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GRANDMA GIL WON-OK

Hon. Yonah Martin (Deputy Leader of the Opposition):
Honourable senators, I rise today to speak about a courageous
woman whom I recently had the honour to meet. She is Grandma
Gil Won-Ok, a World War II military sexual slavery survivor, or
so-called ‘‘comfort woman,’’ the euphemism that is used to
describe her and others. Grandma Gil flew from South Korea to
be in Toronto for the world premiere of the documentary The
Apology at the 2016 Hot Docs Canadian International
Documentary Festival.

The National Film Board of Canada documentary was directed
by Toronto-based filmmaker Tiffany Hsiung, Executive Producer
Anita Lee and seasoned film editor, Mary Stephen.

I wish to congratulate everyone involved in the production of
The Apology for being the second-most popular film of the
festival.

The award-winning documentary features the lives of
Grandma Gil from Korea, Grandma Cao from China and
Grandma Adela from the Philippines, who were among the
estimated 200,000 young girls and women that were forced into
military sexual slavery during World War II by the Imperial
Japanese Army.

Grandma Gil was born in Pyongyang, North Korea, and
separated from her family at the young age of 13, when she was
forcefully taken to a ‘‘comfort station’’ and held captive for five
years. Tragically, while enslaved in the comfort station, she
caught syphilis and had her uterus removed, leaving her void of

hope of having a family of her own. Ashamed and unable to
return to her home, she survived by working as a peddler on the
streets in South Korea.

Today, honourable senators, Grandma Gil — at almost
90 years of age — is mother to an adopted boy whom she
found homeless. He grew up to be a pastor and is lovingly
devoted to his mother as she is to him. She courageously rose
above her pain to become a spokesperson and leader among the
surviving grandmas. In fact, Grandma Gil recently went to the
United Nations in Geneva with 1.3 million signatures collected
from around the world urging the Secretariat of the UN Human
Rights Council to act justly on behalf of the surviving comfort
women.

Following the screening of the film, in a private moment she
clutched both my hands and said to me, ‘‘Work hard and do as
much as you can while you are ‘young,’ before you become too
old like me.’’ These words from Grandma Gil, who continues to
be a voice of truth, have been cemented into my heart and will not
be forgotten.

As we enter the seventh decade since the end of World War II,
the wounds of the surviving victims of military sexual slavery have
remained open for far too long, and they deserve the restoration
of their honour and dignity.

I hope all honourable senators will join me today in paying
tribute to Grandma Gil and all the courageous survivors of this
terrible past and honour them today.
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