
Trip to Turkey  
 
 
At first Istanbul seems to be only 
the bulging nose sticking out 
from the European side of the 
Bosphorus.  Most of the 
mosques, churches and 
museums, along with the hotels, 
are in that section.  But the city 
actually has three lobes – two 
on the left in Europe divided by 
the slim Golden Horn and a third 
on the right, across the broader 
Bosphorus in Asia.  The city 
bridges two continents both 
geographically and culturally 
 
It is hilly, green with trees and 
parks in many places, teeming with all sorts of buildings, some magnificent but most not.  As 
we walked from place to place we saw views of the sea down the side streets.  On the 

boulevards, packed with 
traffic, you find a mix of old 
and new, including a 
modern, ever-crowded 
tram line.  The alleys seem 

almost medieval and the bazaars are a reminder how modern 
marketing and shopping centers got their start.  Surveying the city 
from the highways, the huge bridges and many of the hotels you 
think you are in a modern metropolis.  Our hotel was atop a hill and 
we had a striking view of the water and major landmarks each 
morning as we breakfasted on the terrace.  Most pilgrims may not 
have such a vantage point from which to contemplate what they want from the city, nor to 
imagine what a small but important place they may have in its long history. 
 

 



Everyone has their own priorities when visiting a place like Turkey and I was amazed to see 
how many were listed on a “sacred sites” internet page devoted to Istanbul (see 
http://www.sacred-destinations.com/turkey/istanbul-map.htm ).  We had our list of places to 

go from Agha.  Some are grand and some are very much 
hidden and available only by appointment.  My 
understanding was that these are important for us to visit, 
while other places, no matter how famous or popular, 
would be of less consequence.   
 
When traveling to a new place I prefer to read about it 
first.  I try to learn the origin of a site or story of a building 
and its supposed significance.  Before going to Turkey I 
read a short history of the country and tried to get more 
information about the mosques and tombs we would visit.  

But they were hardly mentioned in my guidebook and the internet provided little more.  How 
was I to think about them?  While on the way to our first mosque I tried to close the data gap 
– asking for a few facts to string my thoughts onto.  Cristina, who organized our trip, 
sidestepped my questions, suggesting we omit the usual tourist info, avoid pre-formed ideas, 
and simply remain open to whatever impressions we might have.   
 
As soon as she said this I remembered what I had heard before about putting aside 
expectations and giving up being the sophisticated traveler.  Many of our destinations were 
not well known to sightseers and, with the exception of the Blue Mosque, Topkapi Palace, 
and Rumi’s tomb in Konya, we saw few tourists where we went.  These places were teaching 
locations or burial places and offered a connection to teachers of the past and to the 
particular form of influence they project through the ages.   
 
I can accept the idea that these places were constructed with care, not just in the way spaces 
were created and decorated, but in how they influence the people who enter.  Our task was 
simple if somewhat unusual for a modern Westerner: Just go in respectfully, stand or sit 
down with a suitably meditative attitude and silently repeat, in a way that feels appropriate, 
the kind of prayerful words we know well.  Remain somewhat passive yet alert.  Visit the 
courtyards, gardens or exhibits if there are any, sit in the shade if you want to, and be ready 
to leave after 45 minutes or an hour.  We would each have time on subsequent days to revisit 
places we particularly liked. 

 
We had 14 in our group, plus Cristina and our Istanbul organizer, 
Seçkin:  Seven from the U.S., 
five from India, one each from 
France and Argentina.  Everyone 
got along, the atmosphere was 
friendly and cooperative riding 
our hired bus or walking on 
crowded streets that weren’t 
themselves terribly interesting.  

And the times we sat in the cafes, trying the Turkish coffee 
and teas, even puffing on a hookah, allowed for all kinds of 
conversations to spring up.  The small size of our group, plus long periods when we are 
traveling or waiting or eating, led to some really good exchanges. 
 



The bus took us from one part of the city to another and we entered gates, filed through 
courtyards and got familiar with the procedure for entering a mosque as a visitor (not a 
member of the faithful) and how to behave.  More than once an attendant illustrated the 
method of removing shoes.  The trick is not only to keep them from touching the mosque 
floor, but also to keep your un-shod feet from touching the ground outside.  First you step out 
of one shoe while it is on the ground, putting that foot on the first step where shoes never 
touch, then likewise the other foot, leaving shoes behind.  If only we could step out of our 
ordinary thoughts as easily when entering the special sanctuary. 
      
One of our group exited a mosque and couldn’t find his shoes – his new shoes in which he 
had installed custom-made orthotic supports.  After looking everywhere with the help of the 
guardian we came to the only possible conclusion – they had been taken by someone else.  
Our friend walked through the marketplace in his socks, finally buying 
some sandals for his poor feet.  The next day as we passed through 
a narrow lane, there were his shoes among piles on offer from a 
sidewalk vendor.  Even though the orthotic supports had been 
removed he could identify them positively.  How did they surface 
here in this sea of goods and wares?  Time had passed and the 
shoes, left innocently according to custom by the door of a mosque 
to await their owner, had shed their customized inserts and reverted 
to merchandise, reentering the world of commerce.  The vendor 
listened politely to the story of shoes stolen from in front of a 
mosque, the loss and injustice.  But he had bought them from a 
trusted middleman and now they were for sale again, no matter one’s 
views of personal property rights. 
 

What would we find inside a mosque?  Some places were 
crowded and noisy but most were tranquil.  We were accepted 
as tourists and, while observant 
Muslims noticed us, they seldom 
seemed surprised or bothered.  
Local people come at all hours, 
besides the usual times of 
prayer, to meditate or do one of 
the daily prayers.  At some of the 
tombs they raise their upturned 
palms in front of the saint’s 
resting place, seeming to collect 
the blessings that emanate.   
 
I don’t think anyone in our group is religious in the usual 
sense, so how would we be affected?  Are these buildings 

positioned and oriented in special ways to enhance their impact?  It has been said that some 
mosques, tombs, churches, synagogues, abbeys – even museums and castles – are 
positioned globally and oriented relative to other sites, taking into account such things as 
variations in the earth’s crust, geothermal activity, proximity to bodies of water – reckoning 
how these factors combine with overall building design, materials and colors to affect people 
deeply.  The creators of these buildings would have to know how to harmonize these things 
not just to please the sensibilities of the day, but with enough knowledge of human 
psychology to appeal through the ages.  So, would I feel at ease, nourished, more positive 



and alive?  All I can report at this point is that sometimes I 
felt something and sometimes I didn’t.   
 
What the Muslim faithful do is different from what we do, as 
far as could be seen.  These buildings are certainly their holy 
places and it seems logical that they exist solely for 
observant Moslems to practice their religion.   Yet there we 
were, none of us Muslims, doing our individual meditations 
while the religious people did theirs.  I had the thought that 
the strength of these people’s religious convictions, plus the 
sheer beauty of the buildings, combine and harmonize to 
protect these places for the millions who visit and absorb 
their influence over the ages.  We insert ourselves among 
them to play our part in a long, unfolding story.  

 
We know that historically many such places were 
found along the routes taken by travelers and 
pilgrims, such that the succession of structures 
encountered could together have cumulative 
impact.  Probably not a sudden or dramatic 
illumination, but gathering momentum while 
traveling from one location to another by foot or 
wagon, coming to terms with one’s experiences 
gradually and naturally.  Are we explorers, 
pilgrims?  Do our routes, visits, circumambulations 
at sites depict principles yet to be learned or 

journeys yet to be taken?  This reminds me of the story of the man unjustly convicted whose 
family managed to get a prayer carpet to him in prison.  The pattern woven into the smuggled 
carpet revealed the inner workings of the prison lock, so he was able to pick it and reclaim his 
freedom.  Could we consider that our visits reveal a pattern we might use?  Are we part of a 
dialog with these places initiated by others and to be continued by our comrades in the 
future? 
              

We also visited sites that are small, run down and not particularly pretty.   
A typical traveler would ignore them as inauspicious and obscure – cells 
below ground, ruined structures, schools teaching who-
knows-what, tombs now overrun by urbanization, in an alley 
encircled by apartment blocks and office buildings.  Such 
places defy our expectations and seem to have little to offer.  
Occasionally we can’t get beyond the gate 
because no guardian is there to help.  At one 

site belonging to an Uzbek community living in Istanbul the 
caretaker let us in but shooed us out after a short time because he 
evidently couldn’t understand why we had come.  It is certainly true 
that I wouldn’t know to visit these places at all if it were not for the 
organizers of the trip and the collective desire and intent of the 
group.  They seem like relics or ruins, but do they in fact hold 
something crucial for us? 
 



The cruise day was an enjoyable change of pace and we got views of the city from the sea, 
making stops along the way.  It was an old, creaky passenger ferry crowded with Turks going 
various places.  I managed to ignore the question of seaworthiness, since we were staying 
afloat, and banished from my mind the stories of crowded ferries going down in various parts 
of the world.  Here they allow hucksters to come onboard, selling things such as kitchen 
knives, orange squeezers and other handy items.  There were few tourists on board and we 
are not the intended audience.  These salesmen seem at first very intrusive as they take over 
the middle of the deck and start shouting the features of their wares.  But in a few moments 
we could see they were well-accepted as part of the scene.  Even without understanding 
Turkish the pitch seems funny – we all howled with laughter and applauded when, with a 
flourish, something was cut with a knife or an orange was squeezed into a cup and handed to 
a surprised onlooker to drink.  The sales job is good, the prices low and the stock is sold out 
in minutes.  Maybe all selling should be like this – fast, distracting from thoughts of immanent 
disaster, helping you feel at home with your fellow humans. 
 
The Aya Sophia was a magnificent Christian church built by 
the Byzantine emperor Justinian centuries ago – an 
architectural marvel loaded with treasure.  The riches were 
stolen and the building desecrated (but not destroyed) by 
Latin Christians during the crusades.  When the Ottoman 
Turks took over they turned it into a mosque by removing the 
crosses and icons, installing a niche directed towards 
Mecca, and putting up four minarets.  Now it is a museum 
and mobbed with tourists.  There is also a much smaller 
mosque called the little Aya Sophia.  It has a perfectly lovely 
interior and a similar history, except that it continues as a 
mosque today with hardly a tourist in sight.  Extremely 
peaceful and welcoming, it is on our list of places to go while the big Aya Sophia is not, 
perhaps having lost its transformative power at the time of the pillage or for some other 
reason.  Maybe it never had it.  I returned to the little Aya Sophia two other times with great 
pleasure. 
 
For want of space and time I have left out our many penetrating 
conversations, our excursion to Konya, rug-buying, great fun with locals in 

Istanbul and Konya, and of course the 
wonderful train and over-land bus rides.  
But while I have 
been writing this I 
have had the 
chance to recall 
all the other 
wonderful 

moments, so naturally I’m getting even 
more from recounting this saga than you 
are from reading it. 
 
See Sonja’s marvelous photos of this trip: 

http://flickr.com/photos/heckabies/sets/72157606008136194/        
  


