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Simon Waldman’s Looking for Elsewhere: The Jews of Turkey Then and Now is extraordinary. I was mesmerized by it, starting with the very first pages. With the careful eye of a historian, Waldman has pulled back the curtain on a community about which far too little is known. The combination of Waldman’s meticulous research, eye for detail, and personal experiences has produced a volume that tells a fascinating and poignant tale, from which academic specialists, the policy community, and the general reader will value.
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Simon Waldman’s book offers a rare blend of insider familiarity and outsider curiosity, and moves through Istanbul’s dwindling Jewish community with irony, affection, and historical insight while encountering tradition-bound rabbis, nostalgic elders, and the ghosts of pogroms and conspiracies. This is a fun and thoughtful book about what it means to be Jewish in Turkey, and what gets lost when a community is forced to recede into the margins of national life.
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Simon Waldman brings human warmth and humour to the story of a tragedy: the slow decline of Turkey’s Jewish community. With the unique perspective of an insider-outsider, Waldman chronicles the lives of this tiny, disappearing minority and offers bittersweet insight into the experience of being Jew outside Israel post-October 7.
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Simon Waldman brings the reality of Jewish life in Turkey to us as he sees and feels it from its history to present day. He takes on the conspiracy theories, the real economic situation, and politics around Jews and Israel and helps us understand the large emigration of Jews from Turkey. This is an engrossing read about a little understood part of Turkish history, politics, and society of a once vibrant and now disappearing community of Turkey. This book has much to give to many.
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Author’s Note

This book is an exploration of the Jews of Turkey. It is a subjective account which examines the present as well as the past of what was once a thriving but now tiny community. I do not claim it to be exhaustive. Instead, this book investigates what it means to be Jewish in Turkey and beyond by focusing on history, memory, language, and culture. This is told through my voice and my own recollections plus the stories, perspectives, and opinions of the people I have met and those who have written, researched, and documented the topic.

I wrote this book while living in Istanbul. All the characters and individuals mentioned are real, but on some occasions, it was decided to change their names to protect their identities.







Chapter 1

Hoping for a Minyan: Attending a Synagogue Service in Istanbul

We’ve done the calculations, weighed up the pros and cons, and it seems settled; we’re sending Oren, our five-year-old son, to the Jewish School in Istanbul, Turkey. The school performs well, has a decent reputation, and is not too far away from home. It’s also affordable (just about) and my wife, Rivka, went there when she was a child. But I still feel hesitant. I’m worried that going to a Jewish school might set my little boy on the path to religiosity.

I express my concerns to Rivka. It’s early evening and I hear the Ezan calling the Muslim faithful to prayer from a mosque not too far away from where we sit on our balcony. I look at the green hedges and the pollen floating from the trees on this spring Istanbul afternoon, knowing that hay fever is immanent. Rivka hears me out. Smiling, she leans forward and rests the chin of her dark olive-skinned face on top of her clasped hands. She smiles and reminds me that she went to that school and so did many others who did not become religious. More importantly, she adds, going to the school is also about being part of the community.

“And what about you?” Rivka asks, looking intently into my eyes. “What exactly makes you Jewish? What kind of identity do you want to pass on to your son? And you’ve been here for more than a couple of years, where’s your sense of community?”

I’m taken aback. I stop and start some feeble response but give up.

“Why don’t you go to a synagogue service with my dad?” she asks.

“No way!” I say, shaking my head and looking away.


“Why not? At least that way you’ll get to meet a few people. And aren’t you curious what a service is like in Turkey, what’s similar, what’s different, who goes? I think you’ll get a lot out of it. Dad would love to take you. He always asks if you’d like to join.”

I tell her that I’ll give it some thought.

My father-in-law, Shlomo, has a poker face. Almost. He purses his lips and looks left when he is disappointed, but he presses his lips together and glances sideways when he’s happy. He gives a long shrug upon receiving news of a business setback but lifts his shoulders and opens his arms when luck comes his way. He nods when he agrees and bows when he disagrees. His thick brown eyebrows rarely move, and his eyes are hidden by the lenses of his bifocals.

But I like to think he is happy. I have agreed to accompany him next Saturday to Shabbat morning and evening service at his synagogue in the well-to-do Istanbul neighborhood of Yenikoy, by the banks of the Bosphorus, the narrow passageway that links the Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara and then into the Mediterranean. This is one of Istanbul’s places to be seen and everyone wants to be here, Istanbulites, that is. Yenikoy is far away from the great tourist attractions of the Blue Mosque and the Grand Bazaar with their aroma of the Orient that seem irresistible to many a visitor, eliciting notions of magic lamps, flying carpets, and sexual adventures. The cries from the Ezan commanding the Muslim faithful to prayer indicate, if not an exoticness, then a reminder to Western tourists that they are far away from home.

I like to stroll behind the main drag and marvel at Yenikoy’s historic wooden homes. Some are well kept, others refurbished, and a few are in disrepair. I imagine what the neighborhood would have been like during the turn of the last century when many of these homes were built. My favorite is the pristine four storied Ahmed Afif Pasha waterside house with its onion-shaped dome and cream colored façade. Its original owner was an Ottoman minister whose wife was the daughter of Sultan Abdulmecid I, the nineteenth-century ruler who initiated a process of reforms in a bid to reverse the declining fortunes of his empire. Legend has it that in 1933 Agatha Christie stayed there overnight when writing Murder on the Orient Express.

My father-in-law, Shlomo, is the Yenikoy Synagogue’s Hazzan. His role is to lead the congregation in songful prayer. My attendance during the evening service would increase the chances of having a minyan. According to Jewish law, for a service to go ahead with all the necessary obligations, there must be at least ten men present, a minyan. A generation ago the possibility that service would be canceled because of a lack of worshipers was inconceivable; today it is a weekly concern.

The Jewish Community of Istanbul is no larger than 15,000 individuals, perhaps fewer. Just before World War I, when the Ottoman lands extended from what is now Turkey, Mesopotamia, the Levant and parts of the Balkans, the Jewish community stood at about 150,000. When the modern Republic of Turkey was established in 1923, that number dwindled to 85,000; today the community is a shadow of its former self.

Even my participation in the service does not guarantee that the prerequisite decemvirate will be present. To increase the chances, my cousin-in-law, Ezer, a secular, football obsessed, thirty-something, with a Muslim wife, is also coming along. At least he’s supposed to.

I’m hoping that Ezer doesn’t let me down. I’d like a familiar face sitting next to me during the service. Truth be told, I’m more than just a little apprehensive about attending service. I don’t like going to synagogues unless they are museums, never have. At my parents’ synagogue, it was mandatory for boys to go to Saturday service with their families for one year before their rite of passage Bar Mitzvah ceremony at the age of 13. On the day of my Bar Mitzvah, having read my portion of the Torah in Hebrew, and with the ark that holds the holy scrolls closed and locked with a silver key, I sat with my family counting down the seconds for my party to commence. The Rabbi said a few words, as was custom. Keeping with the synagogue’s tradition, the Rabbi gave me my own prayer book. However, the Rabbi told the congregation that he should have got me an umbrella because at least it would get opened. And he was right. Newbury Park Synagogue, just off Eastern Avenue, the crossroads between East London and Essex, from where the central London skyline was clearly visible beckoning one to come closer, never saw me again. And I have never set foot in a synagogue again except for a couple of weddings. One of which was my own.

Call me a nonbeliever, secular, or deeply agnostic, I will accept such labels. But I’m still a Jew. There’s the old joke which goes that in Belfast, during the height of The Troubles, gunmen burst into a pub and shout, “Catholics to the left, Protestants to the right.” Everyone moves as instructed except for one man who remains sitting in the middle of the bar sipping his Guinness. One of the gunmen approaches him and says, “Hey you, are you Catholic or Protestant?” “I’m an atheist” the man responds. The gunman pauses for a second, but then replies, “alright, but are you a Catholic atheist or a Protestant atheist?”

I’m a Jewish atheist.

But don’t get me wrong, I have a very keen interest in the Jewish Bible. Not only am I well versed in scripture, biblical stories, and their interpretations, but I am also fascinated by source scholarship and biblical analysis in relation to the ways and practices of ancient societies. And what’s there not to like about the multitude of explanations of biblical stories and their moral interpretations and justifications, and how they fit into their social, political, and regional context?


But there’s also something personal about my interest in biblical scholarship and Jewish history. My parents are not religious. They express their Jewishness through Zionism, support for Israel, and their interest in Jewish history, my father especially. His knowledge of Jewish affairs is almost encyclopedic. Ask him about antisemitism in, say, Canada, and he’ll tell you about how the Ku Klux Klan gained a foothold in the province of Saskatchewan during the 1920s and go on to detail events that took place in Ontario and Quebec during the 1930s and 1940s. Ask him about the Jews of Greece and you’ll get the lowdown from antiquity until the Holocaust. Ask him about the Jews during the time of the Crusades and, well, let’s just say that I warned you!

If I am not a Zionist but only interested in Zionism as a subject of scholarship, and I’m not religious, then what makes me Jewish and what traditions can I pass onto my son?

This leads me back to my father-in-law whose Jewishness is secure in his faith. During our weekly family Friday night dinners, I sometimes, actually quite often, tease him and ask him in bad Turkish, requiring my wife to jump in to lend a helping translating hand, a difficult question such as, “Why did God punish the Israelites for worshiping the Golden Calf at the foot of Mount Sinai, after all, they had not yet been given the Ten Commandments—is it fair to punish a people for breaking a law that they hadn’t yet received?” Sometimes my poor, pious father-in-law will attempt some explanation, but mostly wring his hands, and, in a hopeless gesture of defeat, declare with a sigh, “You either believe or you don’t.”

My father-in-law is deeply religious and obeys the Jewish dietary laws of Kashrut—he doesn’t mix meat with dairy or eat animals considered unclean such as pork, and he buys only products strictly marked kosher. He observes the Sabbath and ceases from engaging in activities such as working, driving, or using electricity on Saturdays. Yet, he is unlike most religious people I know, Jewish or otherwise.

Although politically he is slightly conservative, in deed he is of a liberal disposition. “Each to his own” and “it is not one’s place to judge” are his deeply held views. He doesn’t criticize Jews like me or his daughter, my wife, who choose to live secular lifestyles. He also has a common sense approach to religion, obeying the spirit of the law and the letter within reason. For example, a year or so ago as he was walking back from synagogue on the Sabbath, he saw his son and grandson walking towards him. His grandson ran up to him, and upon their embrace, Shlomo hoisted up the little boy, flinging him into the air. One member of the congregation remarked, quite seriously, that Shlomo had just broken the laws of the Sabbath—thou shall not lift or something along those lines; Shlomo simply laughed this off. At the time I added that God was too busy ignoring civilian deaths in Syria and Ukraine. But even this kind of comment Shlomo takes on the chin. He accepts that this is my opinion and that I’m absolutely entitled to have it.

I wonder where Shlomo developed this attitude? Perhaps he represents a type of Turkish orthodox Judaism which is accepting of secular Jewish views and lifestyles. Over Friday night dinner where it is customary for a family to eat together to mark the beginning of the Sabbath, I do what I normally do—ask questions (I have heard it said that acquisitiveness is a Jewish trait). I ask Shlomo about his teacher, Nesim Behar, a Turkish Rabbi I have heard of but know little about.

Shlomo is chomping away at his grilled fish when I ask, “Was Nesim Behar tolerant of non-practicing Jews?”

Shlomo bursts out laughing, a sight one doesn’t see too often. He often smiles but rarely chuckles. When a joke is told, he nods at the punchline. His laughter soon gives way to a couple of coughs and a straight face.


“He wasn’t too fond of secular Jews. Rabbi Nesim Behar was a great religious scholar and teacher, but let’s just say he was rigid and strict in his views.”

Shlomo goes back to work on his plate. He’s finished with the fish and ready for the meatballs wrapped in grilled aubergine. Shlomo, who is pretty tall for a Turk, standing at six-foot-two when the national average is five inches shorter, has a dark olive complexion and eyes that are pensive in thought. His main profession is in the textile trade, but he never talks about it. He supplements his work by teaching Bar Mitzvah kids and leading synagogue services which he often talks about.

But Shlomo’s answer about his teacher left me confused. If this Nesim Behar was strict in his interpretations of Jewish law, how is it that Shlomo didn’t inherit his teacher’s views? I ask him. Again, he chuckles.

“They say that Moses, the most important prophet of the Lord, the one that God chose to receive the holy commandments, had two sons who were the opposite of his likeness. I’m the opposite of my teacher.” And Shlomo and his wife share a brief look, one of knowing and understanding that I couldn’t even begin to unravel. I accept Shlomo’s answer. How often do we imitate our fathers and teachers and reject them at the same time?

But Shlomo is not completely dismissive of his teacher.

“Nesim Behar was learned in everything from religious practice to interpretation. He was highly influential in matters not only pertaining to ritual and lifestyle but also on how to read from the Torah and how to sing and to pray,” Shlomo says, moving onto the roast chicken, “Rabbi Nesim Behar was so influential that you take anyone prominent in the community today—the Chief Rabbi, me, you name him—and he was trained by Nesim Behar.”

So, Shlomo leads service and prayers in the way Rabbi Nesim Behar would have wanted, yet rejects his negative views about others who choose not to keep kosher or observe the Sabbath. I like him for that.

And Shlomo likes me, too, or at least I think he does. He appreciates that despite my atheism and my apparent excesses, I am Jewish. By excesses, I don’t mean real extravagances by any stretch of the imagination. I have no penchant for fast cars, expensive watches, or gourmet food, although I do make sure that the cut of my suit remains sharp. But he and his wife don’t understand how I can open a big bag of crisps and finish it in a single sitting—for them it would last all week. Or how I can pay for baggage on a low-cost flight rather than just travel light, or why I would take a taxi during the height of the summer when I can save money by taking the bus despite it being crowded, without air conditioning and 35 degrees. Jewish puritans I silently call them.

But still, their daughter married a Jew, non-practicing and non-believing, but a Jew all the same, and is someone who loves and adores his daughter and is a good father to their grandson. I also show respect. When we eat Friday night meals, and they pray before tucking in, I say nothing and look downwards. Although my conversation and questions may certainly be annoying, they are at least appropriate for the setting. I am sure they prefer talking about Judaism over Shabbat dinner than trivial issues or even the economy which dominates every household in Turkey, Jewish or otherwise, as the Lira continues to tumble against all major currencies and inflation reaches triple figures.

It is early Saturday morning, and I have come to meet Shlomo at his home in Yenikoy. Even though it is just 7:30, I feel the sun’s heat and the beginning of the 30-degree day that Weather.com has predicted. The crows argue with the seagulls above the tall trees that line the main street that runs through Yenikoy where Western oriented Turks with disposable cash go to eat infinitely large breakfast plates with every type of cheese and dip imaginable. But not this early in the morning. Now the sound of the garbage collectors interrupts the silence and the dust from the skips they have picked up drifts towards the coffee shops, bars, and restaurants. A waiter having a cigarette break before the breakfast crowd arrives sighs while staring into his mobile device; a street sweeper collects fallen leaves and a noisy Coke can. The sun peeks through the line of trees.

Our walk is short yet brisk. We pass a crowd of cyclists who have gathered around a trendy concept store, a cycle shop that sells coffees and pastries. Sandwiched next to a waffle stand and a steakhouse is a tiny building. It is non-descript yet stands out because it is the only structure on the road that is not a shop or restaurant. Only a sharp eye would notice the six-pointed Stars of David engraved into the two-story building with white-washed walls with Moorish style windows and a light brown wooden door. Shlomo says hello to the security guard. Just before we enter, I get a text from Ezer. He’s not going to make it. He forgot about his brunch rendezvous with his wife after his morning jog. He also has a football match in the evening. His team, Fenerbahce, is the tribe to which Ezer belongs. I don’t think he has ever missed a match, a ritual he’s not about to break. Before I can reply to his text, there is another security threshold. If I were not with Shlomo, I would not have been able to enter. The men on duty won’t take the risk of letting in a stranger. For good reason too. In 1986, members of the Abu Nidal terrorist group burst through Istanbul’s Neve Shalom synagogue and opened fire killing 22 worshipers. In 2003, a local faction of al-Qaeda bombed the same synagogue, along with another synagogue not too far away, leaving scores of dead bodies under the rubble.

The Jewish community of Turkey is small. However, the lack of Jews in the country, barely making up 0.1 percent of the population, has not reduced cases or incidences of anti-Semitism. In addition to physical attacks, there have been all kinds of verbal cases of Judeophobia expressed through conspiracy theories, a curious case of anti-Semitism without the actual presence of Semites. Such conspiracies tell of a Jewish cabal during the twilight of the Ottoman Empire who conspired to bring down the Empire. They continue their nefarious deeds to this day to ensure that Turkey does not gain its rightful place among the great powers of the world. Some blatant conspiracies can be seen in mainstream media, including pro-government and conservative outlets as well as those of the opposition.

During World War II, while Ankara attempted to maintain neutrality, yet struggled to manage a fledgling economy, the state initiated a capital wealth tax against minorities. This was a deliberate attempt to “Turkify” the economy. Jews, Greeks, and Armenians were levied taxes up to eight times higher than their Muslim counterparts. Those unable to pay were sent to labor camps. In one fell swoop the centralized power of the state eradicated the wealth of the Jewish community, leading many to leave the country. Another reason why many fled was the 1955 Pogrom. Although directed primarily at Greek houses and businesses after it was rumored that the historical home of Turkey’s founder, Kemal-Ataturk, located in Thessaloniki, Greece, had been desecrated, many Armenian and Jewish targets were also attacked and pillaged. According to one estimate based on case records, over 4,000 homes, 1000 places of business, 73 Churches, one synagogue and 26 schools were attacked as well as over 5,000 other targets such as bars and hotels. In a newspaper interview several years ago, Ralf Arditti, who was then ten years-old and a member of the Jewish community, recalled that in the middle of the night his father awoke the family and took them elsewhere because a mob of Turks with sticks and clubs was approaching. A Jewish woman, Lydia Franco Albukrek, who was then only nine-years-old, recalled that her father’s shop was attacked. The following morning, the central Istiklal street of Istanbul was littered with items from ransacked shops owned by minorities. Her family left for Italy.

Inside, the Yenikoy synagogue feels like a sanctuary from the heat outside. It is cool and small and relaxed and empty. I place a kippah on my head before we enter the main prayer hall. Inside we are just eight men. I wonder if we will make the necessary ten. I take a seat inside. I look around. The room is tiny. It’s the smallest synagogue I have ever visited. It is smaller than the prayer chapel of Harris Manchester, my Oxford college, and I estimate that it can’t be much bigger than 60 square meters. Yet, it has seating for perhaps as many as 35 worshippers plus a few on the tiny balcony for women—in this orthodox synagogue men and women are separated. The ceiling is high, the walls are white, the seats are made of dark wood—walnut is my guess, but I don’t really know, with thin red velvet covers. At the front of the synagogue there is a step and then a podium which doesn’t face the congregation but towards the Ark, the resting place of the Torah. The Ark is really just a cupboard, the inside of which are the five books of Moses. They are handwritten scrolls inked by a single scribe who is not permitted to make even one mistake or be obliged to start again from the beginning. One of the scrolls will be opened and read during the service.

Prayer book in hand, I take a seat near to the middle of the synagogue. Sitting two seats away is a middle-aged man with dark hair, rough skin, and eyes that seem to suggest that he had had a late night and had struggled to make it to the service on time. He says Shabbat Shalom, and I wish him the same back.

“You’re Shlomo’s son-in law?” he asks in English. And I’m glad he speaks English because my Turkish is not progressing as well as it should; I speak the way Arnold Schwarzenegger did during his 1980s movies. “I’m Dani, nice to meet you,” he says while offering me his hand.

Dani tells me that the synagogue was built during the nineteenth century and originally belonged to the Kamondo family, a famous Jewish family who, after the Spanish expulsion of the Jews in 1492, first went to Venice and then to Turkey and made their fortune in banking. Then, they moved to France. The family’s line came to a tragic end after Nissim Kamondo was killed in aerial combat during World War I, and then the remaining members of the family, residents of France, were murdered in Auschwitz during World War II. However, there are many monuments in Istanbul marking the contributions of the Kamondo family and its most prominent patriarch, Count Abraham Salomon Kamondo, such as the pedestrian Kamondo steps in the district of Galata and the Kamondo Palace, a stunningly beautiful building which currently houses the offices of the Turkish Navy. The other contribution is the very synagogue I am sitting in. Dani tells me he tries to attend at least twice a month but sacrificing Saturday morning isn’t easy. I ask him why, but he avoids the question. He changes the subject to football. He asks which team I support and when I answer Tottenham Hotspur, he is happy.

“I thought so! It’s a Jewish club, right, supporters and owners? I follow Spurs closely. What a season for Son. Let’s hope we never sell him.” By saying “we,” this man, who lives thousands of miles away and has never been to a Spurs match, nor had visited White Hart Lane or the recently built stadium and seen how the surrounding neighborhood transforms on matchday, and probably doesn’t realize that other London clubs such as Arsenal and Chelsea have just as many Jewish fans, has identified with the team that has a reputation of being Jewish.

More worshipers enter and give me either a nod or quick handshake as they take their seats. They’ve either realized that I’m Shlomo’s son-in-law or are displaying Turkey’s famed welcoming spirit to strangers. Then the Rabbi enters, and I count that we are at least 20, plus three women in the balcony.

The service begins and after five minutes I am already lost. I don’t pray and I don’t try or pretend to do so. Instead, I practice reading the Hebrew. I look up and notice the synagogue’s Rabbi is sitting down next to the lectern while Shlomo leads the prayers. The Rabbi, who is five-foot seven, dark complexioned with alert and attentive eyes, gives me a smile. He is surprised to see me. I have met him once before. My wife and I were invited to his house for dinner. Although I have forgotten the occasion, I believe it was a couple of years ago when Rivka and I had only recently been married. Somewhere between the main course and dessert, and after the small talk about places he had visited in London, the Rabbi asked me if I would come to service. I told him no because I am not religious.

“Neither am I,” he declared in a voice that dared me to disagree. “Do I look religious to you?” He gestured his arms outwards and then towards himself, expecting me to respond in the negative. I thought about the prayer before the meal, the religious iconography in the house, and the strictly kosher food on the table. “Yes,” I replied, “I think you are very religious!”

“If you think this is religious, you haven’t seen anything my friend. Listen, come to service. You’re a Jew and Jews go to service.”

“It wouldn’t be honest of me,” I responded, emboldened from my second glass of wine and a little irritated that my kind declination was not and probably wouldn’t be accepted. “I don’t believe in God. I’m Jewish but I’m also an atheist. I don’t believe in anything without demonstrable evidence, and from my perspective, God is just a hypothesis.”

The Rabbi, apparently for the first time I have been told, was left speechless. He took out a freshly ironed blue handkerchief from his suit breast pocket, and, wiping his face and then his glasses, let out a quiet sigh. He didn’t speak another word to me for the rest of the night.

So, the Rabbi is no doubt surprised to see me. Later in the service when the Rabbi, the Hazzan, and those who have been called forth to lead the prayer have read the daily portion of the Torah and are walking around the tiny synagogue and shaking hands with those who have attended and wishing them Shabbat Shalom, he takes my hand and says with a wry smile, “good Shabbos” and then gives me a wink as he goes off on his way. I must confess this is quite a shrewd move on his part. His mispronunciation of the Sabbath greeting was deliberate and an imitation of Jews from East European or the Anglo world who say, “gut Shabbos” or “good Shabbos” rather than the proper “Shabbat Shalom.” Due to the influence of Yiddish in Eastern Europe, the letter T in the Hebrew alphabet was often replaced by an S sound so Shabbat becomes Shabbos. As a result of this and other small idiosyncrasies owing to Yiddish influences in Europe, the Hebrew spoken in Sephardic communities—Jews whose origin is from Spain, such as the Jewish community in Turkey, is considered richer and of a higher pedigree.

Towards the end, the Rabbi asks the congregation who will be attending evening service to mark the end of Shabbat to see if there are ten. There is a head count. Nine hands are raised. I timidly put up mine. It is noticed. The number is now exactly ten. Service with all its obligations will go ahead.

Immediately after the service, I am accosted by a five-foot three, middle-aged woman speaking perfect English. She introduces herself as Leah.

“Wow, another Ashkenazi, finally I’m not the only one!” says Leah as we make our way out of the synagogue and walk along the sun drenched Yenikoy street, which is filling up with breakfasters as the sounds of purring expresso machines and milk steamers permeate the air. By Ashkenazi Leah is referring to Jews of Central or East European descent, as opposed to Mizrahi whose origins are the Middle East and parts of North Africa, and Sephardi, Jews, like the majority of those in Turkey, who claim ancestry from the Iberian Peninsula. Upon the expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492, many sailed to the Ottoman Empire.


“You sound British!” I remark over the clattering of porcelain. Watching waiters with plates of eggs, white cheese, freshly baked bread, and small plates with honey, jam, and preserves, remind me that I am hungry.

“I’m from Essex. Colchester to be exact,” Leah declares, her face lighting up, as we walk out of the synagogue.

Leah, who has dark hair with slightly pale skin and a mouth that seems to want to permanently smile, explains that she came to Turkey 20 years ago to teach English at one of the international schools. She fell in love with a young man from the Jewish community, and, next thing you know, they were married with two children. Her husband walks next to her. He is tall, dark, and enjoying the sunshine. He is animated when he talks, but doesn’t get much of a chance after his wife has just met a fellow Brit. Their son is also with us. I noticed him during the service. He read out some prayers and I was impressed with his Hebrew. He is a religious boy, or perhaps I should say young man as his emerging moustache indicates mid-adolescence. His Turkish is fluent when he speaks to his dad, and then he switches to a home country accent when he joins our conversation. He looks like his mother with that wide smile and sparkling white teeth. He confirms everything his mum tells me with a happy grin and a few extra words for clarity. He studies at the Jewish high school—the only one in the whole country and connected to the primary school where I will send my son. He knows English, Turkish and Hebrew but also studies Spanish at school. Leah wants him to be fluent in Spanish.

“Languages are the key,” she declares. “Right now, he only knows three. I wish he would focus more on his Spanish. It will help with French and Italian later.” Indeed, Leah has an international outlook. Her eldest, her daughter is studying in Israel. With a Jewish community as small as the one in Turkey, she wants her children to have options, and the key to that, she figures, is languages and a bunch of As on a high school transcript.

Although international, Leah has a homely manner about her. She says she misses England and can’t wait to jump onto their flight booked for late summer. I ask her what she misses about England.

“Oh, everything!” Leah declares, widening her eyes to match her smile. But above all she actually misses the food and lists Jewish delicacy after delicacy: bagels stuffed with smoked salmon and cream cheese, Brick Lane salt beef, rugelach, and other similar types of Jewish pastries. But that’s not totally fair. Leah also misses her sister, and by the way she speaks of her—all her news about England starts with the line “my sister told me…” indicates that they must talk often. Food and family, I can relate to this. It is what I miss too. Leah asks if I will come to service again, and I hesitate. I tell her I’m not that religious and that I can barely follow the service.

“I’m also not very practicing,” she says. However, there’s something about the ease that she has in being in a synagogue, like she belongs, that leads me to view her as pious, even if there may be others who are more observant. We soon get to a turning and Leah and her family wave goodbye. We promise to stay in touch.

I meet Shlomo at 19:30. We are running early so we stroll to the synagogue for evening service. Yenikoy has transformed. The sun hangs low over the Bosphorus, not yet set but dipping low and barely visible behind the tall trees which line the neighborhood, shading coffee sippers, beer guzzlers, and early evening diners who have flocked to the neighborhood, filling it with laughter from groups of young people smoking cigarettes without a care for the future. When we approach the synagogue, I notice that the outside tables of the neighboring restaurant have spilled over into the space in front of the synagogue. Shlomo’s nonchalant reaction indicates that this is normal.

No sooner do I step inside the synagogue when I hear the voice of the Rabbi with its elevated pitch and nasal intonation. The service hasn’t started yet; this is the study group. As I peer inside the synagogue hall, I see the Rabbi behind a makeshift table, papers all about with the Bible opened somewhere near the middle. Seven other men are listening to him speak and I can’t make out if it’s a seminar or lecture. They are debating the meaning of this week’s Torah portion, or rather listening to the Rabbi and trying to get a word in. “Come in, Simon, join us,” he says motioning me to take a seat. Shlomo enters too but has a look indicating that he’s heard it all before. I take my place, listen but don’t join in. It’s in Turkish, and by the time I decipher what has been said, the topic moves on. I’m too late anyway. They are wrapping up, and the service is about to begin. The Rabbi tells me that I am the tenth person to arrive and adds that this makes me special. But just as I think that without me the full service would not go ahead, there is one final latecomer. There are 11 of us. It was a close call. I think of myself as a sort of buffer.

The Shabbat evening service is small, reserved, and intimate. Just like the morning service, after five minutes I am lost and can’t follow anymore. How is it I ask myself, that I know so much about biblical scholarship yet absolutely nothing about the act of prayer? Does this make me any less of a Jew? I pass the time by reflecting on what it means to be Jewish, especially if one is secular. Is it by being a Zionist—forging some kind of national identity by linking Jewishness with the Land of Israel? Is it through culture—finding traditions, whether it be going to service or celebrating certain festivals and passing them on? Perhaps it is language—speaking Hebrew, Yiddish, or Ladino? But is language a fair indicator of identity, especially when its usage is often stripped away by external forces? Yiddish perished along with millions of its speakers in the Holocaust. Ladino, the language of many Turkish Jews—a form of Judeo-Spanish and the lingua franca of the Jews of the Ottoman Empire for many centuries, fell victim to the “Citizen, Speak Turkish” campaign, whereby, during the 1920s and 1930s, anyone heard speaking a language other than Turkish was subjected to physical abuse, assault, or arrest. Such intimidation drove the Jews to speak Turkish when outdoors or simply stay home. Ladino is spoken only by the oldest members of the community with very few younger speakers.

Perhaps identity is just some sort of intangible sense of being that, in this day and age, we take far too seriously, especially when any form of identity, whether it is based on race, ethnicity, gender, religion, or sexuality, can be deconstructed as absurd. But does that make it any less real?

I look down at my prayer book and read some of the psalms. I find them beautiful. Soon I am lost in their syntax, only to be woken with a tap on the shoulder. It is Shlomo who, flicking my prayer book to the correct page, hands me a silver key. “Would you do us the honor of opening the Ark?” I’m shocked and nervous, but I smile and accept the gesture. The Ark is the cupboard where the scrolls of the Torah are kept. Opening the Ark might sound like quite an important role; however, in reality it is minor—those reading from the scroll and carrying it have the honor. I’ve been given a simple task, but it is designed to make me a participant rather than an observer.

I make my way towards the Ark. Shlomo whispers into my ear what I should do. I unlock the door, open it, and draw back the blue velvet curtain to reveal the Torah scrolls and wait for the prayer to finish. A prayer leader then takes the scroll around the synagogue along with Shlomo and the Rabbi, but not until a few more prayers are recited. After they return, I wait for another prayer to finish, then redraw the curtain and lock the scroll away. Job done, I return to my place.


After the service, I see Dr Kandiyoti who I know. He once gave me a check-up. He approaches and we shake hands. The doctor is an elderly gentleman passed retirement age, but he still works in his clinic and is one of the country’s most respected heart specialists. A little shorter than me, and I’m not very tall, he wears a dashing gray suit and soft sports shoes. He speaks with a slight Turkish accent, but his English is impeccable.

Dr Kandiyoti is happy and in good spirits. He asks about my heart, and I tell him that it is ticking along nicely. I ask him about his family and he tells me they are well, but alas, his son is getting a divorce, a separation that upsets him, but it’s balanced by his pleasure that his daughter is soon to be remarried. Both his son and daughter live in Istanbul, and together he has four grandchildren. In this sense he is lucky and counters the trend of most members of the community who have children living, if not in Israel, then in America or Europe and often in England. They are keen to show off their familiarity of London, citing neighborhoods, West End shows, theaters and even restaurants, always asking why England doesn’t have its own cuisine to which I reply that it’s because you can’t beat a Brick Lane lamb biryani. The doctor tells me that he has been attending the synagogue for over 25 years since he moved to Sariyer, the district adjacent to Yenikoy. He finds it upsetting that the number of synagogue attendees has dropped.

“Our numbers never recovered from Covid,” he tells me, “and it doesn’t look like it will improve, even with the restrictions lifted.”

“Is it also because of the declining numbers of Jews left in Turkey?” I ask.

The doctor chuckles and places his hand on my shoulder giving me a grandfatherly smile.

“That goes without saying. We don’t even talk about that anymore. It’s just too obvious. Look at us.”


And indeed, despite the presence of the Rabbi’s son, everyone in the synagogue is of retirement age. This is an aging community. And without young people and influential scholars such as Shlomo’s old
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