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London, UK London, UK – Surprisingly, Turkey still has areas that are relatively undiscovered by international travellers while the Turks of course have been enjoying them quietly for many years. The Cesme area is popular for its windsurfing opportunities, the breezes also providing a welcoming freshness for sun-soaked beach-lovers, and its thermal spas; the Black Sea coast surprises with its lush greenness, dramatic scenery and secret historical gems while the cosmopolitan Hatay region steeped in aeons of history and mythology intrigues.

Cesme peninsula

Cesme, on the western tip Izmir's sun-kissed peninsula, is named after the many springs found in the area during the 18th and 19th centuries and is a world-class Aegean resort blessed with picturesque beaches and thermal spas. It was a major port in Byzantine and Ottoman times until Izmir outgrew it. Cesme is still relatively unspoilt with stretches of fertile fields of aniseed, mastic trees and olive groves. In the centre of town there is a 14th-century Genoese Castle which now houses a small museum and hosts concerts during the summer. Boats lining Cesme's harbour offer excursions on small Aegean islands for swimming, snorkelling, or simply relaxing, while there are regular ferries to the Greek island of Chios. 
Close by is Alacati a pretty Aegean coastal town just 7km south of Cesme backed by hillsides of vineyards and olive trees which still has its traditional air of cobbled streets and original stone cottages many of which have been converted into pensions and boutique hotels. In fact there are over 80 small and unique places to stay. Popular as Turkey’s premier windsurfing and kite surfing resort due to its brisk winds over a wave less bay. In fact Alacati bay is considered one of the top three windsurfing destinations in the world.

The longest beach on the peninsula at over 1.5km long and the most popular, Ilica Beach extends between Cesme and Alacati. The steamy Ilica spring bubbles up right in the middle of a rock-sheltered corner of Cesme marina, which attracts locals and visitors alike for the opportunity to partake in the healing properties of the water. About 20km northeast of Ilica, at Ildiri, are the remains of ancient Erythrai, dating back to around 3000BC. West of Ilica town centre is the tiny Yildiz Peninsula where the water can be as hot as 50°-60°C springing forth from beneath the surface of the water. 

The many thermal waters on the peninsula have been utilised by local establishments which offer a variety of spa treatments, many in such stunning locations as being tucked away in small coves hidden among pine trees. Some offer a modest service (natural thermal pool located in the grounds), others a five-star experience where everything from saltwater and sulphuric thermal pools to massages from around the world are offered.

Cesme is also ideally placed for exploring the great archaeological sites of Aegean Turkey. Regular buses ply the motorway to and from Izmir, one of the largest cities in the country, where there are excellent museums of archaeology and ethnography, an old castle and a Roman forum. Essential day trips are to head south to Selcuk and Ephesus, one of the best preserved Greco-Roman cities on the Mediterranean and north to Bergama and the wonderful ruins of ancient Pergamon. A longer but worthwhile day would be heading inland via ancient Sardis or Aphrodisias to Hierapolis and Pamukkale, where yet more spectacular ruins are eclipsed by the gleaming limestone cascades of the 'frozen' waterfall that tumbles down creating one of nature's finest spectacles.

As in the rest of Turkey, Aegean cuisine has its own regional influences, the essential ingredient being olive oil which is consumed by the locals even at breakfast, fresh herbs added to flavour dishes or consumed fresh as salad and also a variety of fish. Specialities include stuffed artichoke (enginar dolmasi), stuffed courgette blossoms (kabak cicegi dolmasi) and fish burgers (balik koftesi). 

Eastern Black Sea Coast

With its fertile landscapes of forests cascading to the sea, tranquil mountain pastures, fresh fish, hazel orchards, wonderful walking and thermal spas, the Black Sea region of northern Turkey offers visitors a one-of-a-kind travel experience. Its lush coastline is the ancient setting for Jason and his Argonauts who were fabled to have gone in search of the Golden Fleece there; and also the legend of the fearless Amazon women.

Turkey's Black Sea coast is one of the country's best-kept secrets, unspoilt by tourism and full of charm for the visitor who wants to sample a region with real character. The eastern coast has the most to offer with its very own Haghia Sophia at Trabzon, the ancient and fabled Byzantine city of Trebizond, and the nearby fourth-century Sumela monastery with its astonishing frescoes which perches high up on a cliff-side among alpine scenery. A good time to see Trabzon would be next summer when the 11th Summer European Youth Olympic Festival is being held there (24-29 July 2011), sports including cycling, gymnastics, judo, tennis and swimming. Fatsa, in the coastal city of Ordu, is also worth visiting for its lush greenery, good quality accommodation, and interesting sites including the Jason church on the Jason peninsula for being known as the spot where the Argonauts landed.
Thrill-seekers can make the most of the area's white-water rafting in the Coruh River which tumbles dramatically through the rocky Kackar mountains close and offers one of the fastest rivers in the world, host to international white-water rafting competitions. Don’t miss the emerald tea plantations of coastal Rize further east on the way to the Georgian border. The Kackars are also renowned for their trekking opportunities, interesting plant life and the old churches just waiting to be rediscovered. Ayder, one of its mountain villages with plentiful accommodation, is worth a visit for its thermal baths fed by hot springs which bubble up from the earth. 

The Black Sea can also be enjoyed as a distinct region of Turkey through its culinary specialities; village corn bread makes a tasty accompaniment to local anchovies which melt in the mouth with their just-caught freshness. Hazelnuts from the plantations which pepper the landscape are on offer fresh and roasted and can be sampled in ice cream, spreads and jams, as Turkey is also the biggest exporter of hazelnuts in the world.

The region is easily reached via two airports, Samsun Airport for the western and central coast and Trabzon Airport for the eastern coast. Whether one is looking for an unspoilt holiday spot or an active holiday with wonderful treks, the Black Sea’s unique blend of scenery, culture and adventure is certain to impress. 

Hatay

Hatay, one of the most cosmopolitan provinces of Turkey, is located in southern Turkey on the Mediterranean coast, with Syria to the south and east. Home to communities of various background and religions including Sunni Muslims, Alevi Muslims, Syriac Orthodox, Syriac Catholics, Maronites, Arab (Greek-Orthodox) and Armenian communities, it is a great region to explore the traces that many cultures and faiths have left on the landscape. Beaches are backed by citrus orchards and there are many outdoor sports available such as hunting and fishing not to mention the thermal spring’s facilities. Just 20km from Syria, Hatay is perfect for a hop across the border given the recent relaxing of border restrictions.

There are stunning Roman floor mosaics on display at the Hatay Archaeological Museum, which contains the world's second-largest collection of Roman mosaics one of the most famous being the Megalopsychia Hunt Mosaic, a large mosaic pavement dating from 450-75 AD celebrated for its border which depicts major landmarks and daily activities in ancient Antioch and Daphne. Other unmissable sites to visit in Antakya include the Castle of Antioch with its panoramic view over the city and the 7th-century the Mount Habib Neccar mosque the first mosque of Hatay and from where Islam started to spread in Anatolia.

The region's administrative capital is Antakya or the ancient city of Antioch-on-the-Orontes, the city once called 'the fair crown of the Orient'. Antioch played an especially important role in Christian history being the base for Paul's missionary journeys and where Jesus’ followers were first called Christians. A little outside Antakya is St Peter's Grotto, the cave church from where St Peter preached and founded the Christian community, and probably the first church in the world. With its long history of spiritual and religious movements Antakya is still a place of pilgrimage for Christians and Muslims and furthermore still carries a reputation in Turkey as a centre of spells, fortune-telling, miracles and spirits. 

Antakya is steeped in history and mythology at every step: Harbiye, 8 km outside of Antakya is the place where Apollo fell in love with Daphne and pursued her but Mother Earth instead turned her into an elegant tree. The area is full of Daphnes accompanying orchid gardens and waterfalls where it is possible to stop for a meal. 

For both beach and sightseeing opportunities Samandag, southwest of Antakya, is perfect. Seleuica Pieria, 6 km south of Samandag, is the ancient city which was a busy port at the time of Paul and Barnabas' first missionary journey from here. The 2nd century Titus–Vespasianus Tunnel which was built to divert the rain waters is a superb example of engineering even by today's standards. Nearby there are 12 rock tombs to be visited.

Well-known dishes of Hatay include the syrupy-pastry dessert kunefe, squash cooked in onions and tomato paste (sihilmahsi), aubergine and yoghurt paste (baba ghanoush) and the chick pea paste hummus. Syrup of pomegranate is a popular salad dressing particular to this area.
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