
Cappadocia feels less like a destination and more like a dream sequence. 

Situated in central Turkey, this remarkable region is defined by towering 

rock formations, ancient cave dwellings, and skies filled with hot air 

balloons at sunrise. For South African travellers looking beyond traditional 

European itineraries, Cappadocia offers exceptional value, rich history, 

and genuinely unique experiences. It is a place where you can sleep in 

a cave hotel carved into volcanic rock, explore underground cities built 

thousands of years ago, and watch the sun rise over one of the most surreal 

landscapes on the planet.

TURKEY’S  
OTHERWORLDY 
PLAYGROUND
Chasing Sunrises in Cappadocia

COVER

T
here are places you 

visit, and then there 

are destinations that 

stay with you long 

after you’ve returned home. Cappadocia 

firmly belongs in the latter category.

Located in central Turkey, 

roughly an hour’s flight from Istanbul, 

Cappadocia presents a landscape 

so unusual that it feels almost 

extraterrestrial. Towering rock pillars 

known as “fairy chimneys” rise from 

the earth like nature’s own sculpture 

garden. Entire towns have been carved 

into the rock itself, while beneath the 

surface lie vast underground cities that 

once sheltered thousands of people.
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For South African travellers seeking 

something genuinely different in 2026, 

Cappadocia offers a compelling blend of 

adventure, culture, and affordability. It 

delivers bucket-list experiences without 

the prohibitive price tag often associated 

with Western Europe.

SUNRISE BALLOON EXPERIENCE

If there is one image that defines 

Cappadocia, it is the sight of dozens of 

hot air balloons floating silently across 

the dawn sky.

You’ll need to wake early. Very 

early. Balloon operators typically collect 

passengers from their hotels around 4:30 

am, but the effort is richly rewarded. As 

the first light of day touches the rocky 

terrain, the balloons begin their ascent, 

rising slowly above valleys, vineyards, 

and ancient cave dwellings.
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From the air, Cappadocia reveals 

its true scale. The landscape stretches 

endlessly, carved by millions of years of 

volcanic activity and erosion. The silence 

is striking. Apart from the occasional 

roar of the balloon’s burner, there is 

nothing but stillness.

For many travellers, this becomes 

the defining moment of their entire 

Turkish journey.

Balloon flights typically cost 

between R3,000 and R5,000 per 

person, depending on the season and 

operator. It is not inexpensive, but it is 

unquestionably worthwhile.

GÖREME: THE HEART OF 
CAPPADOCIA

Most visitors base themselves in the 

town of Göreme, and for good reason. It 

offers easy access to Cappadocia’s major 

attractions, along with a wide range of 

accommodation options, restaurants, 

and tour operators.

Göreme itself feels like a place frozen 

in time. Cave houses line narrow streets, 

while restaurants serve traditional 

Turkish dishes such as lamb stew, fresh 

bread, and locally produced wines.

The Göreme Open-Air Museum is 

one of the region’s most important 

historical sites. This UNESCO World 

Heritage Site contains rock-cut churches 

dating back to the 10th century, many of 

which still feature remarkably preserved 

frescoes. Walking through these ancient 

spaces offers a powerful reminder of 

Cappadocia’s deep historical roots.

STAYING IN A CAVE HOTEL

Accommodation is one of 

Cappadocia’s most distinctive highlights.

Many hotels are built directly into the rock 

formations, offering guests the opportunity 

to sleep inside rooms carved into volcanic 

stone. Despite their ancient origins, these 

cave hotels are anything but primitive. Most 

feature modern comforts such as underfloor 

heating, luxurious bathrooms, and private 

terraces overlooking the valleys.

Waking up in a cave hotel as dozens of 

balloons drift overhead is an experience 

that feels uniquely Cappadocian.

Prices are surprisingly reasonable. 

Excellent cave hotel rooms can be found 

from around R1,500 per night, making 

them accessible to South African travellers 

accustomed to international pricing.

EXPLORING THE UNDERGROUND 
CITIES

Underground cities such as 

Derinkuyu and Kaymakli were 

constructed thousands of years ago to 

protect their inhabitants from invasion. 

These subterranean complexes extend 

up to eight levels underground and 

include living quarters, kitchens, storage 

areas, and ventilation systems.

Walking through these narrow 

tunnels requires a degree of agility, but 

the experience offers an extraordinary 

glimpse into human ingenuity and survival.

It is estimated that Derinkuyu alone 

could shelter up to 20,000 people.
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THE VALLEYS OF CAPPADOCIA

Cappadocia is best explored on foot.

Several valleys offer hiking routes 

that range from gentle walks to more 

demanding trails. Among the most 

popular are Love Valley, Rose Valley, 

and Pigeon Valley.

Each offers its own unique character. 

Love Valley is known for its towering 

rock formations, while Rose Valley 

earns its name from the pink hues that 

emerge at sunset. Pigeon Valley reflects 

the region’s long tradition of pigeon 

keeping, which played an important role 

in agriculture.

The terrain is accessible to most 

travellers, and guided tours are widely 

available.

HOSPITALITY AND CUISINE

Turkey’s hospitality is one of its 

greatest strengths, and Cappadocia is 

no exception.

Local restaurants offer a wide range 

of traditional dishes, often prepared 

using recipes passed down through 

generations. One regional speciality is 

Testi Kebab, a slow-cooked meat and 

vegetable stew prepared inside a sealed 

clay pot, which is dramatically cracked 

open at the table.

Turkish tea and coffee are served 

everywhere, and meals are typically 

unhurried affairs.

For South African travellers 

accustomed to vibrant food cultures, 

Turkey feels both familiar and 

refreshingly different.

ACCESSIBILITY FOR SOUTH 
AFRICAN TRAVELLERS

Reaching Cappadocia is relatively 

straightforward. There are no direct 

flights from South Africa to Cappadocia, 

but Turkish Airlines operates regular 

flights from Johannesburg and Cape 

Town to Istanbul. From there, a short 

domestic flight to either Kayseri or 

Nevşehir brings you within easy reach of 

the region.

The Turkish lira’s favourable exchange 

rate makes Cappadocia particularly 

attractive from a value perspective. 

Accommodation, meals, and activities 

are generally more affordable than 

comparable European destinations.

South African passport holders can 

obtain an e-visa online, simplifying the 

entry process.

Cappadocia is a year-round 

destination, but the best months to 

visit are between April and June, and 

September and October.

These periods offer mild 

temperatures, clear skies, and ideal 

conditions for balloon flights and hiking.

Summer can be hot, while winter 

brings snow that transforms the 

landscape into something entirely 

different. Snow-covered fairy chimneys 

create a striking contrast, and winter 

visits offer fewer crowds.

PRACTICAL TRAVEL TIPS

Planning ahead significantly 

enhances the Cappadocia experience.

Book balloon flights well in advance, 

particularly during peak seasons. Popular 

operators often sell out days ahead.

Stay at least three nights. Cappadocia 

rewards slow exploration, and rushing 
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through the region diminishes its impact.

Wear comfortable shoes. Much of 

Cappadocia’s charm lies in its valleys 

and uneven terrain.

Consider renting a car or joining 

guided tours. Distances between 

attractions are manageable, but 

organised transport simplifies logistics.

WHY CAPPADOCIA MATTERS 
South African travellers have traditionally 
favoured Europe’s major capitals, but 
destinations like Cappadocia offer 
something more distinctive.

It combines natural beauty, deep 

history, and memorable experiences in a 

way that few places can match.

In an era where travellers increasingly 

seek authenticity and meaningful 

experiences, Cappadocia stands apart.

It is not simply a place you visit. It is 

a place you remember.

And as the sun rises over its ancient 

landscape, with balloons drifting silently 

across the sky, it becomes clear why 

Cappadocia continues to capture the 

imagination of travellers from around 

the world. 
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