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THIS ISS5UE:

How Baghdad’s eternal summer
turned to a climate of fear

Eileen Khalastchi was born in Baghdad in 1929 and lived through
some of the most tumultuous times in lraqi history. She talks to

Lind a Dang eor and Bea Lewkowicz of Sephardi Voices UK about
the |ewish community that lived in Iraq's capital. Portrait Rob Greig

SEPHARDI VOICES: Tell me about

your family.

EILEEN EHALASTCHI: My prandfather
Haham Bzra Dangoor was the Chisf Rabbi
of Baghdad. He used to give his wages to

the poor. He was avery good man. He had a
printingworks that printed Hebrew hooks,
inehiding a Hageadah, which had his name
in it. My father carried on the business,

printing textbooksin Arabic. First we lived
in aJewish area in Dorat Street. My miost
vivid mernory of that time is of a cow that
our neighboursused to milk in front of our
house, Thad asmall bottle to fill with milk
for me to drink . This is how itused to b, to
hiave the cow milked near the howss,
Then we moved to Batawesn, which
was a mixed neighbourhood - many Jews

lived there. I went tothe Laura Kadooria
&chiol, the Allisnce Israslite school. T left
school in 1946, when I'was 16, and went to
the Eritish Institate to learn more English.
learmt Hebrew at school, but after a fow
years this was forbidden. Thiswas the
late 19305 and it started o be difficnl

for the Jews. Bometimes there wers
dernomstrations. | remember moy father
usad to send someone to bring us home
fromn schiool. Then he employed

ateacher at home for noy sister and me to
learn Hebrew,

O Yo Eiprpoor 1944 thiere was an
ineident, After we broke our fast, noy
birother took noy sister and me for a walk
I saw someone on abicycle pass by, And
then I felt something hot on oy back. He
threw acid om my back. Thank God it wasn't
on oy face. The next day we went to the

police. Mothing came of it.
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5W: Were [Jewish] people worried?
EK: Yes, But we were Iragis. We
cherizshed our country. S0 whatever
happensd we never thought of
leaving. We had good Muslim
friends. My brother had a Muslim
[bursiness] partner and the families
were good friends. They live in
farnily. But the poverrment was
against us,

In 194] therswas the Farhoud
[the pogrom against Iragi Jews]. It
wasShanaot. Mobs went to Jewizsh
hionzes and even took Jews from a
bus and killed them. It went on for
twin days and we were really afraid.
My father tock me and moy mother and
sister to our Muslim friends. Cnly my thres
brothers and father remained in the house,
Char cook told us afterwards that the mob
carmne to the houss and tried to break the
door. Omne of the rioterssaid, “Ton't goto
thizs house; they are nice people. I'm not
corming with you.” So they didn't break in.

O of vy brothers was in the army
and the head of the armoy liked him. by
fatherused to give him presents. Ha
carne to the houss that moming with two
zoldiers, and told them, “You have to take
care of the farnily, so nobody can brealk in.”

Wehad abig house with a biggarden
and when my brothers pot married they
lived in the same house, This was the
custarm. When theyhad thedr children, they
hiad mamries, 2o you ean imagine, we had
mary employess, by nanmias, the coolk
the maid. They quarrellsd, but my mother
was abways the peacemaker.

SW: Who did the shopping?

EK: My father did the shopping. If we were
inthe car, we stopped near a shop and oy
father went in and bought what we needed.
Cir the driver got what we needed. Buta
wiornan never did the shopping.

5% 5o wasyour mother mainly at home?
EK: Yes, In Londomn, if you don't have a
party. youdon tmest amybody. But thera
we telephoned, wesaid, #re you at home?
W are corming towisit” And it's not & big
fuss. Imean you don't have to make dirmer,
It's just tea with coolies, simple. Butits
nice, Then the peoplewe visited came back
after two weelks, And thisis howwe used to
meet our friends.

5W: What rhythm was there in terms of
winter and summer?

EK: Insummer wenssd to slesp on the
roof. We had two sets of beds, one setup in
the rocom and one set up on the roof. It's a0
beantiful to sleep on the roof, I's so cool,
and 5o mice to look atthe stars. I miss it. In
summer the river level drops and thers was
anisland in the mmiddle of the river. People

used to put up tents and live there for the
surnmier. They had parties and we used to
hear the moasic, and they made masgoof
(grilled fish}. It was a good time.

When oy niece Lindawas one year old,
I'wanted to sarprise her parents and maks
a dreas for her. Thought some net and 1
wanted her to try it. When [ put the dress
on her, she started seresrming. I ldzsed her;
I igave her a sweet; [aaid, “Please don't. "
I didn't want her parenits to hear her
screarming. It was a beautiful dreas, and
shie ware it on her first birthday, I 24l have
a picture of herwearing it

In 1948, when Israsl was barn, Iragis
tumed against the Jews again. My father
was arrested like many others, for no
reason. That night a friend phoned whose
father was alzo srrested. He said, “They
are eorming o seare h. If
you have any [postage]
starmps with Palestine on
them, get rid of them.” 8o
we burnit everything with
Hebrewonit. And the
net day they searched
the house,

We uszad to have three Jowish clubs.
We usad to go [to them)] all the time.
Bt after 1944 the government took the
clubs from us. But inl 952, there was the
Manzsour Chake a mixed ¢haib with Muslims,
Christians and Jews. Bt held parti ss and

‘We had a good life after 1962, I got
married at the Mansour Chabin 1965,

&% How did you mest your hushand?

EE: Hissister wasmy best friend .. We knew
each other as children. We metin 1954 at
his younger sister's wed ding in Paris. He
went backto Baghdad and asked roy father
if he sould marry me. Then noy uncle came
from Lomdon to Paris to ask me. [stayed
inParis for another two months to make
oy troussean. Theard that my in-lows sent
oy father a e tray of Turkish delight,
too large to go through the front door even
with both doors open! Itisthe eustorm to
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send a plate of Turkish delight and
aplate of sugared almonds in a car
with a maid who distributes them to
friends and farmily. I made thess plates
for the bridewhen my son Freddy got
married.

s, Canyou tell us more abaowt the
1958 revolution?
EE: Welistened tothe radio and heard
that therewas a revolution. The king,
the regent and the whole farmily wera
killed. We wers frightened. But then
Ahdul Earim Qassim [ Cormmmamist ]
carne to power. Things settled. Hewas a
good leader, And he was good to the Jews,
After the revolution, we had the best
years —until 1963, when they overthresr
assim. But people were afraid. One year
after the revolution, my brothers left Irag.
They wanted s to leave but moy father amd
in-laws didn't want to. Itwas a zad time.
Al our friends and most of our relatives
left and we didn't know what was going to
happen tous.
After1963, when the Ba'ath party
carms o power, they killed Abdul Karim
(azsim. Life started to be bad for the Jews.
They stoppad giving us passports. For ten
years we couldn't leave the country. People
started going illegally, through the north to
Iram ard then to Izrael, ar through Basra.
In une 1967 [ was on
the roof with the maid
to prepare the beds. My
hushand was at the office.
Thie bioys [her sons] wera
&t school. T had noyradio
with me and heard that
war had broken out with
Izrael. I ran downstairs and
my bushemnd. T zaid, "Cuickly, we have to
getthe boys.” My husband heard them say
an the radio, “We have brought down 70
stories - [zrael was winming - bat the radia
zaid the Arahs were winning.
by hushand broughit the boys home.,
Ve aat near the radio. My husband listened
to ome station; [ listened to another. The
belisving that the Arabs were winming.
Later thatnight, Lsrael gave the full news.
And we were relieved.
by father, who had been arrested in
1948, wee arrested againin 1967, He was
well known and had enermies -or the
goverroment just took him as they did many
others. My husband had friends in high
positions. Ome was a general. Muslims
were afraid to say they were friendly with
Jew=, But this man said to ooy loshand, *T
armn your friend and Il comes o visit yoo




