June 1961. After a night flight from Geneva to Tehran, our first trip in an airplane, we disembarked at Mehrabad, Tehran’s wonderfully chaotic international airport.Tehran! Exotic! Hot! Exciting! Dusty! Crowded! Smelly! Noisy!

Culture shock!

Mehrabad Airport is bedlam. The arrival or departure of family and

friends is an opportunity for the gregarious Iranians to gather together

and celebrate. As a result, the airport is always filled with people. Social

stratification and class distinctions disappear as throngs of people push

and shove, all united in either welcoming or bidding adieu to friends and

family. Women in French haute couture are pressed against women in

black chadors. Children run through the huge arrival hall. Everybody

screams, yells, laughs. We were light years away from “civilized” and

orderly Austria. I held tightly onto my mother’s and Mania’s hands. My

father navigated us through the customs formalities and then pushed us

through the screaming crowds towards the exit. The sun was impossibly

bright. Hot air assailed us. Grandfather was waiting for us next to the

taxi, a large American car. My father and grandfather squeezed into the

front bench, the rest of us climbed into the back. The driver honked his

horn, cut off a bus and, wheels screeching, left the airport grounds.

The trip from the airport to my grandparents’ home was our initial

introduction to Tehran. Unlike my first impressions of Vienna, nothing

out here resonated. Everything looked foreign. Even the sunlight,

diffused by the dust, which blows from the plateau, was different.

Traffic in Tehran is deadly, both literally and figuratively. Obeying

traffic lights is optional for cars, motorcycles, buses and pedestrians;

donkeys, camels and stray dogs, share the road. Green means go and

yellow or red means go faster. To cross the streets, pedestrians throw

themselves into traffic and in front of cars, playing a deadly game of

chicken. Drivers see it as a challenge not to stop for the person in front

of their hoods. Miraculously, most pedestrians survive. Cars drive up

on sidewalks to avoid head-on collisions with other cars traveling in

the wrong lane. Several main streets have stately turnabouts, graced by

fountains, flower arrangements and statues of famous poets (and before

the Revolution, the Shah). I have seen many a car end up in the fountain

as a result of some clever maneuver gone wrong. I have also seen women

pulled off the back of small motorcycles when their chador got caught in

the wheels of a bus. Not all survived.

We crawled east on stately Reza Shah Avenue. It was stifling hot

inside our car. Do we open the windows or not? The choice was being

hot or inhaling exhaust fumes. My father compromised. He opened the

window for a few minutes, then closed it again. Soon, we were stuck in

gridlock, surrounded by cars, buses, motorcycles, donkeys and camels. I noticed a camel, part of a five camel caravan, standing next to my window.

Its leg was pressed against the car door. I had never seen a camel. I rolled

down the window and reached out to touch its leg. Mania and my mother

yelled for me to close the window immediately. They explained that

camels had parasitic diseases and at the very least, they bite little girls,

who tried to touch them. My grandfather promised to buy me a camel.

I liked the idea. “Could it be a girl camel?” I asked. He agreed to get me

a female camel “very soon”. I was thrilled. My very own camel! I decided

to call her “Bessie”.
