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A Conversation with Roger and Ida Gilodo

Roger: My grandfather and grandmother were living in Tashkent [formerly part of
the Soviet Union]. My grandfather was a capitalist in the cotton business. When the
Bolshevik Revolution began in 1917, because he was a capitalist, one his friends ar-
rived in the evening and said to him, “You'd better run; they’re coming to get you.”
The day after he escaped, revolutionaries put a gun in my grandmother’s mouth,
threatening, “We will count to five and if you don’t tell us where your husband is,
we will blow your head off” . . . When they understood that she really didn’t know,
they didn’t hear from my grandfather for three years. Three years later, they hear the
news from Baku, Azerbaijan, announcing that my grandfather was there. They (my
grandfather and father) had crossed the border and settled in Adana, in Cukurova,
the epicentre of cotton production. My father and grandfather opened and ran a
cotton factory there. .. The situation had changed after that because they were sub-
jected to Wealth Tax. Since my grandfather was an affluent man, they demanded a
large amount of money from him, which forced him to sell the factory and yet still
go into debt. .. After this, they left for Istanbul. I spent my childhood in Adana but I
was born in Istanbul. This is the story from my father’s side.

Ida: T don’t have such a thrilling story. My parents were both born in Turkey. My
father is an Ashkenazi, meaning, a German Jew, coming from that period. My moth-
er was Sephardic. My grandmother used to live with us at home; they used to talk
Ladino amongst themselves. By gaining familiarity with the sounds, I also learned
this language at home.

Roger: Then we, both of our families, settled in Istanbul. We met there. We got
married in Istanbul and later, I went to the army. I chose Kilis for my military ser-
vice." Life was hard in Kilis, too. Ida came with me. Right at the border ... there were
smugglers, smuggling this and that. We were transferred to Gaziantep as a favour
and stayed there for two years.> Later, we decided to go to Israel after I finished my
military service. We lived in Israel from 1970 to 1975. I was also in the army there. But
after that, I got tired of being called into the army all the time. Then we applied for
immigration to Canada. It took about a year and then we came here, and we had a
chance. We came here towards the end of 1975. There was a recession here in North
America in 1974. When 1975 ended, there was a boom. We arrived in Canada in No-
vember of 1975, right?

Ida: November 1975, yes.
Roger: After that, I found three jobs in ten days and started working at one. It was

a cable TV company. Later, we were transferred to Vancouver, and then we were
transferred back here (to Toronto) three years later. Around that time, Rogers [the
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company] bought the company I was working for. And I worked for this company
and for Rogers for twenty years. In the meantime, Ida also worked.

Ida: T started to work in a translation company, but the company topu atmak [went
belly up], in other words, it went bankrupt.

Roger: Ida is an only child. I have a sister who lives in New York. After a while, my
parents moved to New York. . . We arrived and lived in Vancouver for three years.
In the meantime, we had children. One was born in Israel and the other was born in
Toronto. One of them lives in Vancouver now. We have two grandchildren in Van-
couver and the other two live here. We are very close to the ones living here; we are
constantly in touch.

Ovgii: Which languages do you speak?

Roger: Ida and I speak Turkish with one other.

Ida: We speak a very bad Turkish by adding some English words, though (laughs).
Roger: They told us when we came here, “Don’t expect a good life like in Israel. It’s
going to be hard; that’s just the beginning,” falan filan [and so on and so on]. But as
[ said, there was a boom. There was a Canadian man I was working with in Israel at
that time. He had joined another company and he offered me a job. And as I said, I
found a job in ten days. Ida also started working. So we didn't face that much diffi-

culty.

Ida: And there was no harm or benefit to being Sephardic. We were not regarded
from that perspective, were we?

Roger: Yes, yes [agreeing].

Ida: There are many organizations that help newcomers. We never went to any of
them. We took care of ourselves and we were lucky. We started our life by buying one
table, four chairs and two beds.

Ovgii: Why did you decide to move to Israel?

Ida: Frankly, we went there because we couldn't see a future in Turkey.

Roger: Also, the military service was difficult because there were smugglers at the
border in Kilis and so on. Every day we were hearing gunshots.
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Ida: There was smuggling in Kilis. There was no antisemitism. Our names were pro-
nounced as Roger and Ida, with the Turkish pronunciation. We never wore head-
scarves. We got along very well with our neighbours. I would visit at a neighbour’s
house because I didn't have anything to do. Later, [ gave English lessons to the smug-
glers’ children to pass time.

Ovgii: What kind of memories do you have with respect to your experiences in Israel,
Turkey and Canada?

Ida: I mean I still miss the food, the sea, Burgazada. . 2 I have not forgotten. So, there
is a longing but my longing turned toward to the past, to my youth. If I go now, I feel
like I'll probably be very disappointed. Indeed, we lived well in Israel, too, but the
political situation was complicated there. We said, “Let’s go find a peaceful country.”
We applied to Canada and came here. And it was a very good decision. We have not
seen antisemitism here.

Roger: We are not that religious.

Ida: No, we are not religious. We call all our friends “TIC,” meaning Turkey, Israel
and Canada.

We felt good in Israel, too. Actually, one of our daughters was born there. We felt
very close to everyone. We learned the language. We made a lot of Israeli friends.
While the political situation was becoming intense, we said, “Let’s go to a place where
the politics won't pose any problems.” We used to listen to the news three times a day
in Israel. When we arrived in Canada, we turned on the local channel to see what was
going on in the world and the first news was that someone had resigned. We said to
ourselves, “What a beautiful country we came to [laughs]. If this is the most import-
ant news, we are in a wonderland.” And indeed, it has been a very good country for
us in a way.

Ovgii: What does being Canadian mean to you?

Ida: Does it correspond to “How happy is the one who says, T'm a Turk?” 4 [We all
laugh.]

Roger: We were lucky. I have progressed very well in my career.

Ida: Mine was fine, too. I can tell you something about being Canadian. We are both
passionate about sports. We watch basketball and we also have the Blue Jays’ uni-
forms. . . [At this point, Roger stands up and shows the Toronto Blue Jays t-shirt he’s
wearing.] And whenever “Canada” is said, something happens in me. I mean, I cannot
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stay completely cold. I think we totally fit into the culture of this place, more than our
other friends do, if I'm not mistaken. I feel quite Canadian but my “Turkishness” is
not completely gone, my “Israeliness” is not completely gone. There’s this complexi-
ty...I even see myself in Nisantasi sometimes, in my dreams, but I speak English and
[ have a Hebrew friend. . 5 There is something left from everywhere ... from every
country. . . People don't forget. So, I don't know. . . I can never forget that island, for
me, Istanbul means Burgazada.

Roger: We speak Turkish here with most of our friends.
Ovgii: Is being Canadian an identity that carries all these multiple identities?

Ida: Probably. . . There’s no such thing as a true Canadian, anyway. Maybe our chil -
dren are. . . Afterall, if you weren’t born and raised here, you carry the culture of the
place you came from. Most of our friends are Jews from Turkey.

Ovgii: Why is that?

Ida: Language means a lot. Language and sense of humour. . . It’s the trick of leb de-
meden leblebiyi anlamak, [which can be translated as “understanding what the other
is going to say before they end their sentence” or “being able to read someone’s
thoughts’]

Ovgii: I'm thinking of how to translate leb demeden leblebiyi anlamak right now.
[We all laugh]

Roger: Bilyitkbabam ve biilyiikannem Taskent'te yasiyorlardi. Bilyiikbabam pamuk
isinde kapitalist idi ve ne zamanki Bolsevikler ihtilal yaptilar 1917'de ona bir arkadas:
aksam gelmis demis ki “Sen kag ¢iinkil seni almaya geliyorlar” bir kapitalist oldugu
icin. O da kagmus ertesi giin gelmisler; bilyiikannemin agzina bir tabanca koymuslar
ve demisler ki “bese kadar sayacagiz ve hani neyse eger bilmezsen kafan: patlataca-
g1z” ... Neyse bunlar da anlamigslar ki hakikaten bilmiyor bir {i¢ sene duymamuslar
bilyiikbabamdan. Ug sene sonra Bakii'den, Azerbaycan'dan haber gelmis biiyiikba-
bam orada diye oraya gitmisler. Sinir1 gegip Tiirkiye'ye girmisler ve Adana'ya yer-
lesmisler, Cukurova'da ve orasi da pamuk merkeziydi ve babam, biiyitkbabam orada
bir pamuk fabrikast agtilar, islettiler . . . Neyse ondan sonra durum degisti ¢linkii
Varlik vergisine tabii oldular ve biiyiikbabam da zengin oldugu i¢in miithis bir para
istediler. Borca girdi su bu, fabrikasini satmak zorunda kaldi. Neyse ondan sonra Is-
tanbul’a vardilar. Ben de ¢ocuklugumu Adana'da gecirdim gerci Istanbul'da dogdum.
Bu babamin tarafinin hikayesi.
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Ida: Benim 6yle heyecanli bir hikayem yok. Benim annem babam da ikisi de Tiirki-

ye'de dogdu. Babam Askenazi'dir, yani Alman Yahudi’si, o donemden gelme. Annem
de Sefarad. Evde biiyiikannem bizimle otururdu; Ladino konusurlard: aralarinda.
Ben de o sekilde kulak dolgunlugu 6grenmis oldum.

Roger: Fazla dindar degiliz biz.

Ida: Yok, dindar degiliz. Biitiin arkadaglarimiz TIK olarak gegiyor. Tiirkiye, Israil, Ka-
nada. Israil'de de iyi hissettik kendimizi aslinda bir kizimiz orada dogdu. Herkese ¢ok
yakin hissettik, lisani 6grendik. Bir siirii Israilli dostlarimiz oldu filan. Ondan sonra
iste politik durum karisinca dedik “6yle bir yere gidelim ki politika sey olmasmn.”
[srail'de giinde ii¢ kere haber dinlerdik. Hatta buraya yeni geldigimizde bir kere ye-
rel kanali agmisiz neler oluyor diinyada diye ve ilk haber bilmem ne istifa etti. Aman
dedik “ne giizel memlekete geldik biz [kahkaha]. En 6nemli haber buysa biz sahane
bir yerdeyiz.” Ve hakikaten de ¢ok iyi bir memleket oldu bizim i¢in bir bakima.

Ovgii: Kanadali olmak sizin igin ne anlama geliyor?
Ida: Bu “Ne mutlu Tirk'im diyene!” nin karsiligi mu oluyor? [Hep birlikte kahkaha]
Roger: Sansimiz oldu, kariyer bakimindan ¢ok ilerledim.

Ida: Benimki de iyi oldu. Kanadali olmakla ilgili sunu sdyleyebilirim. Ikimiz de spo-
ra merakliyiz. Hem basketbolu seyrettik hem Blue Jays'larin iniformalarini surada
... [Bu sirada Roger ayaga kalkar ve giydigi Toronto Blue Jays tisortiinii gosterir.]
Ve ne zamanki “Kanada” soyleniyor bir seyler oluyor. Boyle yani tamamen soguk
kalamiyorum. Tamamen buranin kiiltiiriine uyduk santyorum diger arkadaslarimiz-
dan daha fazla yanilmiyorsam... Kendimi baya Kanadal: hissediyorum ama “Tiirk-
lik” tamamen gitmedi, “Israillilik” tam gitmedi. Boyle bir karigiklik... Hatta ve hatta
rityalarimda bazen kendimi Nisantagi'nda goriiyorum fakat Ingilizce konusuyorum
ve Ibranice bir dostum var filan... Yani diyorum ki her bakimdan, her bir seyden bir
seyler kalmus... her memleketten... Insan unutmuyor yani ne bileyim ben... O aday
ben katiyen unutamiyorum zaten benim igin {stanbul Burgazada demek.

1 4

A city in south-central Turkey, close to Syria. This is the mantra when Mustafa Kemal Atat-
urk, the founder of modern Turkey, used while

2 he was delivering his speech for the tenth anni-

A city in south-eastern Turkey. versary of the Republic.

3 5

An island in the sea of Marmara in Turkey. A neighbourhood in Istanbul.



