) part of the world. One peels away another millennium in Turkey, finding
remains from, say, 600 AD instead of 1600 AD..Indeed, there are a number of
items, including mosaics, from the Roman era. Anyone from the New World can
scarcely take into account the ages of buildings that can surround him.
When you can arrange it, go to Turkey!
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Sampling London’s Sunday papers was a real treat for us.
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Of the many accounts of
the Queen Mother, none
has pleased us more than
upon her hearing from an
old Boer soldier of the
Boer Wars that “When the
English came, they ruined
everything!”, her reply
was “We say the same
thing in Scotland”. Now,
that is Class!!
We also heard that while
discussing the future of a
g r a n d d a u gh t er , she
demurred when told that
the girl MUST go to a
good school. “I did not
go to a good school”, she
said, “and I married
well!.” You bet she did!
When we finally learned the schedule, we also found out that Jamie and Autumn
were going to arrive for the final ceremony. It was clear that they could represent
the family in an admiral fashion, so we remained in Istanbul for our planned stay
of 18 days.
Upon our return to London, we were there sufficiently long that we could travel
into the city to visit Westminster Abbey, and to see flowers and displays that had
remained after all ceremonies were past. The freshness and brilliant lusters had
faded just a bit, but all were still magnificent. We were able to walk about the city
some, and greatly enjoyed revisiting so many of the historic sights and sites that we
have seen before. Although we have been to London many times, it is always
simply great to be reminded of so much of our heritage, including both national
and family histories. Thank God for England (and Scotland).
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In Istanbul, we stayed at the Alzer Hotel

Its location was absolutely super, as this picture shows. It borders the Hippodrome,
faces the southernmost obelisk, is almost across the Hippodrome from the Blue
Mosque, and is just a few minutes walk from Hagia Sophia. All of this is very close
to the Bosporus, as one can see, above.
Though 5-star hotels in Istanbul are beautiful and elegant, we saw no way in which
they could surpass the Alzer in hospitality.
We have written a small book on the Alzer, and have sent it to them. It is fun to report
that the book has been reproduced and shared with Istanbul’s travel agents. They are
reported to be favorably impressed with our views of the hotel and its staff.
We would love to return to Istanbul and the Alzer once again. Bur more importantly,
there are so many wonderful things to see that staying most anywhere would be OK.
The following pages show only a very small number of places we truly like.
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Firstly, let us look at the Blue Mosque!

This picture includes a good look at the Egyptian Obelisk that was brought to the
city in 390AD or so. Altogether, there is a lot of history in this picture, for the
obelisk and the mosque came to the city about 1200 years apart.
Inside the principal gate on the west, this
is the view one has after climbing steps.
Tourists are allowed to enter through the
south, and the inside is huge–cavernous.
Though we walked past here every day,
we visited the interior only once, and no
pictures were permitted.
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This view is from the north-northwest, with a fine fountain on the right. There is
a splendid park here, with Hagia Sophia to the north, and the Blue Mosque to the
south.
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One of the first places we headed for was the Topkapi Palace. Built soon after the
conquest in 1453, it served all sultans until the 18th century. A visit to the harem
gives one a good feel of the craftsmanship utilized to great advantage during all
those centuries. The intricate decorations on tiles, ceilings and furniture are pretty
awesome!

Mirrors, mirrors, on the wall! They’re
the fairest of them all! Maybe they are
a necessity in a harem, but they are
attractive to tourists also (if you look
close!)
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There were stained glass windows, also, surrounded by magnificent tiles.

Every ceiling was a
wonder, and the
earthquake repairs,
though visible, were
f a b ulo u s .
These
craftsmen were truly
something special!
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With walls like these, it is hard to notice the ceilings, but we still do.

9.5

Even the area under the eaves had careful attention. Were these people ever
bored?
There are also many things left over, shall we say, and some are piled in
courtyards, here and there. Bob was particularly fond of this left over, and wishes
he had it to go with the marble monument in our back yard. Imagine what this
once was! As it happens, such objects are
scattered, seemingly everywhere.
We
were
surprised to
find even
paving stones
fascinating.
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Nowadays, guards can be found most anywhere in the world. We usually ask if
we can take their pictures, and it is surprising how many of them are flattered by
the request! They usually try to look quite fierce, all the while being quite pleased.
It makes for some really fun pictures, as you can see above. These guys were
guarding the entrance to the Topkapi palace. They also stopped watching.

These fellows were police cadets, on the
march. One day there was a huge
gathering of police in Istanbul’s
principal square, and we made our way,
wondering if there was a riot of some
sort, or protesters. But no, it was a big
parade and “show” by the Police. We
were mildly disappointed, naturally.

11

Attaturk, the great Turkish Hero, is responsible for this monument, for he broke
with the incredibly long “rule” that no human figure could be used in art or
decoration. So a monument such as this (in the square where the police were
marching) dedicated to the nation’s heroes, played a big part in Turkey’s history.
Attaturk not only abolished the fez, and polygamy, but Friday was replaced by
Sunday as the day of rest, and the Arab alphabet was replaced by a Latin Script.
While there is still a lot of turmoil as Turkey gets ready to qualify as a member of
the European Union, and their problems with the Kurds are not yet resolved in any
way, progress appears to be made on a more or less steady basis. We were treated
extremely courteously and kindly, experiencing good will toward tourists and
Americans especially. We saw virtually no other Americans on this trip. Two
brothers from California who were about our age were in the Carpet Museum with
us, and we traded taking pictures of each other. Other guests in our hotel were
from New Zealand, England, Germany, Spain, and other countries in Europe. We
were repeatedly asked where we were from, and were generally regarded as
English, or Dutch, or German, and once we were guessed to be from Spain!
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Dolmabahce Palace was built between 1843 and 1856, and was planned to update
the comforts and glories of the Sultans to match those seen in Europe.
Unfortunately it nearly bankrupted the country. But the glories remain, and are
worth seeing.

The place is being renovated with plans
for the government to use it on formal
occasions, like a visit by the President of
the US. While very elegant, there is
nothing much about it that makes one
think “Turkey”, though part of the palace
is the harem.
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There are a good many real treasures in this
place, and as nearly as we could tell, the palace
has never been plundered. For that we are
thankful.
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This fellow is on the palace grounds, as are a
number of other sculptures and artifacts. Stone
lions can be found most anywhere in the world.
The one to the right and below is in a park
close to our hotel.
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Our visits to the Egyptian market were always informative, and great fun. The
traffic is not really believable, as small cars loom large on streets and sidewalks.
A similar density of people cannot be found anywhere in the US, except maybe on
New Year’s Eve in Times Square.

The variety of goods available would make any flea market in America ashamed,
as the next pages will demonstrate.
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The textiles found in the bazaar were simply beautiful and the prices were right!
We found a street where scarves were for sale, there being no room for anything
bigger
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Narrow streets are a given in the bazaar.

We spent time in the amber shops, and loved what we saw!
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The Yerebatan Cistern has a great history. Emperor Justinian had it built in the 6th
Century!
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Built to supply water to the palace, it could store 80,000 cubic meters of water.
Useful anytime, this is really a great idea in times of siege! We were quite
impressed.

There are 336 columns in all, each of them having been recycled from some other
place and use, and of varying heights. But they are truly magnificent.
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This “tear-drop” column is totally
unique as far as we know.

And we were surprised to find
the head of Medusa at the base of
a couple of columns, (here upside
down) and nobody knows why.
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Maybe it is just shimming!
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Here is that teardrop column again.
Water was brought here by viaducts,
and some of their ruins exist. The
water came from the Belgrade Forests,
19 km away. But it is the size of the
place that is most impressive. It is 70
meters by 140 meters, or 9800 square
meters. The columns are of marble or
granite, and are Corinthian or Doric.
We spent quite a bit of time here, but
the lighting was slight, and the camera
flash was easily lost because of the
distances involved.
The cistern has been restored three
times, most recently in 1985.
When you go to Istanbul, add this site
to the list of “musts”.
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This is the back side of the Chora Church, called the Kariye Museum. Originally
on the outskirts of the city, when new city walls were built in the 5th century it
became a part of the city. It was in ruins toward the end of the XI century, and was
destroyed in the 1200s. Rebuilt in the 1300's, it became a mosque in 1511. The
mosaics and frescoes are truly outstanding. We were impressed that we could so
easily understand them, and that throughout the centuries we Christians seem
always to tell the old old story, of Jesus and his love! There is probably a good
message for us modern Presbyterians in here somewhere, but we’ll not belabor the
point right here. Suffice it to say that the Word still speaks in a Muslim land.
Pictures following can give one an idea of the beauty and antiquity of this special
place. It was Hande who brought us here, and we greatly appreciate her
consideration of things she felt we must not miss.
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Mosaics last! The top one is over an entrance door to the “Naos”, or central hall.
This part of the church goes back to the XI century. There is an outer and inner
Narthex, and the two smaller pictures detail mosaics in that area.
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Hande and Addie Leah, in the Naos, were able to have far-ranging discussions,
somewhat independently of the location.
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The Hagia Sophia is a most remarkable structure. The first church on this site was
in 360 A.D. and was destroyed in a riot in 404 A.D. The second one, completed
in 415, was burned and demolished in a “public upheaval” in 532. Emperor
Justinianus ordered the third St. Sophia at that time, and it was completed in 537.
There were 30 million gold mosaic tiles! The immense space enclosed with so few
supporting pillars is truly an architectural phenomenon. Its environs are now quite
majestic, as seen here.
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Currently, maintenance is being achieved with the use of immense scaffolding
going right up to the top, center. One might conclude that the effect of the vast
empty space would thus be spoiled, but in fact the scaffolding gives one a different
sense of scale, and appreciation of the distances involved is enhanced. But there
is more than distance here. There is also elegance.
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Sometimes it helps to be in a tour group of two.
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We believe this slab of marble in one of the walls to be an original work. One can
see why it was worth the effort.
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Some rather large fraction of the
population of Istanbul sells rugs.
There are big ones, expensive and
cheap ones, and old ones, and some of
questionable heritage. And that is just
a description of the marketers! We
avoided buying any, but that was
because of our knowledge that there
was no room in the house for anything
more. At least that is what we told the
dozens of guys who accosted us
everywhere. Whatever we bought
would have to go under our bed, and
we already had things there.
Most museums had rugs, and we found
them to be exquisite. The following
pictures will illustrate the point.
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Just to make sure that you understand the complexity of these rugs and carpets,
here is a close-up of one of them.

We were also very much taken with traditional Turkish art.

This painting records Suleyman
the Magnificent as he becomes
Sultan in the 16th century. (The
dress code appears to have been
pretty clear). Reproductions of
paintings are available in a variety
of media, and for a variety of
prices. Note cards of excellent
quality were available for about
fifty cents each.
Small woven “rugs” of a few
square inches were also plentiful,
some attached to magnets for
refrigerator doors. It is difficult to
keep up-to-date, but the Turks
seem to be doing it very well.
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Need a mental picture of a harem? Perhaps it is not in the eye of the beholder.
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Just to prove that we were in Istanbul at the right time of year, observe!

Everything matches Addie Leah’s coat!
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Very close to our hotel can be found the Great Palace Mosaics Museum. Thanks
to Hande, who took us there, we were amazed to discover a “floor” of mosaics
dating from 500 AD. The mosaic pavement is estimated to have covered a really
huge area of 3500 to 4000 square meters. Discovered about 50 years ago, they
reveal many aspects of life at that time. There are people and animals, and more
details than one can quite imagine until they are seen. Our comments “WOW!”.
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After a stop-over in London, we resumed our trip to Denver,
non stop. Being able to by-pass the east coast of the US is
the only way to fly to and from Europe. We hope to be able
to go and come in the same manner next time. But just to
remind one of the price paid for these trips, look below.

It is a very long way, however one does it, without regard to entertainment.
But some people do it all remarkably well!
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