













Praise for The Road to Home


“Here’s the story—a bright Armenian boy from Tabriz comes to America, tears through college and graduate school, becomes a history professor, rises like a rocket through the ranks of academia, then single-handedly rescues the New York Public Library from oblivion. For starters. Is this a fable about the inestimable value of immigrant infusions into our national life? No, it’s the true life story of Gregorian the Great Hearted, a man I once wanted for Mayor of New York—and still do.”

—E. L. Doctorow




“Gregorian’s memoir is an intimate account of a stunning journey…. One comes away from this warm and witty memoir with a sense of the lively engagement and humanistic curiosity that has characterized Gregorian’s entire career…. Gregorian’s sense of discovery and fascination with America is conveyed with enthusiasm and thoughtfulness…. A young boy who listened to his grandmother’s stories as he drifted off to sleep on the rooftop of their small house becomes a man whose intellect and curiosity made him a leader of several major American institutions. With openness and honesty, he has become his own storyteller, and the stories he tells in The Road to Home are compelling.”

—Susan Kent, Los Angeles Times




“The Road to Home is the utterly engaging and uplifting story of the blossoming of extraordinarily rich talents in the life of one supremely good man. It’s also a passionate tale of hardship suffered and overcome, commitment to roots formed in the tragedy of the Armenian diaspora, and gut-wrenching academic politics, all told with rich humor and the serenity which comes from true humanistic learning. You won’t be able to put it down.”

—Jill Ker Conway




“The Road to Home is perfect for a story about a New Yorker—indeed, an American—because it shows that we are ‘a nation of immigrants.’ … A cri de coeur for a life of learning.”

—Herbert Mitgang, Chicago Tribune




“The Road to Home is a marvelous American story—the tale of a young Armenian who came to these shores and discovered the opportunities of American life. It is a tale filled with drama and insight, wit and wonder, and it shows in what respects the United States remains the land of opportunity.”

—Arthur Schlesinger Jr.


 
“Gregorian’s tale reinforces the outdated idea that talent and discipline, abetted by a network of helpful colleagues, can result in a life that makes the world a better place in which to live. The Road to Home, an old-fashioned tale of immigrant success, reminds us of the possibilities of human aspiration.”

—Steven E. Alford, Houston Chronicle




“To read Vartan Gregorian’s absorbing personal narrative is to receive the warmth, the humor, and the wisdom of an exceptionally intellectual personality, who has left his mark on a generation’s quest for higher meaning and moral philosophy.”

—Elie Wiesel




“Combining childhood stories and anecdotes from Gregorian’s celebrated career, this autobiography underscores how a love of learning can bloom in the most difficult circumstances.”

—New York Daily News




“In a world that forgets in order to die, Vartan Gregorian remembers in order to live. By telling us the truth of his life, he delivers us from two dangerous dogmas. One is the clash of civilizations. Gregorian demonstrates that civilizations do not clash: they contaminate and mutually nurture each other. And history is not over. Not yet. Because, as this splendid book demonstrates, we have not yet said our last word.”

—Carlos Fuentes




“Expertly blends poetry, pedantry, progressivism, and unruly university politics…. Starting with his grandmother’s teachings when he was a poor youth in Tabriz, Iran, right through to his present post at the Carnegie Corporation … what a story it makes…. [Gregorian] is brilliant in delineating the backstabbing, pettiness, and obfuscations he contended with in order to raise the level of educational quality when he was dean at various schools. He has a light touch, knowing when to coax the reader gently through an intricate piece of philanthropic politics, and when to let rip: ‘I am not a Mr. Magoo. If somebody spits at me, I cannot pretend it is a raindrop.’”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Reading Vartan Gregorian’s book is a lot like being with the man himselfit’s wise, exuberant, likeable, and tough-minded.”

—David Halberstam


 
“This is an engaging account brimming with the expansive humanity of a great American and a one-of-a-kind energizer of higher learning. It provides both an evocative picture of a picaresque boyhood in the Middle East as well as a candid account of the foibles as well as the promise of American academia.”

—James Billington




“Vartan Gregorian is a national treasure. The Road to Home—his own story of his dazzling life and times—is a national treasure, too.”

—Philip Hamburger, author of Matters of State: A Political Excursion
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INTRODUCTION My Birthplace
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I was born in Tabriz, Iran, an ancient city with a turbulent and illustrious past. In his Legend: The Genesis of Civilization, the archeologist David Rohl claims that the Garden of Eden must have been located in northern Iran, in Tabriz, where I was born. The Book of Genesis 2:10-14 states that Eden encompassed the sources of four rivers: the Euphrates, Tigris, Gihon, and Pi-shon. Since Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, scholars have debated the identity of the last two rivers. Rohl argues that before the advent of Islam in Iran in the seventh century A.D., the river Aras (Araxes) was known as Gaihun, the equivalent of the Hebrew Gihon. He claims the fourth river must have been Uizun, Pishon being a Hebrew corruption of the name. He believes that he may have located a village named Naqdi, which could be a trace of the land of Nod, the place of Cain’s exile after he murdered his brother, Abel, referenced in the Book of Genesis as “… east of Eden.”

I will leave it to archeologists and biblical scholars to debate the exact location of the Garden of Eden. I can assure you, however, that the Tabriz of the mid-1930s was no paradise, even though it had its share of beautiful springs, pleasant summers, gorgeous flowers, delicate gardens, delicious fruits and vegetables, exquisite Persian carpets, pure and tasty drinking water, inspiring sunrises and dramatic sunsets, and gentle breezes during its summer nights. But the city had quantities of dust and mud as well, including awful potholes. Tabriz had wet autumns, harsh winters, frightening thunderstorms, torrential rains, marble-sized hailstones, heavy snowfalls, minor and major earthquakes, and devastating plagues, including typhus and cholera, not to mention smallpox.

More than anything else, however, Tabriz had a long, rich, checkered, and sometimes glorious history. Its burden of memory included a record of centuries of struggles, adversities, triumphs, defeats, tragedies, destructions and dislocations, cycles of decline and rebirth. Situated in a valley to the north of the beautiful Mount Sahand, Tabriz was at the crossroads of expanding or contending empires and rival kingdoms. It was often a battleground or a military frontier, sometimes a center of political and economic power, other times confined to the periphery. Throughout it all, Tabriz remained the home for generations of artisans, merchants, scholars, poets, political leaders, petty rulers, kings, and even emperors.

Mentioned for the first time in Assyrian King Sargon II’s epigraph in 714 B.C., Tabriz served as the capital of various rulers, beginning with Atropates and his dynasty (fourth century B.C.) and most notably Ghazan Khan, the Il-Khan of the Mongol empire in A.D. 1295. The latter’s realm stretched from the Oxus to the borders of Egypt and from the Caucasus to the Indian Ocean. Ghazan Khan’s conversion to Islam inaugurated a new chapter in the history of the Middle East and Central Asia by shifting international and regional balances of power. It was during his rule that Tabriz reached the height of its power. The emperor expanded the city and built major caravanserais, markets, and public baths, along with many prominent mosques and other notable public structures, including an observatory and a number of colleges and libraries that attracted scholars from all over his empire and beyond, transforming Tabriz into a great center of learning. Some fourteen thousand men worked on the construction of his mausoleum. In 1392, after the end of the Mongol rule, the city was sacked by Tamerlane.

The city, invaded by Arabs, Seljuk Turks, Mongols, Tatars, Turkomans, Uzbeks, Ottoman Turks, and Russians, suffered repeated natural disasters as well. It was destroyed by fifteen terrible earthquakes between A.D. 634 and 1936 and decimated in 1737 by plague. Yet the inhabitants in the city’s remnants have always had the tenacity to build and rebuild their city and continued to preserve its commercial and strategic role in the region and its central place on the Silk Road. Tabriz’s fabulous bazaar, the seat of its economic power, dazzled many contemporary chroniclers, such as Ibn Batutta (1327), Ruy González de Clavijo (1404), Giasufo Barbaro (1474), J. B. Tavernier (1632), Olearius (1637), and Jean Chardin (1641), who reported that Tabriz had some 250 mosques and 300 caravanserais.

In 1501, Tabriz became the capital under Shah Ismail, the founder of the Safavid Empire of Persia, which lasted until 1736. Shah Ismail adhered to the strictest tenets of the Shiite doctrine of Islam and made it the official state religion of Persia, formalizing the split between the Shia and Sunni realms of Islam and inaugurating more than two centuries of intermittent conflict between the Ottoman and Persian empires. During the Qajar dynasty (1784-1925), Tabriz was the residence of the crown princes of Persia, who often served as titular governors of the Azerbaijan province.

From the eighteenth through the first part of the twentieth century, Persia confronted European imperialism and became a pawn in the “Great Game” that pitted Great Britain and the Russian Empire against each other. During the reigns of Peter the Great and Catherine the Great and afterward, Russia waged aggressive wars against Persia. Tabriz was captured by Russian forces but returned to Persia after the Treaty of Turkomanchai in 1828. The treaty consolidated two decades of Russian gains. Persia lost her rich Caucasian provinces, and present-day Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia were annexed by Russia. The Aras River became the frontier between the Russian Empire and the Persian Kingdom.

In the early part of the nineteenth century, Abbas Mirza, a Qajar prince and the governor of Azerbaijan, launched a modernization scheme from Tabriz. He introduced Western-style institutions, imported industrial machinery, installed the first regular postal service, and undertook military reforms. He rebuilt the city and launched diplomatic initiatives to the West, concluding a treaty with Napoleon and later with England in an effort to fend off the Russian threat. He attempted to establish a rational taxation system and fought to control corruption. His plans were visionary but his finances limited, and he died in 1833 while engaged in reestablishing Persian sovereignty over the city of Herat. From 1841 on, Great Britain and Russia established political and commercial hegemony over Persia. In 1907, the Anglo-Russian Convention divided the country into two spheres of influence, British and Russian.

During the first decade of the twentieth century, Tabriz and the province of Azerbaijan became centers of the Persian nationalist movement. Its citizens fought for and succeeded in obtaining a constitutional monarchy in 1908. In 1915, during World War I, in spite of Persia’s official neutrality, Ottoman forces occupied Tabriz. Then the Russians defeated and expelled the Turko-Kurdish forces. After the Russian revolution in 1917, Russian forces withdrew, and Ottoman troops returned. They were forced out after the Allied victory. The Persian government’s control was confined to Tehran and the country was bankrupt. The 1919 Anglo-Persian Treaty rendered Persia a de facto British protectorate. In 1925, Reza Khan deposed the last Qajar ruler and declared himself Reza Shah Pahlavi. Embarking upon a vast policy of modernization and Westernization, he centralized the bureaucracy, built a modern army, undertook social and educational reforms, curbed the authority of the religious and tribal leaders, and nationalized the private schools. Iran was celebrating the tenth anniversary of the Pahlavi dynasty when I was born.

The Tabriz of my childhood had the remnants of only two great historical monuments to its past glory: the Masjid-i-Ali Shah (The Mosque of Ali Shah), built between 1312 and 1322 and converted into an Arg (Citadel) during Qajar rule; and the Masjid-i-Kabud, or Blue Mosque (A.D. 1456), an architectural gem.

Iran had a polyglot society: Persians, Turks, Kurds, Baluchs, Turkomans, and Arabs were the major ethnic groups. The majority of Iranians were Shia Muslims. The Kurds and Turkomans were Sunni Muslims. The major religious minorities consisted of the Armenian and the Assyrian Christian communities and smaller communities of Jews, Zoroastrians, Bahais, and some Georgian Christians. Tabriz was a microcosm of Iran. The majority of its population spoke Turkish. In addition to the larger minorities, there were Russians, American missionaries, and a handful of French and other foreigners. The largest religious minority, and one of the oldest, was my Armenian community.

Armenia and the Armenians, off and on, were either ruled by Iran or were under its political, military, and economic spheres of influence from the sixth to the third centuries B.C. Armenian kings, princes, and their armies often served in the ranks of Persian military forces. Armenia was often a battlefield between contending empires and a highway for an endless number of invaders. Often the country was devastated and the Armenians uprooted as part of scorched earth policies. From 1048 to 1071, the Seljuks took a great number of Armenian prisoners to Iran. Fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Mongol and Turkoman invaders followed this practice. By the sixteenth century, there were Armenian communities in most of Iran’s major cities.

The clash of the Ottoman and Safavid empires during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries inaugurated a new phase of devastation. The two fought eleven major wars between 1514 (Battle of Chaldiran) and 1639 (Treaty of Zuhab). Armenia, divided between the Ottoman and Safavid Persian empires, was often the main battlefield. Towns and villages were devastated and looted, populations massacred, deported, or taken away in slavery. Some Armenians were settled in Istanbul or urban centers of Iran. In 1603, following the capture of Tabriz by Shah Abbas I, the Safavid ruler, tens of thousands of people, mainly Armenians, were deported to Iran. In the fall of 1604, as Ottoman forces advanced, the inhabitants of the Armenian city of Julfa, a major regional trade center, were forcibly uprooted by the Persians and settled in Isfahan. The Persians destroyed Julfa to prevent the Armenians from harboring any plans of return.

In the late nineteenth century, Tabriz became a major center of Armenian culture and was the seat of the Prelacy of the Armenian Church in Azerbaijan. The prelates of the province welcomed secular teachers and secular culture. Thousands of students received their education within a network of Armenian elementary and secondary parochial schools, taught by Armenian teachers, scholars, and intellectuals, educated in Russian and European colleges and universities. Their ranks included some prominent leaders of the Armenian nationalist and revolutionary movements founded in 1880 and 1890. An Armenian press published Armenian textbooks, books, and periodicals. The city also boasted an Armenian theater, the Aramian, that staged plays and welcomed foreign actors and actresses. Its repertory included Armenian and Shakespearian plays. Occasionally the Aramian also welcomed operas.

By 1906, there was already an Armenian string music band. Instructors of violin and piano educated in England, Russia, Belgium, and Germany gave private lessons and taught music classes in elementary and secondary schools. A great pride of Tabriz was the American Memorial High School, founded by American missionaries. Hundreds of Armenians, Assyrians, Jews, Turks, and Persians received their secondary education in English. The French operated Jeanne D’Arc school, where the nuns educated girls. In addition to the Memorial High School, American missionaries operated an American hospital. There were Seventh-Day Adventist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches.

In 1935-36, the Persian government, following the order of Reza Shah Pahlavi, nationalized all private and parochial schools and in 1939 shut down the American and other foreign language schools in Persia. The Armenian language could be taught only as a language for religion. The government changed the name of Persia to Iran, which is the name of the country in Persian. It was speculated that the change was instigated by the Persian ambassador to Nazi Germany because Germany was cultivating good relations with nations of the Aryan race. Iran is a cognate for Aryan. Following in the footsteps of Mustapha Atatürk of Turkey, Reza Shah also wanted to lay the foundations of a secular Iran, break from its immediate past, reclaim its pre-Islamic legacy, and assert its independence from the British and now Soviet spheres of influence. Reza Shah forbade traditional dress for Muslim and even Christian and Jewish communities, ordering Western-style clothing to be worn. Turbans were banned, as were veils and headscarves. Long scarves worn to conceal women’s hair and necks were outlawed.

With the closing of the Armenian parochial schools, there sprang up a furtive organized campaign on the part of all the secular Armenian teachers of language, history, ethics, literature, and religion to teach their subjects in Sunday schools or through private, individual, or group lessons, or during the religious instruction that was authorized by the Ministry of Education.



My Family
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Both my maternal and paternal grandparents migrated to Tabriz from the Armenian villages of Karadagh (Black Mountain). Whether they were the remnants of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Armenian deportees of the Safavid shahs of Iran, or earlier thirteenth- and fourteenth-century deportees of the Seljuks and Mongols, or early inhabitants of the region, is hard to determine. When I was born, many of the peasants of the villages of Kara-dagh had moved to Tabriz, including my paternal grandfather, Balabeg, and his brother, Tevan, and their families. They owned a caravanserai, a bakery, and a dairy business. Ours was an extended family, and a wall separated the two branches of the Gregorian clan. My grandfather had two children: my aunt Nvart (Rose) and my father, Samuel. Tevan had one son, Grigor, and four grandsons. By the time I was born, my paternal grandmother, Anna, had died, as well as my aunt Nvart, who had married an Armenian notable in Tiflis and left her orphaned son, Bobken, with us.

My grandfather valued education enough to send my father to the American Memorial High School. The same opportunity was not afforded to my cousin Bobken, who worked in the caravanserai and the milk business. He was only able to finish elementary school and later had a terrible accident that burned half his face and body. He became a successful tailor.

My father was very young when he got married. My mother, Shooshanik (Shooshik for short), was very beautiful, with a gentle smile, soft skin, and tender, smiling eyes. She wore practically no makeup. She had married at eighteen. My older brother, Aram, died when he was only a year old. My sister, Ojik (Eugenie), was born sixteen months after me. Our father’s ambition had been to continue his education in the United States, but my grandfather had vetoed his wishes. Instead, because of his excellent English and expertise in accounting, he took a middle-management administrative position with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in Abadan. My sister and I were brought up by my mother and maternal grandmother.

In 1939, on the eve of World War II, a great calamity befell our family. My seventy-five-year-old grandfather was arrested and jailed on trumped-up charges that he was smuggling arms to Iran. Police searched the caravanserai, the Armenian schools, and other locations and reportedly found one or two weapons. It was not clear to whom they belonged or whether enemies or business rivals of my grandfather had planted them. He died in jail. I am sure he was tortured since there was evidently a great deal of reluctance to release his body to the family. The effort to retrieve his body was left entirely to my mother, including procuring and taking a coffin in a horse-drawn carriage to the central jail. I am told that my mother, in tears, pleaded with Fatullah Khan, chief of the Tabriz police department, for the release of my grandfather’s body, so that he could be given a proper Christian burial. According to my grandmother, my mother donated all her exquisite needlework to the police chief’s wife.

The imprisonment and death of my grandfather brought an end to the family business. The caravanserai and the milk business were sold. In my father’s absence, my mother purchased a house near the Armenian church with the proceeds of the sale. I still remember the number: 1699 Church Street. My grandmother, mother, sister, uncle, cousin, and I moved to our new house.

I have a handful of memories of my mother: being held in her arms, being sung lullabies, being with her in an open-air movie performance in the Arg (Citadel) of the city. I remember only that it was dark, the screen far away, the images blurred, and that I was scared and shut my eyes. I remember a reception at the home of my godfather. I was instructed to behave, “to be a good boy,” to take one cookie, not two, above all to be sure to thank our host. I remember following the gaze of my mother and declining seconds. Most important, my sister and I had been told to leave a small portion of whatever we were eating on the plate as a “sign of politeness.” This was required etiquette, otherwise we would exhibit signs of being gyormamish, a Turkish adjective that describes someone who is a hick, has not “seen anything,” is easily impressed and greedy, is nouveau riche, and has no savoir faire.

I remember our family’s trip to Tehran and from there, by train to Abadan, to visit my father. The weather in Abadan was atrocious, very hot and humid. There were big fans on the ceiling of our bedroom but they did not seem to make much difference. I gather the journey was an attempt by my mother to save her marriage and to reconnect us with our absentee father. There were whispers of “another woman” in Abadan. The trip was memorable for another reason: I contracted malaria. After several months in Abadan, we returned to Tabriz.

My last glimpse of my mother was when my sister and I were ushered to a room where she lay motionless. She was very pale and cold. Her long black hair covered her shoulders. Her beautiful eyes were shut. She did not hug us, she did not greet us. Everyone was crying. We began crying, too. Something was strange. Something was very wrong. Everyone was extremely nice to us but wanted us to leave as soon as possible. We were told to bid good-bye to our mother because she was undertaking a long journey: she was leaving for America, a beautiful faraway land…. I did not know she had died. I had no clear ideas about death. I had been told people die when they are very old. But my mother was not old. She was so young, so beautiful, so tender, so warm…. I did not even know she had been ill.

Only a few years ago, I learned that on the way back from Abadan my mother miscarried twins, lost a lot of blood, developed pneumonia, and died without doctors or appropriate medicine. She was twenty-six. All of a sudden, my sister and I were essentially orphaned. In retrospect, it is both sad and strange that my sister and I never addressed her as Mother or Mama or our father as Father or Papa. Instead, we called them by their given names: Shooshik and Samuel. This was because we lived in an extended family where the authority was vested in my paternal grandfather, Balabeg, a widower, and my maternal grandmother, Voski (Gold). We called them Papa and Mama.

Following the death of my mother, her brother, my uncle Harootiun, age twenty-nine, died. He was devoted to his sister and had traveled with great difficulty from Tehran to Tabriz to be with her. His car had been confiscated sixty miles from Tabriz and he had to walk for some time before he was able to hitch a ride and attend my mother’s funeral. He contracted pneumonia, too, and, again in the absence of proper medical care, succumbed. Within the span of less than two years, I lost my grandfather, mother, and uncle.

On August 25, 1941, military forces of the Soviet Union and Great Britain invaded Iran following Allied accusations that Iran was collaborating with the Axis and harboring pro-German sympathizers. The Soviet Army entered Iran in three columns: the first occupied Tabriz, the second occupied the northeastern border province of Khorasan, and the third occupied the Caspian coastal towns. I remember the Soviet propaganda leaflets that showered over Tabriz. The British forces occupied Iran’s oilfields. Reza Shah was forced to abdicate. The Allies gave assurances that they had no designs on Iran’s territorial integrity, independence, or oil, and expressed the hope that Iran would not resist the Allied advance. They did not have to worry as the Iranian opposition proved negligible. Despite the Iranian army’s communiqués that boasted of the army’s excellent morale and its successful resistance, the Iranian military resistance crumbled. Many officers deserted their units; many units abandoned their arms and melted away. The Allied occupation of Iran was accomplished within a few days.

My father was in the Iranian cavalry regiment dispatched to the north to face a Soviet mechanized division. I remember his departure, on a white horse. As he was getting ready to bid farewell to us, we were asked to sit down and then to get up together as one. This was to prevent the evil spirits from knowing who was leaving our home to journey to the unknown. As my father left on his horse with his rifle on his shoulder, he was asked not to look back. To ensure his safety we poured buckets of water after him. This was to cover his tracks in order to prevent the evil spirits from being able to follow him.

A few weeks later, as war broke out, panic spread throughout Tabriz over Iranian military losses. Rumors were rampant about Iranian soldiers, including Armenian ones, who had died fighting or were captured. My grandmother was told that my father was possibly a dassaleek, a fancy word in Armenian meaning someone who had deserted. We did not know what it meant, except that it was not good news. We all started crying. We thought our father was dead, too.

A week or so later two peasants with their donkeys were passing through our narrow street when one surprised my grandmother, who was on her way to stand in the bread line, by addressing her in Armenian and calling her Mama. Evidently my father had traded his horse and rifle and uniform for peasant’s clothes and a donkey ride to town, following the decimation of his cavalry unit by Soviet mechanized forces. We were happy that he was alive but I was ashamed that he had fled. For the next month or so, my father stayed in bed or at home trying to “recover” from a “wound” caused by his rifle. People came to visit him and expressed their sympathy for his being wounded at the front.

My maternal grandmother was an extraordinary person. She was of medium height, with big, dark brown eyes. Her broad forehead accentuated her fierce, penetrating eyes and eyebrows. Her hair and neck were always covered with a black scarf. She wore several layers of cloth, covered with a long outer dress, which reached her ankles. Under these layers, she carried a flat bag holding keys, money, safety pins, needles and thread, and, occasionally, candy. She was an illiterate peasant who spoke a vernacular Karadagh dialect of Armenian, as well as Turkish.

My grandmother and her sister knew which day, week, month, and hour they were born, but, oddly, not the year. We were only told of an extraordinary event that occurred during the year of grandmother’s birth: a red cow had been born in their village in Karadagh. She and her sister quarreled occasionally as to who was the younger. It was only when she died, in 1964, that we found out that she had been born in 1882. I gather she married early and had seven children. Four of her children died when they were very young, victims of epidemics.

Following the outbreak of World War I and Ottoman and Russian invasions into northern Iran, Kurdish and Turkish fighters and brigands had looted the Armenian and Assyrian villages of Karadagh and elsewhere. Thousands of Armenians and Assyrians left their villages for Tabriz. My grandmother was among those who fled with her three remaining children. Her two sisters, Manooshag (Violet) and Sophia, were part of the exodus. My grandmother and her sisters never spoke about their husbands and their fate. Were they killed? Had they abandoned them?

I remember, however, that my grandmother was very proud of her family name, Melik Mirzaian. She told me that her husband’s family was part of the elite of the village—hence the title Melik, but more important, she took special pleasure in the fact that Mirza stood for “scribe” in Persian and that although she was illiterate, her family came from a tradition of literacy. It was a sore point for her that while she came from a well-known family, she had no schooling. She made sure, however, that her three remaining children would be educated. My uncle Harootiun graduated from the American Memorial High School, and my mother from the Armenian Diocesan High School. Armenag, my second uncle and an epileptic, received only a fifth-grade education, to the great chagrin of my grandmother. To raise her family and send her children to school, my grandmother worked for many well-to-do Armenian households, cleaning, baking bread, cooking, washing, and knitting.

Even though she was a churchgoing, fervent Christian, my grandmother seemed dazed by the calamities visited upon her by the loss of her husband, loss of six of her seven children, loss of her home and village, loss of a grandson. I had the impression, as I grew up, that she was angry at God or mystified by His actions, and that she lived to protest against Him. Her rudimentary argument with God was that since He is the Author, or at least it is with His consent that events take place in this world, He could have preserved at least some of her children, since she was not so sinful to deserve such a severe punishment. Her grief was private. She never complained; she cried for her sorrow, she cried for her children only in private. Her plight broke my heart.

Since my grandmother did not know how to read, she had no access to the Bible. She knew only a couple of short prayers by heart. She did not know the names of the twelve apostles, nor did she understand the lengthy Sunday sermons of the priests. She went to church to listen to the choir, observe the ceremony, receive communion, and pray. She used to light a candle and stand in front of the picture of Saint Mary, the Mother of Christ. One day after gazing at Saint Mary’s picture, she shook her head. Probably they did not understand each other. Eventually she stopped her regular church attendance. Only once a year, on the eve of Good Friday, when the Church had the late-night service Khavaroom (Darkness, the Eclipse), when everyone came to mourn the death of Christ and that of their loved ones, did my grandmother attend the service, weeping in the darkness with scores of others over the loss of her children. She thought she was a “marked sinner.”

After the deaths of her children, my grandmother never left Tabriz. She was fearful that she might die somewhere else and not be buried near her children. To be buried next to one’s family members is a great blessing, she told us, because during Judgment Day and Resurrection, one must be near one’s relatives. My grandmother believed in eternal life. Every Saturday night, she told us, belonged to departed souls. Saturday nights she kept a light on in our room and burned incense to invite departed souls to enter and rest for a while.

Thanks to my grandmother, I was acquainted with a world full of mythology, magic, and fantasy, where everything was simple, meaningful, and often beautiful. Since she could not read books to me and my sister, she spun tales. I learned that the stars were human souls, living in the sky, and that each of us could choose an exclusive star. (Naturally, I chose the North Star as mine.) These stars were our guardians. They not only protected us but had us under constant watch to see that we did the right thing. They were gifts of God, given to each of us upon our births. They served as lamps to light our inner world, enabling us to see its richness. They were the seats of our conscience. They gave us a sense of goodness, love, compassion, tolerance, and justice. The soul lived in the heart in an indefinite shape, as a body of light. The soul was also conceived to be air or breath. It was believed that when somebody died, the soul left the body through the mouth. The individual expired like a candle.

Departed souls could appear as good or bad ghosts. Good ghosts were associated with angels and holy beings; bad ghosts were souls of sinners. If someone had lived a good life, he would die with a smile. If, on the other hand, someone had not lived a virtuous life, one’s death was painful, one struggled with Grogh (the writer of fate), and with the Hok-eh-ar, the taker of souls. Good and bad angels prepared their records of the dead for the ultimate Judge. If the good deeds weighed heavier, the soul went to Heaven. The bridge to Heaven (mazer, made of hair) was so fragile that it would break if the sins of the soul weighed it down.

During the summer nights when my sister and I slept on the roof, flanking our grandmother, we watched with awe the sky full of shining stars and an imposing moon. If we wanted to know how many people lived in the world, my grandmother would tell us, all we had to do was count their stars. When a comet streaked across the sky, it was a sign that somebody had been killed or passed away. On nights when the sky turned pitch black and the stars disappeared, my grandmother explained: “Probably somewhere in the world or here at home people have acted unfairly, unjustly, or are fighting each other like animals. That is why the stars are hurt and ashamed and have decided not to shine tonight.”

The moon and the sun were brother and sister. The sun was a very beautiful girl, but shy and modest. Since she was naked, she was ashamed to appear before human beings who did not respect her privacy and stared at her constantly. She cried for many long hours. Then one day, God, pitying her, gave her needles to help her protect herself. It is since that day that we cannot look at her: she would not only blush but would also send needles into our eyes to avert our gaze. Her brother, the moon, on the other hand, was a naughty boy who constantly annoyed his sister. One day, their mother, the Heaven, who was kneading bread, could not take it anymore. She slapped him with a hand full of flour. The white spots that we see on the face of the moon are the consequences of that punishment. From that time on, it has been impossible to see the moon and the sun together-the moon is chasing his sister to punish her for having reproached him before their mother. It is, however, a futile effort. He is running after her but to this day has not been able to catch her.

In the autumn, when it stormed, we watched from our window and listened with trepidation to the violent commotion overhead. Rain lashed down and jagged lines of lightning ran across the sky, followed by bellowing, tearing thunder. The windows shook from the sound. We wondered what caused it and were afraid. On those occasions my grandmother spoke to us of the realm of spirits. There were dragons who lived high on the mountains; it is they who personified thunder, whirlwinds, and thunder clouds. The thunder was actually the scream of dragons. When the clouds gathered, my sister and I saw in the clouds giants, chariots, horses, and armies advancing and retreating, fighting and destroying each other.

My grandmother believed these spirits were everywhere and ever present. We had to follow certain rules to prevent evil spirits from harming us or interfering in our daily lives. I remember some of the prescribed precautions: boiling hot water must not be poured on the ground because it sinks into the earth and may burn the feet of the children of the evil spirits. In the evenings, you must pour no water at all on the ground because you may disturb the peace of evil spirits. Once disturbed, they may resort to vengeance or retribution. For the same reason, by night you should not sweep out the house, for you may hit the evil spirits. But if you are compelled to sweep by night, you should singe the tip of the broom so as to frighten the evil ones away in plenty of time.

Then there was a prescription for how to protect an expectant mother from the ever-present danger of evil spirits. It was recommended that something made of iron be placed under the pillow of the pregnant woman to ward off the evil spirits, since they were unable to touch iron. My grandmother believed in the evil eye. She was certain that, influenced by envy, it cast a spell that caused misfortune or illness. You had to protect beautiful babies and children from exposure to certain individuals who “possessed the evil eye.” To do so, you either kept your children away from them or you used “evil eye repellents” in the form of deep-blue beads, glass or ceramic. They served as antidotes to the evil eye. As a grown-up, if you were the subject of excessive praise or flattery, you or a close friend or a relative pinched you as a precaution against the spell of the evil eye.

There were also the spirits of disease. They are small in stature and wear triangular hats and hold in their hands white, red, and black branches. If they strike with the white one, you will become ill but soon recover. If with the red, you will have to spend much recovery time in bed. If one is struck with the black branch, there is no cure. That is why parents, while talking about their children, expressing their joy that their child is healthy and cheerful, or is gaining weight, must always knock at a table of any kind of wood to frighten the evil spirits and not let them hear that the baby is healthy, because they may strike with one of their branches. It is to protect their children from such spirits that each child, from the moment of his or her birth, is given a personal guardian angel.

My grandmother was a wonderful storyteller. There were moralistic tales to teach children and youth about virtue, duty, and wisdom. These tales always started with the phrase “Once upon a time, there was,” or “Once upon a time, there was not,” or “There was, there was not, there was.” The stories concluded that from Heaven fell three apples: “one for you, one for the storyteller, and one for the person who has entertained.” The tales usually dealt with light and darkness, evil and good, selfish villains and generous souls, angels and demons, gardens, waterfalls, water fountains, treasures, cunning, greed, flattery, avarice, wicked stepmothers, actions that appeased or outwitted evil and relied on or prayed to God, human beings or animals who talked, married, had offspring, and had magical ability and imparted wisdom.

My grandmother was a disciplinarian. I remember two punishments. When I was eight or nine, I had uttered newly acquired Turkish obscenities in her presence. She washed my mouth with soap. “Your mouth will remain clean,” she said. And when I was ten years old, she hit me very hard for stealing the equivalent of ten cents. As I was crying, she cried along with me. The fact that she was crying while attempting to punish me I perceived to be the sign of ultimate affection and concern for me. Her admonition was that those who are capable of stealing an egg are capable also of stealing a horse.

Grandmother taught us morality and ethics through stories, fables, and allegories. She started with basics: You must not lie, because you will lose all your credibility. Do good, but don’t expect reciprocity or even gratitude. Life has its own logic, its own cycles; sooner or later you will be the object of good deeds, their beneficiary. Since life resembles a wheel of fortune, don’t step on those who are down; give a helping hand, she would say, for those who are on the bottom will come up to the top one day and those on the top will go to the bottom. Therefore, one must not judge people by their current stations in life. People’s circumstances may change throughout life, but who they are will not.

What impressed me most was how my grandmother bore so much suffering, so many losses, with stoicism, with dignity, without becoming bitter and without becoming cynical. She never gave up. She mourned privately, but she continued to work in various rich households, cooking, washing, cleaning. I did not know that she had sold all her valuables to help feed us, or even that she worked, because she was always there when we came home from school, always had food on the table, even though often she had to stand in line before dawn for five hours for three loaves of bread.

During the first two or three years of World War II, bread, sugar, butter, tea, and gasoline were rationed. We drank tea with raisins and dates for sweetening. On one or two occasions, Santa Claus was unable to visit our house to bring New Year’s gifts because “he was too old, had caught cold, was ill.” We believed that until we found that some of our friends in the neighborhood who were well-to-do had received visits from Santa Claus. Then, of course, there were her admonitions about hospitality. If you have guests in your house, it did not matter, she said, whether you like them or dislike them, because so long as they are in your house, it was a matter not of a personal but a family obligation to treat them well. Then there was the matter of thirst: If someone was thirsty and asked for water, even a leper, you must give it to him. You could not send away a thirsty person.

My grandmother admonished me about the seven deadly sins when I was twelve. I understood about Pride, Anger, and Sloth. I had no notion of Covetousness, Lust, or Gluttony. Envy impressed me most because I was told it was a bottomless pit. Certain virtues were hard to understand until later in life: humility, generosity, restraint, moderation, forgiveness, charity. Her bottomless stores of sayings were to help guide us through life. These are some that have stayed with me throughout the years:


The stomach is an oven. If there is adequate fuel in it, don’t overburden it.

You don’t build a reputation or make a name for yourself on what you are going to do.

An unkind word is like a thrown stone: it cannot be called back.

The reason you have a house with walls is to keep the family news inside. Don’t make a private matter a public one.

Don’t insult a crocodile before you cross a river.

Those who know much don’t talk too much.

Good advice, like good medicine, is hard to swallow.



My grandmother instilled in me at an early age the notions of reputation, honor, and dignity. I learned from her, and at school as well, how to distinguish between chakatagir (fate, kismet, or what is written on your forehead) and nkaragir (character, or what is imprinted in you). Over the first, I was told, we had no control, but in the case of nkaragir we were fully responsible and accountable.

It was my grandmother who instructed me in the first moral lessons of life and the “right way.” She was the best example of what good character means. Among the many things she taught us between the ages of seven and fifteen was that earthly belongings are ephemeral, as are, unfortunately, vigor and beauty. What endures are good deeds and reputation, one’s name, one’s dignity. For her, dignity embodied the true character of the individual. It was not love of the self; it was appreciation of one’s true values, the essence of one’s humanity, one’s enduring qualities and values. She admonished us to properly guard our dignity and our honor, for they were not negotiable commodities. You are not known by what you eat, she told me, but who you are. No one will investigate the contents of your stomach, but they will scrutinize the content of your character. “Be proud, but not arrogant,” she said. “Be polite, but not overbearing. Be self-sufficient: self-sufficient and self-confident people don’t need to be jealous.”

She taught us not to envy, because envy tends to deform character: “You must not have a hole in your eye,” she used to say. That hole is bottomless, it can never be filled. Human envy is insatiable and will diminish an individual. Instead of envying individuals for what material possessions they have, high position they hold, or power they wield, one must be impressed only by who they are, respect them for values they possess and what good they do.

The teachings and musings of my grandmother, I soon discovered when I went to school, were not original. Indeed, as a choirboy and altar boy, I heard some of them during the Sunday sermons as well as at school. What was unique about my grandmother was that she practiced what she taught.

*    *    *

Our house was modest, built of bricks and separated from neighboring houses by thick, tall walls typical of other dwellings. It was walled in because privacy and security were of paramount importance. From outside, you could see and hear nothing. A heavy, solid door with a big doorknob and keyhole opened up to a hallway leading to a courtyard. On the street side of the courtyard was my father’s bedroom and that of my cousin Bobken. Next to it was our spacious and formal reception and dining room, used for guests and special occasions only. That room was a showplace. Our best rugs, good china, silverware, electric lamp, small chandelier, modern, expandable dining room table, and modern chairs and sofa, were all there. The room came alive during Christmas and Easter as well as on birthdays and name days. Otherwise, it was off limits for us. Underneath this reception room there was a cistern, a reservoir for fresh water. We received fresh water two or three times a year, brought through aqueducts and distributed throughout Tabriz under the supervision of the mirab (supervisor of water distribution).

Next to the cistern was a basement, unfortunately damp, used for storage. Across the small courtyard was our bedroom. It was large and used for dining, study, recreation, and sleeping. It had no electricity. We used oil or kerosene lamps. The earthen floor of this room was covered with hassir (straw matting), which was, in turn, covered with kilims. They all served to prevent the damp from working through. In addition to curtains, during the summer months, the windows were also protected with straw shades. Our mattresses, quilts, and pillows were stored in open, recessed wall spaces, covered with colorful curtains, as were our copper dishes, samovar, everyday china, and utensils.

Twice a day, as we woke up or got ready for bed, we had to rearrange the furniture and put aside the mattresses to ready the room for other functions. Across the hall was a smaller bedroom where my uncle Armenag slept. Behind these two bedrooms was a large, multipurpose room: our kitchen. In the middle of the kitchen there was our toneer (tandoor) or oven. The toneer was central to a family’s health and continuity. Indeed, the hearth fire symbolized a family’s longevity. (Even today, we have a saying in Armenian: May the light of your hearth (ojakh) or fireplace not be extinguished.)

Every month or so, my grandmother cooked bread—called lavash. She placed on a large slab balls of dough and began to stretch them with a rolling pin. When they were almost paper thin, the dough was slapped against the heated side of the tandoor. On such occasions, my grandmother wore a big padded mitt over her right hand. While slapping one, she would pull another one from the other side of the toneer. The thin sheets of lavash were then stacked in tall piles and stored on special suspended bread trays. They stayed fresh for weeks. When needed, these breads were dampened with water and wrapped around a piece of meat or cheese.

The small coal burners in the kitchen were used during times of relative financial well-being to cook rice, chicken, varieties of dolmas, stuffed cabbage, quince, apple, squash, eggplant, grape leaves, or sauces that contained meat, pine nuts, and raisins to accompany the rice dishes. Occasionally, my grandmother cooked kufta, a huge meatball that contained an entire chicken or many hard-boiled eggs. It was served both as a soup and a main dish. On rare occasions, we were served pig’s feet. This dish was cooked slowly for some twenty-four hours and was a great delicacy.

On Christmas and Easter, depending on money, my grandmother cooked nazook, which were unsweetened as well as sweet coffee rolls. This was an all-day event. It required the use of special yeast dough and very rich sweetened or unsweetened fillings. We carried these, along with a variety of cakes, and, with some rarity, a leg of lamb, a sturgeon, or a rabbit to the local bakery. We had to wait in line, since most families like ours, who did not have large ovens, had the same dishes in different quantities that had to be baked. The aroma of freshly cooked nazook was so enticing and intoxicating that there was a belief that you had to serve one to anyone who commented on its aroma, even on your way home; otherwise that person would develop a mysterious craving for it, which, if left unsatisfied, would be harmful to health.

Every Friday or Saturday night, our kitchen was transformed into a bathhouse. Plenty of water was boiled. My sister and I took turns taking “show-ers.” We stood in the middle of a copper basin while our grandmother washed us, scrubbed us, and combed our hair. Once a month we spent an entire day in a rented unit of a public bathhouse, owned and operated by an Armenian. As I grew older, a professional scrubber was engaged to scrub me.

In the spring, summer, and autumn, when we woke up and got dressed in the mornings we filled our copper bowls with water and carried them along with soap and towels to the courtyard, where we washed our hands and faces. In the winter, we washed in the kitchen with hot water. It was only after we had washed our hands and faces that we could bid each other good morning.

During the winter months, we operated a wood- or charcoal-burning oven in our combined bedroom, dining, and study room. The oven provided heat and allowed us to dry our wet shoes. Occasionally we cooked on it. However, we had to open the window of the room off and on so as not to be poisoned by the charcoal.

The wood and charcoal were stacked in the main basement, under our bedroom. The damp and humid basement also stored our flour, bread, big ceramic jars that contained butter, gaourma (boiled and heavily salted lamb or beef), jars with homemade tomato sauce, rice, pickled cucumbers, grapes, a variety of jams, boxes of basic soap, potatoes, assorted dried beans, and pieces of chortan, dried yogurt, hard as a rock. Whenever we needed yogurt soup, in the absence of fresh yogurt, we placed several pieces of dried yogurt in boiling water to make instant soup. When we had the means, we replenished some of these staples, especially butter and meat.

Under my uncle’s bedroom was the family’s bathroom. It was a standard, spacious, clean outhouse. Water, lime, and salt were used to control the stench. Since Tabriz had no sewage system at the time, the waste was carted away once a year or every other year. Those were terrible, stinking occasions. Peasants with huge leather bags loaded the nightsoil on donkeys and carried it to the outskirts of the city. One positive aspect of the outhouse was the fact that nobody stayed there too long. There was no firm lock at the door. When we used it, we coughed a lot to indicate that we were there.

Finally, we had a courtyard with several small trees, some flowers, and a big almond tree. Unfortunately, it bore bitter nuts. We also had a temperamental peach tree which, for two or three years, refused to bear any fruit. I remember a mock trial for the tree, one relative brandishing an ax threatening to cut it down, another one pleading loudly to give it another chance because the next year surely it would bear fruit. And it did. Evidently, the threat was serious enough to scare the tree.

*    *    *

After the Anglo-Soviet occupation of Iran and my mother’s death, my father, Samuel, a young widower thirty-eight years old, stayed in Tabriz instead of returning to his job with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in Abadan. He found employment with the Morrison-Knudson Corporation and Comsax, two international construction companies. My father was well organized, fastidious, and meticulous about his overall appearance: his suits, ties, shirts, and shoes were reflections of his conservative taste. He got regular and proper haircuts and took, what seemed to me then, an inordinate amount of time to shave. Every morning, right after early breakfast, he used to open a box of assorted razor blades, sharpen them with a new gadget, place a portable mirror on a table with a bowl of hot water, soap and a brush. There were no variations. The only novelty in his routine was the introduction of Burma Shave.

My father, alone now, had to face his responsibilities as a parent. He was lucky. So were we. My grandmother took care of us. She cooked, cleaned, washed, sewed, and knitted. We were not her only responsibility. She took care of my father, my uncle, and my cousin. My father was not a daily presence in our lives. As I grew up, one of my amazing realizations was that we had no books at home. Actually, that is not correct. We had two books: the Bible, in vernacular Armenian, and a high school world history textbook in English. Then there was a pamphlet on feminism, written by my father in his very handsome handwriting. Sometime after he graduated from the American Memorial High School, he must have lost interest in reading and writing. If there were any newspapers, they were taken in sporadically. His cousins had a radio, but we did not.

To this day, it is a great puzzle to me that my father did not take an interest in our education. He never read to us. He never visited our schools and I don’t remember his helping me with homework, or playing with us, or ever telling or reading a story to us. I believe he took us to the movies on two or three occasions. I don’t remember him giving us any toys. Actually, that is not completely accurate. During the course of my entire childhood, I was given a stuffed mechanical toy duck, an American soldier’s hat, a football, and a dove. I lost the dove to a neighborhood pigeon trainer; the mechanical duck malfunctioned; the American soldier’s hat was stolen. The football lasted for a while-the neighborhood boys, my classmates, and I put it to good use. Although my father was not interested in our schooling, he took great pride in my sister’s beauty. On one or two occasions, an American or a European couple compared her to Shirley Temple and even inquired as to whether she could be given up for adoption.

What astonished and, as I grew older, angered me was that my father, who gave English-language private lessons, and translated and drafted letters, never responded to my eager request to learn English. Only once, he wrote the English alphabet for me. To demonstrate my seriousness and diligence, and to please him, I must have copied the English alphabet at least a hundred times. It was a vain effort. I remember only two occasions when my father took pride in my abilities and accomplishments: once when I was able to name the capitals of all the European and Asian countries, and when, during holiday parties and special occasions, I was asked to recite Armenian poetry and even sing a song or two.

Still, I have two very pleasant memories of my father. When I was six or seven years old, he took me to the local Armenian barbershop. There stood a big barber with his apron, scissors, clippers, and a long razor blade. A big chair faced a huge mirror. Underneath it there were many fancy bottles of perfume, alcohol, and a jar of powder. I was petrified. My father stood by my side. I thought of him as a powerful protector. My long, curly hair was cut. Per my grandmother’s instructions, however, we retrieved my cut hair, which she sent to an Armenian church in Karadagh, “known for its power.” Years later, I was told that these locks were placed in one of the walls of the church. My grandmother did not want my departed hair to end up in a garbage dump. (She also saved my first teeth.) I remember, also, when my father took me for my first photograph. I was obedient and well behaved and it was a memorable experience. The photographer disappeared behind a curtain several times. Then there it was. My picture!

My father’s financial situation was precarious. During periods of unemployment, in the first year or so of the Soviet occupation of Tabriz, and in transitions between jobs, my mother’s Singer sewing machine was pawned to Mr. Sadegh, a moneylender. That sewing machine and a carpet were her legacies. Mr. Sadegh would call on my father to ask that he repay his loan or pay additional interest. My grandmother and I would go to the door and inform him that my father was not at home. Other creditors also came to ask for unpaid interest payments. On one or two occasions, the deed of our house was also mortgaged. My sister, too, was sent home for my father’s failure to pay her tuition. During these difficult interludes, it was once again left to my grandmother’s wits to feed us. She had a very good reputation in our neighborhood and great credit with grocers, bakers, and butchers. All I had to do was to say in Turkish or Armenian that Voski Bajee (Sister Voski) had sent me to fetch foodstuffs. Meanwhile, my father, who was a proud, jovial, and sentimental person, put on a façade of nonchalance and strong self-confidence, playing backgammon, dominoes, cards, or drinking with a handful of his friends or frequenting Stepan’s grocery shop. Although my father liked to drink, he was not an alcoholic. I saw him totally drunk only once. His companion, who was also drunk, was a policeman. Under the influence of alcohol, my father was being addressed as “Your Excellency Mr. Mayor.” The policeman, in turn, had assumed the title of “Esteemed Colonel.”

Beginning in 1946 and through 1949, there were appeals from Soviet Armenia to “working Armenian families” from the diaspora to emigrate to Armenia. My father flirted with the idea, along with his first cousin, Grigor, and his four sons and their families. In anticipation of such a move, he bought, as an investment, ten boxes of Lux soap. It was rumored that there was a big demand for it, not only in Armenia but in the entire Soviet Union. Since we did not go to Soviet Armenia, we used the Lux soap for the next few years.

Having worked for several British and American construction companies as an accountant, my father was hired to work for Barbari, the Transportation Department of the Province of Azerbaijan. When, under the Soviet auspices, an autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan was established, my father became an employee of the new “republic,” which lasted for a year. In 1946, under Allied and United Nations pressure, the Soviet-supported republics of Azerbaijan and Kurdistan collapsed and the Iranian government took full control of both provinces. Iranian oil concessions to the Soviet Union were nullified. Those who had worked for the republic were investigated, including my father. The entire leadership of the Transportation Department was under suspicion for having made illicit and personal gains during the transition. My father was exonerated but it took another year or two before he found a “suitable” job.

My father, a competent and conscientious bureaucrat who believed in order, process, efficiency, and status, was a poor businessman. He tried several business ventures and all of them failed. In 1946, he made an investment in a consignment of modern design coffee cups that were supposed to be very fashionable. There was no demand for them. Then he bought, with a relative as a partner, a used U.S.-made truck. It was a venture capital deal. The driver of the truck, his partner, kept the capital and my father inherited the venture. I loved the truck and liked the driver. He allowed me to ride with him to nearby destinations. This truck had many breakdowns, in part because people believed the tonnage for which they were built could be doubled without any risk.

A third venture consisted of the concessions for the sale of refreshments at the Dideban cinema. I loved it. It meant that we could go to the movies for free with our father. Unfortunately, there was no profit in that business. My father and his partners sold the concession. While waiting for the “right job,” my father gave private lessons in English and translated commercial transactions. Naturally, he never discussed any of his ventures or disappointments with us.

When the Soviet Union withdrew its armed forces from Iran in 1946, precipitating the fall of the Azerbaijan and Kurdistan autonomous “republics,” the Iranian army remained in the outskirts of Tabriz for several days. Retributions were meted out by organized groups and scores were settled against former officials of the autonomous republics. Most of them fled to the Soviet Union; some were shot in the streets of Tabriz. At the time, my apolitical father demonstrated a rare act of courage. We gave shelter in our attic and food for several days to Abi, a minor official in the Ministry of Transportation. While we were all apprehensive of the consequences, I was very proud of my father.



CHAPTER TWO Childhood
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During the Soviet occupation of northern Iran (1941-1946) after the abdication and exile of Reza Shah Pahlavi, the Armenian elementary schools were reopened. For the first time, Russian was introduced as a second language and the instruction of Persian was deemphasized. Some of our textbooks came from Soviet Armenia. For a brief period, 1945-1946, when Azerbaijan was made an “autonomous” republic, Azeri Turkish was added to our curriculum, which included Armenian language and literature, history, the Russian and Persian languages, mathematics, physical education, art, and music.

The Tamarian elementary school was a sanctuary, a self-contained world. I loved my school. I had friends there and I was given books. I had good teachers who introduced me to unknown worlds and foreign languages and allowed me to learn and appreciate my mother tongue, with its unique alphabet created in the late fourth and beginning of the fifth century A.D. I was interested in everything, but above all in history and literature, singing and music. I remember my first lesson in Persian-it was about an illiterate who wants to buy a pair of eyeglasses and tests many of them until the pharmacist asks him what kind of glasses he wants. “Reading ones,” he answers. “Sir,” answers the pharmacist, “first you have to learn how to read.”

My love of history and literature, I think, were due to the influence of my elementary school teachers, particularly Onnik Yeganian. He was a patient, passionate, and inspiring teacher. In addition, we were made aware that we were living in the midst of fast-moving historical times. There were the Soviet troops in Tabriz, with their tanks and annual parades. There was a huge map of the Soviet Union in the center of the city. Great arrows indicated the positions of Nazi and Soviet armed forces. When there were Soviet successes, the maps changed. I remember our celebration of the successful defenses of Stalingrad and Leningrad. I began collecting the pictures and biographies of famous Soviet (and Armenian) generals: Voroshilov, Budyoni, Koniev, Rokosovsky, Zhukov, Safarian, Bagramian, Admiral Isakov. We took great pride in the fact that there were so many Armenian generals in the Soviet army, and so many heroes of the Soviet Union. I had a poster of the Big Three, Churchill, Stalin, and Roosevelt, who met in Tehran in 1943.

The immediacy of war was also felt at home when we were asked on two or three occasions to send foodstuffs as a gift to orphans in Kharkov and Kiev. Notwithstanding the fact that we did not have much for ourselves, I pleaded with my grandmother, saying that since we were orphans we should help other orphans, that the school expected each of us to do our best. My grandmother gave me two kilos of rice and a kilo of raisins. She placed them in two small white bags. I copied the address given to me and the message: “To the orphans of Kharkov and Kiev, from Vartan Gregorian.” I have wondered all these years whatever happened to those hundreds of packages sent by us, the Armenian children of Tabriz. Did they reach their destination? Were they simply attempts to mobilize public opinion on behalf of the Soviet war effort?

It was not only us, the children of Tabriz, who were asked to contribute to the Soviet war effort. The entire Armenian community of Iran was asked to do its share as well by contributing to the funding of a Soviet tank unit to be known as David of Sassoon (the Armenian epic hero). In the process of fund-raising, Armenians made outlandish claims about “the genius of the Armenian military.” It was asserted later that it was the Armenian General Never Safarian’s tank division that had captured Berlin. There was even speculation that Nazi Germany owed its initial spectacular military successes against the Soviet Union to a General Guderian, another Armenian general. He actually was not an Armenian.

While my grandmother knitted gloves, mittens, pullovers, scarves, and socks for me and my sister, all my other clothes were hand-me-downs from my father. From age eleven to fourteen, I wore my father’s old suits, altered and refitted by my cousin Bobken. Easter was my favorite holiday because sometimes I was given a pair of new shoes. My shoes had to be repaired and with time I had only one pair for all seasons. I had no galoshes. Winters were very harsh, as were the rainy seasons. Every ice patch, every pothole had to be negotiated. What protected my feet were the thick woolen socks that my grandmother made. I don’t remember having any new clothes until I was fourteen when my cousin Bobken gave me a suit as a gift. He also gave me my first colored crayons. My father’s first cousin, Uncle Grigor, gave me my first inkpad. I remember how proud I was walking into my classroom with a shining silver-colored inkpad.

But while we were poor, my sister and I as well as our friends had an ample supply of imagination. When I learned about the importance of oxygen and the nefarious nature of carbon dioxide at age eight or nine, I thought I had made a “discovery” that would impress even the long-bearded, wise professors for I found a simple formula that would lengthen human life. I thought that since we inhaled air with our noses and exhaled through our mouths, if people did not talk, they would spare the nose and themselves from the harmful effects of the carbon dioxide and live longer. I imagined how scientists would be surprised if they heard about this discovery and would wonder how this elementary, commonsensical solution for longevity had eluded them for such a long time.

When I learned in a class about anteaters, I schemed how my sister and I could become rich quickly. I had heard that America was a very clean country. Ergo, it must not have ants, but it did have zoos and the zoos had anteaters that needed ants. So we embarked upon a business scheme. We started killing thousands of big black ants because they were more valuable, powerful, and numerous; they were “Muslim” ants. We spared the small yellow ants because they were helpless “Christian” ants. After stuffing these multitudes of ants into hundreds of matchboxes, just for the sake of insurance I told my second-grade teacher that there are those who say that there are no ants in America. “Those who say that are stupid,” he retorted. Disappointed and ashamed, we organized a makeshift Christian ceremony and buried all the “Muslim” ants in front of our big almond tree.

When I was eight or nine, I became an altar boy at Saint Sarkis Church. On Sundays and holidays and special occasions, such as funerals, I carried tall candles and sometimes a religious banner. I also sang in the choir. It was a wonderful feeling to stand at the altar, wearing a beautifully handcrafted and embroidered robe, facing the congregation, next to the priest in his resplendent vestments. Not only did I feel important and useful, but I also loved the church, its liturgy, its mystery. As time went on, I appreciated my part in a ceremony that was over 1,650 years old and encompassed such a long period, times of tragedy, suffering, misery, despair, and happiness as well, times in which generations of Armenians had prayed to God and had not abandoned hope.

Until I was fourteen, I took part in the church services. Its liturgy, sometimes pleading and sometimes triumphant, captivated me. When the choir sang “Sourp, Sourp” (“Holy, Holy”), it was so beautiful that I was sure that it was a tribute worthy of God’s attention. When the choir sang “Lord Have Mercy on Us,” I observed a throng of believers transfixed with grief, anxiety, and hope, asking for forgiveness. I was sure that God heard them. And when I heard the hymn “Heavenly Jerusalem,” a prayer for the rest of the souls of the departed, I remembered my mother and uncles and was moved to pray for their souls. I experienced intense emotions, a sense of communion with generations past, and an awe before the possible, mysterious presence of an omnipresent God.

In the church I found a secure world that not only lifted my spirits but gave me a sense of individuality as well as belonging. I was somebody, and the Church affirmed my importance and respected me every Sunday and every holiday, by allowing me to stand next to the priest at the altar and accompany him to every important religious ceremony. The fact that the priest, Ter Karapet, had married my parents and baptized me in the same church gave me great pride.

Every year, I waited with great anticipation for Christmas, Holy Week, and Easter. Even though I was not asked, I took upon myself at the beginning of Holy Week to clean and shine the church’s wrought-bronze wreaths, which would cover, on Good Friday, the symbolic coffin of Christ. I learned the entire liturgy of the Armenian Church. So strong was the influence of the Church on me and my obsession and love for it as an altar boy and choirboy that on several occasions I horrified my grandmother and sister by sleepwalking. During these episodes, I put a sheet on my back in imitation of the priest’s robes and attempted to perform a Sunday service.

I had disappointments, too, the first when I saw our priest coming out of the men’s room. It shocked me. At that age, I had simple notions: God had created men and women, priests and nuns, as well as Muslim mullahs, as distinct entities. They were different. Therefore, I thought, priests could not have the same bodily needs as the rest of us. After all, they were covered head to toe with black tunics and some of them had long beards. But soon I learned that the priests were also married and had children, that, indeed, to be a priest in the Armenian Church, you must be married, unless you wanted to be a celibate member of the Church’s scholarly and ruling spiritual cadre. Another disappointment awaited me. I thought Christ was Armenian, since our Church was Armenian and we prayed and read the Bible in Armenian. It came as a surprise that Christ was born a Jew and that Aramaic, the language Jesus is thought to have spoken, was not Armenian.

When I was thirteen or fourteen, I read Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables and was deeply moved by Jean Valjean and the spirit of charity and redemption. My reading coincided with my encounter with Olinka. Mentally deranged, she was one of two or three homeless individuals who subsisted in the Armenian quarter of Tabriz. According to the lore, she was once a beautiful girl who had fallen in love, been betrayed by her lover, gone crazy, lost everything, and lived a lonely life, earning charity by singing love songs. She had a beautiful voice but was unkempt and kept cats. It was rumored that she took care of some of them, during the winters, in the warmth of her bosom. One Easter, Olinka showed up in church, minus the cats, wanting to receive communion. The priest refused her. That shocked me. I saw no Christian charity in that act, none of the redemptive qualities embodied in Jean Valjean. I was utterly disillusioned.

The lively rivalry among the three priests of our church—Father Karapet, Father Vartan, and Father Sahag—seemed shameful to us. They quarreled over who would preside over the funerals of the rich and who would bless the graves of important people’s family members. As the priests read the prayers in the company of altar boys and a deacon, the relatives slipped “thank you” donations to the priests. The church became a source of pocket money. Since funeral processions required candle bearers and banner bearers, altar boys also received small donations. Those were welcome occasions. So were Christmas and Easter, when instead of the regular collection plates for the church and the poor, there were at least four more for priests, the deacon, and the choir and altar boys. We altar boys, who carried the collection plates, were at the bottom of the totem pole. Naturally, the first two or three plates received the largest donations and the last one, the smallest. On one occasion, we were so incensed that when my friend Vahak asked me to transfer some of the bills from the third plate to the last, I responded readily. Later, I prayed for forgiveness.

In spite of its shortcomings, the Armenian Church remained the center of our religious and social life. We were told not to confuse the gatekeepers with the Church and its historical mission and spiritual essence. Besides, our Church had no real competition. On several occasions, we young boys and girls were invited to attend the Seventh-Day Adventist Church for religious services and Sunday school. We found out, to our great surprise, that the minister was Miss Satenik, a middle-aged Armenian spinster. She gave us pictures of Christ depicting several biblical stories. We were asked to shut our eyes while praying. Miss Satenik admonished me once for not doing so. My answer did not please her: “How did you know that, since you were to shut your eyes, also, while you prayed?” During a typical Sunday school, we sang unfamiliar hymns and Miss Satenik played the piano. We even sang “Farmer in the Dell.” Miss Satenik had translated the words into Turkish:


Pishig schan istar

(The cat wants mice)

Schan panir istar

(The mice want cheese)

Hallo cherrio, Pishig schan istar

(The cat wants mice)



And on and on …

Miss Satenik and scores of other missionaries, who were prohibited from proselytizing Muslims, concentrated their efforts on Armenian and Assyrian Christians. While the Protestants did not convert many, they did provide excellent educational opportunities and health services to citizens of Tabriz and others in Iran. The American Hospital was one of the most respected institutions of our city. I was convinced that all Americans wore eyeglasses, since all the missionaries did. I had concluded that it was because they were well educated or read too much.

The state of medical care in Tabriz was very poor. I don’t remember any medical checkups or visits to the dentist. I do remember vaccinations in our schools. My sister’s and my medical needs were taken care of by my grandmother and her friends with their scant knowledge of folk medicine. Whenever we caught a terrible cold, we stayed in bed. My grandmother practiced cupping—special cups were heated from inside by fire and placed on our backs. The vacuum created in the glasses sucked our skins: the bluer the skin was, the happier my grandmother was because they were getting rid of our fever, our colds. After removing the cup, my grandmother rubbed our backs with alcohol or vodka. We sweated and our fever subsided. Only years later did I learn that cupping was a common practice among Persians, Turks, Russians, and even Jews in the United States from Eastern Europe. For whooping cough, the proposed remedy was donkey’s milk. Thank God, I never had whooping cough! Several years ago, I learned from my sister that when I was nine years old, my grandmother and a friend had determined that my tongue was very short. They contemplated cutting the frenulum to let my tongue grow.

In addition to school and the church, there was the Armenian Prelacy, with its buildings, garden, and library. In the evenings, we young people went to the garden to enjoy each other’s company, to see and be seen. Since it was the Prelacy, it was open to Armenians only, with a policeman or a guard at the gate. Armenian theatrical, cultural, and educational organizations held their activities in the Prelacy. In the mornings the yards were used by the David of Sassoon Armenian Sports Association. Several hundred of us young boys and girls belonged to it and wore distinctive T-shirts with the emblem of David of Sassoon, the legendary Armenian epic hero, on his magic horse, armed with his magic sword. The Prelacy’s Rostom-Kaspar library had a couple of thousand books and periodicals, most Armenian. There were, however, some Russian and German volumes as well.

From age eleven on, I was a part-time page at the library, which proved to be a great oasis of privacy, peace, and occasional solitude. I loved to read and I read everything. I understood some of what I read, was bewildered by much, but over time the library introduced me to Armenia’s history and literature, and Russian, English, German, and Polish novels in translation. The library opened a new world. At age fourteen, with two friends, I edited a newspaper named Ararat for the library’s bulletin board. I wrote an editorial titled “Our Voice” and the first obituary about the late, beloved prelate of our Church, Archbishop Nerses Melik-Tanguian. At the same time, I started to write articles for the respected Armenian daily Alik in Tehran, beginning with obituaries and reporting on cultural events in Tabriz. I wrote under a pseudonym in order to be taken seriously by the readers. Neither the library nor the newspaper paid, but I benefited immensely from both. I was poor, but I was not alone.

I faced on a daily basis a major problem: I had no pocket money. I had no regular allowance and when I did get it, it was a pittance. It became the cause of my first overt conflict with my father. He wanted me to ask for it every Sunday. He refused to just give it, and I refused to ask for it. My sister, a generous soul, asked for her allowance with great grace and charm. She got it. She often split it with me and on an occasion or two “lent” it to me, secretly, for I had refused to “beg” for it. My grandmother gave me what she could spare, which was not much, since she had sold and spent almost everything she had on us. Occasionally, my cousin Bobken, the most generous, loving, caring male relative of mine, gave me some change. Under the circumstances, without money, I could not go to the movies with my friends, or rent a bicycle for an hour, or buy a baked potato or red beet or quince, not to mention that I could not buy books, and there were times I could not even rent books from a local stationery store, which carried Sherlock Holmes and Arsène Lupin detective stories. The shop rented by the day. To maximize its profits, it split the books into two or three parts to prevent borrowers from being able to read the entire book in one night.

Desperate, I gathered the nuts of our bitter almond tree and went from pharmacy to pharmacy, attempting to sell them. Most were not buying, and when they bought, it yielded a very meager sum. We had some fifteen or twenty pounds of surplus nails in our basement which I took then to the bazaar. There was no market for them.

I tried to earn some pocket money during the summer months by working as an “apprentice,” in reality a “gofer,” in the shops of two outstanding silversmiths. At the time, there were many well-known and talented Armenian silversmiths, goldsmiths, and jewelers in Tabriz. Most of these artisans were the remnants of the Armenian community of Van, in Turkey, decimated during the World War I Armenian Genocide. They had relocated in Tabriz and after two or three decades had become a dominant artisan force.

As an apprentice, I cleaned the premises, did errands, and polished the silver. The pay was very little, but I was grateful for it. My grandmother was also happy, since I was “off the streets.” Once in a while a family purchased a silver set for a dowry or a wedding gift. On such occasions, the apprentices got a handsome tip, enough for one or two movie tickets. One or two summers, I served as an apprentice in my cousin Petros’s tailoring shop.

Another short-lived apprenticeship was in a brush “factory,” in reality a sweatshop. The compensation was small. It was not based on hourly, daily, or weekly wages but on how many brushes you finished. I was a miserable failure.

*    *    *

There were three movie houses in Tabriz: Mihan, Homa, and Dideban. Each was divided into classes: loge, first tier orchestra, and second tier orchestra. The first six or seven rows, the steerage, was the fourth class, separated from the others by a partition.

Most of the movies were in English, as they originated in Hollywood, and it took them many years to get to Tabriz. Unfortunately, they were not dubbed or subtitled. We loved Tarzan, action and adventure movies, comedies with Laurel and Hardy, Charlie Chaplin and, later, Bob Hope, Red Skelton, and Abbott and Costello. We were enthralled with space wars (Flash Gordon) and The Jungle Book. Movies such as Frankenstein and King Kong gave us nightmares.

One day my friend Vartkes and I, eight and a half, went to the Mihan movie house to see a Charlie Chaplin movie. Our plan was to sneak into the movie house on a Saturday, see the movie, and come back home by five P.M. In those days you could get in and leave the movie house any time. We must have sat through two or three shows. I remember that Charlie Chaplin got out of a barrel and hit someone on the head several times. Suddenly, it was nine P.M. and the theater was closing. We were petrified. So were our relatives, who had notified the police that we were missing. With great trepidation we began our fast return home. Halfway there, we were met by scores of relatives, acquaintances, and friends with lanterns, out looking for us. Thank God, my father was out of town. My grandmother gave me the punishment of my life, hitting me very hard because she was happy that I was safe. I was grounded for several months.

Notwithstanding this terrible start, I became enamored of movies. Over the years, I saw such silent movie stars as the Keystone Cops, Tom Mix, Lon Chaney, and the Lone Ranger. The movies that left the greatest impression on me were those with Rin-Tin-Tin, The Mark of Zorro (1920), starring Douglas Fairbanks Sr., The Three Musketeers (1922), and The Great Train Robbery (1903). The Sheik (1926), featuring Rudolph Valentino, packed the movie house night after night. Although I liked the desert scenes, the beautiful horses, and the tents (they reminded me of The Arabian Nights), I did not like the movie. There was lots of romantic “mush” and not much action.

I became an addict of talking cowboy movies. Even though the movies were not dubbed, the themes were simple and formulaic. We all knew right away that the protagonist would not die, that the white hats were the good guys and the black hats were the bad ones. We recognized that the Mystery of the Hooded Horseman (1937), starring Tex Ritter, was about greed, landgrab, cattle, and justice. Occasionally we were surprised to see that Clark Gable, a former hero of Westerns, was cast in the role of a bad guy, such as in The Painted Desert (1931). Nevertheless, we loved William Boyd (Hopalong Cas-sidy) and his magnificent white horse. We were overwhelmed by John Wayne and Randolph Scott. We saw Stagecoach (1939) several times. We loved Ringo Kid ( John Wayne) and his quest to confront his brother’s murderers. In The Man of the Frontier (1936), we were astonished that a cowboy (Gene Autry) who exposed the saboteurs of an irrigation project was a singing cowboy. However, for weeks we hummed and whistled the tune from Red River Valley (1936). Several years later, we saw Howard Hughes’s The Outlaw (1943), starring Walter Houston and Jane Russell, about Billy the Kid and Doc Holliday. We did not know anything about their alleged rivalry. We admired the horse and fast gun mastery of the protagonists and, above all, we were touched by acts of loyalty and friendship. It was only years later that I realized that censors had cut out Jane Russell’s sexy scene.

Western action movies had a tremendous impact on my generation. They provided us with instant and pure fantasies, a source of escape. Good characters always survived, even good people’s hats never fell off. For us, used to our traditional society’s didactic teachings, they were morality plays—set against the Western landscape—about loyalty, friendship, self-sacrifice, justice, and standing up for one’s rights, especially the underdog’s. The horses, saloons, guns, cattle drives, fearless cowboy heroes, loyal sidekicks, and trusting heroines became welcome inhabitants in our minds and memories.

We engaged in mock duels and battles with guns cut out of cardboard or wood, painted black. We made masks, à la Zorro. We called each other John, Bill, Jack, Tom, and Mack. We all became cowboys. Unfortunately, there were no heroines to be won over and, understandably, there were no Indians. We all learned to say Hi, pardner, and Howdee, with our thick Turkish, Persian, and Armenian accents.

Outer space was another frontier. The adventures of Flash Gordon captivated our imagination so much that on Saturday afternoons we played in our churchyard, using the doorknobs of the church as control wheels for the outer spacecraft we were in-starting the engines with sounds in chorus of fsh … fsh … fsh …

We also loved gangster and horror movies. George Raft, James Cagney, and Edward G. Robinson were our favorite gangsters. Frankenstein, Dracula, and Fu Manchu scared us. One had to demonstrate to his peers that he was not afraid. Occasionally we saw musicals. We did not like them, especially the kissing scenes, which embarrassed us. We viewed them as annoying interruptions. We wanted action! The dances were deemed to be unnecessary distractions, burdensome and boring. After viewing a handful of musicals, including one featuring Deanna Durbin, we concluded that Americans must be singing and kissing all the time. Another “revelation” for us was that other than bartenders, cowboys, pirates, shopkeepers, gangsters, and certainly the Indians, no one worked for a living in the United States.

Soviet movies brought us down from outer space to face the Soviet struggle against Nazi Germany, focusing on acts of individual and collective courage and self-sacrifice for the Motherland. She Defends the Motherland (1943), Lev Arnshtam’s Zoia Kosmodemianskaia (1944), about the arrest and execution of the teenage partisan heroine, and Raduga (The Rainbow, 1943) were some of the movies shown to us. During the war, the Soviets revived Russian nationalist movies such as Ivan the Terrible (1944). In the summer, it was a treat to see Alexander Nevski, as well as Peter the Great, extolling the greatness of the Russian nation and its “heroic struggles” against “Teutonic hordes.” I remember vividly the imposing and forceful figure of Peter the Great, the unifier and modernizer of the Russian nation. In the summer, we saw many open-air movies about the Bolshevik Revolution and the Civil War. One film that left a great impression on me was Chapaiev (1934), which dealt with civil war in Russia and the triumph of the Bolshevik Red Army.

Arabic and Indian movies were our last choices. Indian ones at least had some swordsmanship as well as singing. The plots of these movies were formulaic: a rich, fat guy wants to marry a young, beautiful girl. Her father is urging her to agree. The mother, however, wants true happiness for her daughter and she opposes the match. As it happens, the girl is in love with a young, handsome man who is, unfortunately, poor. This family conflict gives occasion to lots of singing and mourning and becomes a morality tale. The message was mainly about the fact that people should not be judged by what they have, but who they are. The right to choose one’s love and mate was usually affirmed and, naturally, love always triumphed.
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