Trippin' Thru Turkey & Rhodes Greece:

a diary on Budget wheels -- 2003

DAY 1

June 14

Things started out looking rather promising for a $200 voucher due to over booking in Atlanta to JFK, as usual, the connecting flight would make a miss in the flight to Istanbul. After all that was the chief purpose of the trip, it was a hard decision for Bill.

DAY 2

June 15

Arrive in Istanbul at 11:15 am. Little did we realize that the visa into Turkey would cost $100. The lady explained since 9/11, the cost to Turks increased a similar amount to enter the US, so being the wise capitalists they are, as demonstrated by the 30 billion dollar loss they incurred by not letting American troops on their soil, the price went up to all visiting Americans. Next came the rental car routine, Budget Rental Car refused to accept AMEX collision damage waiver so negotiations commenced. Bill has a way to get the foreigners upset. Hundi 2 door (white) screamin’ machine average 130 k/h from Istanbul. Driving approximately 200 km rimming the Sea of Marmara.  We stopped for lunch at Tekiradağ for a lite lunch including chicken and a meat assortment and of course cheese with some great fresh bread. Seems to be a common staple for the Turks. Good hard crust bread with the consistency of our standard French bread. As we traveled, we noted many acres of wheat in varying stages of development. It only makes sense we see a lot of bread at meals. 

Continued south to Bartlavelles where we caught the ferry for 10 milyon Turkish Lirasi ($7 USD) to Canakkale, and from there we drove even faster to catch a glimpse of the Trojan Horse in Troy (or Troas or Truva) depending which map or road sign we saw. You know the stories of starcrossed lovers Helen and Paris of Greek and Trojan heroes, of bretryed and revenge, of cunning and deceit, of a huge wooden horse, of the destruction of a great city of a blind Homer who immortalized them all into two epic poems The Illiad and The Odyssey only to find the cite closed (1800 hrs.) when the book said summer hourse were 1930. Well we were there at least to the gates just like Achilles. 

We continued south down the Aegean coast for lodging and dinner at Behramkale…a beautiful sight great hotel and gifts. Approx. $70 w/ breakfast. We agreed this might be the most beautiful and romantic place of the entire trip. It is a Ravitalized fishing community that has been opened to the tourist that isn’t afraid to get off the regular highway and experience some of the beauty of the Aegean coast line. A few miles south across the water is the Great Isle of Lesbos. Ron was disappointed to learn the name has nothing to do with the inhabitants sexual practices. We sorta felt bad after giving the hotel assistant a tip of a mere 500,000 TL, still not realizing the value of the money, he got a whopping 35 cents. Nice tip Bill.

DAY 3

June 16

We started the morning right with a jog up the hill to Assos and the temple of Athena amphitheater some 710 foot elevation. I must admit, I had to walk several times before reaching the summit, and Bill was able to jog the entire ascent. It was a beautiful sight, the fortress and theater. We journeyed off trail with some goats and eventually made our way back to the lodge and a quick dip in the beautiful blue Aegean Sea. We showered, took a quick nap and were back on the road heading south. As we were leaving we stopped to take a few pictures of the Ottoman bridge leading into Assos. The temperature was steadily climbing and close to 85°as Bill decided to take his own path back to the main highway. Let it suffice to say, we went a few k/m where there was no road (as we know them) but to Bill they were flat and not too bumpy, so we made it our own road.

For the next three and a half hours, we headed south on the coast highway to Pergamon (46,500 population) and then to Aesclepion the “God of Healing” and the first complete health spa in history. The story goes that Greek or Roman businessmen, politicians or military leaders would arrive to be greeted by attendants. They would be lead down the columnated Viatecta (which was a funded archeological project to restore much of the ruins) where they selected the desired services or sensuous experiences designed to eliminate stress. Also partially restored was the Temple of Aesclepios designed as a miniature of Rome’s pantheon. On the southern most side overlooking Pargamon is a semi restored 3,500 seat theater which is entered through a tunnel from the hill top.

We returned to town for a late afternoon lunch and stroll through the public market. We each purchased a DVD of “Anger Management” for $2 each. Since returning to the states and trying it out reminds me of my parents admonition: “you get what you pay for.” Needless to say, it doesn’t work very well. There is a lot of digital decoding problem that never gets better throughout the disk. So for one partial viewing of the disk, it hit its final resting place…Short Mountain Land Fill (RIP).

Back on the road and heading for Izmir as our final destination for the day. Izmir was about 60km south of Pergamon. We arrived about 7 pm and couldn’t find a hotel. Imagine that, a town of several million and no hotels to be found (on the water front). After driving around the area, we decided to head south and keep a sharp look out for “otel”. With much consternation, we finally found a medium sized hotel on the water and Bill with excellent “negotiation” skills talks them down from $140 to $70 per night. This includes breakfast as we found all hotels in Turkey include this option. To this point we have been fortunate to find rooms that included air conditioning in each of the rooms, quite unlike the experience we had in Russia.

DAY 4

June 17

Breakfasts are pretty standard in Turkey. (Black olives, white cheese, spicy hot dogs fried in olive oil, sourdough bread, melon, cold cuts (salami) with or without flies, orange drink similar to Tang, coffee (instant powdered) and water. I think all hotels agreed on the same menu. I still have a hard time with olives and spicy sausages to be very palatable for breakfast. However, the salami and fly droppings go down well.

We got a late start south with destination Efes also known as Ephesus which entered the golden age during The Roman era when Augustus declared Ephesus the capital of the province of Asia Minor replacing Pergamon. It had a population of 250,000 serving as the trade and banking center of Asia. It also contained one of the seven wonders of the ancient world—the temple of Artemis. The only threat to its prosperity came with constant sitting of the harbor and making the port unusable. Attempts to deepen the channel or divert the river were futile. Today Efus is approximately 3 miles inland. In its day, the city was a complete show place for all visitors—complete with a horse shoe shaped stadium, a 24,000 seat theater (still being used after restoration) library of Celsus, chambers of the council. The place is in ruins and quite cluttered, but there many marble clumns and pieces of cornice for many of the buildings partially standing and many laying on the ground contributing to the overall appearance of a city in ruins. It is a massive display and worth the visit, although the price is high at 10,000,000 TL. It was quite warm—sweat running down the brow and dealing with a throng of visitors.

Back on the road south to find our next destination, Marmaris. Without a doubt, it is the most social of all Turkish communities visited. Ever been to Bourbon Street in New Orleans? Same scene except women didn’t show their tits—at least from what we saw. More on that later when we cross over to Rhodes.

I tried finding the best price for one hotel (Bill gave me the necessary Turkish tutoring to get the info, but I’m not very good with short term memory) while he went to price out a couple others. So entering the Balim Hotel (which means sweet as honey) I was greeted by two attractive and friendly assistants. I asked if they spoke English, and luckily one said “a little”—whew, I knew I was going to be successful in accomplishing my assigned task. “How much for 2 person for one night?” 40,000,000 she replied and added it included breakfast. Thanks I told her, I will be back in a minute. After waiting out front for Bill to return to give the details, he somehow entered the hotel behind me and without seeing me, he approaches the desk and greets the same girls “Hello, where is my friend Ron?” (in Turkish) Their response was worth money, they smiled and said, “Oh yes, he was here.” They were attractive and really wanted to be helpful—of course we stayed.

After dinner, we took a stroll along the water front with seriously as many bars and restaurants as Bourbon Street. It had many shops to sell anything imaginable but mostly selling entertainment. We purchased a couple leather foot stools from a friendly Curd (eastern Turk) who stated he learned English in 60 days. He was fairly fluent and had a great out-going personality, probably why we bought the evaporating leather junk. Purchasing tickets for the ferry ride to Rhodes was another adventure. We met two friendly Turks on the waterfront that really spent time explaining the ticket, visa and the return tax we have to pay to reenter Turkey. See remember we already paid $100 to enter Turkey the first time, but if you leave the country for more than one day—although the visa was good for 90 days—you have to pay a reentry tax that they explain is a harbor tax. The tax would be $23 and the ticket to Rhodes was $62.

DAY 5

June 18

We were punctual to the marina for a 9:06 am departure. Shortly after 10:00 am, we arrived in Greece. Taxi to Rhodes Palace Hotel is $6 from the marina. A nice accommodation, but the conversion to the Euro really raised the price. One cabbie said since 9/11 inflation has been significant to natives and fewer Americans are coming to Rhodes. We attended Sam Klooster’s presentation and met his wife Jen who joined him for the conference. He did a nice job despite some rude people in the audience who talked through his entire presentation. A quick change and a trip to old town for lunch. Cab fare was 5 Euro form the hotel. We played with the taunts from the food court vendors. Lunch was meager and expensive (40 Euro). But we did manage to get a “free” basket of bread, what generosity.

We walked around most of old town checking out the shops and history of the ruins within the huge town walls. We toured the Palace of the Grand Masters “a fortress within a fortress” built in the 14th century. It survived earthquakes and siege but was blown up by an accidental explosion in 1856. It was restored by the tahians in the 1930’s for Mussolini and King Victor Emmanuel III. The palace has some priceless mosaics from the sites on the nearby island of Kos after which some of the rooms are named.

We also walked the “street of knights” situated between the harbor and the Palace of the Grand Masters. The street is lined by the Inns of the Tongues or nationalists of the order of St. John. Begun in the 14th century in Gothic style, the Inns were used as meeting places for the knights. Many are converted into residence quarters and others are shops today.

DAY 6

June 19

Up early to get mopeds and take a trip along the western coast road to Ancient Kameiros, the ruins of the once thriving Doric city, one of the impressive sites is a 6th century BC temple of Athena Polias. Quick question, why do the moped renters always try to hard-sell insurance? After politely explaining several times that we were highly skilled American pilots, we were on our way. The road passes new town Rhodes and the coast giving the traveler a good look at recreational sunbathers lying on the beach and many of them topless. Right Sam? A quick observation of the Greek women to this point revealed they have rather large hind quarters and seemingly tight fitting material that really doesn’t portray them in a fashionable light (if you know what I mean); but as I learned long ago, there is something about keeping a sense of balance…so if one was heavy downstairs there most likely would be a proportional load upstairs. It is also refreshing to be in a place where people just don’t care that their ugly fat is hanging out.

After Kameiros we were heading back and stopped in Petaloudes, called the butterfly valley. It was a serene site nicely maintained paths with a rustic look to keep the environment habitable to the moths that make the valley their home. The best or worst part of the trip comes on the return trip to attend Bill’s presentation. Trailing Bill by ¼ mile on a down hill decent, I caught some sand or fine gravel on a tight curve and dumped the scooter causing a mighty fine digger on the left arm, thigh and right forearm. A taxi driver stopped to check me out and I refused any help. Although I did notice it was hard to take a big breath as I felt a pain in my back and rib area. I knocked the left turn light out of alignment but all else seemed okay. Bill waited for me at the bottom of the hill for a couple minutes. Soon after I arrived and explained the misfortune—plenty of weeping skin, torn pants and a scuff on my shoes. We continued back to the hotel to get to Bill’s presentation. I scrubbed the wounds as best I could and changed clothes to watch the presentation. The wounds continued to weep and the ribs were getting sorer by the minute.

After the presentation, Bill took pics of the job I did and insisted this be detailed in the journal. We went to the store to get material to fix the scooter’s light. Epoxy and screwdriver in tote, we drove a couple blocks from the hotel (the place we rented the scooters to avoid being detected while covering the evidence.) It was obvious it had been wrecked before and to completely restore the condition was not likely. As fate would have it, as we were bending and prying on the turn signal, the shop owner drove by us. I told Bill that was the guy who rented the scooters, and he said, “no way.” The guy drove by a second time looking at the license plate without stopping. Once we completed the repairs and I disguised the injuries beneath a long sleeves wind breaker and long jeans, we returned the scooters. The attendant was not the same guy who drove by—but the checking-in attendant went directly to my bike and began inspecting the turn signal we attempted to repair. “Have a spill?” I couldn’t lie – “Yep.” “You pay for damage” their English isn’t real fluent but they understand the part about getting money. Bill intercedes with “this was already broken—we should not have to pay for a pRaviously wrecked scooter.” At first the attendant said 50 Euro and Bill immediately protested. Then the owner (who drove by earlier) pulled up. Sure enough it was the guy who observed us working on the broken turn signal. Then they saw the left rear cowling had a scrape mark and had separated (I thought the price would double or triple after that observation, because neither Bill nor I saw that damage pRaviously). “You will pay for damage.” I said “Okay.” Bill continued to argue the 50 Euro price—and the boss said okay 25 Euro. “We can fix.” Whew, what a relief—I was thinking 200 or more to make repairs. Finally the guy asked if I was okay, I told him “No, I hurt pretty good, but I will survive.” The only thing, I really didn’t know how bad it would be because tomorrow hadn’t arrived yet and the soreness hadn’t set in.

We took a cab to new town for some grub. Neither of us had eaten all day except a small breakfast. So we found a place and by this time my back was really starting to get tight and spasm. Before retiring, we stopped to procure bandages and swabs at a pharmacy that was closed, but the attendant reopened just for us. Apparently,  the Greek pharmacists are infinitely kinder than Greek dockworkers. The hydrogen peroxide was a pretty painful and Bill put the bandages on to cover the weeping diggers. By this time my back would spasm with almost any movement, so I decided to sleep on my back which meant Bill would have to listen to me snore, but I couldn’t because the pain was so intense, so I had to sleep on my unaffected side, Bill was happy again. What a day!

Oh yea, before I forget, while Bill was patching me up, I misplaced my passport. We turned the room upside down in an attempt to find it. It, like my thigh skin, was no where to be found. Bill had a plan to get a cab at 5:30 am and return to the crash site because we were scheduled to return to Turkey on the morning ferry. Then if that wasn’t successful, we would check with the US Consulate in Athens to get a temporary pass or passport to find a way to ship me home. Just about ready to hit the rack and I find the passport beneath the make-shift first aid station we had created. Neatly concealed under one of the absorbing pads and some tissue, just like my thigh meat, the passport showed its face.

DAY 7

June 20

We hail a cab at 6:30 to make the report time at the marina. With ticket, passports and money in hand, we waited in line like all passengers to get checked in and issued boarding passes. Just as Bill got to the front of the line, a real pushy Israeli female and her husband/boyfriend gave the wrap around the edge method of taking cuts in line. She pushed in front of Bill by flopping her passports on the counter. Bill said “there is a line—all these people are in line—you need to get in line.” She said she had “problems at hotel.” Bill retorted, “everybody had similar situation—get in line.” Bill pulls her passports back and hands them to her. She throws them back on the counter. The attendant didn’t know what was happening but took hers in front of us. When he gave her the passes, she told Bill she was sorry. “I don’t accept your apology—you did a bad thing” and the people behind us were backing us up. He then told the attendant that “he did a bad thing letting the lady take cuts.” He pushed our passports back to Bill and told him to get out of line. Bill refused and repeated what the lady had done and how he had accommodated her. He threw the pass out the window and said, “come back tomorrow.” I took the materials to the other line that I had been waiting in. Bill stood one meter away from the booth staring at the attendant—soon the attendant yelled, “go away, you can come tomorrow!” Bill snapped back, “you did a bad thing.” I had managed to make it undetected to the front of the other line. I got the tickets and we were back to Marmaris an hour later.

The day was filled with a lot of kilometers from Marmaris to Pamukkale the "Cotton Castle" where in the middle of the landscape is an enormous shimmering white cascade formed by limestone-laden hot springs that have created stalactites, potholes and magnificent water pools that flow across the area. These pools were supposed to be off limits to tourists due to the deterioration and destruction over the years of people entering them. However, we found the park to be extremely run down and in rather poor repair. We entered the upper parking area (also known as overflow lot). But obviously there had not been any car floods in quite some time. There was a concession and observation area that had been long abandoned. Nevertheless, we were able to walk in the pools and enjoy the cool water wash over our feet. It seemed as though the limestone would be slippery or that it should become unstable as we walked, but it didn't. The only requirement was everybody had to remove their shoes to walk in the pools. It was a real challenge to walk on the uneven ground given my lack of structural integrity, so I plodded like an old man and good ol Bill had to assist in putting my shoes back on when we exited the extravaganza. So we hit the road again heading north on the freeway heading toward Bursa for the night. Trust me, this day was the longest day driving, my butt and ribs could certainly attest to that.

DAY 8 
June 21

I couldn't participate in the morning jogs so Bill went without me. He found an amusement park similar to the one we saw in Russia (Gorky Park). Similar theme however, Bill reported the park was huge but in poor repair.

We made a stop in Bursa, the center of the silk trade during Ottoman times. The Yesil Cami "Green Mosque" was an impressive structure and we got the first class tourist tour by one of the chanters who explained the five different chants used in the mosque. He showed us the proper religious rites when attending a mosque, where to stand, how to place your hands and correct posture in bending and bowing as a part of their homage to Allah. At first he tried to push me into the correct positions, but quickly figured out my broken bones required slow and cautious motions. We observed the chambers that that Sultans prayed (of course they would be situated above the masses in an isolated room and above the grand floor. This mosque is named the green mosque because of the beautiful tile work with an obvious green hue.

We caught a ferry to cut approximately an hour off the final leg of the trip to Istanbul. As fate would have it, sea gulls always accommodate ferry boats because stupid tourists insist in feeding them along the trip. As I said, as fate would have it, what is the most feared part of sea gulls flying overhead represent? Yah, right, I got a splash on my shoulder and on one of my clean shirts which were getting in short supply. Of course, Bill thought it was humorous--right because it wasn't his shirt that got shit on.

Pretty uneventful finish to our trek to Istanbul. We put about 1100 km on our Budget renter so far. A good reliable Hundi. We met up with Ravi in the Golden Age Hotel where we stayed for three days. It was a beautiful hotel and one of the nicer accommodations on our trip.

DAY 9

June 22

Breakfast at a nearby Indian restaurant. Quite tasty curry chicken, butter chicken and spinach wrapped lamb. We caught the streetcar, the suway and then back on another train to visit the famous Sultan Ahmet Camii also known as the Blue Mosque. This is the most prominent of all mosques in Istanbul sporting its six minuretes unique to all mosques in Istanbul. We immediately got shadowed by a tout who wanted to sell us a rug. Now the story gets interesting. The three of us took different directions to shake the guy. Something was said about meeting at 3:30 in Norway, but I didn't understand what the hell that meant. But I was the lucky one to get the pest to follow me. I was successful in shaking him in rapid fashion, but in so doing I couldn't find Bill and Ravi. So I walked back to a side entry of the mosque and then across the street to another mosque. I thought they might go there so I walked around the entire complex. It was quite large and of course they weren't to be found. So I retraced my steps to the subway, or what I thought was the right subway. I walked to the next station but nothing looked familiar. So I boarded the subway heading back to the area that I thought we had originally boarded. Nothing looked right, nothing was familiar after all. I am lost in Istanbul! I walked around the area after getting off after passing about five stops. I think we only passed three stops originally. I walked around the area trying to get my bearings, but nothing looked familiar whatsoever. A street kid came to sell his wares--I told him I didn't want anything--he said, "You are American and have money." Something in my brain said--this is trouble and get the hell out of there as fast as possible. Here I am solo, with road rash and damn sore ribs--it all makes for a bad situation. 

I got back on the subway for several more stops. Finally I resolved to find a cab and get a ride back to the hotel. Now I don't speak nor comprehend one word of Turkish except "bier" (beer) and I really wanted one because I was parched and a bit panicked. So I contact  a cabbie--he doesn't have a clue what the Golden Arms Hotel is--but wanted to know what part of town it was in. I didn't know it was Taksim. Man I was up a creek. But logic tells me that some cabbie will speak a little English or will help to problem solve. (Now in Russia, this would have been a real problem because nobody there would be willing to help an American.) Luck strikes on the second try. This cabbie had no clue where I wanted to go, but he told me get in and drove me to a BP gas station where there was an English speaker. The kid tried to help but I couldn't give them enough info to direct me. So the BP attendant suggested going to a nearby hotel to ask them and could give the cabbie directions. Now that was some great problem solving and yes, I was at their mercy. He took me to a Holiday Inn. I explained my quandary, the lady said yes of course the Golden Arms--then spoke in Turkish to the cabbie and off we went.

Wow--I was a long way from base. I finally recognized the bridge over the river that we crossed earlier. But I knew there was a long haul from the bridge to the hotel. The meter was twirling like it knew it had a sucker on the line. I was in the cabbies clutches and at the time price wasn't a factor. Soon some of the land marks became familiar and bingo--there was the Golden Arms Hotel at curb side. The fare was 11,000,000 TL (about $8 USD) but totally worth it to me. Back on home turf, I got the room key got the travel journal and headed to the bar where I proceeded to get a buzz while writing about this harrowing experience.

Here is some advice, always carry a business card from the place you stay or the phone number--especially if you get separated from your group. Better advice, go look at the goddamn carpets and keep your group together. It could have been a dangerous situation and at night--I don't want to think about it.

You know there will be some time to reflect on how crazy this trip has been--what happens when there are scrapes with fate--some you win, some you lose--odds improve a lot when your ribs don't hurt.

It's 6:00 pm and hard to know what all Ravi and Bill saw--I have two beers down and am heading to the pool.

Back at the Blue Mosque—Bill and Ravi spent nearly an hour walking around looking for me. They finally sat down on the front steps and starting hiring taunts to look for me. Even the asshole taunt that triggered the separation was put to work in quest for the unattainable reward they were promised. After an hour of waiting, they set out to find a phone to call the hotel. They found a bank of phone booths managed by a little man selling required phone cards.   After failing to get connected to the hotel after numerous attempts, Bill called on the manger to help out—BIG mistake. The manager forced his way into the phone booth along with Bill and started punching numbers. The dude only stood 4 feet 10 inches, but he packed 8 feet of stink. Bill barely stumbled out of the booth conscious after getting no answer at the hotel.

DAY 10
June 23

Presentation day so we only had a half day to explore. Our bad luck, a trip to Dolmabahck Sarayi the largest and grandest of the imperial Ottoman palaces in the Bosphorus was closed on Monday. The palace faces the Bosphorus which reflects on its 814 feet of gleaming white marble façade. It stretches for 650 yards along the shoreline.

Afternoon I was off to watch Bill in action in his conference at the Hilton--pretty impressive stuff about load leveling through use of existing hydraulic systems (I think). Ravi stayed behind for this part nursing a sore foot from the morning run. Of course, since my digger, running was suspended--but after joining up with Ravi, Bill has never found motivation to test endurance in the streets and hills of Istanbul (Taksim). So that means I have bad ribs, Ravi sore foot and Bill gloating pride.

In the evening we cabbed to the famous fish market district Kumkapi near the sea of Marmara. We discovered for 7 mil TL (about $5 USD) we could be delivered to some of the best fresh fish restaurants in the world. We had fun getting the bidding wars between the merchants. The winners tonight agreed to throw in six biers basically to appease my desire and a fruit plate for dessert. The meal was prepared well, appetizers, main course, dessert and coffee for 70 mil TL including tip (about $42 USD).

A quick note about food in Istanbul--we have eaten regular Turkish cuisine, Eastern Indian, very tasty Russian and even American if you want to count McDonalds. All food has been prepared well and presented well at each setting. Quality of service has been excellent and value for the money also excellent. If there were any reservations about the food in this country--there is anything you could desire and not be disappointed.

Getting around Istanbul--taxi is the best and almost any fare can be negotiated. (We left our renter parked at the hotel.) They are a cheap alternative to the subway, bus and trolley systems especially if you are traveling in a party of three or more and don’t like the acid stench available in the closed off public vehicles. 

DAY 11
June 24

We made our return trip to the Dolmabahce Sarati palace today. Impressive from the outside, even more opulent inside. Despite the 10 milyon TL entrance fee, you must remain as a part of a guided tour that ushers the group through some of the 285 total rooms including 43 salons and 6 hammams (Turkish baths). Be sure to see the pictures of the two-ton chandelier that shines above the Sultan's main reception room.

After the tour, we caught a cab to the Grand Bazaar. The Grand Bazaar was built at the command of Faith Mehenet shortly after the Conquest. At first it was merely two warehouses staring the wares of many Turkish merchants. In 1880 census showed it had grown in size to 4,399 shops, 2,195 workshops, 497 stalls, 12 storehouses, 18 fountains, a primary school and a mosque. In 1976 there were 472 jewelers, 181 shoemakers, 154 tailors and dressmakers, 131 tourist shops, 129 dealers in furniture, 116 rug merchants, 56 restaurants, 2 banks and a tourist office.

In one entire afternoon, we walked more, saw more and were taunted more than any mall I've ever been in. This Grand Bazaar is reported the largest shopping center in the world. Ravi, Bill and I were successful in collecting some authentic Turkish handicraft. The best part was setting up merchants to bid against each other--to pay asking price is your problem. 

Tomorrow we leave Taksim after Bill's last presentation and on the homestretch of our stay in Turkey.

DAY 12
June 25

Bill gives his last presentation and it's pack up and get out of Istanbul. We grab lunch at Pizza Hut (lunch buffet) and Ravi pays with his credit card. More on that later.

Off to the Topkapi Sarayi Palace the great palace of the Ottoman Sultans. This served as a residence for the Sultans following the Conquest. Over the years and many additions to the palace served as a city to the rulers. Complete with slave quarters, four separate courts (service buildings, warehouses, infirmary and offices to conduct business) this complex was expansive to say the least. We paid extra admission to visit the Harem. These were the most private quarters of the palace. It is stated that up to 400 women had inhabited the Topkapi Harem in hopes of being selected as the Sultan's "haseki" or favorite. It was believed that a woman to gain such distinction would be endowed with the riches of the Sultan. If she were to give birth to a male child, making her a legitimate spouse, she would then be permitted to leave the Harem and occupy her own personal quarters in the palace. So the Harem really became a prison to the women who lie in waiting. Worse yet were the restrictions on the sons. They were subjected to
 (genocide?) by other jealous mothers, so they had to be quarantined for their own protection. We arrived pretty late at the palace only to find it closing in a couple hours. Pretty impressive sights, but we needed more time.

In the mean time, Ravi realized he left his credit card at the Pizza Hut at lunch. We were planning to leave the city and head northwest for the next two days. However, we had to return to the diner to see if we could retrieve the credit card. Of course nobody at the restaurant knew anything about it. The sad part, the employees that were serving lunch were still on duty. What a bunch of liars.

We loaded up and headed northwest heading for Edirne for sight seeing about 230 km from Istanbul. We found a nice hotel for one night. It seems the town is having a huge celebration of some kind. The high light seems to be oil wrestling competition that we saw advertised on some posters hanging around town. The town is rather remote but good sized (250,000) and the people seem to be friendly and accommodating. We found a nice homestyle restaurant for grub and some good ice cream for dessert (you know Bill's weakness for dessert). Then we retreated to a nice patio bar so I could have a couple biers before calling it a night.

DAY 13
June 26

We packed our stuff and headed up the street to an absolute dive of a hotel for Thursday. The single room has three racks and one towel each. The bathroom is a shared area with the shower. I took the first piss, lifting the toilet seat a piece fell into the toilet bowl and the seat and lid fell off onto the floor. In trying to flush the toilet, no water; therefore, no flush. Oh yea--no toilet paper, no soap--nothing. I guess for the price $30 what the hell can you expect. I sorta complained and the guys gave me shit.  Ravi said he expected many of the hotels to be this caliber. Bill said now this is some fine living. I guess I'm spoiled.

We visited two mosques--same smell. Bill did muster the hops to complete a back flip (repeatedly) a feat not attempted since Russia and the Red Square. I was totally impressed because Bill is not longer just a pup--he has some gray whiskers sneaking in--oh yea, I saw them. Ravi and I clicked pics as Bill performed the incredible act. The natives visiting were equally impressed with the "crazy foreigner".

We picked up some necessary supplies to maintain our existence--most importantly TP and then back to the hotel for journal catch up, post cards, picture downloads and a nap.

The evening proved to be quite interesting. 1 1/2 km north of town we saw the Saglik Muzesi that has been turned into a museum of health which had its beginnings in the 1400's. Beuazit Kulliyesi was the neighboring mosque that is under restoration. We drove the renter right into the courtyard for a game of frisbee. While there, we ran across three of the oil wrestlers in town for the wrestling competition. Bill saw one of the competitors do some pull ups on a limb of a pine tree and decided to take the challenge of 20 pull ups. He was successful and looked strong in his finish although getting there took considerable effort. Bill conversed with them for a bit and then showed them handstand pushups. Bill cranked out 20 of those and the Turk only got 15. They shook over Bill's victory. One of the other guys picked Bill up and slug him over his shoulder in a fireman's carry hold sort of as a celebration and admiration for his strength--problem is it caused Bill some groin discomfort. Otherwise, the guys were very pleasant and encouraged us to watch their matches tomorrow at the stadium, which was on our itinerary. 

After dinner we went to a beer garden (the same one as last night) and watched the much awaited soccer match up between Turkey and France. 3-2 the French win. (Wow, those Turks are aggressive about their soccer—in fact, the cab driver in Istanbul was more concerned about telling us about the big game than worrying about traffic and not killing us because of his inattention.) We retreated after the game to the cat piss stained abode for our last night in Edirne.

DAY 14
June 27

Wow, let me tell you--there were some wafts of the strongest pungent smells imaginable emitting from within or from outside or both of this hotel. I'm glad we spent only one night in a place like that. We had cheese burgers for breakfast after checking out of the last hotel of Edirne. We went to the internet café for email catch up and then to the stadium to observe the opening ceremony for the oil wrestling.

It was truly a sight to behold. Today only the young guys competed--we don't know how many or how young or how they were separated whether by size or weight, but the routine is the wrestlers are introduced in mass to the crowd. The athletes strut across the length of the area making exaggerated arm swinging motions and then find a partner to wrestle once they spread out across the field. They begin wrestling with each match going on simultaneously with one official marshaling each match. There are no points scored except a fall. The fall consists of shoulder exposure to the ground similar to Greco Roman wresting in the states. Nobody gets pinned--they just get shoulders exposed and game over. While the matches are gong on a drum corps pounds drums--winners are taken to the scorers table by the referee and the loser leaves. After the first round in completed, the winners have to face off and repeat the same procedure as before. Winners advance to the next round and the losers go home. The wrestlers wear tight fitting pants that are similar in style to knickers. They pour olive oil over their entire body and virtually any move is legal. They were not hesitant to pull on the other's pants or put their hands down inside the opponents pants, apparently, grasping the grundle is fair game—even encouraged. We didn't get to see the older men wrestle but we were told money is given to the winners in the adult matches. Some say the matches have taken as long as 40 minutes to declare a winner. The crowd gets real involved but are kept at bay by uniformed police officers who ring the arena to keep the spectators and athletes separate.

We watched for a couple hours and the sun started beating down on us, so we called it good. A quick bite at the restaurant that had its own indescribable stench and a load of misquitoes eager to make a meal of American blood and on the freeway back to Istanbul. We sought a cheap hotel to make our last night stay before each of us flying to separate locations. Our first stop was in a “cheap” vomit stench dive that Ravi thought would be “just fine” beings we were only there for a few hours of shut eye. Bill and I could barely keep from gagging and after putting up with the crap hole the night before in Edirne, I was willing to pay any price not to be subjected to such stench a second night. Bill must have been in agreement, because we moved on down the road to a nice modern looking Holiday Inn. We talked the attendant into a “really good deal” (a suite room with all the accommodations, including a nice breakfast for $140 USD). At last a comfortable hotel close to the airport my own room (because I snore) and each of us will catch early flights tomorrow. Ravi is going to France, and Bill and I are headed home to Atlanta. 

A great trip--lots of fun.
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