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Like many young men of my father's generation, Baba was engaged with an
occupation that would contribute to the building of Iran's modern infrastructure:
engineering. His father encouraged him to take part in Iran, to move beyond his desire
to be elsewhere and to contribute. His brother George became a soldier, but my
father, ever rebellious and incapable of obedience, pursued his education. By the time
my father reached adulthood, Iran's oil deposits had been "discovered" and were being
well-exploited, first under the D'Arcy concession by Britain, and then later extracted
by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (which would later become British Petroleum).
These oil reserves lay the foundation for a rapid effort at centralising Iran's
government and the building of roads, cities, and expanding the reach of the railroads.
My father, like many young men who graduated from the newly established Tehran
University, were being groomed to undertake Iran's vigorous development and
modernization under Reza Shah's leadership. Baba studied civil engineering at Tehran
University, and would become among the first of his generation to work with steam,
and then later, diesel technology. A generation earlier, many young men were being
trained in Europe, primarily at German universities, and Iran's longstanding
relationship with Germany would later prove to be a major factor in its troubled
modern history.

Iran had oil, Iran had a relationship with Germany that dated
back several decades, and for Britain, France, and the US, that
relationship posed a threat because of Nazi Germany.

By the time the Second World War had spread beyond the boundaries of Europe,
Iran, like many nations on the fringe of Europe's imperial power, had been inducted
into the war effort. Iran had oil, Iran had a relationship with Germany that dated back
several decades, and for Britain, France, and the US, that relationship posed a threat
because of Nazi Germany. In 1941, when my father was in his mid-twenties, Iran was
invaded by Russian and British troops in what would be later called, "Operation
Countenance." The Anglo-Soviet invasion had two primary goals: 1) to force the Shah
of Iran to abdicate because of his neutral stance in the war and historic ties with

Germany, and 2) to secure Iran's oil fields. Baba told me that while the invasion was a
surprise, many people knew that Iran would not be allowed to remain neutral.
Because Baba was already being enlisted as an engineer to expand Iran's railroads
prior to the invasion, he was targeted as a candidate to help build the railroads for
Iran's war effort. Under the Soviet-Anglo occupation, which would last four years,
Iran would be the primary corridor by which Allied Troops would transport munitions
to the southern front of the Soviet Union, which by 1941 was now greatly threatened
by Nazi invasion.
Baba took his role as an engineer seriously. He felt patriotic and also conflicted. He
hated the presence of foreign troops. He hated the way that despite his promotion to
Superintendent of Iranian Railroads (for its diesel transport division), my father was
taking orders from British and, later, Indian officers. "I hated the subservience of the
Indians," he told me, "I hated the way they said 'saheb, saheb, master, master' to the
British, and expected me to do the same." This was my father's first brush with the
true effects of British colonialism and something that would later leave a bitter taste
in his mouth as he watched and witnessed Iran's 20th century history unfold on the
sleeves an emerging Cold War agenda.

Photograph #1
My father with the Mohamed Reza Shah, circa 1942

Baba stands erect, proud, surrounded by what must be
Iran's Secret Service guards that flank him and the newlyestablished Mohamed Reza Shah. Baba is showing the Shah
the railroad project that has been expanded to support the
Allies in their efforts to beat back the Nazi invasion of the
Soviet Union. Baba's look is both one of pride at being seen
with the Shah. He's come close to power, and yet, he's
skeptical of this man in a military uniform. He told me much,
much later, "He (the Shah) was a spoiled, stupid man, who
usurped Iran's resources and talents for selfish reasons."
Though he is proud of what he is doing—working for Iran's
participation in the effort to beat back fascism, the occupation
of Iran would seal his desire to move west and to seek "democracy and freedom" in a
place outside what he considered Iran's stagnant future.
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Baba loved the challenge of working with diesel engines, loved the contact he got
with British, French, Russian engineers, but also disliked their patronizing attitudes
towards Iran and its people. "The occupation forced Iranians to feel that they were
being invaded all over again—like many episodes in their long past—by Arabs, by
Mongols, by Turks—many of us felt we were pawns." Baba noticed the food
shortages, the lack of provisions, the haughty attitudes of soldiers who roamed the
country and told him and other Iranians what was good for them. Baba recalled to me
the food shortages and the way that what he saw was not reported in the newspapers.
This was a country that had a politics of submission at the hands of corrupt leaders.
My father, like his brother, felt more of a patriot than ever. By the time the Shah was
forced to abdicate and his son, Mohamed Reza Shah, who was seen as less tainted by
a past relationship with Germany was installed in his place. Baba soon realised Iran's
history was being written from outside. He saw the Shah's son as a playboy, educated
and trained in Switzerland, who was groomed through privilege and power but who
had little connection to the people of his birthplace.
Baba, who had a remote admiration for the West, and for democracy in general,
began to grow more cynical as he watched his country become overrun with foreign
dignitaries, occupying soldiers, and the food resources that were being diverted to
serve the occupying army. "People starved," Baba relayed to me, "we were forced to
give over massive quantities of grain to the Russian and British troops."
But like his colleagues, he served at the behest of the occupying army and the newlyestablished king, who Baba detested. My father gave me a photograph of himself
standing beside the newly-established Shah (Photograph #1), and he told me he felt a
mix of pride and ambivalence when he was being photographed showing the Shah the
diesel engine cars Iran was using to transport munitions. "You see me," he told me
nearly four decades after the photo was taken, "I'm a prideful young man in coattails.
But inside I was angry at what was happening to Iran. I saw this Shah as being a
manufactured leader. He knew nothing and was full of false pride."

Photograph #2
My father, Alexander Karim in New York City, circa 1947

The man in the trench coat and the derby hat is my father, Alexander Karim. He
stands alone, probably on a ferry dock in the New York harbor, with the skyline of
New York behind him. It is 1947, and Baba is newly-arrived from Iran where he
came by land and boat to this metropolis of the West.
He is 32 years old, but looks small and boyish. Even a little bit vulnerable. In the
picture, he is holding the bottom of his trench coat like a boy who is unsure of where to

put his large hands, how to even pose for such a picture. And, while he is alone, there
is something anticipatory about his expression. Even while he seems lonely and alone,
he also seems certain
of where he is
standing. Perhaps the
picture was taken just
before he broke into a
smile, perhaps it is an
expression that
conveys his sense of
reckoning about being
in this place–a place he
dreamed of visiting for
many years. I wonder
too who took the
picture of him. Is it a
stranger or someone
whom he’s met and
spent time with since
arriving in New York?
Will the person taking
the picture tell him to
“say cheese” and does
my father, who speaks
some English, but is
not yet familiar with
the American
vernacular, know what
that means. Behind
him, are other tourists,
travelers, maybe
immigrants, taking in
the vista of the city.
Perhaps they are
remarking on the
height and majesty of
the Empire State
Building. Baba is
standing near it, but
not quite in front of it,
with the fog and grey
sky highlighting its
discernible and distinct
silhouette. He stands in

this spot, perhaps knowing what this picture will convey one day to his children, to
himself, that his arrival here, his determination to get here, were contained in this one
moment.
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My father worked day and night on the railroads. The effort to both expand the
railroads for munitions transport, and the effort to adapt the new diesel technology
focused his personal efforts as well as that of the close-knit network of colleagues
he'd gotten to know. "We slept little, and discussed much," he told me. "We wondered
what the fate of Iran would be." The war had shaped my father into both a patriot and
a critic. He saw this Second World War as a manifestation of the one he witnessed as
a child—both as an exercise in power and dominance, and also a manifestation of a
new cycle of history that folded the world into closer and closer proximity. But it also
left him cynical about the politics of Iran and its possibilities forever becoming

Once he was here, he felt the air free of occupation, free of a
history of meddling…

independent and democratic. After serving the railroads during the war years, my
father was sent to the United States to "study" the railroads in order to learn more
about how to utilise the new diesel technology and convert it from war-time to civilian
use. Mohamed Reza Shah sent him as a kind of engineering ambassador to the United
States, and after the end of the war, he came to the US in 1946 and rode the
railroads for a year—moving from New York to Chicago, Chicago to Milwaukee,
Milwaukee to Arizona and back. Somewhere among the pile of things that he gave to
me, I have those ticket stubs—proof of his adventures in yet another land. Once he
was here, he felt the air free of occupation, free of a history of meddling, and he
imagined himself, as he had long dreamed, "coming to America." He had dreamed of
America's big cities, paved highways—its largeness and grandeur and its democratic
legacy. He had finally arrived in 1946 and it began his process of both looking away
and looking forward to a new life as an immigrant.
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