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Introduction

Istanbul, a city that straddles two continents, offers a unique fusion of the East and
West. As one of the world's most fascinating metropolises, it attracts millions of
visitors each year who are eager to immerse themselves in its rich history, vibrant
culture, and bustling modernity. This guide, "Visiting Istanbul: A Guide for Tourists," is
crafted to equip you with comprehensive knowledge and insights necessary to
navigate and enjoy this multifaceted city to its fullest.

For first-time visitors, Istanbul presents a sensory overload with its striking landmarks,
aromatic bazaars, flavorful cuisine, and a cacophony of sounds from street vendors,
musicians, and the call to prayer echoing from ornate minarets. This book provides an
essential roadmap for discovering the layers of history and modern vibrance that
define Istanbul. From the spiritual serenity of the Hagia Sophia to the dynamic energy
of Istiklal Street, each corner of the city offers a unique story waiting to be explored.

Understanding the intricacies of Istanbul's public transportation network is crucial for
any visitor. The city boasts a comprehensive system that includes metros, trams,
ferries, and buses, which efficiently connect neighborhoods across its European and
Asian sides. With practical advice on navigating these systems and tips for acquiring
and using an Istanbulkart, this guide ensures that travelers can traverse the city with
confidence and ease.

Accommodation choices in Istanbul are as varied as its sights. Whether you're seeking
a luxurious hotel in the heart of Sultanahmet or a cozy Airbnb in the trendy
neighborhood of Karakdy, this guide breaks down the best areas and types of
accommodations to suit every traveler's needs and budgets. Each chapter delves into
specific neighborhood characteristics, assisting you in finding the perfect spot to serve
as your base during your Istanbul adventure.

Central to any Turkish experience is the country's rich culinary heritage. From the
savory delight of kebabs to the sweet temptation of baklava, Istanbul's culinary scene
promises to be a highlight of your visit. This guide details specific dining experiences
across the city, from street food vendors to traditional meyhanes and upscale
restaurants, allowing you to savor the authentic flavors of Turkey.

Lastly, visiting Istanbul involves understanding its cultural nuances and etiquettes.
This book offers insights into the courtesies and customs of Turkish hospitality,
mosque etiquette, dress codes, and basic language phrases, all integral to enriching
your interaction with the local culture and ensuring a respectful and enjoyable stay in
this vibrant city.
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CHAPTER ONE: Getting There: Flights and Airports

Your adventure in the sprawling metropolis of Istanbul begins long before you step
onto its bustling streets or gaze upon its iconic minarets. It starts with the journey
itself, and for the vast majority of international visitors, this means arriving by air.
Istanbul, strategically positioned between Europe and Asia, serves as a major global
aviation hub, efficiently connected to virtually every corner of the world.
Understanding the city's airport landscape is the first crucial step in planning a smooth
and enjoyable arrival.

Istanbul is primarily served by two international airports: Istanbul Airport (IST) on the
European side and Sabiha Gokcen International Airport (SAW) on the Asian side. Both
handle significant volumes of passenger traffic, but they differ considerably in size,
location, and the airlines they predominantly serve. Choosing which airport to fly into
might depend on various factors, including your originating city, the airline you
choose, flight prices, and potentially the location of your accommodation within
Istanbul, although transfer options exist from both.

Istanbul Airport (IST) is the newer and significantly larger of the two, having fully
replaced the old Ataturk Airport for passenger flights in 2019. Located in the
Arnavutkoy district, north-west of the city center on the European side, IST is designed
to be one of the biggest airports in the world. Its sheer scale is immediately apparent
upon arrival. It functions as the primary hub for Turkey's national flag carrier, Turkish
Airlines, and consequently hosts a vast network of international flights from Star
Alliance partners and numerous other global airlines. If you're flying from a major city
in Europe, North America, Asia, or Africa, chances are high that your flight will land at
IST.

The terminal building at IST is a single, massive structure, lauded for its modern
architecture and extensive facilities, but also notorious for the long distances
passengers might need to walk between gates or from landing to immigration. Be
prepared for significant walking; comfortable shoes are advisable even before you
leave the airport. The design incorporates elements of Turkish and Islamic art,
creating a visually impressive space. Signage is generally clear and available in
Turkish and English, guiding passengers through the arrival process.

Inside IST, the range of services is vast, reflecting its status as a mega-hub. You'll find
numerous currency exchange offices (Ddviz Burosu) and ATMs from various Turkish
banks before and after passport control, allowing you to get Turkish Lira upon arrival.
Duty-free shopping is extensive, offering everything from international luxury brands
to Turkish delight and souvenirs - though prices might not always be the most

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

competitive compared to city shops. Food and beverage options are plentiful, ranging
from international fast-food chains to cafes serving Turkish coffee and pastries, and sit-
down restaurants. Free Wi-Fi is available, typically requiring SMS verification or logging
in via specific kiosks, often limited to a certain duration (e.g., one hour), though
lounges and some cafes may offer extended access.

Given that IST is a major hub for Turkish Airlines, many travelers find themselves here
for connecting flights. The airport is well-equipped for transit passengers, with
dedicated transfer desks, numerous lounges (airline-specific, Star Alliance, and pay-
per-use options like the IGA Lounge), and even short-term sleeping pods or an airside
hotel (Yotel) for those with longer layovers. Turkish Airlines sometimes offers free city
tours or hotel stays for passengers with lengthy involuntary layovers, something worth
investigating if applicable to your booking.

On the other side of the Bosphorus Strait lies Sabiha Gékcen International Airport
(SAW). Named after the world's first female combat pilot and one of Ataturk's adopted
daughters, SAW is located in the Pendik district on the Asian side of Istanbul. While
significantly smaller than IST, it's still a major international airport and has seen
substantial growth over the years. It primarily serves as a hub for low-cost carriers like
Pegasus Airlines and Anadolujet (a Turkish Airlines subsidiary), making it a popular
choice for budget travelers flying within Europe, the Middle East, and domestically
within Turkey.

SAW typically offers a more compact and potentially less overwhelming arrival
experience compared to IST. Distances within the single terminal building are
generally shorter. While facilities are less extensive than at IST, SAW is well-equipped
to handle international arrivals. You'll find currency exchange, ATMs, duty-free shops,
various food outlets (including popular Turkish chains and international brands), cafes,
and car rental desks. Free Wi-Fi is also available, usually with similar time restrictions
and login methods as at IST. Several lounges cater to eligible passengers or those
willing to pay for access.

The choice between IST and SAW often comes down to the airline and route. If you're
flying Turkish Airlines long-haul or with many major international carriers, you'll almost
certainly arrive at IST. If you're using Pegasus or flying from certain European or
Middle Eastern destinations, especially on budget airlines, SAW might be your arrival
point. Flight prices can sometimes be lower into SAW, but this isn't a universal rule.
Consider the location: IST is on the European side, closer to areas like Sultanahmet
and Beyogdlu if traffic is favourable, while SAW is on the Asian side, potentially closer to
Kadikdy but generally requiring a longer transfer to the main tourist areas on the
European side, often involving crossing one of the Bosphorus bridges. Transfer times
and costs from both airports are discussed in the next chapter, but the inherent
location difference is a factor to bear in mind when booking.
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Turkish Airlines, the national flag carrier, deserves special mention. Operating
primarily out of IST, it boasts one of the most extensive flight networks globally,
connecting Istanbul to more countries than any other airline. Renowned for its service
and catering, even in economy class, flying Turkish Airlines can be an excellent way to
begin your Turkish experience. They often offer competitive fares, direct flights from
numerous global cities, and, as mentioned, potentially beneficial stopover programs
allowing you to explore Istanbul for a day or two at minimal extra cost if you're
transiting elsewhere.

Besides Turkish Airlines, Istanbul is served by a plethora of other international carriers.
Major European airlines like Lufthansa, British Airways, Air France, KLM, and budget
giants like EasyJet and Ryanair (though sometimes to SAW) offer frequent
connections. Middle Eastern carriers such as Emirates, Qatar Airways, and Etihad
maintain a strong presence, often using Istanbul as a key connection point. Airlines
from North America, Asia, and Africa also provide direct or one-stop services. Checking
flight comparison websites is usually the best way to explore all available options,
filtering by preferred airport, airline, price, and flight duration.

When booking your flights, especially for a popular destination like Istanbul, planning
ahead is generally wise. Prices tend to fluctuate based on season, demand, and how
far in advance you book. Summer (June-August) is peak season, often seeing higher
fares and more crowded flights. The shoulder seasons (spring: April-May, and autumn:
September-October) often offer a pleasant balance of good weather, fewer crowds,
and potentially better flight deals. Booking several months in advance is often
recommended, particularly if your travel dates are fixed or coincide with major
holidays. Be mindful of baggage allowances, which can vary significantly between
airlines, especially budget carriers.

Consider the trade-offs between direct flights and those with layovers. Direct flights
are undoubtedly more convenient and faster but can sometimes be more expensive.
Flights with layovers, often involving a change of planes in another major European or
Middle Eastern hub, might offer significant savings. If choosing a flight with a layover,
pay close attention to the connection time - ensure it's sufficient to navigate the
transit airport, clear security, and reach your next gate without excessive stress.
Conversely, avoid excessively long layovers unless you plan to leave the airport or
specifically desire the break.

Once your flight touches down at either IST or SAW, the arrival process begins. Follow
the signs for 'Arrivals' (Gelis) and 'Passport Control' (Pasaport Kontrolu). Passengers
are typically segregated into lines for Turkish citizens and 'All Passports' or 'Other
Nationalities'. Have your passport and any required visa documentation ready (visa
requirements are detailed in Chapter 18). Procedures at passport control are usually
straightforward, involving inspection of your documents and an entry stamp. Digital
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kiosks for faster processing might be available for certain nationalities, but be
prepared to queue, especially during peak arrival times.

After clearing immigration, follow the signs for '‘Baggage Claim' (Bagaj Alim). Large
display screens will indicate which carousel corresponds to your flight number.
Baggage delivery times can vary; at a large airport like IST, it might take a while for
luggage to arrive. Luggage trolleys are readily available in the baggage claim hall,
usually requiring a small deposit (often a 1 Euro coin or Turkish Lira equivalent,
refundable upon return). If your luggage fails to appear or is damaged, report it
immediately to your airline's baggage service desk located within the baggage claim
area before exiting.

With your luggage secured, the final step within the secure arrivals area is Customs
(GUmruk). Turkey has standard regulations regarding duty-free allowances and
prohibited items. For most tourists carrying typical personal belongings, this is a
simple walk-through process via the 'Green Channel' (Nothing to Declare). If you are
carrying items exceeding allowances or requiring declaration, use the 'Red Channel'.
Customs officers may conduct random checks. Honesty is always the best policy.

Having cleared customs, you will emerge into the public arrivals hall. This is where
you'll find waiting friends, family, hotel transfer representatives holding signs, and
access to further airport services like cafes, shops, and onward transportation options.
The atmosphere here is usually busy and bustling, a true introduction to the energy of
Istanbul. Both IST and SAW have well-marked exits leading towards taxis, buses,
metro connections (where available), and pre-booked shuttle services. The specifics of
getting from the arrivals hall into the city itself are the focus of our next chapter.

For travelers planning to explore more of Turkey beyond Istanbul, both IST and SAW
handle a high volume of domestic flights operated by Turkish Airlines, Anadolujet, and
Pegasus Airlines. Cities like Ankara, Izmir, Antalya, Cappadocia (Nevsehir or Kayseri
airports), and many others are easily reachable via frequent daily flights. Booking
internal flights well in advance is also recommended, especially during holiday
periods, as prices can increase significantly closer to the travel date. Arriving
internationally at IST or SAW and connecting to a domestic flight usually involves
clearing immigration and customs at your first point of entry (Istanbul) and then
proceeding to the domestic terminal or section for your onward flight, which might
require re-checking your baggage. Ensure you allow ample connection time for this
process.

Flying into Istanbul sets the stage for what is invariably an unforgettable travel
experience. Whether you land amidst the vast modernity of IST on the European side
or the slightly more compact energy of SAW on the Asian shores, you are stepping into
a city where millennia of history meet the dynamism of the 21st century.
Understanding the layout, facilities, and processes of your chosen arrival airport helps
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ensure that the first chapter of your Istanbul story is one of smooth transition, leaving
you ready and eager to explore the wonders that await beyond its gates.
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