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When it comes to the diverse, high-quality dishes essential to enhancing the full-flavored wines favored by 
bring-your-own-bottle restaurant fans, traditional gyro shops do not spring readily to mind.  

So, five wine-loving friends were highly skeptical last month when I suggested the Istanbul Grille in Oakland 
for a BYOB birthday bash.  

After the meal, the skeptics had become true believers -- and repeat customers.  

Istanbul Grille has classic gyros, but owner Coşkun "Josh" Gökalp has higher ambitions and aspirations. His 
idea of Turkish fast food includes authentic, freshly prepared and marvelously flavorful delicacies and 
desserts at terrific prices. And the casual, relaxed setting recalls the bistros of his home in Istanbul, Turkey.  

"I learned from my parents about making people feel comfortable like being at home," says Gökalp who 
holds a diploma from Turkey in hospitality management. After working in cosmopolitan Istanbul as a 
bartender and waiter at a Mövenpick Hotel and Crown Plaza Hotel, in 1998 Gökalp secured a lottery green 
card as a ticket to New York City.  

"I wanted to change my life and learn English," the now fluent Gökalp says. "I was by myself, working hard 
and always thinking about how to make my own business."  

Commuting from Brooklyn to pursue his dream in Manhattan, Gökalp's eclectic path included an upscale 
grocery, a mid-town upscale restaurant, an Italian espresso bar and bagel shop, and, finally, a Turkish gyro 
restaurant chain.  

After evaluating countless locations to start a business, he eventually found New York's start-up costs 
insurmountable. A friend recommended visiting Pittsburgh.  

"It was a nice city with cheaper rents and lower cost of living," Gökalp says. And he recognized an 
opportunity.  

Pittsburgh's sizeable Muslim population did not have a restaurant to enjoy the high-quality "halal" foods 
common in other American metropolitan centers. "Halal" refers to foods prepared in accord with Islamic 
dietary laws.  

At Istanbul Grille, Gökalp uses only chicken and lamb from a local "halal" butcher. Freshness is essential. 
Gökalp and his team make all items fresh daily while welcoming all who simply enjoy eating the delicious 
cuisine.  

Main courses include Adana Kebabs (ground lamb or chicken flavored with red bell peppers and spices and 
grilled on skewers); Kofte Kebabs (ground meat mixed with onion, parsley, garlic and spices and grilled); 
and traditional Shish Kebabs (marinated cubes of grilled meat).  

Zucchini Pancakes -- crispy on the outside and warm and fluffy inside -- are served with homemade yogurt 
sauce. Cold appetizers include Hummus; Babaghanush (smoked eggplant with olive oil, lemon juice and 



garlic); Sauced Eggplant (small pieces of eggplant in a moderately spicy sauce of fresh tomatoes, green 
peppers, onions and garlic); and Tabuli (chopped scallions, parsley, tomatoes, wheat and olive oil).  

A large glass display case frames the mouthwatering, freshly prepared delicacies. Meanwhile, one wall of 
the narrow dining room has a picture of Turkey's vivid red flag blowing in the breeze over Istanbul harbor. 
The opposite wall has a photograph of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, Turkey's first modern president, dancing with 
his daughter.  

"Every true Turkish place has these things on display," Gökalp says. Atatürk's image is particularly telling. 
His bold reforms included establishing a state-owned spirits industry specializing in domestic production of 
the national beverage, raki, despite the general Islamic prohibition against consuming alcohol.  

This laissez faire, tolerant approach carries over to the Turkish people.  

"In Turkey, we say every lamb hangs its own legs," Gökalp says. "In my restaurant, you are welcome to 
bring and drink your own wine."  

The pony-tailed, youthful Gökalp finds it challenging to accommodate customers in his cramped current 
location, which, long ago, housed another hard-working immigrant, Umberto "Al" Buccigrossi, known fondly 
as "Jerry the Cobbler." Relentless entrepreneur Gökalp plans a second BYOB restaurant in Shadyside to 
increase his serving area and menu significantly.  

"If you have good food, the people will come," he says.  

Try the following red:  

2006 Borsao Campo de Borja, Spain (4758, $8.99): This ripe, fruit forward blend of Garnacha and 
Tempranillo is well-balanced through a soft, dry finish. Recommended.  

Dave DeSimone can be reached at ddesimone@tribweb.com   

 


