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Introduction
Istanbul is a city where continents converge and history lingers in the air, enticing
visitors with an intoxicating blend of sights, sounds, and — perhaps most powerfully —
tastes. From the resounding calls of street vendors on bustling boulevards to the quiet
elegance of a family kitchen tucked away in a centuries-old neighborhood, this city
invites discovery through its food. While many are drawn by the promise of kebab or
baklava, the true spirit of Istanbul lies in flavors hidden from the casual passerby,
waiting quietly in smoky grills on backstreets, in market stalls laden with fragrant
herbs, and in the treasured recipes passed down through generations.

“Hidden Flavors of Istanbul: A Culinary Journey Through the Neighborhoods of Turkey’s
Timeless City” is an invitation to experience the city with the curiosity of a local and
the awe of a traveler. This book goes beyond the familiar icons and guides readers
through the intricate mosaic of Istanbul’s food culture — from its iconic street foods to
the family feasts rooted in diverse traditions, from ancient marketplaces to the city’s
latest culinary innovators. With every chapter, we will uncover the tastes, stories, and
people that make Istanbul’s kitchens some of the richest in the world.

Food in Istanbul is never just about sustenance. To eat here is to participate in a daily
ritual of connection and hospitality, to engage all the senses, and to partake in
centuries-old customs shaped by migrations, empires, and endless adaptation.
Markets here are more than places of commerce; they are stages where vendors
perform the art of bargaining, where the scents of sumac and rosewater mingle, and
where the rhythm of life is set by the clang of teacups and the laughter of neighbors
sharing stories. The culinary landscape of Istanbul is as layered as its history, with
influences from Central Asia, the Levant, the Mediterranean, and the Balkans
appearing as seamlessly in a cup of tea as in an elaborate feast.

What sets this city apart is its spirit of inclusivity and exchange. Istanbul’s
neighborhoods — be they Orthodox Greek, Armenian, Kurdish, Jewish, or Anatolian —
each bring unique flavors and stories, celebrated during holiday tables, family
gatherings, and impromptu street festivals. In tracing these threads, this book
introduces readers to home cooks fiercely guarding their grandmother’s recipe for
börek, street vendors who have elevated simit to an art form, and visionary chefs
redefining tradition for a new generation. Along the way, profiles and interviews
illuminate the lives and passions of those who keep these culinary fires burning.

For the armchair explorer, these pages offer a feast of evocative stories, sensory
details, and practical guidance to bring a taste of Istanbul home. For the culinary
adventurer, practical tips and suggested stops will help you chart a course through
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winding alleyways and open-air markets, always with an appetite for discovery. Each
chapter ends with a recipe or recommendation so you can savor these hidden flavors
wherever you are.

Prepare to experience Istanbul as few outsiders ever do — through the lens of its
everyday cooks, its artisans, its festive tables, and its ever-surprising streets. May this
journey nourish not just your hunger, but also your understanding of a city where
every meal tells a story, and every bite binds together worlds old and new. Welcome
to Istanbul’s hidden flavors.
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CHAPTER ONE: Simit Stalls and Seeds of Tradition
The crisp morning air in Istanbul often carries the faint, yet utterly unmistakable,
aroma of toasted sesame seeds. It's a smell that signals the start of the day for
millions, wafting from bakeries and street carts across the city. This particular scent
belongs to the simit, a humble, ring-shaped bread that is arguably Istanbul’s most
iconic street food. More than just a snack, the simit is a daily ritual, a constant
companion, and a symbol of the city itself.

Imagine stepping onto a bustling street, perhaps near Eminönü, where the calls of
vendors mix with the cries of seagulls and the low hum of ferries arriving at the docks.
Suddenly, a bright red cart comes into view, piled high with golden-brown rings, each
one glistening with a generous coating of sesame seeds. This is the realm of the
simitçi, the simit seller, a ubiquitous figure in Istanbul’s urban landscape. They are a
familiar sight, often balancing towering stacks of simit on large trays or pushing their
distinctive glass-fronted carts through crowds with practiced ease.

The simit has a history as rich and layered as Istanbul itself, tracing its origins back to
the Ottoman Empire, possibly as early as the 16th century. Some accounts suggest it
was first conceived in the palace kitchens during the reign of Sultan Suleyman the
Magnificent in the 1500s. By the 17th century, the renowned Ottoman traveler Evliya
Çelebi documented over 70 simit bakeries in Istanbul and described 300 simit sellers
operating daily. Palace records from the late 1600s even show that 30 pieces of simit
were delivered to the palace from public bakeries every morning. Legend has it that
simit was a favored gift given to soldiers by Ottoman Sultans during Ramadan.

The basic recipe for simit has remained largely unchanged for hundreds of years. It’s a
deceptively simple concoction of wheat flour, water, yeast, and salt. The magic
happens in the preparation. Dough is rolled out into long, thin rods, then twisted and
joined at the ends to form the familiar ring. Before baking, these rings are traditionally
dipped in a mixture of diluted molasses, which gives the simit its characteristic deep
golden-brown color and a subtle, appealing sweetness. Finally, they are generously
encrusted with sesame seeds, providing that signature nutty crunch.

While the Istanbul simit is known for its crispy crust and chewy interior, there are
regional variations. In İzmir, for example, it’s called "gevrek" and is often boiled in
molasses before baking, resulting in an even crunchier texture. Ankara simit, on the
other hand, tends to be larger and thicker. But in Istanbul, it's the classic, thin,
crunchy variety that reigns supreme.

For many Istanbulites, grabbing a simit is an integral part of their morning routine, as
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essential as the sunrise over the Bosphorus. It's a quick and inexpensive breakfast or
snack, often enjoyed with a glass of hot Turkish tea. You’ll see locals enjoying it plain,
or sometimes with a triangle of soft cheese, olives, or jam. The simplicity of a simit
with tea is a quintessential Turkish experience.

One of the most charming sights related to simit is on the city's ferries. As the boats
cut across the Bosphorus, passengers often break off pieces of their simit and toss
them into the air, where eager seagulls swoop and dive to catch them mid-flight. It’s a
timeless connection between the city's residents and its feathered companions, a
small moment of shared joy that plays out daily against the stunning backdrop of the
Istanbul skyline.

The vendors themselves are part of the simit’s story. They are known as simitçi, and
their calls echo through the streets. These are often hardworking individuals, like
Burhan Yılmaz, a 58-year-old simitçi who spends over 12 hours a day on his feet,
selling simit to millions of busy Istanbul residents. He’s one of thousands who keep the
city fueled with this popular snack. In winter, they face the wind, snow, and mud, but
the demand for simit from workers, students, and tourists remains high.

The production of simit is a time-honored tradition. In a traditional simit bakery, men
work around a counter in front of a large wood-burning oven, mixing vast quantities of
flour, water, and yeast to create the dough. From late evening until noon the next day,
these bakeries churn out thousands of simit, sometimes up to five thousand a day,
depending on the season and demand. Once baked, the warm simit are loaded onto
the vendors’ carts and sent out to the streets. As the carts are replenished, the simitçi
will often call out, "Taze, yeni geldi, Çıtır!" which translates to "Fresh and new, crispy!"

The simit is so deeply embedded in Turkish culture that its price is sometimes used to
gauge inflation in the country. Despite the rise of modern bakery chains like Simit
Sarayı, which have even expanded internationally, the traditional street vendor
remains an integral part of the simit experience. While the franchised shops offer a sit-
down experience, the street simitçi provides the quick, authentic, grab-and-go snack
that fuels Istanbul.

Walking through neighborhoods like Beşiktaş, Kadıköy, Eminönü, or Sultanahmet,
you'll encounter plenty of simitçi, their carts brimming with these golden rings.
Beşiktaş, known for its vibrant street food scene, is a great place to find high-quality
simit. On the Asian side, Kadıköy's bustling markets and food stalls also offer excellent
simit. Whether you're exploring historic landmarks or simply commuting, a simit is
never far away.

The simplicity of simit is its strength. It doesn't need elaborate fillings or complex
preparations to be delicious. Its appeal lies in its perfect balance of crispiness and
chewiness, its nutty sesame coating, and its ability to be enjoyed anytime, anywhere.
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It’s the sound of Istanbul’s mornings, the companion on a ferry ride, and the quick bite
that keeps the city moving.

Recipe: Simple Homemade Simit

While Istanbul’s simit masters have perfected their craft over centuries, you can
recreate a taste of this iconic bread at home. This recipe aims for the classic crispy
exterior and soft interior.

Ingredients:

4 cups (about 500g) all-purpose flour
1 ½ teaspoons active dry yeast
1 teaspoon granulated sugar
1 ½ teaspoons salt
1 ½ cups lukewarm water (around 105-115°F / 40-46°C)
½ cup grape molasses (or carob molasses, fig molasses, or even pomegranate
molasses for a slightly different flavor)
½ cup water, for molasses mixture
1 ½ cups sesame seeds, toasted (toasting them beforehand enhances their
flavor)

Instructions:

1. Activate the Yeast: In a small bowl, combine the lukewarm water and sugar.
Sprinkle the yeast over the top and let it sit for 5-10 minutes until it becomes
foamy. This indicates the yeast is active.

2. Make the Dough: In a large mixing bowl, combine the flour and salt. Make a
well in the center. Pour in the activated yeast mixture. Stir with a wooden
spoon or your hands until a shaggy dough forms.

3. Knead the Dough: Turn the dough out onto a lightly floured surface. Knead
for about 8-10 minutes until the dough is smooth and elastic. It should be soft
but not overly sticky. Place the kneaded dough in a lightly oiled bowl, turning
to coat all sides. Cover the bowl with plastic wrap or a damp cloth and let it
rise in a warm place for about 1 to 1.5 hours, or until it has doubled in size.

4. Prepare Molasses and Sesame: While the dough is rising, prepare your
coating. In a wide, shallow dish (like a pie plate), whisk together the ½ cup
molasses and ½ cup water. In another shallow dish, spread out the toasted
sesame seeds.

5. Shape the Simit: Once the dough has risen, gently punch it down to release
the air. Divide the dough into 8-10 equal pieces. For each simit, roll one piece
of dough into a long, thin rope, about 20-25 inches (50-60 cm) long. Fold the
rope in half, then twist the two strands together. Pinch the ends together to
form a ring. Repeat with the remaining dough.

6. Coat the Simit: Preheat your oven to 400°F (200°C). Line a baking sheet with
parchment paper. Take each shaped simit ring and first dip it into the molasses-
water mixture, ensuring both sides are coated. Then, immediately transfer it to
the dish of sesame seeds, pressing gently to ensure a generous coating on all
sides. Place the coated simit on the prepared baking sheet.

7. Bake: Bake for 15-20 minutes, or until golden brown and crispy. Keep an eye
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on them to prevent over-browning.
8. Cool and Serve: Let the simit cool slightly on a wire rack. They are best

enjoyed warm, fresh out of the oven, perhaps with a glass of Turkish tea.

Artisan Profile: Mehmet the Simitçi of Galata Bridge

Mehmet has been selling simit near the Galata Bridge for over thirty years. His face,
weathered by sun and wind, crinkles into a warm smile as he greets customers. He
arrives before dawn each day, his modest cart laden with hundreds of freshly baked
simit from a small, family-run bakery that has supplied his family for generations.
Mehmet inherited the route from his father, who learned it from his own father.

“It’s in my blood,” he says, gesturing to his cart with pride. “My grandfather used to
tell me stories of how the simit were even simpler then, just flour and water, but
always with sesame. And always fresh. That’s the secret, you know. Freshness.” His
hands move quickly, picking out a perfectly golden simit for a waiting customer, deftly
taking their coin, and making change. He knows many of his customers by name – the
old man who buys two every morning, the young student who always asks for the
crispiest one. Mehmet represents the countless simitçi who are the unsung heroes of
Istanbul's culinary rhythm, their dedication ensuring that the city always has its
beloved, humble ring of bread.

Suggested Places to Visit for Simit Lovers:

Eminönü Square: As mentioned, the area around Eminönü and the Galata
Bridge is a prime spot for street simit, often enjoyed with stunning views of the
Bosphorus. The constant flow of people ensures a fresh supply from numerous
vendors.
Beşiktaş Çarşı (Market): This lively district is a hub for street food, and simit
is a prominent feature among its vendors. It’s a great place to soak in the local
atmosphere while enjoying your snack.
Kadıköy Market: On the Asian side, Kadıköy's vibrant market and
surrounding streets offer an authentic experience and excellent simit from
various stalls and bakeries. You can even take a ferry to Kadıköy and enjoy a
simit while sharing crumbs with the seagulls.
Local Bakeries (Fırın): Beyond the street carts, many local bakeries
throughout Istanbul produce fresh simit all day long. Look for a fırın (bakery) in
any neighborhood, especially in the early morning, for simit straight from the
oven.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.
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