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Introduction

Istanbul, uniquely poised between two continents and countless epochs, stands as one
of the world’s most extraordinary cities. Few urban centers have carried such
historical significance, served as the heart of successive empires, or functioned as a
crossroads of commerce, culture, and religion for such an astonishing period of time.
This book, “A History of Istanbul,” seeks to trace the epic, layered journey of this city
from its obscure ancient beginnings to its dynamic presence in the modern world.

The story of Istanbul is inseparable from its geography. Nestled on the Bosphorus
Strait—where Europe greets Asia and where the Black Sea flows into the
Mediterranean—Istanbul’s fate has always been shaped by its position as a gateway
and a prize. The earliest settlers, Thracian tribes who established Lygos, may not have
foreseen its destiny, but with the arrival of Greek colonists and the founding of
Byzantion, the city's strategic advantages became unmistakable. Over time, those
advantages would draw the ambitions of Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, and
Ottomans alike, each leaving indelible marks on the city’s character and form.

At the heart of this history is constant transformation. As Byzantion became
Constantinople under the vision of Emperor Constantine the Great, it began a
millennium-long tenure as capital of the Eastern Roman, or Byzantine, Empire—a
beacon of Christianity, wealth, and imperial splendor in the medieval world. Its
monumental churches, mighty walls, bustling markets, and cosmopolitan population
made it a center of learning, faith, and politics, surviving sieges and upheavals thanks
to its ingenuity and resilience.

The cataclysmic events of 1453, when Sultan Mehmed II's Ottoman armies breached
the ancient walls, heralded a new era and a new name: Istanbul. Under the Ottomans,
the city was reborn as an Islamic imperial capital, radiating power and artistry
throughout a vast dominion. Its skyline was transformed by mosques and palaces, its
neighborhoods filled with diverse peoples from across three continents. Yet even in
triumph, Istanbul constantly evolved—facing challenges from within and beyond,
adapting to winds of change brought by reformist sultans, Western influences, wars,
and revolutions.

With the birth of the Turkish Republic and the shifting of political power to Ankara in
the twentieth century, Istanbul nevertheless remained the country’s largest, most
vibrant, and culturally rich metropolis. Waves of migration, modernization, and urban
expansion have since defined its life, blending the remnants of its imperial legacies
with the demands and dynamism of a modern global city. Its monuments draw
millions, its artists shape cultural scenes, and its neighborhoods pulse with the energy
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of the present, all while carrying the weight of its immense history.

Through twenty-five chapters, this book will chart the major turning points, enduring
structures, and living traditions that make Istanbul a world city like no other. In
exploring the city’s riches—and its challenges—this history hopes to illuminate not
only the compelling narrative of Istanbul’s past, but also the enduring spirit that
continues to shape its future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Beginnings: Lygos,
Byzantion, and the Thracian Peninsula

Long before emperors built monumental palaces or sultans raised minarets to the sky,
the stretch of land where two continents almost touch was already a stage for human
history. The Thracian Peninsula, a finger of land reaching out from the European
mainland towards Asia Minor, culminating in the narrow, turbulent waters of the
Bosphorus Strait, possessed a natural advantage that was obvious even to the earliest
inhabitants. It was a place of crossing, a choke point, a place where land met sea in a
uniquely pivotal manner. This geographical destiny would shape every single chapter
of its future.

The Thracians themselves were a diverse collection of tribes, dwelling in the region
north of the Aegean Sea. They were known to the ancient Greeks for their martial
prowess, their often-intractable nature, and their rich, if somewhat mysterious,
culture. While much of their history remains shrouded in the mists of time, particularly
before the arrival of more historically-minded outsiders, it is generally accepted that
they were the first to recognize the potential of the specific promontory that overlooks
the junction of the Bosphorus, the Golden Horn, and the Sea of Marmara.

Archaeological footprints of these earliest occupants are tantalizingly faint. The site is
believed to have been home to a settlement known as Lygos, perhaps founded as far
back as the 13th century BCE. Imagine a small, likely fortified, village perched on the
very tip of the peninsula, where the Topkapi Palace would one day stand in
magnificent splendor. Its inhabitants, Thracians perhaps drawn from the Bithynian
tribes across the strait or from further inland, would have lived off the land, the sea,
and perhaps engaged in rudimentary trade with passing vessels.

The name Lygos itself hints at its possible origins, perhaps linked to local geography or
tribal affiliations. Unfortunately, the layers of history built upon this site are so deep
and successive occupations so thorough that very little physical evidence of Lygos has
survived. We can only speculate about its size, its structure, or the daily lives of its
people. It serves, however, as a crucial reminder that the history of this specific
location did not begin with the Greeks; it was already inhabited, already valued, long
before the classical age dawned.

While Lygos remains largely a ghost in the historical record, it set the precedent. The
strategic value of the site - commanding views of the waterway, sheltered harbors
nearby, and a naturally defensible landward approach - was not lost on subsequent
arrivals. The story takes a more concrete turn with the arrival of Greek colonists, a
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common phenomenon throughout the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions as city-
states like Athens, Corinth, and Megara sought new lands, resources, and trading
opportunities.

Around 667 BCE, a group of colonists from Megara, a city-state situated west of
Athens, embarked on a journey that would inadvertently lay the foundation for one of
the world's greatest cities. Led by a man named Byzas, whose name the new city
would bear, they sailed north into the Sea of Marmara (then known as the Propontis),
searching for a suitable location to establish a new settlement. This was no small
undertaking; these colonists were venturing into potentially hostile territories
inhabited by existing tribes and navigating unfamiliar waters guided only by ancient
knowledge and divine counsel.

Indeed, legend has it that Byzas and his companions first sought the advice of the
Oracle of Delphi, the most renowned prophetic voice in the ancient Greek world. The
Oracle's response, as is often the case with such pronouncements, was cryptic: they
were instructed to settle "opposite the land of the blind." This enigmatic directive must
have puzzled the Megarians until they reached the Bosphorus. Looking across the
strait from the European shore, they saw the existing Greek colony of Chalcedon,
founded earlier by settlers from Megara on the Asian side.

The settlers of Chalcedon had chosen a site that, while decent, lacked the
overwhelming strategic advantages of the European promontory. It faced the open sea
and didn't command the entrance to the Golden Horn, the magnificent natural harbor
just to the north on the European side. The Megarians, perhaps with a knowing smirk,
concluded that only people blind to obvious geographical superiority could have
overlooked such a prime location. Thus, the Oracle's riddle was solved, and they knew
they had found their spot: opposite the settlement of those deemed "blind."

And what a spot it was. The promontory chosen by Byzas was a triangular piece of
land jutting into the Sea of Marmara, bordered by the Bosphorus Strait to the east and
the deep inlet of the Golden Horn to the north. This configuration offered unparalleled
natural defenses. The city could easily be protected from attack by sea on two sides,
and the landward approach, while needing fortification, was relatively narrow,
concentrating defensive efforts.

Furthermore, the Golden Horn provided a perfectly sheltered harbor, a deep,
navigable waterway approximately five miles long that offered safe anchorage for
countless ships, protecting them from the strong currents of the Bosphorus and the
often-rough weather of the Black Sea. This natural harbor would prove to be one of the
city's most enduring assets, facilitating trade and allowing navies to shelter securely.

Crucially, the site directly controlled the Bosphorus Strait itself. This narrow waterway,
connecting the Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara and thence to the Aegean and
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Mediterranean, was the sole maritime route for transporting vital resources,
particularly grain from the fertile lands around the Black Sea, to the Greek world.
Establishing a city at this precise point allowed the settlers of Byzantion to potentially
regulate, tax, or even block this crucial trade flow, granting them immense economic
and strategic power far beyond their size.

The early city, named Byzantion after its founder Byzas, was relatively modest by later
standards. It functioned primarily as a trading post and a strategically located port. Its
citizens, a mix of Megarian Greeks and perhaps some assimilated local Thracians,
would have been keenly aware of their unique position. They lived on the edge of the
known Greek world, interacting with both their Hellenic cousins and the non-Greek
populations of the hinterlands.

Life in early Byzantion revolved around the harbor and the strait. Ships laden with
grain, timber, slaves, and other goods from the Black Sea would pass through its
waters, offering opportunities for trade and taxation. The city would have exported
goods from the Aegean, such as wine, olive oil, and manufactured items. The city's
economy was directly tied to the flow of goods through the Bosphorus, making its
control over the strait its lifeblood.

While primarily focused on commerce, Byzantion was also a typical Greek city-state in
terms of its political and social structure. It likely started with a small ruling elite,
possibly linked to the founding families, and developed institutions similar to those in
Megara, perhaps involving assemblies of citizens. Religious life would have centered
on the worship of the standard Greek pantheon, with temples likely dedicated to
deities associated with the sea, trade, and war.

Byzantion's strategic importance meant it could not remain isolated. As Greek power
grew and city-states like Athens and Sparta vied for dominance in the Aegean and
beyond, control over the Bosphorus became a key objective. Similarly, the rising
power of the Persian Empire to the east, which sought to extend its influence into
Thrace and across the straits into Europe, frequently cast its shadow over the city.
Byzantion found itself repeatedly caught in the crosscurrents of these larger conflicts.

The city's history in the classical period is one of navigating these dangerous waters,
sometimes aligning with Athens (which heavily relied on Black Sea grain), sometimes
with Sparta, and sometimes asserting a precarious independence. Its fortifications
were tested more than once, proving the wisdom of Byzas's initial choice of location,
even if the walls of this era were mere precursors to the colossal defenses that would
later define Constantinople.

Despite the political turbulence, Byzantion maintained its identity as a Greek city. Its

language, culture, and institutions were firmly Hellenic, a testament to the enduring
influence of its Megarian founders. It participated in the broader Greek world through

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.

trade, religious festivals, and sometimes, unfortunately, through warfare, often
instigated by its more powerful neighbors.

The legacy of this early period is profound. The Greek colonists from Megara didn't just
build a city; they identified and occupied a site of unparalleled geopolitical
significance. They established the initial urban footprint, laid out the first streets (likely
on a less grand scale than later iterations), and began the process of exploiting the
site's natural advantages. Byzantion, the city of Byzas, was the seed from which all
future incarnations would grow.

Its early struggles and successes forged a resilient character, one that would be
needed in abundance in the centuries to come. The control of the strait, the sheltered
harbor, the defensible peninsula - these were the immutable facts of geography that
the Megarians understood, perhaps more clearly than the "blind" settlers across the
water. They had picked not just a place to live, but a place destined to command.

While the grandeur of Constantinople and the might of Ottoman Istanbul would dwarf
the achievements of the early Greek colony, the fundamental elements that allowed
those later empires to flourish were established in these first few centuries. The
recognition of the site's strategic genius, the initial act of turning a wild promontory
into an urban center, and the harnessing of the Bosphorus's power were the
foundational acts.

Thus, the story of Istanbul begins not with emperors or sultans, but with a band of
seafaring colonists, a cryptic prophecy, and the keen eyes of a leader named Byzas,
who saw the immense potential lying dormant on the Thracian shore. They built their
city opposite the land of the blind, and in doing so, they opened the first chapter in the
epic history of a site destined for global significance.
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