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Victoria: Isak Bey where, and when did your family come to Turkey? 
  
Alaton: My family came to Turkey in 1492. The end of the 15th century. They left the  
port of Cadiz, today’s Spain, and came first to Saloniki, it was that the first time  
the Ottoman Sultan who sent his naval fleet to get the Jews that were expelled from Spain 
settled in Saloniki first. 
Victoria: After Saloniki, where did they go? 
  
  
  
Alaton: They stayed until early 19th century in Saloniki, then they moved to the 
European  
side of today’s Turkey very close to a city called Silivri. There is still a village  
called Alatonkoy which means Alaton Village and then whole family moved to  
Ankara until of the beginning of the 20th century. My father and mother  
originated from Ankara and then they got married in 1923 and moved to Istanbul  
and raised their family in Istanbul. So I was born in 1927 in Istanbul. 
  
 V:  asks question re famous person 
A:  Attaturk was also born in Saloniki.  He was very Western-oriented because of 
the cosmopolitan character of the city of Saloniki at the time. 
  
Victoria: And when your family was still living in Ankara, was there an active Jewish 
life  
in Ankara at the time? 
  
Alaton: At that time the Jewish life in Ankara was very active because a whole quarter of  
Ankara at the time was called the Jewish Quarter, which was one of the best  
developed quarters of Ankara. They had three synagogues and had a very good  
relationship with a known Jewish majority. They also took part I the handling of  
the city council. Very active cultural, commercial and intellectual life. 
  
  
 V: Did Attaturk come and visit the other people who had come from Saloniki? 
A:  My father told me that at the very beginning of the time that Attaturk came 
from Istanbul through Samson to Ankara and settled in Ankara there was a time of 
a few months when he was living in the Jewish quarter because there were no other 
places available.  Then he moved to another part of the city.  So his relationship 
with the Jewish community was both very close and very friendly. 
  
Victoria: So when you were growing up here in Istanbul and growing up Jewish, how  
would you describe your childhood? 
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Alaton: A very pleasant and quiet childhood. All the time Ataturk was alive, that is to 
say  
‘38 was the year, I still remember vividly the time I spent in Istanbul while  
Ataturk was governing the Republic of Turkey because he was a very western  
oriented leader, very open to European attitude and still remember the day he died  
because it was the 10th of November 1938. I had just started my sixth grade in the  
school "Sisli Teraki". I remember how the whole class was walking from the  
school in Nisantasi to see Ataturk on his deathbed. The Class was taken through  
to pay their last respects to the deceased leader. 
  
  
  
Victoria: Where was this? At the Dolmabache? 
  
  
  
Alaton: He was lying in the bed where he died in Dolmabache Palace. 
Victoria: And what was you father’s business? 
  
  
  
Alaton: My father was an importer of cotton yarn from Manchester, England and he used  
to bring in British made cotton yarn and used to sell this material to the weavers  
and small artisans in Anatolia and had a very good relationship with the  
manufacturers of clothing in Anatolia. 
  
  
  
Victoria: When World War II started, where were you and what effect did that have on 
the  
Jewish community here? What was the community feeling? 
  
  
  
Alaton: When the war started, it was the 1st of September 1939. It is still another vivid  
memory that I carry, we were walking from our summerhouse on Buyukada,  
because and it was a rainy day, 1st of September ’39, while walking my father  
said to me "My son, life will never be the same as before we have to get  
prepared for the worst." He felt that this was going to disrupt our lives. He had  
this premonition, this sight in the future. He felt that life was going to be very  
different because already when Ataturk died the whole atmosphere of young and  
forward looking nation was somewhat subdued and maybe questions came to  
people minds, "What will happen after Ataturk?" And rightly so, after Ataturk  
things developed for the worst. 
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Victoria: Were they nervous? Were they thinking of fleeing? 
  
  
Alaton: People were not at that time thinking of fleeing because we did not know how  
things would turn until the war was well on its way. But there was a certain  
apprehension, a certain distancing from the good times and getting prepared for  
getting braced for difficulties to come. 
  
  
  
Victoria: So there were certain events of World War II that affected the Jewish 
community  
here? What was this "Varlik" tax, when it happened and the affect on you family. 
  
  
  
Alaton: Well, after Ataturk died the regime in Ankara became more nationalistic and  
more strict towards the minorities and when I say minorities, mainly these are  
Greeks, Armenians and the Jews and we made part of the Jewish community. So  
this attitude made these minorities very nervous and very apprehensive and  
they thought that this new approach by the regime after the death of Ataturk was  
giving a signal of disasters to come and they were right, because in 1942 it was a  
time when the commercial conditions and the economical conditions in Turkey  
were deteriorating very fast because of inability to import goods from Europe and  
the Nazi regime was on it’s development towards the whole of Europe and  
Russia. So the regime in Ankara at the time was thinking of finding solutions to  
the difficulties in spending by government and not knowing where to get extra  
taxes. So, probably with the influence of the Nazi regime they thought they  
would have an easy access to the wealth that was already accumulated mainly be  
the minorities, that is to say the Greeks, Armenians and the Jews. Of course they  
had the impression that the commercial activity was mainly in the hands of these  
minorities. They thought with one decision we can have two results. First we get  
hold of a lot of material means, that is to say we will take away the wealth from  
the minorities and secondly they [o.s.] [thought maybe we will shift the activities of the  
commercial system from the minorities and give it into the hands of the real  
Turks, that is to say what they called the Muslim Turks, because at that time they  
differentiated.   
  
  
  
Victoria: So what was the name of this tax? And what was the tax specifically? 
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[on s.] 
Alaton: The name of this tax was in Turkish "Varlik Vergise" which means tax on 
wealth. Tax on whatever you own. It was most unusual, most illogic tax, because it was  
levied, it was dictated to every individual mainly of course they were directing  
this tax to the minorities, to the Jews, to the Greeks and to the Armenians. And  
they would say this man is worth probably 10,000 Liras so we will tax him 20,000  
or 30, 000 Liras so that he will have to close shop and so he will transfer his  
activity to a minority, that is to say a Muslim Turk. That was the real idea behind  
this taxation and it succeeded because practically all who were taxed were unable  
 to pay the whole figure that was two to five times whatever they owned at that  
time, what they had in their hands. So they had to sell everything and yet they  
would only be able to pay part of this tax that was asked from them. The same  
thing happened to my father, he was asked to pay five times what he had as a total  
wealth. So unable to pay, they came to sequestrate his business first because he  
had a relatively large business activity as an importer of cotton yarn from Great  
Britain. So the shop was sold at auction, then they came to the house and the  
whole objects in the house were sold at auction. I still remember the day, when we  
were left in an evening with only the mattresses on the floor and everything was  
taken away. All the paintings, all the furniture, all the books everything was  
taken away, even the kitchenware was also sold. It was a very painful thing to  
see. 
  
  
  
Victoria: How old were you at the time? 
  
  
  
Alaton: That was early year ’43. I was sixteen years of age. 
  
  
  
Victoria: How did you feel? 
  
  
  
Alaton: It was a terrible thing to see an empty house, where only the day before it was a  
home and suddenly home disappeared. It was an empty shell, an empty house,  
with the same family members sitting there on the mattresses on the floor and not  
knowing how to deal with it because already at the time the father of the house, the  
main breadwinner was not in the house anymore. He was taken away by the  
police. He was arrested; he was taken to a kind of concentration camp, which was  
built next to the railway station of Istanbul, Sirkici. At the time that place used to  
be called "Demir Kapi" (Iron Door) camp, which was a kind of concentration  
camp and then he was kept there for three months after the house furniture was  
sold. The government representatives, that is to say the bureaucrats, in Istanbul  
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were suspecting he had probably money stashed away or hidden away. They  
were putting pressure on him these three months and when they came to the  
conclusion he was telling the truth, he had nothing hidden, they took him away to  
a place called "Erzincan Askele" Askele is at that time, it took three days and  
nights to get there and they were taken in large groups of practically only non- 
Muslims, that is to say Jews, Armenians and Greeks. This became the place they  
were kept for around one year. Summer and a very harsh winter, to break stones,  
for making roads for the government and for the army. In this way, they were  
supposed to pay for the taxes. 
  
 [missing section re Muslim Turks – they were taxed, but they were taxed at a 
miniscule rate compared to the Jews and minorities.] 
  
Victoria: So, was it the administration of the law? The law itself didn’t state this, they 
did it unfairly. 
  
  
  
Alaton: The law as such did not specify that the minorities would be taxed. The law said  
that commercial activity had to be taxed most unusually. Just for once taxed on  
the wealth that the commercial people had in their hands. But in practice,  
although it was not written specifically, it was aimed at killing the activities of the  
minorities so their world would be anew breed and new class of commercial  
strata. 
  
  
  
Victoria: So you were sixteen years old? What affect did this have on your life? What 
did  
you then do? 
  
  
  
  
Alaton: When I was sixteen, I was just finishing the Lycee. I still had a year to go. At  
that time my father was taken to the mountain and he stayed for a year and it was  
the most difficult time in my life because we had hardly money for food. I  
remember the day he came back from the mountain, when they released him  
after a year of hardship I could not recognize him because the man had gone at the  
age of forty, black hair, young and I see a man with white hair coming into the  
room on an evening. I recognize him with the voice only, because at the age of  
forty-one he had turned white and he was a broken man. So I realized that all my  
hopes for higher education had to be shelved and that is what I did. I hardly  
finished the French Lycee with great difficulties at that time. I was seventeen  
years of age already and the war had just ended, it was May of 1945. The Second  
World War had ended; we had of course great difficulties in the family and I  
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decided to start working immediately so that I would be a breadwinner for the  
family. So I forgot about about a higher education. I always wanted to be an  
architect. I still suffer from not having become an architect, because I had a great  
love for forms and lines. I had to start working as a clerk as a young man to  
menial work in an office. I started working at age seventeen. 
  
  
  
Victoria: How old are you today? 
  
  
  
Alaton: I am seventy-three years young! 
  
  
  
Victoria: Yes! 
  
  
  
Alaton: Shall I repeat it? (Laughs) 
  
  
  
Victoria: So how did you go from being this penniless seventeen-year-old to be the head 
of one of the best-known companies of Turkey? 
  
  
  
Alaton: Well I started working in a company for menial work and then after having  
worked for a couple of years I thought it was time to get rid of my military service  
obligation, because every Turkish citizen has to do it. So at the age of nineteen  
before I became twenty I went to the military service and by sheer luck I became  
a reserve officer. So I became a sub lieutenant, then a lieutenant and I served my  
country for fourteen months. Partly in Ankara and partly in Polatli. I was able to  
learn English while serving in the army because I had the luck to work for an  
American Major Harlov, because in 1948 America was giving military aid to  
Turkey and there was a lot of equipment being brought from America to  
strengthen the Turkish army eventually towards Russia or soviet Empire. So the  
military service for me was a bright time where I had the opportunity to learn  
good English through Major Harlov. In ’49, I started again as a clerk in another  
company and it was a t this time I had the luck to meet the Swedish Consul.  
Because at that time that company was importing Swedish Trucks and I came to  
the idea that it was probably the time to have broader horizons and look at the  
world instead of being limited with boundaries of Turkey. So I thought of maybe  
getting out of Turkey and learning new skills in one way or another would be a  
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good thing for my future and in 1950 I decided to go to Sweden because I was  
offered a work in a Swedish factory as a welder. I took it because I thought from  
being a welder I would develop my skills and eventually I would learn some  
technical skills that would give me the opportunity to become an industrialist already at  
that time I could see myself as an industrialist. So I went to Sweden as welder first  
then as a draftsmen in the drawing room for ventilators and fans and heaters and  
coolers and industrial equipment. Then in 1954 I came back to Turkey and  
thought that it was time to start working as a contractor for the governmental  
institutions for the factories, for textile industry, and what was very lucky for me  
was a very right time when Turkey had just started developing its industry and needed 
investments.  The  right place and I thought if I’m the right man I will succeed. 
Victoria: If you could now tell us your favorite, proudest moment of being Jewish in  
Turkey? 
  
Alaton: All through these years that I’ve developed a company in the right course and we  
have become acceptably large company and with a very good reputation and a  
very good name behind I have also developed my contacts with the Turkish  
community at large and I’m actually since many many years very often on TV or  
I write articles in the media or I’m interviewed both in Turkey and abroad so I  
have become a kind of a prominent person who brings the messages of an industrialist,  
Turkish industrialist, to the Turkish community and to the worlds. And of course  
everybody knows that I am not a Muslim that I am Jewish and I never hide it. On  
the contrary, at every opportunity I make a point of saying that I’m of Jewish  
origin but a Turkish citizen. And all through these years every time I have a TV  
program or I have an article in the media; I get complimentary messages, through  
the fax or telephone, or e-mail now. Practically, always very positive results and  
once in awhile I get a very rewarding remark saying that if we would have ten  
people like you Mr. Alaton, Turkey would have a totally different image. And  
then when it comes to my being Jewish there will come a message through the e- 
mail or through the fax saying I will not exchange you a Jewish origin, Turkish  
citizen, for one thousand Muslim Turkish citizens. This comes from Muslim  
people. Which means that after all in Turkey there is no anti-Semitism what so  
ever. I always say that people are very neutral, very friendly towards the  
minorities and make absolutely no differentiation so Turkey is one of the very  
few, if maybe on of the exceptional countries in the world where you will not  
encounter anti-Semitism. 
  
  
  
Victoria: Did your father live long enough to see the success of the company? 
  
  
  
Alaton: My father was a broken man when he came back and he never could admit or  
accept the failure of his life, which was caused by the government. And once  
when I asked him "Why didn’t you start anew, from scratch, from zero? Many  
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people did." He said, "If you betray your country, eventually the country will  
hang you, will kill you, but if the country betrays you what do you do? You  
cannot hang the country, you cannot kill the country." So, he felt betrayed by the  
country he belonged to or the state he was living and that is why this  
disappointment, this disenchantment, this big shock that he went through, made  
him a broken man for the rest of his life and he died relatively young, we were  
still on the way up. Of course we had already started having a few successes as a  
businessman, and having the first factory being built because he was in the ground  
laying ceremony and I gave him the honor of being the person who puts the first  
stone for the building of our first factory and he was crying on that day, he was so  
moved he was so touched….But… 
  
  
  
Victoria: So, he did live to see the beginning of Alarko. 
  
  
  
Alaton: He did, my father did live to see at least the beginning of Alarko, but it was still 
a very small company at the time when he died. 
  
  
  
Victoria: How do you feel today? Do you feel he is somewhere feeling very proud? 
  
  
  
Alaton: No doubt he would have been very proud and there is an ambivalence in this  
situation when I analyze it I have no grudge what so ever for whatever happened  
in my life, and even in his life, because I have come to make peace with myself,  
with the Turkish State, and even with whatever happened during that time of my  
life. Because if you start life as the son of a well to do business man who imports  
yarn from England, and he’s relatively wealthy and you start as his son, then you  
start from a certain point in life and you try to outsmart your father or to prove that you 
are better than your father. But as it happened so he was ruined and so I had to start from 
scratch, from zero. Where do you go from zero? You cannot go to the minus, so you have 
to go upwards, one way of describing what is happiness is in life? How do you become 
happy? How do you become fulfilled, how do you become happy throughout your life all  
the time? It is for your condition today is slightly better than the condition of  
your life yesterday. And if your expectations of tomorrow are seeming to be  
better than conditions of today. So this is another description of happiness. So  
coming from nowhere, starting from zero, from scratch, you just take small steps  
upwards [o.s.]  so you become happy or at least happy with yourself for the rest of your  
life. And that is why I’m not marked by whatever happened in my young life. On  
the contrary, I think it was a blessing in disguise to make me more philosophical to  
accept the conditions as they are and even to be thankful to God and Country  
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because it could be worse, I could be born as a German Jew and today I would be  
extinct. I would probably end my life as a child in one of the concentration camps  
of Hitler. So, I still consider myself a very lucky man, a man who has been  
fortunate, a man who is blessed by God and cherished by my parents. 
  
  
  
Victoria: Is there anything I haven’t asked you that you feel you want to say. About the  
relationship of the Jewish community in Turkey, or the history of the Jewish  
community in Turkey on a large scale or a small scale? 
  
  
  
Alaton: So, when I analyze the difficult times of my life, I come to the conclusion that 
the Turkish regime was at fault and it was influenced by Hitler in their policy of  
oppressing the minorities. But after the war and since 1945, with one or two  
small idiotic exceptions that I can say are mistakes by the regime. I can easily say  
that we have a very happy life here in Turkey, a Muslim country where anti- 
Semitism is practically non-existant. Nobody cares whether you are a Muslim  
or a Jew or a Christian. It is one of the friendliest people in the world. People  
that is longing for more democracy. So the problem of today in Turkey, is not the  
relationship between the minorities’ and the majority. On the contrary, the  
problem of Turkey today is how to make the regime in Ankara understand that it  
is time for Turkey and the Turkish people to embrace democracy, to respect  
human rights and get rid of the disasters we have lived through the last twenty  
years in the southeast by oppressing the people who wants to have the right to  
speak their own language or respect their own values, so, this will be a time for a  
search for democracy where all the Turkish people unite whether they be  
Muslims, Jews or Christians. There will be one and the same goal. Search for  
democracy, search for a new system where human rights are respected and there  
will be no more injustice. 
  
  
  
  
Victoria: Thank you. 
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