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Fasten your seatbelts
Beyond the usual tourist sites in Turkey are overlooked geographical gems and historical sites 
in Central anatolia, the east and the southern coast. Words and photography by Maria Eliades

Central Anatolia’s populations
One of the oldest civilisations in 
Turkey, the Hittites, had their capital 
220km east of Ankara at Hattuşaş. 
The site dates back to about 1700 
BC and is known as the ‘land of a 
thousand gods’ due to the number 
of ancient temples, still visible as 
outlines. The sheer scope beats out 
the fame of the Greek Mycenae. 
Hattuşaş can be explored thoroughly 
by foot, though having a car to drive 
around the vast site is recommended. 
Highlights in the Upper City include 
the Lions’ Gate and the ‘secret door’ 
or Yerkapı, which was an improbable 
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escape route for the city’s inhabitants 
under siege.
      Away from Hattuşaş but still part 
of the Hittite kingdom is Yazılıkaya, 
a holy site with hieroglyphic 
representations of deities and nobility. 
If you’re hankering for something 
more modern, climb the very rough 
Byzantine castle at Boğazkale and 
trek through a still-used cemetery to 
the türbe (tomb) of Yunus Emre, the 
famous 13th-century poet and Sufi 
mystic also nearby and accessible 
by car.
       Beyond Hattuşaş and in the depths 
of Anatolia sits the charming town of 

Sivas, best known as the site where 
Atatürk held his first congress during 
World War I from September 4 to 11 
1919 in what was then a high school. 
The building reverted to being a high 
school after the congress finished, but 
the congress rooms – particularly the 
bedroom Atatürk stayed in – have 
remained as is to this day, down to 
the embroidered linens donated by 
local women. The rest of the building 
is devoted to ethnographic materials 
from the region, including clothing, 
transportation, weapons, homeware 
and a kooky collection of rugs. The 
world’s first and likely only 3D rug, 

a model of the earth, is among the 
museum’s curiosities. Nearby in the 
town square, below a rose garden 
and the town’s promenade, is the 
Seljuk-era Çifte Medrese with its 
twin minarets in turquoise and a vast 
space where an adjacent building once 
stood. Next to that is the Bürüciye 
Medrese, which has no roof but has 
been restored to house a peaceful tea 
garden, a few türbes and an artist’s 
shop.
      To the south-east of Sivas lie 
the Great Mosque (Ulu Camii) and 
its adjacent darüşşifa (hospital) in 
Divriği. The large hospital was 
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built in 1299 under the patronage 
of the wealthy Turan Melek Sultan, 
daughter of the Mengujek ruler 
Fahreddin Behram Shah. Inside the 
building are many rooms, carvings 
and türbes. A curious swirl drain, 
which must have brought the 
building’s water to the hospital’s 
central pool, curves like a fingerprint 
in the cavernous main hall. Climb the 
rear staircase carefully – there are no 
rails – to take in some fantastic views 
from the heights of the building and 
to see some of the medieval graffiti 
painted on the walls. Ulu Camii next 
door is not as impressive but is still in 
use, as evidenced by the carpets and 
curtain partitions. The real prize of 
the site is the stonework on the outer 
doors. Look out for the birds and the 
double-headed eagle, which is the 
symbol of the Sivas Province.

At the borders
If you’ve made it all the way out 
east, it’s impossible to miss Mount 
Ğrarat (Ğğrı Dağı), not only 
because of its beauty but also due 
to its size. From the outer reaches of 
the Ağrı Province to Doğubayazıt 
and the Turkish-Iranian border, the 
mountain commands all views as 
an unearthly mirage floating over 
scrubby green plains and cow dung 
walls. Mount Ararat is supposed to 
be the site where Noah’s Ark landed 

preferred Olympos. Located 90km 
south-west of Antalya, Olympos 
was founded in the 2nd century BC 
and was rich in water but was often 
subjected to attacks by sea. The 
main site for the Hellenistic city is a 
national park with a beachfront. Buy 
a ticket for the ruins and the beach, 
which includes rubble poking out 

from gorgeous blue 
green water and a 
pebbly shore. The ruins 
themselves include 
sarcophagi, a temple-
turned-church and 
fortresses built by the 
Venetians, Genoese and 
Knights of Rhodes.
      Just 30km north-
west of Antalya is 
the much-overlooked 
Termessos, an 
ancient city which 
was in the Lycian 

league in the 2nd century BC and was 
unconquerable even by Alexander 
the Great in 333 BC. Drive into the 
park and up the steep mountain to 
the foot of the main site. From there, 
hike up the unpaved pathway to see 
the still-standing theatre with the 
mountains as a backdrop as well as 
the four cisterns which, along with 
the mountains, were responsible for 
the city’s survival. Below the main 
site is a romantic cemetery with many 

after drifting in the flood for 40 days. 
There is no replica of the ark on the 
mountain, but imaginative drawings 
of it exist in the İshak Paşa Palace 
in Doğubayazıt, another dramatic 
viewpoint for the mountain. Only the 
large peak of Ararat is visible from 
the town, but from within the palace, 
emerald slopes of green and the cloudy 
blue sky are as majestic 
as the building itself. The 
palace was completed in 
1784 by İshak Paşa, grand 
vizier to Sultan Beyazıt 
II. The reconstructed 
building has traces of 
Persian and Georgian 
influence but is considered 
to be a great example of 
Tulip Era architecture. 
The dining hall, men’s 
section and library are 
particularly noteworthy, 
and it’s truly delightful 
how the palace unfolds room after 
room as you explore it. If climbing 
Ararat is your pleasure, make sure to 
begin by procuring a climbing permit 
from the Turkish government at least 
two months in advance.

Greeks, ancient and modern
Loop through south-western Turkey 
to the coast and dive into the area 
around Antalya, but skip the main 
tourist trap of the city for the locally 

standing sarcophagi, broken statues 
and frieze remains.
      Farther west in Fethiye is the 
‘village’ of Kayaköy. Once inhabited 
by the Rum (Turkish Greeks) who 
left in the 1923 Population Exchange, 
the town’s 2,000 houses are now 
completely abandoned. Thyme grows 
wild on the slopes and scents the air, 
and fig trees have grown so enormous 
in the roofless buildings that their 
many tentacles engulf rooms and 
hilltops. The remaining bits are giant 
chimneys, steps, colourings of red 
and blue on walls with box-like strips 
where wood has rotted and metal 
bands have been stripped away. The 
truly ghostly town also has a once-
rich cathedral near the side entrance 
with a decaying pebble-decorated 
courtyard and inner floor. Skip the 
guard booth at the left entrance and 
park nearby to climb up unbothered.
      For one last look at obscure 
history on the Turkish coast, swing 
up to Urla, 29km west of Izmir. 
Nobel Laureate and former Greek 
Ambassador George Seferis, regarded 
as one of the great Greek poets of 
the 20th century, was born here. His 
family’s summerhouse is currently 
a reasonably priced boutique hotel 
and cultural centre restored in honour 
of the poet. Have a cup of tea in the 
courtyard or stay overnight for a taste 
of life in the early 20th century.
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