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Baba was a child of war. Having been born just before the start of First World War
in France, he witnessed both the physical and economic devastation in Paris, and I'm
certain that he experienced some of the traumas of war, including being herded into a
bomb shelter with some of his neighbours. How could these events not have shaped
him? He was aware of things: death, destruction, power, and that, indeed, at the start
of a new century, the world was changing in dramatic ways. The instruments of
warplanes, bombs, and the ability to transport people by train and tank to the
battlefield haunted his nights and days. He listened to the radio and learned of the
carnage at Verdun. He translated the news for his mother into Persian and she looked
at him in disbelief. These were not the kinds of things that were supposed to happen in
the "civilized West" after all. "Some day," he told his older brother Georges, "we might
have to fight in a war. Just like the scenes in the Shahnameh—Iran's national epic.
"But we won't be holding swords," he would say.

*

*

*

After their return to Iran in what I believe was 1922 or 1923, my father
experienced a relatively quiet and privileged life. Despite the devastation in Europe, he
returned to Iran with his father who had accumulated some savings from his business
in Paris. They purchased a home, and watched as all around them, the country began
to transform itself. In 1925, Reza Shah took power in a military coup and ushered in
dramatic changes. The Shah sought to centralize and "nationalise" the nation—linking
himself and his reign with the kings of the great Iranian empire. It was the Shah who
declared that his country would no longer be called Persia, but instead chose to refer
to it as Iran. The Shah sought to modernise and equip Iran for the 20th century (often
at the expense of any semblance of a politically sophisticated modern nation-state. But
my father told me that he fully expected to exceed his father's education (which had
been only up until the 7th grade) and that he was part of a generation of men who
were being groomed for education and to help shape Iran's modern destiny. My
father's experience growing up in Paris had made him believe in destiny—his own and
his country's. While he didn't feel a hundred percent Iranian until several years into his
education, he knew he would eventually be called upon to do something important.

After all, he had been to France, seen with his own eyes, the West, the part of the
world that the Shah wanted to emulate.
Like his older brother, Georges, Baba felt compelled to participate in Iran's
unfolding history. But even as my father became educated, became more Iranian, he
still sustained his wanderlust. When he was a teenager, he read a book that made him
think about the West, about his time in Paris, and about the grandeur and openness of
America. My father could never tell me the exact title of the book, and I've looked for
it since, but he claimed it was written by Ali Dashti, and was about his time in the
United States. Dashti was writer and intellectual of some stature in modern Iran, and
my father was taken with his descriptions of the United States, its political system and
its possibilities. When he was thirteen or fourteen, he told his aunt (who lived with him
and had no children of her own) that he wanted to save money to go to the United
States. It was their little secret. He knew his father and mother would never allow
such a thing. His Aunt Batool, had been the one to tell him stories at night, and he felt
her unrelenting love and support. She agreed to keep their secret, and agreed to help
him save money for his next journey West. Throughout his teenage years, he worked
odd jobs, and collected a small savings. By the time he was eighteen, he had a plan for
the journey. One day he asked his aunt for the money that she'd kept for him. He
bought a bus ticket to go to Iraq, and from there, he intended to buy a ticket to sail by
boat to America. He packed a small bag, walked to the bus station, and boarded the
bus and sat quietly. Somehow, his father found out about the plan. (No doubt his Aunt
Batool caved in and told him, fearing for her young nephew's fate and the
responsibility that she would carry if he got
lost or worse was never heard from again).
Grandfather boarded the bus just as it was
preparing to leave, removed my father, and
scolded him for having such a crazy scheme.
"But Baba," my father said, "what about your
crazy scheme to go to Paris?" My
grandfather refused to answer.
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Baba got a harsh lecture about the need to
have an education, about the opportunities
that awaited him, about all the sacrifice my
grandfather had already made. He insisted
that my father pursue his education and
enroll at the University of Tehran. My father,

ever the dutiful son, begrudgingly did as his father told him and took the national
exams to become a student at the prestigious university. As a young man, my father
saw Iran as both a place of opportunity and a nation deeply mired in its corrupted past.
He despised the Shah, and his abuse of power, but also admired his efforts to bring
Iran into the 20th century. By the mid-1930s, my father had earned a degree in civil
engineering and was among the elite educated men of Iran who had earned a
university degree. Even though he had learned a great deal about Iran, about the need
to develop its infrastructure and modern sensibility, my father was still restless. His
sights seemed to be on one day taking that trip West.
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Baba was an exceedingly goodlooking, intelligent and I know,
charming young man. His parents
worried that he needed to settle
down with a woman, have a family,
and take root in this country in order
to calm his wanderlust. His brother
Georges had already married in his
early twenties, but my father did not
like the idea that he had to choose
one woman. After he was caught
sleeping with their housekeeper, his
father insisted that he must marry.
He was sent to see his brother in a
nearby city, and arrangements were
made for him to meet the twin sister
of his brother's wife. Although there
was strong pressure to marry, my
father liked Azar. She was beautiful
and from a good family, and since his
brother had already chosen to marry
the sister, my father conceded that
she was a good choice. The two were
married, and shortly thereafter
World War II began.

