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My name is John Simon, and at 71, I offer you the story of a life shaped by continents crossed, cultures embraced, and decades of resilience. Born in Abadan, Iran, in 1954, I grew up in a city pulsing with the rhythm of oil rigs and the promise of progress a proud gateway to the Persian Gulf, where ancient waterways met the fire of industry, forging a spirit of innovation and unyielding grit in its people. The sunbaked streets, the hum of refineries that powered the world, the guidance of my parents, and an unquenchable curiosity set me on a path that would lead far beyond my island home. 

From my early work as a translator at the International American School to earning my GED and gaining acceptance to six colleges in Arizona, California, and Texas, my ambitions were bold until the Iranian Revolution of 1979 upended my world. Forced to flee a year later, I sought refuge in Germany before arriving in the United States, carrying little but determination. Along the way, I met a Bell Helicopter pilot falsely accused of being an American hijacker, a moment that underscored the chaos of those times. Reuniting with him in California in 1981, after his release, marked the start of my American chapter. 

My journey in the U.S. was one of reinvention: from studying auto mechanics in San Jose to leading a team at a Toyota dealership, advising at a Honda store, fueling aircraft for Lockheed, and delivering parcels for FedEx. I ended my career as a U.S. postal mail carrier in downtown San Jose, each role a testament to my adaptability. Through ten chapters, this memoir invites you to walk with me from Abadan’s refineries to refugee camps, from hangars to post offices reflecting on what it means to survive, belong, and chase a better life. 

John Simon 
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Chapter 1
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Roots in the Ancient Land 
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I was born on a crisp autumn morning in 1954, in Abadan, a proud and pulsing city in Iran’s Khuzestan province, where the Karun River meets the Persian Gulf and the hum of oil refineries shaped the rhythm of life. My mother always said the air that day carried the sharp tang of oil and salt, a reminder of Abadan’s role as the beating heart of Iran’s oil industry. This was no quiet desert town it was a modern hub, alive with workers, engineers, and the dreams of a nation riding the wave of black gold. Mud-brick homes stood alongside sleek company houses built by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, and the streets buzzed with the energy of a city that powered the world. My parents named me John Simon, a name that stood out among the Persian names like Reza or Ali. My father, captivated by the West, chose it hoping it might carry me to distant horizons. As a boy, I didn’t dwell on it. All I knew was Abadan’s heat, its salty breeze, and the endless hum of life around me. 

My father was a merchant in Abadan’s central bazaar, a lively maze of stalls where the scents of saffron, dried limes, and fresh-baked bread mingled with the faint metallic whiff of nearby refineries. To me, he was a giant, striding through the crowded aisles with a quiet confidence. In truth, he was a modest trader, dealing in spices and textiles, but in my young eyes, he ruled that market. I’d tag along, clutching his hand as we navigated piles of glowing saffron, stacks of woven rugs, and bolts of silk in every color imaginable. The bazaar was a world unto itself vendors shouting prices, women haggling fiercely, the clink of coins and laughter weaving through the air. At home, after the day’s work, my father became a storyteller. Over steaming cups of tea, he’d spin tales of Cyrus the Great, of Persian armies carving empires from the desert. “You’re part of this, John,” he’d say, tapping my forehead with a spice-stained finger. “This history lives in you.” His words made me feel tethered to something vast, even as I chased friends through Abadan’s dusty streets, kicking a makeshift soccer ball. 

My mother gave me something else grit. Raised on a rural farm in Khuzestan, she’d known hardship: lean years after World War II, when food was scarce and foreign soldiers roamed nearby villages. Her stories of walking miles for water or stretching a single loaf of bread for days taught me resilience. Yet she carried a warmth that softened our home, her laughter brightening even the longest days. “Life will weigh you down,” she told me once, kneading dough with steady hands. “But you bend, like a palm tree in a storm, and you hold your ground.” Those words sank deep, though I wouldn’t know their weight until years later. 

Our neighborhood in Abadan was a tight-knit web of narrow streets, where flat-roofed houses baked under the relentless sun. The air carried the scent of rosewater, grilled kebabs, and the ever-present oil from the refineries. We kids ruled those streets, playing soccer with balls patched from old leather, our shouts echoing off concrete walls. Women called from balconies to summon us home, while men gathered in teahouses, sipping tea and debating the Shah’s latest reforms over the clatter of backgammon boards. Life had a rhythm: dawn prayers, the morning bustle to the bazaar, quiet afternoons when the heat drove everyone indoors, and evenings when families sat on rooftops, gazing at a sky blazing with stars. 

School was a simple affair a low building with peeling paint and creaky desks. We studied Farsi, math, and history, always history, because our teachers wanted us to know we came from a proud people. I wasn’t a standout student; my mind wandered to the world beyond Abadan’s refineries. What was life like in Europe? In America? I began learning English, stumbling over its strange sounds but determined to master it. Each word felt like a step toward a bigger world. The radio in our house, an old box with a flickering green dial, became my portal. Through its static, I caught snippets of BBC broadcasts or Voice of America, and once, a program about helicopters machines that could hover like dragonflies and land anywhere. I was hooked, sketching their sleek shapes in my notebooks, dreaming of flying. 

By the 1960s, Abadan was a city of ambition. Oil money brought new schools, cinemas, and modern apartment blocks. American films hit the local theater, and for a few coins, I’d watch cowboys gallop across open plains or cars race down highways lined with skyscrapers. Those images fueled my dreams of a life beyond Iran. The Shah’s White Revolution promised modernity new schools, women’s rights, and gleaming infrastructure but it also stirred unrest. In teahouses, men grumbled about rising prices and the growing gap between rich and poor. I was too young to grasp the politics, too busy imagining myself in those far-off places from the movies. 
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