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Crossroads

Return to the
Belle Epoque

On an island off the coast of lstanbul, one man
pursues a vision of the past

By Mary dAmbhrosio

T8 A BRIGHT, BLUSTERY DAY IN MAY, AND
Celik Giilersoy has set off to continue his
lifelong pursuit of the past. After an hour-
lomg ferry trip [rom Istanbul, he disembarks
on Biiyitk Ada, largest of Turkey’s nine

Princes Islands, and elimbs into a horse-
drawn carriage that belongs to another time.
Rolling away from the restaurants that line
the wharf, he passes a
series of fanciful, or-
nately decorated 19th-
century wood man-
sions [‘.Ialjl]tf:'d ]_)i:'alt'h.
lime, and hone and
ringed with tall iron
gates that are adorned
with blue tile tags
bearing such evocative
names as “Capri” and
“Ischia.”  Giilersoy,
dressed im}_]EL'r::uiJ[}' in
a gray suit, dark tie,
cashmere muttler, and
fedora. smiles mildly
and tips hiz hat left
and right to the is-
landers who call out
respectful greetings to
him as the carriage
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slows. then stops in front of one of the villas,
which has been restored and painted a soft
aolden vellow.

Giilersoy gets down from the carriage
slowly, partly because his rheumatism is trou-
bling him and partly so that he can savor the
piney air of a 1‘.|E;1L'v that reminds him of the
days of his youth, when he'd visit the island
with his parents and his sister and brother.
Watching this 70-year-old Turkish historian,
tourism official, and patron of the arts walk
toward the villa (which, thanks to him, has
heen transformed into the Biivitk Ada Cul-
tural House), T can sense his ]Z_)l"ld'f_" at |'|.'n'.ing
resurrected the building, re-creating a small
piece of his favorite era — the belle epoque,
the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Back then, Giilersoy says, well-heeled visi-
tors from all over Europe would take what
was then a six-hour steamship ride from Is-
tanbul to Biiviik Ada, where they would feast
on spit-roasted lambs at elaborate picnics,
enjoy moonlight strolls along jasmine-scent-
ed paths, and dance at Viennese-style balls in
the summer villas of diplomatﬁ. Greek immi-
grants sang in their tavernas, and White Rus-
sians introduced the novel practice of
bathing in the sea. Jewish, Armenian, and
Greek financiers — never entirely welcome in
Istanbul — built mansions on the island’s

With an eye to his favorite era, Celik Giilersoy rides in a belle epoque carriage
{top) en route to the opulent Biiyilk Ada Cultural House (above).
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