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Ask the fatﬁer, and he will declare
unto thee,

Thine elders, and tﬁey will tell thee.
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TERUA Order Form

In order to receive the Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History
Journal, TERUA Volume I, please complete the form below,
enclose a check for $15.00 along with $3.00 for shipping and
handling and mail to:

Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History

P.O. Box 2543

Beverly Hills, California 90213-2543

Tel: (310) 472-3012 Info: (818) 9 08 08 08

Fax: (310) 472-3043

www. cijoh. org E-Mail: cijoh @ cijoh. org

Please print and complete:

Name

Address

Tel: () FAX:( )

[1TERUA, Volume I
[ ] Add my name to your mailing list.
[ 1 Enclosed is my donation to the Center.

[]%$26.00 [1%$52.00 [1$126.00 []$500.00
[ ] Other

To ensure success in this undertaking we need your support.






Shaun Toub

Shaun is very proud of his Persian heritage and is very
active in the community. “We have beautiful traditions and val-
ues that make us unique.” He stipulates, however, that our com-
munity puts too much emphasis on making money, not on the
passion that you should have in life. “It is more important to
go after what you love. If you love what you do, you will make
money at it because you’ll be better than everybody else.” Shaun
would also like to dispel the myth that, ... art is a taboo. Any-
thing in life that is different than what is expected is sometimes
not accepted.” Through various charity events and public speak-
ing engagements, Shaun would like to inspire the community to
embrace the arts, as the arts enhances everyday life.

Many have asked Shaun what his dreams are now that he
has realized many of his goals. Shaun replies, “Dreamers keep
on dreaming, because if you don’t dream it, you will not see it.
My dream is to one day be nominated for an Oscar, which is
an incredible honor because it would be the affirmation that my
work has touched people’s lives.”

About his philosophy in life, Shaun quotes George Burns:
“I would rather be a failure at doing something that I love, than
being a huge success doing something that I hate.” He continues,
“I hope that the future generation will be encouraged to do what
they love, because with that love they can succeed.”
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Shaun Toub

Shaun Toub: Biography

Shaun Toub was born in Iran and raised in Manchester, Eng-
land until he returned to Iran at the age of 6. When he was 14, he
moved to Switzerland, then moved to New Hampshire to finish
his last year of high school. After 2 years of college in Massa-
chusetts, Shaun transferred to USC.

Shaun has had the desire to act since he was 5 years old,
and as a child, you could find him entertaining his family and
friends - always feeling very much at home on center stage.

In 1988, Shaun was working in the Los Angeles area in
the field of real estate. During this time he met a talent agent
who was looking for some office space. Shaun and this agent
became fast friends, and one day Shaun expressed his wish to
become an actor. The agent took him seriously and asked Shaun
to “read” for him. He was very impressed with Shaun’s natural
talent and sent him on a casting call. On Shaun’s second try, he
was cast in his first role and the rest, as they say, is history. In
Shaun’s words, “Some may believe it is luck. I believe luck is
when opportunity meets preparation and I took advantage of it.”
Eight years later, Shaun has appeared in 120 television episodes
including: Hunter, The Bold and the Beautiful, Columbo, Lou-
ise and Clark, Married with Children, General Hospital, Can’t
Hurry Love and several movies made for television. He has also
had roles in feature films including: Bad Boys, Broken Arrow
and Executive Decision. Currently, Shaun is starring in a HBO
film called Path to Paradise which is scheduled to be released in
January of 1997.
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Houman Sarshar

board of the art committee that organized a fund raising auction
for the Encyclopedia Iranica, edited by Professor Ehsan Yarshat-
er. Above and beyond its financial success, the auction proved
a rather unique event representing an unprecedented collection
of works by more than ninety individual Iranian artists living in
exile as well as in Iran.

Houman is a graduate of the Gestalt Associates for Psycho-

therapy in New York, and he currently has a private psychother-
apy practice in New York City.
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Houman sarshar

Houman Sarshar: Biography

Houman Sarshar was born in Iran on June 3, 1968. He at-
tended grammar school at Lycee Razi until he moved to Los
Angeles with his family in 1978 where he continued his French
education at Le Lycee Francaise de Los Angeles. He received
his French Baccalaureate with honors in 1986. Houman has a
Bachelors of Arts in English and French Literature from UCLA,
and he is currently a candidate for a Ph.D. in comparative litera-
ture at New York’s Columbia University. For his dissertation, he
will be presenting a comparative study of patterns of revolution
in the works of Freud, Joyce and Proust.

In his academic career, Houman has focused predominantly
on issues of modernity in the West as well as Iran. Two of his
articles regarding different aspects of modernity in Persian lit-
erature will appear in 1996. The first, “From Allegory to Sym-
bol: Emblems of Nature in Nima’s Poetry” will be part of an
anthology of critical perspectives on Nima Yushij, which is to be
published in celebration of the hundredth anniversary of Nima’s
birth. The second, “A Dance into Speech; a Dance of Autority:
The Female Narrative Voice of Mahshid Amirshahi,” is to ap-
pear in a special issue of Nimeye Digar, devoted to four contem-
porary Iranian women novelists.

During the past six years in New York City, Houman has
organized a series of art shows at Columbia University and in
SoHo, displaying the works of contemporary Iranian painters
such as Nasser Ovissi, Hossein Mahjubi, Sadegh Tabrizi, Par-
viz Kalantari, and Abbas Moayeri. In 1992, Houman was on the
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Haleh Mahboubi-Gabbay

Haleh Mahboubi - Gabbay: Biography

Haleh Mahboubi was born in Tehran, Iran in October of
1969. She moved to the United States with her family in 1978.
Her education began with her enrollment at Akiba Academy ele-
mentary school. She then attended Westlake School for girls and
afterwards continued her education at the University of South-
ern California. Haleh received her Bachelors of Science degree
in Business Administration with an emphasis in Real Estate Fi-
nance. She applied her business and real estate knowledge at
Pacific Triangle Management Corporation after graduating.

Since childhood, Haleh has always had a certain passion for
poetry and literature. Although Haleh’s education and her love
for poetry were never interrelated, they each played an integral
role in her life. Although Haleh has spent most of her life in the
United States, most of her focus is primarily on Persian poetry
and literature. At this point in her life, she dedicates her time
towards learning and reciting classical and contemporary poetry.

Today, Haleh obtains great joy and satisfaction with opportu-
nities to recite poetry at various events, gatherings and on stage.
Haleh’s talent in literature, poetry and ability to appear on the
stage was discovered by her mentor and dear friend, the well
known and respected artist, Mrs. Homa Partovi.

Haleh is married to Darioush Gabbay and is blessed with a

son named Daniel. Her goal in the near future is to master the art
of literature and poetry and reach her expectations in this field.

81



Haleh Mahboubi - Gabbay

“Poetry enables me to look at the world without any bound-
aries and legalities and capture what comes close to my heart.
It gives me a sense of identity in terms of who I am and what 1
stand for in life.”




Sharona Kianmahd

down to earth.” She further goes on to say “when I sail to any
particular destination and I’m sailing against the wind, I have to
tack my boat on a zigzag or I will not reach my destination -- so
it is with life. To reach a goal sometimes I have to deviate for a
while and explore the tangents. But on the other side of the scale
I try not to maintain the same course for too long or risk missing
my mark. Instead I often try to throw myself out of my comfort
zone to grow and move forward.”
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Sharona Kianmahd

to have the chance

to pick the fruit

of every tree,

or have my share

of every sweet-imagined possibility?
Just tell me where, tell me where?

If I were only meant to tend the nest,

then why does my imagination sail,

across the mountains and the seas,

beyond the make-believe of any fairy tale?

Why have the thirst if not to drink
the wine?

And what a waste to have a taste
of things that can’t be mine?

And tell me where--

where is it written what it is 'm
meant to be,

that I can’t dare --

to find the meanings in the
mornings that I see.

Or have my share --

of every sweet-imagined possibility?
Just tell me where --

where is it written?

Tell me where --

or if it’s written anywhere?

one unexpected wind shift can capsize my boat. It truly hum-
bles you and makes you realize how life is very similar. It does
not matter what you do in life if you feel no sense of purpose,
and it can all turn upside down when you least expect it. This
ultimately teaches you the value of humility when it’s just you in
a boat and all you see is open water, it metaphorically brings you
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Sharona Kianmahd

ca coupled with many traditional unwritten rules and limitations
of their homeland.

Written by Alan and Merilyn Bergman, this song is a beauti-
ful marriage of words and music:

There’s not a morning I begin without
a thousand questions running
through my mind,

that I don’t try to find the reason
designed.

The reason why

a bird was given wings,

if not to fly

and praise the sky

with every song it sings.

What’s right or wrong,

where I belong

within the scheme of things.

And why have eyes that see and arms
that reach

unless your meant to know there’s
something more?

If not to hunger for the meaning
of it all,

then tell me what a soul is for?
Why have the wings unless your
meant to fly?

And tell me please,

why have a mind

if not to question why?

And tell me where --

where is it written what it is I'm
Meant To Be,

that I can’ dare

77



Sharona Kianmahd

various youth activities for the youth in the community to keep
them off of drugs. Having been accepted into two prestigious
internships, the United States Superior Court’s Child Abuse Di-
vision and Voice of America, she now plans to continue her proj-
ects on a larger scale.

One might think with all of her involvement she must be
manic, yet she has a calm disposition and few know that she has
been certified in sailing because of her love for the water. “There
1s so much to learn from sailing” she states. “I’ve discovered
when I’m on the water how one wrong move, one gust of wind,
one unexpected wind shift can capsize my boat. It truly humbles
you and makes you realize how life is very similar. It does not
matter what you do in life if you feel no sense of purpose, and
it can all turn upside down when you least expect it. This ulti-
mately teaches you the value of humility when it’s just you in a
boat and all you see is open water, it metaphorically brings you
down to earth.” She further goes on to say “when I sail to any
particular destination and I’m sailing against the wind, I have to
tack my boat on a zigzag or I will not reach my destination -- so
it is with life. To reach a goal sometimes I have to deviate for a
while and explore the tangents. But on the other side of the scale
I try not to maintain the same course for too long or risk missing
my mark. Instead I often try to throw myself out of my comfort
zone to grow and move forward.”

* * *

Where Is It Written? By, Alan and Marilyn Bergman

On Sunday the fourteenth of January 1996, Sharona Kian-
mahd sang the hit song from the Motion Picture Yentle entitled
Where Is It Written? 1t struck a deep cord in her heart when she
first heard the lyrics as it personified the internalized conflicts
often faced by many first generation Persian/American Women
living with the dreams and ambitions afforded to them in Ameri-
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Sharona Kianmahd

Sharona Kianmahd: Biography

Sharona Kianmahd currently a UCLA senior, majoring in
Political Science with a concentration in International Relations,
has always had theatrical interest as well, beginning with age
three with her young singing debut at her grandmother’s house,
on her personal stage -- better known as the dining room table.
The applause from members of the family kept her belting out
famous tunes until she was either exhausted because it was past
her bedtime, or the dinner table on which she sang on, had to be
set -- whichever one came first.

She began her studies in Political Science during her fresh-
man year at UCLA with the clear objective of attending law
school. A few law classes and rigorous debates later she was glad
to have trusted her instincts and knew she had found her niche.
She then began her work at the West Hollywood Detective Bu-
reau as a Detective Assistant and less than a year later was the
youngest ever to be promoted to Assistant Crime Analyst. Her
duties included relating criminal data to identify and evaluate
crime series, and patterns. She maintained effective liaison with
local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies to exchange
crime information. And would work on projects involving serial
criminals. This eventually led her to her 150 page senior thesis
A Theoretical and Comparative Study of Capital Punishment.

However, to Sharona her goals will not end with just a career
in law, for she is also a community activist. As president of her
high school’s Public Relations club, she put on such projects as
feeding the homeless, visiting convalescent homes and creating
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Divid Ghodsian

School at The Buckley School where he was a pianist for the
school orchestra. He earned The College Board designation of
AP. Scholar with Distinction in recognition of his college-level
achievement on Advance Placement Examinations. Skipping his
senior year at Buckley, David was accepted to UCLA as a soph-
omore. He attended UCLA for one year. Then he participated in
"Semester at Sea," a shipboard University program sponsored
by the University of Pittsburgh for Arts and Sciences, from Sep-
tember to December of 1993 and had classes aboard the S.S.
Universe which stopped in several countries around the world.
He graduated from UCLA with a B.A in Economics at age 19.
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David Ghodsian, 20, a student of Bruce Sutherland since
1989, began his piano studies at age eight.

In 1995, David performed Mozart Concerto No. 20 in d mi-
nor, K. 466 with the Downey Symphony. In 1994, he won first
place as well as the prize for best performance of a Transcenden-
tal Etude in the Los Angeles Liszt Competition. He performed
with the Peninsula Symphony as a result of winning second place
in the 1994 Peninsula Symphony Association Edith Knox Com-
petition as well as the prize for the audience's favorite performer
at the televised final round of that competition. In 1993, he won
the nationwide ARTS Level III Award of the National Founda-
tion for Advancement in the Arts in Miami. In 1992, he was se-
lected as one of four pianists in California by the Music Teachers
Association of California to be a Young Artist Guild winner and
he was awarded the statewide Christine Plumb Scholarship. He
has been selected to perform at the international Young Artists
Peninsula Music Festival twice. He won first place in the 1992
Open Solo and 1991 Chopin Divisions of the Southwestern
Youth Music Festival and he has won awards at The 1993 San
Jose Beethoven Competition, the 1992 Bach Division of SYMF,
the 1991 Open Solo Division of SYMF, the 1991 Brentwood-
Westwood Symphony Competition and has participated in a De-
sign for Sharing master class at UCLA. He has also performed
in master classes conducted by David Burge, Ick Choo Moon,
Marilyn Neeley, and Aube Tzerko.

From 1992-1993, David performed recitals for the Seal
Beach, Stanislaus, West Los Angeles, Pomona, Pasadena, South
Bay, Lakewood and Orange County West branches of the Music
Teachers Association of California as a Young Artist Guild win-
ner. He played at the 1992 Convention Young Artists Guild con-
cert of the MTAC. He also played a solo recital at the University
of Judaism.

In June 1992, David completed his junior year of High
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David Ghodsian: Biography

"The highlight of the evening... pianist David Ghodsian
ripped through an absolutely spectacular performance of
Mendelssohn's Piano Concerto in g minor. Only 18 years old,
Ghodsian showed a maturity, composure, and ferocity that
astounded. He is a gifted young musician with a rocksolid
technique and a tremendous facility of expression. Conduc-
tor Joseph Valenti took the first movement at quite a clip, but
Ghodsian used the speedy tempo to his advantage. What is
already a dynamic composition took on a palpable electric-
ity. The whole of the performance was utterly convincing.
Where Mendelssohn called for poetry, Ghodsian provided.
Where fireworks were called for, Ghodsian delivered and
then some."

Peter Lefevre, Daily Breeze 1994

"David Ghodsian... turned his large hands and talents to
the keyboard with a will and a way that would do credit to
artists much his senior. His Liszt Sonetto 104 Del Petrarca
revealed a large soul as well... Ghodsian gave [Shostakov-
ich's] musical full homage in its range from the tranquil to
the torrential."

Clarence Anderson, Palos Verdes Peninsula News 1992

"The Shostakovich Preludes at the hands of David Ghodsian
are spun out naturally, effortlessly, with absolute accuracy and
an especially fine sense of proportion and balance."

Michael Moreskine, The California Music Teacher 1992
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Azadeh Farahmand

of the amorous waves
of love...

was no longer full;
the night,

no longer fulfilling.
he wolves henceforth

- I you ever many,

approach her tenderly;
1s in grief.
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Azadeh Farahmand

Vacuous

A subtle need to be touched
replenished her veins,
spreading throughout her body.
Yet,

the urge of being enveloped
amidst the shelter of his arms,
into the disillusion of

finding his unextended arms,
empty...

Upon the descent of one or more droplets of dew,
a subtle wish to be kissed,

Yet,

the desire of being touched

by his emphatic gaze,

faded away

at the unraveling clash

and empty

eyes.

- Is his heart getting emptied?
- Can her heart ever be emptied?

The wolves henceforth

mourned relentlessly,

over the memory of the standing pair of rocks
which could no longer welcome

the graceful brush
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cal engineering, she switched her major to philosophy. Con-
vinced that she could no longer imagine herself an engineer, she
divorced herself from that field and discovered an unending and
deep passion in the arts and the humanities.

In 1995, she obtained her Bachelor with honors in philoso-
phy at UCLA, and will pursue graduate studies beginning the
fall of 1996. She is currently working at the UCLA’s Center for
Near Eastern Studies, researching film archives and producing
cinematography. She has been an old-time member of the “Inter-
national Social and Cultural Women’s Foundation” and has been
actively involved in organizing the celebration of the “Interna-
tional Women’s Day” for the past several years.

Drawing, oil painting, photography and playing piano have
been the realms into which she has stepped and stayed. She has
been ever-more-persistently navigating in the world of poetry,
which she started since the age of thirteen. Azadeh has recently
published select pieces in magazines, and has written lyrics for
the feature film The Broken Bridges, that is planned to be re-
leased by the summer of 96. She is currently in the process of
publishing a collection of her recent works in Persian.

You may recognize her outdoors a she frequently speaks to
sparrows, hugs trees and often pauses to bow to small and rare
flowers. She also likes wearing her glasses as they give her the
privilege of taking them off and taking a break from the world
of cars and buildings around her. Try asking her what her most
favored life style is and you will immediately hear, “...leading a
receptive, contemplative, and creative life, colored with a world
of positive imagination.” She dreams of being a teacher and
scholar from fall through spring, traveling in the summer time,
and drinking wine under eh moonlight in all seasons.

* * *
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Azadeh Farahmand: Biography

In Azadeh’s life, immigration initiated so many changes and
transitions that her history prior to coming to the United States
seems almost like a movie she once watched and never forgot. In
her early childhood she would often annoy everyone by walking
barefoot in and out of the house. She kept different kinds of birds
as she grew up and has been a pet lover ever since.

Now in Los Angeles, she does not understand why people

watch basketball games or eat popcorn in movie theaters. Her
intellectual drive is rested within a broader cosmological percep-
tion, nourished with existential wonders and moved by cultural,
historical and gender questions. She also loves dancing, feels
spirited around fire, and is a strong believer in female’s in-
tuitive power. Not surprisingly, Azadeh is vested with eccentric
habits: when too stressed, she may chew her nails; instead of
taking her car to the car wash, she often waits for rain to give
her a hand!
She listens to Carmen and the Beatles, admires Beethoven,
Chopin, Satie, Salif Keita, and falls for the voice of Mercedes
Sosa. She reads Hedayat, Beckett, Kafka; admires Nietzsche,
Heidegger and Simon De Beauvoir; and loves watching “artsy”
films with deep dialogues. Her favorite novelist is Millan Kun-
dera, whom she considers her soul mate. She also feels she owes
so much to Hafez and Ahmad Shamlou as her long time com-
panions.

Her friends and I agree that she is more of a right-brained
kind of person, even though she started out quite left-brained:
towards the end of her third year in UCLA’s engineering depart-
ment, despite her high grades and accomplishments in mechani-
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Fariborz Davoodian

Fariborz Davoodian

“The future some of us are so busy building, whether per-
sonally or the world as a whole, is only a continuation of a past
which we so often disregard.”
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Gina Barkhordar Nahai

etic's pig-headedness and his wife's secrecy, and anyone but my-
self would have given up. I went to your father many times, told
him you are my niece and I have a right to know about you, but
he was more tight-mouthed than even I could handle. Still, here
we are, finally reunited."

I stood at the open door, one hand still resting on the
knob, and watched in disbelief as bottles of rosewater and cherry
and quince syrup, bags of dried cumin and ground saffron, boxes
of halva and dates, bunches of radishes and spinach and grape-
leaves lined the shelves. She took out two fresh chickens--"too
expensive," she remarked, "but I don't cook if it's not Kosher,"--
and a canvas sack of bleached white rice: "Basmati," she showed
me the elephant design printed on the front of the sack. "From
India. Persian rice is far superior, of course, but these days you
can't get it even in Iran."

She was opening cabinets, pulling drawers, rearranging
my few dishes and learning how to work the stove. She found a
bowl I did not know I owned and filled it with cold water, soaked
a bag full of vegetables I had not seen since the days of my child-
hood in Iran, and began to sharpen my only kitchen knife by
pulling the blade against that of a table knife. Only when she felt
me about to go to the phone and call for help did she bother to
explain herself:

“I’'m staying all day,” she said. “I know you don’t want me
to, nut you’re my niece, I raised your mother, and I intend to get
to know you better. So, as long as I'm here and you look like
you haven’t had a decent meal in years, I figure I should fix you
some lunch.”
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but that did not count because Mercedez was the illegitimate
child of a Russian aristocrat and an Assyrian phantom.

The woman before me now was unusually tall and thin,
her legs so long she looked like a stilt-walker in a skirt, her neck
so bony I could see the movement of her Adam's apple as she
spoke. She had on a pair of men's wing-tip shoes, a long, navy-
blue skirt and a brown polyester shirt. Over the shirt she wore
a man's gray wool jacket--part of a suit, she would volunteer
minutes later, that had once belonged to Mr. Charles. A black
scarf was tied in a double knot under her chin. Underneath it her
hair, white at the roots, was a Clairol olive at the matted ends.
She wore thick spectacles with wide black rims--a gift, she also
volunteered, from the relief-workers of the UNHCR (United
Nations High Commission for Refugees) in Pakistan.

She shook her head in disappointment.

"You're too thin. You must be one of those girls who like
to diet." The word diet sounded like an insult.

I told her I weighed five pounds more than my recom-
mended weight.

"Whoever made that recommendation must be anorexic
themselves," she answered. She sighed and shook her head.

"You are thin and naive. No wonder you're divorced."

She picked up the baskets she had rested on the floor and
headed for my tiny kitchen where the stove had never been used.
She put the baskets on the counter next to the sink, took off her
jacket and hung it up neatly on the back of my only chair, and
began to empty strange and unusual-looking foods into my re-
frigerator.

"I've been trying to find you since your grandfather sent
you away in 1966," she said without looking at me, so absorbed
she was in the task of stocking and organizing my kitchen. "It
was an impossible job, you know, what with Teymur the Her-
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This is the part I cannot understand, that makes it so much
harder to accept what has happened--the fact that I know he loved
me, and loved my mother, and that more than anyone else, it is he
who has suffered through the distance he put between us all.

I graduated high school in 1975, went to Berkeley and stud-
ied English literature. My father hardly wrote to me any more, but
he did send me money, paid for my school and my room and board
during summer vacation through a bank-account he had established
in San Francisco. When his father died, he sent me a telegram, but
stressed that I need not send flowers. I married and divorced, moved
five times in three years. I worked as a manager at the bookstore
near the university, wrote at night and on week-ends. I told my fa-
ther I wanted to be a writer. He did not write back.

When the Islamic Revolution unseated the Shah in 1978, 1
had not spoken to Sohrab for over a year and had not written to
him for almost as long. I had no Iranian friends, no contact with
anyone who knew my parents. Then the new Islamic govern-
ment of Iran published a list of suspected Zionists, pro-monar-
chy traitors, and people who, generally, were considered anti-
revolutionary and “corrupt on earth”. Sohrab the Sinner, who
had never had an interest in politics, was accused of all of the
above and convicted in absentia. Condemned to death, he es-
caped before the revolutionary guards could catch him. Twenty-
six months later, I still had no news of him.

My first thought when I opened the door was that Miri-
am was old--much older than my mother--and that she bore no
trace of a beauty that must have earned her the name Miriam--as
beautiful as--the Moon. Then I remembered that I had seen her
before, once when she had come to our house to deliver news of
her own mother's death, and that when I had asked Roxanna she
had said yes, Miriam was indeed the most beautiful of all her sis-
ters. She had been prettier than any other girl in their ghetto, out-
ranked only by Mercedez the Movie-Star who had green eyes,
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With the receiver still in my hand, I watched as the wom-
an hung up at the other end, then bent over and wiped her shoes
with a handkerchief she had taken out of her sleeve. She picked
up two green woven baskets--the plastic kind women carry to
market in third-world countries--and crossed the street with-
out once looking to either side for cars. I watched till she had
stepped on the sidewalk outside my building and vanished from
view. Then I went to the door, face flushed and hands ice-cold,
and wondered what I would do if she ever materialized on the
other side.

By 1980, I had lived in America for thirteen years and
never had contact with a family member or a friend of my par-
ents' from Iran. My father had sent me here when I was ten years
old. Eight months earlier my mother, Roxanna the Angel, had
thrown herself off the third floor balcony of our house on the
Avenue of Faith.

My father, Sohrab, could not bring himself to tell me Rox-
anna had died. He said instead she had gone away, to an unnamed
country, and that she would not be coming back for a long time.
Then he sent me to a Catholic boarding school near Chino, Cali-
fornia, and did his best to give me a new life. There were secrets
he wanted to keep from me, questions he was afraid I would ask.
I never knew why Roxanna had killed herself, or where she was
buried. Perhaps my father was protecting me. Perhaps he was
afraid to hear the answers uttered out loud. Whatever the case, he
sent me away with the clear intention of cutting me off.

In America he wrote to me a few times a year. He signed
his letters "your loving father" at first, then "sincerely", finally
"respectfully". He called me a few times on my birthday, once
on the anniversary of my mother's death. He did not mention her
name but [ knew why he had called. Before we hung up I asked
if he still thought about her.

"Every day," he said, and I believed him.
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mother. You don't know me but I know everything about you
and even things you never imagined could be true."

The year was 1980 and I was studying law at Boalt Hall in
Berkeley.

"Go to your window and look outside," she continued with-
out giving me a chance to catch my breath. I would have thought
she was a prank caller except that she spoke Farsi with a heavy
Jewish accent I had not heard in years. So I scrambled out of
bed and carried the phone to the window. There she was, at the
phone stand outside the dry-cleaning store--a lone, dark figure
on a deserted street in the early-morning fog--waving at me as
she spoke.

"You wouldn't know this," she said, "but I've been travel-
ing up and down the state of California looking for you."

She was looking straight at my window, as if she could
see me standing there trying to decide if she were not a figment
of my imagination. "We had to escape Iran, Mr. Charles and I.
Mr. Charles is my husband. He's from the ghetto, of course, like
myself and your mother. But his mother thought she'd given birth
to Moses, so she gave him a prince's name: Chaaarles. Never
mind she could never pronounce it herself.

"Anyway, nothing doing. He can't even write his own
name, much less run a kingdom." She sighed, indicating this
was an old wound she was not going to re-open at that moment.
" After the revolution I went to see your father and asked him for
your address and phone number. He wouldn't give it to me. You
know how he is. He never wanted any of us to come near you.
The next day his name came up on the "most wanted' list and he
had to go underground. I don't suppose you've heard from him in
the last two year. But never you mind. I'm here now and I'll find
him if it's the last thing I do. Hang up and open the door. I'll be
over in a minute."
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The Labyrinth of Longing
By: Gina Barkhordar Nahai

Gina Barkhordar Nahai lived in Iran till the age of thirteen,
then moved to a French boarding school in Lausanne, Switzer-
land. She came to Los Angeles in 1977 to attend UCLA where
she received a B.A. and a Masters in International Relations. She
then moved to USC for a Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing.
While at USC, she taught creative writing at the undergraduate
level. She also worked as a consultant at the Rand Corporation
on a project sponsored by the Office of the Under Secretary of
Defense for Policy. The findings of that project were published
in 1987.

Gina's first novel, Cry of the Peacock, was translated into
five languages and released worldwide. Reviewed internation-
ally by major publications, it won First Place at the Los Ange-
les Arts Council Award for Excellence in Literature, Honorable
Mention by Chicago Magazine's Nelson Algren Award, and was
nominated by Crown Publishing Group for the Pulitzer Prize in
Fiction.

She is currently in the process of finishing her second novel,
The Labyrinth of Longing, an excerpt of which the Center for
Iranian Jewish Oral History is proud to present.

* * *

When she had called me that morning from the public phone
opposite my apartment, Miriam the Moon had introduced her-
self as "your Dear-Auntie-Miriam. The one who raised your
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Omid Arabin

lives were etched deeply onto our psyche, I believe, and they
did not suddenly disappear when we moved to America. Rather,
we were forced to impose upon them new and completely in-
congruous visions, ones that were developed within a world of
entirely different values and prospects. And therein lies what I
believe is an essential conflict that, whether we admit it or not, is
operative on both micro and macro levels in each and every one
of our lives.

The specific aim of my current video project is to define
this conflict and uncover, as much as possible, its myriad mani-
festations. At the same time, the video would serve as a record
of a moment in time; a moment in which we are living as young
“Iranian-Americans”, a transitional generation trying to build
the future while coping with the ubiquitous traces of the past.
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Omid Arabian: Biography

Born in Tehran in 1967.

Moved to New York in 1978.

B.A. in Architecture, Columbia University, 1987.

M.A. in Cinema, New York University, 1990.

Current project: Deflected Trajectories.

Deflected Trajectories 1s a long-format video that combines
interviews of six young Iranian-Americans with other footage
(both original and borrowed from films about Iran and Iranians).

“It’s like a ball that’s rolling along, and at some point
it just changes coordinates and rolls along in a different direc-
tion” -- this is how my best friend describes his experience of
trans-location at the end of the seventies. It is typical of how
the younger generation likes to characterize the change as the
slightest of shifts, unimportant really in the larger scope of our
continuous lives, our unbroken string of experiences. When I
speak to my friends about loss, about rupture, about a feeling of
something missing, they think for a while, and then shake their
heads: no, I don’t see that big fork in the road, they say, I don’t
see it as a break, a discontinuity.

It is my contention that the events of 1978 and the subse-
quent migration have shaped and affected our lives and person-
alities to a far greater extent than many of us recognize, or want
to admit; a far greater extent, even, than the lives of our parents,
conventional wisdom notwithstanding. The ten to fifteen years
that we spent in Iran, growing up as Iranians, forged both our
characters and, more importantly, our dreams, aspirations, and
expectations - our visions of our own future selves and future
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Young Adults Night

On Sunday, January 14, 1996, the Center for Iranian Jew-
ish Oral History hosted its first Young Adults Night during its
first annual international conference held at the Simon Wisen-
thal Center’s Museum of Tolerance. The Young Adults Night
Event was established by the Center for Iranian Jewish Oral His-
tory in order to showcase the creative young adults in the Jewish
Iranian community. The program featured a documentary video
presentation, a book reading, a “Persian Rap”, classical piano
recital, original poetry reading, an on stage art exhibition, poetry
recital, contemporary musical renditions on piano and a video
presentation featuring clips starring an Iranian Jewish actor.

The Center would like to thank the ten young adults, Omid
Arabian, Gina Barkhordar-Nahai, Fariborz Davoodian, Azadeh
Farahmand, David Ghodsian, Sharona Kianmahd, Haleh Mah-
boubi-Gabbay, Farivar Mobin, Yas Rabbani, Houman Sarshar
and Shaun Toub whose presence helped make the unforgettable
evening a huge success, and whose talent is an inspiration to all.

An all new, and original, Young Adults Night program
will be held each year the Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History
hosts its annual conference.

Each talented participant’s biography is highlighted in

this journal to give an insight into the background and personali-
ties of each artist.
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YOUNG ADULT ARTISTS



Master Morteza Neydavood

300 audio cassettes made from those performances remains
as the affirmation of that musical generation’s work. In 1977,
Neydavood emigrated with his family to the United States. He
lived in San Francisco until his death at the age of 90.
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Master Morteza Neydavood

The greatest Iranian Jewish classical musician of this cen-
tury was Morteza Neydavood, a master of the tar, a traditional
Persian string instrument. Born into a Tehrani musical family in
1900, at a very early age he showed signs of being a prodigy.
His father, himself a recognized player of the tonbak, a tradi-
tional Persian percussion instrument, discovered him playing an
instrument the small boy had created for himself from scraps
of wood and wire. Convinced by the quality of the music this
impromptu instrument produced, the father recognized the boy’s
great talent.

After studying with two of the greatest tar masters, he began
(with his brothers Musa and Suleyman) to concertize with some
of the most accomplished classical musicians of that epoch. Ney-
davood also discovered two of the most famous classical sing-
ers of the era: Gholamhossein Banan and Ghamar. During the
mid-thirties, he performed in public with the unveiled Ghamar
as she sang, a revolutionary event in the history of Iranian clas-
sical music.

In 1940, he began to perform live on the Iranian national
radio. But because of the bureaucratic and increasingly restric-
tive policies of the radio directors, he soon stopped. Increasing-
ly, Neydavood retreated from performing or recording. At the
height of his creative mastery, he withdrew from public perfor-
mance.

Not until the mid-seventies did Neydavood return to wid-
escale public performance, including a return in triumph to Ira-
nian radio, where he recorded the only complete canon of tradi-
tional Persian music of that earlier generation. A library of over
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despite disapproval from other Muslim nations; trade and
information continued between the two countries. However,
with the downfall of Mohammad Reza Shah and the coming to
power of Khomeini and Islamic radicals, the conditions of the
Jews deteriorated again and many were persecuted. Many Jews
were forced to flee the country by any means possible. As the
Islamic Republic consolidated, it began to tolerate the minority
groups. However, the situation of the Jews in Iran is still far
from stable. Fluctuation from repression to near equality is
characteristic of the situation of the Jews of Iran. However, with
the establishment of Iranian Jewish communities outside of Iran,
more Iranian Jews are starting to leave Iran and their population
in Iran has been reduced from 100,000 before the revolution to
about 25,000. Therefore, the fate of the Jewish population of
Iran is very unstable and only history will be able to tell us about
the role of Jews in the future of Iran.
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One may suspect that some of the sources may contain
exaggerated or dubious facts about Iranian Jews. However, the
elders who lived through the Pahlavi era and even the Qajar
period confirm these facts; their stories were very similar to
the information in the sources. The restrictions did exist and
every Jew lived day by day. But Jews learned to cope with their
problems. As the persecutions increased, so did the will of the
Jew to survive. Iranian Jewry was also reinforced by the Jewish
emphasis on the strength of family life (Landshut, pp. 64-65).
The family is a cherished entity that kept everyone together
during good times and bad. Furthermore, Iranian Jews worked hard,
so once opportunities became available, they were able to make up
for years of social and economic deprivation. In addition, Jews saw
education as a way of achieving social mobility (Kelley, p. 25).

The history of Iranian Jews is filled with episodes of
discrimination, persecution, forced and voluntary mass and
individual conversions, and spontaneous and clerically-
instigated mob attacks as well as occasional periods of relative
calm and prosperity. During the nineteenth century, when the
power of the Shi'i clergy had been fully established, Jews were
used as scapegoats by ambitious clerics who instigated riots
to show their power over the weak central government or to
exhort money for protecting the community (Kelley, p. 28).
Even though the most objective, and a variety of, sources were
used in order to represent both sides of the issue, it is difficult to
find anything but stories of oppression, especially in the Safavid
and Qajar periods. The coming to power of the Pahlavi dynasty
improved the conditions of the Jews and gave them many of the
rights they deserved. Although some restrictions still existed, the
Jews prospered greatly during the Pahlavi dynasty. Many Jews
improved their economic status. The cultural life and religion of
the Jewish community once again revived with the help of Jewish
schools and foreign institutions such as the Alliance Israelite. In
addition, the Jews had a lot of influence on Mohammad Reza
Shah. The Shah also acknowledged the existence of Israel
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beliefs and as a part of this, they were unofficially allowed to
have liquor (i.e. wine) in their houses and could have parties
with music as a part of the entertainment. Jewish schools still
exist in Iran and religious education is still present.

Jews have had a lachrymose history; the story of Iranian Jews
is no exception. The history of Jews in Iran has been bipolar,
comprising of many stories of persecution and oppression while
also containing some periods of freedom and prosperity. Most
of the hardships the Jews faced during the Safavid period were
associated with the idea of nadgis, while during the late Qajar and
Pahlavi periods these hardships were tied to Muslim resentment
of the influence of foreign powers in Iran and them perceiving
the Jews as being allied to these foreign powers. The condition
of the Jews in the mahalleh with the restrictions imposed on
them, and the hardships they endured make up a horror story
that seems to be repeated throughout Iranian history. It is hard to
believe that any group of people could be put through so much
suppression and still survive. The first impression that one gets
after reading about all the instances of massacre of the Jews
and their forced conversions to Islam is that things could not
have been as bad as they are portrayed and some descriptions
might have been exaggerated. However, source after source,
report the same kinds of tragic occurrences in the Iranian Jewish
community. Reports from travelers through Iran, at different
times throughout the 19th and 20th century, describe how the
Jews were treated: "If a Jew is recognized as such in the streets,
he is subjected to the greatest insults. The passers-by spit in
his face, and sometimes beat him so cruelly, that he falls to
the ground, and is obliged to be carried home" (Loeb, p. 293).
Reports also discussed how entire towns of Jews were forced
to convert to Islam. Usually it was a life or death choice given
to those caught in a compromising situation (such as Jews who
were arrested or were in need of help) (Stern, p. 250). Many of
the Jews who were converted to Islam led dual lives where they
still practiced many of the Jewish rituals (Shaked, pp. 283-91).
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not be harmed” (Soroudi, p. 113). However, despite all these
promises, many Jews, mainly wealthy or influential ones, were
persecuted by the Islamic government on the basis that they
were Zionists or they had imperialistic loyalties. For example,
Habib Elghanian, who was mentioned before, was accused of
being an “Israel spy, a Zionist, and an exploiter who had sucked
the blood of the Iranian people,” and was put to death because of
this (Soroudi, p. 110).

Nevertheless, with all the anti-Israeli slogans, it was revealed
in 1986 that Israel had been sending arms to Iran since 1978 in
exchange for Jews being allowed to leave Iran. As a result of the
deteriorating conditions of Jews in Iran, many did start leaving the
country. Before the revolution, there were approximately 80,000
Jews in Iran but today about 25,000 remain. It was reported that
70-80 Jews arrive each week at the refugee camps in Vienna
(Scofield, p. 11). After the government made it illegal for people
to leave the country, many of the Jews either bribed their way
out or made a dangerous over-land journeys through the borders
of Pakistan or Turkey. "The refugees arriving in Vienna are
reported to be bearing tales of growing persecution and official
discrimination: more and more Jews are being made to leave
their government jobs; Jewish property has been confiscated;
Jews have been repeatedly imprisoned for extortion; and Islamic
committees are said to have seized control of schools and tried to
force young Jews to convert" (Scofield, p. 11). Stories of tortures
and horrible conditions of the Jews in the notorious Evin prison
were frequently heard. However, the Jews were not alone in
their struggles. Other minority groups, like the Baha'is, were
also persecuted in great number.

In recent years, conditions have improved to some extent and
if the Jews do not oppose the regime and do not have any Zionist
beliefs, they can live normal lives like the rest of the population.
Jews even have some privileges, not allowed to Muslims. The
Islamic Republic gave the Jews freedom to uphold their religious
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as the prominent leader. Before coming to power, Khomeini
attacked both Israel and the Jews by saying that "it was [the Jews]
who first began the anti-Islamic propaganda and conspiracies
[in the seventh century], the extent of which has reached to the
present" (Soroudi, p. 112). Khomeini was also against the Shah's
relationship with Israel. When the Local Councils Laws of 1962
were passed allowing for women to vote and not requiring
voters or candidates to take the oath of allegiance to the Quran,
Khomeini said, "[these laws] were perhaps drawn up by the spies
of Jews and the Zionists... The Quran and Islam are in danger.
The independence of the state and the economy are threatened
by a takeover by the Zionists, which in Iran have appeared in the
guise of Baha’is" (Bakhash, p. 26). He believed that an Islamic
government that would execute justice is the only solution to
Iran's problems. In his pre-revolutionary preaching, in contrast
to Shariati, Khomeini did not differentiate between Israel and
the Jews in general and Jews as a religious minority (Soroudi,
pp. 112-13). While he was in France, Khomeini addressed the
question of Iranian Jewry:

I have given a message to the representatives of
the Jewish community [of Iran] who came to visit
me here... I told them that we would even invite
all those Jews who have left their country under
the influence of propaganda and are now in Israel,
to come back to their country and participate in
rebuilding it. In Iran, under Islamic rule, they will
have all the freedom, religious freedom, they could
wish for (Martin, p. 31).

Khomeini’s attacks on Israel, Zionism, and world Jewry
continued after his return to Iran. However, he also tried to
ease the anxieties of the Jewish community that the Islamic
government differentiates between Iranian Jews and Zionists
as long as Jews ‘behave themselves’, i.e., do not associate with
Israel and conduct their economic activity properly, they will
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also in training Iranian agents in torture techniques (Soroudi, pp.
100-1T1). On the other hand, to the Jews "it was only the personal
strength and goodwill of the Shah that protected them: that plus
God's intervention!" (Loeb, p. 291).

Nonetheless, much like his father, Mohammad Reza Shah
suppressed all his opponents, including many members of
the ulama. The continuous process of secularization by the
government benefited the religious minorities. As a result, most
of the minority groups supported the Shah. Under the Shah’s
rule, Jews enjoyed great economic prosperity. Quite a few of the
Jews as well as other minority and Iranian Muslims acquired a
fortune during Iran’s economic boom. However, it seemed that
the Jews preceded other minorities in their wealth. For example,
the first skyscraper in downtown Tehran was built by Habib
Elghanian; he was also the first Jew to be executed after the 1979
revolution (Soroudi, p. 110).

As Mohammad Reza Shah became more powerful, his
tactics changed to one of the suppression of all opposition to
the regime. As a result, there was a lot of discontent among the
popular masses who felt that their leader was more loyal to the
West than to his own people. At this time, the ulama were gaining
a lot of power and mosques became the center for gatherings of
opposition groups. One Islamic leader that grew in popularity
among the educated younger generation was Dr. Shariati. In
talking about Jews, Shariati differentiated between Jews as a
religious group and a Jewish nation. He expressed sympathy
for Jews who had been subjected to anti-semitism for centuries;
which he believed was brought on by the Christians. He ignored
the many anti-Jewish persecutions at the hands of Muslims,
especially in Iran. He rejected the formation of Israel as a state
but accepted coexistence with the Jews (Soroudi, pp. 111-12).

Although Shariati's followers were in the forefront of the
1979 revolution, it was Ayatollah Khomeini who came to power
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be taken into consideration that not all Iranians were against the
existence of a Jewish state, because Israel could have been a
great counterweight in the case of a possible Arab attack on Iran.
Furthermore, Arabs living in Iran tried to provoke the Iranian
Muslims against the Jews by passing out anti-Jewish leaflets but
there was no direct attack on the Jews except for one incident in
Kurdistan. in 1950, Jewish Kurds, which numbered somewhere
between 12,000-14,000, were persecuted by the Sunni Muslims
but the government intervened and helped those who wanted
to move to Tehran or even to Israel. Murder and rape forced
many Jews to flee Kurdistan in a hurry, and by April of 1951,
only 3,500 Jews were left in the area (Robinson, p. 16). During
the anti-Israeli Mossadeq regime, there was an increase in anti-
semitic propaganda by the Muslim clergy, the National Socialist
movement (Sumka) and the Pan Iranianist Party, the latter two
with fascist ideology (EJ., p. 1442). During the first half of the
1952, it was reported from Tehran that the government asked
the Jewish community for a 5 million pound loan. Pressure
was brought on by the clerical leader, Ayatollah Kashani, who
threatened to massacre the Jews (Robinson, p. 20). Even the
newspapers, that were under government control, attacked
the Jews. When the Shah regained his power, anti-Jewish
propaganda was ended. However, with all the improvement
in the conditions of the Jews, there were still Muslims in the
1960s that believed Jews were unclean. For example, "a Muslim
vegetable store owner would not permit a Jew to touch his
merchandise, but would pick out the goods for him, for fear that
the Jew might render all his fruits and vegetables unclean" (E.J.,
pp- 1442-43). Anti-Jewish sentiments that were kept silent for a
while, erupted during the Six-Day War and the Yom Kippur War.
The relationship between Israel and Iran led to more hostilities
toward the Jews. According to Soroudi, it seemed that Iranians
believed that Israel had a great influence over their country. The
situation got even worse when many Iranians believed that the
Israeli intelligence agency, Mossad, assisted Iran in forming
SAVAK, not only in helping it in intelligence development but
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he needed in the oil dispute with Britain. However, with the
return to power of a stronger Mohammad Reza Shah,

Iran’s disappointment at the Arab attitude in the oil dispute
with Britain, Israel’s victory in the Sinai campaign in 1956, and
the Arab — particularly Egyptian — anti-Iranian activities in the
Persian Gulf area caused Iran to reconsider its attitude toward
Israel in order to keep its relations with friendly Arab countries
such as Jordan and Saudi Arabia. In 1958, Iran asked Switzerland
to present Iran’s interests to Israel. In 1960, the Shah publicly
recognized Israel, an act that severed Iran’s relations with Egypt
for ten years. After the Six-Day War in 1967, Iran declared: “the
Arab-Israel conflict is wrongful and threatening to peace in the
Middle East” while adding: “territorial gain should not be made
by force” and demanded Israel’s withdrawal from the occupied
territories (E.J., p. 1444).

On the other hand, the Shah repeatedly stated that Israel has
the right to exist and admitted publicly that the two countries
maintain economic and commercial relations. Israel's contracting
firms were active in Iran. Israel provided Iran with technical
aid, mainly in agriculture, and produce. In return it received
petroleum, landing rights for El Al, the Israeli national airline,
and "unofficial sympathy from the Iranian government in its
struggle against the Arabs" (Loeb, p. 290).

Despite the favorable attitude of the government, there
were still occasional outbreaks against the Jews (Loeb pp. 290-
91) although between 1948 and 1968, no attack on the Jewish
population was recorded (E.J., p. 1442). The feeling of most
Iranians toward the establishment of a Jewish state was one
of resentment, because they had for centuries tolerated Jews
and now Israel symbolized the independence of the Jews who
were no longer under the rule of Islam and, with the takeover
of territory which was considered to belong to Muslims, were
even victorious over them (Soroudi, pp. 108-09). It should also
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Javanan, a youth organization established in 1938, the women's
organizations, and a Jewish hospital which opened in Tehran
in 1958, all improved the hygienic conditions of the Jews.
Community organizations formed with every Jewish community
electing a committee composed of prominent Jews in the town
and in 1957, there was an attempt at establishing an Iranian
Jewish Congress but most of these committees were short lived
due to rivalries and quarrels (EJ., p. 1442). Furthermore, many
of these organizations improved the people's knowledge of their
religion. As previously mentioned, the Gandj-e Danesh schools
maintained a comprehensive system of religious education in
addition to teaching Hebrew in the Alliance schools. Prior to this,
even though Iranian Jews were observant to Jewish laws, many
were unaware of important aspects of the religion (EJ., p. 1441).

Furthermore, Zionist beliefs grew deeper under Mohammad
Reza Shah. From 1944, Zionist youth organizations were active
in Iran and were aided by Israeli emissaries after 1948. However,
there was very little Zionist activity by the older generation.
After the formation of the state of Israel in 1948, Zionist beliefs
intensified among Jews, although Iran voted against the partition
of Palestine and the creation of a Jewish state in November 1947
(because of solidarity with other Muslim countries) (EJ., pp.
1441-42). On March 15, 1950, Iran granted de facto recognition to
Israel so that it could negotiate the situation of property of Iranians
in Palestine. An Iranian representative was also sent to Israel but
an Israeli diplomatic mission to Tehran was not approved.

After 1948, Jews were increasingly identified with Israel and
hence considered politically suspect (Kelley, p. 100). With the
coming to power of Mossadeq's government in 1951, relations
with Israel were broken and the Iranian representative in Israel
was called back, the de facto recognition of Israel was revoked,
and Zionist movements were forced to go underground. The
reason for this was Mossadeq seeking the support of anti-Israel
clergy within Iran and the support of Arab governments, which
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For 10 hours of work a day they earned about the equivalent of 8
to 10 cents. The main occupation of the Jews was peddling; they
bought their merchandise in cash and had to sell it on credit to
peasants in the country. "To obtain payment was rather difficult
and many peddlers are severely beaten on such occasions; some
never return from such trips" (Robinson, p. 20). The majority
of the Jews still lived in the mahalleh even in the modern city
of Tehran. It is not known whether these Jews stayed in these
filth ridden places because of their exclusion from other areas of
the city or whether they chose to live there as a means of self-
protection (Landshut, p. 62).

The process of migration to the cities became sizable in the
1930s before which most of the Jews were widely scattered
in towns and villages. As a result of emigration and internal
migration, the Jewish population became more urban and Tehran
became the center for Iranian Jewish life. Rural Jews and small
town dwellers, who once constituted 25% of the Jews, were now
less than 2% (Loeb, p.290).1n 1948, 60% of the 95,000 Jews that
lived in Iran were in Tehran, Isfahan, and Shiraz (E.J., p. 1439).
Improved roads, postal, and telephone services greatly enhanced
communications between urban and rural Jewish populations as
well as correspondence with Jews outside of Iran. Therefore, the
new generation had more opportunities than their parents. Young
people were quick to adopt Western standards which the Shah
tried hard to implement. Hundreds of students, boys and girls,
attended college in the United States and Europe (Loeb, p. 290).
Israeli emissaries would come to Iran to teach in Jewish schools.
Jewish women became more educated than they had been before.
With the support of the American Joint Distribution Committee,
an Iranian Jewish women's organization, Sazman-¢ Banovan-e
Yahudi-e Iran was established in 1947, with the design to help
the needy, (EJ., p. 1440).

Other community organizations also formed which
functioned in improving the conditions of the Jews. The Qanun-e
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The nationalistic beliefs of the government lead to more racist
sentiments. With the rise of Hitler and Nazi Germany in 1933 and
Reza Shah's support of Hitler's ideas, anti-Jewish propaganda
intensified once more. Verbal abuse of the Jews continued. In
Shiraz, Muslims used to say: "Hitler is the cameo around my
neck" (Loeb, p. 24). They went around Shiraz marking Jewish
houses they would take when Hitler would arrive in Iran (Loeb,
p. 24). Muslims would buy goods from Jews at higher prices but
on credit, hoping that by the coming of Hitler to Iran, they would
not have to pay back the Jews. Furthermore, with the help of the
German embassy, anti-Jewish literature was distributed criticizing
the poor living conditions of the Jews and taking the worst
situations among them as general demonstrative examples of the
entire Jewish population. The fact that most Jews were limited
in the kinds of jobs they could hold was criticized; even though
most of these conditions were due to limitations placed on them
by the Muslims. The poor, starving Jews that lived in the ghettos
were claimed to be the greatest threat to Iranian life. As a result,
many Iranians turned against the Jews and once again, the living
condition of the Iranian Jews deteriorated (Levi, pp. 969-71).

However, with the forced abdication of Reza Shah by
foreign powers in 1941, and the coming of his son, Mohammad
Reza Shah, things once again improved for the Jews. in 1947,
with American Joint Distribution Committee's aid to education,
medical services, feeding programs for the children, and
sanitation programs to clean up the mahalleh, the standard of
living of the Jews greatly improved to where it was sometimes
even higher than that of the non-Jewish population. The number
of poor was reduced and a new upper class minority was
emerging (Loeb, p. 290). However, one source reports that in
the 1950s only 1% of the Jews were wealthy, 10% in the middle
class, and 30% barely making a living. It is stated that 50% of
the Jews were desperately in need of assistance and their living
conditions were below the low Iranian standards (Robinson, p.
20). In Tehran, Jews were happy to work at cleaning the sewers.
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Despite such progress, the opportunity for Jews to advance
under the Pahlavi dynasty was clearly limited. Jews rarely
attained top academic or research posts in the universities.
Certain government positions were reserved by constitutional
promulgation for Shi’l Muslims. Even in bazaars, where Jews
were a significant presence, Muslim merchants rarely invited
their invited their Jewish counterparts to drink tea (Kelley, p.
100). The discriminations and the deep-rooted prejudices of
the Muslims against the non-believers could not be eliminated
merely by the introductions of new laws; for example, in 1922,
riots against Jews took place in Tehran (Kelley, p. 99). The
traditional contempt still affected their lives and only a minority
of Iranians were willing to socialize with the Jews. Even until the
late 1940s, a Jew could not be elected as a member of Parliament
in the ordinary way, and even today, only one Jew can represent
the whole of the Jewish population. A resolution passed by the
Council of Ministers did not allow Jews to become judges. Many
restrictions made it hard for a Jew to join the civil service, and
the National Bank of Iran refused to employ Jews. Even though
highly qualified, Jewish teachers had great difficulty finding jobs
in government schools. Concessions were rarely granted to the
Jews (Landshut, pp. 65-66). These continued political and social
discriminations made it easy for the Jews to accept the idea of
Zionism which spread to all parts of the country in the early 20th
century and was accompanied by mass immigrations to the Holy
Land. Although Reza Shah prohibited political Zionism (Loeb,
p. 289), it still existed. The Jewish Agency became extremely
active in Tehran. Modern Hebrew was incorporated into the
curriculum of the Jewish schools. This awakening of Zionist
ideas was expressed in the form of Judeo-Persian and Hebrew
press in Tehran. The first Persian textbook of modern Hebrew
was published followed by the history of the Zionist movement.
In the 1920s, Jewish newspapers in Persian were also printed,
Ha-Ge’ullah and Ha-Hayyim, which represented the voice of the
new Jewish movement in Iran (E.J., pp. 318-19).
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p. 65). However, education was hindered by the lack of funds to
maintain the Jewish schools and the lack of clothing and shoes
for children that could enable them to go to school. Also, since
healthier children had to go to work to help with their family
survival, many of them were left uneducated (Robinson, p. 22).

The turning point for Jews came in 1921 with the rise of
Reza Shah and the establishment of the Pahlavi regime in
1925. He adopted the idea of secular nationalism and wanted
to Westernize and centralize the country; he carried out many
reforms that affected the social, cultural, and political structure of
the country. By reducing the power of the Shi'i clergy, freeing the
country of fanatical beliefs, and eliminating the Shi'i concept of
uncleanness of the non-believers, Reza Shah laid the foundation
for a revival of the Jewish culture in Iran (EJ., p. 319). During
his reign, the Jews ceased to pay the poll taxes (Jizya) and had
their own representative in the Majlis who served the Jewish
community not by participation in public debates but by personal
influence on the Shah. Furthermore, the government prevented
hostile outbreaks against the Jews. Jews were no longer restricted
from any profession and could even find jobs at government
offices; this opened up a window of economic opportunity for
the Jews economically. They were requited to serve in the army
and pay the same taxes as Muslims. The law passed by Reza
Shah, which prohibited women from veiling, removed a source
of insult to the Jewish women who had previously been required
to appear unveiled in public. Although the government did not
want the Alliance schools to spread because of their emphasis
on the French language, these schools did grow in number, as
previously mentioned. Also, Jewish girls as well as boys were
permitted to attend public schools and for the first time Jews
could become government-licensed teachers. Gandj-e-Danesh
schools eventually took over the responsibility of Jewish
religious education in Iran with the consent of the government
(Soroudi, pp. 106-07; Loeb, pp. 289-90).
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the Jews were abolished; at least legally if not in practice. Yet,
there were still some limitations placed on minority groups. For
example, the Jews, like the Armenian and Zoroastrian minorities,
were not allowed to have a representative in parliament and had
to be represented by a Muslim deputy (Landshut, p. 66). But
with the counterrevolution by Mohammed Ali Shah in 1907-09
and the closing down of the majlis, followed by the intervention
of Great Britain and Russia and later World War I, many Jews
were left disappointed.

During the reign of Mozzafar-ed-Din Shah, after the
campaign of European Jews, the first school of the Alliance
Israelite Universelle was finally opened in Tehran in 1898,
followed by similar schools in Hamadan in 1900, in Isfahan in
1901, in Shiraz and Sena in 1903, and in Kermanshah in 1904.
These schools served a role in the struggle for spirituality of
Jews during the time when Christian missionaries and the
Baha’i movement were threatening the Jewish survival (EJ., p.
318). The establishment of the first Alliance Israelite school in
Tehran was a great step toward the reduction of illiteracy. The
area covered by the schools was limited while the educational
task was enormous. However, through the years, the educational
facilities available to the Jews increased through the activities of
the American Joint Distribution Committee & O .R.T. (vocational
training schools and workshops), and the Ganj-e Danesh
movement which aimed at strengthening traditional Judaism and
Hebrew education with the support of prominent American and
European philanthropists. The Ganj-e Danesh cooperated with
Alliance to establish new schools, teacher training seminars,
summer camps, and other educational facilities (E.J., pp.
318,1440). By 1951, there were 23 Alliance schools comprised
of 8,000 students and 34 such schools by 1958 in addition to 38
other Jewish schools, which helped reduce illiteracy among Jews
to about 75%. Although Persian was the prominent language
taught at these schools, the European influences led to teachings
of European languages, mainly French and English (Landshut,
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especially the persecution of Jews in Hamadan in 1865 reached
the Board of Deputies of British Jews and the Anglo-Jewish
Association which urged intervention by French and British
ministers in Tehran. In 1871, there was an outbreak of famine
in which the Jews experienced new hardships. The leaders of
European-Jewry sent relief fund to the Jews in Iran. In 1873,
when Nasser-ed-Din Shah visited Europe, the European Jewish
community led by the Alliance Israelite Universelle and the
Anglo-Jewish Association organized a movement to show the
Shah the importance and influence of European Jewry and to
stress their equality in all European countries and requested
an improvement in the conditions of Jews in Iran. In every
European capital through which the Shah traveled, committees
of the most influential Hrws were organized and presented him
with petitions calling for the improvement of the Persian Jews'
situation. Impressed by the strength of the European Jews, the
Shah promised to take the protection of the Jews under his own
and his grand vizier's control, to establish a special judicial court
for the Jews, and above all to help in the establishment of Jewish
schools in Iran. However, when the Shah went back to Iran, the
weak central government failed to prevent new outbreaks of
hostility against the Jews. Therefore, in Nasser-ed-Din Shah's
next visit to Europe in 1889, the European Jewish delegation
met with him again and demanded the establishment of Jewish
schools (EJ., pp. 316-17).

Under Muzaffar-ed-Din Shah (1896-1907), an improvement
in the condition of the Jews, as well as other religious groups,
occurred in connection with the constitutional movement. Iranian
Jews had an active part in the constitutional movement and
received official thanks for their effort from the first parliament
of Iran in 1906 (E.J.,p.317). For the Jews, the constitution meant
a step towards emancipation and equality. The constitution
strengthened the Jewish self-respect and also increased the
respect Muslims had for the Jews. The dualism between civil laws
and religious laws as well as discriminatory restrictions against
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restricted in the kinds of jobs they could hold. Since the Muslims
would not buy anything from Jewish craftsmen, there were
few artisans. The Muslims also did not buy any meat, fish, or
vegetables from Jews because it contained moisture. Therefore,
most Jews continued to be brokers and agents, dealers in rugs
or antiques, millers, tailors, and weavers. A Jewish traveler
observed that the Jews were not allowed to keep open shops, not
even in their own quarters (Loeb, p. 293). In some places, Jewish
peasants and even small landowners existed. In a few cities such
as Hamadan and Tehran, there were some Jewish physicians.
However, because of the historically unfriendly attitude of the
Iranian rulers, Jews never played any role as bankers, court
treasurers, and tax collectors as they did in neighboring Muslim
countries. The average earnings of all of the occupations were
incredibly low compared to those of Muslims (Robinson, pp.
17-20).

The low legal and economic positions were followed by
a decline in culture. Jews rarely had any Hebrew or Persian
education. There were few Talmudic scholars, even among
the rabbis. Many of the religious leaders rarely knew anything
beyond the Five Books of Moses and the regulations for the
slaughters of animals and circumcision. Since the Jews could
not use Muslim printing presses (because they would make them
unclean) and they did not have any of their own, they had to rely
on imports of Jewish material from other countries (Robinson, p.
19). Because of this low status of the Jewish culture, the Persian
Jews were highly superstitious, like their Muslim counterparts.
Their belief in ghosts and sorcery was very widespread. A
common occupation, mostly undertaken by women, was
the selling of charms against illness, any kind of danger, and
protection from the "evil eye" (Landshut, p. 64).

The Jewish minority in Iran was left entirely to itself and
had very little contact with the Jewish world at large during the
Qajar period. Reports of the terrible conditions of the Jews and
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grime cover the walls and the sun never penetrates
(Landshut, p. 62).

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, on rainy days the
Jews had to stay indoors because their wet clothes could make
anything they touched unclean. One person from Shiraz told the
following anecdote:

When I was a boy, I went with my father to the
house of a non-Jew on business. When we were
on our way home it started to rain. We stopped
near a man who had apparently fallen and was
bleeding. As we started to help him up, a Muslim
akhond stopped and asked me who I was and what
I was doing. Upon discovering that I was a Jew he
reached for a stick to hit me for defiling him by
being near him in the rain (Loeb, p. 21).

For the same reason, Jews could only use highways but no
paths or ride on horseback in towns. The Jews could only use
water wells that were not used by Muslims. The Jews were many
times publicly humiliated:

At every public festival the Jews are collected
and a number of them are flung into the hauz or
tank, that King and mob may be amused by seeing
them crawl out half-drowned and covered with
mud. The same kindly ceremony is witnessed
whenever a provincial governor holds high
festival: there are fireworks and Jews (Loeb, p.23).

Muslims could come into the house of a Jew anytime they
wanted, drink their liquor, take anything they liked and there
would be no objection from the Jewish homeowner because any
kind of opposition from the Jew could have cost him his life
(Robinson, pp. 17-18).

Furthermore, due to the laws passed against them, Jews were
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the least cry of pain during the proceeding, the
blows already given are not reckoned, and the
punishment is begun afresh (Loeb, p.293).

A Jew who converted to Islam could claim to be the sole
inheritor of family property, regardless of the existence of
children or nearer Jewish relatives. This law of apostasy, as it
was called, was repealed twice (in 1881 and 1890) but continued
to be applied de facto thereafter because the civilian laws could
not overrule the religious laws. This ended when the dualism
of religious and civilian laws was abolished by the 1906
constitution.

The condition of Iranian Jews under the Qajars was analogous
to their condition under the Safavids. The Jews lived in extreme
misery and backwardness as a result of these restrictions on their
political, social, and economic rights. As before, Jews resided in
their own Jewish quarters. A description of the inhumane living
conditions in the ghettos by J. Kopellowitz who traveled through
the country was as follows:

The people who live in the ghetto are, almost
without exception, sickly and short-lived. Eye and
skin disease are common. The men are wretched
physical specimens, and the women age early. Hunger
and pestilence brood over the whole community and
early take heavy toll of life. The people move about
amidst indescribable squalor and filth. The streets
and yards are heaped with refuse, and the air is filled
with stink. Dirty and ragged children, undernourished
and covered with sores, play in the narrow streets
and alleys and around the garbage heaps, breathing
daily the foulest air. The shops that line the streets
are tiny cells, dark and dirty; their wares are thrown
in a heap, without any attempt at cleanliness or order.
The houses are all mean, but those of the poor are
mere hovels, built almost underground. Smoke and
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(Robinson, p. 17). In 1849, the American missionary, Henry
Stern, visited Shiraz and observed that and observed that all the
silk merchants in the Vakil bazaar were Jews forcibly converted
to Islam (Stern, p. 264). More often, individuals were singled out
and forcibly converted. However, most of the newly-converted
Jews led a dual life where they secretly practice their old Jewish
traditions. They succeeded in arranging gatherings for prayers,
observed the Jewish festivals and specially Sabbath, fasted, had
circumcisions, and tried to avoid intermarriage with the Muslims
(Shaked, p. 280).

The persecution also continued under the reign of Naser-
ed-Din Shah (1848-96) and more severe legal and social
discriminations were enforced. From 1622-1925, all Jews had to
wearalJewishheadgear and aspecial badge of red fabric which was
later changed to a silver pin with the inscription of "Ben-Israel".
They had to have a special haircut. The entire community was
held responsible for crimes and misdemeanors committed by an
individual. For instance, the massacre of Jews in Tabriz in 1831
led to no more Jews living in this town since the incident. It was
thought that a Jew had killed the son of a Muslim. Subsequently,
the Muslims of the town raided the Jewish ghettos, at first killing
all of the Jewish children by throwing them on daggers that were
placed on the ground. Then, all the houses were burnt and all
who remained were killed (Barkhordar Nahai, pp. 55-56).

Furthermore, the oath of a Jew was not accepted in a court of
justice. Courts usually favored the Muslims:

Upon the least dispute between a Jew and a
Persian, the former is immediately dragged before
the achund, and, if the complainant can bring
forward two witnesses, the Jew is condemned to
pay a heavy fine. If he is too poor to pay... he is
stripped to the waist, bound to a stake and receives
forty blows with a stick. Should the sufferer utter
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interred on Iranian soil (EJ. pp. 314-315).

The Jews of Iran had contact with the outside Jewish world,
particularly with Eretz Israel, through the "Messengers of
Zion" who toured the Jewish communities in that period. The
"Messengers of Zion" fostered love for Zion and collected funds
for the charitable institutions in the Holy Land. Some of the funds
went to Eretz Israel to support the Jews who were living there
at the time. The movement of Shabbetai Zevi (1625-1676), who
claimed to be the "Messiah" and had the allegiance of thousands
of Jewish families in the Ottoman Empire and beyond, made an
impact on Iranian Jewry because it was at this time that Jews
began to migrate to neighboring regions such as Afghanistan,
Turkestan, Samarkand, Bukhara, Kurdistan, the Caucasus, and
to Egypt (EJ. p.316).

The political and religious foundations of the Qajar dynasty
(1794-1925) were essentially a continuation of those of the
Safavid dynasty. The Shi’ite concept of the uncleanness of the non-
believers prevailed, with the Iranian authorities also following
the same ideology. This intolerance toward the Jews led to many
legal and political restrictions which made the daily life of a
Jew an uninterrupted sequence of persecution, oppression, and
discrimination. Again, masses of Jews sometimes even whole
Jewish communities were forced to convert to Islam. Worst
instance of conversions were in 1839 under Mohammad Shah in
the town o f Meshed where all the Jews became jaded al-Islam.
As mentioned earlier, they would close down the synagogues,
take the Jews to the Mosque where they had to publically state
their belief in the Muslim religion. They newly-converted
Muslims had to break from their Jewish past. “To test publically
their break from their Jewish tradition, some were even forced
to eat a portion of camel meat boiled in milk™ (Shaked, pp. 279-
80). In Shiraz where a fair portion of the Muslims are thought
to be descendants of Jews, and in certain towns where there are
no Jews left, their customs still indicated their Jewish origin
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however, if the taxes were not paid on time, the nasi would be
dismissed, imprisoned, or in an extreme case executed (E.J. pp.
314-315).

Since the Jews were, as stated, considered practically infidels
and almost everything they touched became unclean, Muslims
did not rent houses to Jews. Consequently, Jews as a rule could
not live anywhere except in Jewish quarters. These quarters
could not be expanded because Muslims did not sell their houses
to Jews; Muslims buried their dead in the cellars and Jews were
not allowed to use such dwellings (Robinson pp. 17-18).

The religious life of the Jews in the Safavid period was built
on arigid traditional rabbinical basis. All of the traditional rituals
such as observance of Sabbath and festivals, daily prayers,
and dietary laws were strictly adhered to. However, to most
foreign observers who were judging the Persians with European
prejudices, Persian Jews seemed very ignorant of Jewish laws
and most did not know any Hebrew. It is true that they were not
well educated in Jewish laws but "in an atmosphere of hatred
and intolerance, of suffering and persecution, which swept
over Persian Jewry under the Safavid dynasty, all the energies
and efforts of Persian Jews had to be concentrated on mere
physical survival" (Shaked, p. 290). The Jewish quarter was
practically self-sufficient; it has houses and apartments for the
various Jewish families, schools for the children, synagogues
for prayer, and markets for food. In the Safavid times, at least
one synagogue existed for every Jewish settlement in Iran. The
Iranian Jewish community had to adhere to arigid and traditional
rabbinical authority. The rabbis were community leaders and
sole representative to the outside world, 1.e. the local Muslim
authority. A typical feature in the life of an Iranian Jew was
the custom of making pilgrimages to some of the Jewish "holy
places in Persia," in particular to the mausoleum of Mordecai
and Ester in Hamadan, to the tomb of the prophet Daniel in Susa,
and to the burial places of other biblical heroes believed to be
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such as disemboweling or being thrown to the dogs (Soroudi
p. 103). At times, unbearable pressures caused the conversion
of entire communities. Mass and individual conversions to
Islam became common occurrences. The best known instances
are in the towns of Meshed and Shiraz, where a fair proportion
of the Muslim population are assumed to be descendants of
Jews. Once the pressure weakened, most of the "converted"
Jews returned to Judaism. Nevertheless, a considerable number
remained Muslims. In the town of Meshed, a flourishing Jewish
community acted as Muslims outside of the house, while they
practiced Judaism inside the house (Cowen p. 58).

The Jewish communal and religious life is worthy of
exploration as well. Under the Abbasid Arab Empire, the
exilarch was the supreme authority for all Jewish communities
in the Diaspora. From his seat in Baghdad, he exerted authority
over all Jewish religious and cultural matters. However, with
the establishment of Iran as a Shi'i state under the Safavids,
the official bonds which the Iranian Jewish communities might
have maintained formally with Jewish authorities outside of the
borders of the country were extremely severed. Thus, Iranian
Jews were no longer responsible to any dominant authority and
their community would be solely under the rule of the Safavid
Shi'i regime. The Jewish communities in the Diaspora no longer
had any means of communication with each other because they
were not under a common, singular rule. At this point, Iranian
Jewry desperately needed a religious and cultural leader. Due to
the geographical proximity to the central government and their
numerical strength, the Jews of Isfahan, the new capital of the
Safavid dynasty, assumed the religious and cultural leadership
and functioned as the representatives and spokesmen for all
Iranian Jewry. At the head of the community in Isfahan was a
nasi, a highly respected individual (not necessarily a rabbi) who
was responsible for the prompt payment of taxes to the local
authorities. If the taxes were paid on time, the local authorities
would present the nasi with a sign of distinction and honor;
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regulations were passed to make Jews look inferior and despised.
Some regulations, such as the mandatory use of a yellow or red
patch, or the prohibition to ride a horse, were based on the Code
of Omar I and implemented in other societies as well but never
to the extent they reached in Iran. Perhaps the most significant
of such decrees was one called for Jewish women on the same
level as prostitutes, who did not cover themselves. In the same
category belonged the decrees which regulated the behavior of
Jews to Muslims: 1) A Jew should walk on the sides of the street
and not in the middle and he/she should not walk faster than a
Muslim: 2) A Jew is forbidden under any circumstance to talk
loudly to a Muslim. If a Muslim curses a Jew, the latter should
not retort, but lower his/her voice: 3) A Jew who asks a Muslim
to pay back a debt should do so with fear and trembling: 4) Jews
should not eat fresh and good quality vegetables (Soroudi pp
104, 105). Part of these regulations recall the degrading attitudes
of the Arabs toward the Iranians, especially the Zoroastrians, at
the beginning of the Arab conquest of Iran. The major reason of
these discriminatory regulations was the ulama’s persecutions
provided a source of income for government officials as well
as the ulama because wealthy Jews would provide a bakhshish
(bribe) in order to cancel an anti-Jewish decree or to stop a
pogrom. Another incentive was the involved ulama’s aspirations
for popularity among the masses, especially in later periods,
so they would have popular backing and thus political clout
(Soroudi p. 105). Due to this incentive, it is no surprise that the
frequency of persecutions grew in time.

During these periods of persecutions, many Jews were
forced to espouse Islam, their leaders were tortured to death, and
Jewish books were confiscated (Robinson p. 17). Persecutions
frequently occurred in the form of pogroms: attacks on the Jewish
ghetto, plundering, raping, beating, and killing. Other forms
of persecution involved collective subjection of a community
to hunger or thirst, expulsion from towns to regions with hard
climate, imprisonment and torture of the leaders in cruel ways
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only within the ghetto, leading to a significant decline in the
number of Jews who ran lucrative businesses. This prohibition,
combined with an earlier one against Jews serving in government
positions, drove most of the Jews to peddling, a major Jewish
occupation in many communities up to the end of the nineteenth
century (Soroudi p. 103). The Armenians also helped in the
deterioration of the position of the Jews. Until the middle of the
fifteenth century, the Jews of Iran were the middlemen in the
trade between Iran, India, and Turkey but after this period, the
Armenians took over the role of the Jews and incited the people
against them. In other instances during the eighteenth century,
the Kurds started looting the Jews, while in Hamadan Jewish
communities were also abused (Robinson, p. 20).

Social relations between Muslims and non-Muslims
were determined by the "ritual uncleanness" of the latter. The
justification for this belief has been the Shi'l interpretation of
verse 28, Surah IX, of the Quran. Sunni Muslims believe in this
"impurity" only in case of polytheists. A similar view of the
impurity of dhimmis is found is other Shi'i communities (such
as that in Yemen), but it is believed that in Shi'i Iran this practice,
like the general rigidity towards non-Muslims, was influenced by
similar Zoroastrian traditions. During the Safavid period, some
of the restrictions imposed in this regard were as follows: 1) A
Jew is prohibited to live outside the ghetto; 2) A Jew should not
enter the house of a Muslim or touch any of his belongings; 3) A
Jew should not enter the shop of a Muslim; he/she should stand
outside and ask for the merchandise; 4) A Jew should not come
into the streets, i.e. outside the ghetto, on a rainy day, for water
would carry his/her "impurity" to a Muslim (Soroudi, p. 104).

Beyond the specific purpose of each restriction, there was
a common denominator for all the decrees enumerated so far:
to create conditions to which a Jew, or any non-Muslim, would
feel inferior to a Muslim in his/her legal, economic, and social
status. Furthermore, to degrade Jews in the eyes of Muslims,
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ulama with such measures, anti-Jewish pressure abated for a
short time (Soroudi p. 105). During this brief period of tolerance,
Jews were called "the glory of the Shi'ite world." Iranian Jews,
who sealed a transaction with a handshake rather than a contract,
had a reputation for honesty, so Nadir Shah used Jews as his
guardians for his war booty from newly conquered India (Cowen
p. 57). Nadir Shah was assassinated in 1747 (he had created his
own religion and proclaimed himself God), and Shi'ism was
once again the official religion of the state. But the Shi'i ulama
now stood somewhat in opposition to the state, for following the
fall of the Safavids, the position of Iranian kings was weakened
and they no longer claimed from the Imams (Soroudi p. 105).

The worst known persecutions of Iranian Jews occurred
during the reign of the Safavids. Under no dynasty was hatred
for the Jews more intense. To begin, the foreign policy of the
Safavids worked against the Jewish community in Iran. The
European powers, due to the fact that Iran was also hostile to
the Ottoman sultans, embraced Iran as an ally. Some European
representatives introduced their anti-Semitic views to the
Safavid government, which in turn, propagated these sentiments
in the form of regulations affecting the legal status of the Jews in
the Empire. This intolerance towards Jews was representative of
Shi'l intolerance towards followers of other religions (Soroudi p.
102). some regulations infringed upon the legal status of Jews.
One such ganun stated that a Muslim who killed a Jew would be
exempt from punishment if he paid a token ransom (Soroudi p.
103). Another decree encouraged conversion of Jews to Islam.
Since severe persecutions of Jews only made them attain more
resolve to maintain their faith, the ulama laid down a regulation
according to which any non-Muslim who had converted to Islam
would inherit all the possessions of a deceased Jewish relative
(Savory p. 231). Other regulations were aimed at restricting
Jews economically. One prohibition imposed on Jews saw that
they could not open shops in the bazaar, the economic center
of town. This regulation limited Jewish businesses to operation
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becomes ritually unclean (Robinson p. 17). The concept of nadgis
led to the introduction of a special headgear which was enforced
on all Jews of Iran and to a crusade against Hebrew books. These
measures culminated under Shah Abbas II (1624-1666) in the
forced conversion of all Jews in Iran, a catastrophe which brought
them to the very brink of destruction (E.J. p. 314). During this
persecution, the Jews of Iran suffered tremendously as their co-
religionists had during the Inquisition in Spain at the end of the
fifteenth century. Under Shah Abbas II's orders, the Jews of Iran
were forced to abandon their religion, their synagogues were
closed, as they were taken to mosques and forced to publicly
confess adherence to Islam (a major factor for these orders was
the power of the ulama to greatly influence Shah Abbas II). After
the Jews had converted, they were called jadid al-Islam, New
Muslims (Cowen p. 58); they no longer had to wear any mark
of distinction and were also exempt from the jizya, or poll tax
for non-Muslims. One hundred thousand Jews throughout the
Safavid Empire are said to have outwardly embraced Islam but
to have continued to practice their religion in secret (Savory p.
231) [This is similar to taqiyya which refers to the peculiarly Shi'i
practice of concealing one's religious identity to protect oneself
(Rendsburg p. 44)]. Their double life did not escape the attention
of the Iranian authorities, and finally led to an edict issued in
1661 allowing the Jews to return openly to their religion (E.J. p.
314). After this decree was issued, the Jews of Iran celebrated
their Sabbath and religious holidays more freely and openly than
before but still very carefully.

Under the successors of Shah Abbas II, Shah Suleiman (d.
1694) and Shah Husein (d. 1722), the persecution and oppression
of the Jews were, however, renewed, and it was only with
the rise of Nadir Shah (1736-1747) that the Jews were saved
from complete annihilation (E.J. p.315). Nadir Shah, a Sunni,
abolished the status of Shi'ism as the state religion and attempted
to bring different Islamic sects together. He also angered the
Shi'ite clergy by confiscating some of its lands. By dwarfing the
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The life of the Jews of Iran at the commencement of the
Safavid reign had been one of suffering and persecution. In the
late fifteenth century and the early sixteenth century, the Jews
experienced a temporary improvement under Shah Abbas I, who
introduced reforms in order to weaken the theocratic basis of the
state and free Iran from the fetters of the increasingly powerful
clergy, and to break the political, economic, and cultural isolation
of the Safavid Iran (EJ. p. 313). Shah Abbas realized that one of
Iran's most urgent needs was trade with the outside world in order
to improve the Safavid economy and to increase immigration
from neighboring countries. Unlike his predecessors who were
antagonistic towards Europeans and non-believers, Shah Abbas
encouraged the immigration of Europeans, Turks, Armenians,
and Georgians who were skilled artisans and merchants, and
thus could contribute to Safavid commerce. By granting freedom
of religion and special privileges to all who were prepared
to come to his territory, Shah Abbas was able to succeed in
opening Iran to the outside world (E.J. p. 313). These liberal and
tolerant attitudes towards foreigners made Persia an epicenter
for European representatives who desired to obtain commercial,
political, and religious concessions.

During this time, Iranian Jews collectively took advantage
of this liberalism and flourished. They acted as brokers, dealing
particularly in drugs and jewelry. They also made wine and were in
charge of internal trade, acting as merchants and bankers (Savory
pp- 175, 187, 197). Unfortunately for the Jews, this period of
toleration and thus of prosperity came to a halt with the death of
Shah Abbas I in 1629. As mentioned before, a significant factor for
Jewish prosperity during this period was Shah Abbas's control of
the ulama and his ability to contain clerical influence on the state.

The second half of the seventeenth century was a time of
excruciating suffering and persecution for Iranian Jewry. The
clergy introduced the concept of nadgis (or najis) whereby
anything touched by a non-Muslim, especially if it is moist,
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with Islamic hegemony than they were before with Zoroastrian
dominance. During this early Islamic period, Iranian Jews, like
other Jews within the empire, benefited from the new cultural
and economic prosperity and contributed to the birth of the great
Islamic civilization of the medieval times (Soroudi p. 100). In the
time of Sultan Mahmud (997-1030) of the Ghaznavid Dynasty,
the Jew Isaac of Ghazni was in the Sultan's service and was
entrusted with the administration of his lead mines in Balkh in
Khorasan. Two Jewish merchants from Tustar known as the Banu
Sahr al-Tusari rose to great influence and positions in the service
of the Fatimids in Egypt. Thus Iranian Jews were afforded the
opportunity to participate actively in the affairs of the state and
in the time of Arghun Khan (1284-1291), a Jew by the name of
Sa'd al-Dawla al-Safi ibn Hibatollah achieved an unexpected
and spectacular rise to power and influence. The cultural climate
which had enabled these prominent men to achieve power in the
economic and political sphere also led to a genesis and growth of
Judeo-Persian literature (Encyclopedia Judaica pp. 310-12).

The history of the Jews in Babylonia and Persia under
Tamerlane, in the late fourteenth century is extremely obscure.
Historians believe that the Jews did not escape the destructive
annihilation of western Asia by Tamerlane and his men during
this time. The Jewish communities were decimated primarily
due to three main reasons: warfare, fanaticism of the masses, and
intolerance of the authorities (EJ. p. 312). However, with the
emergence of the Safavid Dynasty in Iran, the Jewish settlements,
although severely reduced in numbers, had managed to survive.

Safavid rulers introduced Shi'ism as the state religion. One
of the purposes of espousing Twelver Shi'i Islam as the official
religion of the country was to furnish a distinct religious basis
for the political unity of Iran vis-a-vis the political aspirations
of the Sunni Ottoman Empire. According to the Twelver Shi'i
religion, only the prophet's cousin and son-in-law, Ali, and his
descendants have the legitimacy to rule the Muslim peoples.
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to the Arab invasion of Iran in the seventh century C.E, two
significant factors affected the status of Jews. The first was
the joint interest of both Jews and Persians which united them
against common enemies, the Greeks and later the Romans.
The second factor was the Zoroastrian religion. Under both
the Achaemenian (559-330 B.C.E) and the Parthian (249
B.C.E-226 C.E) dynasties, Zoroastrianism was not the official
state religion, and hence did not adversely affect the general
tolerant state policy toward minorities. Under the Sassanians
(226-651 C.E), however, Zoroastrianism became the official
religion of the state. Fortunately for the Jews, this transition
was not detrimental to their status because without missionary
aspirations and an independent political entity, Jews did not pose
any threat to the Zoroastrian religion or to the empire's safety
(Soroudi p. 99). Because of this factor and active Jewish support
for the Sassanian Empire, Jews enjoyed a favorable position
in the eyes of Sassanian kings. However, severe persecutions
against Jews, and against other minorities and heretics, resulted
when intolerant and Zoroastrian priests were able to manipulate
and influence the less powerful kings and their policies towards
minorities (Soroudi p. 100).

In studying Jewish history, one finds that periods of minority
persecutions often followed heavy religious influence on state
affairs or when there was an integration of both religion and state.
However, when powerful kings ruled (and thus religious leaders
did not meddle in state affairs) or when there was a separation
of religion and state, Jews enjoyed extreme economic prosperity
and religious toleration.

Arab armies took over Iran in the mid-seventh century. The
Code of Omar I gave the monotheistic minorities ("people of
The Book") dhimmi status and they became "protected subjects"
under the Caliphate. Although the dhimmis were second class
citizens, subject to the same taxation as during the Sassanian
period, practically they were in a much better position now
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This paper will commence with a historical background of
Iranian Jewry and then proceed to focus on the political history,
persecutions, and the communal/ religious life of Iranian Jews
from 1500 to the revolution of 1979. During the ancient pre-
Islamic age, stretching roughly from the eighth century B.C.E
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Jewish community have acted so unselfishly if the tables had
been turned? So why are Iranian Jews of that generation so
reticent to talk about these events?

Which leads us to another problem stemming from the non-
recognition of what the Tehran community did. In the post-
Holocaust Jewish world, traditional identity markers (such as
Torah, tefilah, minhagim) have been joined with another: how
did the Holocaust directly affect you? Communities (such as the
U.S.) which were untouched are affected as much by this question
as those nearly exterminated. Here in Los Angeles, it has been
reported that Iranian Jewish children studying in Yeshiva, have
gone home to their parents to confront them about not knowing
about the Holocaust, not having enough Holocaust awareness
and for not having done anything during the Holocaust. Because
of the grandfather's grace at not accepting credit or honor for the
mitzva, the grandchild is at a loss, lacking a crucial piece to the
complicated new post-Holocaust Jewish identity. And not just
Iranian Jews in Los Angeles, but in Hamburg and New York and
perhaps even Israel.

Another question that must be asked is what is the place
in Holocaust historiography for this? Another: How does this
compare with the irrational behavior of the Righteous Gentile? And
my favorite: When will the community receive its just recognition
of this life-giving episode and life-affirming character?

I have heard from both groups the question: "Will this lead
to a reunion?" Perhaps that could be a tool to recognize what the
Tehran community really did and introduce this incident to the
larger Jewish world.
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is strange that this incident should just drop out of sight this way.
What are the reasons for this?

First, why did the Tehran Jewish community help? In a
situation fraught with dangers for themselves (famine, hunger,
disease), why did they open themselves so to this band of refugee
children? "It wasn't just the Polish children; there were other
people from Poland there and from the concentration camps in
Russia. We tried to help them too, all of them. My father would
never say no to any of them." "It wasn't just Jews who helped;
all Iranians were proud to help anyone, especially children." The
Tehran community was the only Jewish community in Eurasia
that was free to help its troubled co-religionists to such an extent.
And has since gone woefully unrecognized for their generosity.
The Jewish communities in the neutral countries, such as
Switzerland and Turkey were hampered by their government's
policies guaranteeing their neutrality. The Swedish community
is the only other neutral country with a Jewish community, Spain
having none. Sweden's help is comparable.

What I think though is the most important key to this lack of
recognition of the Tehran community's beneficence, is the utter
unself-consciousness about what they did. "We didn't really
do anything; it was nothing... what did we do? nothing really."
These are answers I heard over and over as I asked the question
"What did you / your family do during the war for the children?"
A complete unself-consciousness about the enormity of saving
the lives of so many Jewish children, the one group who was
almost totally destroyed in the war. Perhaps this can be laid at the
feet of traditional Persian concepts of generosity and kindness to
strangers, but this lack of self-recognition of the magnitude of
the deed goes beyond the traditions. "Of course we helped them
with what we could: they were Jews, we were Jews. What else
would we do?" This is an interesting question in the face of the
fact of the large Iranian Jewish community which has sprung
up in Los Angeles since the Revolution. Would the Los Angeles
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Most of them didn't have mothers." Members of both groups
queried, the Polish children and the Iranians remembered very
lovingly one man in common, Dr. Sapir, a physician who took
care of the children and the other Polish and Soviet refugees who
flooded into Tehran and paid for his kindness to them with his
life: he contracted typhus from a refugee and died.

The Sachnut and Aliyah Bet took the children under control,
established discipline, tried to socialize them and prepare them
for what their lives would be in Palestine. "There was a boy,
about 10 or 12, who would get under the wire and go trading with
the Persians. He would trade his bread for anything that seemed
useful. Trading was forbidden but he did it anyway." "We went,
I think it was at Passover, to see them. We took some food and
wine and vodka. We were just kids too and we ate and drank
together." "My father wanted to bring some of the children to
stay with us but it wasn't allowed. They were going to Palestine.
My father wanted them to sleep under a roof instead of a tent."

The Tehran community also took it upon itself to find them
some religious books for their education. "My mother said that
grandfather said they should learn their prayers, the little ones,
they didn't have anyone to teach them." "They were so unlucky;
we had our parents, they didn't and they were little too, like us."

*k *k *

The Polish children who became know as Yaldah Tehran,
went on to enter Palestine and were placed on Youth Aliyah
kibbutzim. They became a footnote in Holocaust historiography,
their stories lost in a sea of ever more incredible rescues or losses.
The story of Yaldai Tehran has not been told in Holocaust
literature ever in an Iranian Jewish voice; the one book in English
about this historic rescue is taken from the records of the Sachnut
and written for children. In a Holocaust literature, increasingly
focused on rescues by unlikely communities, usually Gentile, it
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was intransigent when it came to the passage of Jews across its
territory. Worried about its neutrality, Turkey allowed no Jews
in who didn't have all transit and exit visas for destination far
away. This was their agreement with both the Germans and the
British, who were hoping to discourage Jews from trying to get
to Palestine. With the water routes to Palestine effectively closed
in 1942 by Turkey and the vehement demonstration of its will by
its towing of the Struma which led to its sinking with only one
survivor, the Mossad Aliya Bet had to find a land bridge into
Palestine. Tehran was the only choice, poised as it was between
the refugees coming from the Soviet Union and Palestine,
occupied by the cooperating powers, especially Britain. And
there was a Jewish community in Tehran who had some ties to
Palestine which could be trusted.

Along the Soviet shores of the Caspian, Aliya Bet shlichim
organized teenagers who had been members of youth Zionist
groups in Poland to be the leaders of the children to be evacuated
in small groups to Tehran. After their crossings, they were
gathered into Tehran by British authority to wait their permits
to enter Palestine. After their gruesome and grueling journeys
across a Soviet Union at war, these traumatized children, housed
in a tent camp city to the west of the center of Tehran, weren't
prepared for the camp-like setting. "We saw mountains, we saw
nature... Other young people came to visit us. They told us they
were Jews but they didn't speak Jewish... Someone told me they
wanted to buy the girls but I didn't believe it."

The Sachnut and Aliya Bet depended on the local Jewish
community for help with the children. They needed food,
clothing, medical care. "My father organized food for them...
half of what we had, he took to them every week. He would go to
other houses and ask for them." "There was really nothing to eat,
onions and bread. We shared with them." "There was nothing
anyway, my father worked as a porter (kar-e hammali kardeh,
hammali miduni chieh?) but he gave them as much as he could.
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the Germans in the Soviet Union, all the Jews of Europe were in
their reach. In January 1942, the notorious Wannsee Conference
sealed their fate. No longer would emigration from German or
German-occupied territories be the ideal; there were too many to
emigrate, too few places for them to go and no routes on which
to send them. Extermination instead of emigration would now
be the rule.

As the Germans went east through Poland in June 1941, Jews
fled ahead of the belligerents, going as far east as they could. The
Soviet Army sometimes helped them, sometimes not. Families
suffered the most, sometimes splitting up so that older members
could get to Kazakhstan or Tashkent, hoping to go the Shanghai,
the only place on earth that did not require an entry visa. "My
father left us to go east, me and my mother. When she got sick,
she gave me to another Polish family and when she died, they
gave me to another Jewish family headed east." This was typical
for how the Polish Jewish children began their way east. "The
way east was the way to life, my father told me: the direction
the sun came up in, always to follow it. We would live then."
Some of the families had illegal visas they hoped to use once
they arrived in China, others had absolutely nothing.

Not only did Polish Jews go east but also Catholic Poles
went, in the hopes of being reunited someday with other Poles
led by the Polish government-in-the-exile and fighting for their
country. A deal with Stalin and the Polish government-in-exile
permitted free passage for the Poles across the Soviet Union.
Their proposed route was across to the Black Sea through the
Bosporus and then (later as the Black Sea crossing became
absolutely impossible) to the Caspian Sea and back over the
Levant, with the Mediterranean as the destination.

The Jewish Agency (Sachnut) and the Mossad Aliya Bet, the
arm of illegal immigration both worked feverishly to bring any
Jews out of Europe they could. But the closest country, Turkey,
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the Soviet Union and Britain began sending Iran increasingly
intimidating notes, demanding the removal and expulsion of all
Germans in Iran. The Iranian government made some moves to
comply, but Iran had become a strategic necessity to the survival
of the Allies: the oil in the south and the roads and railroads
leading north to the Soviet Union from the Persian Gulf. In
August, the British invaded from the west and south, the Soviets
from the north, leaving the central region, including Tehran as a
neutral zone. It is reported that at the end of August, as the Soviet
Army approached Tehran (they never entered the city, content to
buzz it with their planes) a Jewish woman ran through the streets
screaming that "they would kill all the Jews." Jews seemed to go
indoors to await the unknown.

The September abdication of the old Shah, coupled with the
uncertainty of living in an occupied war-zone, was stressful to
the Jewish community. While it was a relief that the Germans in
Tehran were expelled or interned, no one knew what to expect.
Food disappeared. The official blame was put by the British on
a poor harvest for 1941 but contemporary sources report the
hoarding of food had begun. It didn't matter: there was chaos
in the market place, in the distribution systems and the Allied
powers were uninterested. Their only interests were in keeping
the oil flowing and goods moving northward to the Soviet
Union. Iran had become the only reliable way for supplies to
go into the Soviet Union on a year-round basis. Inflation set
in, leaving money valueless. In some cases it is reported that
American currency began to be used as a common currency,
much to the detriment of the local population. It is reported that
an aspirin cost $2.50, in a land where most people could only
make negligible amounts of money in Rials.

Even so, with the uncertainties they faced, the Iranian Jewish
community was not presented with the crisis of extermination,
as the European Jewish communities were. By June 1941, the
noose around the necks of European Jewry was complete. With
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cultural institutions, including schools and publishing houses.
The structure of arya, both German and Iranian, had a point of
intersection. However, Reza Shah could not agree with Nazi
forms of anti-Semitism for a very pragmatic reason: he could not
afford to structure his society without the Jews. The Jews were
among the most valuable, energetic and progressive members
of the new Iranian society; grateful for their emancipation they
enthusiastically joined in all the new programs dictated by the
Court. Iranian Jews were not afraid of modern education and
they were cosmopolitan enough to be able to negotiate and
foster relationships with other foreign and Western governments.
Western European Jewish communities were more inclined to
help a government that did not persecute its Jews. This was all
true until the changes of the world economic status of the Great
Depression and the rise of Nazism and other fascist regimes
throughout Western Europe.

In the period before that outbreak of the war, in Tehran, the
Germans had a benign presence, as well as their more official
and sinister one. For example, at one German vocational school,
Iran-Alman, there was at least one Jewish student who reports
with bitterness until today how he was abused by the German
teachers there. But as determined as they were to prove his
inferiority, he was equally determined to defy them and succeed.
This experience unfortunately seems to have marked him for life.
The effects that the Nazi brand of anti-Semitism may have had
on the general Iranian population cannot be adequately addressed
here, but it is safe to say that there was a certain climate created
by the German presence in Tehran.

Reza Shah's plan to counter-balance British influence and
declare and protect Iran's neutrality by the German presence
came to naught in 1941. By then there were 15,000 miles of
useable roads in Iran and more than 25,000 motor vehicles;
means of transport were at a historical high. Almost immediately
after the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941,
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joint efforts of the leadership of the Mossad Aliya Bet, the arm of
illegal immigration into Palestine, and the care of the community
of Tehran's Jews. In the midst of a war, an occupation, a financial
crisis, and a famine, the Tehran Jewish community managed to
find provisions for these children and make them feel as welcome
guests instead of the problematic visitors they actually were. "I
felt safer there than when I finally got to Palestine. Everyone
was so kind to us. They gave us sugar. I had forgotten what it
was," reported one of the children. How these children came
to be put in the hands of the Tehran community is one of the
lesser known stories of the Holocaust, with great import to the
Iranian Jewish community. It is a story of honor that could be
lost in an historiography that focuses on communities of victims
and helplessness instead of a community which acted. Today's
presentation is only a beginning of what I hope will be another
community direct action: that of re-claiming the kvod that is due
the Tehran community in the face of their loving and kind gesture
towards these children in particular and the other thousands of
Polish refugees who made their ways to safety through Tehran.

At the outbreak of World War Two, Jews in Iran stood in an
unheralded position. The grateful beneficiaries of Reza Shah's
opening of the ghettos historically imposed by the Shi'i clergy.
At the same time, from the mid-Thirties, Tehran was firmly on
the path of Nazi advisers to the Court from Berlin. Throughout
the decade, the German presence in Tehran was visible. Valued
by Reza Shah for their technical and educational skills, they
provided for him a desired counterbalance to his traditional
nemesis, the British, whom he always saw as standing in the
way of Iran's independence and his own personal ambitions.
The Germans, with their concentration on their common sense
of "Aryaness," appealed to Reza Shah's own reach back into
pre-Islamic Iranian mythic structures in order to forge a new
Iranian political identity, free of Islamic overtones. In 1934,
the Deutsche Orient Verein, was established by the Berlin
government in order to more fully infiltrate and influence Iranian
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Their Lovingkindness Endures Forever:
The Tehran Jewish Community and the Yaldai Tehran

By: Michelle Stein-Evers

Michelle is a native of Los Angeles, born to parents of
German and Ethiopian Jewish ancestry. Her specialization at the
Universities of Tehran, and Pennsylvania was Middle Eastern
Politics, concentrating on Iranian cultural and revolutionary
politics. She expanded her academic specialization to include
Soviet and Eastern European issues, as well as international
human rights policy.

Michelle has done research for a number of prominent
research organizations and was a political consultant in
Washington. She has worked for Jewish organizations devoted
to the release of Soviet Jews. Michelle has also been the
director of two international human rights organizations: he
Committee of Concerned Scientists, which dealt with the special
rights of scientists; and the Rumanian Freedom Forum, which
concentrated on Rumanian problems.

Additionally, she has done human rights research work for
such diverse organizations as the Simon Wiesenthal Center, the
Helsinki Commission, the Congressional Black Caucus and the
Union of Councils for Soviet Jews.

She is also a founder of Kehillat Keshet, a group in Los
Angeles formed of non-white Jews, as well as one of the founders
of the Alliance of Black Jews.

*k *k *

In February, 1943, 1400 Polish Jewish children made their
way from Pakistan to Palestine, the possessors of legal travel
papers and permits to enter Ha-aretz. They made this trip after
their sojourn in Tehran where they had been cared for by the
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Evening Session

Persian Poetry Reading: Mahin Amid, Nasser Hakakha, Tou-
ba Karoubian, Jahanguir Sedaghatfar, Yaghoub Tabari.
Morteza Khan Neydavood, A Documentary Film

In Memory of Master Neydavood: A Concert

Vocalist: Shahla Sarshar

Composer: Farid Farjad

Second Program

Talent Show: Poetry, Music, Book Reading, Documentary
Young Adult Artists: Omid Arabian, Gina Bardkhordar
Nahai, Fariborz Davoodian, Azadeh Farahmand, David
Ghodsian,Sharona Kianmahd, Haleh Mahboubi-Gabbay, Hou-
man Sarshar, Shaun Toub.

Monday, January 15

Morning Session

Contemporary History of Jews of in Iran

Peyman Banooni, San Diego and Sammy Simnegar, Los An-
geles

Iranian Jewish Organizations: A History

Shemoil Kamran, Los Angeles

The Dialects of the Jews of Iran

Haideh Sahim, New York

Plenary Session
Anti-Semitism in Europe and Iran: A Comparative Study
Shirin Daghighian, Tehran *Keynote Speaker

Afternoon session

Banking, Commerce and Industry
Shokrollah Baravarian, Los Angeles

Jewish Ghettos and Cemetaries of Tehran
Jahanguir Banayan, Los Angeles

The Jews of Mashhad: A Documentary Film

Israel Television, Jerusalem
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THE HISTORY OF CONTEMPORARY IRANIAN JEWS
FIRST ANNUAL INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

CENTER FOR IRANIAN JEWISH ORAL HISTORY
JANUARY 13-14-15, 1996
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

Saturday, January 13

In Memory of Those Who Made History
Opening of photo, book, and ketubah exhibition
From Esther to Esther: A Play

Playwright: Homa Sarshar
Actress: Shohreh Aghdashlou

Sunday, January 14

Morning Session

Jews from Iran and Jews from Islamic Lands

Amnon Netzer, Jerusalem

Ancient Iranian Jewish Architecture: The Renovation of Es-
ther’s Tomb

Yassi Gabbay, Los Angeles

Their Lovingkindness Endures Forever: The Tehran Jew-
ish Community And The Yaldai Tehran

Michelle Stein-Evers, Los Angeles

Afternoon session

Jews in Political Movements and Parties

Faryar Nikbakht, Los Angeles

The 20th Century Iranian Jew: A Spectrum of Images
Jaleh Pirnazar, Berkeley
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InJune, 1996, over one thousand people attended a showing
of the Center’s 250 piece photo, book, document, and Ketuba
exhibition in New York by invitation from the Iranian Jewish
Community Center of New York.

In the months of May, June and July, 1996, more than 25
young, middle-aged and elderly Iranian Jewish people volun-
teered to take part in the Center’s Oral History Project. The
volunteers met for brief interview training sessions during the
summer months and in August of 1996, began recording in-
terviews which will be forever housed in the Center’s archive.

The Center created a Web-site on World Wide Web in Sep-
tember, 1996 to provide information for people interested in
our history.

This journal has been published to record the participa-
tion of 12 lecturers, both academic and non academic, the 15
amateur and professional musicians, actress, and artists who
performed on stage during the first conference. It should be
noted that the information written in the articles provided by
each lecturer is the sole responsibility of its author. The Cen-
ter encourages the academia to further research the subjects
highlighted in this journal for continued publication of Iranian
Jewish history.

It is the goal of the Board of Directors of the Center to
provide a central archive so that all Jewish Iranian people can
share, record and learn from our heritage. We welcome you to
take part and make history -- while recording history.
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Foreword

The first annual international conference of the Center for
Iranian Jewish Oral History (Center) held on January 13, 14
and 15, 1996 was a very large step toward fulfilling the goal
to gather interviews, old documents, photographs, ketubas and
books of the Iranian Jewish community who have been un-
fairly remembered by historians.

From inception, the Center, had the full approval of 16 dif-
ferent Iranian Jewish Organizations. During the first six months
of the project 7 other organizations lent their support to the
Center. Currently, 23 organizations recognize the importance
of this project and support it.

International academic and cultural institutions, namely, the
Department of Jewish Studies - UCLA, Diaspora Research In-
stitute- Tel Aviv University, and the Simon Wiesenthal Center
- Museum of Tolerance (where the first conference was held)
have been supporting the Center from the very beginning.

After the first annual conference ended, the SHOAH Foun-
dation, founded by Steven Spielberg, The Moshe Dayan Cen-
ter for Middle Eastern and African Studies - Tel Aviv Univer-
sity and the Skirball Cultural Center and Museum - Hebrew
College have joined this distinguished list of co-sponsors. The
leadership of all of these institutions have dedicated themselves
to assist in the growth of the Center.
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One special characteristic of the interviews is that it builds
a bridge between the older generations and the younger gen-
eration through the middle generation.

The Center invites all members of the community who sup-
port these ideas and who specialize in subjects relevant to as-
sist our mission to compile theand document the memories of
our oldest living generation before it is too late. We are recruit-
ing interested people from any age group. All it takes is a short
term interview training session, a tape recorder, blank tapes
and a few dedicated hours a week.

This project has been conceived and founded by Homa
Sarshar. The Center’s Board of Directors is headed by: Deb-
bie Adhami, Bijan Khalili, Farah Nourmand, Roxana Rastegar,
Yas Sadatmand, Homa Sarshar, and Houman Sarshar.
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CENTER FOR IRANIAN JEWISH ORAL HISTORY
Statement of Purpose

The Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History (Center) was
established on August 9, 1995 in Los Angeles with the full sup-
port of 16 different Iranian Jewish organizations in the com-
munity.

The Center has been recorded as a non-profit organization
in the state of California and has been assigned a Federal Iden-
tification number.

The Center was created to gather information and interview
people from past decades who are knowledgeable in the fol-
lowing subjects: Iranian Jewish history, culture, science, lit-
erature, social life, politics, art and economics. These taped
interviews, documents, pictures and lore will be open for re-
searchers and the public to use in two different Centers, in two
different countries. The Center’s headquarters is in Los Ange-
les, and a duplicate archive is located at the Diaspora Research
Institute - Tel Aviv University.

The Center will host an annual conference to gather experts
in the field of Iranian Jewish history from all over the world.
Each conference will include an update of the past year’s ac-
tivities. After each conference, a volume of TERUA will be
published to document each lecture and event along with a sep-
arate book to display the photos and old documents collected
for the exhibition.
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Ask thy father , and he will declare unto thee,
thine elders, and they will tell thee.

Deuturonomy 32:7
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