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Essay 2 

 From the books I had read prior to coming to Turkey I expected to find Istanbul in a state 

of decay. I thought I would see a city where melancholy drips like rain from roofs shingled with 

cracking tiles and pools at the foundation, undermining its strength until it crumbles. I wanted to 

see burnt out yalis along the Bosphorus, greying from the salty air, a tribute to a fallen empire. I 

wanted to see aging cars with rusted fenders and bumper stickers dating back twenty years. I 

expected to see Istanbulus dressed conservatively in dark tones, mourning the fact that their city 

would never again be the center of the world. Where were the dirty cobblestone streets overrun 

by matted dogs? Where was the musty raki bar filled with leathered men? Where were the 

Russian barges overtaking the strait? 

 Instead I stepped off the plane in a cosmopolitan, modern, and western metropolis. 

Towering apartment buildings and mirror covered office buildings dominated the horizon. 

Expensive cars filled the four lane roads while tour boats and cruise ships blocked up the strait. 

Women in miniskirts and men in tight fitting button-downs ruled the sidewalks. On every street 

waiters tried to seat us at linen covered tables and hand us paper napkins with the name of the 

restaurant printed on them. 

 Where was the other Istanbul, the one full of sorrow? Maybe I had been wrong to think it 

would still be here -the empire had collapsed almost a hundred years ago-  maybe Istanbul was 

on the rise again. Disappointed but complacent I tried to take in the city for what it was, in its 

current state: westernized and modern. 

 I did see in-congruencies in the city however. As I ventured away from the star-studded 

neighborhood of Bebek the apartment buildings started to look worn, and cute patisseries were 



 

 

replaced by bufe after bufe all selling the same bags of Doritos and packs of Camel cigarettes, 

but I expected to see this wear and kitsch because it’s present in every city. In some places like 

Besiktas these in-congruencies were deeper. A four star restaurant stood in juxtaposition with an 

Ottoman style building, but even though this building’s architecture is dated it looked polished, 

its old-world stateliness purposeful. I began to feel like everything I was seeing was a part of an 

elaborate ruse on the part of Istanbul to make everyone in the city focus on the future and not 

look back at the devastating past. Yet, I knew that wasn’t completely true; Istanbul as it stands 

now is very real: an honest manifestation of many a person who calls himself Istanbulu. But I 

hoped that some of the sadness of the last century was festering somewhere beyond what I could 

see, and I wanted to find it. On my last Saturday in the city, I finally got a taste of what I was 

after.  

 A quick walk from the dorm with a few of my friends brings us to the crest of a hill that 

cascades down to the Bosphorus. Straight down the road goes, from where we stand the bottom 

is nowhere in sight. We start the trek down, tentatively placing one foot in front of the other all 

the while keeping an ear piqued for the sound of fast moving taxis with no intention of stopping. 

Past the taxi stand, past the towering apartment buildings, past the markets selling Cheetos, past 

new car after new car, we travel downhill. With clothes sticking to every inch of our bodies, our 

clean hair now slick with sweat, we saw the magnitude of the Bosphorus unfold before our eyes. 

Taking a breath of the heavy, humid air deep into my lungs, I look out over the waterway, the 

bright afternoon sun and the quickly evaporating water hovering above the surface make the 

azure sea shimmer. 

 We walk along a concrete boardwalk that has replaced the wooden yalis of Ottoman 

times, the summer houses for sultans that once sat directly on the water. Looking toward the hill 



 

 

we just walked down, across the newly paved road I see newly built Ottoman style buildings that 

attempt to pay homage to the yalis who once had their view of the water, but they are a poor 

replication. The wide boardwalk allows for us to easily stroll past fisherman, families, 

sunbathers, street vendors, boat cleaners, and stray dogs. All of us benefit from the destruction of 

a legacy that allowed for this stretch of concrete. The sun is relentless, but the water brings a 

welcome cool to our overly sunned faces and the backs of our necks as we glance to the right, 

taking in the sight of the water.  

 With a friend on each side, I stroll without much purpose or a destination in mind: the 

best way to spend a saturday afternoon. We pass an ancient castle, as well as a quaint looking 

encroachment of restaurants and cafes. Even from a distance, I know I  like it better than Bebek, 

the seaside village straight down the hill from our dorm. This village is less ostentatious, the 

customers seem to really be enjoying themselves and the view of the Asian side of Istanbul is 

unobstructed by cell phone towers and telephone wires. We spot an empty bench in the epicenter 

of all of this that faces the water and we sit to relieve our aching legs, watching the boats making 

their way slowly up the strait.  

 I allow my thoughts about the heat, my sweat, and other trivial matters to subside and 

really take in what the other side of the water has to offer in terms of landscape. As we sit on the 

bench our conversation drifts between talking about the future and the past, things we have done, 

things we want to do, but we are continuously interrupted by the beauty of the present.  The 

Asian bank is not overcrowded with chaotic clusters of apartment buildings, in fact the only 

housing I can see is tucked away behind a hill in the foreground.  They look almost sweet in their 

reduced size far from the shore, and it occurs to me that this was what all the hills lining the strait 

must have looked like a hundred years ago. The greenery is oddly reminiscent of Minnesota: 



 

 

towering pines in deep hues. With my eyes I follow the slope of the trees down to the shore 

where several large buildings directly abut the water. I picture the entire shore lined with these 

classical Ottoman buildings, pashas inside smoking long pipes carved from the wood of nearby 

cyprus trees. And although the only part of this imagery that comes close to being real is the few 

yalis that remain, I start to perk up upon discovering we have stumbled on to a small piece of 

history the city has yet to replace with the present and their hopes for the future. 

  I am feeling so lucky when my thoughts are interrupted by a deep sound that 

reverberates through my entire body. A big red block replaces the Asian shoreline that was 

seconds ago clearly in view. The block begins to move and I realize I am directly in front of the 

largest barge I have seen yet charting this narrow waterway. I have read stories of huge barges 

hitting each other on foggy mornings on the Bosphorus, their cargo explodes and the tons of 

metal that once floated sink to the rocky bottom. Before this day I never understood how these 

crashes couldn’t be prevented, but seeing this ship that took up over half the strait I understand 

why so many routine trips up the Bosphorus have ended so horrifically. 

  I smile, knowing I have unearthed a secret of Istanbul. How this city continues to amaze 

me. Just when I think my mind is made up and the sad but rich history of Istanbul has been 

destroyed and a new, western city had been built upon its grave I come face to face with the past. 

In that hour of sitting by the water I felt more connected and in love with the city than ever 

before. It was there I discovered Istanbul is not forthcoming about her secrets. 

  It is easy to come for a week, or even a month and only see the city the way the Turks 

want you to see it, but beneath the surface of friendly waiters, afternoons of tea, modern 

conveniences and beautiful views is a gritty web of conflict that has riddled this city for centuries 

and it is up to the visitors to find it. One would be reminisce to come to Turkey without trying to 



 

 

understand the subtle undertones at play in a country hoping to prove to the world it is a 

competitor on a world scale while still trying to enact democracy. On the surface Turkey is 

western, secular, but the majority of the population are Muslims who have had to suppress their 

religious view for nearly a hundred years. All this and more is churning in Turkey, and yet 

travelers come and don’t bother to think about any of that. I wanted to come to Turkey and be 

more than a tourist who takes the information they are given at face value, I wanted to be an 

adventurer seeking truth and understanding.  

 That day when I saw the yalis and the rolling green hills and the barge overtaking the 

strait I was in on the secret, the secret of Istanbul. The city, in all of its glory, is just a shell of 

what it once was and no matter how far the city comes in paving over the tragedy of the past, it 

will linger. It lingers on the morning Bosphorus fog; it lingers in the rusted locks attached to 

sodden doors; it lingers on the sky-piercing minarets; it lingers on the street vendors carts; it 

lingers on the cobblestone side streets connecting to nowhere; and it lingers in the souls of all the 

people who care to look for it.  


