Day 5 

I’m not a conference participant, so I don’t go to the lectures, but the conference organizers have been kind enough to arrange city tours and tours to a couple of outlying cities of historical significance.  One such tour was a trip to Bursa, founded in 200 B.C. by Prusias, King of Bithymia, and the first capital city of the enormous Ottoman empire.  Bursa is also said to be the birthplace of modern Turkish culture. 

Joining 16 of my new-found friends, I boarded a tour bus at 8 a.m. to begin the 3-hour journey to Bursa.  We are going to be on the road for only 3 hours because we’re on our way to take a ferry across the Marmara Sea, but first we need cross the Bosphorus bridge which takes one from Europe to Asia.  Getting out of Istanbul early on a Friday morning is not too difficult, although, this city, like Washington DC and other major metropolitan areas has more than its share of traffic.  But here, there appear to be no rules, no set number of lanes, and certainly an “every car for itself” rule.  But this morning, we’re moving along well, until we approach the Ferry terminal.  There, we see long lines of cars, trucks, buses, and all manner of commercial vehicles waiting to cross the Marmara.  We were in line for about ½ hour to 45 minutes before we were put in a line to board a ferry, which is enormous enough to carry many many of us. Once on board, we climbed to the top of the boat to look out over the sea as we began our ½ journey across. It as a picture-perfect day – clear, not too hot or cold – and sunny. The delay has already put us behind, as the driver wants to get us all back to the Swissotel (our point of origin) by 5:30 so we can attend the evening receptions.

In Bursa, we don’t have a great deal of time, but our first stop is at a tomb of Sultana Osman and Orhan where you can not only see the tombs, but a beautiful view of the city below.  Next, we go to the Muradiye Complex built by Murat II, the last reigning Ottoman Sultan to rule in Bursa, and containing a mosque, a bath, the tomb of the Sultan and the sepulchers of sehzades (sons and daughters of the Sultan) and other relatives. We visited four tombs where the stark coffins are adorned with turbans, indicting a male, or not, indicating a female.  The tombs are decorated with painting or tile – sometimes Iznik – or can be very plain.  We visited a complex atop a hill and had a perfect view of the city below.  
I did not have a camera, so there are no pictures from this part of our tour. 

From the Muradiye complex we walked to the Uluumay Ottoman Costumes an Jewelry Museum, a one-of-a-kind museum where its founder, Mr. Esat Uluumay (and our tour guide for the museum) showed us rooms of authentic Turkish costumes (manners of dress) for all cultures dating back 50-60 years or more.  Each costume is displayed on a mannequin that spins around (slowly of course), in order to present the full effect.  Jewelry and other accessories are displayed with the costumes.  There are several rooms with about 5-6 mannequins each and cups of moth balls in the cases.  In addition, there is one long room displaying various kinds of jewelry.  And, he sells select pieces a well.   And, yes, for those who know me, I bought a 100-yr.-old piece of jewelry.  Who can resist a piece of living history?
We had lunch at a restaurant in town that serves only one meal, called Iskander (Alexander in English named after the man who invented it).  An Iskander is a plate of sliced lamb on top of a pita bread (not like our version at all) topped with a wonderful tomatoey sauce, a little melted butter, and served with tomatoes peppers, and a large dollop of plain yogurt. Not quite like our gyros. It was wonderful – and since it was 1:30 p.m. and we were all starving, it tasted even better!

From the restaurant, we walked to the Green Mosque, took off our shoes, covered our heads, and entered.  Most of the mosque was being renovated, so we saw little.  From the mosque we walked to the silk market, rows of shops which sell silk products of all varieties, ties, scarves, jackets, blouses, etc.   We didn’t have enough time to help the economy ​too much since it was nearly 3:30 and apparent we’d never make it back to  town by 5:30 unless our bus grew wings.

As we prepared to leave the bustling and wonderful town square, a taxi driver veered in front of our bus and cut off our driver.  Unfortunately, the two vehicles scraped each other, and a shouting match in Turkish ensued.  It is perfectly normal for cars to cut each other off, squeeze into spaces thought to be too small for them, push other vehicles out of the way, and in general act like maniacs.  The surprising thing is that there aren’t more accidents – and serious ones to boot – and that the pedestrians who dart out in the street from parked cars and everywhere else aren’t flattened.
After several phone calls (everyone has a cell phone, of course) and more accusations – it was the taxi’s fault – we are finally on our way back.  We make good time and get across the Marmara with no trouble, but we’re already late.  So we need to decide if we’re going to go back to the hotel or just go straight on to the first reception at the Vakiflar Carpet and Kilim Museum.  The decision was made for us as we hit the mother of all traffic jams – a parking lot -  a couple of miles from the Bosphorus bridge.  Cars were all waiting to go to the European side of Istanbul for the holiday weekend, where, we were told, the entertainment is much better.  Monday is a celebration and a national holiday.  Friday on the beltway or I-395 has nothing on this traffic jam.  Traffic was at a virtual standstill and people were traveling on the shoulder.  An ambulance received a police escort to get through the traffic, but didn’t make it all the way.  Traffic merging into the parking lot from other lanes only complicated matters.  In all, it took us about an hour and a half to go a couple of miles.  We’d be severely late (probably missing the first reception altogether), but where should we go? Compounding the problem was that the stadium near the hotel where we’d be dropped off, had a soccer game and cars were pouring into the stadium.  
After several cell phone conversations – guides as well as those of us on the bus – we decided to skip the hotel and go directly to the second receptions, at the Topkapi Palace.  We arrived there at 7:45 p.m. after a very long day.  We joined our spouses and friends for a buffet supper (first time there was ample – if not very good – food) and a wonderful display of 400-600 year-old textiles that apparently haven’t been out of storage for a long time – if ever. 
Conference ends tomorrow and our last event is a dinner cruise on the Bosphorus.
