
OZDEN TOKER 
 

V:  Mrs. Toker could you tell us a little about the pressures your father 
faced at the beginning of World War II? 
 
T:  The pressure my father faced at the beginning of World War II, well, 
you see before the war Turkey was already an ally with France and 
England.  So at the beginning of the war the allies didn’t press to Turkey 
to enter the war because they were already allies with Turkey and there 
was no need for Turkey to enter the war.  It’s only after Italy declared 
war on the allies after the collapse of France that the need of Turkey 
became important.  Even in those days it was only Italy that was in war we 
were in the Mediterranean Sea but the allies didn’t insist too much on 
Turkey to enter the war.  So there was no great pressure in those days. 
 
V:  Why did your father choose the chart a course of neutrality and not 
side with Germany? 
 
T:  Well, my father because there was already the pact of friendship 
with England and France before the war as I told you, so there was no 
need for my father to enter the war with Germany.  And Germany didn’t 
want us to enter the war in their side because there was already friendly 
neutrality against the Germans and that was what they wanted.  They 
were to have us stay neutral to Germany and England of course.   
 
V:  How did Turkish neutrality change over the course of the war? 
 
T:  The neutrality changed because as I told you after Italy entered the 
war, the war was in the Mediterranean and that was very close to us.  And 
the pact that Turkey had with France and England was against Germany 
but there was no mention about Russia because we didn’t want to enter a 
war with Russia.  With Germany as we were able to keep our neutrality, 
my father was successful in staying in the middle.  But after Italy was in 
the of course it changed, it was only after 1941 that the allies wanted 
Turkey to enter the war because in those days of course Germany was 
very close, it was in the Balkans.  The allies needed Turkish help.  But you 
see, what my father did in those days was to show in Adana to Churchill 
and in Cairo to Roosevelt and Churchill that, of course we were ready to 
defend our country against the Germans, but we were not ready to enter 
the war in those terms and days because we were not equipped enough to 
protect part of the world.  If we had entered the war it would have been 
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not for the allies but against the allies, if we had lost the war very soon it 
would have been not for the benefit of the but the opposite.  That’s why 
for my father to stay neutral was also to help the allies.   
 
V:  How great was the fear of a German invasion? 
 
T:  The fear of a German invasion was very great because when they came 
to the Balkans they were very near.  We knew that they wanted to go to 
Russia and there were two ways to go to Russia, either from Eastern 
Europe or through Turkey.  And when they were in the Balkans we didn’t 
know which way they were going to choose.  My father was worried of 
course.  And I remember that when it was told to my father that 
Germany was going to Russia through Eastern Europe, how relieved he 
was.  It was my brother to wake him up at night when they in summer in 
Yalova and when my brother told my father that the Germans were going 
to Russia through Europe he started to laugh and he laughed for hours.  
He was very relieved that the danger was over. 
 
V:  Was your father aware of the fate of the Jews that were in countries 
under German occupation, or when did you think he became aware? 
 
T:  My father was aware of the fate of the Jews in the German occupied 
countries as much as the Americans and all the world.  Everyone started 
to learn from time to time what was happening the Jews, of course he 
was aware of what was happening.   
 
V:  What was your father’s attitude towards the Jews and their efforts 
to go to Palestine through Turkey? 
 
T:  My father was always very friendly to the Jews who wanted to go to 
Palestine through Turkey.  He was the head of the state in those days 
and he was always willing to help the Jews, to give them a free passage to 
go to Palestine.  You know about the Struma case, what happened there 
was that the British who did not want the ship to go Palestine because 
they thought there were enough Jews in Palestine.  It was not the 
Turkish people who cut the way to struma but the British.   
 
V:  When did Turkey declare war on Germany and why? 
 
T:  It was at the end of the war.  In those days the United Nations was 
going to be founded and to be a founder you had to be on the side of the 
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allies.  I think that was my father’s main idea.  He had been able to keep 
Turkey out of the war for a long time and that was now the time to join 
the allies to be able to be the founder of the United Nations.   
 
V:  How old were you during the war years, during World War II? 
 
T:  I was 9 years old and I remember those days vaguely but there are 
thins that I remember.   
 
V:  What would you like to tell us about your father from a human point of 
view as a child?  Did he come home and discuss it at the dinner table? 
 
T:  I can tell you what was our life and what we felt in those days.  First 
when Poland was invaded first it was a great sorrow in the family, we were 
very touched by Poland I started to cry.  And then later when Germany 
became a real danger when they were in Balkans, we always waited for an 
invasion of Germany.  I remember as a child whenever I went to bed at 
night I put my skirt and my blouse next to my bed so that if there was an 
invasion I could rush to the shelter so every night we were waiting for 
the Germans.  But even in those days my father kept his normal life, he 
was very worried but you know he was very interested in music so kept 
going to the concerts, he kept riding horse, what he used to do every 
morning.  I remember one morning when my mother stayed at home I 
don’t know why and my father was riding and suddenly we heard planes 
flying over Ankara and we thought that it was a German invasion.  My 
mother rushed by car to find my father.  My father was very interested 
in physics, in chemistry and even in those days he had chemistry 
laboratory in the presidential house and he used work there.  So he kept 
his way of life but he very worried of course.   What he told us was that 
he had been through so many wars that he kept this as a part of life.  He 
was always very optimistic in a way to take care of everything.   
 
V:  Is there anything that you want to tell us about your father in those 
war years that we haven’t covered? 
 
T:  I would like to tell you that there were three countries that stayed 
neutral in Europe in those days.  It was Sweden, Switzerland, and Turkey.  
But Sweden and Switzerland were pro-German where they prepared the 
list of Jews for the invasion of Germany.  Turkey was the only country 
that was not pro-German and stayed neutral.  For the Jews it was pro-
Jewish rather than pro-German all the time.   
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V:  So it was true neutrality? 
 
T:  You are right it was true neutrality that the Turkish country had for 
the Jewish people and for the allies also, and for Germany.   
 
V:  What was your father happiest about that he was able to keep Turkey 
neutral for as long as he did? 
 
T:  Yes, what my father was very happy and proud about the war that he 
kept Turkey out of the war.  You know that they came from so many wars 
before World War II, World War I and The War of Independence for 
instance.  My father’s main aim was to keep Turkey out of the war and do 
what he could to achieve this, of course honourable things.  If Turkey had 
entered the war on the side of allies and if Germany had invaded Turkey 
and it was Russia who had saved Turkey, you know what happened to this 
part of the world, to all the Balkans.  So it was to the benefit of the 
world that Turkey did not enter the war.   
 
V:  Could you tell us little bit about how the neutrality of Turkey 
benefited Jews in terms of the exit visa? 
 
T:  It was in those days all our ambassadors helped the Jews, they were 
ready to give them visas so that they could pass through the country 
from they were and through Turkey to Palestine.  And it was my father’s 
wish, you know he was the president of Turkey at that time and his 
wishes were done.   
 
Now walking through the house… 
 
T:  This is the billiard room of the house.  Here Ataturk and my father 
used to play billiard.  Both of them were playing billiard and I think it was 
the only thing that they could do as a sport and they enjoyed playing with 
each other.  Of course each of them they wanted to gain so the play 
sometimes used to go on and on and they were only happy when everyone 
won enough time.  I remember Ataturk and my father playing here on this 
table with those balls and they were enjoying themselves and they still 
find the time to discuss state matters and they were always very happy in 
this room.  In the next room that you see is the dining room, the favorite 
room of Ataturk, he was very interested in this room, he chose the 
furniture himself and it was done in Istanbul.  Ataturk used to come here 
very often and he used to bring his friends, sometimes 10 or 20 friends, 
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sitting around this table, Ataturk at the head and my father next to him 
and their friends around.  And they would discuss state matters and 
discuss all the reforms that have been done and how they changed the 
way of life of Turkey from the Ottoman Empire to Turkish Republic.  If 
you want we can go and see, I can show you…   
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