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In the summer of 1962, a handsome yet broken young man left Tabriz,
having lost all his money and hopes. His parents and four younger siblings
had left a few years earlier to the Holy Land, Israel, leaving him in charge
of the family property and debts. He now set out for Tehran, on his way to
reunite with them.
At the same time, a bright yet sad young girl came from Hamburg to
Tehran. She had left Tehran with her parents and siblings nine years before,
at the age of 5. This was her ﬁrst (and last) visit to Iran since then. All the
other girls in her class had boyfriends, and teased her saying that she didn’t
because she was fat and ugly. She believed them, but that was not the reason
she was single: her parents would not let her socialize with boys. At 14, her
mother took her to Iran to ﬁnd her a nice Jewish husband from her family’s
native city, preferably from the family.
The girl had high hopes and dreams. She didn’t want to get married so
soon. The young man fell madly in love with her at ﬁrst sight. He couldn’t
wait to get married. She knew she would at least have to get engaged, and
hoped it would be to the young man, her second cousin.
The road was long and winding. It took us through Europe, North
America, the Eastern bloc, the Far East, and the Middle East. It was rocky
at times, completely crazy at others, sometimes foggy. There were times we
prayed for a more boring life. But we’ve traveled through it hand-in-hand,
raised three children and ﬁve beautiful grandchildren, and left our mark on
the world.
Memory can be elusive, misleading at times. Different people may have
different, sometimes contradictory memories of one and the same event.
Even siblings growing up in the same family can experience it in completely
different ways, as we realized while working on the book.
57 years after that summer, having ﬁnally found our peace in life, we’re
presenting you with our life story. In the following pages you will read our
memories as well as those of dear people — family and friends — whose lives
were intertwined with ours. We hope you ﬁnd it worth your while.
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God Almighty!
Dear Lord, let me not be troubled,
Let me not depend on others, friends or strangers.

I am eternally grateful to God Almighty, the creator and bestower, who
has commanded me to undertake this journey. Through the incessant
encouragement of my lovely wife Gollar, invaluable support by my dear
friend Eng. Homayoun Ebrahimi, and the unrelenting perfectionism of
Dr. Thamar E. Gindin, He has led me to the publication of this book
that you’re holding.

chapter 1

SASSON

Who am I?
Wikipedia deﬁnes me as “a tennis promoter,” which is an achievement
I’m very proud of, but is it an identity?
In Tabriz and Rezaiyeh, though completely secular, I was always the
Jewish boy. In Tehran, I was the Jew who came from Tabriz. In Germany, I
was the newly-arrived Iranian Jew, initially deﬁned by my relationship with
my in-laws, who were prominent members of their community. In Zürich,
I was the Iranian Jew who came from Germany. In the United States I was
again the Iranian Jew who came from Europe. In Israel, where I’ve been
living for the past 23 years, I am no longer tagged as Jewish, because here it
is the default identity.
Here I ﬁnally feel I belong. I am at home.
Working on this book made me relive the events, but also see my own
life and family through different eyes and angles, and come to terms with
even the most unpleasant experiences.
It also helped me understand who I am: Sasson Khakshouri, a unique
being, just like everyone else.

11
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Homage to our mother
I ﬁnd it my duty and obligation to open this
book by expressing my deep gratitude to my
mother.
I am forever indebted to her for her devotion,
for all her toil and labor in taking care of us with
all her heart and soul. It was she who bravely
and ardently protected us through the ups-anddowns of life, in good times as well as bad. She
always remained loyal to her husband, our father,
whose destiny took him to different cities. She
was always there to support him. She always provided all our needs and
made sure the family thrived. It was she who supported her children, and
sacriﬁced herself so they could continue their education and climb up the
social ladder. It was she who, through countless sleepless nights, endured
the misfortunes that befell the family; who taught her children to stand fast
in the face of any hardship; and who taught us to love everyone as we love
ourselves. May her soul be treasured in the highest Heaven.
Loving you always,
Your son Sasson.
I dedicate this poem, by Saef Oddin Hosseinzadeh, to my mother’s pure
soul.
Oh dear Mother, one and only, you who bear my pain,
Loving me more than I love myself, sick of limb and brain:
To sing your praise a hundred books and poems shan’t suﬃce.
Your virtues: subject of my days, and topic of my nights.

ﻣﺎدر ای ﯾﮏ داﻧﻪ وﺗﻨﻬﺎ ﺗﺮﯾﻦ ﻏﻢ ﺧﻮار ﻣﻦ
از ﻣﻦ ﻋﺎﺷﻖ ﺗﺮ ﺑﻪ ﻣﻦ دﯾﻮاﻧﻪ و ﺑﯿﻤﺎر ﻣﻦ
وﺻﻒ ﺗﻮ ﻧﺘﻮان ﺑﻪ ﺻﺪ ﻫﺎ دﻓﺘﺮ و دﯾﻮان ﻧﻮﺷﺖ
ای ﮐﻪ وﺻﻔﺖ روز و ﺷﺐ ﻫﺎ ﺗﺎ اﺑﺪ در ﮐﺎر ﻣﻦ
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In blessed memory of my father, Aziz Khakshouri
It’s a summer day. The marketplace in Urmia is busy and full of people.
Fruit sellers offer their goods loudly, their slogans ﬁlling the air: “Cucumbers give power, O cucumber ﬂower!” Tomatoes, onions and potatoes
are sold by peddlers pedaling through the bazaar on their quadricycles.
Shopkeepers weigh their goods on a balance scale with stones for weights,
trying to send people home with hands as full as possible. Beautiful women
come and go, covering their faces with black chador. Occassionally, the
chador shifts, and leaves men astonished at the beauty they glimpsed.
Extremely skilled at controlling their chador, the women hold it closed
with one hand, holding a basket in the other. If they have a child with them
they use their teeth to hold the chador closed, which increases their beauty.
One of these women attracts the people’s attention: she came with her child
and is now angry with him. The child cries loudly: “I want a candy rooster!”
His mother, still calm, explains to him that they have no more money, and
she cannot buy him a candy rooster, but in vain. The child is not convinced.
He insists on getting a candy rooster! A tall middle-aged man passes by. He
quietly puts a two-toman bill in the woman’s hand and says: “This is for your
son. Buy him two candy roosters, and use the rest to buy whatever you need
for your home.” And walks on.
At that time, two tomans is a considerable sum of money, and the
woman is ecstatic. She shouts loudly after the man, who has already
proceeded on his way: “May God repay you for your kindness, dear man,
blessed be your hands, ishallah may God grant you all the boons you
deserve!”
The man has already disappeared in the crowd ... the whole marketplace
knows this person. His name is Agha Aziz, and all the shopkeepers hold him
in great respect. A kind man, of open heart and open hand, whose brother
Mikhael has a gold shop in the market. Their family name is Khākshūri —
“dust washing,” because they buy the dust from goldsmith shops and wash
it in a thin mesh to ﬁnd the gold inside it.
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Standing, left to right: Sasson’s father Aziz Khakshouri, Hawi, Clara, Sasson’s mother
Nanne. Sitting: Sasson, the beloved grandfather Isaac Khakshouri, Sonya

Our illustrious and truly grand grandfather, Agha Isaac son of Mikhael Khakshouri
(second from the right), with the Shah of Iran, who came on a visit to Rezaiyeh
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Meet the family
All good stories begin before the main character is born. In order to know
me, let me take you a few generations back. We will open The Adventures
of the World’s Luckiest and Unluckiest Man, my father Aziz’s handwritten
autobiography. This is his introduction of his own grandparents:
The name of my maternal grandfather was Noah. He was almost 115
years old. My grandmother’s name was Pari. She lived to about 110
years of age. She was a very righteous woman. She used to read Torah,
and every day, from morning till night, would spin thread from goat
hair. She would get money from people for this, and give to the needy.
In addition, as she was very righteous, she cured everyone’s pain like
a doctor. Every person who had jaundice — she quickly healed them.
Every person who had eye-pain — she immediately cured it. Likewise
stomach ache and other ailments — she cured them and did not take
money, but they used to give her many presents.

My cousin Elisha Yonati writes about our grandfather Isaac:
Our illustrious and truly grand grandfather, of blessed memory, was
a righteous man (sadiq) in the full sense of the word: an altruist, a
family man, highly respected by people of all religious denominations in
Rezaiyeh. He could not cross the street, pass through the bazaar or go
anywhere without being hailed. At 105 years of age, he sensed that his
time has come. He invited his friends and all the family to his home in
Holon, Israel. He read the Mi Sheberakh (“He who has blessed”) prayer
for his family and the whole nation of Israel, and with a smile, closed
his eyes and departed the world. May his memory be blessed.

Aziz (1908 – 5 June 2004), son of Isaac, also known as Dadasha Khakshouri
(dadash is slang for “brother,” from Turkish), was born in the beautiful city
of Urmia, which Reza Shah Pahlavi later renamed Rezaiyeh.
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My mother, Nanne (1919 – 2 Nov. 1962), daughter of Ruben, known as
Sheikh Ruben or Sheikh Rahim, was a devoted woman who cared about
everyone but herself.
When Agha Aziz came of age, his brother went to a prestigious family to
ask their daughter’s hand for him. The bride they took for him was Nanne
Khanom, a petite 14- or 15-year-old girl, as opposed to Aziz himself, who
was a robust man, two meters (6’7”) tall, and very courageous.
And so they began their life together.

Aziz and his wife Nanne Khakshouri as a young couple

My father, Agha Aziz, was a very diligent, hyperactive merchant, goodhumored and kind-hearted, daring and fearless ... but also careless and
reckless. His job in Tehran, for example, was to ﬁnd a new job.
In Tabriz, he had a partnership with his two brothers, producing raw
wool for factories, and outside his shop you could always see workers -–men and women –– sitting on the ground and separating wool from ﬂeece.
Today we do business by email. Imagine that in those day there wasn’t
even a phone! If you wanted to call Tehran from Tabriz you had to schedule
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a time with the other party by telegram (the original kind, not the mobile
app), both sides had to go to the post office at the same time, give the
number you wished to call, and sometimes wait a few hours for the phone
to connect. So in that state of affairs, my father’s business was mostly
based on local, walk-in customers, and people who came specially to his
office in the bazaar. He would also export his goods directly to Russian
government institutions with whom he had established good connections,
and once in a while a Russian specialist would come to Tabriz for quality
assurance. My father always received them with savory meals and Russian
vodka. Their cooperation, the understandings they reached, and my father’s
general fondness for the Russian experts all created a very strong friendship
between them.
The whole family lived in one house, that of my great grandfather, Isaac.
Four families living together under one roof was as tough as you can imagine,
and then some. The stresses of life took their toll, and all of a sudden
my mother fell ill. Turning to specialist doctors and even fortunetellers
and soothsayers had no effect. My mother was hospitalized in the Russian
hospital for professional medical care, where my father visited her on a daily
basis.
One day, on his way to visit my mother in the hospital, my father came
across a group of weeping mourners carrying a corpse. Something about
the small size of the corpse aroused his curiosity. He inquired, and was told
that it was a young girl who died because her family did not have money for
life-saving surgery, and the surgeon would not operate on her.
Tears in his eyes, he suddenly noticed the girl was moving; she was not
dead yet! He told them to rush the girl back to the hospital. He went with
them, they found the surgeon, and my father scolded him for his negligence.
The surgeon justiﬁed his actions, saying that the hospital was a governmentrun institution with a ﬁxed budget, and he couldn’t allow himself to treat a
person for free. “Is there a way to save this young girl?” My father insisted.
The surgeon said: “If the operation is paid for, I will do it right now.” My
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father reached into his pocket, took out money he had there to pay off some
debts, gave it to the hospital, and the girl was saved from certain death. My
father would visit her frequently when she was hospitalized.
It was only thanks to her optimism, her faith in my father, and my father
doing everything in his ability, and some things beyond his ability, that my
mother was saved and returned to health. This is yet more proof of the fact
that when everything seems to be over and lost, there is always hope, which
together with faith, keeps us on our feet.
After Sonya’s birth, our father took the family with him to Mahabad,
where they rented a two-room apartment and started their new life from
scratch. However, business brought them back to Tabriz. My father’s
struggle to provide for our family demanded frequent changes of place, and
so we went to Rezaiyeh twice, moved from one city to another and from one
house to another. With full faith in the Lord, my mother was able to adapt
to varied climates, and keep her husband and children happy and healthy.
My father’s business took us to different cities in Iran: Tabriz, Rezaiyeh,
Tehran ... We, his children, found it difficult to get accustomed to new,
unknown and sometimes strange cities, but the frequent moves introduced
us to the various customs and etiquette of people from different places, and
taught us to adapt more easily. My father, his brothers, and their sons also
made some remarkable deals with Soviet merchants and institutions, which
in themselves could be the subject of a whole new book. All these life events
and changes had an unbelievable impact on every aspect of our family’s life.
When I grew up, and fortune brought me to Russia, a big country with a
vast variety of people — from the Caucasus to Moscow and Leningrad — I
thanked the Lord for these experiences.
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The beautiful city of Tabriz, in olden times and today
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I am born!
23 November 1942. Most people of Tabriz are still fast asleep. The sounds
of early morning roosters ﬁll the air. Inside the house, a woman is twisting
on a bed with the pangs of labor. Her husband hopes the baby is a boy. He
already has two healthy daughters, and his third child will soon open eyes —
hopefully his eyes — to the world. He raises his hands to heaven and prays
that the Lord grant his wife good health.
At that time, when a boy was born, it brought joy and happiness, and
friends and relatives would congratulate the parents. But when a girl came
into the world, they would express their condolences! Nanne Khanom had
lost three daughters, who were stillborn, before giving birth to her eldest
daughter Sonya. When Sonya’s sister Hawi was born, many relatives came
to console Nanne Khanom. During her next pregnancy, having given birth
to three stillborn and two healthy, very much alive daughters, Nanne was
so worried, she considered having an abortion. It was only thanks to some
family members, especially Marusa Khanom, daughter of Agha Yaghoob
Khakshouri, that she changed her mind and decided to keep the baby. The
men at this time, too, wished to have male offspring, who they believed
would assist and support them.
It’s a boy! He lights up the lives of his parents — Agha Aziz and Nanne
Khanom — and brightens their home. His father is so happy, he does not
know right from left. He asks the midwife to enter the room where his
wife has just given birth. She doesn’t know yet that her baby is a boy. Barely
conscious, she feels a kiss on her forehead. Her husband is the ﬁrst person
to bring her the good news about their ﬁrst son. The woman’s face is lit
with happiness beyond description. The ﬁrst thing that comes to her mind
is choosing an appropriate name for the newborn baby, one that will reﬂect
their bliss and happiness. Nanne says, “let us name him Sasson, which means
‘happiness’ in Hebrew.” Her husband agrees immediately. And so, on this
auspicious day, Sasson ﬁrst sets his little foot in the material world, bringing
his family happiness beyond words by his very being.

chapter 1: sasson

The Jewish community of Tabriz
was small, and my parents celebrated
my Brit (circumcision) on the eighth
day with relatives and many guests.
I can imagine Agha Aziz, intoxicated
with happiness, dancing in front of the
guests to the merry sound of drums
and musical instruments played by the
band; his brother Mikhael also coming on stage to join him; and Nanne
Khanom holding me, her newborn
child, and like all mothers, worried
about the forthcoming ceremony, one
of the most important ceremonies in
Judaism.

Sasson at 6 months

Sitting, left to right: Nanne Khanom (mother), Nissan, Sasson, Clara,
Aziz Khakshouri (father). Standing: Hawi and Sonya
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Tabriz, my hometown
I was born in Tabriz in Northwestern Iran, one of the largest and most
famous cities in Iran. A beautiful city, with a rich heritage, remarkably pleasant weather, delightful natural scenery, unparalleled fruits and
vegetables, and a variety of delicious foods. Geographically, Tabriz is a
major transit point for trains and trucks carrying goods and passengers
from Tehran to Turkey and the Caucasus states — Armenia, Georgia and
Soviet Azerbaijan. Tabriz is the capital of East Azerbaijan province, and
a center of administration, communications, commerce, industry, culture
and government.
Most people in Tabriz speak the Tabrizi dialect of Azeri Turkish, with
Persian as their second language. Due to circumstances and necessity, we
also spoke the Aramaic dialect of Urmia, Assyrian Aramaic, Armenian,
Kurdish, and to a certain extent Russian.
Tabriz was chosen as capital by rulers from different dynasties between
the 13th and 16th centuries CE, the last of which was the Safavid dynasty.
Shah Ismail I, founder of the Safavid dynasty, was crowned in Tabriz, and
immediately replaced Sunni Islam with Twelver Shi’a Islam as the state
religion of Iran. To this day, the city’s population (and Iran’s population)
is mostly Shi’ite Muslim. Minorities include Armenian and Assyrian Christians, Kurds (who are Sunni Muslims), Zoroastrians and Baha’is. The Jewish
community of Tabriz was never large. Taking into account the nomadic
history of the province, and based on an account given by my uncle Rabbi
Shimon Khakshouri in the book Esther’s Children edited by Houman Sarshar
(Persian edition), it seems that the community consisted mostly of people
from the Jewish community of Urmia who came to Tabriz for limited
periods of time.
Urmia, also known as Rezaiyeh, was the nearest large Jewish community.
It was named Rezaiyeh by Reza Shah, the founder of the Pahlavi Dynasty
(1925–1979), who found the city so beautiful that he gave it his own name.
After the Islamic Revolution, the name was changed back to Urmia (Persian
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Orumiyeh). The city is located in West Azerbaijan, about 150 km West of
Tabriz. We had many relatives in Rezaiyeh and also lived there for several
years.
My cousin Elisha Yonati writes:
I was born in Urmia, in Northwestern Iran. We had a big, beautiful
synagogue with twelve arks for Torah scrolls, corresponding to the 12
Shevatim, the 12 tribes of Israel. Two of the Torah scrolls were proven
to be 500 and 1,000 years old. My family, like the other four hundred
Jewish families in the city, conversed in Aramaic, said to be the language
spoken by Avraham Avinu (Abraham the Patriarch).

An historical picture of the Jewish community of Urmia celebrating Reza Shah’s
command of lifting women’s Hejāb, January 1936

The old synagogue in Urmia before its renovation
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A memory of my second cousin Soleiman Harouni:
After Reza Shah’s visit to Urmia, he renamed it Rezaiyeh, because he
was enchanted with its beauty.
One hundred ﬁfty years ago, there were 120 Jewish families living in
this city. After the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, many of
them immigrated to the Promised Land, and some to the USA. Only
30 families remained. With the downfall of the Pahlavi dynasty and
Khomeini’s arrival in Iran, these families have also emigrated from Iran.
According to recent reports, only two Jewish families remain in Urmia
today.
On Shabbat eves, members of the Jewish minority of Urmia would
come to the synagogue and pray. During the week the number of
worshippers was less than ten, and unfortunately with fewer than ten
people (a “Minyan”), it is impossible to say the Kaddish prayer and
venerate those who have passed away.
Our rabbi not only gave sermons from the Bima (synagogue pulpit),
but was also qualiﬁed to slaughter chicken and lamb, and sold kosher
meat. We, the families, would buy kosher meat from him. We had
another cantor, who would lead prayers in the synagogue, and on
Shabbat would read the holy Torah (Book of Law) aloud for all the
worshippers. He had seven sons, who all live in New York now.
The third cantor was Agha Penhasi, who would read the Shabbat
afternoon prayer with his pleasant voice.
On Passover, we would perform the traditional spring house
cleaning and prepare Matza — unleavened bread — which we had to eat
for the eight days of the holiday. We would buy wheat, wash and dry
it thoroughly, and then grind it to ﬂour. There was a Muslim woman
who had an oven. She would make a batter with this ﬂour and eggs, and
bake in her oven. It was delicious! I can still feel the taste in my mouth.
In accordance with Jewish law, we didn’t buy anything from the
marketplace: not milk products, not meat or poultry. During these
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eight days we would only eat things we had at home. They used to make
a dish called Qaliyye, which was a mix of eggs, potatoes and meat. At the
end of the eight days of the holiday, we would spread a tablecloth with
cakes and pastries. The traditional table also held Samanu — a sort of
wheat pudding, and some gold coins in a goblet full of water. We would
dip our hands in this water to bless the house — that is, move the coins
to and fro with our ﬁngers and ask the Lord to grant us good business.
Samanu and coins in water are part of the traditional table Iranians
spread in Nowruz, the New Year holiday, which is also a spring holiday.
Among the merchants, if anyone had gone bankrupt, everyone
would gather and work together to bring him out of bankruptcy.
To make a long story short, the Jewish community of Urmia was
tight knit and united like one big family.
Of course, there were also people who were ﬁlthy rich but never
helped anyone, and everyone hated them.
I remember on Saturday afternoons when the weather was pleasant
and it didn’t rain, we would go to a village near the city, with a river
ﬂowing nearby. We would spread blankets, cool bottles of arak in the
cold river water, and have a banquet with fruit, salads and various
delicacies. The children would also play soccer. I had a car, a Paykan,
which I would ﬁll with family members and go back and forth three
times to bring my sisters and the rest of the family to the park.
Everything went with the wind at the beginning of the revolution
in 1978. Most Jews either emigrated to Tehran or ﬂed, with great risk
and difficulty, through the Turkish or Pakistani borders.

The world that awaited me
I came into a world burning in the ﬂames of the Second World War.
In Tabriz and all over Iran, fundamentalist Muslims sharpened their
knives, preparing to slaughter Jews. Adolf Hitler wanted to purge the
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world of Jewish existence, and this was exactly what the Muslim clergy
wished for, too, contrary to the Shah’s policy of protecting Iranian Jews.
As Hitler’s army, in Soviet Azerbaijan, approached the Iranian border, our
Muslim neighbors would threaten us daily, and planned to kill us. My uncle’s
daughters were extremely beautiful, and the Muslims would plan which of
them would rape which daughter when Hitler comes.
But not all was dark: A ray of light named Abdolhossein Sardari Qajar,
otherwise known as “the Iranian Schindler,” shone in Paris, saving Jews of
Iranian origin and possibly other Jews, from certain death.

Abdolhossein Sardari Qajar

Abdolhossein Sardari Qajar was born in 1895 to one of the branches of
the royal family of that time. In the 1930’s and 40’s, the period of Reza
Shah and his son Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, he served as a diplomat
with the Iranian mission to France, and remained there at the time of the
Vichy government — despite being summoned back to Iran like all other
diplomats. He saved many Iranian Jews by using the Nazis’ own racial
science. He proved, using the Nazis’ own research methods, that Iranian
Jews are a different race than European Jews, and are actually Aryans, as
all Iranians are, even though they have adopted the Mosaic belief. He
convinced the German officials not only by writing multiple letters, but
also through constant social interaction with Nazi officials.
In this way, he managed to save many Jewish and mixed families in
France, including non-Iranian Jews to whom he issued Iranian passports
without explicit permission from the authorities. He was put on trial
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for this after the war. Thanks to him, no Iranian Jews were killed in
the Holocaust, and only one was sent to a concentration camp. Jewish
communities in other Islamic countries, especially in North Africa, lost
many members in the Holocaust.
The Shah was also kind to Jews of non-Iranian origin. In 1942, the Polish
government-in-exile and the Soviet authorities allowed about 24,000 Polish
refugees, including 1,000 Jewish children and and 800 Jewish adults, to
emigrate. Most of these children were orphans. By August 1942, the entire
group had been transferred to Tehran, where the adult Jewish refugees set
up an orphanage, with the help of the local Jewish community. The Jewish
Agency sent emissaries to help run the orphanage, and by January 1943 it
had procured a ship and immigration permits from the British authorities,
so the children and their attendants sailed to Suez, and then transferred to
trains. They arrived in Israel in February 1943, and are known to this day as
the Tehran Children.
On the day I was born, 23 November 1942, Adolf Hitler declined the
request from the chiefs of his own army to allow the soldiers to ﬂee from
the Stalingrad frontier. He preferred losing his soldiers rather than saving
them. But Field Marshal Friedrich Paulus disobeyed, and on 31 January 1943
he surrendered himself, with all his soldiers, to the Red Army.
The turn of events in favor of the allies in World War II saved our family
and most Iranian Jews from bitter fortune and perhaps even extinction
at the hand of our neighbors, incited by the clergy and acting against
government policy. Instead of Hitler’s armies, Russian soldiers who escaped
the front came from Azerbaijan. Most of them were starving, and some of
them had no clothes. Our family took them in and took good care of them.
The bigotry of Tabriz Muslims
Growing up in Tabriz and Rezaiyeh in the shadow of Islamic fundamentalism and religious discrimination, I always had a strong sense of being
different and not belonging, and even being ashamed or afraid to reveal my
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identity. This feeling is embedded so deeply that even after immigrating to
Germany and making Aliyah to Israel, home and safe haven of the Jewish
people, I still hesitate before answering the question, “what’s your religion.”
When we lived in Tabriz, once in a while, the synagogue would appoint a
small committee to collect money, which the head of the committee would
give to the local Muslim clergy in order to prevent them from speaking
against Jews in their sermons in the mosque and inciting the people to
attack us. When they didn’t, a few words from the clergy or Molla would
suffice to spark raids of pillage and killing against the defenseless Jews,
which unfortunately happened a few times throughout history.
My father describes one such event in his handwritten autobiography,
The Adventures of the World’s Luckiest and Unluckiest Man:
One of the bitter events that befell this family is the day a group
of people attacked our house in order to pillage it. Simin, Mikhael’s
beautiful wife, who was pregnant at the time, was in the house and came
face-to-face with them. She was so scared, she threw herself out the
window. She lost her baby and was badly injured herself. She suffered
for some time, aching with wounds from the fall, and ﬁnally left this
world and our mourning family.

One of the symptoms of this bigotry was that we, Jews, and actually all
non-Muslims, were considered najes — impure. There were times when a
Jew was not allowed to walk outside in the rain, lest a raindrop touch him
and become deﬁled, and then a Muslim would step in the same puddle and
would get deﬁled. Needless to say, Hamām, public bath, which was all water,
was out of bounds for us — except one day a week, which was dedicated to
Jews.
We all used to go with our father. In the Hamām, there was the kisekesh — the person whose job was to rub the people who are coming to take
a bath with a kise — a mitten-like soap sponge. One day, when I was ﬁve
years old, we went to the Hamām with my father, and the kise-kesh told my
father: “What a beautiful boy!”
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If you think that’s a good thing to say, you’re probably not Iranian!
Saying good things and complimenting, without mentioning the number
ﬁve, horses, horseshoes, or garlic, gives one the evil eye, and the kise-kesh
didn’t mention any of those! And indeed, during that same visit to the
Hamām I slipped and broke my leg. Just imagine my father taking his
children to the Hamām and coming back home with a broken-legged child!
There were no hospitals at the time, so they took me to an ostokhun-band, a
person who ﬁxes broken bones. Even now, more than 70 years later, I still
have difficulty walking straight on this leg.
Impurity laws were also practiced at the bazaar, where coffee shop
owners had special, separate glasses for Jews. Every time my father took
one of his business guests for coffee or chay (tea) in the bazaar, he would
tell the coffee shop owner: “Ali Agha! Get me three glasses of chay, one
of them custom-made!” That was code word for “special for Jews.” More
insulting was the fact that they would wash the special glasses with aftabeh
water, water from the vessel used for washing the oriﬁces after going to the
toilet!
My father’s Muslim business partners did shake hands with him, but
would always wash their hands afterwards.
This was our ordinary life.
Urmia was no better. Here’s a memory from my cousin, Youssef Harouni,
to give you an idea:
About 100 years ago, when the central government was weak, the city
of Urmia (Rezaiyeh), located in the vicinity of the Turkish, Russian and
Kurdish borders, was constantly under attack: One day, the Kurdish
leader Esma’il Agha Simitqu attacked, pillaged and wreaked havoc in
the city; another day the Russians attacked; and on a different occasion
it was an Assyrian raid.
During the Assyrian assault, a group of musketeers on horseback
entered the house of our grandfather Ruben — whom the Muslims
called Sheikh Rahim — and began to plunder. One of them picked up
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a Qalyān (hoohak pipe) with an image of Naser ad-Din Shah Qajar that
was standing in a niche in the wall, and started contemplating it.
My grandfather, who knew Syriac (Assyrian Aramaic), said to him:
“God rest your father’s soul! You’re not gonna pay for it, are you? Why
are you looking at it for so long? Throw it in your bag already!”
The musketeer did exactly that, and said: “Because you’re a good
person, I won’t kill you.” He bid him pitra (Syriac for “goodbye”) and
left the house.
It may sound odd, but our grandfather, Sheikh Rahim, was highly
respected among the Muslims. Imagine how it was for people who were
not respected!
The Jews of Urmia all lived in one neighborhood. On Fridays the
sounds of mortar and pestle, used for grinding meat for gondi, deafened
the ears. On summer Saturdays, some used to go to Sheikh Teppesi
(Turkish şeyx təppəsi, the Sheikh’s hill) and eat berries, while others
gathered in the Markaz (“center”) square, buy sunﬂower seeds from a
man called Cherāgh (“lamp”), ten Shahis per cup, and then sit and chat.
During World War II, the Muslims were expecting the German
forces, and had already decided how to distribute the Jews’ houses
among themselves. Suddenly, the Russian army entered Azerbaijan.
The city leaders did not know what to do: surrender, ﬂee or ﬁght.
At last they decided to consult the central government in Tehran.
They called Tehran and got the answer: “Reza Khan is asleep.” This
upset the general military commander of the city, who started shouting:
“Why isn’t Stalin asleep? Why isn’t Churchill asleep?”
When the war ended, the British and Americans left Iran, but
Russian forces remained in Azerbaijan, and formed a puppet state.
There was a Jewish Russian woman-officer named Sara Khanom, also
known as Bimbo Sara, who couldn’t ﬂee to Russia after Azerbaijan’s
liberation. One day she came to our house in Tabriz with uniform and
a gun, and said to my father: “Agha Cohen, you must save my life!”

30
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My father had no choice but to grant her asylum, and hide her
weapon and other equipment in an underground hiding place. We had
a neighbor named Aziz Sha‘bani. When he saw her, he got mad and
said: “At least change your clothes!” She changed from the uniform to
civilian attire, and they burnt her uniform in the furnace. She stayed in
our house for some time, and when things got calm, she went to Tehran.

Tehran, here we come!
Aziz Khakshouri had the privilege of doing business with wise, successful
businessmen such as Rahimzadeh & Sons, as well as Moghaddam family.
Rahimzadeh, who lived in Tehran, exported wool to Europe. Whenever he
needed wool, he would inform my father, who bought wool from producers
in Tabriz and sent it to Tehran. Rahimzadeh ordered wool according to
demand, but Aziz was too hasty, or independent, or maybe just soft-hearted.
He didn’t want to let the Tabriz merchants down, and was easily inﬂuenced
by the bazaar brokers (dallal) who told him, “You must buy a lot now, the
price is so good, you don’t want to miss it!”
As long as demand was high, business was wonderful, and everything
was good. But when demand was low, he continued to buy large quantities
of wool, tempted by brokers who offered him longer credit lines, and
thinking that he was saving for times when demand is higher. He was
actually gambling on wool prices. Unfortunately, demand didn’t rise soon
enough. With a massive inventory in the warehouse, heavy debts, and no
money to pay them, our family found itself in a serious ﬁnancial crisis. My
father had to sell everything and start anew.
Then he had another idea: If he moves to Tehran, he can improve his
business situation by exporting goods directly to Europe.
So when I was six years old, my father took the whole family, and we
moved to Tehran.
But luck was again against him.
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Unemployment and turbulence once again cast a shadow over the life of
Agha Aziz and the whole family, with devastating consequences: He made
new friends, of the wrong type, and spent his nights God knows where,
gambling. He returned home late, which gravely affected our mother,
Nanne Khanom. She asked me to accompany my father, thinking it might
make him quit gambling, but to no avail. Returning home late at night with
no money in his pocket to support the family caused Aziz himself great
grief, too.
In these hard times that befell us, one day Agha Youssef Khakshouri,
Agha Aziz’s cousin, offered him a simple job that could solve his problem
and save the family from this misery.
Agha Youssef said: “I have an acquaintance who has been imprisoned for
holding smuggled fabrics. If you would be willing to go to court and claim
these fabrics are yours, the prisoner will give you ﬁfty thousand toman!”
Agha Aziz was so distraught, the offer impeded his judgment. Without
asking about possible consequences, he gladly said: “In order to save my
family from this calamity, I’m ready to do it.” And being more of a saint
than a businessman, he added, “Even for thirty thousand toman!” And so
he went to the police and said: “These fabrics are mine!”
A court was convened. The judge heard the way my father spoke and
realized he couldn’t have been the culprit. He said angrily: “Tell the truth!
Otherwise, you may face serious consequences!”
Agha Aziz insisted: “Yes! These fabrics are mine!”
Finally, the judge was convinced, and what happened next is something
that neither Aziz nor Youssef had expected: My father was sentenced to
three years in prison.
As Agha Aziz was led to prison, we all followed him weeping, and his
cousin Youssef was shocked, too. He also had no idea that this would be the
consequence!
Nanne Khanom was pregnant at the time. Not having her husband by
her side, especially at a time like this, made her so sad and troubled, that
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one day when she went shopping at the bazaar, she was so distraught and
deeply immersed in her thoughts, that she neglected to look at the road
and got hit by a bus. My sisters and I went through an extremely rough
time. When little baby boy Nissan came into the world, our father received
the good tidings in prison.
My father was released after two years in prison, and in 1952, after Ezra
was born, we packed our few belongings and bitter memories, and moved
back to Tabriz.
School years
I began elementary school in the Catholic school in Tabriz, and then we
moved to Tehran and I studied at Ettehād Elementary School. When we
returned to Tabriz, I continued my education in the Bāzārgāni High School.
In Ettehad Elementary School in Tehran
Our principal was an outstandingly violent and merciless man. When
students were wreaking havoc, he would appear out of nowhere, call them
with his loud voice, and punish them in front of everybody ...
One day during recess, while hanging out with my classmates, I imitated
the principal: “Come here, son! I saw it with my own eyes! Come here!”
All of a sudden Agha Merciless Principal appeared out of nowhere, like
a ginni, and said — “I came! Here I am!” He took me by the ear, into his
office, where he whipped me with all his heart.
I’ve learned my lesson, and from that day on I was never caught again.
A memorable morning at the cinema
One of our favorite pastimes at that time was going to the movies. Our
father would take us there sometimes, when he was in a good mood. One
day, one of my classmates suggested we cut school and go the movies. We
bought tickets with our scant pocketmoney and entered the cinema. The
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movie had already begun, so we found our seats in the dark and began to
watch the movie. A fat man sat next to me, and not only did he ﬁll his seat,
but his fat arms reached under my chin and bothered me. I removed his
arms a few times, but he didn’t even notice! When intermission came, the
hall was lit up, and I froze with horror and surprise. The person who sat
next to me and bothered me with his arms was no other than my father,
who was sure I was at school!
Veiled love
At that time, girls and women in Tabriz were completely hidden under black
chadors. For high school students, seeing the face of their beloved was the
most highly desired form of voyeurism! In our talks, we schoolboys would
always complain about being away from our beloved ones.
Once I went in front of the girls’ high school, hoping to get a glance of
the girl I loved, who was my aunt’s friend. I followed them, and midway I
saw her splitting up with my aunt. I kept following her and started telling
her sweet words of love, when suddenly my aunt’s voice came from under
the chador, saying, “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself ? I am your aunt! Don’t
say such things to me!” My aunt’s chador was the same as her friend’s, and
I could not tell my aunt from my love!
Bigotry at school
I spent most of my childhood and youth in Tabriz. The Jewish community
of Tabriz was very small. Radical religious bigotry in Tabriz had driven most
Jews out of the city and made life extremely tough for the remaining ones,
including the Khakshouri family, and especially for me.
I studied in Bāzārgāni high school, the only Jewish student among
hundreds of Muslim ones. Both my classmates and my teachers treated me
with intolerance that often escalated to physical violence. My head is still
full of scars from the stones the students used to throw at me. They would
also abuse me verbally with anti-Semitic talk and dirty words, calling me
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a “dirty Jew” and calling my mother and sisters by names I will not repeat.
I either kept silent or picked up a ﬁght with them that was usually ended
by the principal. But the black shadow of religious fundamentalism could
contantly be felt all through elementary school, and high school, on the
streets and in the bazaar. It was bitter and painful.
But the event that hurt me more than sticks and stones could ever do
was when a teacher said to me in front of the all the students: “You are one
of our best students, you should convert to Islam!” I was deeply hurt by
this disrespect for my identity but didn’t show it. I just humbly answered: “I
should talk to my parents about this ... ” And the whole thing was forgotten.
Racism and bigotry were not exclusive to the Northern provinces. In
Tehran, too, when I was going to school with my sister, every so often
Muslim bullies would block our way and ask us: “Are you Jewish or Muslim?”
If we said we were Jewish, they would beat us up, so we often said we
were Muslim. When we said that, they made us recite the Shehādat — the
Islamic declaration of belief.
Family life
Being the ﬁrst male offspring in my family, everyone loved and pampered
me. My mother, my father, and my beloved sisters looked after me with
utmost tenderness and care. Our mother, a housewife, was a model mother
for us and a wonderful wife to my father, warming his heart and giving him
ever-growing conﬁdence. With outstanding devotion and perseverance, she
did everything she could to make us feel we lacked nothing. From a very
young age, my sisters Sonya and Hawi rushed after school to help my mother
with her housework.
My father’s business was located in the Tabriz bazaar, on Saray Khan
Street. I used to help him by bringing my mother’s home-cooked meals to
him, and usually to his Russian guests, too. I tried to help him in other
aspects as well, for example overseeing his workers and taking care of the
shop while he was away. I always strove to be a good child to my parents.
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Mozaffariyeh, Grand Bazzar of Tabriz, Iran, one of the oldest bazaars in the Middle East
and the largest covered bazaar in the world. This covered marketplace is a UNESCO
World Heritage Site since 2010, and won awards for its architecture.
Image by Navid Alizadeh Sadighi – own work, cc-by-sa 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=61182700

The Tabriz bazaar was a good place for me. Surrounded by family and
relatives, I was immersed in the arts and secrets of commerce, acquiring
skills that would prove extremely valuable in the future. My father, Agha
Aziz, always worked very hard to make a living.
At that time, Aziz’s business was ﬂourishing, and many business trips
took him abroad. On one of his trips to Germany, he visited his cousin Agha
Youssef Khakshouri and met his whole family. Youssef ’s eldest daughter,
Gollar, was a stunning little girl, seven or eight years of age.
Gollar: I remember the big, tall uncle who came from Iran. I loved him very
much. He played with me a lot, and we spoke Persian, which I’d missed.
At that time I still knew Persian; later on I stopped speaking and only
understood, and it took a few years to go back to speaking.
One day, Uncle Aziz took me to sit in his lap and told me: “One day
you will be my daughter-in-law.” He was joking, of course, but apparently
there’s a kernel of truth in every joke ...
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The upsides and downsides of progress
Our parents were among the ﬁrst in Tabriz to own a private hometelephone.
Unfortunately, we very soon found out that alongside the advantages
of having a telephone, it had some serious drawbacks as well. For example,
telephone harassment. The phone would ring, my mother would rush to
pick it up, and when she put it down a few moments later, all color had run
out of her face. What did this harasser tell our mother?
I asked her to let me pick up the phone next time. She agreed, and we
sat and waited for the phone to ring. When it ﬁnally did, I quickly ran and
answered, and without waiting for the other side to start a conversation,
used all the curses and dirty words in my vocabulary, and then some more!
Then out of the receiver came my father’s voice: “Sasson, what’s with you?
What are all these things you’re wishing me? I’m your father!”
I was so afraid I threw the phone to the ground, and so embarrassed I
started running back and forth not knowing where to hide myself.
My best friend — my cousin Rahim
The only treasure worth hunting
is a good friend, and you are the best treasure.

!ﺗﻨﻬﺎ ﮔﻨﺠﯽ ﮐﻪ ﺟﺴﺘﺠﻮ ﮐﺮدن آن ﺑﻪ زﺣﻤﺘﺶ ﻣﯽ ارزد
... دوﺳﺖ واﻗﻌﯿﺴﺖ و ﺗﻮ ﺑﻬﺘﺮﯾﻦ ﮔﻨﺠﯽ
My cousin Rahim was one of the best friends I’ve ever had. When we were
kids, we used to to play with marbles in the streets and alleys, and when we
grew up, we would play ping-pong and card games. Another love we shared
was bicycle riding. I used to beg my father to buy me one. When he ﬁnally
did, that was the best of gifts! Unfortunately, one day I hit a chador-covered
lady with my bicycle. She started screaming, and people started gathering
around us. My father soon found out about the event, and on that very day
he took an axe and mercilessly attacked my darling bicycle, shattering it
completely.
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Sasson and his cousin Rahim Harouni, one of his best friends in his youth.

As a child, I loved the accordion and was enchanted by its sound. My father
was so kind as to buy me one, and I learned to play a little bit with a private
tutor. My cousin Rahim also nagged my uncle Mikhael until he bought him
an accordion, and we became the family’s accordion duo. We were sure that
we were the best in the world!
With the help of our family and friends and their connections, we found
a young singer, and were even invited to perform on a radio show. We
practiced like crazy, constantly, daily, played our gig time and again, and
ﬁnally the big day arrived: we were taken to the radio studio. We were
supposed to play something on the accordions, and after a short intro,
the singer was supposed to start singing. But oh my God, don’t ask what
happened! The singer was so excited, he completely forgot the lyrics! We
played the intro again. Then we played it again, looking at his mouth
with anticipation, but the guy remained mute! Blacked out! Lost his voice!
Swallowed his tongue! He just wouldn’t sing. We returned home shamed,
disgraced, and humiliated, and that was the end of my musical career.
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Rahim and I were best friends in Tehran. When I moved to Hamburg
and Zürich, the connection was almost lost, but when we found ourselves
once again in the same country — Israel — we resumed our friendship.
Towards the end of his life, Rahim had many health and other problems. It
broke my heart to see him wither and die before my eyes, and I did whatever
I could to help him. His son Oded also came from the north of Israel to help
his father during these hard times, and took very good care of him. Rahim
passed away of heart failure in 2013. I will always remember him fondly as
my best friend in childhood and throughout adolescence.
The Palace Hotel in Tabriz
Upon his release, after two years in prison, my father resumed his business
efforts to provide for the family. One of his friends was in the hotel business.
Agha Aziz saw his friend’s high income, and it encouraged him to enter this
arena as well. He sought and found a hotel in Tabriz, which he bought and
renovated, with heavy loans. He hired a few workers and started operating
it under the name “Palace Hotel.” I, as his eldest son, assisted him as much
as I could.
One of our customers was a famous gang of smugglers that came from
Hamedan to Tabriz and stayed at our hotel every two to three weeks.
They would stay for a day or two and spend considerable sums of money.
They were not the most decent people, but they were our most lucrative
customers, and we had to think about our business, too.
One day their boss asked me: “How many brothers and sisters do you
have?”
I said, “Three sisters and two brothers.”
In reply, he said: “You have more siblings than you know. Your father’s
a playboy, and has brought some more bastards to this world with other
women.”
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I stood up to him! I was so furious, I said: “Oh, I remember, he used to
tell me there was a pimp who brought him these prostitutes, that’s probably
you!” My reply was hushed by his entourage, but he still held a grudge
against me.
Now that I look back at this incident, I don’t understand how I had the
guts to speak like that to a man with a gun on his belt!
In order to attract guests and entertain them, we used to hold nightly
concerts in the hotel lobby. A famous singer would perform with a band,
which was ﬁne, until the customers got drunk. One of them would ask the
singer to sing a certain song, another bully would ask for another one, the
ﬁrst drunk would play stubborn, and soon enough plates and chairs would
ﬂy hither and thither breaking and damaging the doors and walls. The hotel
kitchen was in the basement, and sometimes the kitchen workers would
come upstairs to the lobby with knives and other kitchen utensils to join
the ﬁght. We had a guard in the hotel, a two-meter-tall man named Hamid.
He was extremely fond of these quarrels, because they allowed him to swing
his club at people and things. The quarrel would end when the police arrived
and forced the ﬁghting parties to kiss and make up, but never to compensate
us for the damage or at least pay their bill ...
Iranians are very polite. We have a custom called ta’arof, which is beyond
politeness, maybe artiﬁcial politeness, and generally very hard to explain to
foreigners. But maybe the following story can explain it:
Once a few guests came to the hotel restaurant. They ate, paid their
bill and were about to leave. Then at the door, one of them said to the
other: “After you.” That other guest said: “No, no, after you.” The ﬁrst one
insisted: “No, I insist, after you!” “But I told you, you should go ﬁrst!” “No!
After you!” “Who are you to tell me I should go ﬁrst? Son of a bitch!” The
insulted person hit him, and so the ta’arof got out of hand, and we had
another quarrel at the hotel.
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It may seem odd or even unimaginable to the Western reader these days,
but in all these stories, all the guests at the lobby and in the hotel restaurant
were men. You wouldn’t see one single woman around except the poor, ugly
singer. In those days, it was unfathomable for a decent woman to be seen in
such venues. There were occasionally women among the hotel guests, but
they were always with their husbands or fathers.
One night, someone knocked on the hotel door, and behind the glass
I could see the smuggler I had insulted. He asked me to open the parking
gate so they could enter. I did so and gave them their room keys. So far
everything was as usual. But then one of the hotel workers told me he saw
a woman among them, dressed in men’s clothing!
I was very troubled by this scheme. At that time in Iran, a woman in a
room with men who are not her immediate family had only one meaning,
which was my red line, even with lucrative guests in the hotel. I promptly
opened the door and saw the lady.
Their boss said: “What is this? What happened?”
I said: “You should ask yourself! You are the one who brought a woman
to our hotel without permission!”
He said: “Are you mad? What woman are you talking about? Go and
check yourself, we are all men here!”
So I went in and checked, and there was no sign of the woman I had
seen a minute ago. I started to think maybe I was imagining things, when
suddenly the woman popped her head out from under the covers.
I gave them an ultimatum: either vacate the hotel or I call the police!
He said: “You are free to choose what you want to do. Do whatever you
want!”
I left the room door half open, and entered my office. I picked up the
phone and loudly said: “Police? This is the Palace Hotel. We have a problem.
Please send in some officers!”
The trick worked, and they quickly left the hotel. But before they did,
their boss turned to me and said: “I will show you!”
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I returned to my room happy and content. Hamid the guard had already
left and I was almost asleep when someone knocked twice on the hotel
door. Behind the glass of the door, I could see the smuggler again. His head
appeared there and he shouted: “Open and give us separate rooms! No one
would let us in at this time of night. I promise I will do whatever you want!”
I had to think fast. On one hand, he had just threatened me a few hours
ago. On the other hand, I believed he wasn’t lying. What hotel would have
a vacancy, or even an operating front desk, at this time of night? I let them
in and sent the woman to one room, at one end of the hotel, and the men to
other rooms, at the other end of the hotel. They promised me they would
leave as early as possible in the morning, and ordered me to wake them up
at 5 a.m.
I have a confession to make: my decision to let them stay was not purely
business-like or benevolent. When I came back to my room, yetzer hara,
the human evil inclination, came to say hello. “There’s a single, probably
indecent woman, a few rooms from you,” it whispered in my ear. I tried to
argue with it, struggled to control myself, but to no avail. Finally I got up
and out of bed, and tiptoed to her room like a thief. I knocked on her door.
“What do you want?” her voice came from inside.
“I have to wake you up!” I said, quite stupidly.
She didn’t buy it. “But it’s only 2 o’clock!”
“Please, I only want to come in and say hello!”
“Get out of here!”
But I didn’t. On the contrary, I entered her room like Don Juan, got
down on my knees, and pleaded: “Please, O please, I want to be with you!”
She shouted: “Shame on you! Haven’t you seen I’m not alone? I have
come with the men whom you sent to the other end of the hotel! If they
realize what you are up to, they will kill you!”
I asked her: “So give me a chance to know you.”
Finally, half-consenting, she gave me an address to meet her on the next
day.
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You can imagine how excited I was as I was getting ready!
After what seemed like decades, it was ﬁnally lunchtime. I went to the
place of our rendezvous.
She wasn’t there.
I waited for a few hours, but no sign of her.
When I came back to the hotel, bereft and desolate, one of our
employees, an old man who liked me very much, called me to the side:
“Sasson, can I talk to you for a minute?”
“What’s the matter?”
“What was the story with this woman?”
“What on earth do you mean?”
“I got a message from her to you: ‘You were lucky this time, and you
owe your life to me. I had planned to send my friend and his gang to our
rendezvous to take you in his jeep on a one-way trip, and do whatever they
want with you. And somehow I felt sorry for you. I decided not to destroy
the life of a young man, and kept silent with my friends. But my advice to
you is this: never-ever do it again!”
I was amazed about the humanity of a woman for whom I previously
had no respect. Needless to say, I took her advice!
First Love
It was the summer of 1958. A Jewish family, living in Tehran but originally
from Kashan, came to stay at the Palace Hotel for the summer. They had
a stunning daughter named Homa. The ﬁrst time I saw her beautiful eyes,
I began shivering. By the way she acted, I could tell she liked me too. We
“accidentally” met a few times in the hotel premises and got to know each
other a little bit. Once or twice, we even met secretly. Without touching
each other, of course! Too soon she went back to Tehran with her parents,
but not before giving me her address and phone number in Tehran.
Agonized by the deep feeling of love, I lost any trace of peace-of-mind
I might have had; restlessness tortured me.
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At that time, my older sisters lived in Tehran — a perfect excuse to ask
my father’s permission to go there. I arrived in Tehran with a leaping heart
full of hopes, and stayed at Hawi’s house. As my sister and I were very close,
I disclosed my secret to her: I had lost my heart to Homa. I had to gather
all my courage to ask her to call Homa’s and say she needs to speak with
her.
Hawi was ecstatic with happiness! She gladly picked up the phone,
called Homa’s home, and started speaking with my love’s mother. She told
her Sasson has arrived in Tehran and wishes to see Homa. Homa’s mother,
with sheer joy, replied: “Of course, tell Sasson to come over to our place for
supper.”
I was so glad I didn’t know my right from left!
And then it hit me: I am going to Homa’s house, for dinner with her
family. Hope was banished by terror. I got cold feet. A wave of insecurity
and bashfulness washed me from head to toe, and I couldn’t ﬁnd the courage
inside me to go there alone. My sister wouldn’t come with me, so I called my
cousin Rahim. Thank God, my best friend lived in Tehran too! I begged him
to come with me. He immediately came over, and we took a taxi together,
a bouquet of ﬂowers in hand. I told the driver the address, but when we
reached Homa’s house I was so restless and agitated, I couldn’t do what a
man’s got to do! I asked Rahim to go ring the doorbell, deliver the ﬂowers
and say: “Sasson deeply apologizes: He couldn’t come, but he asked me to
give you these ﬂowers.”
I sat in the taxi, ﬂustered and bewildered, impatiently waiting for Rahim
to return so we could go home together.
From afar, in slow motion, I saw Homa’s mother opening the door, and
taking the bouquet from Rahim. He was supposed to turn now and come
back to the taxi. What’s going on? I couldn’t hear their conversation, but I
did see him pointing at the taxi where I sat. To my horror, Homa’s mother
came to see me, kindly asked me how I was, and invited me to get out of
the taxi. I was so scared and embarrassed, my face turned a deep shade of
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red. As we entered the house I was so ﬂushed with emotion, I could not
utter a word! Like an inanimate object my body was present in that living
room on the sofa next to Rahim, and a few moments later, Homa showed
up, with the same smiling, charming face. My mind went numb too. I just
couldn’t think of anything to say to her in her mother’s presence. With all
this turbulence in my stomach and nothing in my brain, I felt I was burning
up. Homa noticed the difference in me and kept silent, too.
And as if my agony was not enough, Homa’s father also appeared, and
my agitation multiplied. The dinner table was ready, I sat there with Rahim,
and the rest is a blur in my memory. Apparently we had dinner and said
our goodbyes. I returned to my sister’s house, and sat there for hours
thinking, contemplating, and reviewing the scene in my head. I reached
the conclusion that I was not ready for this sort of social interaction yet,
and returned to Tabriz.
Alone in Tabriz
The hotel revenues were lower than expected. Months went by, and Agha
Aziz realized that not only was there no proﬁt, but he didn’t even have
money for the family’s expenses and for the workers’ salaries. He decided
to sell the hotel, but a buyer was nowhere to be found.
My grandfather Isaac, Aziz’s father, had immigrated to Israel years
before and lived there with my two uncles. They had suggested time and
again that my father join them, but the time never seemed right. Suddenly,
with this grave state of affairs, a desire to immigrate to the Promised Land,
the motherland, Israel, kindled a ﬂame of hope in the heart of Agha Aziz.
Now he wanted to take the family as soon as possible and immigrate to
the land of his forefathers, but what about the hotel? One of his friends
suggested: “Leave Sasson here to sell the hotel instead of you, and go to
Israel.”
My father accepted the idea, entrusted me — poor, young, inexperienced me — with the hotel, and headed to the newly-founded state. My
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brother Ezra tells about this time:
When my father decided we should immigrate to Israel, we went to
Tehran, stayed for a few weeks with my sister Sonya, and were then
taken to Israel by the Jewish Agency. When we arrived in Israel, we
were received by the Agency people, who gave us a home in the village
Kadima. My parents took on different jobs: in a citrus packing house,
in agriculture etc. ... They were happy. Nissan went to Meir Shfeya
boarding school in Zikhron Yaakov, and we, the little children — Frieda,
Yolanda, and I — went to school in Kadima.

For me, separating with my parents and younger siblings was unbearable.
I no longer had a home. I lived in one of the hotel rooms. I hoped to sell
the Palace Hotel soon with the help of some middlemen from the bazaar,
pay off my father’s debts, and join my family in Israel with the remaining
money.
One of the creditors who was supposed to be repaid when the hotel was
sold was a physician, a family friend. Allegedly. It turns out this physician
was not as decent a person as Agha Aziz may have thought. Connivingly, he
incited the hotel workers against me and made them ﬁle a complaint.
A few days later, a group of police officers with a sealed court order came
to the hotel, took away the single room in which I was living, and with the
arrest warrant, took me to the local police station. The officer said: “Tonight
you are our guest, unless someone bails you out!”
Hassan Baghal, one of the family’s acquaintances, bailed me out, and
the workers who ﬁled the complaint started protesting, harassing Baghal
and threatening to ruin his life.
The day of the trial arrived. The judge turned to the physician and the
workers: “You should be ashamed of yourselves! What did this young man
do? You should complain against his father! What does this have to do with
him?”
He immediately ordered my release, and sent two officers with me, to
make sure the workers don’t harass me.
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But the hotel had been conﬁscated and the workers ﬁred. The damage
wreaked by the physician’s evil plan was much higher than our family’s debt,
and now he was the one who should compensate me with a large sum. But
he wouldn’t do it.
My uncle and the physician’s brother-in-law acted as intermediaries and
reached an agreement: the physician would give me 25 thousand toman, just
enough to go to Tehran and from there immigrate to Israel. I accepted,
although this was just a fraction of the real compensation the physician
owed us, and went to the physician’s clinic in Rezaiyeh to take the money.
As soon as I entered his clinic, the physician yelled at me: “What did you
come here for? If you do not leave the premises at once, I will call security
to take you out!”
The physician’s sister, the intermediary’s wife, was there, too. Her
brother’s unacceptable behavior upset her, and she cried out: “Don’t you
have any fear of God? What are you doing to this boy?”
But he wouldn’t listen to her. For this physician, money was the only
important thing in life: not family, not compassion, not love, not justice,
not guilt — just money.
We were not the only victims of this physician. His income was based on
ﬁnding people in need, who would probably not be able to pay their debts,
lending them money and then conﬁscating their houses and property. One
of the other families he did this to were our relatives, the Cohen family, with
six children. After he threw them to the street, the family father had a heart
attack and died. It was only thanks to Gollar’s uncle, Nathan Khakshouri,
who gave the oldest son a job, that this family was saved from misery. This
good deed was rewarded by the son’s hard work, and Nathan not only gained
good deeds to his record but also got a good, loyal, hardworking employee.
Years later, Khomeini would invade Iran. The physician and his brotherin-law had to leave all their property and wealth behind and ﬂee Iran. The
physician’s children were already in the United States, so he had a place
to go to after losing his fortune. His brother-in-law, the intermediary, went
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through the bitterest ordeals, culminating in seeing his only son drown in
the sea, right before his eyes. In my darkest times and as much as these
people did me wrong, I would never have wished any of them such fate.
I left the physician’s clinic desperate and desolate. With the little money
I had in my pocket, I caught a truck to Tehran. There I called my best
friend, my cousin Rahim. We met, and I told Rahim the whole story. Rahim,
surprised to see me, said: “They told your sisters that you were in jail, and
they are crying their eyes out for you!”
Rahim called my sisters. One of them sent her husband to bring me to
their place.
And thus, in 1962, at the age of 20, I hit rock bottom, and believed I
had lost everything. I came from Tabriz to Tehran to prepare for leaving
Iran and then immigrate to Israel. It was there that God gave me the best
of boons, and I met my gorgeous wife Gollar.

chapter 2

GOLLAR

My life story before meeting Sasson is shorter,
as I was only 14 when we met, and he was 20.
He had more life experience than I, but I was
better acquainted with and better adapted to
our environment. In the following pages you will
realize how different our backgrounds are.
Let us start by the fact that Iranian society,
Jewish and non-Jewish alike, is strongly patriarchal, which makes a girl’s life experience totally
different from a boy’s, for better and for worse.
Men have it easier, but for the same reason
women are usually more resourceful. This is not
unique to us.
What is unique is that while Sasson grew up in Iran and changed
environment every few years, I grew up in Tehran for the ﬁrst ﬁve years
and then in Hamburg till well into my 30’s. My family environment was
also quite stable. For this reason I don’t share his identity conﬂicts: I have
a very strong sense of who I am.
Writing my memories and rereading them, took me back to the little
girl I was, the adolescent girl, the young wife and mother, and the woman
behind the great man. Although I had my dreams when I was young — to
study and go into the academic sphere — as a girl I couldn’t choose my own
path. But I’m very happy with the way my life went: I’ve had a good, rich
life, loving wonderful husband and beautiful family, and today I’m a very
happy person. I feel fulﬁlled, and this is what counts in life.
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Meet the family
Our family comes from Iranian Azerbaijan, two provinces in the north of
Iran bordering with Turkey and the former Soviet Union. They say the ﬁrst
Jews came to Azerbaijan after the destruction of the Second Temple.
In the 19th century, at the time of the Qajar Dynasty, Iran was forced
to sign some humiliating treaties with the Russian Empire, in which Iran
(then Persia) ceded a large part of Azerbaijan to Russia. Russian Azerbaijan
became Soviet Azerbaijan, and since the fall of the Soviet Union, it is an
independent state. However, Iranian and formerly-Soviet Azerbaijan are
culturally, and in almost every other aspect, one country. Muslims on both
sides of the border speak Azeri Turkish, and Jews also speak Lishan Didan,
literally “our language” — a dialect of Aramaic.

Saltanat Khanom and Banu Margrit, the matriarchs of the Khakshouri family.

My maternal grandmother, Hamael Saltanat Benjaminoff, whom we called
Saltanat Khanom, was born in 1905 in Urmia, the biggest Jewish community
in Azerbaijan. At that time, in families that were relatively affluent, young
people were married to their relatives in order to keep the money in the
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family. Saltanat Khanom married her ﬁrst cousin, Elias Benjaminoff, at 18
years of age — quite late for her time. It was an arranged marriage, of course.
Practically all marriages at the time were arranged. The couple lost two
young children, and my mother was their third, and only surviving child.
My grandfather, Elias, used to travel to Europe quite a lot, which
was very rare back then. On his last trip, shortly after his marriage and
just before the Second World War, Elias contracted appendicitis while in
Vienna and was operated on and hospitalized there. He fell in love with the
Austrian Jewish nurse who tended to him, married her and brought her to
Iran. Polygamy has been forbidden by Jewish law for centuries, but Iranian
law allowed it at the time, and actually still allows it today, with certain
restrictions.
Saltanat Khanom was a very progressive woman for her time, and marrying late allowed her to become even more opinionated. She immediately
initiated a divorce, broke up with her husband, and single- (and empty)
handedly raised their daughter Margrit — my mother.
Although raised by a single mother, my mother never had a feeling of
deprivation. They were not rich, but not poor either. They could have been
much wealthier, though ...
My great grandmother, Saltanat’s mother, had some gold, which she hid.
Nobody wanted to seem greedy or as if they have their eye on the gold, so
no one dared ask her where she had hidden it, and she never told anyone
of her own accord. When she passed away, they dug up the whole yard, but
couldn’t ﬁnd it.
Really! Somewhere in Urmia, Iran, lies our family treasure, which has
never been found!
My mother had ﬁve stepsisters and one stepbrother from Elias’ second wife.
My grandmother, Saltanat Khanom, made every effort for the stepsiblings
to have a good relationship with my mother, and invited them to her house
so my mother wouldn’t be alone.
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Elias Benjaminoff and the Austrian nurse had children alright — six of
them — but their marriage was not a happy one. I didn’t see them a lot, but
whenever I did — they were ﬁghting. Elias would always tell his wife: “If I
hadn’t taken you to Iran and saved you from the Nazis, you would have been
burnt with all your family!”
That’s how I know she was Jewish. Although my mother used to play
with her stepsiblings as a child, the connection grew weaker after she got
married, and in the family we hardly ever talked about my grandfather’s
wife.

Yaghoob and Gülar Khakshouri with their sons
Youssef (standing) and Nathan (baby)
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My father, Youssef Mikhael Khakshouri, was born in Urmia (known as
Rezaiyeh, during the Pahlavi period) on 1917, the oldest of 9 children
of Yaghoob Khakshouri. My paternal grandmother, Gülar, had a few
stillbirths before she had my father. I never got to know her. She passed
away when my father was 8 and his brother Nathan was 4. My grandfather
Yaghoob then married Tavus Khanom, and had 7 more children with
her. One of them was Marusa Khanom, who, in 1942, convinced Nanne
Khakshouri not to have an abortion, but keep the pregnancy and bring
Sasson into this world. Tavus raised my father and uncle, and was a
wonderful mother to them. When she passed away, my father sat Shiva and
observed the whole year of mourning customs, although as a non-biological
child he had no obligation to do so. For example, he would only attend a
wedding ceremony (chuppa) but did not stay for the music and dancing.
My father’s business career begins and World War II breaks out
From a very young age, my father was very serious and ambitious. He was
an exceptional student in school, and at 15 years of age started helping his
father in his business in the afternoons, while studying for school at nights.
At school, they spoke Persian; on the street, they spoke Azeri Turkish; and
at home, Lishan Didan, a Jewish Aramaic dialect. Besides these languages,
my father also spoke Assyrian and Armenian, languages spoken by other
minority groups in Azerbaijan.
When Nathan was old enough, he joined the family business and
worked with my father and grandfather. Only after school, of course. My
grandfather was poor in today’s terms, but compared to his surroundings, he
was quite prosperous. He wasn’t rich, but did make a decent living. With the
help of my father and later on my uncle, business ﬂourished and the family’s
ﬁnancial situation improved. They traveled to Tabriz and Tehran a lot for
their business, and worked very hard. My father always wanted to study
and become a scholar, but life didn’t allow him. He also played the violin,
and even took part in his school’s orchestra. He was the ﬁrst Jewish boy in
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Urmia to complete his matriculation exams in the science department of
his high school.
When my father was in 12th grade, last year of high school, World War
II broke out. In the whole Jewish community there was only one radio, and
it was in Uncle Isaac’s home. Uncle Isaac, AKA Dadasha, was the father
of Aziz Khakshouri, who later on became my father-in-law. Everyone came
to Uncle Isaac’s to listen to the news. I wasn’t born yet, of course, but I
know about the period from my father’s stories. He told us there was a lot
of unsettling news, but it usually turned out to be a false alarm.
But not always. ”After a period with many false alarms,” he would tell
us, “we ﬁnally managed to go to sleep quietly. But at night we woke up to
the sounds of bombs. A bombing on the town of Urmia! Iran was attacked
by the Russians from the north, and by the American and British from the
Persian Gulf in the south.”
During World War II, the UK and the USA sent aid to the Soviet Union
via the Persian Gulf through a route called “The Persian Corridor,” that
passed through Azerbaijan. It was very important for them that this line
of delivery for weapons and goods remain intact and running. In 1941, Iran
was invaded by British and the Russian forces, who wanted to secure their
corridor as well as their oil supply, and didn’t approve of the Shah’s affinity
to Germany. They deposed Reza Shah and exiled him to South Africa —
some say he abdicated on his own accord to their contentment — and his
son Mohammad Reza Shah was crowned in his place.
Urmia was practically on the border with Russia. In order to avoid
bloodshed, the commander of the Iranian soldiers told them to stand on
both sides of the road while Russian troops come in. Unfortunately a drunk
Iranian soldier shot a Russian soldier, the Russian soldiers shot back at the
Iranians, and the Russian invasion of Iran turned into a bloodbath. Look
how one person can change everything in a delicate situation!
My grandfather’s family lived 500 meters (about 550 yards) from the
Bazaar, and my father witnessed all this happening: First, they set ﬁre to
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the Bazaar, then plundered everything, and ﬁnally started to kill. My father
said it was terrible to see how calm people become wild animals. In such
situations, anti-Semitism usually raised its ugly head, and Jews just had to
lay low until the storm was over. Only someone who saw these things with
their own eyes can understand how terrible it was. They killed whomever
they saw and even uprooted trees. They did things nobody can imagine. All
soldiers and reservists had to be drafted for the army.
Around this time, my father’s sister Almaz — the eldest daughter of
Yaghoob Khakshouri and Tavus — married their cousin, Shekho. In those
days, weddings were celebrated for seven days. The ﬁrst six days of Almaz
and Shekho’s wedding celebration were very merry, but on the last day
everyone was sad, because they knew that on the next day Shekho had to
go to the front, for reserve service. My father was 23 years old at that time.
It was a miracle that he and his brothers were not drafted.
After a while, so my father told me, some low-ranking soldiers came
back from the frontier and reported that the great Iranian army was a
mess: there were no officers on the frontier, there was no plan, no food,
no equipment — nothing. Most soldiers just threw away their weapons
and ﬂed. Only 3–4 soldiers — Jewish soldiers — stayed in the battleﬁeld,
and Shekho was one of them. He didn’t come back. The family had no
information about his whereabouts. Was he alive at all? Wounded? They
were in complete darkness. Shekho’s father, my father’s uncle, went the
90 kms from Rezaiyeh to Khoy by foot to ﬁnd out what had happened to
his son, but to no avail. Then, slowly, things calmed down. The war didn’t
end, but it was less intense. Northern Iran was still under Russian siege. As
a businessman, my father noticed that despite the war, gold coins lost a
lot of their value. This was odd: usually in times of distress such as war or
economic instability, people resort to gold as a stable currency, and its value
rises. It took him some time to ﬁnd out that it was due to a “ﬂood” of gold in
the market: The weapons that soldiers had thrown away at the front found
their way to civilian hands, and the Kurds paid good gold coins in exchange
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to these weapons. The story has a surprising Jewish twist: Many of these
weapons were smuggled out of the country, through Iraq to Palestine, and
were sold to the Hagana. Nobody knew about these affairs as they were
happening. Only years later, when Iranian parliament discussed how Iranian
weapons came into the hands of the Hagana, did people realize what had
been happening under their noses.
The war went on for four years. The people suffered a lot, as happens
in all nations during wartime. And Shekho’s fate was still unknown. After
a long time of unsuccessful searches for Shekho, he suddenly showed up
on the doorstep of his home. It turns out he had been taken prisoner from
the front, and the Russians brought him to Tabriz! He had been so close all
this time, but was not allowed to have any contact with the family. We were
very happy! I mean, I wasn’t born yet, but hearing this story from my father
I always identiﬁed with the family’s feelings. Shekho and Almaz resumed
their married life. They were a very happy couple, had two sons and three
daughters, and lived together until death did them part.
In 1933, Hitler came to power and his propaganda machine reached Iran,
too. Antisemitic sayings became a daily routine: “O world, beware! Jews are
the sole source of all poverty and misery in our countries!”
When Nazi troops invaded Russia in 1941, non-Jewish Iranians were
thrilled: At last, the Germans will come and free Iran from the Russians!
The Russian aggression towards Iran didn’t start with “the Persian
Corridor.” It went back to the Russian-Persian wars in the 19th century,
and Iranians — especially in Azerbaijan — still hold a grudge against Russia
for tearing away large parts of Greater Iran, and against the Qajar Dynasty,
who failed to defend Iran against this Russian aggression. The humiliating
treaties of Golestan and Turkmenchay divided Azerbaijan between Iran and
Russia.
When the German army reached Grozny, the capital of Chechnya —
only 48 hours away by train from the Iranian border — the Muslims began
to divide the upcoming Jewish booty between themselves: the houses, the
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property and even the girls. The Jews were desperate. We didn’t have the
slightest hope. Hitler’s invasion of Iran seemed like a done deal. My father
used to say they really truly believed that Hitler would prevail, and the
gentiles were ecstatic about his forthcoming victory.
One day my father was at the barber shop. Not to get a haircut, of
course, because Jews were considered najes — impure — and could not get
haircuts in gentile Barber shops. But they were still allowed to be present
there, and my father went to get updated: In those times, no one thought
about scheduling a barber’s appointment. People just popped in when they
needed a haircut, and if the barber was busy, they waited their turn. While
the customers were waiting, they talked, of course, and so the barber
shop became the unofficial town meeting-place and news-hub. On that
day, my father used to tell us, one Assyrian man said Hitler would under
no circumstances win the war. “I wanted very much to believe him, but
I couldn’t,” he would reminisce. “I took comfort in the fact that not all
gentiles hated us.” And then the Assyrian continued: “Hitler cannot win
the war because he’s not only ﬁghting a war but is also trying to kill all the
Jews, and one cannot accomplish both tasks together.” He said it matterof-factly, as if killing all the Jews was just another task like paving roads or
delivering goods!
During World War II, food was scarce in the markets, and inﬂation
skyrocketed. You could only buy food with state-issued coupons that were
distributed among the people. On the last year of the war, dealers and
rich people accumulated goods and hid them, in hope of selling them later
for a high proﬁt. This made food even more scarce. My father heard that
in the city of Khorramshahr you could ﬁnd grain that was brought from
America. Khorramshahr is an inland-port city in the province of Khuzistān,
some 1100 km south of Rezaiyeh (Urmia), but a man like Youssef would
not let this impede him. He had a mission! The trip from Rezaiyeh to
Khorramshahr is a whole day’s trip by car today, and he went by bus!
He went there as soon as he could, managed to buy a few trucks full
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of grain, and brought them to Rezaiyeh. Although they could make a great
proﬁt, Youssef and his father did not bring these grain trucks in order to
make money, but only to help the people satiate their hunger. They couldn’t
give it away for free — they were not that rich after all — but they did sell it
at the lowest price possible, only to cover their expenses while helping the
hungry in this emergency situation.
When they reached Rezaiyeh, my father and grandfather did not offer
all of the supply on the market at one time, but rather a certain portion
each day. This allowed them to keep the supply going on for a longer time,
and gave the people of Rezaiyeh the feeling that the famine is over and
supply would not run out. And so, once there was no sense of emergency
anymore, the people who had accumulated food to sell for proﬁt stopped
doing so, which put more food on the market. Slowly but surely, the
situation normalized, thanks to my father’s efforts. When the next year’s
crops ripened, the market really returned to normal.
My parents meet and start the family
When Papa came of age and it was time for him to get married, he decided
that marrying a very young girl would be a good idea, because it would allow
him to educate her as he wishes. But he couldn’t ﬁnd a girl he could really
love. Being the methodological thinker he’s always been, he decided to work
with lists: ﬁrst he made a list of girls who might be okay, then he narrowed
it down again and again, until he chose the three who seemed best to him.
With his short list, he went to his cousin Avraham and asked him what he
thinks. Avraham said: “Let’s go to the rabbi! He will open the Torah and tell
you what to do.”
Youssef liked the idea, and the two went to the rabbi. In order not to
make it too obvious, they didn’t say the names of the girls, or even that
the purpose was marriage. Instead, they said Youssef was contemplating
between buying three real estate properties: a house, a garden or an office —
each was a code for a different girl. The rabbi listened to them seriously,
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opened the Torah, recited some prayers, and ﬁnally said they should buy
the office ... together!
Since then my father considered these things a scam, and forbade us to
do things like this.
Then my father had to go to Tehran for business — the very same city
where my grandmother, Saltanat Khanom, raised my mother, her single
daughter Margrit, all by herself.
Margrit was only 13 when Saltanat Khanom married her off to my father.
The matchmaker was my father’s cousin Agha Aziz, Sasson’s father.
When Agha Aziz took Youssef to see little Margrit for the ﬁrst time,
Youssef said: “But she is just a child, isn’t she?”
Saltanat Khanom replied: “The size of the peppercorn may seem slight,
but crack it open, and taste its bite!”
My parents’ marriage made everyone happy, but no one was happier
than my uncle Nathan. He had found his love — Victoria — before my
father found his, but had to wait, in accordance with our customs, until his
elder brother married. Nathan and Victoria got married six months after
my parents.
My parents lived in Tehran, together with my grandmother Saltanat
Khanom. Nathan and Victoria ﬁrst lived in Tabriz, but soon moved to
Tehran too.
My mother gave birth to my brother Parviz when she was 15. The childbirth
was difficult with many complications. In those days, women gave birth at
home, and my father brought the best doctors to our home. The last doctor
said either the mother will die or the child will die. My mother said she
wants her child to live, and doesn’t care to die. But in the same evening,
after a whole week of labor, she gave birth to my brother Parviz.
Parviz was a sickly child. When he was 2 years old he contracted
diphtheria, which was a lethal illness at that time. But our family’s doctor
did not give up. He conducted thorough research in all the books and
journals he could put his hands on (that was before the Internet!) and found
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Aziz (right) and Youssef Khakshouri, years later

Margrit and her husband Youssef Khakshouri on their wedding day
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out that a newly discovered medication — antibiotics — could help. The
antibiotics Parviz needed — erythromycine — was not available yet. The
ﬁrst shipment to Iran was on its way when Parviz fell ill. My father and the
doctor pulled some strings, and managed to ﬁnd out that the shipment of
the medication was already on Iranian soil, but delayed in the customs. We
had a neighbor who was a high customs official. It was a Friday, the holy day
of the week for Muslims, and all government offices were closed. But our
benevolent neighbor went to the customs office and took the medication
out for us. He saved Parviz’s life.
After Parviz, my parents had a child every two years: I (Gollar), Louise
and then Jany, when my mother was 21. My grandmother always lived with
us, until her death in 1997.
I am born!
One day, in the beginning of April 1948, when my mother was 7 or 8 months
pregnant with me, my father wanted her to come with him on a Sizdah
bedar picnic. Sizdah bedar, the 13th day of the Persian year, is the last day
of the Nowruz New Year festivities. The 13th day of the year is considered
unlucky, according to common belief the demons come to haunt people in
their homes, so all Iranians go out of their houses to the ﬁelds and hills to
have festive picnics. On this day people play hoaxes on each other — just
like April Fools’ Day, which usually falls on the same day or the day before —
and boys and girls are allowed to talk to each other, even in the most
conservative communities. Single girls take the sprouts that have withered
on the Sofre-ye Haft Sin, the special New Year table, throw them into the
river, and wish to ﬁnd themselves in the next year in their husband’s home
with a baby in their arms. But my mother decided not to go on the picnic.
She didn’t feel well and preferred to stay at home. I was born in the late
afternoon, a month or two prematurely.
The date was 2 April, but because at that time nobody really followed
the calendar, my birth certiﬁcate was registered with the date 4 April, which
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made me two days younger!
When my father came home that evening, my grandmother greeted him
at the door, and was not very happy to tell him that a girl was born. She
didn’t want him to be shocked when he saw me: I was very small (1.5kg, that’s
3 lb 5 oz!) and full of hair. When recounting my birth story, my grandmother
always used to say I looked more like a monkey than a human being and
everybody was afraid to touch me. It was my beloved grandmother Saltanat
Khanom, who saved my life during this critical time. There were no clothes
for such tiny babies, so she wrapped me in cotton wool and whenever she
changed me, I would faint.
All the neighbors told my grandmother, “Don’t bother so much with
this one. She won’t survive anyway, and even if she does, she’s a girl!”

Gollar as a little child, with relatives (third from the right, in the young man’s arms)

My father, my uncle and my grandfather worked together. My grandfather
still lived in Rezaiyeh, and his main business was dried fruit, especially
raisins. My father did a lot of business with Russia, when he could. He told
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me that during and after the war, there were a few years when exporting
food was alternately illegal and then legal again. It had to do with shortages
of food inside Iran, the needs of the Russian and British occupants, and the
demand and need in post-war Europe. Their business was very successful.
They bought the whole harvest of raisins in Rezaiyeh. When export was
illegal, they had to sell all their goods inside Iran, and they sold it to factories
that used them in cakes etc.
At this time business was so good that my grandfather had opened
a factory for packing their raisins. But my father noticed that there was
enough demand, and enough raisins, yet the factory couldn’t meet the
market’s needs. He evaluated the process, looked for the problematic place
(he actually used the Theory of Constraints before it was formulated), and
noticed that separating the stems from the raisins creates a bottleneck.
The solution was a machine for automatically separating the stem from the
raisins. Luckily, he found exactly this kind of machine in Tehran, and as
soon as they introduced it to the factory, sales soared, business multiplied,
and they started exporting not only to Russia, but also to Europe. Which
created other problems ...
One time, in Tehran, my father sold a large shipment of raisins to a
German company. It looked like a wonderful deal, but then the customer
didn’t pay for two whole years. At this time, Iran ﬂourished economically,
but my father’s hands were tied: he couldn’t make any investments or
purchases, because a lot of his money was in the hands of that German
customer, and the customer wouldn’t pay. When the German client
ﬁnally paid his debt, my father, once bitten, practiced more caution and
specialized in selling his goods to exporters in Tehran. It took him a while to
regain conﬁdence to start exporting directly again. I’m glad he did, because
this decision impacted our whole lives.
Besides the Iranian exporters, Papa resumed his trade with the Russians.
He sold a shipment of 500 tons of raisins to the Russians, and then a
second shipment of 500 tons was ordered, but he couldn’t deliver it on time:
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Mosaddegh’s reform and the nationalization of Iranian oil led to sanctions
on Iran, which caused economic unrest in the country. My father’s prices
for export to Russia were set in Iranian Rials. During that time of unrest,
the dollar went up 50%, and selling at that price would have caused him
great losses. My father wrote to the Russians that the new harvest is of
lower quality than the previous one, and that the delivery of the rest of the
raisins to the Russians has to be postponed to the next raisin season, in
September. My father knew that the answer from Moscow would take at
least 3 months, which bought him some time.
The 500 tons of raisins intended for the Russians, were sold to a
company in Hamburg, home of the dried fruit bourse in those days.
Moving to Hamburg
In 1952, the brothers sent raisins to Hamburg, and again the customer didn’t
pay! Nathan was supposed to go to Germany and settle the problem, but
his wife Victoria and her family vetoed his trip. The name of their cousin
Aziz came up, but my father was strictly against sending him to Hamburg
as their representative. Aziz was known as a person who likes pleasure more
than business, and they needed someone more serious. It was then that my
father decided to go, even though it meant leaving his wife and four children
for a while. Luckily, my grandmother was there to help my mother, and we
didn’t feel deprived.
My father didn’t realize it at the time, but this move changed the whole
family’s destiny. In 1953, when I was 5 years old and my youngest sister Jany
was 6 months old, the whole family moved to Germany. We didn’t plan to
stay there for long, maybe one or two years, but business went so well, we
ended up staying there for almost three decades.
Who knows, what would have happened if they had sent Aziz instead
of my father?
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Sitting, left to right: Louise, Jany, Parviz, Gollar.
Standing: Saltanat Khanom and Banu Margrit

Sasson: I admire Margrit. Margrit was a lioness who had little formal education, but allowed her husband, Agha Youssef Khakshouri, to dedicate his
time with full power and ability, to business and trade. After her husband
traveled to Germany, this lioness, together with her mother, Saltanat
Khanom, took the best care of her son Parviz and her daughters Gollar,
Louise and Jany.
When she came to Hamburg with her children, she did not know a word
in a foreign language, yet turned very quickly into a lady of European
mentality, and one of the most stylish women in Hamburg.
It was Margrit Khanom who, in a German environment, which was the
worst and least suitable place for Jews, married off all her four children —
her son Parviz and her three daughters — Gollar, Louise and Jany, and
to the last moment of her life, took part in the joys and sorrows of her
children and grandchildren. It is she who has helped her mother, Saltanat
Khanom and supported her to her last days, and when Agha Youssef
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reached old age and could not move, it was Margrit who walked with him
and remained loyal to her last breath.
I was ﬁve years old when we moved to Hamburg. The people around us
had not yet forgotten the atrocities of the war, and were still in pain and
agony — some also physically. Even housing was hardly available in bombed
Hamburg, so when we arrived, we lived together with the Nassimi family,
who gave us two rooms of their apartment. The apartment building was
surrounded by ruins from the Second World War.
After a few years of living with the Nassimis, we got our own, newlybuilt 3.5 room apartment. The half room was my brother’s, one room was
for my parents, and one room for the three girls and our grandmother. The
maid slept in the kitchen. We couldn’t get a bigger apartment because none
were available in Hamburg.
From this apartment, I used to look out the window at three newlyﬁnished buildings, painted in bonbon colours, and was wondering why they
had built such ugly buildings there. I went around and asked people what
was there before and why they had built such ugly buildings. They said that
before the war there was an ancient Jewish cemetery there. Imagine a 7–8
year old Jewish girl hearing such a thing! Whenever I passed by there, I
started crying.
In 1958, we moved to Schwanenwik — the Swan Way. It was a 7 room
apartment in a luxurious building in a good neighborhood. The living
room was 50 square meters. In 1958, it was one of the most magniﬁcent
apartments in Hamburg.
Schooling
As a little girl, I was a very lively and naughty, and when we lived with the
Nassimis, I used to bother their boys all the time, until my parents decided
to send me to a boarding kindergarten. I hated it there! First of all, I was
far from my family at such a young age, and did not know the language.

chapter 2: gollar

67

Secondly, it was hard getting used to the tasteless cooking when I was used
to my mother’s and grandmother’s savory food; to sharing a room with other
girls, who are not my sisters and do not speak my language; and worst of
all — having to take baths in a large metal basin that was placed in the yard.
After 6 months away from home, I came back and they enrolled me in
a regular elementary school.
One day, my teacher called my parents to say that I have to be
more assertive with my classmates. Because they had broken my will in
kindergarten, and on top of that, I did not know German, I became very
quiet, as opposed to the wild girl I was before. My classmates used to hit
me and pick on me, and the teacher told my parents they should teach
me how to defend myself. She also said that because I’m not learning
enough, I should go back home for another year before I go to school for
1st grade again. I found my assertiveness, and said: “No way! I will continue
in school.” I didn’t want to stay the whole day at home!
I befriended a girl in class, and she helped me a lot: for months we went
up and down staircases and read all the door signs. That is how she taught
me to read!

Gollar, Hamburg, 1955
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The school I went to, which was a general school, was in a place that used
to be the Jewish neighborhood, but I didn’t know it at ﬁrst. When I found
out that it had previously been an all-girls, Jewish school, I couldn’t help
wondering who sat in my chair before the war, and how many of them
remained alive.
Moving to the new neighborhood in 1958, also meant a change of school.
I was not very happy in the new school. In 6th grade the teacher asked who
wants to take the examinations for Gymnasium (high school). It was a 14day examination, and most people didn’t care for it. Passing it would mean
going to Gymnasium and continuing your studies till the 13th grade, taking
matriculation exams, and being eligible for academic studies. Not taking
the test, or taking it and failing, meant either going to Middle School up to
10th grade and then getting a desk job or becoming a nurse, or staying in
elementary school until 9th grade, and then leaving the education system
to become a blue-collar worker.
I was not a very good student in elementary school, but I was very
ambitious and wanted to change my school. I was the only one in the whole
school who was interested in taking the exam. When I told my teacher I
want to take the exam, he said: “You belong in a school for handicapped
children, not in the Gymnasium.” But my father said: “What have you got
to lose?” I didn’t have high hopes, but I wanted to give it a try: the two-week
exams were always given in other schools and graded by other teachers, so
they could be completely objective, unlike my own teacher.
The results came by post, and my parents received them before me.
When I came home from school that day, I didn’t even think about the
exams. But when I entered my room, it was full of ﬂowers and sweets! I
burst into tears of joy. From that moment on — it was January — until the
change of schools in April, my class teacher and all my classmates did not
speak a word to me. For three months I sat in the classroom like a leper.
The teacher never forgave me for his failure to recognize my potential.
In April, I went to the Wartenaugymnasium. The school was a newly
established institution in an old building. All the other students came with
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their parents to the opening ceremony, but I came alone because it didn’t
occur to me or my parents that they should accompany me. Then all of
a sudden I heard the principal, Mr. Langhein, calling my name! I was
completely surprised! The principal invited me to go on stage, gave me a
little bouquet of ﬂowers and congratulated me because it was my birthday
that day! I’ll never forget it. It was such a wonderful gesture, and for me a
wonderful experience, especially after the treatment I got in my old school.
I promised to myself to become an excellent student. I didn’t know at the
time that while easy things are difficult for me, difficult things are a piece
of cake. It is like that even today. High school was difficult, which for me,
meant easy.

Hamburg: Gollar (standing fourth from the left) with her high school class

As an adolescent, I had a tendency towards depression and was very fat. I
had a young beautiful mother, always smartly dressed, no less than the most
elegant women in Hamburg, and I admired her. For me, she was holy. But
I couldn’t live up to her standards.
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My mother tried to help me, and always put me on diets. Once a week
my father brought home some sweets and gave them to all the children, but
my mother wouldn’t let me have any. This made me think I was fat and ugly,
which made me even more depressed. I used to steal small change out of
my father’s pocket to buy sweets, and gained even more weight.
And if my ﬁgure were not enough, around the age of 11 I got glasses.
One day we went to the movies together. My mother saw one of the
members of the Jewish Iranian community, and said: “Take off your glasses
immediately!”
“But I can’t see the movie without them!” I tried to protest.
But my mother wouldn’t take no for an answer. To this day, I can’t tell
you what the movie was about.

Gollar (right) and her mother Margrit (left), 1962

We were used to having a very big family, and moving to Germany made
us feel very lonely. But not only because of the missing family: My parents
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ordered us to limit our contacts with Germans, even with our neighbors!
They feared that we would get too involved with German people and wish
to assimilate, and there was another thing: These were post-war times, and
they were afraid of anti-Semitism: Nobody knew who was involved in the
Nazi crimes and who was not, who really repented and who only pretended.
They allowed us to invite them over to our place, but not to go to their
houses.
We, the kids, didn’t want to have contact with Germans either: In the
ﬁrst years we were more attached to the family, and when we moved to
our own apartment, we got a television that broadcast only 2 hours a day,
and what we saw there made us even more reluctant to have contacts with
Germans: The television broadcast ﬁlms about the war in general, and the
concentration camps in particular. Seeing all these atrocities on television is
difficult for anyone, and we were only small children, I was just 10 years old!
And just thinking some of our German neighbors may have been involved ...
We grew up with these ﬁlms, and then one day they just stopped
broadcasting them. The ﬁlms were gone forever, or at least so we thought
until YouTube came into our lives.
One of the holocaust ﬁlms that had the greatest impact on me, was
Night and Fog (1956) by the poet Paul Celan. It was a documentary, and
Celan wrote poems to go with the horrifying images, that still haunt me till
today. It was a traumatizing ﬁlm to watch, especially at that young age, but
I guess this lasting impact is what makes it an excellent documentary.
The radio always broadcast announcements of missing people — lists of
names every 30 minutes. The soldiers’ barracks and social venues in the city
were converted to refugee housing for people who ﬂed East Germany, which
was under Soviet occupation. One of these refugee houses was located near
us. We saw them, living 3–4 families in one room with bunkbeds, and one
kitchen in the corridor. Later on the place was demolished.
Our own life was very comfortable: We had hard currency and could
buy anything we wanted. But seeing these other things was a part of my
childhood.
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Family life and business
In our house we had everything, and never felt any want or shortage. It may
sound odd today, but one of the things peculiar to our family was that we
always had fruit on our table. One day I took an orange to school, which
surprised all my friends, because in their houses oranges were a rare product.
At another time I brought an apple to class and threw half of it in the trash
can. When the teacher came to class and her eyes fell on that half apple, she
asked, shocked, who had done this, and looked at me with astonishment!
We had a good life, protected by a father who did not deprive us of
anything. My father was very kind and compassionate, and made every
effort he could to make his wife and children happy. He was always occupied
with his business, and it was actually my mother who wisely and skilfully
managed, planned and controlled all the family and home affairs. Papa
completely entrusted her with the house issues and decisions.
Although his business took up most of his time, my father still played a
very active role in our education. He brought us a private tutor, who would
come to our house in the afternoons and teach us German, because he
wanted us to learn German perfectly, and to be in touch only with people
who are articulate in German.
My father would always say: “Time equals gold, do not waste it in vain.”
He used to work late, but the precious advice he would give me stays with
me forever:
In Iran, my father used to gamble. One cold night, he lost his winter
coat gambling, and his father didn’t buy him a new coat. Youssef froze that
whole winter, and learned his lesson: he swore never to touch cards again.
He used to tell us this story, and made us swear that we will never touch
cards or gamble in any other way, ever. His advice may have saved some lives,
because several members of our community lost all their money gambling.
Papa would always advise us to think good thoughts, and said: know that
the (material) world is worthless, and what will remain of us will only be our
good name. He strongly insisted that we be humble, and never arrogant or
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conceited. He aided hundreds of people I know, and never wanted credit for
it. He ordered us to be kind and forgiving with those who are less fortunate.
I remember going to Los Angeles once, and meeting a middle aged
woman who said to me: “You are Mr. Khakshouri’s daughter?!”
And then, how she praised my father! I never knew about these
things, because my father had never spoken about his philanthropy and
benevolence. When he supported an organization, he would ask them not
to say or write anything about it.
Papa also loved the State of Israel very much, and aided the country with
all his heart and soul. He had business connections in Afghanistan, and still
had some contacts, so after the 1979 revolution, activists who smuggled Jews
out of Iran through Afghanistan turned to him, and he arranged for them
to come to Switzerland, and then helped them obtain visas to Israel or the
States. Four years after his Aliyah to Israel, his Afghan contact also made
Aliyah with his family, and they remained close friends until my father’s last
days.
Ms. Golda Meir, the Prime Minister of Israel, sent him a present — a
bust with praises and gratitude for all his philanthropy.

Golda’s present to Agha Youssef Khakshouri. The German reads: 40 years Israel / Mr.
Youssef M. Khakshouri / In appreciation for his outstanding contribution to the State of
Israel Bonds
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Gollar near the plaza named after her father in Jerusalem, near the Knesset —
the Israeli parliament. Behind her you can see the beautiful ﬂower clock donated by
Youssef Khakshouri (coincidentally or not, Gollar means “ﬂowers”)

Papa set a good example for us, by being a humble and modest person. He
always told us to keep in mind that dust you are, and unto dust shall you
return. It doesn’t matter if your father is rich or poor, we will all end up as
dust. He loved Iranian literature and liked reading books. He always quoted
this poem, by Purya-ye Vali, when giving us advice:
Learn humbleness, if you’re seeking to prosper.
It is the high land that never holds water.

اﻓﺘﺎدﮔﯽ آﻣﻮز اﮔﺮ ﻃﺎﻟﺐ ﻓﯿﻀﯽ
ﻫﺮﮔﺰ ﻧﺨﻮرد آب زﻣﯿﻨﯽ ﮐﻪ ﺑﻠﻨﺪ اﺳﺖ
There were many Iranian Jewish business people in Hamburg, in close
business interaction, but my father also had business and social connections
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with Iranian Muslim families and businessmen, such as the Milanchi and
Kianian families. He traded with leading German companies as well, like
August Töpfer & Co. and Lübecker Marzipan factory.
Even though we moved to another country and continent, the business
was still a family business, run by the brothers Youssef, Nathan and Shalom.
Nathan joined us in Hamburg at 1965, and Shalom stayed in Iran with their
younger brother Sion, who joined the business later. They both left Iran
only during the revolution, Sion lives in London now, and Shalom in LA.
You can say we were the European office of the Khakshouri brothers’
business: The brothers who remained in Iran sent us shipments of dried
fruit and nuts, which were exported mainly to East Germany. At that time,
the Russian army was still situated in East Berlin. Passage between East and
West Berlin was not easy, but the brothers turned this general difficulty into
an advantage for themselves. My father also had a large booth in the Leipzig
international trade fair, in East Germany, decorated with the Iranian ﬂag
and a picture of the Shah, a source of pride for the Iranian community in
Germany.
When trading with East Germany, instead of exchanging money, my
father would barter with them: He took machine-woven carpets, and would
barter these with the Russians in exchange for hand-woven carpets, for
which there was a good market in Germany.
The East German office of textile commerce, which manufactured
these machine-woven carpets, would sell carpets directly to the USSR, too,
but had limited these transactions because the Russians would pay them
in rubles, which was an unstable currency. They preferred the barter deals
with Youssef Khakshouri, because food is always needed, and dried fruit
doesn’t lose its value as fast as rubles. So my father actually bartered with
both sides instead of having them dealing with each other directly, and
obtained better merchandize to sell to the West Germans.
A few years later, when Sasson joined the business, he took over the
deals in hand-woven carpets.
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Margrit and Youssef Khakshouri with all their offspring, Hamburg, 1957.
Left to right: Gollar, Margrit, Parviz, Jany, Youssef, Louise

A family picture with Youssef, Margrit and Saltanat Khakshouri,
the elders of the family, with all their offspring in Zürich, 1980’s
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At last, a community
In our early years in Hamburg, we only had each other — the nuclear
family — my parents and siblings, and the Nassimi family. They were my
whole world! Our two families were the ﬁrst Iranian Jewish families to
immigrate to Hamburg. The community later grew around us, but in the
beginning we were quite secluded in the city. That is why, to this day,
my sisters and my mother have always been my best friends, and I am so
attached to the family.
As more and more Iranian Jewish families came to Hamburg, we once
again had a sense of community, just like a very big family (very, very big:
about 250 people), or an Iranian mahale, and it felt much better. Since we
and the Nassimi family were the ﬁrst ones to come to Hamburg, my parents
and the Nassimis were the parents and leaders of this community: Everyone
came to us for questions and advice, and we became the center of Iranian
Jewish community life in Hamburg. Our two families remained in a very
close and warm relationship from the time we lived together. My father
and his friend Aghajan Nassimi were loved by all Iranians living in Hamburg,

Left to right: Youssef and Margrit Khakshouri, Victoria
and Nathan Khakshouri, Malake and Aghajan Nassimi
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and in any case of disagreement between people, they would turn to my
father, who was a man of foresight and peace. He and Agha Nassimi served
as the community mediators. They would solve the problem together and
make peace between the parties.
There were also many social get-togethers of the community. They
took place either at my parents’ home or at the Nassimis’, who had also
moved to a large apartment. My grandmother Saltanat Khanom and my
mother Margrit, together, made sure we get to know all Iranian Jews living
in Hamburg. On the Jewish holidays, like Passover, my mother would throw
parties and gatherings with an abundance of savory food. We would meet
and visit each other a lot, which made us a very close, tight knit community,
that felt like one big family. We used to celebrate holidays together, have
parties together, celebrate weddings and other events together, mourn our
dead together, and raise our children together.
Even today, when I go to Los Angeles, London, New York or wherever
else our Hamburg friends spread, people come up to me and say: “You are
Khakshouri’s daughter? I will never forget your mother’s kindness and the
holidays and Shabbat dinners at your place!”
Our family environment was very warm and loving. My mother was truly
a woman of good thoughts and deeds. Her mother, too, always thought well,
did good, and loved everyone equally. Saltanat Khanom was like the big
mother of the community, which was especially important for the newlyarrived brides. Nora Chaouli Rakow recalls:
Saltanat Khanom, the loving mother of Margrit Khakshouri, was the
mother to all newcomers. She took them under her wings. She taught
the young brides the way of life. I have so much to thank her. Margrit,
and Malake [Nassimi] Khanom where our role models. May God bless
their souls.

My mother was in control of every corner and every person in the house
like an experienced commander and strategist. The only person my father
held in utmost respect and consideration, was my mother. His respect for
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her was truly commendable. He allowed her complete freedom to make any
decision she wished and act upon it.
My mother managed the household ﬁnances with utmost wisdom and
foresight. She always managed to save some of the money which my father
lavishly put at her disposal, and used the saved portions to help the needy
or host intimate get-togethers. My mother’s gatherings and parties made
the Jewish community of Hamburg love our family very much. They would
always invite us to their own friendly get-togethers, no matter what city in
Iran they came from: Mashhadis, Tehranis, Shirazis, Esfahanis, Kermanis
and Kashanis alike.
My mother’s cooking was famous in our community. Some of her
recipes even appear in a cookbook called The Jewish Cookbook from Hamburg, by Gabriela Fenyes, Barbara Guggenheim and Judith Landshut. Her
speciality dishes, which most community members reminisce about till
today, are her Haroset for Passover, and Shefteh. Shefteh is more or less
the Urmian equivalent of the famous Jewish-Iranian chicken-balls Gondi.
Most Urmians make it with burghul, but my mother’s recipe was with rice.
At the request of some of our friends — here it is:
Margrit’s Shefteh
1 kg chicken or turkey breast meat (or half breast and half leg meat)
100 g chicken or turkey fat
1 cup rice
3 medium size onions
Salt, pepper, hot paprika, turmeric
Wash the rice and soak it in water overnight to soften it. Cut all the
ingredients, except one onion, into small pieces and grind it in a meat
mincer twice (a food processor also works). Knead the whole mixture.
Form balls and put in the refrigerator until the soup is ready. Fill a pot
with water, add turmeric and one onion, and let it come to boil. Put the
Shefteh balls in. Lower the ﬂame and cook for 50–60 minutes.
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And here is the other favorite recipe that we still prepare: Margrit’s Haroset
for Passover, a traditional Tabriz/Urmia recipe:
Wash and grind 1⁄2 kg walnuts (shelled) and 1⁄2 kg raisins twice in a meat
mincer (a food processor also works).

Iranian raisins are very juicy. In Israel and in other countries where the
raisins are drier, we add an apple to add moisture and balance the sweetness.
As we grew up, some of the bachelors married young Iranian girls and
brought them to the community. It seemed logical at the time, but now
it seems funny: There we were, one big community living in Europe, but
still people preferred to marry Jewish people from their own hometowns
in Iran. Most (but not all) Iranians in Hamburg were from Mashhad: The
four Nassimi sons, as well as the Yaghoubis and Roubenis, went to Iran to
meet their Jewish Mashhadi brides to be. Abdi Roubeni went to Israel to
ﬁnd himself a nice Mashhadi bride. A few years later, I would also become
part of the same trend.
To this day we are still in touch with many of these families, and
although we now live in different places in the world, we still meet and
feel like a family. We take part in their weddings and Bar Mitzvas, and they
come to ours.

Abdi and Rita Yaghoubi, Hamburg 1968
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Golli with Rita Yaghoubi at Allon’s wedding, 2014

A community birthday in Hamburg. Mothers, Left to right: Mrs. Ismaili, Gollar, Mrs.
Hakimian, Mrs. Cohen, another Mrs. Ismaili, Mrs. Namdar, a friend, Elizabeth
Khakshouri, Rita Yaghoubi, Farideh Nassirzadeh
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Early 1970’s, Hamburg. Left to right: Sasson and Golli Khakshouri, Ania and Mehdi
Nassimi, Mahnaz and Mouris Nassimi, Rachel and Aaron Soleyman, Doris and Hekmat
Roubeni

At Misha and Diana Roubeni’s wedding, 2014. Left to right: Mahnaz Roubeni, Gollar
Khakshouri, Doris Roubeni, Mahnaz Nassimi, Ania Nassimi
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Jewish life
For the ﬁrst 10 years, we were afraid to say we’re Jewish. There were 4–
5 Ashkenazi families, and separately none of us had a minyan (ten men
necessary for some religious services). That’s why we had one synagogue.
In the early 1950’s, the synagogue, together with the Jewish Community
Center, was actually just an old apartment. The synagogue cantor, an
Ashkenazi holocaust survivor named Mr. Günter Singer, was the president
of the Jewish community, but there was no rabbi for a few years, and no
teacher either. Needless to say, there was no other form of Jewish school,
and thus Jewish education was practically non-existent. The only Jewish
education we could get, was at home: My parents were traditional, so we
always celebrated Shabbat and holidays.
When Chabad came to Hamburg, we ﬁnally had a rabbi and a Jewisheducation teacher, and I became very religious. The general school I went
to had classes on Shabbat, which I couldn’t miss, and so I would to walk
from the school to the synagogue every Shabbat, even when it was raining,
and I arrived at the synagogue soaking wet.

Gollar playing Esther in a play in the Hamburg synagogue, 1960
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Our teacher in the religious school was a lady from Chabad. She made it
clear to me that if I want to go the religious way, I should go to London to
a Jewish ulpana (girls’ yeshiva). I really wanted to go there and develop my
Jewish identity, but my parents, being traditional and Iranian, wouldn’t let
me go that far from home at ten or eleven years of age. To tell the truth,
they didn’t like my affinity to religion. My mother used to yell at me for
becoming too religious: I observed all the rules and criticized people who
did not do things the correct Jewish way: turn on the lights on Shabbat,
drive on the holy days etc. I was always complaining.
The Chabad episode lasted a very short time. Shortly after the rabbi
and teacher arrived, they left for Munich.
We always ate kosher, even though getting kosher meat was quite
difficult. We had one Iranian Jewish man in our community, named
Karimzadeh, who was a shochet (slaughterer) and could slaughter chickens in
a kosher way. He didn’t have a shop — it was too difficult to get the needed
licenses, so he couldn’t sell the meat of larger animals. He used to come to
people’s homes and slaughter the chickens there. It was a terrible sight.
Later on, a kosher butcher shop opened in Frankfurt, and once a month
we bought meat from there by a telephone order.
In 1962, the municipality of Hamburg built a new synagogue — a real
synagogue. But one has to say the synagogue before the war was in the
best location, and the new synagogue is in an okay place. I was a bit
disappointed they didn’t give us our synagogue back. The building had not
been destroyed, but they gave us a less attractive location, and the old
synagogue now belongs to the radio station.
The ﬁrst wedding in the new synagogue was mine.
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Agha Youssef Khakshouri with the family in Tanja’s wedding in Israel
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chapter 3

AND SO WE MEET

Once upon a time there was an old man who had a horse to plough his land.
One day the horse ran away and was lost. The neighbors came to console the
old man, and said: “What bad luck you’ve had!”
The old man said: “Good luck? Bad luck? Who knows?”
A while later, the horse came back with a drove of wild horses. This time
the neighbors said: “What good luck you’ve had!”
The old man said: “Good luck? Bad luck? Who knows?”
A while later, the old man’s son was trying to tame one of the wild horses.
He fell oﬀ the horse and broke his leg! The neighbors again said: “What bad
luck you’ve had!”
The old man said: “Good luck? Bad luck? Who knows?”
At that time, government oﬃcials came to the village to recruit soldiers
for the army. When they came for the old man’s son, they saw he has a broken
leg, and could not take him to the army.
“Good luck? Bad luck? Who knows?”
Everything that happens in our lives can be interpreted both as good and
as bad. There is no absolute good nor absolute bad. It is always better to see
both the good and the bad in everything ... life is full of events.
Sasson: When I was thrown out of my hotel and lost all my money, I thought
I had the worst luck. But had I stayed in my hotel, I wouldn’t have met
my wife Gollar. So I consider myself very lucky to have lost it.
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Whatever you say has an end, except the words of love,
That have said so much, but this legend has no end.
(Vahshi Bafqi)

ﻫﺮ ﭼﻪ ﮔﻮﯾﯽ آﺧﺮی دارد ﺑﻪ ﻏﯿﺮ از ﺣﺮف ﻋﺸﻖ
ﮐﺎﯾﻨﻬﻤﻪ ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ و آﺧﺮ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ اﯾﻦ اﻓﺴﺎﻧﻪ را
()وﺣﺸﯽ ﺑﺎﻓﻘﯽ
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In elementary school, the difference between Gollar and the other students
could hardly be felt. However, between the ages of 12 and 15 she was
surrounded by a completely liberal society, where girls and boys interacted
freely, an odd new concept for her conservative family. Like all their relatives and close friends, they still adhered to Iranian culture, and completely
disapproved of these European liberties. Her family’s conservatism was in
complete contrast with the European lifestyle.
Surrounded by European liberalism, Margrit and Youssef always feared
assimilation, and worried that, God forbid, they would lose their daughters in this new environment. In Hamburg, where they now lived, the
people their children met on a daily basis — mostly their classmates and
neighbors — were all German. They both feared that their children’s
relationships with Germans might go to delicate places, and that they may
even want to marry gentiles, which was completely and utterly despicable,
unthinkable and unacceptable!
With these worries in mind, Margrit decided to take her eldest daughter,
Gollar, to Iran, to ﬁnd a suitable groom for her, from the family or among
other members of the Jewish community. Marrying her off would relieve
their worries. So when Gollar came of age, that is, when she turned 14,
during the summer vacation from school, Margrit took her hand and they
headed to Tehran — right when Sasson left Tabriz and headed to Tehran,
on his way to immigrate to Israel and reunite with his parents and siblings.
Sasson: There were many young men in the family who would have been
proud and glad to marry Gollar, the beautiful daughter of the renowned
businessman Youssef Khakshouri. Margrit had me in mind, because
she knew me as a child in Tehran. She asked around, and found out
through common acquaintances that I had just arrived in Tehran! Gollar’s
grandmother, Youssef ’s mother, Tavus, lived with Nathan and Victoria at
the time. She invited my sisters to Nathan’s for a cup of tea, and asked
them to bring me, their brother, too.
Gollar: The moment Sasson arrived with his sisters to Nathan’s, Tavus said
to me: “Go and open the door!”
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Sasson: Gollar opened the door, but I was so shy I couldn’t even lift my eyes
to look at her. But the moment I dared look at her, I fell head over heels in
love with her at ﬁrst sight, and was practically paralyzed with excitement!
Like every myth and fairytale, this story also has more than one version,
here is the one told by Gollar and Parviz:
Gollar: I was 14 and lived in Hamburg. All my friends in high school had
boyfriends and used to exchange stories with each other. My father was
very strict, of course, and would not allow any of his daughters to have
a boyfriend. My high school friends teased me and said I don’t have a
boyfriend because I’m ugly.
Sasson: O would that all women in the world were this ugly!
Gollar: Finally, I went with my mother and my brother Parviz to Tehran to
ﬁnd a nice Jewish ﬁancé, a custom quite common in the Jewish Iranian
community of Hamburg at the time, and very similar to our forefathers
in the Bible. Choosing your own groom is a very new custom ...
When we arrived in Tehran, there were 100 people in the airport — the
entire close family. I didn’t remember any of them anymore, so many years
had passed! Then we went to my uncle Nathan’s home. He had prepared
a big party, but I was not used to parties, so I went to the upper ﬂoor with
my book and started reading.
My cousin Elizabeth came up to get me and said: “My dad has prepared
such a nice party for you, your mom and Parviz, come down and dance!”
I said: “I’ve never danced, I don’t know how to do it!” And started telling
her about my book. I was crazy about history, so I was telling her about
Napoleon. She said: “Let this shitty Napoleon be Napoleon, he will not
run away from you, but the party will. Come downstairs!”
Since then, every time we meet — and we meet at least once a year —
this is the usual joke between us: “How’s Napoleon doing?”
After the party, we stayed in Tehran, and I had at least ten suitors who
wanted to get engaged to me.
Sasson: But God made me win her!
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On our way to party in Tehran

With the help of her brother Parviz, who screened the suitors along with
their uncle Nathan. But when we say God was involved, we mean it! This is
what Parviz tells us:
I was sitting with my uncle Nathan in the yard of the house, interviewing suitors for my sister. While we were discussing the pros and cons
of each one, the door opened and there stood Sasson. The sun was
right behind him and it looked as if he had a divine aura about him. We
immediately knew he is the one.

Sasson (right) and Parviz with the sun behind them, Herzliya 2018
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Gollar: I myself was not allowed to talk to my suitors directly or open the
door when one of them was ringing.
One day, when the doorbell rang, my uncle said, “Gollar, you go open the
door.” I was very surprised that I’m not only allowed but actually asked to
open the door! And when I did, there stood Sasson. I liked him very much
from the very beginning. I asked my mother, uncle and brother what they
thought about Sasson, and they were very positive. I was 14 and didn’t
know much, but I was very glad that this was the chosen one for me.
Gollar’s family wanted to give Sasson a sugarloaf, the traditional sign in
Iran of agreeing to his engagement with their daughter. But it did not go
smoothly: At that time, Sasson was living with his sister Hawi and her family.
Hawi’s father-in-law refused to have Sasson accept the sugarloaf, because he
had plans for Gollar to marry his own grandson!
Gollar: It was such a new experience for me, coming from European culture
where I was constantly depressed and upset, thinking I was fat and
ugly and having to watch my weight all the time. And suddenly in Iran,
plumpness is appreciated and I’m the most desirable woman! All of a
sudden men were practically ﬁghting over me, and I have this handsome
young man telling me how beautiful I am! It was such a good feeling!
But soon enough Golli ﬁnds out that being beautiful and desired is
sometimes not so good ...
The other disappointed suitors, most of whom were family members as
well, protested the match: “How can you give your daughter to someone
who grew up in a hotel?!” They told Margrit. “He’s surely a barbaric
womanizer, a criminal, penniless gambler,” and so on.
Gollar: Many people said Sasson only married me because of money issues,
but as I know my husband, for him money was never important, even
today. For him it was important that his parents wanted him to marry me,
and that I was shy, like him.
The rumors of the people around me were not good for my ego, and I
got depressed again, hearing all these rumors about Sasson’s love for my
father’s money and not for me.
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But Margrit disregarded all evil tongues and didn’t let them impede the
blessed match: she decided that we should all leave Tehran, go to Rezaiyeh
to give the sugarloaf, and have the engagement ceremony there.
In Rezaiyeh (Urmia), the sugarloaf was ﬁnally given to Sasson, and they
held all sorts of traditional ceremonies. One of these ceremonies includes
going to the synagogue, where the groom-to-be, with tallit (prayer shawl) on
his shoulder, performs several rituals. Sasson, who grew up in a completely
secular environment, knew nothing of these rituals. He didn’t even have
a tallit, and wore two white napkins on his shoulders! The women were
watching the ceremony from a distance. Tavus Khanom, Gollar’s paternal
grandmother, was the one who realized the groom’s mistake, and thanks to
her interference Sasson was given a proper tallit, and his ignorance was a bit
less apparent.
One day the newly engaged couple, Sasson and Gollar, take a romantic
horse-and-carriage ride through Rezaiyeh. For the ﬁrst time, Sasson takes
Gollar’s hands in his. As he gazes into her beautiful green eyes, a policeman
appears out of nowhere, and scolds them for this outrageously improper
conduct in public. The carriage driver reports the incident to Gollar’s uncle
Shalom in Rezaiyeh, Uncle Shalom tells Uncle Nathan in Tehran about this
misconduct, and Uncle Nathan informs Agha Youssef in Hamburg about
his daughter’s liberal misbehavior. Imagine that! Holding hands in public
while only engaged and not yet married!
Gollar: After our engagement and before I went back to Hamburg, we said
our goodbyes and Sasson gave me two-or-three pieces of jewelry as a
present. He didn’t have the money to buy real gold or diamonds, but as
a 14-year-old I didn’t have any expectations. They were very nice, and he
gave them to me with a lot of love. He apologized, and said that right
now he didn’t have money, but when he does, he will buy me the most
beautiful jewels in the world. He said it with so much love and affection
that it made the present more valuable for me than any 24 karat gold
jewelry would have been.
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On the way back to Hamburg, Gollar, now Sasson’s ﬁancée, went with her
mother to Israel to meet Sasson’s family. They are related, of course, but
now they met Gollar as their newly-engaged future daughter-in-law, which
made them extremely happy and joyous. Sasson’s mother was so happy that
she did not know right from left. She kissed Gollar again and again, went
to a jewelry shop and bought her a nice bracelet, which Gollar still keeps
and cherishes, as she knows what an effort the family had to make in order
to buy her this present, because they were hard-working immigrants at that
time.
In the meantime, the disappointed families spread rumors about Gollar
in Tehran, that soon reach Israel, too: having grown up in a liberal European
environment, they said, necessarily means she’s been with boys before. And
so Margrit insisted on taking her to a doctor to prove them wrong. Nanne
said such a proof is not necessary: “You can see by her eyes and behavior
that she’s untouched.” But when Margrit decided to do something, nothing
could divert her from her goal. She took Gollar to a doctor, who of course
found out this 14-year-old has been a good girl. “See? I told you!” said Nanne.
That was the only time Nanne and Gollar met. Nanne passed away soon
after.
When Gollar met her husband’s family, she found Sasson’s brother,
Nissan, a likable, suitable groom for her sister Louise. Both Nissan and
Louise were too young, and the family had another man in mind for
Louise, but Gollar had already made up her mind about this match, and
did everything to make it happen. Louise was introduced to a man who
was much older than her, as a possible match. Her parents liked the idea
because he was from a good Iranian Jewish family. They started going out
in order to get to know each other, until one day Youssef ’s secretary came
to him crying and said: “I hear your daughter is going out with this man,
you should be very careful not to let them get too close. He’s a gambler,
he’s not a serious person, and just likes to enjoy life.” Youssef immediately
called this friendship off, and Gollar’s way to matching Louise and Nissan
was open.
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In the meantime, Sasson’s uncle and brother-in-law took him to a
doctor’s clinic for a fertility test, to make sure he can have children. Poor
Sasson had no idea where they’re taking him, and what he’s supposed to do.
Everyone just assumed he knew, but he was so naïve and clueless, he had no
idea! They gave him a bottle, told him to go to a small room and “do what
he needs to do.” But what was it that he needed to do?
After what seemed like an eternity, Sasson almost fainted in the closed
room with hardly any air left to breathe. The doctor ﬁnally had mercy and
let him out. They reassured him that these things happen, but it took him
years to ﬁgure out what things they were talking about!
Engaged and apart
Sasson: Meeting Gollar changed the course of my life, and instead of Israel,
I headed to Hamburg. But before that I had some bureaucratic issues to
ﬁnish in Iran, and had to stay there for another year and a half. During
that time I was lucky to be hosted by relatives whose grace and kindness
I will never forget: In Rezaiyeh I lived with my cousin Lidush and her
husband Shalom Khakshouri, Gollar’s uncle, who did their best to make
me feel at home.
Gollar: To this very day we have a very close relationship with my uncle’s
family and my cousins — all of them. We visited each other in Los Angeles
and Israel, and also in Zürich while we were living there. We have attended
each other Simchas, and on June 2019 we’re planning a trip to Baku
with Shalom, Lidush, Jacob, Rosa and Violet. Like I always dreamed as a
child — we kept our very close relationship with all our family, including
my father’s sisters.
Sasson: Gollar’s other uncle, Nathan Khakshouri, with his wife, Victoria
Khanom, hosted me in Tehran for month upon month. Nathan was like
a second father to me. His good advice and positive inﬂuence guided me
throughout my life. One of the most important pieces of advice I got from
him, was to never get involved with someone who works with you. The
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With Golli’s uncle Shalom and his children (left to right):
Dariush, Rosa, Violet and Jacob, Rezaiyeh 1963

With my cousin Lidush and her children, Rezaiyeh 1963. Children, left to right:
Violet, Eliezer z”l, Jacob, and Rosa. Sitting on the ﬂoor: Dariush.
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workplace is a holy place, and we don’t have private relationships with
employees.
Nathan also helped me get exempt from military service: I went to
Tehran in order to obtain a passport. One of the documents I had to
present in order for the application to be processed, was a military release
or exemption form. Nathan, with the help of a smart middleman, took me
to see a military doctor in a god-forsaken village far from Tehran. When
we got there, there was another person before me who came there to
get his exemption, so I had to wait in the waiting room, and naturally,
overheard that man’s interview:
“I have pain here and here and here,” he said, crying.
But it didn’t take more than a second for the doctor to slap him on both
cheeks and say “Go do your military service!”
The poor guy limped out of the doctor’s office. He really looked sick!
You can imagine the impact this had on my optimism!
Then I was called in. Before I could utter a word, the doctor said, “You
have shortness of breath, right?”
I said: “Yes.”
“You walk in your sleep, right?”
“Yes.”
He mentioned a few more symptoms, to all of which I replied positively.
After a few minutes I was almost convinced myself that I was an invalid!
I got the desired exemption document, and returned to Tehran to
pursue my passport application and be reunited with my bride-to-be as
soon as possible, but not before visiting my family in Israel.
Gollar was back in Hamburg while Sasson was making arrangements to
leave Iran. Her engagement at 14 years of age took all her classmates by
surprise. Sometimes they mocked her, and sometimes they asked in true
wonderment, “How could you agree to such a thing?”
Gollar herself had second thoughts. She told her father: “I’m too young,
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Sitting, left to right: Flora, Victoria, Sandra, Nathan, Gilda.
Standing: Mayer and Elizabeth Khakshouri.

I don’t want to get married, I want to ﬁnish high school, study medicine,
and marry afterwards!”
Agha Youssef, with his wisdom and thoughtfulness, said: “You don’t have
to marry Sasson right away, but I don’t want you to have boyfriends like all
your other friends. He can be your boyfriend! You can go out to the movies,
restaurants — like all your other friends, but with a man that I can feel quiet
about.”
Meanwhile, waiting for all the bureaucracy to be completed, an enamoured
Sasson keeps writing passionate love letters to his ﬁancée. Gollar can
understand Persian because she has heard it at home, but she can’t read
a letter of it! Her mother reads Sasson’s love letters to her, and writes down
the responses that Gollar dictates.
Gollar’s role in my life
Sasson: Gollar’s business talents and skills are unmatched, and on top of that,
growing up in a German environment made her serious and hardworking.
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She reads a book a week. It was she who ﬁrst suggested that we go to the
USSR, it was she who practically forced her father to allow us to buy and
sell hand-woven Russian carpets, and it was with her advice and help that
Nissan, my brother, married her sister Louise!
Gollar has always been there for me, managing my life and business, and
still supports me in everything I do.
Brought up in a paternalistic society, Gollar was familiar with all the
peculiarities of the Iranian man. But she wisely made it clear to Sasson
that in Europe men and women have equal rights. Sasson has always been
completely aware of this issue. It took time, crisis situations, a lot of work
and compromises to adjust to and come to terms with each other, and
reach the peaceful, intimate harmony they share now. Sasson has always
manifested his love to Gollar in every step he takes. Gollar, on her part, is
very proud and content with her husband’s gentlemanliness.
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To my wife Gollar
I can do without everybody.
I cannot do without you.
(Molavi)

ﺑﯽ ﻫﻤﮕﺎن ﺑﺴﺮ ﺷﻮد ﺑﯽ ﺗﻮ ﺑﺴﺮ ﻧﻤﯽ ﺷﻮد
()ﻣﻮﻟﻮی
An excerpt of Sasson’s writing about his wife Gollar:
On the day she emerged from the womb like a ﬂower,
My good luck bowing down at her feet to admire;
All my love for her ﬁlling my heart with such bliss;
And her love made my lost hopes spring out of the abyss.
And I thank thee, O Lord, please fulﬁll her desire,
Grant her health, grant her happiness, grant her everything higher.
Let us learn to never lose hope.
Let us remember that another chance is coming our way.

I asked God for a ﬂower, he gave me a garden.
I asked God for a tree, he gave me a forest.
I asked God for a friend, and he gave me you.

 او ﺑﻪ ﻣﻦ ﯾﻪ ﺑﺎغ داد,از ﺧﺪا ﯾﻪ ﮔﻞ ﺧﻮاﺳﺘﻢ
 او ﺑﻪ ﻣﻦ ﯾﻪ ﺟﻨﮕﻞ داد,ﻣﻦ از ﺧﺪا ﯾﻪ درﺧﺖ ﺧﻮاﺳﺘﻢ
 او ﺑﻪ ﻣﻦ ﺗﻮ را داد,ﻣﻦ از ﺧﺪا ﯾﻪ دوﺳﺖ ﺧﻮاﺳﺘﻢ
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My adorable Gollar:
I love the world because of its Lord,
I love the eye because of its tears,
and I love you because of your beautiful eyes.
Whenever we’re glad, let us laugh quietly,
so as not to awaken discomfort,
Whenever we’re in discomfort, let us cry quietly
so happiness does not lose hope.
Gollar, my love, here is my heart, it’s a present for you.
Take good care of it, because you are in it.

I said, when you come, I will tell you the agony of my heart
What can I say? When you come, agony leaves my heart
(Saadi)

ﮔﻔﺘﻪ ﺑﻮدم ﭼﻮ ﺑﯿﺎﺋﯽ ﻏﻢ دل ﺑﺎ ﺗﻮ ﺑﮕﻮﯾﻢ
ﭼﻪ ﺑﮕﻮﯾﻢ ﮐﻪ ﻏﻢ از دل ﺑﺮود ﭼﻮن ﺗﻮ ﺑﯿﺎ ﺋﯽ
()ﺳﻌﺪی
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ENGAGED IN HAMBURG

Before joining his ﬁnancée in Germany, Sasson went to visit his family in
Israel. These were the last years of his mother’s life. She was already ill but
still active and working. Seeing his mother and the rest of the family ﬁlled
Sasson with happiness. Everyone was delighted with this reunion.
But the day comes when Sasson must leave for Hamburg. Gollar’s uncle
Nathan advised him to always dress smart, and behave appropriately in
front of his ﬁancée’s family. Sasson accepted the advice, and went to the
airport wearing a chic suit with a bow tie. Then someone forced him to
take a huge jar of jam and deliver it to his new in-laws! Now imagine Sasson
wearing a suit and a bow tie, carrying a jar of jam. He was afraid that the jar
would break on the way, which is exactly what happened!
But that’s not all! Sasson also carried a bag full of silver artwork, which
he had bought as presents for his ﬁancée and in-laws. In the airport, a very
kind man offered him help carrying his bag and bringing it to his seat on
the airplane. Sasson was happy about this help. After all, he had a jar of jam
to attend to! As you may have guessed, the bag never reached the seat.

Sasson leaving Israel, in the airport (wearing a bow tie, ﬁfth from the left)
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Sasson: When I arrived at Hamburg airport, bow tie and all, I saw an airport
full of people who all came to welcome me. The whole Persian Jewish
community of Hamburg was there! In addition to my natural shyness, the
only present I had left for Gollar and her family, was the broken jar of
jam ... I thought I would melt from embarrassment!
They took me to their home, and I faced Golli’s father, who was a serious
person. He looked at me very sternly, and his wife Margrit had to kick him
once in a while to remind him to be nice and keep his smile on.
Before the wedding, Sasson lived for a while with his cousin Elisha Yonati
in a rented room in a 5th ﬂoor apartment, and began his life in the new land:
a shy young man, recently arrived from Iran and without the slightest idea
about modern European life.

Sasson, Sandra Khakshouri, and Elisha Yonati, Sasson’s cousin

Sasson: Elisha Yonati taught me I have to take a shower every day (in Iran
we only went to the Hamām once a week), and change my clothes as well.
I had only three sets of clothes, so I had to wash them every night and
hang them dry on my window for the next day. One night I went to sleep,
my washed clothes hung to dry on the window for the night, as usual. But
when I got up and went up to the window, there was nothing there! I
looked down from the window and saw my clothes lying down there, in
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the garden. They had fallen from the 5th ﬂoor during the night! I covered
myself somehow and rushed downstairs to get my clothes. By the time I
got downstairs, there was nothing there!
Helpless and disappointed, I climbed back up to the ﬁfth ﬂoor, and said
to myself: “This is impossible!” I looked down again and saw my clothes
are there! It took me three times running up and down the stairs to realize
I had been looking at the garden in front of the building, while my clothes
had fallen into the street on other side of the building!
I have to admit, to this day I have a lousy sense of orientation ...
Just to demonstrate once again my bad sense of orientation — after
two weeks in Hamburg, Gollar’s family and the whole Jewish Iranian
community arranged a picnic day, and I had to be at their house at 8
o’clock in the morning. An hour before, I took a train to Golli’s house,
but alas! I took it in the wrong direction! I arrived there more than an
hour late, and Agha Youssef wanted to kill me!
In Hamburg, slowly but surely, I entered the trade and market business,
working with my father-in-law. Agha Youssef Khakshouri was a very strict
person and tough businessman, so Elisha and I were somewhat afraid
of him. Every time we would go to his office, each one of us would ask
the other to be the one who checks if he’s there. He had some beautiful
German secretaries, blond with blue eyes, and was afraid that Elisha and
I would fall in love with one of them!
Lessons in business
The Free Port of Hamburg had special warehouses for duty-free storage
of goods. Agha Youssef had rented one of the smaller warehouses for
storing carpets and dried fruit. His brother-in-law, Mr. Monahemi, would
buy carpets from Iran and send them to him, and his brothers sent him
the dried fruit. The carpet stocks were stored in the vicinity of food,
which didn’t look good to customers. The warehouse keeper was a German
alcoholic, who was constantly drunk, which didn’t improve our image. Due
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to some other administrative ﬂaws in the import process, Youssef ’s carpets
ended up being much more expensive than other dealers’, but with no real
justiﬁcation for the price difference. So selling them was not easy. This was
the situation in 1962, when Sasson came to Hamburg.
Sasson: Upon my arrival in Hamburg, Agha Youssef brought me into the
world of carpet trading in Germany. I started selling carpets within days
of arriving in Hamburg.
And I was lucky! One of my ﬁrst customers was a Jewish man from
Frankfurt, named Levavi. He worked with all the traders in Hamburg, and
everybody trusted him and gave him long-term credit. On my very ﬁrst
day, despite the carpet prices, he made an enormous purchase from me
with three-months credit. He then invited Gollar and me to the most
expensive restaurant in Hamburg, and thus became not only our customer
but also our dear family friend.
Then his daughter and son-in-law came to buy, and little by little, all the
capital that Agha Youssef had put at my disposal, was in the hands of Mr.
Levavi. And then he suddenly had to declare bankruptcy.
Agha Youssef was very disappointed and upset with me, and didn’t miss
any opportunity to tell our Iranian friends, “I knew Sasson was not a
businessman.” At that time, I was devastated and thought he may have
a point, but luckily, I later proved him wrong.
Lessons for life
Sasson: Reeperbahn street in the St. Pauli district in Hamburg, is called
“the sinful mile,” because of all the strip-clubs, debauchery and “red light
district” in and around it. One day, Agha Youssef Khakshouri and his wife
Margrit Khanom, invited yours truly, Gollar, and their son Parviz, to one
of these clubs. We had no idea what goes on in there!
The strippers’ behavior and the atmosphere inside the club was
completely distasteful, and we wondered why Agha Youssef Khakshouri
had brought us all to such a place!
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When we ﬁnally asked him, he said everyone has something to say about
his district’s corruption, and instead of having the younger generation go
there alone and God forbid get in trouble, he preferred to take us there
himself so we would see what goes on there.
It worked, but only partly. Once, Gollar and I did go with our friends to
a St. Pauli night club, but we were such good kids! Or maybe just cheap.
We thought alcoholic beverages would make us do stupid things or cost
a fortune, so when the waitress came and took our order, the ﬁrst friend
ordered milk. Then the second one thought it was a good idea, and also
ordered milk, and the third and the fourth — we ended up all drinking
milk. Now imagine this: a dimly-lit nightclub in Hamburg, soft music
playing, and a whole table of clueless, Iranian Jewish youngsters drinking
milk!
Conﬂict of cultures
Sasson: Newly arrived at Hamburg, I was not used to taking daily showers. In
Iran, the Hamām was outside the house, and it was a once-a-week luxury.
My work in the carpet warehouse was hard physical labor, lifting carpets
all day and sweating like a hog. Wearing those sweaty clothes, I came to
pick up an excited Gollar: We were going to the opera!
Needless to say, after that one incident, Gollar preferred going to the
opera with a friend or one of her sisters ... In truth, I was not very sad
about it, because as much as the love of my life loved opera, I couldn’t
bring myself to like it. Gollar, for her part, did not understand what I ﬁnd
in Iranian music.
Having learned the art of business from my father in Iran, I was a very
hospitable businessman. So hospitable, that one day, after I concluded a
deal with a group of ﬁve or six customers right before lunchtime, I invited
them to lunch. You can imagine Golli’s surprise when I knocked on her
door with the whole party!
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Gollar’s class trip
Sasson: One day I came to Gollar’s parents’ house, and Gollar was not there.
They said she was on a two day ﬁeld trip, including a sleepover. I was very
upset about my ﬁnacée spending a night away from home. The only thing
I could do was ﬁnd out where they went. Then, I rented a car and drove
a long distance to where they were lodging for the night. I parked the car
and approached the building, where I heard sounds of dancing music. I
looked through the window. I couldn’t see Gollar, but I did see boys and
girls dancing together.
I went back to Hamburg, and told my in laws that I want to take my
ring back and break the engagement. Margrit, with her endless wisdom,
convinced me I can rest assured about Gollar, and that it will never
happen again.
Gollar didn’t even know I had come, but the next day I came over
and confronted her about dancing with boys on a ﬁeld trip, to which
she replied: “Everybody went dancing, but I’m not that kind of person,
I wasn’t even at the party!”
When I ﬁnally calmed down, I realized I had exactly what I wanted:
a shy girl who doesn’t speak to other boys. Later she gained more
conﬁdence, but the world, and I, have also made some progress. Now I
don’t mind her dancing sometimes, and even speaking to boys!

Gollar dancing at Isaac’s and Nani’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah, years later
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Language diﬀerences
Gollar: I was not at all familiar with the Iranian mentality, culture and ﬁgures
of speech, while Sasson used to use literal translations of Iranian idioms
when speaking German. So when Sasson said that someone’s arms are
longer than his legs, he meant that the person is very sad or disappointed
– practically bent over with sadness, but I looked at their arms and legs.
When he said someone’s nails were dry, I looked at their ﬁngernails, while
Sasson actually meant they were stingy; and when he said someone’s eyes
are very salty, I thought he was talking nonsense, and didn’t realize what
he meant was a man who always looks at women.
This was not peculiar to Sasson. One day, when I was out with some
Iranian girl-friends, a very nice looking man passed by. My friends giggled
and said, “Look at that man’s shoes, how nice they are!” Any Iranian would
have understood that they were referring to the man himself, but I really
tried to understand what beauty they found in his shoes!
Sasson: Now, after 55 years of living together, Gollar’s command of the
Persian language — including idioms — is really astounding. Unbelievable,
even, for someone who grew up in Europe and rarely visited Iran.
Some Iranian ﬁgures of speech
pedaramo dar āvordand “they took out my father”: They made it difficult for
me, they made my life a living hell (very useful for describing bureaucracy!)
rāst migi? “are you speaking the truth?”: Don’t lie!
māst māli kardan “to spread yoghurt”: Do a negligent job
be dard-e man nemikhore “it doesn’t eat to my pain”: It’s not useful for me
kojāi? “where are you?”: How are you doing?
šekast khorde “loser” (literally: having lost/failed): Experienced
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Iranians also have a special type of speech called ta’arof. It’s not exactly
manners or politeness, and it’s doesn’t comply with the truth-lie distinction
of Westerners. Maybe it’s best to explain it through some examples:
If you tell someone about something you did without them, you must
say jāt khāli “your place (was/is) empty,” that is, “you were missed,” Even
if you didn’t think about them at all! (But you also say this if you did miss
them. It’s tricky.) For example, jāt khāli raftim sinemā means “We went to
the movies (and) your place was empty.” The answer to jāt khāli should be
dustān jāye man “the friends are in my place,” that is, “I wasn’t really missed,
the friends ﬁlled my place.” To which the answer would be na, jāt sabz shode!
“no, your place became green,” that is, it was so empty, it sprouted grass.
If you turn your back to someone (for example, when talking to another
person), you have to apologize, and when you apologize, the other person
must say gol posht o ru nadāre “a ﬂower does not have a back and a front
(side).”
When offered something — food, presents etc. — you must ﬁrst refuse
and the giver has to insist. This can go on forever, but in the end you are
obligated to accept. When you give a present, which can be very expensive,
you have to say qābel nadāre “it’s worthless.” The answer for this would be
(ammā) sāhebesh qābel dāre! “but the owner (=the giver) is worthy!”
mozāhemet nemisham “I won’t bother you” actually means “I’m going to
bother you,” and the answer should be na, aslan mozāhem nisti “You’re not
bothering (me) at all,” even if they are.
kāri nadāri? “do you have no work?” is a way to say goodbye. It’s not
rude — it actually means “don’t you have anything else you want me to do
for you?”
Ways to say “thank you”:
khodā qovvat “God’s power”
dastet dard nakone “may your hands not hurt” (the answer to this is saret dard
nakone “may your head not hurt”)
damet garm “may your breath be warm” (warm breath means you’re alive)
And also simple words like mamnoon, sepasgozāram, motashakeram, merci ...
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God summons my mother to His presence
Sasson: On November 1963, shortly after I arrived in Hamburg, our longsuffering, selﬂess mother suffered a heart attack and collapsed on her way
home from my father’s workplace. Shortly thereafter, she closed her eyes
to the material world. Gollar’s parents and grandmother broke the sad
news to me, and delivered her last will and testament: that Gollar and I
not postpone our wedding but go on as planned.
I must admit, while my mother was alive I never honored her as I
should have, never appreciated her selﬂessness and devotion, and the
many sacriﬁces she made for us and our father. Many times I was too
afraid to bring up my father’s mistakes and wrongdoings directly with him,
and would take refuge in my poor, innocent mother, calming myself by
telling her about all my pains. My mother, a woman of spirit, has always
defended my father and tried to glorify him in our eyes. To this day, the
regrets over my misconduct towards her makes it painful for me to talk
about her. Every night, I pray to God to grant peace to her soul, along
with the souls of my father and my brother Nissan.

chapter 5
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Although German law sets a higher marriage age, Iranians could get
permission from their embassy to get married at 16. When Gollar was
almost 16, they ﬁnally got the desired permit, and in March 1964, Gollar’s
parents Agha Youssef and Khanom Margrit arranged for the wedding
ceremony at the Hamburg synagogue. The wedding was held in the
synagogue in the presence of all 200 members of the Jewish community
of Hamburg — Iranian and non-Iranian alike.

Sasson being led to the Chuppa by the men of the Jewish community in Hamburg
(Parviz at his side and Mayer ﬁrst from the left in the second row)

Sasson: On the night of our wedding, an inexperienced yours-truly came to
pick up Gollar, and we set off to our synagogue. Suddenly, we realized
that all the other cars on the road were heading in the opposite direction,
signaling to us with their high beams, and honking their horns!
We soon realized I was driving in the wrong direction, risking not only
our lives but those of all the other drivers! Thank God Almighty, the cars
110
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stopped coming for a few minutes, just enough time for us to make a
U turn in the middle of the street, and go in the right direction. I can’t
imagine the consequences if we had caused an accident!
During the ceremony I felt a mixed feeling of joy — uniting at last with
the love of my life, and sorrow — that my mother didn’t live to see it,
and that the other members of my nuclear family, my father and siblings,
couldn’t take part in our happy moment because of the mourning year.
And through my own tears of joy and sadness, I saw tears in the eyes
some of our relatives and guests who knew my mother.

Gollar: After our wedding and the Shabbat Khatan, I suggested we go to Israel
for our honeymoon, as I hadn’t seen my father-in-law for two years, and
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Sasson missed his family too. On the way to Israel, we stopped for a “real”
honeymoon in Rome and Athens to see the historical places — because I
was crazy about history — and on the way back we went to Istanbul.
From the way, Sasson sent telegrams to his father, saying that we’re
arriving on a speciﬁc day. On the ﬂight Sasson said: “You’ll see, the whole
family, 100 people, will come to welcome us in the airport!” But when
we ﬁnally arrived, there was no one there! We only knew they lived in
Kadima, so we took a taxi to Kadima. Poor Sasson was so ashamed, upset
and angry, and we didn’t even know which street they lived on! It took
a while for us to ﬁnd them. When we ﬁnally did, we saw nothing was
prepared. We saw painters painting the rooms!
What happened? Five-year-old Yolanda received the telegrams, put
them in a drawer, and forgot to tell her father. They hired painters to
make the apartment nice for the bride and groom who were coming, but
didn’t know exactly when to expect us.
After the initial shock and frustration, we could ﬁnally laugh about the
whole thing. We had a marvelous time with Sasson’s family, and then went
home via Istanbul, which was Sasson’s wish. We went to two places of my
choice on the way to Israel, and one place of his choice on the way back.
Israel was, of course, a joint decision.
With Nanne’s death, Aziz became a widower with four little children at
home, and no idea how to care of them. Ezra, Sasson’s brother, tells of these
bitter times:
About a year after we moved to Israel, our mother passed away in
Sheba hospital in Tel Hashomer, due to a heart disease. My paternal
grandmother, who was 100 years old, moved in with us to raise the
three of us (Nissan was already in Meir Shfeya boarding school).
It was around this time that Sasson, my big brother, got engaged to
Gollar and moved to Hamburg. Sasson helped my father purchase an
apartment in Holon, and bought him a store to help him provide for
the family.
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About one year later, Aziz married Marusa, whom he met through a
matchmaker. Marusa had just arrived from Istanbul a few months earlier,
after having been divorced by her ﬁrst husband on grounds of infertility.
The marriage to Aziz allowed her to experience motherhood, as well as
enjoy the social status of a married woman. Marusa didn’t know Persian,
but was ﬂuent in Lishan Didan, the Aramaic dialect of Urmia Jews, which
was the main language spoken in the house. We, as well as Hawi, Clara
and Sonya, who were already married, did not know Marusa very well, but
we know her life in Israel was not easy. She continued to miss Istanbul,
and getting four children of different ages all at once, without growing into
motherhood, was very challenging.
Gollar: After our marriage, my father bought us a small apartment, but it
was not ready, so we ﬁrst moved to a room in our friends’ apartment.
Sasson had a small salary at this time; half he sent to his father in Israel
to help him, and we lived from the other half. When we moved into our
own apartment, I was still going to school. I wanted to ﬁnish school, but
ended up going only up to 11th grade (in Germany there are 13 grades).
Sasson didn’t want me to continue my studies after 11th grade because
I had trouble getting pregnant, and one of the possible reasons was the
stress created by school. However, I loved studying very much and was
interested in everything, so I bought books and taught myself. You don’t
have to go to school to acquire vast knowledge, you only have to be
interested. But studying medicine was a dream I didn’t fulﬁll. It didn’t
ﬁt into my life anymore.
I started helping Sasson, working together with him, and trying to
motivate him to succeed in his business. I read both literature and
professional books. I wanted to be up-to-date on whatever I was doing,
and read a lot, took courses and consulted professionals in the business
and tax ﬁelds.
Sasson: One day, when we were already engaged but not yet married, Golli
said to me: Sasson Jan, I know you grew up in an Iranian environment
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and do not know much about European and German youngsters. Please
feel free, and do not feel obliged because of our engagement. Only keep
one thing in mind: In Germany, unlike Iran, men and women have equal
rights. This means that whatever a man allows himself to do, a woman,
his wife, is also entitled to do.
Recalling Gollar’s words has saved me many times when Satan put me
to a test. They sounded an alarm in my ears, and woke me up; at the last
moment, I managed to step on the brakes.
On one of my business trips, when we were a newlywed couple, I had
no choice but to spend the night in Berlin: I had to travel through West
Berlin to East Berlin, and from there, I had a ﬂight to Moscow. The
passenger who sat next to me on the plane was an extraordinarily beautiful
young lady. We talked during the whole ﬂight, and then she insisted I
come to their place so she could introduce me to her mother. She gave
me her address in Hamburg, and urged me to call her when I returned.
Upon my return from Moscow, I told Gollar about the whole encounter
with that young lady, and this made Gollar trust me even more.
O God Almighty, I am grateful to you for giving me my wife Gollar, my
kind and compassionate life partner, who has changed my life with her
perfection and unique qualities, and made me into a different Sasson. She
has tolerated my ﬂaws, wisely and patiently mending them one by one,
which ultimately allowed me to be a civilized member of society. She
resolved my complexes, and brought up our exceptional children. She has
raised them with motherly love and endless effort, and kept them safe and
sound. To this day, she treats me like one of her children. She has always
been there for me in the hard moments of life, had my back and held my
hand. She has always helped and aided me, and still takes an active part
in my decisions, as the expert businesswoman she is.
Millions of thanks to the Lord who has bestowed upon me these good,
talented children and extended family. You have given me a kind family
and compassionate friends. O God Almighty! Thank you for ﬁnding me
worthy of this life.
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The way to parenthood
Married at last, we couldn’t wait to become parents as soon as possible.
But the task was not as easy as we had hoped. We turned to experts and
professors, and tried this treatment and that remedy — all for this one
sacred purpose.
Agha Youssef went to a fertility specialist to ask for his opinion.
The secretary was very surprised to see a man waiting alone in the
Gynaecologist’s waiting room, and Youssef assured her that he’s not a
woman. When he ﬁnally walked into the doctor’s office, he asked: “Why
is my daughter not getting pregnant?”
The doctor didn’t even ask to see the real patient. He told Youssef: “The
couple is young, leave them alone! They’re under too much pressure, and
pressure is never good for conception.”
Youssef wanted to send us on vacation, but without letting us know it
was for fertility reasons, so as not to add to our stress. He presented the trip
to Canada, to the Montréal World Exhibition, as a business trip. He asked
us to meet a speciﬁc person, with no further tasks.
New York City, here I come!
Our “fertility trip” to the US and Canada was actually an organized tour
with a group of Europeans from different countries, and one of the points
of interest was New York City.
Sasson: In New York, we had an acquaintance who was also a carpet dealer.
I had bought worn out antique carpets from him once or twice. One day,
we had a few free hours on the tour program and took advantage of this
opportunity to go see the carpet dealer again, and maybe buy a few carpets.
He offered to take us back to the hotel, and we set off together. He had
a luxurious Rolls Royce! We had never ridden in a car like that before.
When we reached the hotel, our friends from the group saw us and I felt
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like showing off a little bit. The driver stopped, and I pompously put one
foot out ... which sank knee deep into a hole full of dirty water!
Gollar: You should have seen this! Our whole group eyeing us in admiration,
and then Sasson steps into the mud!
Sasson: It was so embarrassing, but it was a very important lesson I learned
for life: You have to be yourself, and not show off for nothing!
The Six-Day War brings some good tidings
When we came back from the three-week trip, in June 1967, all Jewish eyes
around the world were locked on the Middle East with apprehension. Egypt
had mobilized forces across the Suez Canal and closed the Staits of Tiran
to Israeli ships. War was imminent. What fate will befall the young state,
surrounded by enemies? And then the Six Day War broke. A blood donation
campaign was launched for IDF soldiers who risk their lives in the front.
We, too, went to the Israeli embassy in Germany to give blood. Sasson, who
always loved Israel, also enlisted to be sent to the front if needed.
Gollar: And amidst all this personal excitement, national stress and general
hassle, we forgot to worry about our fertility problems! Two or three
weeks later, we announced to the family that my blood test came out
positive. I came back from the trip to Canada and the US pregnant! What
happy tidings for everyone, and especially for Sasson, who was soon to
achieve the desired status of a father!
Sasson: Margrit Khanom, Gollar’s wise mother, interpreted this as a good
omen meaning that I should go and serve Israel. I joined a group of
young men who went to Frankfurt and from there to Tel Aviv, prepared
to be recruited and sent to the front if needed. When we took off from
Frankfurt, we didn’t know if the Lod Airport (present-day Ben-Gurion,
or Tel Aviv Airport) would be there for us to land in, or closed due to
enemy air raids! My fears were alleviated when we ﬁnally landed safely
in Tel Aviv. Our group was taken by a bus to Kibbutz Hazorea. All the
men from the kibbutz had already been sent to the front, and the young
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volunteers, who have come to Israel from all ends of the world, were
trained for agricultural work: ploughing the ﬁelds, picking fruit from trees
etc. My friends and I felt very welcome on the kibbutz. We got up very
early in the morning, had breakfast and took our baskets to pick oranges
and other fruit. Among the volunteers there were also women and girls,
mostly from the USA and Canada, who have come to Israel to aid and
serve their forefather’s land. For me, and for other men from conservative
countries, this was extremely odd, yet completely praiseworthy.
But with all my love for the land of Israel, my heart was in Germany.
I constantly thought about Gollar, how she was doing, our child in her
womb, the child I have been longing for for such a long time — I couldn’t
wait to be a father!
The war ended after six days, but my volunteer program was three
weeks, so I had to miss Gollar for two whole weeks without a proper
war before going back. But I knew she was in good hands. Margrit and
Saltanat Khanom took care of her around the clock, together with her
sisters Louise and Jany; even when I was in Hamburg, sometimes they
wouldn’t let me interfere!
A royal reception
Sasson: Once Gollar and I went to a business party together, and met a
charming, beautiful couple, from a renowned family. The man worked
with Youssef Khakshouri in the dried-fruit business, the woman was
French, also from a very high class family. They were recently married
and had no children yet. We became friends on that very night, and Golli
and the woman spent a lot of time together, driving around and going to
town.
Gollar: The woman would come to pick me up in her Porsche. I didn’t like
the car trips, as I was nine months pregnant, but I loved the company.
One day they invited us for dinner at their place. We gladly accepted,
but told them we don’t eat pork and seafood.
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Sasson: That night Gollar and I arrived at their house, or should I say their
regal castle: The living room was beautifully and romantically decorated,
with lovely candles and pleasant lighting. When we sat down, the man sat
next to Gollar and offered me the seat next to his wife. Their second
suggestion was that we call each other by our ﬁrst names, which in
Germany, indicates a close, intimate friendship. We gladly accepted this
offer, too!
Our next shock was when we saw the dinner table, which was truly set
with utmost precision and elegance. The lady of the house said: As you
asked, we did not prepare any pork. All the meats are kosher, but we fried
them a little in pork fat, just to make them taste better! We found some
excuse to avoid eating, and from that moment till the end of our visit,
each second seemed like an hour to us, until we ﬁnally left.
After that, the connection was lost, partly due to our becoming parents
while they had no children and partly because, as the Persian proverb
goes — kabutar bā kabutar, bāz bā bāz: dove with dove, falcon with falcon.
They were very nice, but we were too different.
Gollar: Years later, I met the lady in a piano concert in Hamburg, for which
I ﬂew especially from Zürich. She was very nice and kind. We were very
happy to see each other after so many years, and the incident of the nonkosher food was completely forgotten.
Parenthood
Sasson: On 1 February 1968, after a long wait, Isaac was born, and we ﬁnally
became a family. Although German doctors advised Gollar not to have
more than one child, she risked her life, and gave birth to our daughter
Nannette after only one year; seven years later Allon came to our family.
Gollar: Isaac was named after Sasson’s grandfather, and Nannette — after
his late mother. Each of the children was also given a middle name, so
each would have a Jewish name and an international one. We gave Isaac
a Russian-sounding middle name — Alexey — because I was in love with
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Russian literature. Nannette didn’t have enough of a Jewish sound, so I
chose the name Daniela, because I loved it. When Allon was born, Aziz
wanted us to name the baby after him, but I vetoed the name Aziz as a
ﬁrst name for a child who would grow up in Europe and maybe Israel. I
told Sasson that I’m entitled to name one child as I wish. Aziz remained
as a middle name, and because it means “dear” in Persian, when Allon was
little, I called him “Allon Aziz” (dear Allon) anyway.
With Isaac, my eldest son, I had a very difficult time. He is a highly
intelligent person, but he had a colossal rebellious phase. He himself now
tells me, “I was a rebel without a cause.” As a child, everything was a piece
of cake for him and he never had to try hard, but moving to Switzerland
presented him with difficulties that he wasn’t prepared for.
In Switzerland, there are no schools for gifted children. Looking back
on my life, I think we should have insisted that Isaac come with us to the
States (where we lived for only ﬁve months), and we should have stayed
and sent Isaac to a school for highly intelligent children. It would have
been better for us, and especially for Isaac.
My daughter had different difficulties. She was always the shortest,
thinnest girl in class, and being so small, she had to ﬁght to prove herself.
She still is tiny in size, but great in everything she does.
The same for my youngest. Allon also had some difficulties and his
childhood was all struggle, but he managed very well.
Children who have to ﬁght when they are young, learn how to struggle
and succeed in life. Without any effort, nothing happens.
Our beloved children have been keeping our lives interesting for the past
half century. Each one of them could write a whole book — a real page
turner — about their own life. In the following pages, you can read what
we, as their parents, would have written on the back covers of these books.
We also asked them to write something about each of us.
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Allon, Isaac and Nannette (Nani) with their parents in Milan, early 1980’s
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Nani at her Bat Mitzvah

Isaac at his Bar Mitzvah
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Nannette, our only daughter
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Four generations, left to right:
Saltanat Khanom, Gollar, Isaac, Margrit
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Isaac, our eldest son

Isaac, 19 years old. Photo by Ania Nassimi

Our ﬁrst child, Isaac, was born in Hamburg in February 1968. His
birth brought joy and happiness to the whole family. A kindhearted and
intelligent boy, he is extremely knowledgeable, and keeps broadening his
horizons by reading more and more books. Although he is hardly familiar
with Iranian culture, he’s the only one of his generation (including cousins!)
who picked up some Persian and can hold a conversation. In German and
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English he is completely ﬂuent and eloquent. He is very fond of skiing, a
great swimmer, and loves children.
Moving from Germany to Switzerland took the biggest toll on him.
The Swiss couldn’t ﬁgure out the well-off, Middle Eastern immigrant with
perfect German (better than the Swiss), and he felt that he didn’t ﬁt in. He
rebelled against everyone and everything, and caused us a lot of heartache
and grief. Now that he’s grown out of his rebelliousness, he does his best to
make up for lost time. He lives in Zürich, close to his sister, but comes to
visit us in Israel frequently, spends time with us, and tries to be there for us
as much as he can.
It seems that Isaac has inherited not only the looks of his grandfather
Aziz, but also the ants in his pants: As an adult, he has lived in Germany,
England, Russia, the US, Switzerland and Israel, and experimented with
a wide range of hobbies, businesses and projects — mostly combining art
and commerce: design, photography, gastronomy, advertising etc. He has
dated many non-Jewish girls, but as a kindhearted son, did not want to break
our hearts by marrying one of them and bringing non-Jewish grandchildren
into our family. Unfortunately, due to this internal paradox, he remains
unmarried.
Isaac writes about Sasson:
There are so many memories and stories from our times in Hamburg,
Zürich, New York, Moscow, Tashkent, Tbilisi, Tel Aviv, Herzliya and
all the other places our lives have taken us to — it seemed almost
impossible to pick just one. Of all the ups and downs we’ve been
through as a family, all the drama and adventures we’ve experienced,
the two anecdotes that came to my mind might, at ﬁrst glance, seem
pretty banal. Nonetheless, I believe both exemplify the traits that I love
most about my dad: his exceptionally big heart, his endless empathy
and compassion, and his reverence for life, as well as his idealism and
passion.
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Sasson was never a professed animal lover. Nonetheless, when
a little bird crashed into the windows of my parents’ apartment in
Herzliya, my dad spared no effort to save it. It was a holiday in Israel,
and the only vet he could track down was way way up north, if my
memory serves me right, in Nahariya, an almost 2-hour drive from
Herzliya. Gently gently, my dad picked up the little bird which laid
motionless on the balcony ﬂoor. He wrapped it in one of his best silk
pochettes, bedded it in a small box, and drove it all the way to the vet.
The vet, of course, instantly sensed a nice business opportunity. After
all, someone who would drive so far to save a little bird would surely
also be willing to pay a nice price! None of this mattered, the important
thing was that thanks to my dad this little bird lived, and I don’t believe
it is a coincidence that his Persian biography is illustrated with several
bird images!
The other story occurred in Moscow in the early 1990’s. It was
during the Davis Cup Matches between Russia and Sweden. Despite
the fact that there were more than 10,000 Russian fans in the Stadium
and only several hundred Swedes, only the Swedish chants and fan
support could be heard.
This was a time of great difficulty in Russia. Everything was scarce,
not to mention office supplies. Who would have thought that the copy
paper my mom had carried from Zürich to Moscow, would be used to
save the Russian Davis Cup team?
My dad wrote out his instructions for the Russian fans on it, telling
them how and when to cheer for their team. He made thousands
of copies, and handed these ﬂyers out himself throughout the entire
stadium. Sure enough, after just a few minutes, the chants of the
Swedish fans were drowned by the rhythmic clapping and chanting of
the Russians! I don’t really recall who won in the end, but I do know
for sure that the Russian team owed quite a few of their points to the
support shown by their fans, and therefore to the support of my dad!
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This little story is just one of many examples of my father’s passion
and dedication.
I was never a person to have speciﬁc role models, childhood
heroes or idols. It was more about admiring certain traits in a person:
Idealism, integrity, creativity, passion and vision. Though as a child
and throughout my teens and early twenties I was a true rebel, today I
realize that there are very few people who embody these traits like my
father does.

Isaac writes about Golli:
When I was in 2nd or 3rd grade, we got an impossible homework
assignment. Our teacher gave us a list of about 50 words, completely
unrelated, from different semantic ﬁelds, and we had to write a story
or an essay that would include them all. Already on the school bus
on the way home, all the kids were complaining about how hard this
assignment is.
If memory serves me right, I was just not going to do it.
As a ﬁrstborn son in an Iranian family and the eldest grandson of
the living-legend Youssef Khakshouri, everybody — especially all the
women who raised me — my mom as well as grandma, great grandma,
aunts, nannies etc. — treated me like a prince, and seemed to think I
was some kind of genius. I did score high on intelligence tests, but all
these expectations always made me fearful I would disappoint them.
And even if I were to live up to all those expectations — it was only
what was expected of me anyways. So when I couldn’t ﬁnd a way to
effortlessly excel at something, I would just refuse to do it.
So on that day, when my mom asked if we have homework, I
said something like “There was something, but it’s very hard and not
mandatory. I don’t think I need to do it.”
She said, “Let’s just take a look,” and pretty much immediately came
up with the most brilliant idea: “Why don’t you write a story about a
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circus? All these animals, tools and kinds of people can be used in the
circus performance!”
It was a genius idea! I remember how I almost had to laugh out loud
at how easily she came up with it. Creativity was never a problem, so
once the idea was out, we just sat together, and wrote the essay: fast,
easy and fun! We just kept coming up with sentences that included
more and more of these words. 20 minutes tops and we were done! We
had the paper with the assignment explained and with all the words.
The next day at school was when it really dawned on me how
outstanding the idea was. The teacher asked who wants to read
their story, and no one raised their hand. Then he started calling on
individual kids to read ... I felt so bad and even embarrassed for them!
I was the only one with the completed task, and it wasn’t just done, it
was excellent!
I was so proud of my mom! I admired her wit and intelligence, and
I still do. Sometimes I wonder what it would have been like if she were
born into a more egalitarian society. My mom has always been the most
important person to me, the only one who always had my back and
supported me.
As for me, the fear of everybody (including myself) realizing I was
not as special as they believed, was way bigger than the fear of not
being able to accomplish what I would have liked to accomplish. So
for a while, not even trying seemed like the best solution. Eventually,
I discovered another option: I became the best at being bad: I
was naughty in Hamburg, too, but my real issues with anger and
rebelliousness surfaced after our move to Zürich. Despite all that, not
only did I survive hardships like cancer and self-destructive behavior,
but had a rich and amazing life, all thanks to my mom. Without her
undying support it would never have been possible. There is nothing
I regret more about my life then all the pain I caused her. I love you,
Mom!
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Our second child, Nannette

Nani at 18 years of age. Photo by Ania Nassimi

Nannette, our only daughter, is named after Sasson’s late mother, Nanne.
She is exactly like her — small in stature, but great in all other respects
(Nanne’s Persian nickname was kuchik — “small”). It took us time (for
Sasson also consultation with our rabbi, Rav Piron) to accept her choice
to marry a non-Jew, but Nani and Cyril have now been together for more
than 25 years — a rare achievement for their generation — and are happily
married. Cyril is a great person and a terriﬁc father to the three wonderful
Jewish grandchildren they gave us. This is what counts in life.
Nani’s children are Jewish not only according to Jewish law (as Judaism is
passed on through the maternal line), but more importantly — by identity:
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the family lives the Jewish tradition, celebrating Shabbat and the most
important holidays. Liam and Bonvoyage had their Bar and Bat Mitzvah
in their synagogue, and Pleinsoleil will celebrate hers soon. The children
love visiting Israel, seeing it somewhat as their second home: They love the
country, and love visiting their grandparents and family.
It is important for Nani to give their children a clear identity based
on her heritage, but without being religious. To her, Judaism is important
as an identity full of symbols and rituals that ground her children rather
than a religion with strict rules and only one way of living. To her, there
are many possibilities for living a Jewish identity. It’s not about praying
all the time and going to synagogue, but rather being with the family (for
example, cherishing a Shabbat dinner and seeing this as precious time
together without distractions like phones, etc.), being there for friends and
family, and trying to be good people with clear values.
Cyril sees it the same way. He likes a life ﬁlled with rituals (and good
Iranian food!) and is proud to have a Persian Jewish wife. For Cyril, who is
Swiss but grew up in Isola Elba, it is also important to ground his children,
and give them a clear identity, because he knows too well the feeling of
being the Swiss guy in Italy and the Italian in Switzerland ...
Sasson: One of the things that put a damper on my relationship with Nani
was her choice to work in dance management. It may seem odd to the
young Western reader, but in traditional Iranian society, dancing was
not considered respectable. It took me many years to realize how highly
respected Nani is in this ﬁeld in Europe. She has received so much
acknowledgment for her work from the press in Europe and from the
Swiss government department of culture, and won so many prizes in the
ﬁeld, I can only be proud of her.
Throughout all of Nani’s choices that clashed with the values on which
I was raised, Gollar has played a tremendous and meaningful role in
saving our father-daughter relationship, a role for which I can’t thank her
enough.
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Father and daughter, Sasson and Nannette

Nani writes about Sasson:
I remember a photo of my dad in his youth, when he was 20 or even
younger. Everyone would tell me, “You look just like your dad, a copy of
your dad.” Now, you can imagine that generally, a teenage girl absolutely
doesn’t want to look like her dad, and doesn’t want to hear this. Plus, I
did have a difficult relationship with my dad — him being conservativeIranian, me not exactly fulﬁlling his expectations. But reﬂecting on the
photo, I must say that the similarities were not only apparent in looks,
but also in character, habits, talents, job choices, etc.
Very strange but true.
Just as my dad has succeeded in turning his passion for tennis into
a career, so I did with contemporary dance. I remember my dad didn’t
believe me when I told him I went to dance classes on a daily basis,
until he saw it with his own eyes. After my studies, I became the
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ﬁrst cultural manager on the contemporary dance scene in Zürich, and
opened the ﬁrst management agency in Switzerland, which manages
many contemporary dance companies. In 1999, I was awarded a prize
for my cultural achievements, and it was the ﬁrst time that this prize
went to a “non-performer,” that is, to a person working behind the
scenes. Just as my father has done a lot of pioneer work in tennis in
Russia and Uzbekistan, I did the same — on a much smaller scale of
course — in the dance ﬁeld.
This is only a small example, as there are other similarities that
come to my mind between myself and my dad: our relationship with
money, our ability to listen and be there for other people, but also the
difficult characteristics such as stubbornness, a strong sense of being
right when actually being a little short-sighted, being naïve in certain
things, too forgiving or the opposite at times, etc.
In addition, I am very outgoing and social but at the same time an
introvert with my very own habits, just like my father.
How can this be? Do we learn from our parents? Are they our
role models even if our relationships are not always easy? Do we
subconsciously imitate them in order to please, or is this genetics? I
don’t know ... But I am thankful for having had the parents that I had
and strongly believe that “easy” is not always better. On the contrary.
Life is complex and so are relationships. The sooner we learn this,
the better we are prepared for life.

Nani writes about Golli:
My mom was always a little torn between my dad and me, between
a European upbringing and Persian traditional values. It’s not easy to
make everybody happy.
As a teenager daughter of a very strict dad, I was not allowed to go
out in the evenings. When I did, for example if I wanted to go out or
to a party, my mom would do the best she could to back me. It usually
worked, but on very rare occasions, it would end with drama. Once she
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gave me permission to go to some friends’ house, but I had to leave
the address of where I was going. My best friend telephoned to give
me the address. Isaac took the phone, and wrote down the address.
Unfortunately, in a very messy handwriting. So, I copied the address,
and gave it to my mom. The other note went straight into the bin. My
parents were about to go out in the evening when my dad wondered
where I was ... Obviously my mom was not a great liar, my dad found
the address in the bin — and so they came to pick me up, very matter
of factly ... I was mortiﬁed! My parents dropped me off at home and
went out, while I was the only teenager in the world who had to stay
home on a Saturday night.
Mama and I have always been close. But I did keep my boyfriend,
and husband-to-be secret for many many years. The ﬁrst person to
realize I had a secret ﬁancé was my great-grandmother Saltanat. But
that’s another story.

Nani and Cyril at the wedding of
Jany and Samy’s son, Joseph Hanein (2003)
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Besides that, my mom has always been the pragmatic kind of mom,
the mom who took good care of everything in a very pragmatic and
organized way. When I was 12, she got me 4 or 5 bras and pretty lingerie,
because that’s what you do for your Bat Mitzvah daughter. But I was ﬂat
as a board, didn’t like stuff that is too feminine, and was so embarrassed!
Actually, I got very angry. And look at me now, some 35+ years later,
doing the same thing today for my 13-year-old daughter (save that she
is not ﬂat as a board, and loves going shopping for lingerie with me. But
she would be very embarrassed reading this now).

Nani with her daughters Bonvoyage (left) and Pleinsoleil (right)

My grandma always said that having a daughter is something very
special because she always remains your best friend. How true, because
my mom, in a certain way, is my best friend. She was always there for
me in important moments. She is the one I conﬁde in when I have a
secret I don’t want to share with anyone else, and I still often ask her
for advice or ask her to be here when I need her. A mama stays a mama,
also at the age of 50. There are difficult moments in life when you need
your mom around, so I hope she will stick around until 120!

134

chapter 5: becoming a family

135

Our third child, Allon

Our beloved Allon, our third child and second son.

Sasson: Allon was born in a dangerous childbirth, in which we almost lost
Golli, too, following a difficult, high-risk pregnancy. His early childhood
was a real challenge for all of us: He had motor and visual problems,
started speaking late, and had lots of allergies. We consulted various Swiss
physicians and therapists, and Gollar took care of him around-the-clock,
including traveling to St. Moritz often because of his asthma. The air
there was good for his asthma, and skiing was good for his motor skills.
Golli hated skiing, but it was a worthy sacriﬁce.
The Swiss educational system intended to place him in a school for
children with special needs, but Gollar refused to accept it, and we sent
him to a private English school. Allon always dreamed to go to a certain
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Swiss Jewish school, and we were all thrilled when he was accepted there
for a trial month after graduating from 6th grade in the English school.
However, after that month the school authorities said: “Even though it’s
music to our ears to hear a child wants to come here, Allon is not suitable
for our school.”
This devastating answer was Allon’s turning point: he decided himself
that he would never let someone else determine his future again. He
worked hard to make it into a prep-class for a Swiss gymnasium, and from
then on he started to excel academically. With perseverance and endless
effort, he succeeded in acquiring a higher education, studied law at the
London School of Economics, and passed his Bar exam in the States.

Golli and Allon in St. Moritz
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Golli suffering from ski in St. Moritz

Today, having managed three world #1 tennis players, including Novak
Djokovic, he is renowned and loved by professional players around the
globe. He is currently a sports entrepreneur, and helps other ambitious
people realize their potential to the fullest. He has authored two books
about increasing personal performance.
Allon has been living in Israel for quite a few years now. With his
beautiful wife Naomi, he has two lovely, healthy sons, Rafael and David.
Allon writes:
The biggest luck of my life is that I was blessed with my parents Gollar
and Sasson.
They showed me that it is possible to have a long-lasting and loving
marriage that lasts for eternity. This conviction has probably been the
most important belief in my life, and allowed me to build an amazing
relationship with my wife, Naomi.
I also owe both my parents endless love for everything they have
done for me:
Thanks to my mother’s unconditional care, love and belief in me,
I was able to overcome serious health issues and learning disabilities,
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and create the life I have today. I can’t imagine what my life would look
like without her, and feel extremely lucky to have had her by my side
throughout my life.
Thanks to my father, I developed my religious identity that really
allows me to make sense of my life and experiences, and my admiration
and love for Israel. Together, we developed a binding passion for tennis,
which allowed me to build a career that I truly loved.
I feel so proud of my parents. Although no book can give a true
picture of how incredible they both are, I am so happy that they have
taken the time to share their stories and experiences with all of us here.
I hope we will have many, many more amazing years together,
and that we and our children will become the kind of individuals and
families that represent their legacy and values in true style.
Let me use this opportunity to thank you both for your unconditional love, guidance and support!
Always yours,
Your son Allon

Allon’s Bar Mitzvah in Israel. Standing, left to right: Ezra, Jacqueline, Sasson, Allon,
Golli, Sonya, Elisha, Nissan, Louise. Sitting: Josef, Aziz, Marusa (Aziz’s second wife)
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Allon writes about Sasson:
Dear beloved Father,
You’ve asked me to write something for your book, and so I decided
to write about two important lessons I have learned from you. They are
both about love:
First, I remember as a small kid, how we used to watch tennis
matches together, and how we developed this passion and love for the
sport that has followed me until this day. These experiences together
showed me that it was possible to combine passion and work, and I am
immensely grateful to you for giving me that opportunity!
Second, as a child and as a grown-up, I always observed your love
and care for your wife, our mother. I realized that there is nothing more
important than having a real partner in life with whom one can share all
the amazing adventures of life but also ﬁnd refuge and support during
more difficult moments. Thanks to your great example, I was fortunate
enough to make the perfect decision when choosing my wife, and made
it my mission to make her and our kids happy on a daily basis.
These two lessons have allowed me to experience so much joy and
happiness. They also serve as an anchor for life, whenever I am not sure
about what I should say or do.
On this occasion I want to thank you for having been such an
amazing dad, friend and mentor to me. I will always try to make you
proud!
Lots of love,
Allon

Allon writes about Golli:
My mom had a difficult birth with me, and I had various health issues
as a kid. In addition, I was designated to go to a school for kids with
special needs.
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The reason I didn’t go is because from the day I was born, my
mother believed in me, supported me, and did everything she could
to give me the best chance to succeed in life and be happy.
In other words, everything I am and everything I have, is thanks to
my mom.
In fact, I have achieved some of my biggest dreams: I am healthy
and ﬁt; I have worked in sports, did what I loved most, managed some
of the best athletes, and really peaked in my dream job; I met the
woman of my dreams and have a family that gives me daily joy.
I feel extremely content about how I have evolved as a person.
Without my mom, I doubt this all would have been possible.
I want to add that my mom cares about everyone in her life, seeks
solutions, offers support, and does everything she can for anyone who
asks. She is such an exceptional woman, with the most amazing values
and serious integrity. I just count myself lucky to have her. And so
should anyone else she is around!

Left to right: Naomi’s father Dr. Vladimir Dolfan, Sasson, Gollar,
Isaac, Allon, Naomi and her mother Tatyana
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Gollar with her grandson Rafael and her sister Jany

Isaac with Allon’s son Rafael
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BACK TO BUSINESS: THE EASTERN BLOC

Sasson: Gollar and I got married in 1964, and from that time until today,
when I am committing my memories to paper for you, she has been
everything for me in life. In the beginning of our married life, we decided
together to go to Russia and start some business there. Looking back,
in the long run, these things changed our fate and that of the whole
Khakshouri family in Europe, for the best. During the 25 years from 1964
to 1989, I traveled to Moscow, alone or with Golli, more than 300 times.
In those days, in order to travel to Moscow, you had to pay for all your
travel and lodging in advance, without even knowing which hotel you are
going to get. Then you had to travel to West Berlin, take a bus to East
Berlin and go through passport control and customs to cross “the Iron
Curtain.” There, you had to pick up your visa at the Soviet embassy, and
then ﬂy via Warsaw to Moscow. Upon landing in Moscow, every single
foreigner was met by an Intourist official to receive their hotel keys etc.
That was the point when you ﬁnally found out what hotel you were staying
in.
During these visits, I came to appreciate the merits of communist
countries and acknowledge their drawbacks. Children’s education,
for example, is one of the things I wish we had learned from the
Soviets: Education — from the beginning of kindergarten throughout
all their school years including the highest university degrees — was
free, giving everyone the possibility to get ahead in life. And so
was the health system — patient care and doctors visits. Among
the drawbacks of the system was, ﬁrst and foremost, the press
and television commercials dedicated to massive brainwashing
and fear of the government. But there were other drawbacks
like the low income of the people, lack of interest in work or
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Sasson (second from the left) with Giacometti, the CEO of
the Swiss carpet company Notag AG (ﬁrst from the right),
in Ashgabat (Eshghabad), Turkmenistan

working, and poor living conditions: Most of the buildings housed 8–10
families on each ﬂoor, with one shared kitchen, and one bathroom and
toilet. As you can imagine, these kitchens and bathrooms were always
dirty.
I did come to appreciate the Russian people, however. Meeting them
in offices gives you a completely wrong impression: you may think they
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are dry, heartless people. But when you meet them at a restaurant or
a nightclub, they are completely different people. On the trips I took
to Moscow alone, without Gollar, there have been many times when I
came to a restaurant and was seated in a table with a couple that was
already there. I don’t know how European couples would have reacted to
a stranger seated with them in a restaurant, but the Russian couples were
always very nice and kind to me, and usually even offered me a drink of
their vodka!
In the USSR, when negotiating with communist offices, there were always
two clerks who would declare their love and friendship for me, and
badmouth each other. Each of them kept asking me not to tell the other
colleague what he said, and made me say bad things, too.
Years later I realized it was a common practice, meant to test my good
faith and honesty. This experience was a good lesson for me to never speak
badly about others.
Gollar: Our ﬁrst trip to the Eastern Bloc was in November 1964. We went
to Moscow with my uncle Nathan and Abdi Roubeni. After Moscow,
we went to Leningrad, Yalta and Tbilisi. It was not a very pleasant trip,
because people in communist Russia were very unpleasant, everything was
very dark and cold, and wherever we walked, we were afraid of everything.
We always felt we’re being watched, and we were! We were given an
interpreter, chauffeur and car, not because they loved us so much, but
because they wanted to control our every single step!
When we were in Moscow, we went to the synagogue, and there were
very few people in there, old men and women who only spoke Russian and
Yiddish. All of a sudden, I realized that in front of the synagogue were
hundreds of people, curious to take a look at these tourists who came to
Russia in this cold time of year during the Cold War. It was very unusual
for people — especially tourists — to come to Moscow, and especially to
the synagogue. My uncle Nathan, Mr. Roubeni and Sasson went to the
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carpet warehouse every day, and while they were choosing carpets, I went
to all the museums.
In the armory, I went to the basement, and there I saw all the personal
artifacts of the Tsar’s family. Some year later, when I went again, I wanted
to see them again, and they said the entrance is forbidden. Nobody was
allowed to see these things again. I’ll never forget the things I saw there.
Things like a pure-gold manicure set of the Tsarina Ekaterina the Great.
The translator said “Ziz are ze sings of ze great capitalistic criminals.”
Mr. Roubeni was with us only because my father didn’t know yet if he
could trust Sasson’s business skills, and hadn’t decided if he wants Sasson
to become his business partner, or make a deal with Mr. Roubeni for a
certain fee.
My brother Parviz was only 18 then, he came into the business later,
after ﬁnishing his degree in economics.
Sasson was a bit upset about the need to visit Russia on that trip, because
it might keep him from being able to go to Iran again, for fear of the Savak,
the Shah’s security service. If someone didn’t like you in Iran, they could
say you were in Russia, and you would be arrested for espionage. We really
never went to Iran again after this.

Soviet-Caucasian carpet (Kazakh)
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Gollar: In the 1960’s and 70’s, Sasson used to ﬂy to Moscow once every
three weeks. He had a friend, Sava Rabilizorof, a Soviet-Azerbaijani Jew,
who was a manager in the carpet warehouse. He taught Sasson about
Russian and Caucasian carpets. Soviet-Caucasian carpets are completely
different from the Iranian carpets: Caucasian carpets are characterized
by geometric patterns, and Iranian ones by ﬂowers.
The Soviet-Caucasian carpet market in the world was controlled by a
duopoly: one company in London and the other in Germany. That was our
company. Sava was not interested in having any other customers. We could
sell the carpets before they even arrived in Hamburg. Sasson sold them
for cheap and they just ﬂew out, so we didn’t have any storage expenses,
and thus could sell in large volumes.
Eastern Bloc perils
Oﬃcers and girls
Sasson: Sava Rabilizorof became my guide into Soviet culture and business
world. From him I learned that in Russia, being a member of the
Communist Party was not a choice, and that every neighbor, colleague,
acquaintance and even friends will report you to the security authorities.
Most of the young women who would come to hotels at nights looking for
foreign customers, he explained to me, were also puppets of the security
agencies.
It was a Sunday. I had just reached the Rassia Hotel in the Red Square in
Moscow, a huge hotel with hundreds of rooms. After settling in my room,
I went down to the lobby to unwind.
As I was sitting there, I saw a young man and two girls, sitting a short
distance from me, looking at me and talking in whispers. After a few
minutes I got up and sat next to them.
“How are you all related?” I asked them.
They said: “We are students at Leningrad University, on a short trip to
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Moscow. We’ve heard a lot about this hotel, and came to see it.”
I invited them to the private bar of the hotel, and they readily accepted.
The bar was located in the underground level of the hotel, and resembled
a dimly-lit tunnel with an orchestra on one end, guards in the entrance,
and two rows of tables along the walls. The atmosphere was warm
and pleasant. The orchestra was playing balalaika music, and some
European businessmen were dancing with Russian girls. I was dazzled
and mesmerized by the dancers and the people around me, when all of
a sudden a smartly dressed man approached our table and asked one of
the girls to dance with him! She refused, and he tried to force her to dance
with him! She said no, but he insisted, started using harsh language, but
was still unsuccessful. Then he went back and joined two of his comrades
at the club door.
My oriental blood was bubbling with fury, and I couldn’t control my
temper anymore. I stood up, went up to the young man, and asked him
in English: “Excuse me, where are you from?”
“The US,” he replied.
I said: “Is it a common practice in the States for a stranger to come out
of nowhere and insist on forcing a girl to dance when she’s sitting and
talking with her boyfriend?”
“I’m not really American.” The man ﬁnally admitted. “I’m with the
country’s security agency, and what I know and you don’t, is that most of
these girls come here to sell their bodies and sting foreign businessmen.
We are here to protect you from them, and ﬁght this phenomenon
ﬁercely!”
I explained to him that it was I who invited the students to the bar. He
said: “If that’s what happened you’re free, just take them away, and leave
the premises immediately.” The students were disappointed, but when I
explained to them what it meant for girls to be there, they got up and left
promptly. I walked out with them, and didn’t feel like spending time at
the bar anymore.
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He should have listened to me!
Sasson: On my trips to Moscow, I usually took European-Iranian customers
with me. I would show my guest the city, and the guest would buy handwoven carpets directly from the Russian company. They paid me a fee,
and took all the headache on themselves.
Once I took an Iranian businessman who made a very serious impression. He was married, had children, and was very conservative in this
views. We arrived at the Cosmos Hotel, checked-in, and agreed to meet
an hour later in the lobby. As I came to the lobby to see him, he was rather
confused, and asked me: “Sasson, who are these young girls hanging out
all around the lobby? One of them asked me if I would like to take her to
my room. Who are they?”
I warned him: “Be careful! These are all ‘business girls’ working with the
maﬁa and Russian security services.”
After dinner we all went to sleep in our rooms. At breakfast, I noticed
he was down and troubled.
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
He said: “I’ll tell you the truth, yetzer hara, my evil inclination, took over
me. After dinner I went down to the lobby and invited a girl to my room
for a certain amount. I gave her my room number, and went upstairs to
wait for her. After a few minutes she knocked on the door, and came in.
She asked me to pay in advance, and then offered to take a shower together.
After the shower, I heard a knock on the door. I was totally confused, but
she said, ‘What’s the matter? Open the door!’
“I went to open the door, and saw a ‘gorilla’ shouting: ’Where is my
wife?!’ Without further ado he stepped into the room, and shouted at the
woman: ’What are you doing here?! I will kill him!’
“I didn’t know what to do. I said, ‘Please don’t do it! How much money
do you want? I will give you, just don’t make a mess.’
“He shouted: ‘OK, show me the money!’ and as I took out my wallet, he
just seized it, took the girl and left. And here I am, with nothing.”
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I said: “You have no money, but at least you had an unforgettable
experience.” What I really meant was, “You should have listened to me!”
The unbelievable story about Daniella (1972)
Sasson: When my ﬁrst cousin Yishai ﬁnished his military service in Israel, he
came to Hamburg and married Elizabeth, Gollar’s ﬁrst cousin, Nathan’s
daughter. They are actually second cousins themselves, as they’re both
paternal cousins of ours, but that’s not the story.
His business plan was to get a monopoly on hand-woven carpets from
Romania, and I felt obliged to assist him with that. After contacting
the Romanian ambassador in Germany, we got an appointment with
the governmental organization in Bucharest, for a business meeting and
negotiations. Yishai and I didn’t manage to get tickets on the same ﬂight,
so Yishai ﬂew earlier, and we decided to meet each other in the hotel we
had booked. After I arrived in Bucharest, I entered our room, and saw
Yishai celebrating alone, dancing with happiness. I asked him, “What’s
the matter with you?”
He told me: “I’m the luckiest person in the world! During the ﬂight I
had the privilege to sit next to this German guy. We started talking, and
when he saw I’m from Israel and going to Romania for the ﬁrst time to
do business, he told me he knows all the top ministers of Romania and
will arrange for me to meet with the most important key people and get
a monopoly for the carpets! Sasson,” he asked me, “is this not amazing?!”
I tried to talk to him and convince him that it doesn’t look serious, but
it didn’t help. “Why should a German guy meet you for the ﬁrst time, and
want to go through all this trouble for you?”
He was not convinced.
The next day, early in the morning, the telephone in our room rang. He
took the phone and I heard him say, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” He hung up
and started dancing again. I asked, “What is it?”
He said, “Hurry up, they’re waiting for us in the breakfast room!”

chapter 6: back to business: the eastern bloc

150

We went downstairs to the breakfast room. There we met a wonderful,
beautiful young lady, together with someone with such a face ... he would
have been arrested in Switzerland without doing anything. He practically
had the word “criminal” written all over his face.
They introduced themselves as Daniella and Joseph.
“How can I help you?” Joseph asked.
We explained to him that we had an appointment, and had to go to the
ministry. He said: “You don’t need to go, I will bring the minister tonight
to have dinner with you.”
“So what should we do with our meeting?”
“Don’t worry, just don’t show up to the meeting. You have to prepare
very good presents for the two ministers that I’m bringing, and pay me as
you like.”
I saw there was no chance to convince my cousin, and we said — “Alright,
we will not go to the meeting.”
Then a miracle happened: the criminal-guy stood up and went to the
washroom. I immediately took a nice present out of my bag (my bag
was always full of “presents,” from my experience in Russia: gold coins,
perfumes etc.). I gave it to the lady and said: “Daniella, I have a question
for you: How come you, with a face like an angel, are cooperating with a
charlatan like Joseph?”
Daniella was shocked, and asked me: “How dare you call him a
charlatan?”
I told her: “You don’t have to be a genius to realize who you’re dealing
with. Daniella, I implore you, my cousin is in Romania for the ﬁrst time.
This business trip, and this meeting is so important for him and his family,
we need your help.”
She became very emotional, and said: “He will kill me if he realizes what
I’m telling you. You have to promise not to do or react in a way that would
make him suspect I told you anything about him.
“You’re right,” she continued. “He’s a charlatan, and his business is just
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to ﬁsh tourists and young, inexperienced business people like you, and
cheat them.”
“How come you are collaborating with him?” I asked.
She said: “I will make it very short. I used to be a schoolteacher. My
husband was a very talented singer, very popular. He got an invitation for
a concert in France. In order for him to get a visa to France, I had to
guarantee that he would come back. Unfortunately, he didn’t come back.
And it didn’t take long until I was ﬁred from the school where I worked.
I remained with my child and without any income, and didn’t know what
to do. Everywhere I tried to get a job, I realized I was blacklisted. Until,
by chance, I met this Joseph. He offered me to collaborate with him and
share the income 50:50. Later on, I realized this is his business.”
We were shocked.
Joseph came back. He said everything is under control and tonight the
ministers are coming to have dinner with us. He noticed our faces — I
guess we’re not very good actors — and got suspicious. I tried to act as
normal as possible, and asked him: “What time is our dinner?”
He stated the time and location, and left.
My cousin was completely shocked and disappointed. We knew he was
cheating us, but didn’t want to put Daniella in more danger than we
already had. So we didn’t go to meet the minister, and came to the meeting
that night. He came with two ladies. I gave them their presents, and told
Joseph: “Unfortunately, we got a message, tomorrow we have to leave
Bucharest to Istanbul and are not in a position to come to the ministry
for business.” Joseph was very disappointed, and it didn’t take long before
we saw him taking a piece of paper, writing something on it, and passing
it to Daniella. Daniella read it, kept a poker face, wrote him back, and
after several times of this back and forth correspondence, I asked them:
“What are you writing? What are you doing?”
Daniella said: “He’s writing poems to me, and I write him back.”
We had our dinner, said our goodbyes and went back to our hotel room.
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We didn’t know what to do. Then the phone rang. Daniella was on the
other end of the line. She was crying and sounded terriﬁed. I asked her:
“What’s wrong?”
She said: “He suspects! The whole time in our apartment, he puts
burning cigarettes in front of my eyes and says, ‘either you’re going to
lose your eyes or you will tell me the truth — what you told the guys’.
“Now he went to buy cigarettes. He will come back. I used the
opportunity to tell you that unfortunately, he knows.”
I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know where
she was! All I could do was thank her for her courageous behavior. I gave
her my number in Germany, and asked her not to hesitate to call any time
she needs help.
She never did.
She hung up quickly, before I could ask for an address or think about a
solution. There was nothing I could do but pray for her.
The next day, early in the morning, we arranged a ticket for me to ﬂy to
Istanbul without meeting with the minister. Joseph came to the airport to
make sure we were leaving at the time we has said, but only I left. Yishai
stayed, and I don’t know how, but he managed to meet with the minister.
I don’t know what happened afterwards, to Daniella or with Joseph the
gangster. But I was deeply impressed with her courageous, humane and
noble behavior.
Meanwhile, in Hamburg
Gollar’s last social interaction with Muslim Iranian colleagues (Early 1970’s)
Sasson: In Hamburg, all of the carpet traders — Jewish and non-Jewish —
lived in the same neighborhood, and met each other on an almost-daily
basis in the city’s ﬁsh restaurants or Iranian restaurants. Being so close,
we would also invite each other to parties and weddings. One day, one
of these so-called “friendly” neighbors, a Muslim whose name I do not
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recall now, said to me: “You Jewish carpet retailers avoid us and keep your
distance.”
I said: “No way!”
A while later, he and his wife invited Gollar and me to an extremely
sumptuous high-class party, and welcomed us with great honor. After a few
drinks our host became quite jolly, and said loudly so everyone can hear:
“Friends, have you ever seen a good Jew? Sasson is one of those Jewish
guys who panned out!”
He may have meant to praise me, but I was deeply hurt. He knew me.
He knew other Jewish business people. How could he say such horrible
things and insult my whole nation?! Our friends said: “The guy is drunk,
don’t pay attention to what he says,” but the fact of the matter is, I haven’t
forgotten it to this day.
Gollar was deeply hurt too. We had been such good friends, and they
mocked our identity! She decided to never go to Muslim parties and never
visit their houses again.

With dear Muslim friends in Hamburg — the Khosroshahis and the
Mokhtarzādehs (these friends have nothing to do with the above story)
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Family life
Gollar: The early 1970’s were the most beautiful time of my life. Finally to
have children!
The children grew up and went to school. Like all of the other Iranian
Jews, we sent our children to the international school because we wanted
them to have an international education, and acquire English in addition
to German.
My father bought a house for each of his daughters, saying: “A father
must endow his daughter with a dowry, and this house is the dowry I give
you.” He only did it after he was sure their marriage will be a successful
one, so our house was bought in 1968.
My mother said: “We’ve decided to distribute our wealth as follows: half
to your only brother Parviz, and the other half will be divided between the
three sisters.”
We accepted this distribution with willing hearts, because at that time
in most Iranian families, the girls did not receive anything except their
dowry, and to receive one-sixth of the inheritance was almost unheard of.
The house my father bought us was located in a beautiful area in
Hamburg, and I started to renovate. We lived on the ﬁrst ﬂoor, and made
small apartments out of the other ﬂoors, which we rented out.
Two years later we also built a covered swimming pool in the garden,
which was also a present from my father. Sasson has always had an affinity
for sports. He started to gather all the kids from our community, hired a
swimming teacher, and invited everybody for swimming lessons.
Katrin Yaghoubi-Sosnick, Nani’s best friend from childhood, was one of
those kids:
The Khakshouris, in their generous spirit, were responsible for every
single Persian Jewish kid [in Hamburg] learning how to swim by age 10.
I remember the Sunday gatherings at Gollar and Sasson Khakshouri’s
pool. Kudel was the name of the instructor that took on this mega
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task. As a result, we all have had decades of water safety. I mention
this anecdote for archival purposes as to how profound the value of
community was amongst the Hamburg Iranian Jews. Learning to swim
is a survival skill, and one that went beyond their own kids, in this
community.

Katrin Yaghoubi with Nani — best friends.
In front of their school in Hamburg, mid-1970’s

Sasson also became very active in Maccabi, and was a member of the
Maccabi basketball team in Hamburg with other friends from the Iranian
community.

Left to right: Ezra, Kamran Rajabzadeh, Meir Cohen, Sasson,
and Mehdi Nassimi playing basketball in Hamburg
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Eventually, he became president of Maccabi in Germany, and we went to
Israel with the children very often. We wanted them to develop a love the
country. Sasson always told me we should go live in Israel, but I didn’t want
to part with my family. Sasson insisted, and said the later we do it, the more
difficult it becomes to immigrate, and he wanted the children to have an
Israeli identity. It took too many years for us to ﬁnally move to Israel, and
by that time our nest was already empty.
Gollar’s magnanimity
Sasson: In Germany, we hired a cleaning lady to help Gollar at home. After a
while we noticed that things had gone missing from our house and from
Golli’s bag. One day, Gollar asked me to come with her to that lady’s house,
and unsurprisingly, quite a few of the lost items were found in there. Gollar
did not shame the woman. She paid her salary and ﬁred her.
With another housekeeper, in Israel, Gollar noticed that her expensive
face cream would disappear. Once when the cleaning lady was at our home,
Golli sent her to pick up the post. She checked her bag and found the
cream there but didn’t say a word. She just put the cream back in place,
and three weeks later, ﬁred that maid too.
It’s not easy being a Jewish girl ...
Sasson: One of the things that impressed me as a newcomer to Hamburg
was how the Jewish parents guarded their daughters lest they become too
close with gentiles. They wanted to marry them off as soon as possible,
and it was very important for all the parents that the children would marry
Jews, preferably Iranian ones.
Therefore, it struck me as odd when I attended community events,
mostly in the synagogue, where there was dancing but none of the guys
asked any of the girls to dance with them! It was the only opportunity for
girls to dance, because they were not allowed to go to discos and clubs,
but the poor girls ended up dancing with their fathers!
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I once asked my friend Nejat Hakakian, “How come you’re just looking,
and not inviting any of the girls to dance?”
He replied: “Are you crazy? I can go out with gentile girls as much as I
like, do whatever I like, and she doesn’t even ask my name. Here, I just
have to ask a girl to dance, and it’s a matter of minutes before the whole
community comes to say mazal tov!”
Family partnership (1972–3)
Sasson: When my brother Nissan concluded his military service, he joined
me in Hamburg, married Louise, and entered the Hamburg branch of
the Khakshouri family. We commenced our new life as partners with our
wives’ father, Agha Youssef Khakshouri, and our brother in law Parviz,
who was his right hand.
Agha Youssef suggested that the distribution would be 40% for him and
Parviz and 30% for each of the brothers. We accepted, and we started
collaborating. Our younger brother Ezra entered our partnership later,
after his release from military service as an officer in the Israeli Defense
Forces (IDF).
Our business with Russia was very proﬁtable and the income balance
soared, so we established a company named Germany–Russia, and soon
gained signiﬁcant reputation in the business arena.
Gollar: Unfortunately, from time to time there were disputes among the
company directors — Sasson, Nissan, and my brother Parviz. My father
and I were always trying to calm everybody down, but it was a very
difficult task, which I had for years. Yes, that was me, always the mediator.
Despite all the differences we had, on Erev Shabbat we always came
together the whole family, and left all problems aside. For that one
evening a week, we were one big happy family with no talk about business.
Mostly.
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Hamburg Business Stories
God helps those who help the needy (1972)
Sasson: In Hamburg we had a carpet repairer who worked for us. He used
to ﬁx damaged carpets from early morning till late at night in order to
support his family. Despite his sufficient salary, he was always in a state of
need, and would always ask for a raise.
One weekend, I was about to leave the warehouse when he called me
and said: “Mr. Sasson, I need a little money!”
I said: “You just got some!”
I started walking towards the warehouse door when I heard him say:
“Ok, Mr. Sasson, let it be. Can you at least give me some old clothes of
your children to make my family happy before Nowruz, the Persian New
Year?”
His words broke my heart. I reached into my pocket, gave him some
money, and headed to the home of my in-laws, Agha Youssef Khakshouri
and Margrit Khanom. They lived in a beautiful apartment opposite the
Alster tributary of the Elbe River in Hamburg, because Margrit Khanom
loved water, and so does my beautiful wife Gollar to this very day.
My children were already there. That day, Agha Youssef took our
daughter Nannette in his lap for a walk. Nani was a small and extremely
frail child. When they came back, they entered the building and took the
elevator. They pressed the third ﬂoor button, and the elevator began to
move. Suddenly, my daughter Nannette had a temper tantrum, as little
children often have, and threw herself on the ﬂoor. Then, nobody knows
how, the elevator stopped and Youssef realized that my daughter’s hand
was caught in the elevator door. Agha Youssef screamed aloud. By a lucky
coincidence, his Afghan neighbor, Mr. Najib Raﬁq, pressed the button to
use the elevator. The door opened, and Agha Youssef and my daughter
could go out. Our whole family witnessed that miracle — how Nannette’s
arm, having been stuck between the iron walls, was miraculously released,

chapter 6: back to business: the eastern bloc

159

with hardly any damage. We went to the elevator a few times that evening
to try to ﬁgure out exactly what had happened and how, but we just
couldn’t explain it. I sincerely believe that this event was an alarm that
the Creator has sent to me, to be more aware of the way I treat the needy.
But sometimes one needs to draw a red line. There was a broker who
always came to our warehouse to ask for loans. I gave him money, but he
always came back for more and asked for larger sums. I didn’t know what
to do anymore!
One day he came to the warehouse while my cousin Steve (Sadegh)
Harouni was there. Steve saw me frown at his sight, and asked: “What’s
the matter?”
I explained to him, and he said: “Let me take care of it.”
I watched him approach the man and talk to him quietly. The man left
the premises without asking anything. He didn’t even look at me, and he
never came back again.
I asked Steve: “How did you do it? What did you tell him?”
Steve laughed and said: “Don’t be mad, it was for a good cause. I told
him: ‘Sasson is broke, he needs money urgently. Can you lend him some?’”
Luckily, the broker was a good keeper of secrets, and Steve’s little lie
never reached my father-in-law.
The stunning Brazilian and the vanishing trick
Sasson: At a time when all the carpet dealers to whom we sold were men,
one day a beautiful lady came to our warehouse. She introduced herself
as Isabelle, representative of a Brazilian carpet dealership, bought some
carpets, for which she paid in advance, and returned to Brazil.
A short while later, she returned to Hamburg, and this time asked to pay
half the price in advance, and half thirty days later. Her wish was granted.
On the third time she came to Hamburg, she made a huge acquisition,
and asked for a thirty-day credit line. All the carpet dealers in Hamburg
agreed and sent her carpets to Brazil.
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And then she vanished. We never heard from her again.
She disappeared into thin air, and her company declared bankruptcy.
Some of the carpet dealers traveled to Brazil to pursue their debt, spent
a great deal of money, and returned to Hamburg empty-handed and
shamed, or as we say in Persian — with arms longer than their legs.
I would have liked to say that we learned from this experience, but such
events are inevitable. You can never know when a trusted customer might
declare bankruptcy, and you certainly can’t avoid giving your customers
credit!
How serious are serious businesspeople?
A businessman’s favorite pastime
Sasson: Once, sitting and drinking with my friends in Hamburg, I got in the
mood for a little prank. I said, “Let’s call our friend Iradj Sameyeh and
pull some joke on him!”
I called him and said in German with my best accent: “Mr. Sameyeh?”
“Jawohl,” he replied.
“My name is Mr. Müller, and I’ve heard you have very good hand-woven
carpets in your warehouse. I’m interested in them, and would like to come
and see your goods. I’m staying in the Europäicher Hof hotel near the
central station. Can you come and pick me up?”
“Of course, I’m coming right away!” he said in a panicked voice.
Just to give him an opportunity to realize it’s not serious, I told him: “If
you come to the hotel, and I am not in my room, my beautiful secretary
will take care of you.”
I hung up, before I burst into laughter.
A few minutes later I felt bad for having gotten his hopes high, and for
getting him to leave home at night for nothing. I tried to call him again,
but the phone was constantly busy.
Poor Sameyeh tried to call the hotel a few times, and not getting any
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results, decided to go to the hotel himself. Of course, I apologized, and
he accepted my apology.
A while later, he got a call again, with a customer asking him to pick
him up from the hotel. This time Mr. Sameyeh’s response was a few juicy
curses in Persian.
“What did you say? I didn’t understand a word,” said the real customer
on the other side.
Mr. Sameyeh was embarrassed, but thought fast and found a great
solution: “Let me get my father.”
And with a change of voice, he talked to the customer, picked him up
at the hotel and closed the deal.
This kind of prank call spread like virus between us and our friends in
the carpet trade in Hamburg. To such an extent that one of our friends
once called the local burial society, and said “Mr. Mehdi Bolour, resident
of ... passed away. Please come and take his body.”
You can imagine Mr. Bolour’s surprise, and the terror of the burial
society guys, when he opened the door for them!
That was the epitome of our prank calls. Mr. Bolour is still alive and
successful in Los Angeles. I wish him many more happy and healthy years.
No joy in the world can ever transcend
The joy of seeing the face of a friend
No sorrow is bitterer to the human heart
Than being with friends and then having to part.
(Rudaki)

ﺑﺮﺗﺮ از دﯾﺪار روی دوﺳﺘﺎن
از ﻓﺮاق دوﺳﺘﺎن ﭘﺮ ﻫﻨﺮ

ﻫﯿﭻ ﺷﺎدی ﻧﯿﺴﺖ اﻧﺪر اﯾﻦ ﺟﻬﺎن
ﻫﯿﭻ ﺗﻠﺨﯽ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ ﺑﺮ دل ﺗﻠﺦ ﺗﺮ
()رودﮐﯽ

Sasson: In the early 1970’s I was nominated head of the Hamburg branch
of Keren Hayesod (United Israel Appeal), the official fundraising organization for our beloved motherland, Israel. The organization was
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established in 1920. The funds it raised helped build and develop many
settlements as well as some cornerstone institutions such as the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, Bank Hapoalim, and the Israeli Philharmonic
Orchestra. Since the establishment of the State of Israel, the funds
serve for immigration absorption, Zionist education in the diaspora, and
social assistance programmes for underprivileged communities or at-risk
individuals in Israel. It also took (a ﬁnancial) part in most of the rescue
missions for Jewish communities abroad.

Sasson, Gollar and Margrit Khakshouri with former US Secretary of State,
Henry Kissinger (left) at a Keren Hayesod event, Geneva 1985

Keren Hayesod established its Young Leadership division in 1971, when
the original leadership became, well, old, and they wanted to ensure
that there would strong, young leadership who would continue this truly
blessed work. The Young Leadership program centered on education
and training, and through the leaders — developing and deepening Jewish
identity, knowledge and understanding of Israel, as well as participating in
actual campaign work.
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Money is important, but another important goal was to strengthen the
bonds between young Jewish leaders throughout the world, and between
them and the people of Israel. As part of this goal, Keren Hayesod organized
“Yachdav 77,” a mission of 280 young leaders from all over the world who
traveled to Israel in July 1977. I went on this mission with my best friends
Mouris Nassimi and Nejat Hakakian, the representatives of Keren Hayesod
Germany. We visited important places like the Kotel (Western Wall) in
Jerusalem, Massada and the Good Fence in Metula on the Lebanese border;
on the other hand, we went to see Kibbutzim, Moshavim, as well as some
of the deprived communities we were helping. We met many important
people, including Prime Minister Menachem Begin and President Ephraim
Katzir. But for me the biggest honor was meeting the IDF Chief of Staff,
Mordechai Gur, a hero of the Israeli army.

The IDF Chief of Staff, Mordechai Gur, with the Keren Hayesod delegation from
Hamburg, in Israel. Standing, left to right: Sasson, Nejat Hakakian, Mouris Nassimi

Sasson: One day we toured in Jerusalem during the day, and during the whole
tour, Hakakian kept telling us that he knows Jerusalem like the back of
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his hand, and there are wonderful nightlife places he’d like to take us to.
We decided that after the official tour we would go together to “paint the
town red.” The tour was over, we were all ready and excited to go with
Mr. Hakakian to places that men like. We took a taxi, and he mentioned
some name in the old city. He gave the driver directions, told him to turn
right here and left there, and we went around and around, took all kinds of
turns, realized we’re going in circles, and he couldn’t ﬁnd the place! After
an hour and a half we said: “You know what? Take us back to the hotel.”
We came back to the hotel exhausted, without any nightlife! Since then
I never took Nejat Hakakian seriously again.
Meanwhile, my poor wife was suffering in Hamburg.
Gollar: It was 1977, my parents and sister were already in Switzerland, and
Sasson went to Israel. I was so mad at Sasson for leaving me alone! And
if that weren’t enough, Allon was a very heavy baby. While carrying him
around, I got a ruptured disc, and couldn’t move. My grandmother was
with me to help me with the three children, and I asked my housekeeper,
who helped me during the day, to stay longer hours because I couldn’t
move. But my grandmother was old, our housekeeper couldn’t stay for 24
hours, 8 year old Nani was physically too small to help — she was a just
a skinny child, 9 year old Isaac helped as much as he could, but that was
not a lot. I tried to call Sasson, but couldn’t reach him. I called my fatherin-law Aziz in Israel, but he said he hadn’t seen him either. After a lot of
trying, I ﬁnally got hold of him. It turns out he was playing cards with
Nassimi, Hakakian and Soumikh the whole night, every night, and that’s
why they were not available in their hotel room (hard to imagine, that was
before mobile phones)! During the days they went on tours with Keren
Hayesod, and even on the tour bus they would play cards. Even his father
didn’t get a chance to see him! As soon as I got hold of him, I told him of
my condition and urged him to come home immediately, but he didn’t!
I didn’t know what to do. I was lying on my back, heavily medicated,
and couldn’t move. I didn’t call my mother because my father also had
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back problems, and was in the hospital. I tried to manage, and apparently
survived to tell the tale, but it was extremely difficult. Sasson came home
only at the end of the planned Keren Hayesod trip.
When he came home, I was so furious! I gave him a piece of my mind:
“Look at what happened — you were absorbed in playing cards, while I
was helpless here!” And I told him that I forbid him to play cards ever
again.
Sasson: I now feel terrible for being such a horrible husband at that time. I
understood immediately how wrong it was of me to play cards on that trip
and forget everything, so I stopped playing. However, it took me time to
realize how badly I had been treating Golli, and correct my ways.
Gollar: When we had ﬁghts, I would always tell him “you’re right” in order
to ﬁrst calm him down. Then, after a couple of days, I brought up the
subject again, this time in a calm manner. Each of us would say what had
upset him or her, and we realized who was wrong this time. With these
calmer conversations, we learned how to live better with each other.

chapter 7

THE WANDER YEARS

Gollar: The late 1970’s were like a roller-coaster ride. I hate roller coasters.
Parviz, my brother and Youssef Khakshouri’s only son, was our father’s
right hand and took an active part in managing the business. When he
and his wife decided to leave Hamburg and move to Zürich, he suggested
that the whole family move together and transfer their whole business
from Hamburg to Zürich as well.
Our family — Sasson, the kids and I — didn’t want to move to Switzerland, but Parviz, the only son, wanted to move, and the whole family
followed him in order to stay together. First, in 1976, my parents and
Louise and Nissan’s family. We stayed in Hamburg for one more year,
but I felt very lonely without my family, because we had been together all
our lives. So we joined them in 1977.
A negative turn in the partnership
Sasson: My brother Nissan, who was my obedient younger brother in
Hamburg and always complied with what I said, suddenly became
independent, and it was harder for us to get along together. Although
he knew that we were the biggest importer of hand-woven and antique
carpets from Russia, he fell in the trap of an evil lying merchant in Turkey,
got enchanted with the Turkish market, and tried to expand to this
unknown territory as well. He soon began to travel to Istanbul frequently
to make purchases. The negative effect on the business was a loss we
could absorb. The real problem was all the tension it created between
the partners. Nissan and Parviz always argued, and eventually after a few
years we couldn’t continue working all together.
166
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A positive turn in business
Relocating our business to Zürich had adverse consequences: income
plummeted and expenses skyrocketed, impeding the continuity of our work.
But thank God, we launched a new collaboration with Metro, a retail
group in Germany and all over Europe, and carpet trade took a positive
turn again. Two German banks, Warburg and Vereinsbank, and the newly
founded German–Iranian Commerce Bank, granted us unlimited credit, as
our company had become the largest importer of hand woven carpets from
Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, Armenia and Dagestan.
Sasson: While we were working with Metro, sales were good in the
beginning, but then suddenly they started going down! We asked the
salespeople why this was happening, and they said things are slow
everywhere. But I decided to make some inquiries, and found rumors
going around that Metro sales people in the carpet department would
approach German customers in the store and say: “Here it’s expensive,
why buy here? Take my private card, call me in the evening, and I’ll take
you somewhere better.”
Still, I had no proof, and with my looks and accent I couldn’t pretend
to be German.
It was my cousin Gabriel Harouni who came to the rescue. He hired a
German man to go into Metro’s carpet department and express interest
in buying. Sure enough, the salesperson gave him a card, and offered him
a better deal outside!
The German went with him to the other trader, who had a deal with
these salespeople and paid them commission, and Gabriel documented
everything with photos. We presented the photos to the management at
Metro, they opened an investigation, and ﬁred one salesperson after the
other. The problem was solved, and sales went up again.
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A negative turn in ﬁnance
Gollar: Soon after we moved to Zürich, there was a sudden rise in exchange
rates with the Swiss Franc. Our income was still mostly in Deutsche Mark,
and the sudden 25% devaluation of DM against SF increased our expenses
unexpectedly. These problems increased the internal stress in our family,
and the atmosphere between the partners became even worse.
Looking back, moving to Zürich was the right decision in the sense of
collaboration with Metro Retail Group, that insisted on working with
a Swiss-based company, but that was the only advantage. In all other
respects it was a great business and family mistake. When we made this
decision, we didn’t realize the implications; we only knew it would be a
difficult task that might cost us many customers. What we didn’t consider
was the effect on our children: Tearing the kids from the tight knit Jewish
community of Hamburg, where they had a stronger Jewish identity, and
we had the support of a whole community, was very bad for them. Even
today, they’re still in touch with their childhood friends from Hamburg,
but that only proves what a mistake it was to take them out of their natural
environment at that age. Zürich had bigger Jewish communities, but they
were either too liberal or too orthodox. Something in the middle, like us,
didn’t exist.
We certainly couldn’t anticipate the tragedy that was about to happen
in our homeland!
The Islamic Revolution in Iran
Iran went through several revolutions in the 19th and 20th centuries,
starting with the Tobacco Revolt in 1891, when the whole country stopped
smoking following a Fatwa (religious decree) issued in response to a
monopoly given to the British on the Iranian tobacco market. Subsequent
revolutions similarly resulted from Iranian resentment of foreign involvement in their country, and were led or at least strongly supported by
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the Shi’ite clergy. The clergy, however, remained true to the principle
postulated by the 6th Shi’ite Imam Ja’far, and never took the government
into their own hands.
We heard about unrest and demonstrations against Mohammad Reza
Shah too, but nobody anticipated the outcome of the Islamic Revolution.
On 16 January 1979 the Shah left Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini came to Iran
on 1 February after a decade and a half of exile, and on 11 February the
Shah’s palace was taken over by the angry Iranian demonstrators, and the
revolution was completed. Soon after, the Islamists took the government!
This, of course, created a crisis situation between Iran and the West, which
affected our family ﬁnancially and in other ways.
Gollar: The fall of the Shah didn’t affect us physically, but it was a lethal blow
to my father’s business. Our family was already out of Iran, but we still
had family property in Iran, which was all conﬁscated. And we couldn’t
export dried fruit from Iran. My father tried to buy some dried fruit from
California, but it was more expensive and complicated, in addition to
being unfamiliar. My father’s business stopped completely.
At that time, we only had Iranian passports, which were one of the best
passports in the world, a magic door-opener to every country ... until the
revolution. After the 1979 revolution it became difficult: Iranians needed
a visa for every country, and I was the only person who could get Sasson
a visa, not a secretary. Sasson was traveling a lot, and I visited different
consulates three times a week.
The lowest point
Sasson: With a massive inventory in the warehouse, the weight of the
company’s loans, and the long term credit we gave to our European
customers, our company was on the verge of a serious ﬁnancial crisis. We
deposited our customers’ promissory notes in the banks as collateral for
our loans, but then all of a sudden, a few of our customers in Germany and
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France declared bankruptcy, and our company’s claims were gone with the
wind.
After that, an acquaintance who worked at a German bank told me
never to take too many bank loans. He said that banks give their
customers loans and credit lines as long their ﬁnancial situation is good,
but the second they are in real need of money, they immediately cancel
your credit, and ask you to pay the loans you’ve taken. Loans are just like
an umbrella that they give you when the weather is sunny, and when it
starts raining — they take it back.
At last I turned to Agha Youssef, and told him that we should avoid
further purchases and sell the existing stock because our company is on
the verge of bankruptcy and we need to reduce our bank loans. On top
of all that, the constant disputes between us partners became unbearable,
and I just couldn’t take it anymore. His answer was: “Sasson, you are so
negative and worry in vain!”
His answer gave me hope, motivation and a new idea.
America, here we come!
Gollar: Sasson never liked life in Switzerland. After this talk with my father,
his father-in-law, he decided to move to America. I, on the other hand,
was extremely attached to my family, the very thought of being away from
them was unbearably painful. In order to solve this problem, Sasson ﬁrst
left for New York on his own.
Sasson: I went to New York, opened an office and a warehouse in Manhattan,
and bought a luxurious villa on the beach in Long Island. I returned to
Zürich, and informed the family. Agha Youssef convinced Gollar she must
go with her husband, and Gollar, tears in her eyes, accepted.
Gollar: And so, with a thousand promises and assurances, Sasson brought
us — our two younger children and me — to a new life in America.
Sasson: Because Gollar’s well-being and peace of mind were the most
important things for me, I hired a woman to drive her around, and we
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commenced our life in New York.
Gollar didn’t like this life at all. She cried secretly, hiding her tears from
me, but her depressed expression gave away the pain of being apart from
her family. Mingling with local Iranian families did not help, and Gollar
sank deeper into depression every day. Our relatives and acquaintances
suggested I reconsider my decision to stay in the States.
Gollar: One night, in the middle of the night, while Sasson was away on
one of his business trips, someone knocked on the door. I was new in the
States. In Switzerland we didn’t even lock the doors, and I was half asleep
so I didn’t think twice before I got up of bed and opened the door. What
a mistake! I don’t remember exactly what the man looked and smelled
like (he was not black, that much I do remember), but I remember how
scary he was. Allon, who woke up when I left the bed, started screaming
at his sight, the girl we had brought from Germany to take care of Allon
was also screaming, and I shut the door immediately, locked it with the
key, locked it with the deadbolt, and called the police.
The police practically laughed at me: “You’re not in Switzerland, Ma’am,
here we don’t open doors to strangers!”
At that time in New York, fuel for cars was also limited, because of the
situation with Iran: After the Islamic Revolution on February 1979, the
USA was marked as Iran’s greatest enemy “the Great Satan.” Iran was the
main exporter of petroleum in those days, and the crisis with Iran meant
less fuel in gas stations. Sometimes we would wait on line for gas for up
to 4 hours. And when you live on Long Island, you can’t get anywhere
without a car. Even to the nearest subway station you had to drive.
On 9 May 1979, the Iranian Mollas executed the Jewish leader Habib
Elghanian. It was a great shock to the Jewish Iranian community inside
Iran and in the diaspora. His brother, Jean — Parviz’ father-in-law — was
living in New York, so we went to the Shiva. Linda and Parviz came from
Zürich, but I couldn’t ﬁnd happiness in seeing my brother in this gloomy
and depressing setting, during such unstable and uncertain times.
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Habib Elghanian HY”D (1912–1979)

Habib (Habibollah) Elghanian was one of the most prominent members
of the Jewish community in pre-revolutionary Iran: a major philanthropist
and entrepreneur, who also served as chairman of the Jewish Association of
Iran for two decades. Like many Iranian Jews of the day, he was loyal both
to Iran and to Israel, which was not considered a contradiction. Shortly
before the revolution he managed to ﬂee with his family to the USA, but
insisted on going back to help other members of the community, and try
to sell some of his property. Believing that staying out of politics would
protect him from the revolutionaries, he couldn’t fathom that he would
be put to trial on the charge of being “a Zionist spy” and “a corrupter on
earth,” “making war against God and his Prophet,” being “a friend of God’s
foes and a foe of God’s friends,” and meeting with Israeli leaders, “the most
merciless enemies of God and the Palestinian people.” He was executed on
9 May 1979. Elghanian was deeply mourned and is fondly remembered.
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The last straw
Gollar: I didn’t want to stay in New York, but we did. Until one day I wrote
a check for $11,000, and a few days later the bank called Sasson to say
that we didn’t have enough money in our account for a $110,000 check! I
knew to whom I had given the check. It was an absolutely honest person.
I guess it was someone from the bank who tampered with the check, and
changed the sum and probably the name.
The modiﬁed check was cancelled but there was no investigation. We
just gave a new check for the $11,000, and the whole incident was
forgotten. By everyone except me.
This incident was added to the list of things that scared me, and made
me want to go back to Europe even more.
On top of it, during our stay in the New York, Sasson kept his routine of
monthly ﬂights to Russia. Sasson only had an Iranian passport, and with
the new US immigration and border control regulations, I was never sure
he would be able to return home, and I dreaded the thought of remaining
alone with our children in a strange country away from my family.
And then all visas for Iranians were cancelled. You could either stay in
the States, or leave and never return. That was the ultimate reason we
decided to move back to Switzerland.
And so it was.
Sasson: We lived in New York for less than one year, from March to August
1979. We had a gorgeous house and comfortable life in Long Island, the
prestigious office on Fifth Avenue with loyal workers, and good friends
like Fred and Shula Moheban and some other families — but Gollar did
not want to stay in New York. She constantly worried about her parents
and sisters, and our son Isaac, who stayed with his grandparents.
Looking back, I still think that had we stayed in the US, our children
Isaac and Nannette would no doubt have had a better chance of meeting
and marrying Jewish partners, but Gollar’s happiness was the most
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important thing, and I now know that returning to Zürich was the right
decision.
Gollar: Had we stayed in the US, I might have had a better chance at selfdevelopment, an interesting life and greater business success, but being
close to my family was more important than all of this. I, my mother, and
my sisters were best friends, and what’s more important than being with
the people you love? They enriched my life more than any business or
educational success could.

With the Moheban family in Hawaii. Left to right: Nani, Rachel,
Jeannette, Fred and Shula, Gollar, Allon, Sasson.

Zürich, here we come back!
Sasson: In August 1979, after only ﬁve months of testing the American
dream, we ﬁnally rented out our house in Long Island and entrusted it
to one of our relatives, who would wire us the monthly rent. We packed
our belongings and returned to Zürich once again, to live closer to Gollar’s
family and to our son Isaac.
Business went back to usual, and seeing my wife happy again was worth
everything.
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Sattar performing in the Frankfurt carpet fair

175

chapter 7: the wander years

176

The carpet fair in Plaza Frankfurt Hotel
Sasson: The Frankfurt International Exhibition Center used to hold carpet
trade-fairs every year: Carpet dealers from across the world would rent
booths, with the size depending on their ﬁnancial ability, and from 9
a.m. to 5 p.m. they would exhibit and offer their goods to customers.
Yours truly, together with my brothers Nissan and Ezra, had a prestigious
booth in the exhibition hall, but so did many other carpet retailers, and
we wanted to stand out.
One day I had an idea: Most dealers stayed in one hotel, close to the
exhibition hall, and there was no afternoon or evening programme. I
approached the hotel manager and offered him to rent the great hall of
the hotel out to me for a certain period of time, so we could arrange a
private carpet fair.
It was an unusual offer but the hotel manager accepted it nonetheless,
and a contract was signed. Now there was another problem: How can
I attract the carpet buyers, who return exhausted from the fair in the
afternoon, to my own private fair?
The answer here was easy: there was one way, and that was throwing an
Iranian party! With Iranian food and music, the event became a tradition,
and we started inviting famous singers like Hayedeh and Sattar. This both
increased our carpet sales and made the other traders leave Frankfurt
with good memories, memories associated with our business. A win-win
situation.
So-called Latin Lover
Sasson: Nathan Khakhsouri’s best advice for me in life was never to get
involved with women coworkers.
In Zürich, for a certain period of time, I had a smart young woman
as office manager. She came from a wealthy Swiss family, was extremely
beautiful, and always showed up to work wearing chic dresses and sexy
makeup.
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One day an Iranian customer living in Italy came to our office. Italian
men are famous for their extremely salty eyes (the Persian way of saying
that they have an eye for beautiful women), and it seemed that, in this
respect at least, he had acclimated quite quickly. I took him to lunch in a
restaurant, as I did with all my customers, and we had a friendly chat. As
we were talking, he said: “You have a beautiful secretary.” Then he gave
me a very meaningful look, and asked: “Do you take care of her?”
I answered: “I never get involved with my employees. Never have, never
will!”
He said: “May I have a good time with her?”
This really upset me, and I said assertively: “Get this thought out of
your head, because in our culture — Iranian culture — we treat workers
as family members!”
The next day the Swiss secretary came into my office: “May I ask you a
private question?”
“Of course!” I said.
She blushed and asked, embarrassed: “Is this Italian client of yours a
serious person?”
“As far as I know,” I said, “he’s one of the most important traders in his
country. Why?”
She said: “He invited me to come with him to Italy for the weekend and
have fun. In return, he will give me a Porsche as a present!”
I, of course, warned the secretary to never do such things, because it
could put her in great danger, but I did keep my business and social
relations with the so called “latin lover” well into the 21st century.
Rav Piron about the importance of being a mensch before anything else
General (ret.) Rabbi Mordechai Piron was the second chief military rabbi
of the IDF. He then served as the rabbi of our congregation, Israelitische
Cultusgemeinde Zürich (ICZ), which was the largest Jewish congregation in
Switzerland.
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It was Friday, noontime. Rabbi Mordechai Piron was at home, preparing
his Friday sermon, when he realized he needed some materials from his
office in the Jewish community center.
Soon after he entered his synagogue office, the door opened and a couple
appeared at the door.
“Shalom, are you Rav Piron?” they asked.
“Yes, what can I do for you?”
The man replied: “We are from Israel, and have just come from a Swiss
doctor, who has informed us that my wife needs an urgent surgery which
is only done in Switzerland, but it costs a huge amount of money, which
we don’t have. When I mentioned this to the professor, he advised us to
approach the Jewish community, which probably has some charity fund for
helping people like us. So here we are.”
Rav Piron was moved, but the timing was very problematic. “Please
come on Monday,” he said, “so I can introduce you to the synagogue board
of directors.”
But the man said: “We can’t wait till Monday! My wife’s life is in danger!
On Monday she should already have the surgery! We will not leave the office
until we have the support of the community!”
Rav Piron was perplexed. It was Erev Shabbat, all Jewish facilities were
closed, everybody was busy preparing for Shabbat, and no one was available.
Suddenly he had an idea: “Let me call someone I know,” he said. “He’s
Jewish, but never shows up in the synagogue or for Jewish community
events.”
He called Isy Gablinger, the founder of Modissa chainstore in Switzerland and a non-observant Jew. Rav Piron introduced himself, but Isy
interrupted: “No need for introductions. I know you. What can I do for
you?”
Rav Piron told him the whole story. Mr. Gablinger said: “Give me ﬁve
minutes and call me back,” and hung up.
Five minutes later, Rav Piron called Gablinger again. He said hello,
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nodded, thanked him, and turned back to the couple: “Please go to a certain
bank branch and ask for a certain lady. The money is ready.”
The woman fainted with surprise. They gave her cold water so she could
stand, and hurried to the bank where the lady, who was waiting for them,
handed them the cash.
Rav Piron didn’t need to prepare a sermon anymore. He told this very
story in the synagogue: “Ladies and gentlemen,” he concluded, “this is what
I went through on Friday, and I have to admit that this gentleman, who
never comes to synagogue, is not religious but he’s more righteous than all
of us who come here and just pray.”
The more we, humans, adhere to good deeds,
The closer we come to the greatness of God.
Isy Gablinger was a mentor for life, and an athlete, too. At the age of
seventy-something, he still took part in mini-marathons.
Once we were in Eilat together, and he told me he runs every day at 7:00
in the morning and asked if I would like to join him. I was about 20 years
younger than he, maybe more. I took him up on his offer, and the next day
we started to run. After 25 minutes I couldn’t breathe anymore and he said:
“If you can’t — stop. I will continue to the city center and back.” And this
is exactly what he did.
I was so amazed and asked him what his secret was. He told me: “I know
my capacity. Before I run, I calculate how much energy I have, I know my
breath and heartbeat range. I calculate my speed by the distance I want to
run with these resources. I run exactly the distance I have energy for. And
in business I’m the same: everything I do, I calculate how much energy I
have, and with that I proceed.”
I have learned a lot from him.
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Isaac and Nani Coming of Age
One of the ﬁrst big events we held in Zürich was Isaac’s and Nannette’s
Bar/Bat Mitzvah party in February 1981 — a whole weekend with hundreds
of guests. We invited many friends and acquaintances from Hamburg to
celebrate with us, as well as new friends from Zürich, and of course friends
and family from all over the world.
Have you heard what Hayedeh said?!
Sasson: For Isaac’s and Nannette’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah party, we invited the
famous singer Hayedeh to come and perform. When she arrived in Zürich,
I asked my brother Nissan to pick her up at the airport and take her to
the hotel, because I had no time to do it. Nissan did this, and was shocked
when Hayedeh asked him: “Do you have ‘mood altering substances’?”
Nissan was confused and didn’t even understand what she was talking
about.
Gollar: I didn’t like Sasson’s decision to bring Hayedeh and pay her so
much. We had also invited an Israeli band named HaShagririm (The
Ambassadors), and I thought an Iranian singer and an Israeli band don’t
go together. The children didn’t know any of these artists anyway. We
decided that Hayedeh would sing on Shabbat eve (Friday night), when
we had a Shabbat dinner only for our Iranian friends and family — all our
Iranian friends from Hamburg came — around 200 people. The Bar/Bat
Mitzvah celebration itself was held on Saturday night with all the guests,
including our Swiss friends, and then we had the Israeli band.
Friday night, Hayedeh sang for a couple of hours — which had never
happened before. Normally, she would only sing for about half an hour
and then go away, but after the revolution there were not that many
opportunities to perform because nobody had the money to pay — most
people had just escaped and were busy starting a new life from scratch. So
she was very happy to be in her element again, and started dancing, too.
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Hayedeh dancing at Isaac’s and Nani’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah celebration

Sasson: One of our guests, who had come from Italy, shouted “Hayedeh
Khanom, I didn’t know you were also a dancer!”
In Iran, singers are highly appreciated, but dancing is considered a lower
form or art, so Hayedeh took it as a complete and utter insult.
She answered him: “Heil Hitler!”
All of a sudden, all the guests went quiet. The gentleman shouted: “Why
are you saying Heil Hitler?!”
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A wave of muttering went through the guests: “Hayedeh said, ‘Heil
Hitler!’”
Hayedeh and the band tried to ignore this incident and continue playing,
but the protest grew bigger and bigger. She stopped her show and went
to her dressing room. I ran there after her, and saw she was crying.
“What happened, Hayedeh Khanom?”
Hayedeh said: “Agha Khakshouri, I only have one son, and I swear to
God on my son’s life, I had no bad intention! I don’t even know what
‘Heil Hitler’ means! In our home, when I want to call my dog, I say ‘Heil
Hitler’! I apologize, and will say or write whatever you ask me to.”
But it was already too late. Hayedeh’s words spread all over Europe and
the USA, and many Iranian Jews in the USA and other places boycotted
her, and for a couple of years, they didn’t invite her to any of their parties
and events. However, her voice was so divine, they couldn’t boycott her
for too long.

Left to right: Nissan, Tanja, Louise, Isaac, Gollar, Nannette, Sasson
(at Isaac’s and Nannette’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah party, February 1981)
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Gold and chicken fat
Once upon a time, there was a man who did not see a good future for himself
and his family in their hometown. One day he heard from a strange traveler
about a faraway island, where all the streets are paved with diamonds,
and he decided to try his luck there. After a long and dangerous journey he
found that island, and behold! Everything the traveler said was true: all the
roads were full of diamonds and gems. Excited, he stuﬀed his pockets full of
treasures. Tired and hungry, he booked the most beautiful room at the most
luxurious hotel and ordered a regal dinner at the restaurant. At the end of
the meal, he called the waiter, and asked for the bill. He gave the waiter one
of the precious stones he had collected and told him: “Keep the change!”
The waiter was deeply hurt. Insulted, he said: “What would I do with
this stone?” The man said: “This stone is worth a fortune!” The waiter said:
“In our land, these stones are worthless. Chicken fat, however, is rare and
extremely valuable!”
The man was sad, but then he had a wonderful idea: he started collecting
chicken fat, and when he had enough, he returned with it to his hometown.
When he alighted from the ship, his friends and relatives asked: “Where are
the diamonds?” He answered: “They are worthless there! They’re everywhere,
and you can have all you want of them. But I have brought chicken fat, which
is priceless!”
Sasson: The moral I see in this story is that we spend all our earthly life
accumulating worldly wealth, while the only thing we can take with us for
the world-to-come, which might really grant us eternal happiness there,
is the good deeds we’ve done, the good words we’ve uttered, and the good
thoughts we’ve had.
Sasson: When we lived in Germany, we had a lady friend named Hanna
Ordentlich, who established and ran an orphanage. Once in a while, she
would turn to us and ask us to support it, which we gladly did. Moreover,
we always asked our friends and people we did business with, to also
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consider donating to this orphanage, and generally strove to help her in
any way possible.
At the Bar/Bat Mitzvah party of our children Isaac and Nannette,
Hanna was one of our guests of honor. Before our celebration, we asked
the guests not to bring any gifts. We said those who wish, may donate
whatever sum they like to Hanna’s charitable orphanage. Everybody liked
this suggestion.
We also had another acquaintance, an extremely wealthy German Jew,
a childless Holocaust survivor. According to German law, when a person
departs the material world without legal heirs, the government may
appropriate all his possessions. That wealthy man was, of course, aware
of this law.
The celebration day arrived, and the wealthy man was also present.
He came up to see me and said: “Sasson! Bravo! That was a wonderful
initiative, encouraging people to donate to that orphanage. You know,
being childless, when I pass away the government will take hold of all my
possessions. So what could be better than supporting that orphanage!”
I was so happy! It felt so good to know I have done well, and encouraged
others to do well, too. I also updated Hanna, that beneﬁcent lady, so she
would know she should be in touch with the wealthy man.
Time went by. One day I met Ms. Ordentlich and inquired: has a check
arrived from the wealthy man?! She laughed and said, “No! I’ve called him
a few times, until he ﬁnally said ‘You think it’s so easy, to give away all the
money I’ve worked so hard for throughout my life?’ So I let go.”
Later, I heard the man had departed the material world, and it turns out
that the government indeed appropriated all his possessions.
A good name that remains when departing the world
Is better than leaving a castle of gold
(Saadi)

ﻧﺎم ﻧﯿﮑﻮ ﮔﺮ ﺑﻤﺎﻧﺪ ز آدﻣﯽ ﺑﻪ ﮐﺰو ﻣﺎﻧﺪ ﺳﺮای زرﻧﮕﺎر
()ﺳﻌﺪی
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The partnership dissolves
One of the guests at Isaac’s and Nani’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah party, was an
Israeli friend of Gollar’s ﬁrst cousin. He was looking for investors for Club
Hotel Israel, a timeshare apartment hotel chain. In timeshare properties,
multiple parties hold rights to use the property, and each owner of the same
accommodation is allotted a designated period of time to use it. Golli’s
cousin introduced this entrepreneur to Nissan, who was infatuated with
the idea, and initiated a collaboration with the Israeli businessman. Sasson,
afraid of the repercussions of this collaboration, opposed this partnership.
However, Nissan became so deeply involved with this business, that after a
while he and his brothers went their separate ways. Unfortunately, Nissan
very quickly realized what a mistake he’d made in this collaboration with
the Israeli merchant and the Club Hotel project. He also parted with
Parviz, his brother-in-law. The partnership with Nissan having dispersed,
the family business lost its past glamor, and by 1988 there was no more
family partnership in business. It would take a few more years for the
brothers to resume their collaboration — in the tennis arena.
Gollar: In addition, in the mid-80’s, Gorbachev’s launched his “Glasnost”
policy, which was good for Russia, but not for our business. The Russians
started smuggling carpets out, and selling directly to customers, thereby
bypassing the main office in Moscow. Sasson didn’t want to participate in
this kind of business. My father’s business failed too. East Germany also
collapsed, so everything around my father broke down, and ended in 1988.
For Sasson, too, the carpet business had died.
European, at last
Gollar: In 1986, after being in Europe for more than three decades and in
Switzerland for almost a decade, we ﬁnally obtained Swiss passports. I
organized the entire procedure, of course. Sasson didn’t want to apply for
a Swiss passport because it involves a lot of examinations and interviews,
which he didn’t feel like going through. Then I told him: “You know what?
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From now on every visa you need, you do it yourself.” One visit to a
consulate convinced him, and we got the Swiss passports.
A bitter encounter with the tax authorities
Sasson: On every trip I made to Russia, my Russian colleagues would ask me
to bring them presents on my next trip, from medications to household
supplies. These presents were clearly business expenses, and quite large
ones. But how could I write them off on my Swiss tax report? I brought
the question up with my tax consultant, and he advised me to move my
offices to another Swiss canton, named Zug. The city of Zug is a center
for businesses that wish to avoid confrontations with the tax authority, he
explained. Registering a business there saves them from the calamity of
tax payments. We did as he advised.
For a few years it really worked, until one day my tax consultant called
me on the phone. and said he had some bad news for us. He got a phone
call from the tax authorities, and the officer said that next week they are
coming to inspect my office. He added that the officer is a zealous antiSemite, and when he called my consultant he said, “I will take care of
these Iranian Jews!”
Our consultant said to him: “Watch your language, or I will report your
anti-Semitic statements to your bosses!”
The officer uttered an apology, but those were only words. When
he came to inspect us, he did not accept any of our Russia expenses,
and demanded an unreasonable sum as tax, one that was completely
beyond our ﬁnancial ability. With great effort we ﬁnally managed to
reach an agreement with the Swiss tax administration, and pay that tax
in installments. When we ﬁnished all the payments, we received another
astronomic bill from the tax authority, for the interest on our tax debts.
We had no choice but to pay that, too.
Anti-semitism takes many forms. The Muslims and Assyrians in Iran
took our assets in violent raids, this tax official took them with legal
excuses.

chapter 8

TENNIS ENTERS OUR LIVES, AND TAKES OVER

Sasson: I’ve always liked sports. In Hamburg, I used to play basketball with
my friends every week, and we continued in Zürich as well. To this very
day, I strive to exercise every day. On the organizational side, there were
the swimming lessons we organized in our pool for all the children in
the Jewish Iranian community of Hamburg, and almost as important —
serving as president of Maccabi Germany.
In 1978, having left Hamburg and moved to Zürich, Switzerland, I
got acquainted with tennis. Or rather, I fell inﬁnitely in love with
the sport. Because I traveled to Russia frequently, the rising career of
the “communist” tennis player Andrei Chesnokov, became a favorite
conversation topic among my friends and other tennis fans like me. I used
to follow the ever-increasing achievements of this champion in the press.
Surprisingly, for a foreign businessman who had done everything in his
life except tennis, establishing an international tennis tournament in the
USSR proved a very difficult task to accomplish. During my monthly
trips to Moscow, I felt that tennis was almost an unwanted sport there,
because it was considered “capitalistic.” It was also a dangerous time. I’ve
witnessed serious changes and states of uncertainty. During 1989–1990,
the Soviet Union went through a critical period, which exhausted the
nation both politically and economically. No one had any certainty about
their own tomorrow. At that time and in that atmosphere, arranging a
tournament in Russia seemed impossible. Some call it madness, others
call it motivation ...
One of the advantages of the Soviet government system, in addition to
free education for all, was the good sports facilities it provided for the
public. You may remember that until not long ago, the USSR (and later
187
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Russian) team would always leave the international Olympic Games with
the largest number of medals.
However, the communist system regarded tennis a capitalistic sport,
and most tennis clubs were dispersed. Still, tennis players such as Anna
Dimitrova and the Georgian Alexander Metreveli reached signiﬁcant
achievements in important tournaments like Wimbledon. It was Russia’s
greatness, its history and culture, as well as my business collaborations
with Russia and watching Andrei Chesnokov’s playing, that gave me the
idea of establishing an international tennis tournament in Moscow.
Actually, the person who put this bee into my bonnet was one of my
Russian friends, named Bukayev. The newspapers were full of reports
about this Russian player, the “communist,” as they liked calling Chesnokov, who appeared in tournaments with very poor equipment — worn
out shoes and clothes, old racket — but amazingly, managed to win in
German tournaments. One day, when Bukayev and I were enthusiastically
discussing this phenomenal player, Bukayev said: “Why don’t you start a
tennis tournament in Russia?”
At that time, I didn’t know anything about tennis. I didn’t even know
what the Grand Slam was! And of course, I didn’t know its rules and
was completely unfamiliar with the regulations. One of the things I was
ignorant of, was the need to obtain a license in order to hold a tournament.
I thought, if tournaments like this take place in Australia, in major cities
in Europe such as Paris (Roland-Garros) and London (Wimbledon), in
New York (US Open) etc. — how hard could it be to organize a similar
tournament in Moscow, the glorious capital of Russia?
The answer, to which I was completely oblivious, was in one word: very.
In order to accomplish this simple (so I thought) task, I found a
partner in Switzerland who was even more clueless than I, Pinky (Pinchas)
Sussman. We planned a (baseless) budget, and thought that such a
tournament could be proﬁtable. After two years of running between
Zürich, Moscow, New York and Florida, we realized our plan was all
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wrong: Soviet law and the contract between us and the Soviet authorities,
provided that the Russians, like us, knew everything about everything,
except organizing tennis tournaments! In the US, we met with members
of the MTC (Men’s Tennis Council), who laughed at our cluelessness for
fantasizing about founding a tennis tournament in a country behind an
iron curtain.
Gollar: Sasson found Pinchas Sussman in his synagogue, and decided to take
him on as a partner in his tennis business. Pinky was a nice person, but not
a professional. One Shabbat in the beginning of 1988, he put a contract
in front of Sasson to sign. Sasson was never a good contract-reader. I was
always the one to read the contracts carefully, and see what’s going on. So
I read. The contract had a lot of impossible demands — some of them
regarding things we couldn’t be sure would actually happen or not. It was
so impossible and negative for us that I said to Sasson, “There’s no way
we’re signing such a contract!” I was so furious! It took me the whole
weekend to convince Sasson to read the contract again, and not to sign
it. At last, Sasson read the whole contract again, and when he realized
himself what kinds of demands Pinky had made, we decided not to work
with him anymore.
He called Pinky and told him he wouldn’t sign this contract. Pinky
answered, “You treat me like Laban” (the Biblical character, Jacob’s uncle,
who gave his elder daughter Leah to Jacob as a wife, after Jacob had
worked for 7 years for the younger daughter Rachel). And that was the
end of this partnership.
Sasson: In February 1989, our dear friend Prof. Branco Weiss asked to come
with us on our next trip to Moscow. The Iron Curtain was still in place,
and Branco wished to meet some Russian scientists.
Gollar: We met Branco Weiss and his wife Eva when we just moved to
Zürich. First I met Eva in one of the cultural events of our Jewish
community. We liked each other very much and started meeting for
coffee every week. Later on our husbands joined in and became very close
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friend too. Sasson and I met Branco and Eva regulary and visited each
other in our homes for dinner. It was a wonderful friendship. Through
Eva, we also became close friends with Eva’s sister Ruth and her brother
in law Eduard Kornfeld.
Sasson: Branco Weiss was one of the wisest men I have ever known. I once
consulted him about a problem I was having. He took a chalk and drew
a few circles one inside the other, on the blackboard in his office. He
explained to me: In order to succeed in life, work and other ﬁelds, we
must set a goal (tapping the innermost circle). Once we know what our
goal is, we should exert all our energy to reach it. Not waste energy here
and there, he said while tapping the outer circles. I took this advice for
life, and especially for the tennis tournament that I was so determined to
produce.
Gollar: Sasson and Branco went to Moscow together for a week. Sasson did
his tennis preparations, and Branco looked for contacts. Branco was very
enthusiastic about Sasson’s tennis ideas, and advised him to ﬁnd the right
people. Simple as this advice may sound, it was this switch, from trying to
do everything by himself to looking for the right people, that eventually
put Sasson on a winning streak all the way to success.
Sasson: For four years, I ran between the USSR, Europe and the USA in
order to establish this tournament. Most of my friends and acquaintances
thought I had lost my marbles.
Meeting the former tennis-federation member Boris Fomenko in
Moscow, put us on the right track. Starting a collaboration with him
was the ﬁrst correct step we took. He introduced us to the managers of
the Moscow News organization, Yegor Yakovlev and Alexander (Sasha)
Vainstein, and we managed to reach a collaboration agreement, which
paved the road for us.
After signing a collaboration agreement with Moscow News, I had
the honor of meeting Ivan Silaev, the Russian prime minister. Mr.
Silaev agreed to be Chairman of the tournament’s organizing committee,
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and this solved the majority of visa problems for players, and other
bureaucratic issues.
Many of the new “right-people” I met contributed to the successful
realization of the crazy idea of a tennis tournament in Moscow. Just to
mention a few: Ivan Silaev and his aides; journalist Yegor Yakovlev and
his deputy Alexander (Sasha) Vainstein (who later became our partner);
Russian ﬁlmmaker Nikita Mikhalkov; Shamil Tarpishchev, chairman of
the USSR Tennis Federation and personal coach of Boris Yeltsin, who
in turn introduced us to the Yeltsin family; and other contributors such
as the Moscow Mayor Yury Luzhkov, Sports Institute professor and
multiple USSR champion Semyon Belits-Geiman, Viktor Drobinsky, and
other Soviet VIPs.
As my luck was taking a positive turn and I was back in the game, Dr.
Ian Froman, one of the founders of the Israel Tennis Centers, served me
the winning shot.
When I started to look for professionals, I ﬁrst went to meet Froman
in Ramat Hasharon. He was introduced to us through our lawyer Joel
Katz, who, as a hobby, was one of Israel’s ﬁrst sports reporters. I asked
Froman to be our tournament director, but he had a tournament in
Ramat Hasharon at the same time as the Kremlin Cup, and was therefore
unavailable. Therefore, he introduced us to Gene Scott, publisher of
Tennis Week magazine and director of the MTC masters tournament in
Madison Square Garden in New York. Luckily for us, that tournament
had just become part of the ATP Masters series, and moved to Hamburg
and Hannover after 10 years in New York, so he was available to work
with us.
I was under tremendous time pressure and wanted to invite Gene
to Zürich, but he had just had a hip operation and couldn’t travel.
Nevertheless, I was in desperate need of a professional tournament
director for the Kremlin Cup. This was before Skype. What could I do?
I took a Concorde ﬂight to New York!
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I arrived in the morning and ﬂew back the next day. I told Scott about
the idea of organizing the Kremlin Cup, and offered him the role of
tournament director. He found it so exciting, he immediately agreed, and
we signed a collaboration contract. And when I offered him a certain sum
of money for producing the tournament, he asked to be paid less!
Gollar: Gene Scott was known as the top man in the tennis world, and in
Moscow they said that now that a professional is involved, everything
becomes real and serious. It was game, set and match for Sasson’s vision.
Gene Scott
Eugene L. Scott (1937–2006) was one of America’s most important tennis
players. A world-renowned champion who had ranked 11th in the world.
Not only are most of the international tennis institutions indebted to his
innumerable services, but a large number of famous players attribute their
victories to his efforts. He was a human being in the full sense of the word:
an ideal son, a model father and a just attorney, he was fully acquainted
with the art of management, and most importantly — experienced and
unparalleled in producing tennis tournaments.
Sasson: Gene supported me during the most critical moments of my life, in
the process of founding the tournament. I can’t even begin to express my
enormous gratitude and appreciation for this man.
I thank the Lord for introducing me to his dear family. May he rest
in peace, and may the Lord aid and protect his sweet wife Polly, and his
young children Lucy and Sam Scott.
While these positive changes were happening in Moscow, interesting
changes were happening in the USA, too. The MTC was dispersed, and
the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP) became the most important
tennis organization for men besides the International Tennis Federation
(ITF). In 1988, the ATP announced the establishment of the ATP Tour,
to begin in 1990. Of the top 100 players in the world, 85 expressed their
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willingness to participate in what was to become one of the world’s most
important line of tennis tournaments, and preparations began. One major
decision was granting the licenses to hold tournaments on the ATP Tour.
A meeting was convened to vote on the requests, one of which was ours,
for Moscow. The members voted while we were biting our nails with
anticipation. At the end, to our great delight, the license was granted.
Gene traveled to Moscow multiple times, and prepared all the necessary
groundwork. He also brought some of his American staff to stay and work
in Moscow.
A dream come true
The press conference announcing the upcoming Kremlin Cup was held in
June 1989 in Hotel Savoy (we stayed in the Hotel Mezhdunarodnaya, which
is now Crowne Plaza).

1989 press conference. Left to right: Sasson, Gene Scott, Alexander Vainstein
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Gollar: In the beginning of June, I was in New York for the Bar Mitzvah of
Ramin, the Mohebans’ son. I stayed with the Mohebans in their house,
as I always do when I’m in New York. Shabbat in the synagogue was
perfect, everything went according to plan. The big party was scheduled
for Sunday evening, and on Monday I had my ﬂight back to Zürich, and
from there to Moscow.
There’s a poem by Seyyed Hossein Tabataba’i that says:
The will of God is that which happens.
Your heart’s desire is that which does not happen.

آﻧﭽﻪ ﺧﺪا ﺧﻮاﺳﺖ ﻫﻤﺎن ﻣﯽﺷﻮد
و آﻧﭽﻪ دﻟﺖ ﺧﻮاﺳﺖ ﻧﻪ آن ﻣﯽﺷﻮد
Unfortunately, while we were preparing for the party, God decided to
summon Fred’s mother, the grandmother of the Bar Mitzvah boy, back
to His Presence. She passed away unexpectedly on Sunday, and the whole
family fell into mourning. The party became a Shiva. I wanted to stay and
support my dear friends, but I couldn’t reach Sasson to tell him, so I had
to ﬂy back the next day as planned. If I hadn’t appeared, he would have
gone crazy worrying and not being able to ﬁnd out what had happened.
Hard to imagine in our world of Internet and smartphones!
Two days later, I was on the ﬂight to Moscow, where I hadn’t been
for 12 years. When we entered the Russian airspace, they announced that
photography was forbidden from this point on. I had heard this before,
but this announcement made me shiver every time like the ﬁrst time,
being reminded that I’m entering a forbidden territory.
When I landed in Moscow, there was no car to pick me up from the
airport. The office simply forgot to send a car! What could I do? I took a
taxi. When I arrived everyone told me: “Are you crazy to go by taxi? That’s
life-threatening!” I had been lucky not to know that, or I would have died
of terror on the way! I came with a bag full of cash at a time that people
would kill for $100. Thank God, no one knew about it outside our office!
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When I arrived at the office, Gene Scott and the people from the ATP
Tour were all there: Sasha Vainstein and Sergei (a member of Stalin’s
family), Martin Reiss from our PR, and Elizabeth Lovell from the ATP
Tour. When I saw what was on the table, I got completely dizzy: masses
of Caviar on top of blinis, red Caviar, champaign, vodka ... I was thinking
about the costs. How are we going to pay for all this?
What I didn’t know was that with a good tip you could pay in rubles,
while non-tipping tourists had to buy everything in dollars. So the whole
sumptuous meal with all this caviar and vodka for 20 people, cost about
$100. Those days are long over. Don’t try it now.
The next day we had the press conference in the beautiful Hotel Savoy.
It was wonderful. It gave the whole thing a very official touch. The ATP
Tour was very happy about the tournament in Moscow, because they
wanted to have tournaments in the East as well. But they were shocked
by the situation: The stores were practically empty, hardly any food
to buy there. We had to import everything from Denmark, Germany,
Norway ... except caviar, blinis and wild sturgeon, the ﬁsh that lays the
caviar. And alcohol, of course. The things that were in the stores were
very cheap, if you paid in rubles.
Organizing a tournament: behind the scenes
To arrange the tournament, we worked with Yakovlev and Moscow News,
as well as Sasha Vainshtein, who had previously worked as a soccer reporter
and written two books about soccer. Relatively to the situation then, his
status was quite high: he had a car and an apartment, and was allowed to go
abroad, which was very rare at the time.
We brought all the catering people and products from Switzerland
in order to comply with the ATP regulations. We worked day and night
to arrange the tournament on time with all the necessary preparations.
Everything was a problem, from ﬁsh to seats. We had to buy and import
everything. The investments grew bigger and bigger, and the Russian side
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wanted to ensure that tennis would be used to aggrandize the image of
Russia in the world. We invited 40–50 private guests from among our
friends form NY, Zürich and Germany, friends with whom we’re still in
contact today. I was shivering, counting all our losses, but Sasson was so
passionate about it, I just watched him fulﬁl his dream, which was worth
any cost. We had one big sponsor, Bayer Company, which was our sponsor
for 2 years, and a few small ones.
For the ﬁrst Kremlin Cup, I took 12 suitcases with me: two suitcases
of medications; six suitcases of Cornﬂakes and Müseli for the players, in
case we couldn’t ﬁnd any, and two cases of winter clothing and accessories
for our Israeli friends. I told them not to bring any because we had enough
coats, gloves, stockings etc. The remaining two suitcases were for myself.
The USSR in crisis
In the beginning of the 1990s, the USSR went through a drastic crisis
that included a decline in the standard of living, but at the same time
new reforms allowed increased freedom of speech and media. Up to that

The sign reads: “Communists of Russia! Are you with Lenin or with Gorbachev?”
Gorbachev was perceived as anti-Leninist and anti-communist, and Lenin as the
revolutionary ideal. The partially-legible sign behind has the word “maﬁa” in it.
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time, the television and government always said the USSR is big and rich
and has everything. Mikhail Gorbachev was the ﬁrst leader who had the
courage to admit that the USSR was bankrupt and had nothing, not even
enough food. He opened everyone’s eyes to these problems, and with the
new reforms and freedoms, laid groundwork for a strong protest movement.
During the ﬁnal years of the USSR anti-Soviet demonstrations in Moscow
and Leningrad drew hundreds of thousands of people.
At last, the Kremlin Cup
In November 1990, while Red Square in Moscow was turbulent with what
seemed like a forthcoming civil war, the Kremlin Cup tournament was held
for the ﬁrst time, chaired by Prime Minister Ivan Silaev, and in the presence
of other prominent guests from all over the world, including Israel.
Sasson: The Kremlin Cup reception was held in the Kremlin Palace, a new
building in the vicinity of the Kremlin, where all congresses, theater
shows, big gala events, etc. were held. Among the 400 guests were Ivan
Silaev, prime minister of the USSR, and other high level politicians. The
Russians organized a wonderful show, which left all foreign sponsors and
guests speechless.
But that was not the only amazing thing: At that time, Russia was one
of the great supporters and business partners of Arab countries, and the
peace process between Israel and the Arab countries had not begun yet.
Yet among the 400 guests were also 40-odd Israelis. I still remember
my lawyer and close friend, Eli Ben Dor, whispering in my ear how
unbelievable it is to see so many Israelis celebrating such an event with
the Russians in the Kremlin Palace.
Gollar: At the opening ceremony of the tournament in the great Olympic
stadium on 5 November 1990, there were only a few hundred spectators,
and rumor had it that a civil war might break out at any time. The
ﬁrst days were absolutely empty. I was completely stressed about all the
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investment going down the drain, but Sasson said don’t worry, the ﬁrst
days are always empty.
Sasson: The stadium was empty in the beginning, but the media coverage
was superb: I will never forget Ivan Silaev’s boldness and the television’s
collaboration, especially Anna Dimitrova, a former player who served
as commentator, and other Russian reporters. Television was one of
the most important instruments for public relations and news, and the
television station allotted a spot for the tournament several times a day.
As hard as it is to imagine, we should keep in mind that at that time
there was no Internet! Broadcasting news by television was by far more
important than other forms of media, so thanks to Anna’s love for tennis
and positive reports about the Kremlin Cup event, we became a popular
and prestigious tournament with high publicity.

Sasson and the Kremlin Cup in Russia
as the cover story of Tennis Week
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Gollar: In the VIP section, we hosted very high ranking politicians, and
slowly but surely the stadium also ﬁlled up as more and more spectators
came. One evening, we and our guests were invited to a cultural castle —
a castle where cultural events were organized — and they arranged a
concert for us with classical music and a lot of food to eat. It turns out
that when the authorities wanted, they did have food.
The stores were empty, but apparently they were not the only source of
food. We learned it the hard way: Some of our servers in the dining room
put food from the VIP meals in their bags, and took it home! About half
of the food trays that went out from the kitchen, never reached the VIP
dining room. As you can imagine, it almost doubled our expenses on food.
Later on I realized that the people were not hungry, they were just used to
getting food from their workplace to take home. In government offices,
it was eggs and fruit, and in our dining rooms they didn’t get any basic
food, so they took home all this luxury food ...
Tournament organization is not an easy task: every tournament has
about 1000 people working behind the scenes: From security people in
the arena, through the cleaning team, stadium ushers to show people
to their seats, the media department, ball-boys and girls to pick up
the players’ stray balls, staff for players’ lounge, VIP lounge and public
restaurant, entertainment for the players and guests, etc. The Eastern
Bloc environment and mentality made it even harder. We didn’t employ
all of these people directly, but the different teams needed coordination
too. The Russian side, for example, took care of transportation, hotel
reservations, and all the work inside the stadium, including security. The
players were escorted with security to the hotel, and from there to the
stadium. They also organized tours for the players and for us. We could
see places where simple tourists and Russian civilians were not permitted
at the time (now they are), such as the private rooms of the tsar at the
Kremlin Palace.
During the ﬁrst Kremlin Cup, I could neither eat nor sleep, and lost a
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lot of weight. Our good friends and family came, which was good moral
support for us, and much needed. My friends and I would sit together in
the evening, chatting around, making jokes and drinking champagne. At
10 a.m. Sasson and I would go to the stadium. Every day brought a new
set of challenges, and all the people thought a civil war was about to break
out. In the end, everything turned out well, but I knew we would lose a
lot of money on the ﬁrst year.
A Kremlin Cup friendship: the Nazarians
The Kremlin Cup provided many opportunities to make new acquaintances
and friendships. One friendship that started with the 1990 Kremlin Cup is
with the Nazarian family.
Gollar: To the best of my knowledge, the Nazarians knew my parents very
well, they used to visit us in Hamburg sometimes, but I don’t know all
the details. In 1990, my cousin Mayer from Los Angeles told them about

Left to right: Ruth Froman from the Israel Tennis Centers, Parviz Nazarian, Ian Froman,
Pouran Nazarian, members of the board of the Israel Tennis Centers from the United
States Sandra and Dr. Bill Lippy, in the Kremlin Cup VIP room
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the Kremlin Cup in Moscow, and suggested they come and attend this
historical event, too. They came, we got to know them, and I think
they enjoyed their time in Moscow very much. From then, a very close
friendship with the Nazarian family started. They came to Israel very
often, we met them on a regular basis here, and we traveled together to
Bangkok, Tbilisi, Baku and elsewhere. We were also honored to be invited
to all their family and charity events.
Sasson: At one of their charity events I even cried! The Ima Foundation
was established by Younes and Soraya Nazarian to commemorate the 121
fallen soldiers of the Second Lebanon War. They gave scholarships to
121 students of Haifa University who served in the military in that war,
each scholarship named after one of the fallen soldiers. The student who
was awarded the scholarship was also connected to the bereft family of
the soldier, and both sides acted together to commemorate the soldier.
What struck me was not only the donation, but the warm relationships
between the students and the soldiers’ families. When they called the

Left to right: Neil Kadisha and Dora Kadisha-Nazarian, Parviz and
Pouran Nazarian, Younes and Soraya Nazarian
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families of the soldiers to the stage together with the students and said —
the student’s middle name will now be your son’s name, and he is your
adopted son — there was not a dry eye in the audience. What amazes me
is that not only do they donate money, but also how they did it, to whom
they gave it, and how they made the families and the students happy and
proud of Israel.
Gollar: In parallel, Louise and Nissan became very close to Younes and
Soraya Nazarian. They traveled together places, and Louise brought us
into this friendship, too. We have very good relationships with both
branches of the Nazarian clan. We are very thankful for this friendship.
Although they have reached the highest status and donated much
money to helping Jews in Israel, they have always remained humble. Just
to mention a few of the organizations to which they donated: Tel Aviv
and Haifa Universities, the music conservatory in Jerusalem, the Center
for Democracy, and countless other causes.
Kremlin Cup residence
Gollar: During the ﬁrst Kremlin Cup, we stayed at the Mezhdunarodnaya
Hotel, which was not intended for ordinary tourists, but only for
high-level functionaries. For the second tournament, we were in the
Oktobrskaya Hotel, which was also only for VIPs and not for ordinary
people. It was very beautiful with marble and all, but it was very Soviet
in style, and not comfortable at all. Later, they built a hotel next to
the stadium, the Penta, which belonged to an international chain. This
hotel was very comfortable and starting from the third Kremlin Cup
tournament, we stayed there with the players. It was a short walking
distance from the Moscow Olympic Stadium, which saved us a lot of
expenses and headaches on player transportation. During the year, we
stayed in the Metropol Hotel, once they ﬁnished renovating.
The Kremlin Cup paid for hotel rooms for all the players and some of
our guests. As we had a registered Russian company for organizing the
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tournament, we were allowed to pay in rubles for some of these rooms,
as well as for rooms we rented during the year, because all our trips were
preparation for the Kremlin Cup. Paying in rubles meant the prices were
very good. Unfortunately, we only got a limited number of rooms through
the company, and the other guests, whose rooms were not included in the
bargain, had to pay in dollars, which meant that their prices were very
high.
Russians were not allowed to enter our hotel without a permit. The
hotel was open only for hotel guests. When I wanted to meet someone, I
had to wait in front of the door to meet that person, and tell the guards
that this is my guest for one hour, and then they were allowed in.
Whenever we stayed in Russia, in any place and any hotel, Sasson would
tell me not to talk in the room, because, as the famous Persian proverb
goes, “Divār mush dārad, mush gush dārad — the wall has a mouse and the
mouse has ears”. I didn’t believe him, but he was very serious about it!
When he wanted to talk with someone in the room, they would go to the
bathroom and talk while the tap water was running!
The hotel director Yuri Matkof said, of course, that the hotel is
completely safe and private, but Sasson didn’t believe him. After the fall
of the Soviet Union, Matkof took us to the hotel basement, and showed
us the eavesdropping room: all the rooms had been wired and ﬁlmed, they
could look at each corner in the room and hear every breath. Sasson was
right!
In those days, during communist times, there was an old lady sitting on
behalf of the KGB on every ﬂoor, and she was the one who gave you the
the keys to your room. She was supposed to be there 24/7, but one time
I returned very late. She was not there, and I couldn’t get into the room,
because they never let you take the keys out of the hotels. Sasson had
returned earlier, got his key and locked the room. When I arrived, he was
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fast asleep, I couldn’t wake him up by knocking on the door, and the lady
was nowhere to be found! I spent that night in the corridor.
I’ve learned my lesson, and never came back late again.
I also had a personal “caretaker”: an elderly lady named Masha, who
was introduced, and indeed acted as my interpreter. Her husband was a
member of the Academy of Science. They were very high level people. It
went without saying that they were assigned to spy on and control us, and
make sure we were not spying on behalf of another country.
In the beginning, we were given a one-room office at the Olympic
stadium. We had only one telephone line. We wanted another one, for
the fax, but they said — even the prime minister doesn’t have more than
two lines. Sasha Vainstein wrote all his notes on a single large piece of
paper that covered his table. You could only buy paper in shops where
you paid with dollars, and only foreigners could do that. Locals couldn’t
even go in. It was such a mess back then!
But it was all very exciting and interesting.
Sasson’s ﬁrst Kremlin Cup disappointment
Professional tennis tournaments start with 32 players playing one-on-one
matches. After the ﬁrst round, the 16 winners stay and the other 16 leave.
In the next round, the eight winners remain and eight disappointed players
leave and so on.
In these tournaments, in addition to prize money, there are also
appearance fees, which are paid to celebrity players just to participate,
regardless of the results. The Kremlin Cup tournament was no different,
especially when one of the goals was improving Russia’s image in the world.
Sasson: To my surprise, one of these prestigious players lost a match on the
opening day of the tournament, to a player who was ranked much lower.
I was shocked! Players who get appearance fees usually do their best to
win the tournament too!
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I went to his dressing room, totally devastated, and asked him how it
could be. He told me the most unbelievable story: “Last night I went with
some other tennis players to a discotheque, and we hung out with some
Russian girls that we met there. One of them, a stunning woman, invited
me to spend the night with her at her place. And what a nightmare it was!
All of a sudden she had a huge knife in her hand, and all night she pointed
it at me and at herself, shouting: who should I kill ﬁrst? Myself of you?”
The poor guy hadn’t slept all night, and was still terriﬁed.
I understood him, but was nevertheless frustrated. I had paid him
appearance fee and brought him to Russia in order to win the tournament!
What bad luck! Or maybe good luck? Who knows?
The last October Revolution Parade
Sasson: The atmosphere in Russia was so tense in those days, that on every
trip there, Gollar and I would take both our passports — Israeli and Swiss
– and always had ﬂight tickets to Israel and Zürich for different dates, so
in case of emergency we could escape as fast as possible to one of our safe
countries.
On 7 November 1990, two days after the opening ceremony and while
the Kremlin Cup tournament was still going on in the stadium, the last
October Revolution Parade of the Soviet Union was held a few blocks
away in Red Square. Mikhail Gorbachev gave an address to the nation,
the ﬁrst and last address of a president of the Soviet Union given from
Lenin’s Mausoleum. Right before the speech, the television broadcast
from the parade was stopped for about 20 minutes, when a member of
an opposition group tried to assassinate Gorbachev. He ﬁred two bullets
that missed the president, and was caught before he could aim properly.
Gollar: When we were in Moscow, I used my free time to visit museums,
of course, but more often I would just go around in the streets to see
what’s going on and get an impression of the city. On that day, we had
tickets to the parade (only invited guests could attend), but as Sasson
was busy with the Kremlin Cup and all, I went there with my sister Louise.
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A poster criticizing Mikhail Gorbachev, the Russian leader whose innovative policies of
glasnost (openness) and perestroika (restructuring) led to the end of the Cold War and the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. His openness policy allowed more freedom of thought
and speech, which in turn brought about growing criticism of his own government

The heads of the USSR, including Silaev, Yeltsin and Gorbachev in Red Square, at the
last October Revolution Parade, held parallel to the Kremlin Cup tennis tournament
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It was very impressive. We were not allowed to take pictures, but we saw
Silaev, marching with Yeltsin and Gorbachev in the ﬁrst row, and then
all the military equipment was shown. Then the Tsarist national anthem
was played, which struck us as unusual, as it wasn’t the Soviet anthem.
All of a sudden, we heard a single gunshot. Everybody panicked, but the
commotion subsided, and was covered up in no-time. There must have
been a lot of security people in civilian attire there.
Make business, not war
Sasson: Gene Scott said that 3 Ts always go together: Tennis, Trade and
Tourism. Hence the Kremlin Cup, from the onset, also included a business
symposium organized by Gene. Among the speakers at the ﬁrst Kremlin
Cup business symposium were Jonathan Bush, President George H.W.
Bush’s brother, as well as the presidents of our sponsor companies
Bayer and Italtel, and other business people such as the director of the
Israeli food company Osem. This business symposium became one of the
highlights of the Kremlin Cup. It was packed with Russian and foreign
media, which enhanced the tournament’s public image even more.
Gollar: On the last night of the ﬁrst Kremlin Cup, we held a big party in the
Kremlin Palace. The Russians invited 2000 guests (and we paid, in rubles).
This party became a tradition for subsequent tournaments as well.
At parties in Russia, there are usually high tables for people to stand
beside. Imagine almost 2000 people standing at high tables. We stood at
the head table with Silaev and other VIPs.
There was a beautiful folklore dance performance from Georgia, but
then Igor Volk from our organizing team gave a speech, and it was not
a good one: In his speech, he enumerated all the mistakes we made, and
said how he saved everything. It sounded like we didn’t do anything but
disturb, and he did everything. Sasson was furious, but what could we do?
The party ended at 22:30 (like every event in Moscow at the time), and
the next day was the ﬁnal match of the tournament. Silaev came, we
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entered the stadium last, and went to our box. There was a lot of press
and many photographers.
The best ﬁnal
Sasson: On the ﬁrst day of the tournament, I was deeply frustrated, because
my favorite player in the world lost his ﬁrst match. But God works in
mysterious ways:
This player’s defeat on the ﬁrst day, and other surprises that always
happen in tournaments, made for the best possible tournament ﬁnal: the
Russian player Andrei Cherkasov against the America’s #1 player Tim
Mayotte. 18,000 spectators — a fully packed stadium — came to see this
“cold war” tennis match.
Cherkasov won, which took most Westerners by surprise, as he was
relatively anonymous in the West. But the really important thing was
that our tournament actually impacted international relations. Until the
Kremlin Cup, people in the West had a completely different idea of
Russia. The tournament allowed them to see Russia in another light.
Gollar: When I went to New York, in early 2016, for the Bar Mitzvah of Abdi
and Rita Yaghoubi’s twin grandsons Ethan and Lucas Sosnick, I stayed
at Shula and Fred Moheban’s house, of course. In Shula’s house, I met
her new son-in-law, Jonathan Wachtel, who had just married her youngest
daughter, Rachel. He was a producer and journalist for Fox News at the
time. Shula and I were talking and reminiscing about the Kremlin Cup,
and Jonathan said: “What a coincidence! I was sent by Reuters to cover
the ﬁrst Kremlin Cup!”
I said: “What a coincidence! My husband is the founder of the Kremlin
Cup!”
He was very excited to hear that, and said he was quite amazed at the
whole thing, and had been wondering all these years who had the guts to
do such a thing — organize a tennis tournament in a country that used to
be the greatest enemy of the West, and was in the process of collapsing.
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But what about our business?
Despite all the publicity, prestige and impact on international public
opinion, and despite the sponsorship of Bayer and Italtel, the Kremlin Cup
was not a ﬁnancial success. The revenues did not even cover the expenses.
Gollar: After we lost a lot of money in the ﬁrst Kremlin Cup in 1990, I
pushed Sasha and Sasson to make an appointment with the prime minister
to arrange sponsorship, and we got into the textile business.
When all the guests had left, Sasson and I stayed, and had an appointment with Silaev in the “white house.” Igor Volk came too, and more or
less repeated his Kremlin Palace speech, complaining that nothing was
working, and thank God he was there to save the day. Sasson got very
angry again, but Silaev seemed to be unimpressed with Volk’s words. He
was very cordial, asked Sasson and me how we liked Moscow, and asked
me if I had any special wishes. He then thanked Sasson very much with
these words:
“You brought the sun in these very dark days in our country.”

Then Volk started ranting again, going on and on about many guests used
the minibar and didn’t pay for it, and the worst — some guests bought
very cheap caviar in the black market and paid in rubles. At that time
paying in rubles without a permit was a criminal offense for tourists. He
was informed about everything: which of our guests took how many grams
of caviar, who took how many bottles of what from the minibars. I don’t
know how he had access to all this information!
Silaev nodded impatiently, and then made a gesture with his hand
ordering Volk to shut up, said, “The meeting is over,” and released Volk.
We told him we will probably not continue with the tournaments,
because we lost a lot of money. But he said again, “Please, continue the
tennis tournaments in our country. We need the sun in our country, tell
me what you need, I will help you.”
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Silaev was a good tennis player and a tennis fan, but more than that,
as head of State he realized that in a country that has nothing, the only
thing the people had was watching tennis on television and some cinema.
The Kremlin Cup also changed the image of Russia in the whole world —
from the dark gloomy country behind the iron curtain to a country where
famous tennis players play.
That evening, we went with Sasha Vainstein and his wife Lida for a walk
on Arbat Street in Moscow. Sasha said he would have never believed we
would have such a big success in the tennis arena. He was very content.
Sasson and Vainstein were stars in Moscow at that time.
From Arbat we went to the Metropol Hotel, next to Red Square, where
we stayed after the tournament. There we met Yuri Matkof, the hotel
director, who also became our personal friend. Today the Metropol hotel
is one of the most beautiful art-deco buildings in the world. It was built in
1915 and was not destroyed in any of the wars, but at that time it had been
under renovations for 2 years. We spoke with Matkof about the possibility
of making his hotel a sponsor for the next tournament. Matkof was not
very enthusiastic about the idea.
In those days, every order that came from above, had to be done. So we
assume he didn’t get such an order, because the Metropol was never the
sponsor hotel for our tournament. For the next tournaments, we had an
agreement with the Penta Hotel, a 5 minute walk from the stadium, and
we even had an office there.
Sasson: After Igor was out of the picture, Golli, Sasha and I had another
meeting with Prime Minister Silaev. It was a historical meeting. We had
breakfast in the Russian White House, and Silaev asked: “What can I do
for you?”
I said: “Unfortunately we cannot continue with the Kremlin Cup.
Because we were so occupied with the Kremlin Cup, we lost a lot of
precious time when we should have taken care of our own business, and
lost a lot of money. We need either sponsorship from the government or
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business opportunities in Russia.”
Silaev said: “Tell us in more detail: what amount are you talking about?
How much business do you want?”
I said: “Five million dollars.”
Gollar: Sasson, the modest, goes to the prime minister of such a huge, rich
country and says I want a business of 4–5 million? I couldn’t understand
it!
Sasson: On the spot, Silaev called his secretary and asked her connect him
with the minister of economy. Then he said to the minister, “I’m sending
Sasson Khakshouri to you, please give him a $5M opportunity.”
I went to the appointment at the ministry. They gave me a list of
products they need: a few million dollars worth of winter clothing for
farmers. My brother Nissan was happy to hear about it and make his way
to Turkey, where he purchased a large stock of leather coats and sent them
to us in Russia.
Gollar: In the end, Sasson was right not to ask for more. The only mistake
we made was — we should have bought something from them. We could
have asked for anything, and they would have given it to us. Because when
you buy something, you pay and get something, and when you deliver you
have to count on them to pay. They didn’t have money to pay, but could
deliver goods very easily. In 1991 came the putsch, and they didn’t deliver
the last payment they owed us. It took a lot of effort and constant calls
to the ﬁnance department and other government offices, until I ﬁnally
managed to get the payment. Had the deal been a bigger one, we wouldn’t
have gotten the money at all. So Sasson’s modesty turned out to be the
right thing.
Our ﬁrst award (of many)
From Moscow we ﬂew with Shamil Tarpishchev and Sasha Vainstein to
Frankfurt, where the ATP Masters Cup was held, after Hamburg and
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Hannover. In the Masters Cup in Frankfurt, we got a special award for
pulling off the mission-impossible of organizing the Kremlin Cup in such
difficult times.
I was so tired and relieved in Frankfurt, that I slept the whole day and
night, and hardly woke up.

The Kremlin Cup logo, designed by our very own Isaac and Cyril
for the ﬁrst tournament and still in use today

Left to right: Boris Yeltsin — former leader of the USSR, Shamil Tarpishchev,
Alexander Vainstein, Sasson
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Sasson alongside Boris Yeltsin, the Soviet leader

Left to right: Nissan, Dr. Zeidmann (a friend of Nissan’s), Yury Luzhkov
(mayor of Moscow), unknown, Viktor Drobinsky (General Director of the Olympic
Stadium in Moscow), Sasson

chapter 8: tennis enters our lives, and takes over

Left to right: Yury Luzhkov mayor of Moscow, Russian leader
Boris Yeltsin, Sasson, Unknown

During the tournament in Russia: Sasson with three people dressed up as
Gorbachev, Stalin and Lenin

214

chapter 8: tennis enters our lives, and takes over

The Kremlin Cup trophy was made by Cartier in New York and
given to the tournament as a present/sponsorship
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Allon catches Sasson’s tennis virus
Allon:
As a young kid, my love for tennis was sparkled watching Boris Becker
win Wimbledon in 1985.
From that moment on I have been a tennis fanatic, a passion I
shared with my dad. Our biggest hero was Amos Mansdorf, and we
would travel the world to watch his matches.
Sasson then had this crazy idea to establish a professional tennis
event in Moscow during the height of communism. The Kremlin Cup
not only became the cornerstone and starting point of Russian Tennis,
a country that would become a dominant force in professional tennis.
It was also where I started to create my dream of becoming a sports
agent.
During the Kremlin Cup, I became friends with many tennis
players and people from the industry, including Marat Saﬁn, who would
become one of my ﬁrst clients and also a World #1 tennis player.

Gollar: The Israeli tennis player Amit Naor wrote Sasson a letter saying he’s
looking for a sponsor. He visited us in Switzerland in January 1991, right
when the ﬁrst Gulf War broke out. As Scud missiles were falling in Israel,
Amit’s father advised him to stay with us in Switzerland, and he complied.
Schools and universities in Switzerland have a holiday in February, and
we used to go on ski holidays together. That’s a must in Switzerland.
So that year, we took Amit with us. Staying with us and going on the
trip together, he and Allon, who was 15 at the time, developed a deep
friendship. Later on we hired Amit to work in our Israeli office, too. He
knew the tennis world inside out.
A few years later, after we made Aliyah, Allon visited us in Israel and
decided to join us in the tennis arena, as he was always a tennis fan. But
he was very young and ambitious, and asked me: “What shall I do now?
My biggest dream is to work with Papa on tennis and manage players,
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but on the other hand I want to study law like Gene Scott and become a
tournament director.”
I said to him: “You know what? You go to London and study law, and
while you’re there, take Amit to do the office work as your representative
and take care of the players. You’ll study; he’ll do the work, and ﬁll you in
on all the details. That way you will reach your goal of becoming a lawyer
and not lose your contact with the tennis world while you study.” Which
is exactly what happened.
The friendship between Allon and Amit developed and deepened during
these years. Unfortunately, after about 20 years of deep friendship, their
beautiful relationship dissolved due to what we call “life.”
Ivan Silaev’s historical trip to the USA
Sasson: In 1991, our office manager Alexander (Sasha) Vainstein informed
us that Prime Minister Silaev would be going to the USA on a certain
date with an entourage of VIPs. We had already collaborated with Silaev
on the Kremlin Cup, but the relationship was strictly professional. Sasha
suggested that he and I also travel to the US at the same time as Silaev’s
trip, maybe we could ﬁnd a way to be of service.
During this trip, a Russian lady who was with Silaev’s party, was in
frequent contact with Mr. Vainstein, and kept him informed of the prime
minister’s plans. We knew when Silaev was due to arrive in New York, and
on that day Gene Scott managed to bring Jonathan Bush, brother of the
elder President George Bush, to New York, and have Mr. Bush invite Mr.
Silaev to a tennis match. Where we were present too, of course.
Through this socialization with Mr. Silaev, our professional collaboration on the Kremlin Cup received the added value of a personal friendship.
Later, when he was not in office anymore, he came to visit us at our house
in Zürich, and even stayed with us as our guest.
Another good thing that came out of this trip to the US with Sasha
Vainstein, was cosmetic: Sasha Vainstein was a very handsome man, but
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every time he smiled or laughed, he covered his mouth with his hand.
We ﬁnally realized that he was ashamed of his ugly gold teeth. After
the meeting with Silaev in New York, I took Sasha to Los Angeles, to
Fred Nayssan, our cousin’s husband who is an excellent dentist. His clinic
is always fully booked a few months in advance with his own patients,
but thanks to our family relationship he put everything aside and in 48
hours they managed to replace all of Sasha’s gold teeth with beautiful
shiny white teeth. After that Sasha couldn’t stop looking in the mirror!
He hugged and kissed me, and said “I will never forget your grace and
what you did for me. I am now eternally grateful and obliged to you. I will
forever be your ears and eyes in Moscow.” And he was indeed very loyal,
a good friend and partner (except for a short period of time when he met
and married his second wife, but that’s a separate story).
Russia Challenges
Gollar: Meanwhile, in Moscow, the situation was becoming more and more
dangerous. The Maﬁa, especially the Kremlin Maﬁa, became increasingly
stronger. You could buy anything on the black market, but the legitimate
stores were empty. Still, people were not starving. In workplaces they
would get food, a different product each time: 20 eggs, 2 kilos of ﬂour
etc. ... People were not allowed to travel — even inside Russia — without
permission. Telephone calls were also problematic, — you had to wait
hours and hours to get a phone connection abroad — which was, of course,
tapped.
As a tourist or businessperson, you had to pay everywhere — even in
the restrooms at the hotel — with hard currency: dollars, deutschmarks,
pounds sterling, etc. or in gold rubles, which was equivalent to paying
in dollars. When paying in hard currency or gold ruble, everything was
extremely expensive. The Eastern Bloc currencies were “soft currencies,”
that is, of unreliable value, and were generally not accepted, unless you
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were a local. In those years, Russians could live like kings on a monthly
income in rubles equivalent to $100.
We still had that very primitive office inside the Olympic Stadium —
just one room, no windows, one phone line — but it was cozy. Being
all together in one room – Sasson, myself, the secretary and Sasha
Vainstein — enabled us to discuss everything, control everything easily,
and have our meals together.
Horror in the City of Love
Gollar: In the spring of 1991, after one of our trips to Moscow to organize the
Kremlin Cup, Sasson decided to use the opportunity to go to Ashgabat,
Turkmenistan, to check on a carpet business there. The name of the city
is Persian — Eshgh ābād, meaning the “abode of love.” But I’m not sure
it’s the right name for this city. There was a foul smell of rotten sheepfat wherever we went! It was terrible. I’ve been in many places, many of
them had a very distinct stench, but nothing compared to the smell of
Ashgabat.
Sasson: We were invited by the carpet supplier to his private home, in a
desert village a one-hour drive from the capital Eshgh ābād, on bumpy dirtroads. As in Iran, the men — host and guests — ﬁrst changed into clean
pajamas. I refused to wear a pajama, and sat on the ﬂoor wearing my suit
with all the pajama-wearing gentlemen. The food was, of course, laid on a
tablecloth on the ﬂoor — that’s also Iranian custom. But in Iran we didn’t
let ants crawl into our caviar. The women were in the kitchen, out-ofsite. They all wore a chador in public spaces and at home, but even with
a chador, they didn’t even serve food to the men; rather, they called the
host out of the living room to give him the food to carry in. But as guests,
we both sat with the men, and Golli was the only woman!
Gollar: I wore a chic suit with a knee-length skirt, jacket and shirt, and was
sitting on the ﬂoor because there was no other choice. I took my jacket
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off to cover my knees and legs, but it didn’t help much after the men had
a drink or two ...
Sasson: We started to drink alcohol, and for the ﬁrst time I understood why
Mohammad had forbidden alcohol for Muslims. After their second glass,
their eyes became big and round, and looked only at the direction of my
wife! I started to tremble, fearing what they might do to my wife! Golli was
not aware of their looks and danger, but I had the experience of running
that hotel in Tabriz, and knew what drunken men are capable of. Good
luck? Bad luck? Who knows?!
Gollar: It wasn’t pleasant to have ten men in pajamas staring at me, but I
didn’t realize I might be in danger. Sasson, however, quickly thanked them
for their hospitality, said we’re tired, and asked our hosts to drive us back
to the hotel. In the hotel, our host came with us to our room, sat on our
bed and started drinking alcohol there, too. He just wouldn’t move! He
stayed for two or three hours, but at least he was only one, and Sasson was
of course present all the time, so nothing happened. After a few hours the
minibar was empty, and he left.
I was furious with Sasson for taking me to this terrible place, and told
him that next time either I stay in Moscow or go back home. I can’t forget
how these people treated women like their property, and hope that now,
almost 30 years later, they get treated like human beings. And that the
place smells better.
The 1991 coup and the end of the USSR
Gollar: In August 1991, Sasha went to Tokyo with two of Silaev’s assistants
to prepare the prime minister’s trip there, but on 19 August at 5:00 a.m.
he called us and said that there’s been a coup d’état in Moscow, and
that he and the assistants are going back immediately. Some Politburo
members took Gorbachev and his wife hostage, and wanted to return
the communist regime. I called Tania, our secretary in Moscow, and she
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told me there was a lot of fear in the streets. Everybody panicked, and
nobody knew what is going on really. I was also panicking because I was
afraid they would not pay for the goods they had ordered, which Sasson
had ordered from Hong Kong, Czechoslovakia and Istanbul, and paid in
advance, before getting the Russian money.
Sasson: Thank God, I had my brothers Nissan and Ezra, who had my back
and supported me, morally and ﬁnancially during these times.
Gollar: The coup d’état collapsed in two days and Gorbachev returned to
power. About our money: Silaev referred us to Menatep Bank, which took
over the goods and the payments. At the end, we got all the money except
$280,000, and even that was paid eventually, after endless strenuous
efforts on my behalf.
The person who was supposed to give us our money, asked us to meet in
Rome. In Rome he told us we should go to a European bank, take forms
for opening an account, and bring them to Moscow, for him to sign to
open a European account. He couldn’t do it himself on European ground,
because he was sure (most probably rightfully) that he was followed by the
KGB when traveling. The building where we went to bring him the papers
was the building of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, the
holy-of-holies of the communist party, where no stranger was allowed to
set foot.
With all this political mayhem going on, we were sure the Kremlin Cup
would not happen in 1991, but it did! We had a lot of sponsors this year,
and with the textile business we got, we not only covered our losses from
the ﬁrst year, but also came out with a little proﬁt.
After the second Kremlin Cup, we took Vainstein and his wife Lida to
Israel. We had beautiful weather, and after the hectic, exhausting Kremlin
Cup, we ﬁnally enjoyed a week of rest together. I really had the impression
that we had a brother and a friend in Sasha. We were working together,
hanging out together, and creating this beautiful monumental piece of
history in Russia together.
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Sasson with Jonathan Bush, brother of the elder George Bush,
the 41st president of the United States

Left to right: Alexander Vainstein, Sasson, world tennis legend Björn Borg,
Aleksei Selivanenko
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Boris Yeltsin came out of the coup as a winner, and much stronger. Not
only did the hardliner communists fail in taking over the country, but this
coup actually accelerated the dissolution of the USSR: On 26 December
1991 Yeltsin announced that the USSR was dissolved, and then Silaev was
dismissed. Rumor said it was because during the coup, he didn’t stay in the
“White House” but went home, and Yeltsin saw this as a sign of betrayal.
On New Year’s Eve, Silaev invited us to his home. We drove all the way to
his dacha — a lovely, big weekend house on the countryside, where all rich
Russians now live. It was a sad but beautiful night. Clear, navy blue skies
dotted by millions of stars, freezing cold, and white snow all around. I had
never expected to see such beautiful scenery in Moscow. On the next day,
we invited him for lunch in the hotel. After his fall, we wanted to show him
our sympathy.
The preparations for the 1992 Kremlin Cup had already begun, some of
the programme books were already printed, with the logo of the Soviet
Union on the cover, of course. Following the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, we had to change the design on all the tournaments papers and print
everything anew!
The Theatro Restaurant in Moscow
According to ATP rules, players in tournaments need special food, and
are not allowed to eat anything else. Popular Russian dishes, like borscht,
steak etc. were not suitable for the players. What could we do? It took a
considerable amount of money, but through our good friend Marc Bloch,
the general manager of the Zürich and Ascot hotels, we managed to
convince the best Swiss catering team to come to Moscow. This team, led by
Mr. Roman Birchler and his assistant Dölf Michel, were among the best and
most highly skilled restaurant managers in Switzerland. The ﬁrst difficulty
they faced was that Russian cooks, who were hired as assistants, didn’t
want to learn anything from the Swiss. They thought they knew better,
and it sometimes came close to ﬁstﬁghts! However, with good diplomacy,
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Roman Birchler and his team “softened” their Russian colleagues, and when
Roman brought one ton of fresh Swiss products to Moscow, and even new
equipment, the kitchen assumed a completely different form. The westernstandard kitchen and dining room with ﬂoral tablecloths impressed the
Russian colleagues, and they all became good friends.
Sasson: During the ten days of the Kremlin Cup tournament, employing
Swiss cooks and using imported products, this team won the hearts and
stomachs of all our Russian and international guests. The restaurant
had three areas: the “player lounge” (for players, only), one hall for the
sponsors, and one for Russian VIPs and other people. Even Boris Yeltsin
came many times to sit and have a drink with us in our VIP lounge.
(We’ve never seen him eat! Maybe he was not allowed to eat outside for
security reasons). This in itself became a sensation. By the third or fourth
day, hundreds — I’m not exaggerating — literally hundreds of Russians
who didn’t have an entry badge tried, in every way possible, to put their
hands on an entry ticket for the dining hall. There was not a day when I
wasn’t approached by dozens of people with various offers, from religious
antiques to helicopters!
After the second tournament, Mr. Birchler and his team came up with
a suggestion: “Let’s open a restaurant in Moscow! With your connections
and prestige and our experience and skill, this is a sure success.”
I consulted our local manager in Moscow, and we agreed to carry out
this plan in partnership with Mr. Alexander Vainstein and Roman Birchler.
We had to establish a Dutch company for tax purposes. On the board of
directors were Sasson, Nissan and Ezra Khakshuori on one side, holding
the majority of shares, and Alexander Vainstein and Roman Birchler on
the other side with minority shares.
We turned to my friend Yuri Matkof, who was the general manager of
the Metropol Hotel, one of the oldest and most highly-renowned hotels
in Moscow, and asked for his collaboration. Yuri answered that the main
restaurant hall in the hotel was not for rent by any means, but he could
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rent us the basement restaurant. We signed a contract, and our Swiss
team opened the restaurant, which was named “Theatro”. As they had
expected, this restaurant very soon became the hang-out place for all
the famous and prominent people in Russia, from politicians to so-called
business people. Our Swiss team sent my wife Gollar monthly ﬁnancial
reports, and deposited large sums of money in our account.
Gollar: We opened our restaurant in 1992. It had two rooms — one was
more luxurious — both the decoration and the menu — and the other was
a bit simpler and served an Italian menu. The ﬁrst six months were slow,
because it was new, but then it became one of the best and most successful
restaurants in Moscow; a meeting hub for all the Russian celebrities.
We were very satisﬁed with the deposited sums, but I couldn’t help
noticing that the written ﬁnancial reports included a considerable sum of
money for “monthly insurance,” although we knew quite well that there is
no such thing as insurance in Russia. When we protested, they answered,
“That’s true, but instead of insurance, there’s the maﬁa!”
We inquired further, and they told us that one day a young man came to
them and offered an “insurance policy” for the restaurant. It turned out
he came on behalf of the maﬁa. Our Russian managers readily accepted
this offer, and every month they placed the agreed sum in an envelope
that the young man would come and collect.
One day three bullies came to the restaurant, and after consuming the
most expensive dishes and alcoholic beverages, stood up without a word,
and were about to leave the restaurant without paying. When the waiters
ran after them and asked them to pay the bill, they smacked them on the
face and left the restaurant!
The restaurant manager reported this incident to the maﬁa representative. They soon inquired and got the gang’s details. One of the waiters
recalled hearing them say the name of another restaurant. The maﬁa
representative went with the waiter to the other restaurant, and behold,
those bullies were right there in that restaurant. The maﬁa representative
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gracefully walked up to their table. Without a word, he took the keys to
their expensive cars and walked away!
It turns out that the different maﬁa groups have a written agreement,
according to which each neighborhood is controlled by one group. These
bullies belonged to a group that was not permitted to cause trouble to the
Theatro Restaurant, which was another group’s customers!
Superpowers
Sasson: I know that producing the Kremlin Cup required powers that,
looking back, I don’t know where I found. But sometimes people think I
have superpowers that I really don’t possess.
One night, during one of the Kremlin Cup tournaments, I got a call in
my hotel room late at night. The lady on the other end of the line refused
to tell me what it was about, but insisted that she had to meet me urgently.
We met in the lobby of the Penta Hotel. Entering the lobby, I saw
a young Russian girl, who told me that she and one of the European
players who used to come for all the tournaments, had fallen in love
and wish to get married. But there’s a slight problem: She is Russian and
has no passport, no money for a plane ticket and no visa to his country.
Apparently, her boyfriend thought I had superpowers and could arrange
for this, but unfortunately I had to let her down. I don’t know how their
story ended.
Our friend Yuri Matkof once confronted me and said: Do you really
think I believe you’re doing the Kremlin Cup only for love of tennis and
business? I know you have other, unspoken business. Don’t think I’m
stupid!
I really don’t think he is a stupid man, but I have no idea what business
he was talking about! Maybe I spent all of my career in the wrong
business?
One of the Russian guests who came to our VIP restaurant often,
wanted to show his appreciation. He was a very nice gentleman, and
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wanted to repay us for our kindness. He invited me for a special dinner
in special company. We didn’t know how special. He said, “Tonight all
high-ranking army officers are celebrating, and you will be the only nonmilitary man, as our guest.”
Naïve me, I accepted his invitation, and went to the hotel to freshen up
and prepare for this wonderful dinner. On the way to the hotel he told me:
“I have to prepare you, this is not a simple invitation. You are going to buy
all the uniforms and equipment that served the Russian army stationed in
East Germany. You don’t even need to pay, we can arrange a ”back-to-back“
sale for you to sell it to a third country in Africa.”
I didn’t know what to say. I said OK, but when I got to the hotel, I called
Gollar. Together we were completely confused, and had no idea what to
do.
At the end I went to the party, got the offer, and told them: “I appreciate
your kind proposal, but I have to tell you that I got some advice from my
father-in-law, which I have to respect. We’ve promised him never to be
involved in gambling, weapons and drug businesses.”
The people who ended up buying and reselling the military equipment
made billions, but I have a clear conscience, which is even more precious.
The ﬁrst post-Communist Kremlin Cup
Gollar: In 1992, we got a bigger office in the Olympic stadium, with windows
and a lot of rooms, and started renovating it. Vainstein continued his
contacts with the press, and put a lot of time into building up his image
in the sports ﬁeld. In my opinion, he was so busy with his image-building,
that he missed what was going on in his country.
The dissolution of the Soviet Union also brought about direct ﬂights
from Tel Aviv to Moscow. For the 1992 Kremlin Cup, I ﬂew from Ben
Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv, and Sasson and Vainstein picked me up at the
Sheremetyevo Airport in Moscow, from the airplane door, on the runway.
Real VIP treatment.
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Yuri Matkof in Zürich
Sasson: Yuri Matkof was the general manager of the Metropol Hotel, a close
friend of the mayor of Moscow, and after the Kremlin Cup, became our
personal friend. When we stayed in his hotel in Moscow, we never paid —
it was always his treat, so it was only natural that when he came to Zürich
we would insist on paying all his expenses. And we certainly did!
In the morning, we came with my brother Nissan to the hotel and found
him ﬁnishing his breakfast. Nissan insisted on paying the bill, but when
it arrived, we all cleaned our glasses and rubbed our eyes: it was a few
thousand Swiss Franc! Apparently, Matkof had half a kilo of caviar for
breakfast. He planned on paying for it himself — he was very rich — but
since Nissan insisted so much, he let us pay for it.
The caviar story was one side. But on the other hand, he had some
Russian habits that looked very odd to the Swiss: On another occasion
he came to the hotel lobby with a rolled newspaper, spread it on one of
the tables, and behold! Wrapped in the newspaper was a sausage! Then he
took a swiss-knife out of his pocket, cut the sausage and started eating it!
Caviar for one breakfast and sausage wrapped in newspaper for another
meal. In Russia it was normal!
On another one of his trips, he needed to buy a new wristband for his
watch, and of course we insisted on buying him one. But we didn’t want
to take him to one of the shops in a big shopping mall, because we were
afraid he would see things in the other stores, and want to buy presents for
everyone back home (which we had to insist on paying for!). So we took
him to a specialist clock-shop. But alas, the owner realized what customer
he’s dealing with, and told him: “This watch you’re wearing is below your
status, a man like you should have a gold watch,” and showed him all the
luxurious watches in the store. And we thought we were saving money by
not going to the mall ...
And so we paid for all of our stays in his hotel ...
Apparently, if you insist on paying, you will pay, and dearly!
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Sasson: Once, I also took Matkof on a trip to Hamburg. There I took him
to see Blankenesse, one of Hamburg’s richest, most beautiful area with
magniﬁcent villas. You know what Matkof did?
Excuse my language. He took off his pants and passed water!
Not because he had bad manners as a Russian, but because he was a
proud Russian. He shouted: “Take this, Germans! You lost the war, we
won, now look at you with all these luxuries and look at us with nothing!”
Regarding my insistence on paying for my Russian guests, I didn’t learn
my lesson after Matkof ’s visit. When another high official came to visit
us with his wife, we took them to a store by her request. I think it was a
bag store. Of course, the minute she chose a bag of her liking, I rushed to
the cash register to pay for it before my guests have a chance to. Iranian
manners ... The price left me puzzled, but I didn’t ﬂinch. However, that
was not the only surprise. Looking at her long, detailed shopping list made
me even dizzier.
Chaos in Russia, Tarpishchev’s rise to power
For every Kremlin Cup, we had many guests from abroad who needed
contacts in Moscow, and used us as agents. But unfortunately, every two
months the government in Russia changed, so whatever contacts we had,
were no longer in power when the time came to fulﬁll the contracts.
While Russia was falling into political chaos, Tarpishchev was gaining
power in the world of sports-politics. He became President Yeltsin’s
advisor for physical culture and sport, and president of the National Sports
Foundation (NSF). Tarpishchev and his deputy Boris Fyodorov came to our
office every day, to discuss how to continue and what to do for the next
Kremlin Cup.
One evening, we went to the Boyarskaya Restaurant in Hotel Metropol
(now Boyarsky Hall), and Sasson said to Sasha Vainstein “Now that Silaev is
gone, we have to make Tarpishchev chairman of the Kremlin Cup.” Sasson
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had gotten a personal letter from Yeltsin with a warm recommendation to
make Tarpishchev the chairman. “Warm recommendation” means “an offer
you can’t refuse.” Sasha strongly opposed this idea. He said to Sasson: “I
know better than you what’s going on in Moscow.”
He wanted the mayor of Moscow, Gavriil Popov to preside over the
tournament. We went to Popov and he accepted, but the next day, 6 June
1992, he resigned from his post as the mayor of Moscow and went back
to academia. He currently serves as the president of the International
University of Moscow.
We got another letter, this time sent by award-winning ﬁlmmaker and
Russian nationalist Nikita Mikhalkov, who was (still is) also known for
his political activism. (His father wrote the lyrics of the Soviet national
anthem!) Mikhalkof said we have to take Tarpishchev, and stressed that
he is wondering how we could deny a recommendation by the president of
Russia.
So of course, we had to take Tarpishchev, who also became the president
of the tennis federation.
Shamil Tarpishchev was now the chairman of the Kremlin Cup. He
became more and more powerful. He asked the president for more rights
for the development of sports, speciﬁcally the tennis federation, and
especially the Kremlin Cup. The privileges received by the sports ﬁeld
amounted to a few hundred millions of dollars. I saw the contract, but I
never saw even a one-penny increase in the Kremlin Cup budget.
Tennis deciding Allon’s education choices
The third Kremlin Cup tournament turned out to be a milestone in Allon’s
education too:
Gollar: Allon went to a private Swiss high school, after switching from the
English school to a German-speaking one. Only two students managed
to do it. Entry exams to Swiss school are very difficult, but he was a good
hard-working student.
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The ﬁrst Kremlin Cup was not a holiday, but I got permission to take
him. However, the principal stressed that it’s just a one-time permission.
On the next time we took a long weekend, and I got a letter from the
doctor, saying Allon was sick and couldn’t come back. Then I got a call
from the school principal: “You wrote that the boy was sick, but the other
kids saw him on television! Next year either he comes to school during the
Kremlin Cup, or he is expelled.”
I said: “This is what my son wants to do as a profession, it’s much more
important than school! He’s a good student and can afford to miss 4–5
days!”
The principal said: “OK, but you have to know that if you take him once
more on school days, he will have to leave the school.”
This principal was also a pastor, and was so strict! He always told me:
“We have to set an example for our children.” And then he fell in love
with the mother of one of the students, and divorced his wife. Excellent
example for our kids!
When I told Allon that in order to go to the Kremlin Cup he would
have to leave the school he always wanted, he said: “For the last two years
of high school I wanted to go to boarding school anyway. You travel a lot
and Nani and Isaac don’t live at home either.”
We went to a very high quality boarding school in Zuoz, near St. Moritz.
When we met with the director of the boarding school, I made it clear
that we’re enrolling him in the school on the condition that he is exempt
from schools on the dates of the Kremlin Cup, and he agreed that, as this
is his future career, it’s much more important than ﬁve days of school.
My heart was bleeding. I didn’t give birth to my kids to give them away,
but I realized this was his choice. It was a very good German-speaking
boarding school (now it is international and English-speaking), and the
alpine air in Zuoz was also good for his asthma.
That was when mobile phones became available. They were still very
expensive, but I bought Allon a mobile phone because when he came back
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home with his friends, it was a dangerous ride through the Alps and I had
to know he’s alright. I used to call him every ten minutes. Maybe I was
being overprotective: At some point Allon put the phone in his suitcase
under all his clothes so he couldn’t take it out, and asked me not to call
because he doesn’t have his phone at hand.
Allon has always been very focused, and knew exactly what he wanted.
He studied law but knew he wouldn’t practice it. He did it because it’s
good for what he wanted to do in the tennis world.
Playing tennis with Yeltsin
Gollar: One day, President Yeltsin came to the Kremlin Cup. Out of our
office window, I saw that all the cars, except ours, had been taken away
from the parking lot, to enable maximum security.
Sasson: It was a Sunday. Yeltsin came to Moscow for the Kremlin Cup, and
that was the biggest highlight of the Kremlin Cup tournament. After
an hour of watching tennis, he invited Gene Scott and me to his Dachacastle, with an entourage of a few cars full of guards. When we arrived,

Left to right: Sasson, Sasha Vainstein, Boris Yeltsin in tennis attire, Shamil Tarpishchev
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there was a bed ready for massage with blankets and towels, and a masseur
standing ready. Yeltsin went in, and after 15 minutes he came out wearing
tennis clothes like McEnroe. We played a game of doubles: Gene Scott
and Gennady Burbulis, one of the Russian politicians, on one side, and
Shamil Tarpishchev and Yeltsin on the other side. Boris Yeltsin had a very
powerful serve, and we were told that he was a volleyball champion, too.
After a while, they ﬁnished the game, and said it’s time for a meal. And
then Yeltsin told me: I heard it’s your birthday (it wasn’t), I’m up for a
celebration (he just wanted an excuse to drink)! They brought very nice
vodka, and we all drank. He also gave me a watch as a (non-)birthday
present.
I will never forget the kindness of this person, who played the role of
an angel for me and the Kremlin Cup, as well as PM Silaev.
A missed business opportunity
Gollar: At that time, Yeltsin gave the people vouchers, but most of them
didn’t know what to do with them. I said to Vainstein, “Please buy for us
whatever vouchers you can put your hand on, for up to $100,000.” But
he said to me: ‘First of all, you can’t buy any vouchers because you’re not
Russian, and secondly, what do you want with these worthless pieces of
paper? People are throwing them away!’”
I said: “But we have a Russian company, buy them through the
company!”
He still refused.
Had he bought these vouchers, the $100,000 would have become a huge
fortune. When Sasha ﬁnally realized what a huge opportunity it was, it
was already too late.
At some point I began to realize that Sasha was actually our only guide
and guardian in Russia, or as he put it — “our ears and eyes.” And now he
didn’t have time for anything anymore. As a person prone to anxiety and
depression, these constant worries made me very depressed again.
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Russian art and “art”
Gollar: My good friend Ruth Kornfeld from Zürich, is in the art business.
One day she came up to me and said she wants to come with us to Moscow
to buy paintings of the cubist artist Lyubov Popova. I asked Vainstein if
he could ﬁnd a Popova for us. He made a few phone calls and came back
to us with a positive reply: “Of course I can ﬁnd you a Popova!”
A couple of days later Vainstein tells me he found a Popova, and that
I should bring my friend and $100,000 in cash. At that time carrying so
much cash across borders was forbidden, but I was used to bringing cash
into Russia, from the Kremlin Cup, because there was no other choice.
We went and looked at the Popova. Then we decided to take it to one
of the top experts. He said it’s genuine. But then Ruth said — I don’t
know, I have a strange feeling about this. Something is not right. So we
went to another expert, and that one said it’s a fake. Then Ruth made a few

Left to right: Aleksei Selivanenko, Gollar, Alexander Vainstein, Sasson,
Shamil Tarpishchev
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phone calls to friends of hers from the ﬁeld, and they said — “Be careful!
Russians are experts at art forgery! Do not touch anything!”
So we decided not to buy.
I had to take all the money back home, which I wasn’t used to from the
Kremlin Cup. Bringing money inside Switzerland could be a bit more risky.
So I bought a few ﬂat bags, put the bills inside, put them in my underwear
and wore thick winter pants over the whole thing. Thank God for winter!
I have a friend in the art business named Lyuba Shaks. Vainstein
introduced me to her, and since then we always meet when I’m in Moscow,
and she visits me when she comes to Israel. At that time, I didn’t tell her
about the Popova I’m looking for, only Sasha.
Years later, I met Lyuba in Moscow, for the 20th Kremlin Cup, when
we were invited as guests of honor, and I thought I might tell her the
Popova story. She said the famous expert who told us the Popova was real,
was collaborating with the forgery maﬁa, and that’s how numerous fake
paintings made it to Europe at that time. He was very well-known in the
West as well as in his own country, and managed to fool the whole art
world!
An empty nest is smaller
Gollar: My work schedule was very intense. I was working very hard. I did
the administrative work in Zürich and on weekends. I went on all the
trips with Sasson, and attended all the meetings. When we had guests for
dinner, I organized everything by long distance and told my housekeeper
what to do while I was in Russia, and we usually brought the guests with
us. We were actually working for free at the time, and I panicked, because
we were not producing any income.
At that time, Isaac was in New York for a photography course, Nani
lived in her own apartment, and only Allon officially still lived with us,
but was in boarding school. So we decided to move from the house that
had become too large for our needs, to a smaller house.
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The 1993 putsch
Gollar: In March 1993, the Davis Cup was in Moscow, and we came as well,
for photo shoots and interviews, where we were asked about the Kremlin
Cup.
The political situation was very tense and the atmosphere very dangerous. There were tanks and police all over, especially around Red Square.
The Duma wanted to impeach Yeltsin. Now that Russia was allegedly
open to the West, they had foreign television stations, but these stations
closed after very short periods of activity. I was very anxious, and after
only two days in Russia I told Sasson that we have to go to Tel Aviv. The
situation became very weird.
Vice President Alexander Rutskoy and Ruslan Khasbulatov, chairman of
the Presidium, had a lot of power. In September 1993, Rutzkoy occupied
the White House in Moscow and became acting president for a few
days. The Kremlin Cup was scheduled for November and the ATP was
considering cancelling it, but in October, Yeltsin prevailed and the putsch
became another event in history, written in the blood of 187 people who
were killed and 437 wounded. The Kremlin Cup was held as usual.
The beginning of the end
Gollar: During the 1993 Kremlin Cup, Juan Antonio Samaranch, President
of the International Olympic Committee, came to Moscow with a very
elegant couple. I didn’t know what his relationship with this couple
was, so I watched them very carefully. After the match, Samaranch and
the couple, Shamil Tarpishchev and his wife, Boris Fyodorov and Vitali
Smirnov, Sasson and I, all went up to the presidential suite for dinner. It
was very interesting mingling with all these people.
Samaranch, because of his position as the president of the Olympic
Committee, was not allowed to do any business in the countries he visited.
However, some of his close friends took the opportunity and came with
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him on sports trips, to make connections for their own business. I don’t
remember the couple’s name, but the man was a pilot, he was always ﬂying
Samaranch’s private jet. Later on this couple was involved in a big scandal
in France, with some connection to fuel.
After the opening match, we were invited again to the presidential suite,
and Sasson, who had a sculpture made of Yeltsin and his grandson, gave
it to the president as a gift. It was on that dinner that Yeltsin spoke for
the ﬁrst time about the possibility of buying the rights for the tournament
from us, to upgrade the Kremlin Cup to a higher category of tournaments,
and increase the prize money from $350,000 to $1.1M. This would have
made the tournament one of the highest level ATP tournaments.
This was when the seeds were sown.
I remember once sitting with my friend Lyuba in the VIP section in
the Kremlin Cup. The guys next to us were talking in Russian, so I didn’t
understand what they are saying. But Lyuba whispered to me that they’re
talking about throwing us out.
Minnie Nohr saves me
Gollar: The Kremlin Cup, and the business and sports activity that followed
it, increased my workload dramatically, and the international nature of
our activity also rendered it necessary to hire someone for the office
in Israel to do the accounting. In 1993, Janine, Danny Gelley’s wife,
introduced to us to Minnie Nohr, who had recently immigrated from
South Africa to Israel, and Minnie became our accountant. She took
over all the payments which I had been doing before, and came with
us on all the trips to Moscow, and later also Uzbekistan and the other
Eastern Bloc countries. We used to supply her with suitcases full of cash
in the local currency and dollars, and she would refund the players for
their local expenses, distribute appearance fees, and of course keep track
of and report every penny that went out. It was good to have someone
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this professional and trustworthy in the office, and we became very close
friends, too.
One of the sweet memories from Minnie is that in August 2006, at the
beginning of the Second Lebanon War, Sasson bought a lot of chocolate
from Elite. We went to Rambam Hospital in Haifa with Minnie and Yona
Yair from the Israel Tennis Centers, all wearing bullet proof vests, and
gave out the chocolate to the wounded soldiers. Every time there was a
siren, we ran to the hospital shelter.
To our dismay, after 15 years of collaboration, Minnie and her family
decided to go back to South Africa. We’re still in touch and consider her
one of our good friends, even though we don’t get to meet a lot.

With Minnie (right) and Yona Yair (left) at Rambam Hospital
with bags full of chocolate
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Moving to Israel, the Holy Land
Sasson: I didn’t like our new life in Zürich so much. In 1989, when we came
to Israel to celebrate Allon’s Bar Mitzah, we stayed for two weeks in an
apartment in Daniel Hotel in Herzliya. We liked it so much, we decided
to buy one of the hotel apartments for ourselves, and Golli convinced
my brothers to buy apartments, too. For a few years, this was our Israelvacation apartment, until we ﬁnally moved to Israel permanently in 1996.
To this day, we live in an apartment in this hotel.
Gollar: In March 1994, when we moved into the smaller apartment in
Zürich, Sasson said: “I now want to fulﬁll my dream, and go live in Israel.
If you want to come with me — please come, but if you don’t — I will go
alone.”
So we decided to make Israel the center of our lives, and I would divide
my time between Israel and Zürich. Allon was still in boarding school,
so most of the time he wasn’t home anyway. When he came home for
weekends, when I was in Israel, or Moscow, or later in Tashkent, he slept
over at Parviz’s house.
We already had the apartment in the Daniel Hotel in Herzliya when we
decided to make Israel the center of our lives, so we started renovating it.
We went back and forth for two years, until we ﬁnally made Aliyah in
1996.

Azure tit. We like this bird not only because
its color resembles the ﬂag of Israel, but also
because it is a native of Russia, a country that
has played a major role in our lives.
This picture was taken in Belarus. This
bird — like us — is a migrant.
(Image by Nik Borrow, cc-by-nc)

chapter 9

PUTTING UZBEKISTAN ON THE MAP

During one of our trips to Russia, Alexander Silaev, the son of Ivan Silaev,
Russia’s prime minister, introduced us to a businessman from Tashkent
named Mr. Sanjar Kassimov. He said Uzbekistan is willing to invest $20
million in medical equipment, and with our own funds dwindled by the
Kremlin Cup, we wanted to seize the opportunity and do business with him.
We invited him to Switzerland, and afterwards Sasson went to Tashkent. It
was only when Sasson arrived in Tashkent, that he found out it was just an
excuse to bring him there, and the real purpose was completely different ...
Sasson: During one of the Kremlin Cup tournaments, Alexander Silaev came
to me and asked me if I have a connection with a medical equipment
company in Israel. He said a delegation from Uzbekistan has a huge
budget for medical equipment that they want to buy from Israel. “If
you can ﬁnd us a connection, the Israeli company will pay you a certain
amount as commission.”
I was very happy with this offer, and soon found a company for him.
They wanted to come to Tashkent, and check how serious the buyer is.
Silaev organized a meeting, and we all went to Tashkent together with
the Israeli delegation. In Tashkent, they told us that only President Islam
Karimov can decide about this, but he’s currently on a trip and we should
come back another time. We set another time for a meeting, arrived in
Tashkent again, and an Uzbek delegation came to pick us up from the
airport and take us to the president. They explained the procedure to us:
“You go into the presidential palace, enter the hall from a door at one end,
and the president enters from a door at the other end. You have to walk in
the same pace as him until you meet in the middle. When you reach the
president you have to kiss his hand.” When we arrived, they ﬁrst took us
240
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to a tiny room — no bigger than a telephone booth — and did a thorough
body search to make sure we weren’t carrying any arms. Then we entered
the hall and met the president as we were told. The president sat down
and invited us to sit too. He said in Russian: “You don’t need to introduce
yourself, you are very well known from the Kremlin Cup. We want you to
organize a similar tournament here in Uzbekistan.”
I said: “His Excellency, with pleasure, but we came here to talk about
medical equipment!”
He said: “This is the ﬁrst time I hear about medical equipment. If you
have a proposal — you have to go the health minister.”
We thanked him and went out.
Then a gentleman approached us and said: “My name is Shavkat
Karimov and I’m the minister of health. You are businessmen. You know
that if you have medical equipment to sell you have to come to me, not
to the president.”
With Silaev’s help, we set another trip and meeting about the medical
equipment, but during the same trip we also organized the President’s
Cup, for the ﬁrst budget I requested. In order to approve the budget,
they had to convene the whole cabinet, who had to check what I needed
the money for. Half the sum was for bribes, but I couldn’t write it on the
budget sheet. They dictated to me how I should assess the other lines
in the budget: tennis equipment, restaurants, prize money, developing
junior tennis players in Uzbekistan, and ﬁnally — putting Uzbekistan on
the international tennis map by broadcasting the tournament on foreign
media. Islam Karimov always said: “Instead of war rockets, let’s have
tennis rackets!”
Gollar: We felt a bit cheated: We went there for a very big business
opportunity which never came to be, and instead, Sasson was summoned
to the president’s office and asked to arrange a tournament. He was
completely baffled at the direction the whole thing took. It was all preplanned, of course.
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But the president wanted a tennis tournament, and you already know
Sasson, he can’t say no to challenges, international adventures and tennis!
Learning from the mistakes we made in Moscow, in Uzbekistan, Sasson
stated the price he wanted for the tournament, and there was no ﬁnancial
risk for us. In the Kremlin Cup, on the other hand, it was all our
investment, our risk and our loss until we got more sponsors, which took
time. Here, we were much more relaxed. The only risk was if there had
been a revolution and they wouldn’t have paid, but that didn’t happen,
thank God.
Uzbekistan didn’t have proper tennis courts, only the Dynamo club, an
open air sports facility with an outdoor court, which was quite shabby. The
director of the Dynamo Club, Genrich Dashevsky, who later became the
director of the new tennis complex that was built for the President’s Cup,
helped us a lot, supported us through difficulties we faced, and we became
good friends.
The Uzbeks had a date in mind: due to climatic considerations, the
tournament could only take place in the spring. In 9 months time, while
we were getting the ATP license, they built a stadium that would meet the
ATP requirements. The construction went on as fast as they could, but six
weeks before the date of the tournament we were still not sure the stadium
would be ready on time! We were torn between cancelling the tournament
and waiting for the last second.
We decided to wait for the last second, but that way we couldn’t get
an ATP Tour license. Danny Gelley from the Israel Tennis Centers, who
alongside Ian Froman was our manager and tournament director for the
President’s Cup in Uzbekistan, suggested that we start with a Challenger —
a lower category of tournament. The players get fewer points than the ATP
Tour and the prize money is limited, but it’s easier to get a license, and it
will buy us time for a year. The players, of course, prefer the official ATP
Tour tournaments, but we had to work with what we had. The President’s
Cup started as a small Challenger, and later we upgraded it to an ATP Tour
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A stamp issued in honor of the ﬁrst President’s Cup tournament

The tournament logo, designed by our own Isaac and Cyril

tournament, when the government built a huge covered hall with a movable
roof. But they forgot heating for the winter and air-conditioning for the
summer. Just to give you an idea of why this is important, in Tashkent
winters the temperatures drop to below -10˚C and in the summer they rise
to 40˚C and more (below 15˚F and over 100˚F!). In the summer it’s like a
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furnace, and in the winter it’s a deep freezer. It was impossible to add the
air-conditioning system after the hall was built, but it’s also not an ATP
requirement. So the sauna-stadium was only used for the President’s Cup,
with everyone sweating and waving hand-held fans.
The ﬁrst President’s Cup took place in Tashkent in May 1994, as a
challenger tournament.
The Israeli team included many people from the Israel Tennis Centers.
One of them was Yona Yair, our tournament coordinator. We asked her to
tell some of the stories from the Israeli angle:
Towards the end of the year 1993, Mr. Sasson Khakshouri, Father of
the prestigious Kremlin Cup ATP Tour event, approached the Israel
Tennis Centers about purchasing an ATP license to be transferred to
Uzbekistan, the pathway of Genghis Khan on the Silk Road in Asia.
At that time, Uzbekistan was going through the birth throws of
gaining the status of an independent republic, by breaking away from
“Mother” Russia, and Sasson’s vision was in response to a request by
the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan, Islam Karimov, who was
a great tennis supporter and fan, and who wanted to expose his country,
in a positive light, to the rest of the world.
What better way was there to promote the country worldwide,
other than through hosting an international tennis tournament, to be
organized at the highest level, and have tennis players and their coaches,
from all over the world, come to the city of Tashkent, the capital of the
country, to participate? It would be a great, positive promotion.
An appeal was made by Sasson to the Israel Tennis Centers to
have an organizing team travel to Uzbekistan not only to organize the
tournament but also to promote a “grass roots” program, countrywide.
This enormous challenge, which lay ahead for all of us, demanded
great leadership from Sasson, and for those of us chosen to be part of
this illustrious team. Together with our strong bond, it led to hosting
and organizing, against all odds, the President’s Cup from the years
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1994–2002, an event that won several accolades on the ATP Tour in a
diversity of categories, and gave us exciting memories and unique life
experiences.
For the ﬁrst two years, the tournament was hosted at a Challenger
level on a clay surface, which was due to dire technical problems.
Eventually it became an indoor tournament in an arena constructed
especially for this event.
Top players from all over the world came to participate in the
tournament, and within a short time, modern Western hotels were
built. The country developed commercially and opened up trade and
business opportunities to the Western world. This international event
was an integral part of the ATP Tour for 6 out of these 9 years.
For the ﬁrst few years, the Israeli team had the unique experience
of traveling on Russian carriers which left much to be desired. As
the country developed, Uzbekistan Airlines were able to upgrade their
aircraft with an Airbus, as well as increasing the number of ﬂights per
week, and extending the number of destinations of their ﬂeet, so travel
became easier and far more accessible.
At the beginning of the project, our team was housed in a forest
located in a suburb of Tashkent, and we lived in “dachas,” guarded 24
hours a day. In the past, these dachas had served as the summer retreats
for the Tsars and Tsarinas who traveled from Russia to Uzbekistan.
The dachas’ maintenance was run down: brown water spurted from
the taps, mattresses were almost as hard as a piece of wood, toilets
hardly ﬂushed without great effort ... but they also provided a huge
element for romantic creativity of the mind: looking into the forest
during the winter months from the magniﬁcent wooden veranda, I
sometimes imagined to myself how Anna Karenina must have felt
waiting for her beloved to come, and gallop away with her on his white
horse. I would often think that a bear might appear on the veranda
wanting to join our home-cooked supper ... Tuna cutlets were the
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popular request, together with pasta, potatoes and canned corn. Salads
(all raw foods, in fact) were not allowed, due to the unsophisticated
irrigation systems in place and the unpuriﬁed water used when growing
fruit and vegetables.
This was the time of day when Sasson would conduct our daily
meeting ... discussing and sharing his feelings with us while enjoying
a home-cooked meal. It was quality time for the team to share their
experiences through the day, to laugh and sometimes cry together. We
were bonded and strong, and determined to succeed in our task.
Because the “girls” dacha — there were 4 of us — had a television,
team members from the other dachas, where television was not
available, would stay in the evening to try and catch any outside
news — there were only Russian channels. One of the coaches, who was
coaching the Uzbek Davis Cup team, would watch television at high
volume, and I would shout from my room, “Please turn the television
volume down!” His answer was usually “If the volume is low, I cannot
hear the tanks rolling into Chechnya and get the proper effect!” Yes,
while we were bringing people from all over the world together in peace,
Russian tanks were rolling into Chechnya!

Sasson: Since Uzbekistan was an unknown country and the tournament
was only a Challenger, famous tennis players were not so eager to come
and play. Add to that the lack of convenient ﬂights, and take into
consideration that the top players used to play in a different country every
week and depended on good ﬂight connections. In short, we had to offer
very large sums as appearance money for the players, which we did. We got
names like Roger Federer, Yevgeny Kafelnikov, Andriy Medvedev and the
Moroccan Karim Alami, who became very good friends with the whole
Israeli team.
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With friends in Uzbekistan, 1994

With Rustam Akhmadov, the Uzbek military chief of staff (from the President’s Cup
book). While we were shaking hands in Tashkent, his army was protecting the Uzbek
border against the Taliban from Afghanistan
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Yona Yair writes:
The players arriving for the ﬁrst time in the country to participate in
the ATP President’s Cup event, were astonished to ﬁnd a Swiss catering
team in place with a delicious menu being served, including lobster and
caviar!
With the opening of the luxurious Intercontinental and Sheraton
5-star hotels, accommodation was dramatically upgraded to meet all
standards which players were accustomed to. With comfort zones
onsite with plush sofas and chairs for relaxing, and an attractively set
up dining area. Night life in the city provided good entertainment for
the foreigners, as well as a country steeped in history.
Top players such a Yevgeny Kafelnikov and Marat Saﬁn were
warmly welcomed and treated royally, as well as players such as Roger
Federer who played the event at the age of 17, Tim Henman who won
the tournament, Greg Rusedski, Cedric Pioline, to mention just a few
of the many top players who took part in the prestigious President’s
Cup event.

Sasson: The important thing is that we achieved the goal of the president of
Uzbekistan: putting Uzbekistan on the world map, with a positive image.
The tournament was broadcast by the Eurosport channel, and was among
the very few occasions when the free world heard about Uzbekistan.
Gollar: The Israeli organizing team worked in collaboration with their
Muslim Uzbek colleagues in joy and peace. It was heartwarming to see
that. In my eyes, bringing together Muslims and Israeli Jews is one of
our greatest achievements in our limited time on this earth. If there
were more people like Sasson to bring people of allegedly enemy groups
together, on a peaceful, non-political mission, the world would have been
such a better place!
It may sound unbelievable now, but during the ﬁrst tournament in
Uzbekistan while the players were playing in Tashkent in the north, in
the south of the country, Muslim fanatics coming from Afghanistan were
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trying to stir an uprising against the government, and make Uzbekistan and
Islamic Republic like Afghanistan. Many people were killed, nobody knows
exactly how many, and eventually President Islam Karimov succeeded, with
an iron ﬁst, to quell this uprising.
The ministers’ tournament
We also organized a “tournament” for the government ministers. It was
amazing to see all these important men excited before the match, and the
atmosphere in the players lounge was just great! The ministers had to sit
together and have a meal. They were still talking about jobs and politics,
but while in their offices with their suits they were “killing” each other, in
the players lounge wearing tennis attire, they were good friends. However,
they still remembered their hierarchy: when a higher ranking official played
badly, they let him win anyway.

From the President’s Cup book

The matchless Uzbek hospitality
Sasson: In my whole life, I have never seen such nice, kind and hospitable
people like the Uzbeks. The businessman and sports administrator Gafur
Rakhimov, who was the second most powerful person in Uzbekistan after
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Islam Karimov, always used to throw parties for players in his beautiful
house, and it was fascinating, exciting and a bit scary. To go to his house,
we had to take the president’s car halfway, and then I had to change
my car, and take another car, owned by Gafur, so nobody would know
where I am going. Through the whole way there were armed security
forces. We arrived at his house. He made a party as luxurious as a wedding,
with an orchestra and barbecue, and all the players got traditional Uzbek
costumes to wear. All this happened without the president’s knowledge,
and we were warned not to utter a word to him.
Gollar: All our Israeli friends who came with us, were invited too. Gafur sent
7 or 8 cars. Sasson made sure all the guests and players got in the cars, he
himself went with Sanjar in the president’s car, but there was no room for
me in any of the cars, so I stayed in the stadium with Inga Nemirovsky,
who was our right-hand aide. Sasson said, “I will let Gafur know you stayed
behind and should be picked up.”
Then this person came with a car and said “I was sent by so-and-so, get
into the car (he spoke Russian, but Inga, acting as my interpreter, spared
me the names).”
Gafur had a house inside Tashkent, and a house outside the city, where
the party was held. I was astonished: the whole way, a 30–45 minute
drive, there were armed forces, and the house itself was huge, especially
for Tashkent. It stood on a riverbank, and on the other side of the river
there were also armed guards. The whole perimeter was surrounded with
protection. I was scared: if there’s so much security, there must be some
great danger to be protected from! Sasson, on the other hand, felt safer
as long as he’s with Gafur, who was our adviser and supporter. Sanjar had
made it very clear to us that Gafur was our guardian angel, and saying no
to him was not an option.
When we arrived at the party, we were welcomed very warmly by live
music with a famous Turkish singer and a belly dancer. We were presented
with traditional local attire and ruby rings for both of us. It was a beautiful
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garden party, the food was excellent, dancing was fun, and my fear was
dissolved. I enjoyed the party with Sasson and our guests tremendously.
Every year Gafur would throw such a party on the last day of the
tournament. Except on 2001, but we will get to it in due time.
The price of being close to power
Gollar: One of the nicest people in Uzbekistan was the president’s personal
aide, Salim Heydarovich. He accompanied the president wherever he
went, and although it seemed like a job with a lot of power, actually he
couldn’t even drink a glass of water without the president. Once he came
to Switzerland with the president, but didn’t get to see the city at all! He
had to participate in all of the ceremonies, and not leave the president’s
side for one minute. I thought to myself — it looks like power, but actually
it’s a prison.
Friendship between nations
Gollar: One advantage of promoting tennis is creating friendship between
nations. One day, we were sitting in the room with the Israeli executive
team that we brought to Tashkent to prepare the tournament. We were
having lunch or dinner — I don’t remember. Suddenly the door opened,
and a handsome young man walked into the room. He said: “Hello, I am
Ali Nili, an umpire (the tennis equivalent of referee) from Iran.”
The Israelis were shocked. They didn’t know what to say!
He said: “Don’t worry, before I came to Uzbekistan the international
tennis federation made sure we know that most of the organizers are
Israeli, and that we have no problem with it. Now I am here, and I hope
you don’t mind.”
These words from Ali Nili broke the ice, and we asked him to join
us for dinner. He did, and this is how this friendship started. After the
tournament, when saying our goodbyes, we were all emotional when
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parting with him, like saying goodbye to a beloved family member. This
is the beauty of tennis.
Living conditions in Uzbekistan
Gollar: The third most powerful person in Uzbekistan was Salim Abdulaiev,
who, together with Gafur Rakhimov, was responsible for our safety: staff,
players and foreign guests. If it weren’t for their support, I don’t think we
could have held the tournament at all.
In Uzbekistan, we lived in Dachas, typical Russian weekend woodenhouses, which was very nice in the summer, albeit lacking air conditioning.
In the hot weather, it wasn’t very pleasant, and in the winter I went to bed
with socks and a fur coat but still froze. Once, Sasson left the oven in the
kitchen on at night for heating, but he didn’t realize it was gas (ours were
always electric). I didn’t know that he had left the gas on in the kitchen.
I woke up in the middle of the night, smelling gas, and didn’t understand
what was going on. I was a smoker then, and thank God I didn’t light a
lighter, because we would have exploded!
In order to include the President’s Cup in the ATP Tour, the ATP
demanded ﬁve-star hotels for the players, and more ﬂight possibilities.
Because everything was state-owned, the state immediately increased the
frequency of ﬂights, and built hotels like Sheraton and Intercontinental.
They had planned to do this anyway, but the ATP demands were a catalyst.
The main purpose of the tournament was to put Uzbekistan on the map,
so adding ﬂights and building hotels made sense as part of the broader
plan.
Mission (almost) impossible
Gollar: The ﬁrst President’s Cup in Tashkent was very difficult. Nothing
worked. There was no electricity, the kitchen was not working, and even
Roman Birchler, our resourceful chef, said: “I’m very sorry Sasson, in these
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conditions and without electricity, I won’t be able to give the service you
expect from me.”
Sasson yelled at him: “Everybody has to do their duty! See how to ﬁx
things!”
But in the end everything went well. The tournament was a big success,
the president came for the ﬁnal, and buses brought young students to ﬁll
the stadium with spectators.
Our Swiss catering team, headed by Mr. Birchler, ordered a lot of food
from abroad on the tournament budget. Half of it they sold to embassies,
and did a good business for themselves. The embassies loved buying
sole ﬁsh and smoked salmon from Norway, and all other delicacies they
couldn’t buy in Tashkent. We found out about it because we were under
constant surveillance by Mr. Sanjar, and he followed up closely on every
item that arrived, and how it was handled. So there are good sides to being
an espionage target after all ...
Sasson: Talking about food, we have been literally all over the world, and
nowhere did we taste such delicious fruit, vegetables and especially
wonderful bread as I did in Uzbekistan.
Fun in Uzbekistan
If this Shirazi beauty wins our heart —
Samarkand and Bukhara for her beauty mark
(Hāfez)

اﮔﺮ آن ﺗﺮک ﺷﯿﺮازی ﺑﻪ دﺳﺖ آرد دل ﻣﺎ را ﺑﻪ ﺧﺎل ﻫﻨﺪوﯾﺶ ﺑﺨﺸﻢ ﺳﻤﺮﻗﻨﺪ و ﺑﺨﺎرا را
()ﺣﺎﻓﻆ
Gollar: After the tournament, all our friends wanted to go to Samarkand
and Bukhara. Inland ﬂights were very bad, so they took a bus. Sasson
also wanted me to go to Samarkand, but as a VIP, as well as for security
reasons, I went in the president’s car next to their bus. The deputy mayor
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of Samarkand, a highly-educated, amicable lady, had my car escorted with
police.
When entering Samarkand, I switched from the president’s car to a
chaika limousine. Together with all my friends who came by bus, we had
a sightseeing tour in Samarkand and a reception in the mayor’s office in
the city hall.
I went back to Tashkent, while our friends continued to Bukhara. On
their way there, their bus ran out of fuel, and they couldn’t ﬁnd a gas
station. So they called Sasson, Sasson called Sanjar, Sanjar called the mayor
of Samarkand, and the mayor of Samarkand delivered them some fuel so
they could move on.
Samarkand also hosted ATP challenger tournaments. Yona Yair tells of the
Israeli team trips there:
“Grass roots” programs were developed country-wide: cities such as
Andijan, Fergana and Namangan on the Kyrgyz border and Qarshi in
the south of the country hosted international tennis events, while the
magniﬁcent cities of Samarkand and Bukhara hosted ATP Challenger
events within a few years. When visiting the exotic spice market of
Samarkand, the words of John Keats rang loud and clear and so true:

... and spiced dainties, every one
From silken Samarcand to cedar’d Lebanon.
(John Keats, The Eve of St. Agnes)
On some of our trips to Samarkand, we ﬂew with a propeller plane.
These planes had a long rubber band wrapped around the propeller, and
we were told it needed to be wrapped 100 times in order for the plane
to complete the 50 minute ﬂight. So on these ﬂights I always found
myself looking at the technician and counting to 100 so as to ensure
that the propeller had enough turns to cover the distance needed!
Whether this is true or false I am not sure, but it was frightening as
on several occasions when I looked out of the window of the plane and
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watched the technician wind up the propeller, and when my counting
only reached 90, we took off.
In Samarkand we met a wonderful potter who became our souvenir
supplier. She used to design each bowl, plate and cup individually and
paint them differently, and our team members would stock up on
gifts for family and friends. When the team was stationed only in
Tashkent, we would contact the lady, and she would make the trip
herself, staggering into the lobby of the Sheraton hotel with three
typical Uzbek baskets ﬁlled with pottery for us to choose from, pay
her a pittance for the items and send her home with empty baskets and
a huge smile. We would return home, hopefully without breaking the
beautiful items en route, with items to once again ﬁll our cupboards or
give away as gifts ...
Our trips to the outlying city of Samarkand depended on good
weather. On one occasion, traveling from Tashkent to meet the mayor
prior to the tournament and pay him a visit of respect, the weather
did not permit us to ﬂy and we traveled with nine people in a minibus,
squashed up to keep us warm on the snow covered roads ... and singing
the Israeli song “Yerushalayim shel zahav — Jerusalem of Gold” to keep
our spirits high while traveling seven hours to this mysterious, beautiful
city. At lunch we sat around a table with an abundance of local food,
including the famous “plof,” and each person around the table made a
toast and raised their glass to the good health of all. On such occasions,
I always sat near a huge plant where I could discreetly water the plant
with my glass of arak instead of drinking it myself ... I wonder if it made
the plant grow better, or if there are arak plants in Samarkand today?

Gollar: One of the things I ﬁnd remarkable is that in the ﬁrst years we were
there, I realized that, due to Soviet inﬂuence, ladies were widely present
and completely accepted in public spaces; but later, as Islamic inﬂuence
grew, they practically disappeared from public places! I felt it personally,
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too: in the beginning I joined Sasson in all the meetings, and later on I
realized they didn’t want any ladies joining them.
Samaranch comes to Uzbekistan
Sasson: Another dream of President Islam Karimov was that Uzbekistan
would host the Olympic Games. It looked impossible, but he was determined. He even traveled to Lausanne to meet Juan Antonio Samaranch.
He was warmly welcomed by Samaranch, and it was the beginning of a
beautiful friendship. Islam Karimov invited Samaranch to participate and
open a few of the President’s Cup tournaments, and received him with the
famous Uzbek hospitality.
In the end, Uzbekistan didn’t get to host the Olympic Games, but they
did host the Asian games.
Gollar: One of the best memories I have with my parents was a one day
trip from Tashkent to Bukhara ﬂying with Samaranch in the Olympic
committee’s private jet. We were treated like state guests, picked up from
the airport with a VIP chaika limousine, driven through the whole town
with a personal interpreter, escort and everything, and hosted by the
mayor in the town hall. Then we ate a luxurious meal, and ﬂew back to
Tashkent.
Parting with Vainstein
Gollar: It was the 5th Kremlin Cup. My entire family came: Parviz, Louise,
Jany, my parents — it was the most beautiful Kremlin Cup for me ever.
Russia was politically stable at last, and the only thing that bothered me
was that I knew we had to part with Vainstein:
One of our sponsors was Ellesse Sportswear from Italy. The man who
brought the clothes chose ten young, beautiful girls as models. One of
these girls was Lyka, a stunning girl. She was complimenting me right and
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Gollar’s parents, Youssef and Margrit Khakshouri, with the interpreter at Samarkand
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left, because she wanted to get promoted and meet rich people. Once she
got to the top, her behavior changed. At the time, nobody knew exactly
what was going on, but the looks she exchanged with Sasha Vainshtain
were very obvious to me, and she stopped complimenting me because she
was already where she wanted to be and didn’t need my help anymore.
Sasha and Lyka hid their relationship for years and years. The penny fell
one day, when I was holding a tray full of dirty cups after one of our
meetings, and was about to take it to the kitchen. Sasha said: “This is
not your job, we have a lot of employees for that.”
The ﬁrst employee to walk in was Lyka. I handed her the tray, asked her
to take it into the kitchen, and said: “At these hectic times, we have to
help each other.”
Then she looked at me, looked at Sasha, and left with the tray, furious.
It was then that I realized there was something going on between them.
Eventually, Sasha separated from his wife Lida and ended up marrying
Lyka. But even this important event was kept private, and nobody really
knew when exactly it all happened.
When Lyka entered Sasha’s life, he changed too. She had him under
some spell. I was the one keeping track of all our expenses, and I realized
that the company-related credit card, which we had given to Vainstein for
the expenses of the Kremlin Cup guests, had increasingly higher charges
from top fashion shops.
With this event and other things that happened, our trust was gone.
We couldn’t work together anymore, and parted with Vainstein. Looking
back, I should have overlooked it. Breaking up with Sasha meant losing
our guide. We hadn’t realized it before, but he was the only one in
our team who knew how to navigate in the dangerous Russian sea full
of political and business sharks. The dissolution of our partnership,
eventually led to the loss of our Kremlin Cup license.
Sometimes you have to overlook things, but on the other hand, maybe
it would have been over anyway.
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Sasson: When our friend Yuri Matkof heard about the whole thing, he said —
“a Jew remains a Jew.” I was so distraught! Matkof knew we were Jewish,
and how proud we are of it, and he was our friend! I roamed the streets
for a few hours not knowing what to do with myself. Finally, I came to
the conclusion that it was a good punishment for me. I had spoken bad
words about our dear friend Sasha, whom we love and respect to this day
like a brother.
Gollar: It was very hard for us. We loved Sasha Vainstein a lot, but he was
absolutely under Lyka’s spell and did some things that did not allow us to
keep working together.
Sasha contributed his impressions for our book:
The Kremlin Cup: birth at the turn of the epoch (30 years on)
There are great events which remain in history as bright sparks, while
it is more rarely that events become history, comprising a natural and
integral part of human lives.
Much has been said and written about The Kremlin Cup, but little
is known about the people who created this tournament, and ensured
its survival at the turn of the epoch. That is why I’d like to say some
words about Sasson Khakshouri and Eugene Scott.
Sasson Khakshouri is referred to as the tournament founder, but
it is rather a simplistic perception. Sasson is a phenomenon, still
underestimated, who greatly inﬂuenced not only tennis development,
but also the culture and style of interrelations between representatives
of two different worlds: Russia of the 1990’s and (as it seemed
then) ever-prosperous West. His wisdom, patience, “soft will” and
friendliness, his invariable “please” (not frequently used in Russia then)
when addressing any person with any request won over everybody from
Yeltsin and government ministers to cloakroom attendants and ballboys at the Olympic stadium.
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Little by little, Kahkshouri’s faith in the Kremlin Cup developed
into a conviction that this tournament was essential not only for
Russian tennis but for Russia as well. Perhaps this was his mission, and
he fully implemented it. And it goes without saying, that it would have
been totally impossible without support from his family, in the ﬁrst
place — from Gollar Khakshouri.
Eugene Scott was the director of the Kremlin Cup for the ﬁrst
10 years of its run. This “atypical” American, a brilliant journalist
with a keen sense of humour and delicate irony and a highly regarded
professional in the tennis world, was probably the ﬁrst one in Russia
who taught the Kremlin Cup team the principles of contemporary
international sports management and marketing. Largely thanks to
this, Shamil Tarpishchev’s team succeeded in ensuring and preserving
the high level tournament management in the subsequent quarter of a
century. Regretfully, Eugene Scott is no longer with us, and I suppose
it might be a good idea if the Kremlin Cup management were to name
one of its prizes after this man.
The Kremlin Cup will never be the same. The Olympic stadium is
closed for major reconstruction, so the tournament has to move to a
different place. But the Kremlin Cup has become a legend, and legends
do not die.
I hope that I’ve also learned a great deal from Sasson Khakshouri
and Eugene Scott. Anyway, my acquaintance with these remarkable
persons largely determined my life for the following 30 years.

Gollar: A new sponsor that year was Microdin, a Russian company. We were
introduced to them through Alexander Silaev, the prime minister’s son,
who was the founders’ professor of mathematics. On the last evening,
after the tournament was over, they invited us to a private party. It
was unbelievable: live music in a huge house, and a very famous singer
(whom I didn’t know because he was Russian, but the Russians were very
impressed). The next day we ﬂew to Tashkent with the Microdin people
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in their own private jet. They were 3–4 young partners in their 20’s, who
built a very big company. To tell the truth, I don’t remember what they
made.
After the Kremlin Cup, we went to Frankfurt with Shamil and Vainstein
where we were awarded the ATP prize for the best tournament of the year
(among 65 tournaments). Our tournaments won this award many times,
but it was exciting every year.
A diamond in the rough
Sasson: In 1995, as we were sitting in the Kremlin Cup office, the door
opened and a gentleman came in and said: “Salam Gollar Jun, do you know
me?”
Gollar was not sure.
“My name is Fred Nassima, I’m a relative of Khanom-e Navide, your
mother’s cousin. I’ve heard a lot about you and the Kremlin Cup, and
heard you have a lot of inﬂuence in Russia. I want to make you a business
offer that could earn you millions of dollars. We can share the proﬁt 50–50.
I only need your connections”
I was skeptical, due to my life experience, but Gollar was positive and
wanted to know the details: “How?”
“One of the most attractive businesses in Russia is buying rough
diamonds and exporting them to Europe. The only organization that sells
rough diamonds is an organization named Almas Jewellery Exports. The
chairman of this organization is an extremely busy person, and it’s very
difficult to get an appointment with him. The only thing I ask you is to
use your connections to arrange for me to meet him.”
We managed to get this appointment using our connections, and went
with Mr. Fred Nassima to the organization. He managed to make a
considerable purchase of rough diamonds.
After our return Fred called us, and said we have to transfer 50% of the
value of the diamonds he bought. And thus we became partners. After a
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very short while Fred informed us that he sold the stones and shared the
proﬁt with us as promised.
So we went to Moscow again to buy more rough diamonds. We were
informed that it’s forbidden to export rough diamonds from Russia. You
have to have a factory in Moscow, polish them and then you can export
the polished ones.
There was no other choice. We found a place, Fred imported equipment
for polishing diamonds, and we held a nice launching for the place, where
we invited all the staff of Almas Jewellery Exports. The capacity of
the factory we opened was sufficient to polish only 5% of the quantity
we wanted to buy. It was more for “decoration” in case there’s an
investigation.
What we didn’t know was that Mr. chairman was already “married”
to three companies, who were buying the diamonds, bringing them to
Europe, and making a lot of proﬁt — millions and millions. Later on we
found out he had given us a small quantity of diamonds for a relatively
high price, just to get rid of us, while the large quantities were sold to
those companies for a fraction of their actual value.
However, with all the equipment, some Russian employees with huge
salaries, shipping costs, paperwork etc., we had to invest more than
$1M. And all of a sudden we were informed there were no more rough
diamonds, and found ourselves with a factory in Moscow, a lot of
employees, astronomical expenses and no merchandise to process. There
was no other choice than to close the factory. All the inventory was stolen,
and never found to this day.
On one of Fred’s subsequent trips to Moscow, together with us, Fred
was very down. He told me: “Sasson, you have to help me.”
I asked: “What’s the matter?”
He said: “The government investigated Almas Jewellery Exports, took
our name and demanded an unbelievable amount from me. Sasson, you
know the language and mentality a little bit, you should participate in our
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meeting and see if you can help me!”
I accepted, and went to a meeting with a young lady and a young Russian
man.
I asked: “What’s the problem?”
They said that Mr. Nassima has purchased rough diamonds three times,
knowing that diamonds have to be polished before they’re exported. He
has exported more than 90% of these diamonds unpolished, which is
strictly forbidden. He has to pay 200% penalty for the diamonds illegally
exported. He has imported equipment for polishing diamonds without
customs declaration, and for this he also has to pay a few millions penalty
or go to prison. I saw Fred sinking lower and lower in his chair with each
accusation. I shouted at these guys: “Please stop it! You are such a nice
young generation of Russians, you shouldn’t behave like Bolshevists! This
gentleman who is sitting here is a famous clean businessman. He has an
office in Antwerp, and everyone knows him for his good reputation. His
only sin was that he heard you can do business in Russia and came to do
it. What are you talking about? I know you’re talking out of your own
interest. Tell me how much you want.”
They talked to each other in Russian, and then mentioned a sum of a
few hundred thousands. I told them I agree if you take off one zero. They
said a price that was about $5000 above mine, and we settled for that.
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Sasson gets into the hall of fame
Sasson: In 1996, Islam Karimov opened a sports museum in Tashkent, the
Museum of Olympic Glory. He asked me to pose for having this bust
sculpted for the museum. I can tell you, sitting for hours and hours
without moving and modelling for a sculptor is not an easy task, but now
I’m in the hall of fame for eternity, so looking back — it was worth it!

Sasson near a bust of himself, made in tribute to his key role in establishing the
President’s Cup tournament in Uzbekistan

chapter 10

1997: OUR DIFFICULT YEAR

1997 was a sad year for us.
Gollar: On 21 March 1997, when Jany was in Israel with her daughter Margie,
Margie unexpectedly passed away. She was only 21 years old! It was a big
tragedy for our whole family. We were all shocked, and then fell into deep
sorrow.
My grandmother, Saltanat Khanom, whom we all loved like a mother,
was over 90 years old at the time. She lived in Switzerland with my parents
and my sister Louise. She was completely lucid. She passed away nine
months after her great granddaughter, on Hanukkah of the same year.
On the last 2 weeks of her life, I ﬂew to Switzerland to be with her, and
slept in her room.
I had a lot of time to reminisce and remember all the good times
we had and how much she had done for all of us. One memory that
always amazes me is going to the synagogue with her, as a young girl in
Hamburg and later also in Zürich. Saltanat Khanom was illiterate, as were
most women in her generation. Iranians at that time didn’t think there
was any sense in teaching girls to read. Iranian women’s section in the
synagogue was always a social hub, with all the women constantly talking
and chattering. But not my grandmother. Although she couldn’t read and
didn’t understand a word of Hebrew, she went to the synagogue every
Shabbat for a whole day, and did nothing but listen to the service very
attentively. It always amazed me how she never got bored. She was very
religious, and had a close relationship with God.
God called her back to His presence in December 1997. When she fell
into coma, I ﬂew back to Israel the next day, to arrange the funeral and
burial. In the evening, when I arrived in Israel, my mother called to tell
265
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me our beloved Saltanat Khanom passed away. I feel blessed for having
been able to spend the last two weeks of her life with her, and be there
for her.
May they both rest in peace.
Power struggles in Russian sports politics
Gollar: Vitali Smirnov was the president of the Russian National Olympic
Committee. One day in April 1997 he called us on the phone, and said
that he is in Lausanne and wants to see Sasson. So we went to Lausanne
together, as we did in nearly all our business trips. During this meeting, he
said: “You are the organizer of the Kremlin Cup. You should know that
there are two organizations in Russia that have a conﬂict of interest with
each other: one is the Olympic Committee, of which I am chairman, and
the other is the Sports Committee, headed by Shamil Tarpishchev. The
Sports Committee is in the midst of a big scandal now, and Shamil is very
likely to end up in prison. You should make your choice whether you want
to go with the Sports Committee or with the Olympic Committee.”
Sasson: My response, and maybe my mistake, was that I answered Mr.
Smirnov: “I am not a ‘call girl’, who goes one day with this man and
another day with another man. I got an order from Yeltsin to work with
Tarpishchev.”
Big mistake.
A short while later Shamil was ﬁred and ﬂed to Switzerland, penniless,
with only his shirt on his back. I spent a day with him, showed him my
loyalty, bought him whatever he needed, paid his hotel and everything,
until he went back.
It turns out that because of Yeltsin’s severe heart condition and constant
state of drunkenness, his bodyguard, Alexander Korzhakov, was increasingly taking over the authority of the president. On the other side, there
were Boris Berezovsky, one of Yeltsin’s advisors, and Yeltsin’s daughter
Tatyana Yumasheva, who were also gaining power. These two rival groups
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wanted to control Yeltsin and the country. Shamil Tarpishchev belonged
to the Korzhakov camp. Yeltsin’s daughter Tatyana Yumasheva, along
with Berezovsky, ﬁnally succeeded in throwing Korzhakov out and taking
over. That’s why Tarpishchev ﬂed to Geneva, but a short while later thing
calmed down in Russia, and he could go back home, and go back to being
Yeltsin’s personal tennis coach.
Today, Shamil Tarpishchev’s son Amir Tarpishchev is the Kremlin Cup
tournament director, a high official in the Russian tennis arena, and rumor
says he’s close to Putin.
End of the Kremlin Cup for us
After the 1997 Kremlin Cup, Shamil offered us a wonderful contract, which
we were very happy about, for the sale of the tournament. We could still
remain involved, and the price was very good. Businesswise, we didn’t mind
selling the license, as we suffered many losses from the Kremlin Cup, and
this contract allowed us to be involved and organize, and get paid like
hired CEOs. So we signed, quite happily. But the Russians never fulﬁlled
their end of the contract. Although the price was agreed and signed, they
constantly lowered it. It was a very difficult time, about ﬁve months of
negotiations during which they constantly reduced the price, and eventually
didn’t pay even 10% of what was agreed. They excluded us from everything,
completely dismissed us.
End of the Theatro Restaurant
Gollar: Our Swiss catering team continued — now on a larger scale — to sell
food products bought from the tournament budget, to local embassies,
in Russia and Uzbekistan. We couldn’t continue working with them on
tournaments. When I found out they were doing similar things with the
revenues from the Theatro Restaurant, we ended that collaboration as
well.
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A single ray of light
Gollar: In 1997, we ﬁnally upgraded the Tashkent tournament from challenger to ATP Tour. It now took place in early September. I always said
to Sasson: Without business on the side, this whole tennis endeavor is not
worth it. But all my convincing words fell on deaf ears ...
Kazakhstan welcomes Sasson
Sasson: During the ﬁrst ATP Tour President’s Cup in 1997, Nursultan
Nazarbayev, the president of Kazakhstan, came to Uzbekistan on an
official visit, and President Islam Karimov of Uzbekistan invited him to
see the tennis tournament.
He also introduced me to him, and on that very ﬁrst introduction, the
Kazakh president asked me to organize such a tournament in Kazakhstan,
too.
A short while later, I traveled to Almaty, the capital of Kazakhstan at
the time, and met with Mr. Nazarbayev. He had already issued an order
for the relevant authorities to meet me, and after kissing his hand, I set
out to meet them.
I had brought a whole suitcase of “presents” with me, as I was used to
from other Eastern Bloc countries: gold, silver, money, expensive tennis
equipment etc. There was even a country where anyone wishing to meet
with the president had to part with one million dollars! I was a tennis
celebrity, so I usually got a lower price ... I hoped my present-suitcase
would suffice in Kazakhstan. I had no idea how much meetings cost there,
and how many I would have. My ﬁrst meeting was with Teimur Nezayev,
the president’s son-in-law. When I entered his office I offered him nice
expensive tennis equipment. His reaction shocked me. He said: “Thank
you very much, but I can’t accept it. In Kazakhstan, we don’t take bribes!
Now let’s get to business.”
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I had a ﬂight back from Almaty to Moscow on that very same day,
but the meetings took longer than expected, and I couldn’t reach the
airport on time. The Kazakhs were not worried. They said: “It’s OK, the
president is putting his personal airplane at your disposal to ﬂy back.”
When our meeting ended, they took me to the airport with full ceremony,
and I boarded the private jet. Three other passengers were already on
board.
During the ﬂight, the other guests started smoking. I frowned and
expressed my discontentment, and they put out their cigars.
We landed in Moscow. One of the people who were smoking (the same
ones I had frowned upon!) came up to me and asked: “Is anyone coming
to welcome you in the airport?” I said “No.” “Our driver will take you to
the hotel,” he said.
I asked: “Who are you?”
He said: “My boss is one of the president’s best friends and the owner
of this jet!”
Had I known who I was ﬂying with, and how nicely they would treat
me when we landed, I would have suffered quietly. Or at least would have
been more polite when asking them to put out their cigars ...
On one hand, I really admired the Kazakh partners for not taking
presents, but on the other hand, it turns out the meetings I had were
only for consultancy. The president’s son-in-law wanted to organize the
tournament by himself, and actually invited me only to learn from my
experience. Of course, one talk is not enough, and it took him about 10
years to establish the Kazakhstan President’s Cup tournament, which is
not a part of the ATP Tour.
The medical mystery
One day, Danny Gelley, our tournament director in Uzbekistan, fell ill. He
felt worse and worse every day, and nobody understood what he had. Finally,
we decided to take him to the American Hospital. Both he and his wife were
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very worried about this mysterious illness. We were also worried. Besides
being concerned about his well-being, he was also the tournament director,
and with this illness he couldn’t do his job!
We all panicked: Everybody, including Danny, had been vaccinated
against malaria and hepatitis before going to Uzbekistan, but there he was
with an illness nobody knows. We were afraid he caught some serious exotic
disease, and were afraid someone else may have also contracted it.
Then he came back from the American Hospital. It turns out he
had ... chicken pox! Everyone burst out laughing, except Danny. Apparently, as an adult, this childhood disease put him in real life danger!
After a couple of days, he recovered completely, we were all relieved,
and the tournament was held without any additional surprises.

chapter 11

REUNITING IN ISRAEL

Gollar: After my grandmother passed away, my parents came to join us in
Israel. They had a very hard time acclimating. Still, whenever I asked:
“Papa, how are you?” He would wear a cheerful face, and say with fatherly
love: “As long as I have children like you and your siblings, I must be very
well!”
During those years, Mahbubeh Khanom and her husband Agha Youssef
Shaulian became their closest friends. I will never forget their selﬂess
grace and kindness towards my parents. I feel obliged to express and eternalize my deep gratitude to them in this book. It was their heartwarming
meetings and talks that alleviated the pain of alienation and loneliness in
the State of Israel, where my parents were once again new immigrants. It
brought them the peace of mind they had been longing for.
To this very day, the kindness of Mahbubeh Khanom and her husband
Youssef remains part of our lives. Meeting these dear friends and talking
to them sweetens our lives, and we pray the Lord to grant them a long,
healthy life.
Sasson: In their own home, the Shaulians are charming and delightful hosts.
Mahbubeh Khanom is an excellent cook, and at their table they lavishly
serve us, their guests, traditional Iranian food. Their hospitality is indeed
unmatched.
In Ohel Mordechai Synagogue, one of the most exquisite houses of
worship in Herzliya, there are beautiful, valuable Torah scrolls that
Youssef Shaulian donated to the synagogue. Mr. Shulian works in close
collaboration with the heads of the synagogue, and his constant assistance
in running the synagogue is admirable.
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Youssef and Mahbubeh Shaulian with Gollar and Sasson

A message from Mahbubeh Shaulian:
There’s no wealth in our house, but peace here is ﬂowing,
And where there is peace — that’s where God’s light is glowing.
(Mohammad Khoramshahi)

 ﺻﻔﺎ ﻫﺴﺖ،در ﮐﻠﺒﻪ ی ﻣﺎ روﻧﻖ اﮔﺮ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
 در آن ﻧﻮر ﺧﺪا ﻫﺴﺖ،آﻧﺠﺎ ﮐﻪ ﺻﻔﺎ ﻫﺴﺖ
()ﻣﺤﻤﺪ ﺧﺮﻣﺸﺎﻫﯽ
In the Herzliya neighborhood where we live, my husband Youssef
Shaulian and a few other philanthropists wished to build a synagogue.
It took two years of effort until the synagogue was ready, and in order
to launch it properly and introduce it to the people, many guests were
invited, including the mayor of Herzliya, the chief Rabbi of Israel and
many other prominent ﬁgures like the Khakshouri family.
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My husband is a person who has a sense of people. On the ﬁrst time
he met this dear family, he said to me, “We’ve met two angels, Gollar
and Sasson.”
Many years have gone by since then. Our friendship grows and
develops every day. Philanthropy, benevolence, kindness, dignity,
grandeur and hospitality, are only a few of this wonderful couple’s
qualities. I truthfully don’t know what words and sentences can transfer
all these feelings and virtues to paper.
It was a great honor for us to see Sasson being called to the stage
at one of the tennis tournaments in Uzbekistan, to stand next to the
Uzbek president. When they put an honorary golden robe on his
shoulders, it was a very moving moment for us.
One of the good memories I have of Sasson is the day we went to
the marketplace in Uzbekistan, and saw a woman who was collecting
food from the ﬂoor. It made us all very sad. Sasson bent down to her,
pretended to pick up a ﬁve hundred so’m bill from the ﬂoor, and said
to the needy lady: I saw this bill falling out of your pocket!
We are proud of having such benevolent friends, and wish them
health and success in all their deeds. This couple always support each
other, and it is not in vain that they said that behind every great man
there is always a great, kind and pure-hearted woman.

Breath is the beginning of life
Love is a part of life
But a good friend is the heart of life
Gollar: Another highlight of my father’s social life in Israel was meeting
with good friends like Prof. Amnon Netzer, of Blessed memory, from the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and Menashe Amir, may he live long and
prosper, founder and principal announcer of the Persian Voice of Israel,
who currently runs the Radio Payam Israel media outlet.
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Prof. Amnon Netzer (1934–2008), a professor at the Hebrew University.
Netzer was born in Rasht (Northern Iran) and immigrated to Israel at 14 years of age.
He was one of the world’s leading scholars of Jewish-Iranian literature and history.

Left to right: Farnush (Orly) Ram, Sasson, Menashe Amir, Soﬁ Amir z”l

The good days with my parents
Gollar: My parents’ arrival in Israel made us very happy. Having them by our
side was much easier than the “long distance relationship” we had while
they stayed in Switzerland. I made every effort to be in touch with them
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more and more, and went to visit them very often. We had lunch together
every day, either at Louise’s home or at my place. Those were good days,
and we enjoyed being together. Even when I had to go on business trips,
we made sure that Louise and I didn’t leave Israel at the same time, so at
least one of us would be with our parents, and if we did have to leave at the
same time, we would ask Jany to come from Geneva, and be with them.
Very often, we took them on our business trips to Moscow, Tashkent,
Bangkok etc. Louise and Nissan took them to all of the events at Bar Ilan
University, and Parviz came to visit them very often too.
My father’s brothers also came to visit my parents in Israel. Shalom
lives in LA and is older, so he couldn’t come very often, but Sion, my
father’s youngest brother, used to visit my parents in Zürich and in Israel
on a regular basis until my father passed away. My uncles came to all our
weddings and Bar Mitzvahs and we went to theirs. We have a close and
warm relationship to this day.

Sasson and Sion Khakshouri

Sasson: For me, Gollar’s uncle Agha Sion Khakshouri is a role model and
symbol of faith, survival and perseverance. Each one of the ailments he
has could kill a person by itself, but despite dialysis three times a week and
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other health issues, he never loses hope and trust in God, and he always
has a smile on his face. I admire his strength.
Tennis trouble in Uzbekistan
Gollar: During the 1998 President’s Cup, we again had a terrible difficulty
receiving our payments. Sasson asked Sanjar to go to the president and tell
him the payments are delayed. Sasson didn’t want me to travel to Tashkent
with him until the payments were made. Eventually he told me to come
on Monday, for the opening ceremony of the tournament.
I ﬂew to Tashkent, and was very, very down. The story kept repeating
itself and was not exciting anymore, just annoying. This total dependence
on the payments drove me crazy. I was so depressed, I didn’t want to
meet anyone. I didn’t want to have any contact with anyone. I stayed
in my room, read books, and took some strolls in the city. For the
previous 3 years, I had been in Moscow and Tashkent only for the tennis
tournaments, and just couldn’t see these cities anymore.
One day I asked Janna Dashevsky, whose husband Genrich was the
director of the tennis center, manager of the Davis Cup in Tashkent, and
the president’s personal tennis coach, “Is there a good fortune teller in
Tashkent?”
She brought me to one who served all the high society and high
politicians. I don’t remember anything of what he said, but I still
remember this: He said that all the bigwigs asked him if Sasson is an
Iranian spy. And the fortune teller said that according to what he sees —
he’s not. He also said that there would be a war in 1999, and indeed in
May 1999, war broke out in the former Yugoslavia. (Then again, almost
every year a war starts somewhere, doesn’t it?) That’s what I remember.
Then Janna Dashevsky asked me why I was so sad and tired. I didn’t
know how to explain it, that’s just how I felt. These trips were not so
good for me anymore, because I didn’t see the sense in our work anymore.
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You’re supposed to work in order to earn money, and we were just covering
expenses.
Homage to Uzbekistan’s role in saving Holocaust refugees
Sasson: Mr. Joel Katz was our lawyer and, more importantly, one of the ﬁrst
sports broadcasters in Israel. I met him through our relative Ms. Sara
Eliazar. We invited him to Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan. When we
landed in Tashkent and got off the plane, he bowed down and kissed the
ground! Seeing the surprised looks on our faces, he told us the following
story:
I am personally indebted to the kind, benevolent people of this country.
During World War II each person tried to save their own life. I also ﬂed,
through mountains and dangerous roads, and managed to get myself
to Uzbekistan. Hungry, thirsty, tired and bruised, I knocked on the
ﬁrst door I found. They welcomed me warmly, I took shelter in their
house, and stayed with them for months. Uzbekis at that time were
living a hard life, feeding on bread and poverty-foods, yet they hosted
us — Holocaust refugees — with admirable grace.

When President Islam Karimov came to Israel on an official visit in
December 1998, Mr. Katz was very upset to see that he was not welcomed
at the airport by the heads of state, as he should have been. Katz said
that during the Second World War, Uzbekistan, a Muslim country, saved
the lives of tens of thousands of Jews from certain death by Hitler’s
executioners. Shouldn’t the leaders of the Jewish State, Israel, welcome
the Uzbek president with more honor?!
His agitation was contagious. The issue occupied my mind, too, quite a
lot, and I made an exerted effort to think of a solution. In time, I came
up with one: I turned to an excellent painter I know and told him the
whole story. I asked him to paint a fugitive who, at a time of helplessness
and trouble, ﬁnds refuge with virtuous, graceful people. This painter
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masterfully painted exactly what I wanted, and we gave it to the head of
Yad Vashem: The World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem.
Yad Vashem keeps the memory and memorabilia of the six million Jews
murdered in the Holocaust, and lists all their names. When the Uzbek
president visited the museum, they gave him the painting as a token of
appreciation on behalf of the Jewish people to the Uzbek people for all
their benevolence.
Until the dissolution of the USSR in 1991, the Jewish community of
Uzbekistan comprised about 200,000 people. Thereafter, most of them
emigrated to Israel and the US. Today, there are fewer than 20,000 Jews
living in Uzbekistan, most of them in the capital Tashkent.
Allon comes into the tennis business
Gollar: It’s 1999. My youngest son Allon is very much involved in tennis, and
serves as co-director of the tournaments in Tashkent: President’s Cup for
men and Tashkent Open for women.
A couple of years before that, he had told to Sasson that Marat Saﬁn
is very talented, and he wanted to get him as a player and become
his manager. It seemed impossible at the time, because Marat was
represented by IMG, one of the biggest sports agencies in the world, and
the penalty for his release was beyond our means. The opportunity came
when a legal dispute arose between Marat and IMG, which allowed him
to part with IMG without penalty. Allon asked his close friend Gerard
Tsobanian, who worked for Ion Țiriac, a renowned businessman and one
of the big players in the world of sports, if he would be interested in
managing Marat. Together, they approached Marat, who was now a free
agent. He accepted, and became the ﬁrst player represented by Allon’s
ﬁrm. Together, they accompanied Marat throughout his entire career.
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The lost diamond
Sasson: Gifts for hosts are an inseparable part of business. One day, before a
trip to one of the Eastern Bloc countries, I bought two large diamonds at
the Israel Diamond Exchange Center (Bursa) in Ramat Gan. I intended
to have them made them into a pair of earrings as a gift for the wife of
one of the high officials. The seller gave me the address of the jeweler who
was supposed to mount the diamonds on the earrings, and I went there,
not before taking a golden bracelet of Gollar that needed ﬁxing.
I went to the address he gave me, and there I found a young Georgian
man, with his old mother sitting on a chair in the corner. He barked at
me, “What do you want?”
Not very service-oriented, I noted to myself. But he must be an excellent
craftsman, the seller wouldn’t have risked his reputation, right?
I said: “I’m looking for Alex. Are you Alex?”
“I am.” He said. “What do you want?”
He was so aggressive, I was a little bit scared.
I showed him Gollar’s bracelet and said, “I want to repair this.”
He took the bracelet from me, stated the price, and said: “Come get it
this afternoon.” And added aggressively: “What else?”
I don’t know why I didn’t wait to see the results of his work on the
bracelet, maybe I was too scared by his aggression, or maybe it was the
time pressure before the ﬂight. I took the diamonds out of my pocket,
and said, “I also want to have these made into earrings.”
He put the wrapped diamonds on the table, opened one of them and
examined it. He opened the second package and said: “There is no
diamond in here, you only gave me one diamond!”
“But I brought two!”
His mother shouted from the corner: “Don’t shout! This is a serious
store!”
I looked under the table, maybe it fell on the ﬂoor, but it was nowhere
to be found. I was helpless. Should I call the police? What should I say?
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At the end I told him: “I came here with two diamonds. This is my
phone number, this is my address, if you ﬁnd it give me a call, and I’ll
compensate you generously.”
“No need, if I ﬁnd it I will tell you.”
I came back home and told Gollar all that had happened. She got very
angry. But unlike me, she’s smart also when she is emotional. She said,
“Call the seller who gave you the address and tell him what has happened.”
The seller, shocked like me, said: “Tell me exactly where you went. What
was the name of the place?”
I told him, and he said: “No, I didn’t mean the shop downstairs, I meant
the office on the second ﬂoor.”
I called the right Alex and asked him how it could be.
He said the guy in the downstairs shop is known for these tricks: he has
chewing gum stuck under his table, where he sticks precious stones with
sleight of hand. I asked him what I should do. He said: “You better take
4–5 robust bullies with you to that shop, close the door behind you, and
have them beat the hell out of him until he gives you the rocks back.”
I preferred to sacriﬁce the diamond and not to be a criminal. The
bracelet was ﬁxed, and the diamond that was not stolen was made into
a ring by the right Alex.
Georgia tales
A village named Khashuri
Sasson: The Kremlin Cup tournament was being successfully held, for the
ﬁrst time, in the Olympic Stadium in Moscow. Everything was crazy and
exciting. On one of the tournament days, Yours Truly was besieged by a
large group of reporters and bombarded by their questions. In the midst
of this hassle, a young man approached me and asked: “May I talk to you
privately for a few seconds?”
“What do you want?” I inquired.
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“I’ve traveled hundreds of kilometers to see you up close and talk to
you,” he said. And added, “My last name is also Khakshouri” (that’s what
I heard, later I learned they spell it Khashuri).
That was an answer I had not anticipated. I said: “We are Jewish. Are
you?”
“I am Jewish, too,” he replied, “and live in Georgia, in a village called
Khashuri with a few hundred families.”
A whole village named Khashuri! Could we be related?
On that day, with all the heavy responsibility of the tournament on
my shoulders, I couldn’t talk to him longer than that, and get more
information.
The tournament ended well, and with all the excitement and hassle, I
had completely forgotten about that talk.
Until, together with friends, we took an organized tour to Georgia,
in the Caucasus. There, on the way from Tbilisi to Borjomi, the driver and

Sasson and Gollar with the sign at Khashuri, Georgia
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the guide took us to the village Khashuri, where we took a tour and saw
the marketplace and the synagogue.
I wished we would come across the young man from the Kremlin Cup
and inquire about the possible family connections, but didn’t even know
how to look for him. But I started thinking again: could we be related?
The good advice I didn’t take
Sasson: Philip, the son of one of my best Israeli friends, Ian Froman,
suggested I collaborate with him on importing vehicles made in China,
to Georgia, Caucasus. I consulted a member of our synagogue, who was
Georgian, and he was very positive about it. He said it was an excellent
idea, and offered to invest in the venture, too. He sent his son, a handsome
wrestler, to the Georgian capital Tbilisi in order to start working on
selling the cars. As none of us had any prior experience in buying and
selling cars, I turned to George Horesh, owner of Toyota importer Union
Motors, among other businesses. It was Louise, Gollar’s sister, who was
good friends with Horesh and his wife Eysar, who made the connection
between us. We met, and I made him a collaboration offer. He said
that Georgia was too small for him, especially compared to the Israeli
automobile market. Horesh had an assistant named Nurit, who was like
his right hand, and she also opposed this idea. But I told him, “I want to do
this to help the younger generation,” and then he agreed (I wanted to do
this for Isaac, although he was also completely and totally against it from
the start). We went together to Tbilisi to study all of the relevant matters
ﬁrst hand. He also had an idea about an international water project that
involved Georgia, and thought maybe he can promote his idea on this
trip, through the people we will meet. During our whole meeting in his
office, I’ve noticed that no one came to consult or ask him anything, and
the phone didn’t ring once.
When going to Georgia, Mr. Horesh bought himself and his son the
cheapest ﬂight ticket, which surprised me. When we reached Tbilisi, and
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got the keys to our rooms at a 5 star hotel, George said he prefers to stay
in a lower class hotel! I couldn’t contain my curiosity anymore, and asked
him why he settles for less when he can obviously afford more. He said:
“I have hundreds of employees, who ﬂy to different countries a few times
a year, and for ﬁnancial considerations, we buy them economy tickets. I,
as the CEO in charge of the whole company, can’t allow myself to ﬂy in
better conditions than I permit them! When I travel privately, on trips
that have nothing to do with the company, I travel more comfortably!”
I asked him why during our meeting in his office, no one called or came
to talk to him. He said, “This is the way I plan my work, and my secretaries
know: when I’m in a meeting, I don’t take phone calls or talk to other
people, so I can dedicate my full attention to the person sitting in front
of me.”
About the business collaboration — We established a company in
Tbilisi named I.S.I Auto, which operated for a few years. We bought
land, opened a showroom for cars, but apparently I didn’t do all my
homework correctly: According to my calculations, we only had to sell
two cars a month to cover the monthly expenses. However, we didn’t sell
any cars. It turns out the Chinese cars we bought were the lowest quality
imaginable. They looked like luxury cars on the outside but technically
nothing was functioning: Even the brakes did not work. Secondly, the
Georgian market is basically a second-hand market, and the Georgians
prefer brand names. They’d rather buy a 3rd or 5th hand Mercedes than a
new Chinese car of a brand nobody’s heard of.
I should have listened to Horesh and his assistant Nurit when they said
Georgia was not a good market, but I guess I had to learn it the hard
way. However, the advice and inspiration I got from George Horesh was
worth much more than any business opportunity. I have met very few
people as poised and benevolent as Horesh. I admire the way he respects
his partners and employees, strives to be modest, and gives a lot of charity
without making an issue of it. I wish him perfect health and longevity.
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Good and bad collaborations
Sasson: When we built the showroom in Georgia, it was after Horesh
had already left the company. I had a local manager named Misha, he
found the construction company, which also renovated his house in
Kiev, his house in Tbilisi, and his weekend house on the same bill.
Construction in Georgia is not that expensive, and the showroom was
prefabricated, so it should not have cost too much time and money. We
paid the construction company exactly according to the contract with
them, and started operating. After a few months, we got a letter from
them, demanding a few hundred thousand dollars in addition to what we
had already paid.
We replied: “What are you talking about? We had a contract, this was
the sum, we’ve already paid it!” They said: “But Misha has signed an
addendum. He’s your general manager, and we believe he must have your
power-of-attorney!”
The power-of-attorney we had given Misha, was only for small things,
not a general one.
We refused to pay.
The construction company sued us. They were conﬁdent that being
Georgian and having so many connections, they would win. However, this
time they didn’t do their homework, and our lawyer did. The court ruled
in our favor, and moreover — forced them to show their invoices. The
invoices showed that they hadn’t paid the VAT (value added tax) they
were supposed to pay, and we hadn’t known that part of the payment was
VAT, for which we could get a refund. To make a long story short, we left
court with more money than we went in.
We remained with a showroom, and put the cars we had up for auction.
They sold for less than what they cost us, but at least we got rid of the
stock and managed to close the company. We remained with the land
and the empty showroom. To protect the showroom we had to hire two
security guards 24/7. So there were only expenses, until I had an idea:
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I approached one of the big spare-parts companies, named Tegeta Motors. Of course they were not interested. They had their own showrooms
in many locations across Tbilisi, but when I told them that they can rent
the showroom for a certain time free-of-charge, and only then decide if
they want to pay rent or leave, they liked the idea. They moved there little
by little, and this proved to be a right decision. Not only did they rent the
place, they also added some departments to it, and still rent it from us
today. We have the best relationship with them, and they are the best
business partners I’ve ever had.

With a group of friends on a visit to Georgia. Ronda (standing sixth from the right),
Mayer Khakshouri’s wife, is our Georgian family connection. Ronda’s ancestors are
Iranians who lived in Georgia for a few generations (Georgia was under Iranian rule in
the Safavid period, from the 16th century to the 18th century)

Gollar: We have many good memories with Mayer and Ronda. We’ve
traveled together not only to Tbilisi but also to Thailand, Eilat and other
places around the globe. We also have good memories with Mayer’s sisters.
Elizabeth, Flora, Gilda and Sandra. They have all come to visit us on our
travels and in Israel. We had a very close relationship with this branch of
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the family, my uncle Nathan’s children. I love them like my own sisters
and brother. We’ve been a tight knit family since we were children, and I
hope to have many days together for many more years, either on trips or
in Israel.
Sasson: For me, all of Nathan and Victoria’s children are a symbol of
respecting one’s parents. Mayer lives in LA, and in her last years, his
mother lived in NY, and he ﬂew at least once a month to see her. Mayer’s
sisters, too, are exemplary daughters, and role models for respecting one’s
parents. They all live in New York and as long as their mother Victoria
Khanom lived at home, they visited every day. In her last years, she was
hospitalized with Alzheimer’s disease in a nursing home outside the city,
where they visited her a few times a week. Ronda is the same. When her
mother was alive and lived in London, Ronda would leave her life once a
month to go visit her mother.
2000 President’s Cup — not a dull moment
In 2000, the President’s Cup ﬁnals were supposed to be on Sunday, but it
was Yom Kippur eve, so we requested and got permission from the ATP
Tour to hold the ﬁnals on Saturday instead.
This year we went to Tashkent very early before the tournament. We
thought it would better to have time to get all the payments, which were
late that year (surprise!). Well, they were always late, but that year more so.
The ﬁrst thing we heard upon our arrival, was that there was unrest
on the borders; in the south of the country, Taliban fundamentalists from
Afghanistan made the situation unsafe. Foreign diplomats and their families
were very fearful, but there was no immediate danger in the capital itself.
As long as there is no real danger, the ATP would not cancel a tournament.
So we did our work as usual. Later we learned that there was additional
disquiet resulting from a political conﬂict between the prime minister and
the ﬁnance minister. This was the reason why our payments were later than
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usual this year. In the end, thank God, all our payments came in before the
tournament began.
All the players arrived. We had a very good ﬁeld (that’s tennis jargon for
“good players for the tournament”). The only player who didn’t arrive was
Marat Saﬁn, who was in the US Open semi-ﬁnal. The Olympic Games were
supposed to take place after Tashkent. The people of the Russian Tennis
Federation were also at the US Open, and put pressure on Saﬁn not to
go to Tashkent, so as not to exhaust himself before the Olympic Games.
But he had a contract with us. For us, the situation was very delicate: As
a good agent, Allon shouldn’t have allowed him to come to Tashkent. It
really would have been too exhausting for him. But for our own interest —
that is — satisfying the president — he had to come. So our family was in a
conﬂict of interests. Allon just arrived from the US Open in New York two
days earlier, and Sasson sent him right back to New York to bring Saﬁn. So
Allon ﬂew back, landed half-an-hour before Saﬁn’s ﬁnal in New York, went
to the game, and watched Saﬁn win. Then the whole Russian Federation put
pressure again on him not to go to Tashkent, and Saﬁn made a condition —
he would only come to Tashkent if he gets a private jet to ﬂy him there. So
we had to charter a private jet from Frankfurt to Tashkent, and he came! It
was so important to us — that is — to the president — that Saﬁn take part
in the tournament, that we had to incur this expense.
Even with the private jet, Saﬁn arrived in Tashkent only on the second
day of the tournament. He was greeted in the airport by the press, and a lot
of people with ﬂowers and cheers.
Yona Yair’s account of the same event:
Marat Saﬁn arrived that year after just having won the US Open. He
was ﬂown in from Frankfurt on a private jet to ensure his arrival
at the tournament — a superstar, changing time zones over and over
again ... After he won the President’s Cup, Marat participated in the
Olympic Games in Melbourne and the president sent him there on his
private jet, making several stops for fuel on the way. Sadly, by the time
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he arrived in Australia, Marat’s biological clock was having difficulty
adjusting, and he lost early in the Olympic Games, after back-to-back
championships at the US Open and the President’s Cup ... what a great
feat that was for a player.

He didn’t even know we saved him!
Gollar: Saﬁn was one of the stars of the tournament, and there were
many people in Uzbekistan who were trying to sabotage our tournament.
During another tournament, they ﬁgured that getting Saﬁn drunk and,
maybe, poisoned the day before an important game would be a good idea.
We were tipped off by Sanjar, our all-knowing friend, but couldn’t tell
Saﬁn to decline a dinner invitation. We didn’t want him to feel unsafe,
and, being 18 or 19 years old at the time, we were afraid he wouldn’t believe
us, go anyway and tell the bad guys what we said. We really didn’t want
to get into more trouble. We just asked a good and trustworthy friend,
the Italian coach Roberto Brugin, who was one of our associates in the
tournament, to go with Saﬁn and have his back.
They went to that restaurant while we waited anxiously in the hotel. They
didn’t show up! In the morning, we went to the hotel reception desk, and
asked where Saﬁn and Brugin were. They told us they came back late at
night, and then Roberto was taken to the hospital, because he might have
been poisoned. Saﬁn, however, was OK and played very well.
More undermining attempts
Gollar: People from the Uzbekistan Tennis Federation were jealous of
Sasson. They sent photographers to one of the players’ parties to take
photos of the players and show they are only partying, and are therefore
losing their matches. When Sasson saw the photographers, he ended the
party. It was only half past midnight — very early for youngsters – but he
didn’t want the photographers there. Then some military people came to
Sasson, and said they have photos of the players at the party. However,
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when we confronted them about it, the Tennis Federation said that they
had only sent people to expel the photographers so they wouldn’t disturb
the players.
What they actually wanted — and achieved at the end — was getting the
tournament into their hands. To do this, they started creating a negative
image for Sasson, and the whole photo incident was planned to give us a
bad reputation.
Despite their efforts, the tournament was excellent that year.
Saﬁn won the tournament, and became world’s #1. The sports press
was full of Saﬁn’s becoming #1 through the win in Tashkent. The Chief
Executive Officer of the ATP Mark Miles came to Tashkent and was very
impressed with how we built up the tennis scene there. He already knew
us from Moscow, and said that what Sasson has achieved is unbelievable.
He said to Sasson he would have loved to have the Kremlin Cup back
in our hands, because their word is not a word, they never answer his
faxes, they never pay on time, and every year they don’t even know if
the Kremlin Cup will happen or not because of funding problems. About
the President’s Cup he said: “This is the best tournament in our whole
calendar, because it still has a family atmosphere, and the country is so
interesting.”
At the end of the tournament president Islam Karimov kissed and
hugged Sasson, and said: “I wish I had more people like you in my country
to help me develop it!”
Satellite tournaments in Uzbekistan
The president promoted tennis with the slogan “Sports bring health to
our youth.” Young people were indeed very fond of the tournament. We
also held satellite tournaments in smaller cities in Uzbekistan. In Bukhara,
for example, we held a double tournament. In one game, an Israeli player
and a Pakistani player, played against two Uzbeks. Our team was Israeli,
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and everything went perfect. They all lived together in one place, and ate
together. Maybe through sports, we can ﬁnd a way to live together in peace.
Sasson and the executive team strove to maintain European and ATP
standards for the President’s Cup, which was very challenging in a country
like Uzbekistan. They are very different from us Westerners. When an
Uzbek says “Yes,” it means “We will see tomorrow.” One has to know how
to deal with these people. We knew our team was very, very good, and
managed to organize even the satellite tournaments very well.
For example, Qarshi is a small town in the middle of the desert, near
the Turkmen border, where you could hear bullets whistling at night. No
wonder nobody wanted to go there. In the middle of this small town, there’s
a tennis stadium with 4000 seats, for a very small tournament. For the
people, there it was a miniature President’s Cup. We sent somebody there
to check the food and the water, and make sure there’s a doctor, because
it was really in the middle of nowhere. And now in the middle of nowhere,
they have a tennis tournament in English with people from abroad!

President Islam Karimov, leader of Uzbekistan, awarding Sasson a medal of honor
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Yona Yair tells about these satellite tournaments:
The players who traveled to Uzbekistan to participate in the satellite
circuits, not only had to cope with on-court pressures but also with
off-court difficulties. Conditions in the small cities were tough; the
local standard for hotels and food during the ﬁrst few years was unlike
the palatable food that they were used to. For a few years, in order
to ensure that the players had their dietary needs met, I would go on
shopping sprees in Israeli supermarkets, and supplement the meals onsite with foreign products mostly from Turkey (dairy products) from
local supermarkets. Vitamin C tablets, soft toilet paper instead of strips
of newspaper, Lux soap instead of a carbolic soap, small packages of
cereal and warnings not to drink the local tap water but rather bottled
water, were spread throughout the tournament sites. Eating too many
of the delicious Uzbekistan cherries followed by a drink of water, was
a sure recipe for tummy cramps and diarrhea. My motto to the players
was always the same: “The entire world isn’t California.” The players
would smile and nod in agreement, and I often needed to encourage
them to toughen up and remember why they had traveled so far: to
play tennis and win!
In the outlying cities, the local Mayor’s office always presented me
with a tea set, in appreciation of my work. Each city has its own color
theme, and I am now the proud owner of a collection of assorted Uzbek
tea sets, which my family and I enjoy using on special occasions.
One of the international tournaments (on satellite circuit, not an
ATP Tour event) was played in the Spartak Club, a beautiful club with
grapevines surrounding it, Russian style. I remember the tournament
so vividly, because the trophies were huge hand-painted vases. Oleg
Ogorodov, the #1 player of Uzbekistan, won the singles tournament,
and proudly held his vase by inserting his ﬁnger through the hole in
of the vase’s handles. It was during the ﬁnal ceremony where prizes
were awarded, and the Mayor of Tashkent and other dignitaries were

chapter 11: reuniting in israel

292

on court. The handle broke and the vase smashed to hundreds of
pieces ... What an embarrassing moment that was!

Gollar: After each tournament in Qarshi, people cried as we left. For them,
it was a historical moment. The same in Bukhara, although it’s a big city
with good hotels and the people are used to tourists. But they had never
had a sports event. During this week-long tournament, people were happy.
They had something to see and a sense of adventure. Thousands of people
came and attended the tennis tournament. In Bukhara, there was still a
Jewish community, and we employed many of them on the tournament.
On that year, Yom Kippur was on Monday, and we started the tournament
on Tuesday, three days after the President’s Cup ﬁnal.
Normally, there was a party on the last evening of every tournament,
and it was very interesting to see men from all over the world — players,
functionaries, our team — dancing with Bukharan girls, exchanging phone
numbers and addresses — and this is the most important thing – we
brought the world into these God forsaken places before there was
internet and CNN. Everywhere we went, the tennis facilities were the
center of the town for the duration of the tournament. All the people
came there, and it was also the place where you could have Coca Cola,
see international sports and buy sportswear and shoes.
A secret VIP visit in Israel
A couple of days after the tournament ended, we got a phone call and they
told us that Lola Karimova, the president’s daughter, wishes to come to
Israel incognito with her husband, and we should organize the trip. We
made a wonderful programme for them, picked them up from the airport
and gave them our car with a chauffeur. Once we invited them for dinner in
our home, and once we went to Jerusalem to eat with them in a restaurant,
other than that we left them alone to feel like they’re having a real vacation
without commitments.
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The next time we went to Tashkent, in January 2001, the president
invited us to his office. Then they called us again, and wanted to come
to our hotel to give us presents. We didn’t want Sanjar to know that the
president’s daughter had visited us in Israel, and that we were invited to his
daughter’s house in Tashkent, but of course he had informers all around,
especially the chauffeur who drove us around. He knew about each and
every step we took. He wasn’t pleased about us having contacts with such
high ranking people. He was always around us, but when Lola Karimova
came, he disappeared. Then, when we ﬂew back, Sanjar said “I hope you
don’t forget your old friends now that you have new friends.” This showed
me he was in big panic of losing us. But Sasson is not that kind of person
to desert people who have helped him.
On the same trip to Takshent, we also had some meetings with the
health ministry, because they agreed to make a medical deal with us. We had
a couple of meetings and a lot of expenses, of course. This whole medical
business was a big hassle, and nothing came out of it, unfortunately.

chapter 12

2001–2: THE DRAMATIC YEARS

Isaac’s life-changing event
On Shavuot, Isaac called us around 3 p.m. At ﬁrst, he just asked us how we
were, as he always did. And then he dropped the bomb.
A year earlier, Isaac had gone to a dermatologist at a medical center in
Herzliya to check a cyst in his back. The doctor removed it, but didn’t send
it to histology, because he didn’t want to write a receipt for the $500 he’d
been paid and register this income. When Isaac asked him about the biopsy,
he said he sent it and everything was OK. Only a year later, when the cyst
reappeared and grew into a ball, and Isaac went to have it checked in Zürich,
did they take it out for biopsy. A whole year to get the devastating diagnosis!
Unfortunately the answer was cancer. Dermoﬁbrosarcoma.
I was completely shaken and distraught, but Sasson was doing his sports,
and I didn’t want to disturb him. I waited. As soon as I told him, we arranged
a ticket for the next day to go to Zürich.
We had a plan for the evening to go on a picnic with Ezra, Jacqueline
and some friends, but I didn’t feel like doing anything social. I didn’t tell
them why. I told Jacqueline we’re ﬂying the next day, told her it was private
and not business, but didn’t elaborate. I also didn’t want to tell my mother
the reason.
Nani and Isaac came to pick us up from the airport. We discussed
what to do, talked to some friends, and consulted some doctors in Israel
and Zürich. Nati Laor, our psychiatrist friend, called his friends at Sloan
Kettering cancer clinic in the US. They said that this cancer is very
aggressive, the operation is very urgent, and we shouldn’t travel around but
do it immediately. So we decided to do it in Switzerland.
294
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We organized everything. Sasson had to ﬂy to Tashkent for the ladies’
tournament the next day. Nissan called Isaac, and asked what happened that
we ﬂew to Switzerland so urgently. Isaac told him he had cancer and needs
an operation. Nissan told the whole family, and we got calls from everyone.
I hadn’t told my parents because I didn’t want to stress them before I knew
what’s going on, but the calls from the entire family did warm our hearts
and give us strength.
We went to the university hospital to the chief professor. He set a date
for the operation, but didn’t send us to do a CT or MRI.
I said: “How can you do an operation when you don’t even do imaging
to locate the cancer?”
He said: “No, it’s OK. I know what to do.”
We decided not to have the operation with him.
Then we went to another clinic, and a friend of ours, who was an
oncologist, examined Isaac, and told us which surgeon to go to. Then we
saw we are in good hands.
He ordered a CT and an MRI. During the MRI Isaac needed general
anaesthesia, because he got scared in the small enclosed space. He was
supposed to wake up after half-an-hour, but he didn’t. As the hours passed
by, we all started to panic, and Sasson burst into tears.
The doctors tried to calm us down. First, they reassured us that it was
not time to panic just yet, and then we started noticing that they were
panicking too. But they were right! Isaac woke up after four hours.
After the MRI, the surgeon said the tumor was in only one location,
and it hasn’t metastasized. Sasson wanted to cancel his Tashkent trip, but
I told him not to cancel his plans, because I was there and in control of
things.
Isaac was operated on ten days after the MRI. Since Sasson was already
in Tashkent, Nissan and Ezra suggested they would come to Zürich to help
me with Isaac. Nissan arrived immediately before the surgery, and saw Isaac
on his way in. He hugged me and said, ”We all belong to each other, and your
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sorrow is also our sorrow.” (In translation for the non-Iranian reader, this
means, “Why didn’t you tell us?!”)
After the operation Sasson called from Tashkent, and spoke with Isaac.
Or at least tried to speak between bursts of crying.
Allon, who was in London for university, had an exam, and came to
Zürich right after it. My sister Jany came from Geneva, too.
When Sasson went to Tashkent, I moved from the Grand Dolder Hotel
to Nani and Cyril’s house, because from morning until late at night I was in
the hospital with Isaac. It made no sense to pay for a hotel just for sleeping,
and there was something comforting about sleeping at a family home.
Nissan ﬂew back to Israel three or four days after the operation. We
kissed and hugged, and I was very grateful to him for not leaving me alone.
It is in rough times that you ﬁnd out who your true friends are. Our
friends from Zürich were extremely supportive during this crisis. They
invited us for dinners, gave us a shoulder to lean on, and helped us get
through the whole process. I will never forget their kindness.
When Isaac was well enough to be released, Allon went to the clinic and
picked him up. After a couple of days, Isaac and I left Switzerland together
and went to Israel. Everybody came to see us, and a few days later I joined
Sasson in Tashkent. Isaac stayed in Israel, and my sister Louise, together
with my parents, took care of him.
In Israel, I took all his medical papers and test results and went to
consult other doctors. They all said the whole tumor was taken out, there
is no metastasis, and there was no need for radiation or any other follow-up
treatment.
Isaac decided to make a big change in his life. He moved to the States,
where he continued his recovery, and then stayed for 5 more years to study
psychology. I was still very worried about him, and ﬂew to the States every
6 weeks to see him, and make sure he’s OK.
In the beginning of September Sasson and I ﬂew again to Tashkent, for
the President’s Cup.

chapter 12: 2001–2: the dramatic years

297

The day the world changed
Gollar: It was a late-summer Tuesday in Tashkent. Our Israeli friends had
just come back from a sightseeing tour in Samarkand. I remember Natalie
Ben Dor, Eli’s wife, coming down the stairs and saying the funniest thing
just happened on TV, CNN started broadcasting a science ﬁction ﬁlm in
loops.
Sasson: I was sitting in the stadium with Sanjar. Golli came to me, all agitated
and disturbed. I didn’t even get what she was telling me.
Gollar: I didn’t understand what happened to Sasson. I told him that two
airplanes crashed into the World Trade Center in New York City, the twin
towers that were an integral part and a symbol of the Manhattan skyline;
another one crashed into the Pentagon, and one was intended to crash
into the Capitol. But Sasson didn’t seem to understand what I’m saying.
Later he went to the players’ lounge, and I saw that he was completely
shocked. He really didn’t realize at ﬁrst that the world is going into crisis.
We later found out that the planes were hijacked by Al-Qaeda, an organization led by Osama Bin Laden, and that there were four of them. All
had left from Boston: two crashed into the twin towers, with thousands of
casualties; one into the Pentagon, which had been quickly evacuated, thank
God, but on the fourth one, the passengers confronted the hijackers —
one of these passengers was the promising Israeli mathematician and
entrepreneur Daniel Lewin — and crashed the plane into a ﬁeld. According
to prevailing assessment, it was intended to crash into the White House.
But at that time in Tashkent, we just watched the planes crashing and
the twin towers burning and collapsing in repeating loops, all too shocked to
even think or do anything. Finally, the organizers of the tournament said the
show must go on, and we will proceed as usual. The players were told that
whoever wants to leave and join their families, may do so without penalty.
Most of them decided to stay and carry on as planned. In any case, the
Americans could not go home even if they wanted to, because the USA
closed its skies for a few days following this event.
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Yona Yair describes this event from her angle:
On 11 September 2001, we sat in front of the television horriﬁed at
the events unfolding from New York. There we were, in a peace-loving
Muslim country, while the entire world felt threatened by the ghastly
terrorist acts of a fundamental Muslim sect. The ATP immediately sent
a message stating that any player/coach or ATP member who did not
feel comfortable with the situation could leave without a penalty. It
was the quarterﬁnals of the tournament. Three players left, as well as
2 ATP members and a foreign staff member ... The whole Israeli team
stayed in Tashkent, and we stood in solidarity with Sasson and Gollar,
trying our best to give the tournament participants a feeling of security
and safety. The tournament ﬁnal took place on Sunday, as planned,
and everyone ﬂew home safely to their families in their countries. The
President showed great strength and Sasson once again exhibited great
leadership, giving us all the feeling that we were safe where we were,
despite the winds of fear and panic in the USA.

Gollar: This year was the only time Gafur didn’t throw a player-party, but it
was coincidental. The reason was simply that he was not in the country.
It surprised us, because he hadn’t let us know that he won’t be around.
That year my whole family wanted to come to Tashkent. We had
arranged hotels and everything, their suitcases were packed and ready,
and they had tickets for the night of the 11th. But after the attack, I called
and asked them not to come at all, but stay right where they are. I called
Isaac in the States to see how he was. I couldn’t reach him. All the lines
were busy with other people trying to make sure their loved ones were
OK. I was in complete panic, I was afraid they were going to blow up
the whole USA! At the end I managed to get hold of him, and when I
heard his voice I started crying with relief. He was also worried about us,
being in Tashkent, which shares a border with Afghanistan, the nest of
the terrorists. I felt secure because we were in a Muslim country and at
that time it seemed that Muslims wouldn’t attack Muslims.
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Sasson: I had so many other problems: How should I deal with the players
and guests who are already there and panicking, each one with a different
mentality and position, and what to do with the empty seats of the guests
who couldn’t arrive to the ﬁnals because the skies were closed. I didn’t
even have time to stress out about what was going on in the States. It
was my biggest luck that Mark Miles, who was the CEO of the ATP
at the time, is such a wonderful person. He stood in solidarity with us,
understood the situation and facilitated everything.
Yevgeny Kafelnikov
Yona Yair about Kafelnikov:
Yevgeny Kafelnikov would arrive by private jet ... The pilots would
check into the hotel in a room near his, and without his knowing, leave

President Islam Abduganiyevich Karimov (in the middle) with the best and most
renowned tennis players in the world. Left to right: British player Tim Henman; Marc
Rosset from Switzerland; Russian player Yevgeny Kafelnikov, formerly world #1 tennis
player; the Moroccan player Karim Alami, Uzbek President Karimov. Far left: Oleg
Ogorodov — Uzbekistan’s #1 player at the time.
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their stuff in their room and ﬂy back to Europe to work while he was
playing in the tournament. On several occasions, Yevgeny came into
my office to check where his pilots were, and I always managed to
tell the truth, saying that they were out touring, while assuring him
that they were waiting throughout the event to take him back to his
next tournament in Europe ... On two occasions Yevgeny brought his
daughter with him. I could hardly exchange two words with her, but
a box of butter cookies from Denmark kept her happy while Yevgeny
went off to practice or play his match. What a champion he was! And
the president was a great fan!

Emotional roller-coaster, Kafelnikov style
Yevgeny Kafelnikov was Islam Karimov’s favorite player. There was no way
he wouldn’t take part in the President’s Cup, even if it meant paying him
huge sums as an appearance fee.
In the 2002 tournament, Kafelnikov reached the ﬁnal round, and was
supposed to play on Saturday. Friday evening, when I came back from the
synagogue, I found our Israeli team all long-faced and very, very sad. I asked:
“what’s the matter?”
Only Yona — Yona Yair from the Israel Tennis Centers, who was like
a mother for tennis players — had the courage to tell me the bad news:
Kafelnikov decided to go back to Moscow without playing.
Now imagine the president coming to see his favorite player in the
President’s Cup ﬁnal, and the player doesn’t show up! Some of the local
tennis functionaries were sitting shiva when they found out we would have
such a spectacular ﬁnal; now they would rejoice because the president’s
favorite wasn’t playing and we wouldn’t have a ﬁnal at all.
There was no time to lose. Kafelnikov was supposed to ﬂy that same
night. I managed to ﬁnd him before ﬂight time, and asked him what’s the
matter. We used to be such good friends, what happened all of a sudden?
What’s going on? He told me he got an order from Moscow to come back
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immediately because the next day was an important Davis Cup match.
Russia was playing another country, and he, as a Russian, was obliged to
play for his homeland.
OK. That was the “why not.” But we are men of action, we don’t look
for the “why not” but for the “how yes.”
Having heard that, we arranged for the president’s private jet to ﬂy him
so he could be in Moscow on time for his Davis Cup match. He agreed to
stay. Problem solved.
Problem solved?
Kafelnikov appears for the ﬁnal, ready to play against the Belarusian
Vladimir Voltchkov. I am sitting by the president, who is excited about his
favorite player, and keeps asking me: “Mr. Khakshouri, who do you think is
going to win?”
My assistant Inga Nemirovsky, our deputy in the President’s Cup who
takes care of everything and serves as my interpreter, is sitting behind us,
translating the whole conversation.
I say: “Mr. President, the player who plays better will win.”
He looks at me and says, “Be honest, you know much better who is going
to win. Tell me!”
He really thought the game results were predetermined!

Sasson with the president of Uzbekistan, Islam Karimov,
talking through Inga
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The game starts. It doesn’t take more than a few minutes to see who’s
winning: Kafelnikov is losing points by the minute, playing his worst game
ever. With every point he loses, the president gives me an angrier look than
before. It is not the president’s favorite player who is playing, it looks like
another player is playing his game. The president looks at me, angry and
shouts: “Do something!”
What can I do? I turn to my assistant and say “Inga, do something!”
Inga says: “Sasson, what can I do? It’s not us who are playing!”
It turned out Kafelnikov really was injured: he had broken his ﬁnger
early in the game.
I quietly said the Shema Yisrael prayer to myself. I say this prayer twice
a day as a routine, and also in difficult times. Since Inga couldn’t do anything,
I turned to God for help.
Kafelnikov lost the ﬁrst set. If he loses the second set, the match is over.
In the second set, Voltchkov is leading 4–2 and there was no doubt he is
going to win. Then, through what must be divine intervention, Kafelnikov
came back to himself. They were tied 6–6, and at the last second Kafelnikov
won the second set. And then the third and ﬁnal set as well.
It was just like a miracle. I have no other explanation for it but the will
of God, who heard my prayer.
The same night he took the president’s private jet and arrived in
Moscow on time. Passing this crisis together strengthened our friendship,
which remains very close to this day.
Nevertheless, 2002 was the last President’s Cup.
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The Uzbek officials in the President’s Cup tennis tournament in Tashkent, during the
ﬁrst set in Kafelnikov’s miraculous game

Player party in Tashkent. Left to right: Amit Naor (former tennis player from Israel),
Sasson, Michael Commandeur (a friend of Kafelnikov), Italian coach Roberto Brugin,
Israeli player Eyal Ran, Allon, Moroccan tennis player Hisham Arazi, Dimitri Poliakov,
Nissan
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End of the President’s Cup
Sasson: The tournament fulﬁlled its goal to an unfathomable extent. The
goal was to put Uzbekistan on the map, especially on the sports map, and
the recognition it got was so signiﬁcant, that the Olympic Committee
allowed them to host the Asian Games.
Then, out of the blue, we read in the sports news that Uzbekistan wants
to end the tennis tournament. This is how we found out the President’s
Cup was coming to an end.
I used to organize satellite tournaments and Challengers: smaller
tennis tournaments in smaller cities in Uzbekistan. When the Uzbek
government cancelled the President’s Cup and severed its connections
with me, it meant that I also didn’t get paid for organizing the satellite
tournaments.
During the years of the tournament, we presented a budget to the
government for the President’s Cup, it was conﬁrmed, and we got the
money to hold the tournament without suffering any losses.
During the last President’s Cup, Sanjar, who was always with us,
suddenly disappeared. He left us a message saying that we have gained
enemies in Tashkent, and may be in danger.
Apparently what happened, is that another person, together with some
locals, went to the relevant officials and told them, “Sasson takes too much
money from you for organizing the President’s Cup, let me organize it for
you, for a smaller budget.”
Neither that person nor the Uzbek officials understood that in order for
the tournament to be broadcast on Eurosport and other global channels,
we had to pay good appearance money for top players, and good coverage
money for the channels themselves. They didn’t understand the cost of
importing a whole kitchen for catering for players according to ATP
standards. With the low salaries in Uzbekistan, they couldn’t understand
the salaries we had to pay the members of our international team.
Of course, the other person also didn’t have the license, which is
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essential for this kind of event, so even if he could manage all the other
things — which was, as I said, impossible — he wouldn’t have been able
to produce the President’s Cup.
But he did manage to incite all the officials against us, and during the
last President’s Cup, without Sanjar, we already felt unsafe. To such an
extent that before we left for home, I asked Golli to unpack and repack
all our suitcases to make sure nobody inserted drugs or anything in them,
in order to frame us.
On one hand, it was an insult to ﬁnd out like this, and the ﬁnancial losses
also hurt, but it was also a great relief, as Golli really suffered there during
the last two years of the tournament. Now that it’s over, we can look back
and say we have good memories from that time.
Some notes on safety
Gollar: In Russia, everyone who was Someone would walk in the streets
with bodyguards, but we never needed bodyguards. Being famous from
television etc. because of the Kremlin Cup — we were too prominent
for the small Maﬁas, but having avoided monkey business, we were not
important enough for the big Maﬁa.
Sasson: On the other hand, in all our trips to the Eastern Bloc for business
and tennis, there was not one trip where I wasn’t in a life-threatening
situation.
Locked in a tiny room, running out of oxygen
Sasson: In the 1970’s and early 1980’s, I used to go on business trips to
Russia alone. Gollar usually stayed with the kids, who were still small and
needed constant care. She could come with me only when her mother
could help. At that time, I stayed in the Hotel Ukraina, which apparently
had some things that were not completely in working order. I found it
out the frightening way:
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One day, I arrived in the hotel after being held for hours at the airport,
and then had to wait in a long line at the hotel reception desk. When my
turn came, I was told I don’t have a reservation. (I did, but that was their
way of asking for presents for the staff.) At the end, after hours, totally
exhausted, I ﬁnally got my room key, and rushed up because (excuse me)
nature was calling. My luggage was supposed to be brought to my room
by a bellboy.
Relieved after attending to nature’s call, I turned the doorknob ... and it
came off in my hand! What was I to do?! I was locked in the toilet inside
a hotel suite! Even if I did cry out for help, no one would have heard me! I
tried to open the door with force, but I was too afraid to break it (I know,
this was what I had to do, but still). I thought maybe someone would
notice I’m missing and come looking for me. I tried to keep calm and just
wait, because the bellboy who came with the suitcases would deﬁnitely
hear me, but he just left the luggage and rushed away, ignoring my knocks
and cries. The door being locked, I couldn’t offer him a present to improve
his motivation for good service. After a while I started to feel dizzy and
realized that the oxygen in the tiny, closed room was running out. And
then I found the strength and courage: I took a few steps back (as much
as the small room allowed), and slammed my body into the door. It broke
right away, and I was a free man!
I break the law
Sasson: On another time when I was traveling alone on business, there was
nothing to do outside the business meetings. Outside it was freezing
cold, there were no cinemas or restaurants, and no friends to go out with.
Television broadcast only propaganda and that, too, was in Russian. Even
my business partners needed permission to meet me. The only leisure
option was to sit in the lobby and watch the people passing by. On one
of the evenings, while watching people go by in the lobby, I met two nice
girls. We sat and talked and the conversation ﬂowed. I was glad I had
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some company and invited them for dinner in the hotel restaurant (having
company was good also because it was very difficult to get a single table
in the hotel restaurants, they always preferred parties of a few people). It
was such a wonderful evening, to have non-business company for dinner!
When dinner ended, I rushed up to my room to bring them presents. But
when I came downstairs they were gone!
I asked the waiter what had happened, and he said the police came and
took them, because they were not allowed to socialize with foreigners.
The police
Sasson: For the third Kremlin Cup, Yuri Matkof came to the tournament as
my VIP guest. He was interested in seeing what I was doing behind the
scenes. Matkof had served some time in Soviet prison for “corruption,”
and during this time he had an opportunity to get to know all kinds
of people from the underworld. Only later did we realize that he had a
bodyguard with him at all times.
So, one day he came to the Olympic Stadium to see the tournament,
and when it was time for him to head back home, I walked him out. In
the corridor of the Olympic Stadium we saw two people quarreling. One
of them was lying on his back on the ﬂoor, the other sitting on his chest
and punching him. I wanted to call security or police, but Matkof said:
“No! Come quick, ignore them!”
I said: “At least let me call the police!”
He said: “No need, the police are already here.”
I said: “You want to tell me the one who’s hitting is a policeman?!”
Matkof said: “No, the one lying on the ﬂoor is a policeman.”
Golli answers back
Gollar: For one of the President’s Cup tournaments, Sasson came from
Moscow, and I came half a day earlier from Israel. One of the Uzbek
officials picked me up at the airport and took me to dinner, with a
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translator. Then he started badmouthing everyone, “You are not serious,
you are not human ... ”
I said, “Like what?”
He said: “Containers that are supposed to arrive with equipment
and food for the tournaments don’t arrive on time, I have to supply
everything!”
I said: “So much was stolen during the last tournaments, it’s no wonder
you had enough equipment to supply!”
He got angry and said: “Yes, you Israelis are stealing our children, taking
out their organs and killing them!”
I said: “It’s your Uzbek Maﬁa who kidnaps children to sell their organs!”
Then he got angrier, and we spent the whole evening having these verbal
ﬁghts. The translator turned alternately pale and red. I was very proud
of myself and my answers, but was afraid Sasson wouldn’t like that I
answered his colleague like this.
Sasson: When I came I liked it a lot!
Others were not as lucky
Sasson: Not everybody was as lucky as we were. When we ﬁrst met Mr. Boris
Fyodorov, he was Shamil Tarpishchev’s deputy chairman at the National
Sports Fund (NSF). Later they became rivals. In June 1996, when he was
the head of the NSF, he was framed and charged for possession of cocaine.
He was later released, but that was only the beginning. Someone was
out for him! Later that month, he was walking on a Moscow street with
his girlfriend, when suddenly they were shot by an unknown assailant.
Fyodorov was wounded in the stomach and his girlfriend in the hip. After
that the gun jammed, so the assailant stabbed Fyodorov four times in the
chest. Amazingly, he survived. He was taken to Switzerland for treatment
and therapy; then he returned to Russia. A month later, he was dead.
This is just one example of the atmosphere we had to work in. It’s a
miracle that we, our family and the whole organizing committee survived!
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It makes one’s belief in God much stronger, but God also had helpers
on earth: Sasha Vainshein was a very good friend and knew the system
inside out. He warned us what to do and what not to do, and this way we
never got in mortal danger.
The upside of being an espionage target
Sasson: Sanjar Kassimov was our partner in Uzbekistan, who helped me
organize the tournaments there. He would come pick us up from the
airport with the president’s car, and followed me like a shadow, day and
night, not leaving me alone for one second. Not only during the day, while
I was busy solving all kinds of problems, but also at night: I had to sit
face-to-face with him in the hotel lobby, and check who is coming and
who is going. It had its upsides — he was our guardian angel, but also its
downsides. On our endless days and nights together, he would sometimes
criticize our management style: “When you organize these tournaments
you bring someone from Israel or Switzerland, they are not serious. They
only come here to have a good time, not to work.”
One night, we sat in the lobby and watched the door. Around midnight
he pointed at the door and said, “See? Amit is coming back just now from
his nightlife!”
Gollar: Sanjar wasn’t very fond of me, because I always used to tell Sasson,
“You don’t work for him, it’s he who is working for you! Stop giving him
so much attention and sitting with him in the lobby until so late at night!”
Sasson: But having a guardian angel also turned out to be a good practice:
It was in 1995 or 1996. Our Swiss chef, Mr. Becht, drank too much one
day. On his way back to the hotel, he had to pass water. And he did it
on the street. Suddenly, out of nowhere, two policemen came, threw him
on the ﬂoor and beat the hell out of him. He came back to the hotel all
covered in blood, and saw that they had stolen everything he had in his
pockets — wallet, money ...
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When he came back, I was sitting in the lobby with Sanjar, and he told
us everything that had happened. Sanjar said to him: “Tomorrow we’ll go
to the police ﬁrst thing in the morning!”
When Becht went to the police, they took him to a room where 6–8
police officers were standing in a row. They asked him: “Which one of
them attacked you?” He answered, “They’re not here.” They brought 6–8
other people — and so one, a few groups, until he recognized the police
officer who did this to him. They told the police officer to give back what
he stole, and he did!
Lost in conversation
Sasson: One day I had to ﬂy to Tashkent with an Uzbek friend for the
President’s Cup. We had two suitcases, and one bag with $100,000 cash
for appearance money.
On the way to Zürich airport, we talked with the taxi driver, who was
from Turkey. He said: “It’s true that I came from Turkey and here became
richer, have a house and a life, but I’m counting the time till I can go back
to my homeland.”
I could relate to that, being away from my homeland myself. Of course,
having grown up in Azerbaijan I speak Turkish ﬂuently (the Turkish
spoken in Turkey and Azeri Turkish are mutually comprehensible), so I
spoke to the driver in Turkish all the way to the airport, and it was so
interesting! In fact, it was so interesting I forgot all about my friend and
the luggage ...
Our Uzbek friend seemed a bit upset about it. When we reached the
airport he was grumpy, and I was so engrossed talking to the driver, I
didn’t really pay attention to the luggage he took out. It was only when
we reached the check-in point, that I realized the bag with the money was
missing! My Uzbek friend and I were both shocked.
I knew all about the driver’s life, but I didn’t know his name, the taxi
number or any other helpful detail.
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What could we do?
We decided to go to the police, but ﬁnding the police station in the
Zürich Airport was impossible. We went to the airport information, told
them the whole story, and they said we should call the Central Taxi Station.
We did exactly this, they took our phone number and promised to call. We
waited in the airport, all passengers except us had already boarded, and we
were very close to missing the ﬂight altogether. But the choice between
a ﬂight on time and $100,000 in cash was obvious. At the last moment
they called to say that the taxi driver is on the way, with our bag. We were
so relieved!
He came a few minutes later and gave me the bag. I was so happy, I took
out $1000 from the bag and gave it to him. He was surprised, and said,:
“I was only doing my duty, why are you giving me this money?”
I opened the bag and showed him the money. That was a mistake. When
he saw the contents of the bag, he said, “No, that’s not enough! You should
give me more!”
Dangers in Europe
Sasson: But my life-endangering stories are not limited to the Eastern Bloc.
In the early 1990s, I took two of my Russian friends to Paris to show
them this beautiful city. The hotel reception desk recommended the
Moulin Rouge, and provided us some more addresses for Paris nightlife.
In the evening, I took our Russian friends in a taxi, and asked the driver
to take us to the Moulin Rouge. The driver asked: “Why are you going
to the Moulin Rouge? There’s nothing there! Let me take you to the best
place in Paris!” I was naïve and said okay.
The driver took us to a very bad neighborhood, and came with us to a
cabaret there. When we sat around a table, three beautiful girls welcomed
us and without asking, called the waiter and ordered champagne for all of
us. Before the ﬁrst glass was drunk, they ordered another champagne.
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I soon realized the atmosphere is very dangerous. I called the waiter
and said I wanted to pay. He came with a blank piece of paper that only
had a number written on it. I thought it was a telephone number! It was
a six-digit number!
I asked: “What is this?” He said: “French Franc.”
On one hand, I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of my guests, on
the other hand I couldn’t pay such a sum for two bottles of champagne!
I got up, and called the waiter to the side. I said: “What’s going on?
What is this bill?”
He said: “This is our price for champagne. If you didn’t want to pay it,
you didn’t have to order champagne.”
I said: “The girls ordered, not me.”
He said: “You have a choice: either pay or we will take your corpse out.”
I said: “I want to see your manager.”
The next minute the manager came. The French don’t speak English
well, and I don’t know any French, so we spoke in broken English.
I said: “What is this?!”
He said: “Ok, we’ll give you a 10% discount.”
I said: “I want to call the police!”
I wouldn’t have done it, of course. My friends were there, and it would
have embarrassed me even more than paying a phone-number sum for
two bottles of champagne, but luckily he didn’t know it.
He immediately said: “20% discount, no police.”
I said: “Police.”
We continued like that, until I paid about 20% of the original sum they
requested.
They said: “No police?”
I said: “No police.”
I came to my Russian friends and said: “OK, let’s go.”
They said, “Why? It’s very good here! We just got to know these girls!”
I said: “No, we have tickets for the Moulin Rouge and it’s getting late.”
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We went to the Moulin Rouge, saw one of the best shows in our lives,
and the guests were very happy about it, not knowing that the real drama
of the night had taken place in the corner of that night club.
... And dangers in Israel
Sasson: I was saved from trouble in Israel, too.
In the early 2000s, I got a call from a lady who didn’t introduce herself.
She said she wanted to meet me in the hotel lobby. I assumed she was one
of the people who come once in a while to ask for ﬁnancial aid, so I put
500 shekels in an envelope and went downstairs to the lobby.
The woman I met there didn’t look at all like what I had expected. She
was young, beautiful, and very provocatively dressed. Nani and Cyril, who
were in Israel for their quarterly family visit, were sitting in the lobby
and eyeing us in astonishment. The lady was really very provocatively and
sexily dressed, like Madonna for a show!
I asked her: “What can I do for you?”
She went right to the point: “I want to be your girlfriend!”
I was stupeﬁed. I hadn’t expected such a thing at all, and was not
prepared for such an offer! Instead of saying “no” on the spot like I should
have, I said, “Give me a few days to think about it.” Maybe I was curious
about where she got the guts from.
I told this to my friend Meir Golan who had a way with ladies (and still
does). He said: “Let me come with you. Set a date, and I will accompany
you.”
I did so. We met in a mall, she came, and was very surprised and a bit
angry: “I thought you were coming alone,” she said. “Who is this guy?”
Meir Golan immediately started “complimenting” her: “What a beautiful handbag you have! You probably paid at least 7000 shekels! What
nice shoes, dress, shirt, jewelry. You probably have a huge income or come
from a very rich family!” This was actually his way of telling her, “Don’t
waste your time, we know what you’re up to.”
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As I said, Meir Golan was a charmer. The lady started to ignore me
completely and got curious about him, and even asked for his phone
number in Los Angeles (Meir divided his time between Israel and LA).
They met in LA several times, and he made some inquiries. He found out
that she had affairs with at least two married men, and then blackmailed
them by saying that she’s pregnant and if they don’t want a scandal they
have to pay her huge amounts of money, which they did.
Once again, I was saved, this time by my ﬁdelity!

chapter 13

NEW BEGINNINGS (AND ENDS)

The start of a new life
Gollar: 2003 was an eventful year. I was going to become a grandmother!
After the very challenging tour to Tashkent, I traveled back to Tel
Aviv. Nani was having a very difficult pregnancy and was again in
the hospital, getting blood transfusions, because of the Thalassemia
minor — a hereditary blood disease that some of us have. Unfortunately,
the doctors didn’t start the Eprex injections to increase her blood-cell
production on time, and she needed transfusions. One day Sasson asked
me: “Why don’t you want to travel to visit Nani, now that she’s in hospital
again?”
Sasson didn’t like me leaving without him, so his question was actually
a green light for me to pack my bags, and ﬂy to Zürich the next day.
In February 2003 I was in Zürich with Nani again. She had some pains,
and I ﬂew in to be with her. Her doctor said, “Don’t worry, everything will
be alright, Nani will not give birth prematurely. You can go back to Israel
and come back in due time.”
I stayed a few more days and went back. That same evening, I got a call
from Nani, saying she would have a C-section on the next day, because of
an amniotic ﬂuid infection. I didn’t want to ﬂy back and forth on one day,
but Sasson practically forced me, and said, “This time I’m coming with
you.” So I ﬂew again to Zürich, this time with Sasson. Although Sasson
gave the impression of being a very strict father, his father’s heart was
softer than all his principles. He said: “If Nani needs blood again, I will
donate my own blood to her.”
When Nani saw us both, she broke into tears and said: “Mommy, I’m so
afraid!”
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This is how Nani tells the story:
When I was having a difficult pregnancy with Liam, my mom repeatedly ﬂew back and forth. When I was in hospital, she ﬂew over bringing
along pomegranates (already peeled and seeded) plus all the foods I was
craving (that my grandma quickly made for me). As soon as I was home,
she would ﬂy back to Israel. Twice, I had to go back to hospital within
one or two days, and she returned straight away. The last time was when
I got stuck in an elevator on a Sunday in my office building and was
saved by my husband and a battery of ﬁremen. The incident made me so
stressed emotionally, that my water broke and I was hospitalized once
again. My mom was on her way back to Israel that day, and instantly
turned around and made her way back to Zürich together with my dad.
She came into my hospital room together with my papa, and I cried so
much because for the ﬁrst time during the difficult pregnancy which
I had, I was actually scared that my baby would not be healthy. My
parents calmed me down, and everything did turn out well. I was so
glad to have my parents there at that moment.

Gollar: The next day, 12 February 2003, Nani gave birth to a healthy baby
boy — our ﬁrst grandchild, Liam.
New territories for our tennis tournament
We had transferred the President’s Cup license to Allon in 2002 as a present,
and he was supposed to become the tournament director. When we realized
that there would be no more President’s Cups, there were two options: One
was to forget the price we paid for the license and lose it altogether, and the
other was to ﬁnd an alternative place for the tournament.
Allon, already determined never to let other people determine his
future, found a partner in Bangkok: Brian Marcar, chairman of BEC Tero,
who has been in the entertainment business for a long time, and had a
rich experience organizing huge events. Thus the Thailand Open came into
being.
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Thai news article about the Thailand Open. Left to right: tennis player Benjamin Becker
(Germany), Allon, tennis player Ivan Ljubičić (Croatia), Brian Marcar

This is how it looked to those not involved in the politics. Yona Yair
describes:
A young player from Thailand, named Paradon Srichaphan, came
to the President’s Cup with his father to play the qualifying event,
and hoped to enter the main draw. He knew a smattering of words
in English, and his father knew none ... but a friendly “sawadee ka”
greeting and accompanying them to where they needed to go, always
kept them smiling and happy. Paradon’s great talent eventually had
the tournament transferred to Bangkok. The Thai Tennis Association
realized that this would be a great opportunity to promote tennis in the
country, as well as allowing their best player to participate in a home
event. Indeed, Paradon moved on to become a top 10 player in the ATP
rankings.
The Thailand Open, played in the city of Bangkok, became
a highlight on the ATP Tour calendar, and one of the favorite
tournaments of the players and ATP Staff. The wonderful, humble
people of this country gave a special ambience to the tournament week,
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Sasson and Gollar with Rafael Nadal, World #1 tennis player

At the Thailand Open. Left to right: Nathan Khakshouri (Mayer and Ronda’s son), Ezra,
Zion Yerushalmi, Rafael Nadal, World #1 tennis player, Lea Yerushalmi, Youssef Shaulian,
Aharon Yerushalmi, Avraham Karbasi, Mayer Khakshouri, Sasson, Gollar, Neil
Thompson, colleague of Brian Marcar
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and players would return year after year, to enjoy the high quality of
this tournament.
Before playing his matches, Paradon would stand at the top of
a staircase leading onto court on the red carpet, raise his right arm
holding his racket, and the audience would bring the house down
with their applause! This tournament was supported by the Royal
Family, and Sasson, once again, showed that there are no limits to
the importance of organizing an event of the highest standard. Allon,
his son, was appointed tournament director and I was given the
opportunity to continue my work with the tournament as ATP & Player
Liaison, a role which I enjoyed for many years until the tournament
moved to Shenzhen in China.
The tournament-related experiences in Thailand were different
from those of Uzbekistan, but probably the one that sticks in my mind
involves Novak Djokovic, who was granted a wild card for the main
draw but whose visa to enter Thailand was not processed on time. He
was stopped in the Zürich Airport and not allowed to board the ﬂight
together with Marian Vijda, his coach. I tried to speak my heart to
the Swiss border policeman, and even said Novak will be the #1 player
in the world in the future! Novak and his team spent the night at the
airport on benches, and only the next morning when the Thai Interpol
intervened, were they allowed to board a ﬂight to Bangkok.
This was also my answer to the ATP staff when they asked who
this “kid” was and if I thought he deserved a wild card to the main
draw granted by the Tournament Director: this player will be world #1
in the future! Little did I know at that time, that this was true! Well
done, Novak!
Apart from this, the Thailand Open ran smoothly and well. It
enjoyed huge popularity, and it was with a very heavy heart that
the tournament moved to China where sadly, due to unforeseen
circumstances, I was no longer involved.
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Thailand Open: On the podium: Thai princess Ubol Ratana. To her left, winner Milos
Raonic and on her right Tomas Berdych, the runner-up. Standing behind, left to right:
Allon, Sasson, Brian Marcar — our partner in the Thailand Open, and Prasan Maleenont
from BEC Tero

Sasson with Brian Marcar, his wife Karen, their daughter Melanie, and the priest who
baptized her
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Sasson: Brian and his lovely young wife Karen invited us and some other
members of the Israeli delegation to their house in a high-society
neighborhood in Bangkok, where government ministers and other VIPs
live. Karen cooked, their young daughter Melanie helped, and dressedup like professional chefs. To add a high-class touch, they printed a
professional-looking menu. A live band of 3 people played, Karen sang,
and the whole evening was fantastic.
Wherever Brian and Karen went, they took with their little daughter
Melanie with them. They came to Israel twice, with their daughter, of
course. Karen was Buddhist, Brian was an Armenian-born Catholic, and
they left it for their daughter to decide what she would be. When she
grew up and chose to become Christian, they came to Israel with their
priest, and went to Jerusalem and the Jordan River, where their daughter
was baptised.
The Shenzhen Open in China
The contract in Bangkok was only for a limited number of years, and when it
ended, after ten years and eleven tournaments, Allon decided not to prolong
it but go to China, because the Chinese paid better. Thus the Shenzhen
Open came to be.

The Shenzhen Open, an international tennis tournament in Shenzhen, China.
Sasson sitting ﬁrst on the left in the ﬁrst row, Gollar in the second row
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Naomi and Gollar at the Shenzhen Open (China)

Left to right: Naomi, Allon, the tennis player Andy Murray, Ezra, Jacqueline
at the Shenzhen Open
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Farewell, Dear Aziz
Sasson: At the end of my father’s life, all of his children took care of him,
but especially my sister Hawi, who took him to live with them in their
home. In late May 2004, he was struggling with health problems, and
hospitalized in Wolfson Hospital in Holon. We visited our father every
day, and were amazed to see his good spirits and his gratitude for simple
things, like reading Psalms. He departed the material world on 5 June
2004.

Aziz in 1981
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Making peace with the Kremlin Cup
At the 15th Kremlin Cup in 2004, we were the guests of honor, and I
presented Yury Luzhkov, the mayor of Moscow, with a cup in appreciation
for all his efforts in bringing about the tournament.

Sasson with Yury Luzhkov, mayor of Moscow

Out of India
Gollar: Sasson used to go to India often for business when the children were
small, and I couldn’t leave them. By the time I could travel him, Nissan
had already taken over the Indian part of the carpet business and so I had
never managed to see India. But the dream didn’t leave me.
The perfect time of year for me was December, when there’s a jewelry
exhibition in Jaipur, and that was my hobby. They say only endless patience
yields immediate results. In 2004, my patience paid off. I was free in
December, as the children were each busy with their own life, and didn’t
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come to Israel: Isaac was in Los Angeles, Nani was pregnant for the second
time, and Allon was in London.
I took my niece Tanja, and we went to India together. We went
to Mumbai, then to Jaipur, Agra, Delhi and back to Mumbai. It was a
fascinating experience. What a country! Masses of people, dirty, colorful,
unusual.
Landing in Mumbai, we took a sightseeing tour with a taxi, and then —
of course — went to the busy Bazaar with its dazzling colors and thousand
smells. The next day we ﬂew to Jaipur. The driver we took there was funny
and impossible at the same time, but it was also impossible without a driver.
We went to the exhibition. At last, after years of imagining this moment ...
And it was nothing special.
I didn’t buy anything at the exhibition. Marked it as done on my mental
“aspiration list,” and went shopping in the local jewelry stores. I used
my best Iranian genetics and upbringing, bargained for every item and
bought them for 30% of the initial price, but I still think I overpaid. I
continued my shopping spree in some textile shops. What a variety! The
possibilities there are truly endless. I almost regretted not being in the
textile business, but I thought better than going into a new ﬁeld at that
point in an unfamiliar part of the world ...
In Agra, still with Mr. Impossible driver, we saw the Taj Mahal. Unlike
the jewelry exhibition, the “place of the crown” (the Persian and Hindi
meaning of tāj mahal) exceeded all our expectations. So much more amazing
and impressive in reality than it is in the pictures! You really must see it with
your own eyes to grasp its splendor.
When I asked our driver to continue with us and drive us to Delhi, he
said his car is broken and he can’t continue driving us. He wanted to arrange
a normal taxi for us, but I said no way. Two women traveling alone in India is
dangerous enough, Mr. Impossible was relatively safe as a man and tolerable
as a driver, but we certainly didn’t want to try his friends ... So we went to the
Oberi Hotel. What a hotel! Built and designed like an Indian palace. Tanja
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and I had a light dinner, and then asked the hotel reception to organize a
car for us, making sure they know the people and trust them. I also took
the hotel’s phone number, in any event. With the hotel’s assurance, I was
more relaxed.
Looking back I really don’t understand how we dared travel like that. In
addition to the regular danger for women, which is grave enough, we also
had a bag full of jewelry. We must have been crazy.

It was only during the drive to Delhi that I understood why even Mr.
Impossible, our ﬁrst driver, didn’t want to take us there. The roads
from Agra to Delhi are narrow and winding, and his car was completely
incompatible with such road conditions.
New Delhi is a completely British town. We settled in the hotel, thought
we would ﬁnally wind down, but as soon as we arrived, we started getting
one telephone call after the other: from my mother, from Louise, from
Sasson. They were all extremely worried, and we didn’t know why. We were
so busy experiencing India, we didn’t listen to the news. Sasson said: “Please
come back, enough is enough!” And we didn’t understand why. We didn’t
have a television in Jaipur or on the road, and only after talking to the family
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and trying to understand why they’re so worried, did we ﬁnally realize what
had happened: A big tsunami had hit the Far East — including East and
South India.
Coming back immediately, as Sasson wanted, that is, one day before the
original plan, would have involved changing routes and going via Europe. I
calmed him down, explained to him that we were almost 2,500 km (around
1,500 miles) away from the tsunami, and it’s not worth all the headache.
The next day, we went sightseeing in Delhi. It was extremely intriguing as
well, and I really wanted to go to the Bazaar there too, but the masses of
people are unfathomable! It just frightened me, so I said to Tanja — there’s
no sense in going into these masses.
Still, what an experience it was! What a country! What poverty!
How much dirt! How many colors! Dazzling colors! You don’t see two
women wearing the same color sari. On the other hand, you saw women
with children sleeping in small tents on the ﬂoor in the streets. It was
unforgettable. It was compelling, it was stimulating, it was mesmerizing,
but it wasn’t pleasant.
When we came home, we heard that one of our relatives and ex business
partner Freddy Nassima, who lived in Belgium at the time, lost his 11month old grandchild in the tsunami disaster in Phuket. The child was
buried in Israel, and we went to console them. They told us that all the
delegations were bewildered and stupeﬁed; the Belgian delegation didn’t
help at all. Only the Israelis were helpful and eventually found the child’s
body. The Belgian ambassador also came to the shiva and wanted to condole
with them. They told him to go to hell. Nati, my psychiatrist and good
friend, said that the emergency-team he trained was the one who helped
everyone, but especially all Israelis and Jews in the disaster. And they were
the ones who found the little body. Nati told me he had to support his team
psychologically on the phone every day, because they were all broken by the
search for dead bodies. Other countries probably didn’t do that. Therefore,
the only country that was really helpful was Israel — Nati’s team.
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A warm place in our hearts for tennis
In 2008, we were already out of the tennis business — Allon remained our
family representative there — but we still had a warm place in our hearts for
this world, and still do. The 2008 Fed Cup Israel-Russia matches were held
in Ramat Hasharon (in this tournament, each stage is held in a different
country), and we invited the Russian and Israeli teams for a reception at
our home.

Sasson with a group of Israeli tennis players
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Sasson next to the famous Russian player Maria Sharapova at our home

Maria Sharapova, Russia and World tennis champion, with Gollar
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A YEAR OF LOSSES

Sasson: On 3 July 2012, Nissan and Louise celebrated their 40th wedding
anniversary. One of our best memories is the trip with Louise, and Soraya
and Younes Nazarian to Tbilisi, Georgia and Baku, Azerbaijan on that
same year.
And then came the hardest year of our lives.

Left to right: Golli, Louise, Ronda, Mayer, Younes Nazarian, Yossi Askar, Soraya
Nazarian, Malka Askar

Sasson: Margrit was already in bad condition, and two weeks after Nissan’s
and Louise’s anniversary celebrations, she passed away on 18 July 2012 at
4 a.m.. Louise was at her side the whole time. Louise and Gollar’s care for
their parents was unbelievable.
Then Louise passed away in February 2013, and Youssef ten days later.
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Rest in peace, Margrit
Gollar: At the end of her life, my mother had two severe strokes within
three months. Luckily, they both happened during daytime, so we were
there to notice and rush her to the hospital. The second time, the doctors
gave her the same medication as the ﬁrst time, but said that getting it a
second time in such a short time gap, is very dangerous. They explained:
“If she doesn’t receive the medication, she will live but be crippled. If
she does receive it, either she dies, or completely heals, the chances are
50–50.” Thank God all my siblings were in Israel at the time, and we
decided together to take that risk, because we couldn’t stand the idea
of our mother being crippled. And fortunately, she healed and lived for
another year and a half.
One day, a year and a half later, all of a sudden my mother didn’t feel
well, she felt very weak, and in six weeks, she departed this world. It all
happened so quickly, I couldn’t overcome the loss.
I will never forget the night during the weeks my mother was dying
when, out of the blue, my friend Fereshte stood at the door. She knew my
mother was sick, but she didn’t know how sick, because it all happened
so fast. She sat next to her and prayed Psalms until late at night, after
midnight.
Fereshte Lavian Babazadeh, who now lives in
Jerusalem, is a family friend and my childhood
friend from Hamburg. When we moved to
Switzerland, they moved too. Then they made
Aliyah, and a few years later we did, too. So
wherever we lived, our lives and fates have always
been intertwined: She came to our simchas and we
went to hers, and she comforted us in the difficult
times after Louise, Margrit, Youssef and Nissan
passed away. She loves my siblings too, and we
have always had a good connection. Her name
becomes her: she is truly an angel.
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Goodbye, Louise
Unfortunately, six months after my mother’s passing, we also lost my
beloved sister Louise, without any sickness or any signs. I was in Zürich
visiting my grandchildren. I ﬂew there on Sunday, and Monday night Sasson
called me at two in the morning, and told me to come back quickly. I
called my sister Jany in Geneva and my brother Parviz in Zürich, and we all
ﬂew to Israel together. The doctors resuscitated Louise, but she remained
in coma until she passed away that Saturday at the very young age of
62. Louise’s sudden, unexpected departure shook our lives and broke her
husband, Nissan.
May your soul be happy, Youssef
My father was very weak at the end of his life. The pain of losing his dear
wife tormented him, and hearing about the death of his beloved daughter
Louise made the end of his life even bitterer. He couldn’t endure it for more
than a week, and we so lost this great, benevolent man, too.
The Persian expression when a person departs, is ruhesh shād “may
his/her soul be happy.” But what about the living?
In just seven months, I had lost three beloved family members. The
pain of losing my little sister Louise, whom I had loved like sweet life itself,
was truly unbearable for me. And before I had time to recuperate from this
tragedy, our father also departed. Our kind, loving, compassionate father,
whose greatness I will never forget as long as I am alive. A part of me died
with them, and it took a long time to learn to live again.
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Youssef and Margrit holding hands
at a New Year’s Eve party in Hamburg

Youssef and Margrit holding hands three days before Margrit
passed away and six months before Youssef joined her
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Youssef ’s Heritage
Youssef Khakshouri left us a valuable book, An Understanding between Islam
and Judaism, Unity and Peace between the Religions. In that book he explains,
with his characteristic eloquence, that nothing in this mortal world is more
valuable than peace between all people. He believed that according to the
commandments we received in the Torah (the Biblical Book of Law), if
we love everyone equally, just as we love ourselves, all enmities will be
eliminated, and all the people in the world can live happily and peacefully
side-by-side, without any hostility and war. He brings examples from the
Quran, and points out that the teachings in the Quran reﬂect the same
common ideas as Judaism: monotheism, as well as opposition to oppression
and coercion.
Parviz Khakshouri, Youssef ’s only son, read this eulogy at his father’s
funeral:
Kvod Harabbanim, family, friends, my dear sisters Gollar and Jeanette,
brothers-in-law Sasson, Nissan and Samy, our beloved children and
grandchildren.
We are gathered here to express our inﬁnite respect, admiration
and tribute to a man who throughout his entire life strove to achieve
greatness not only for his immediate family, but also for his extended
family, friends, community, as well as his Jewish and Iranian heritage
and foundations. He was not only a father to his children but a father
to a whole tribe. His immeasurable successes and greatness in life were
deeply rooted in his uncompromising belief in God and the Jewish faith.
He lived a life of humility, modesty and eternal willingness to help his
fellow human beings. The limited time we are blessed with on this earth
is the most precious commodity we can extend to others, and my father,
as a human being of the highest order, was extremely generous with his
time for others, in extending his unspoken help and advice to many
organizations and anyone else in need of it, and this was exempliﬁed
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especially during the Iranian Revolution when so many of his fellow
Iranians arrived at his doorstep.
One of the many challenges that faced my father, was the universal
anti-Semitism that he personally faced and experienced time and time
again: from his childhood days, when the Nazis marched towards Iran,
to the resurrection of the Neo-Nazi Party in Germany throughout the
1960’s, and ﬁnally the rise and increased efforts of the Moslem world to
annihilate Israel and the Jewish people within the last 40 years, which
culminated in him writing the book “The Understanding Between Jews
and Moslems,” highlighting the passages within the Qoran that dealt
with Jews favorably.
As for culture and humanities, his love and passion were always
evident and unrivaled in his contributions, donations and sincere
support to museums, universities and libraries.
However, he never forgot the biggest challenge in life, which
was to raise his children with love, care, happiness, joy, laughter and
contentment, facing life with hope and courage. He was constantly
emphasizing the importance of high, pure ethical and moral values,
while stressing the essentials of the best education possible as the
ultimate tools in life. In turn, my sisters and I have relayed the same
values to our children and their children.
He was a role model par excellence, but he was not an untouchable
giant. He was tender with his children and grandchildren, and fascinated them with his stories ...
When he was a child himself, he loved lambs and therefore his
parents gave him the nickname Gisga, “lamb” in the Aramaic language.
Just calling his name would open his heart and make him tell his
childhood stories. My father has not left us, he will never leave our
hearts and minds. He has merely joined my mother and sister in his
new chapter in his eternal and heavenly life.
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Mourning
Gollar: My parents’ medical condition, losing both parents and my sister
Louise in just seven months, threw me into a situation where I couldn’t
sleep at nights, and had breathing problems and severe depression.
Sasson: She used to cry all night, and her crying could melt a heart of stone.
Gollar: I was depressed for months, and it was only with the help of
friends, especially our family friend and my psychiatrist Prof. Nati Laor,
psychological treatment, Kabbalah lessons, Allon and Naomi’s wedding
at June 2014, but most of all Sasson’s love and patience, that I slowly
recuperated and was brought out of depression.

chapter 15

HAPPINESS, AGAIN

Gollar: On 11 June 2014, two months after my nearly two years of
mourning my sister and parents came to an end, our Allon ﬁnally got
married. He and Naomi met when they were both studying in the IDC
(InterDisciplinary Center) in Herzliya — Allon for his MBA and Naomi
for her bachelor’s degree.
We (and Allon!) met Naomi’s parents Tatyana and Vladimir for the ﬁrst time
on the day before Lag Baomer the year before, when they visited Israel.
Allon decided to propose to Naomi just before their arrival so we could
all celebrate the next day. And this is how Allon describes it:
I proposed to Naomi by driving her to a remote place near the beach.
She probably thought I was kidnapping her when I stopped the car. I
had asked a cook to set up a nice path to a table and prepare a wonderful
meal for us. Then I took Naomi for a short walk, and after a few minutes
I said with tears in my voice:
“My dear, I need to tell you something.” I looked at her and
continued: “You are the most amazing person I have ever met. I’ve
never loved someone the way I love you, and I want to spend the rest
of my life with you!”
Then I went on my knees and said: “Will you be my wife?”
Naomi saw the box and was worried it was a prank. Perhaps I had
smarties in the box. When she opened it and saw the ring, she burst
into tears. I quickly hugged her as strong as I could.
We embraced for about a minute, and then I said with a shaky voice:
“You still didn’t answer my question.”
And she said: “Yes, yes, yes. I want to marry you!”
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After regrouping our emotions we walked back to the table handin-hand, as an engaged couple who would be together forever. I had
arranged for some of our best friends to be there and celebrate with us,
as well as our two dogs Snoopy and Capucine.

Gollar: When Naomi’s and parents came, we all went to Dan Accadia
together and sat there, talking. I told Allon, “You don’t have a lot of
opportunities to talk to them, since they don’t live in Israel, so this would
be the right time.” Everything was so exciting, I don’t remember who
told who what and how. We were all very happy and drank champagne,
and the meeting ended with formalizing their engagement. I was so sorry
my mother was not there to witness the day. She had always said that with
Allon’s traveling so much, he would never be able to get married and settle
down, and he was getting close to 40 years of age. “Mother,” I said to her
in my mind, “You see? This day has arrived! Why are you not here with
us?”
When we came back home from Dan Accadia after the engagement,
Sasson said: “If we were in the Iranian community now, this would have
been the evening where we sit and write down our commitments: what
presents Allon has to give Naomi and when, what dowry Naomi brings
to their new house, who pays how much, how many guests each family
can invite ... and only after all has been decided, we would have had an
engagement ceremony with the whole extended family and guests. But in
Israel everything is so much easier. There were only the six of us, Allon
announced his intention to marry Naomi, we opened champagne and
voilà! They were engaged.”
Allon and Naomi waited for my years of mourning to be over, and
married a week after Shavuot a year later.
We’re so happy to have Naomi as a daughter-in-law and mother of our
beautiful grandsons: Rafael, who was born on 22 May 2015, and David, who
was born on 28 February 2018. She’s a wonderful, loving wife and mother,
and a fantastic daughter-in-law.
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All of us at Allon and Naomi’s wedding.
Left to right: Isaac, Sasson, Naomi, Allon, Gollar, Nani

Allon with his son Rafael and his wife Naomi

339

chapter 15: happiness, again

340

Allon, with his sons David and Rafael

With Naomi’s parents at David’s 1st birthday. Left to right: Tatyana, Allon, Naomi with
David, Sasson, Golli, Vladimir
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When Zion Yerushalmi saved Sasson
Sasson: I will never forget how Zion saved my life.
In August 2014, we went to Cyprus on a holiday with our good friends
Zion and Lea Yerushalmi, and stayed in one of the hotels there. One day,
while I was swimming in the warm sea, my body suddenly began to shake!
I managed to get myself to the beach, but the shaking persisted. My friend
Zion noticed that something was wrong, and asked: “Sasson, why are you
walking like this?”
I didn’t have an answer for him.
He insisted on taking me to the doctor, despite my protests. The doctor
cured me in a few hours, with treatment and antibiotic shots. It turns out
that dangerous, stinging little microbes had entered my body through my
toes. Had I not reached the doctor’s clinic on time, my life would have
been in danger.
Cheers, my wise and compassionate friend!

Left to right: Aharon and Zion Yerushalmi, Sasson.
To health and friendship!

Gollar: On the last day of our vacation, Sasson rested in bed, while Zion
and his wife Lea, instead of enjoying their last day in Cyprus going to the
beach (which was only 100 meters away), stayed in their room ready for
us to call, in case they were needed. I’ve never seen such devotion!
Of all the things in the world, talking with friends is the best. (Saadi)

(از ﻫﺮ ﭼﻪ ﻣﯽرود ﺳﺨﻦ دوﺳﺖ ﺧﻮﺷﺘﺮ اﺳﺖ )ﺳﻌﺪی
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The third generation coming of age
When Nani’s children Liam and Bonvoyage came of age according to
Jewish law — 12 for girls and 13 for boys — they each had Bar/Bat Mitzvah
ceremonies at their synagogue and a celebration with family and friends.

Bar Mitzvah boy Liam: with the rabbi (left), and with Allon and Nissan (right)

Right: Bonvoyage and Nani at the Bat Mitzvah party (in the back: Uncle Ike)
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The Bat Mitzvah girl Bonvoyage taking a selﬁe with all her friends just before the
celebration

Gollar: When my granddaughter Bonvoyage was 11, I thought it would be a
good idea to take her to the US with me as a Bat Mitzvah present. I had a
trip planned for the wedding of Mayer’s daughter Liza in Los Angeles in
2015, exactly at the time when Swiss children have their autumn holiday
break.
We ﬁrst went to New York, where we stayed at the Moheban’s house,
of course, and then to Los Angeles. It was one of the most beautiful trips
we’ve ever had, for both of us! Both the chance to strengthen our bond
one-on-one, and the trip itself.
In New York we went to the Klimt exhibition in Neue Gallery to see
the “Woman in Gold,” which Bonvoyage had read about and wanted to
see in real life. It made me so happy that my granddaughter is already big
enough to have her own taste and interests in art!
In the evening, we went with my cousin Gilda and her granddaughter
to see a children’s musical, which Bonvoyage had chosen before our trip.
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The next day, Rita Yaghoubi invited us to SoHo, where we went shopping
in a candy store, and Bonvoyage was amazed by its huge size. She was
amazed by the size of everything in New York, actually. Everything was
so big! The buildings, the stores, the parks ... She bought a lot of sweets
to take home for herself, and for her brother and sister.
In Los Angeles, we attended the beautiful wedding, and of course went
to Universal Pictures studios and Disneyland, and all the places that are
important for a child to see. We visited friends and family at the homes,
and one day my cousin’s daughter took her for a photoshoot and made her
a “modeling” book.

Our beautiful granddaughter Bonvoyage.
It was so difficult to choose only one picture from the book!
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Before the trip, I asked my younger granddaughter Pleinsoleil if she would
also want a trip like this on her Bat Mitzvah. She said she doesn’t want to
be far from her parents for so long. Just like me! After the trip, however,
when she heard her sister’s stories, she decided she does want a similar
Bat Mitzvah trip, but only if her sister comes along. I explained to her
that it’s much more complicated with two children, and besides, I want
to give her full attention like I did with Bonvoyage. As of the time this
book was written, this issue was still under negotiations ...
Liam didn’t want a trip for his Bar Mitzvah, so he has an open wish from
his grandparents, to fulﬁll whenever he decides what it is.
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At the end, family is more important than tennis
Gollar: Allon, now a family man, wanted to spend more time with his little
children and lovely wife. He was getting tired of the tennis business, that
involved a lot of traveling. In perfect timing, in 2017, the Chinese asked to
buy the license for the Shenzhen Open, which belonged to Allon. As our
experiences in other countries taught us, when governments and people
with connections in the government want something, they will get it. If
you refuse, they will sabotage you and your work until you have no choice
but to sell it. Actually, the longer the negotiations, the less you will get. I
shared this insight with Allon. He sold the license quickly and was very
happy with the deal and with the change it made in his life.
Now we are retired. We work much less, enjoy life, Allon is helping and
taking over the work that still needs to be done, and we’re writing our life
story, for you to have and remember.
If I had to sum up my impression of our tennis adventures: Moscow was
interesting, Bangkok was fun, Tashkent was hard work, and tennis is not
a good income.

chapter 16

OUR SIBLINGS

Now that we have almost completed our life circle, we would like to go back
to the beginning and look through the eyes of each of our sibings.

Sasson and all his siblings, at Nissan’s house, 2015.
Standing, left to right: Nissan, Sasson, Ezra.
Sitting, left to right: Clara, Frieda, Hawi, Sonya, Yolanda

347

chapter 16: our siblings

348

Sasson’s siblings
My dear sister Sonya

Sonya, Sasson’s sister, writes:
Dear Sasson, my beloved brother.
I was born in Rezaiyeh in 1938. When I was born, my mother was so
ill, she was not allowed to nurse me. They took a Kurdish woman who
had recently weaned her own child, to nurse me. The doctors told my
mother she shouldn’t have more children! But the fact of the matter
is, she did get pregnant again, and bore Hawi. Hawi and I were like
twins, until my marriage at the age of 15. We would always wear the
same clothes. The only difference between us was that Hawi was very
clever and articulate, and I have always been incompetent and wordless,
and whatever I was told — I always accepted.
To make a long story short, every few years my father would take
us to a different city, and according to my mother, we also lived for a
time in Mahabad before we came back to Tabriz, where my brother
Sasson was born. How happy it made our mother! My father ordered a
stroller for Sasson from Europe, and my mother would take him for a
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walk every day. Two or three years later, we moved again to live closer to
Agha Nathan Khakshouri, who had recently married Victoria Khanom.
At that time, radio was a new thing on the market. Nathan and Victoria
bought one, and ran a cable with a speaker downstairs to us, so we can
listen too.
Then we moved to Pahlavi St., next to Golestan garden, near the
Catholic school. We lived there for two or three years. One day, when
I came back from school, I found my mother sitting and crying.
I asked: “What happened?”
She said: “The government came, and closed and sealed our rooms!”
My father’s business situation declined drastically, and we headed
to Tehran. You have written in your book how our father, in order to
save the family from this grave ﬁnancial situation, went to prison for a
certain period of time, and in the month of Nisan (March-April), our
brother was born, and named Nissan after his month of birth. My father
could not take part in the Brith (circumcision) ceremony, which made
him very upset. One time, when my mother took newborn Nissan to
meet his father in prison, she fell off the bus and broke her leg. She
wore a cast for a few months.
After My father’s release from prison and Ezra’s birth, we returned
to Tabriz once again, and lived in our old house, which my father loved
very much. It was in that very house that the gentiles came to plunder
us. My father had a lot of money in his pocket, and the robbers tore
his pocket by force to steal the money, but my father fought back. We
had a neighbor named Elias, who was scared by all this, and instead of
helping my father, hid. Hawi writes about this incident in greater detail,
below.
At the time, I was already engaged to be married. A few months
later, I got married and moved to Rezaiyeh, but my family remained in
Tabriz until their immigration to Israel.
As you may know, when we returned from Tehran to Tabriz in 1952,
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we traveled by night bus. Later I realized that on the very same night,
Elisha, my future husband was on another bus on the same route! I
had no idea that this young man would soon be my husband! These
buses used to stop for tea a few times along of the way. The drivers had
speciﬁc places where they got free food and also tips from the owners.
Elisha, my husband, later told me: “Wherever we stopped, I was only
thinking how I could see you.”
A few days later, I started my ﬁrst year of highschool. One of my
classmates was Rebecca, the daughter of Agha Aziz Shabani. Sometimes she would bring bidmeshk candy — traditional Urmian candied
nuts, and we would eat them together in class.
One day she said to me: “Elisha has come!,” and I never asked her
who this Elisha was!
It was a Saturday, and we were just before the ﬁrst trimester exams.
I told Rebecca, let’s go to our place, have some lunch and study a bit for
the tests. When we went into the house, I saw some women sitting and
taking with my mother. As soon as they saw us, they said, “The kids are
back from school and we have to go, but we will be at your service in
the evening!”
We had lunch and studied, and in the morning after, went to school
to take our exams. In the afternoon, as we were going back home,
Rebecca said to me, “Hold on a second, Elisha’s father wants to talk
to you!”
What could I say? I was so afraid, I had my own two legs, and I
“borrowed two legs,” and then ran home as if I was running for my life!
Later, when Rebecca asked: “Why did you go?”
I answered: “Our father told us not to talk to strangers on the street!
I don’t know Elisha and I don’t know his father, either!”
That night, we had guests. We, the children, went to our rooms,
and the guests sat in the living room. My mother came and said: “Sonya,
come take this tray of tea for our guests!”
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I came in and said hello. My father turned to a man named
Monsieur Abraham and said: “This is my daughter, Sonya.”
Monsieur Abraham said to my father: “But she is very small!”
My father said: “She will grow up!”
Elisha’s father said: “My child, come sit next to me.” He put a ring
on my ﬁnger and said: “You are now engaged to my son, Elisha!”
I started trembling and burst into tears. “But I want to study!” I
sobbed.
He said: “I like educated people. I promise you we will get you the
best tutors so you can continue your studies.”
Elisha was supposed to come from Rezaiyeh two weeks later for our
engagement ceremony. In Tabriz, we didn’t have any Jewish rabbis to
conduct the ceremony. There was a rabbi in Miandoab, about 100 miles
south of Tabriz. Whenever you wanted to bring that rabbi to Tabriz,
you had to send him a whole lamb!
It was winter. A freezing blizzard stormed as I was coming back
from school. My mother was cold, and asked me to light up the woodburning stove. I went and poured oil into the stove, which was full of
sizzling ﬁrewood. It made a hideous sound, and ﬂames burst out of it,
burning my face, hair, eyebrows, eyelashes and hands. My face was badly
burnt. The pain was unbearable, and so I ran to the yard, which was
covered with snow, and my mother, agonized by the sight of me, cried
and beat on her head. My father brought me a doctor, who dressed the
wounds on my face and hands. I never returned to school.
Despite the burns, the engagement ceremony was held as planned,
and the ﬁrst thing Elisha did when I saw him, was tend to the bandages
on my hands.
When my burns were a bit better, my father suggested that instead
of going back to school, I should take sewing lessons. He bought me
a sewing machine, with which I sewed pillows and blankets for his
hotel. My mother and I went together and enrolled in a sewing course.
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Our teacher was an Armenian maiden, forty-years-old and still single.
My father told her: “My daughter got engaged, and we want her to
learn some sewing.” We went there every day. I became quite a good
seamstress, and would sew nice dresses for my sisters Hawi and Clara.
One day the teacher asked me if I would like my wedding dress to be
a class project. I told Elisha and my mother, and they were delighted
with the idea. We went to the Bazaar to buy some cloth, and from that
day on I became the class model: Whenever we would have a ﬁtting,
the teacher would point to my body and teach the students how to sew
a wedding dress. When the dress was ready, no one believed we had
sewn this beautiful outﬁt in class!
We went to Rezaiyeh for the wedding. The whole family came to
the bus station to welcome us, and my uncle Menashe took us to their
place. The custom in Rezaiyeh was that on the day before the wedding
they would take the bride’s dowry to the groom’s house on a few trays
called khānche, and the wedding ceremony itself was held at the bride’s
father’s house.
I was with a few girls from the family changing clothes, when I
heard my uncle getting angry, and Elisha’s father yelling about the fee
that the rabbi asked them for arranging the Ketuba (marriage contract).
After some bargaining, it was set on ten thousand toman, and they took
us with a carriage with two horses and one person, who sat there facing
us with an oil lamp in his hand. Slowly but surely, we arrived with the
carriage at the entrance to the alley, where the horse and carriage could
not enter, and we dismounted. I asked Elisha: “Where is the wedding
hall?!”
We began walking, and reached a small yard, where they received us
with applause. From the second ﬂoor, women threw Bidmeshk candy
and fruit at us. One of the apples hit my nose, which started bleeding!
We went upstairs, and Elisha kept sending people to see if my nosebleeding had stopped!
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Sasson Jan, my good brother, they celebrated our wedding in
Rezaiyeh for seven days and seven nights! They hung a rug, and for
eight days the bride and groom had to sit in front of a curtain, a Persian
parde.
The Friday after the wedding, the custom was that the groom’s
sister holds a celebration for the bride, while the young men of the
community take the groom to a ritual bath, called Hamām-e khatān.
After a full reception, they would all go together to the synagogue,
and from the synagogue they went to the groom’s house. There, once
again, they would resume their music and singing, playing and dancing.
Saturday morning they would go to the synagogue again, and when
they came back, they had to bring two khānche trays from the bride’s
house, one with sweets and a larger one with Arugeh — a traditional
dish that was slow cooked overnight in the oven. They then spread a
tablecloth with alcoholic drinks, to be consumed with the Arugeh. In
the afternoon, no meat products were served, so that they could serve
dairy food at nightfall, including yoghurt with artichoke, yoghurt and
cucumber soup, stuffed vegetables, Kalajosh — a kind of curd stew —
and other delicious dishes. At the end of the wedding week, they
opened the parde, and one of the men in the family, who must be
grandiloquent, would come and open the presents in front of the
guests, and describe the each one loudly, for example: “Yes, this-andthat person brought fabric for a set of clothes the groom, and this is a
symbol of a caravan that is on its way and will arrive,” or “one sugarloaf,”
or “a quarter Pahlavi (gold coin),” and showed everyone the gifts. This
presentation of presents took a whole hour or two! Then there was a
custom (which is still practiced in Iran!) that the bride and groom try
to step on each other’s foot, and they say that whoever managed to get
their foot on top faster, would be the spouse that rules the house in
their common life!
Sasson Jan, this was my wedding ceremony, which took place in 1953,
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and I dedicate this humble essay to you, for your book.
While writing, many other issues came to my mind, and they may
also be of interest to your readers:
When our noble father was in prison, he had a cellmate who
was truly an artist, highly talented and skilled in embroidery. He
embroidered a picture of me with colorful threads, which was really
a masterpiece.
One day, my father gave him a picture of Mohammad Reza Shah
Pahlavi to stitch. He made the most exquisite embroidery and gave it
to us. My mother had it framed, and said we should somehow deliver
it to His Majesty. One morning she took our hand, and we took a
taxi to the front of the Shah’s palace. They didn’t let us enter, but my
mother pleaded to one of the guards to give the artwork to the King
of Kings. Half an hour later, the guard comes back with an envelope
containing 300 toman, and said the king liked it very much. With
these 300 toman, my mother bought herself a splendid overcoat. This
overcoat was robbed from us in one of the plunder-raids.
At that time, we lived under the close surveillance of our parents.
We had a tough father whose attitude was in accord with the irrational
lifestyle of that time, and we were strictly forbidden from wearing
modern, free cloths, and were obliged to wear chador.

Yes, at that time, those not-so-distant times, events such as the one that
Sonya describes here, were not uncommon. Sonya was lucky to have a
successful marriage, but this was not always the case, and not even a goal.
Because there were very few Jewish families in Tabriz and Rezaiyeh, the
important thing for the elders of the family has always been marrying off
their sons and daughters as soon as possible, lest, God forbid, the thought
of marrying gentiles would even cross their minds.
Sonya and her husband Elisha have six wonderful children, many
grandchildren and even two great grandchildren.
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My dear sister Hawi

Sasson: My sister Hawi is only a year younger than Sonya, and the two grew
up like twins, until Sonya’s marriage. Very soon suitors started showing up
asking for Hawi’s hand, and before long she was married to Jack Aronov.
In the beginning of her married life, she faced a serious challenge, and
handled it with unbelievable endurance and forbearance: Her motherin-law, Rachel Aronov, was a sickly old lady, and needed constant care.
Hawi gathered all her energy and completely devoted herself to taking
care of her mother-in-law. This strengthened the bond between her and
her husband, who never forgot her kindness to his mother. They are a
loving, tight-knit family with delightful children and grandchildren. Hawi
became ultra-Orthodox, and Jack passed away in 2003. Hawi and Jack
have three children, and two of their grandsons became rabbis.
Hawi writes:
Sasson Jan,
You’ve asked me to write about one of the interesting events of our
childhood to include in your book ...
I remember this incident from the time we lived in Tabriz: Our
house had a big yard with a huge gate, which we used to lock tightly at
night with iron chains, to keep thieves away.
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One day, my father left home for work early in the morning, as
he always did, but very soon returned home! My mother and we, the
children, got very worried and asked: “What happened?!”
My father said that the country is in havoc, and the Shah has ﬂed
Iran. “Let’s lock the house, quick! So they don’t come to plunder and
kill us!”
My father’s pockets were full of money he had prepared to pay his
workers’ wages, but when the Bazaar broke into tumult and rumor had
it that people were robbing and plundering the property of others, he
decided to come home and protect his wife and children!
We all gathered around the radio to hear what was happening! I
also sat with the children on the basement stairs and listened. The news
was scary. Suddenly, we heard the sound of chaos and mayhem from the
street outside. I ran to see what was going on! As soon as I opened the
door, a few men, clubs in hand, swarmed into our house. They had set
ﬁre to their clubs, and probably wanted to set our house on ﬁre too! I
screamed: “They have come to plunder!”
They heard my cry, and entered the house. One of them ran toward
my father and attacked him. My father ran to the garden, brought a
long, heavy club of his own, and started attacking the pillagers back!
My father was tall, robust and strong. No one was an equal rival for
him! With that very club he assaulted them, hitting in all directions,
and drove the marauders away! They ran for their lives and my father
chased them in the street until they were far enough from our house.
We’ve had some hard times, I remember ... Many of our neighbors went
to their basements with fear, and locked themselves inside ...
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My kind sister Clara

Sasson: My strongest childhood memory of Clara is a painful one. One day,
when we lived in Tehran, Clara went to one of her classmates’ house, to
study together. She came home late, and our father beat her badly, even
though she only studied!
Clara writes:
My kind brother Sasson Jan,
You’ve asked me to write about my life and memories from Iran. Do
you remember how your sisters lived in their father’s house?! We had
a father who completely disregarded us! When we wanted something
from him, we didn’t have the guts to ask ourselves and we asked it
through our mother ...
I was 14 when I got married, on his command.
I didn’t know my husband, and my father had never asked me
whether I’m ready to marry him or not!! I don’t have even one picture of
my parents from the night of the wedding, because the ceremony was
in another city. On my father’s decision, I was sent to my husband’s
house all on my own. (My poor mother didn’t do anything without my
father’s permission!). A year later, my son was born. I was so alone! No
one came to visit me. I didn’t even have money for clothes for my new
infant, until a year later(!) when my big sister came from another city
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and sewed clothes for my son. For six months, I didn’t have milk to
feed him. He would always cry. I took him to the doctor, he said, “Your
child is hungry, you have to give him powdered milk.
Six years later, my second son was born. At that time, my in-laws
lived with us, and I had two sisters-in-law in the house, too. They always
fought with me about everything! My parents deserted me and left me
for God’s mercy. There was no one who would come see me from time
to time or inquire how I was ... Neither of my sons saw my parents until
I came to Israel ...

Clara and her husband Gabriel at their wedding

Clara and Gabriel Shaban have three sons. Clara became more religious,
and since Gabriel’s passing, she lives with her youngest son, who takes care
of her.
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My dear sister Frieda

I, Frieda Cohen, was born in Iran in 1955, a daughter of Aziz Khakshouri
(“the King”). I immigrated to Israel in 1962 with my dear mother, of
blessed memory, who fell ill with a heart disease and passed away about
a year after our immigration, with my father, of blessed memory, my
brother Nissan of blessed memory, my brother Ezra and my sister
Yolanda, may they live long.
My childhood was not easy. I was always in the margins, but the
Lord was kind to me and sent us a stepmother who was a very good
woman and raised us very well. But as early as the age of 16 I was forced
to marry and move to a moshav with the family of my husband, Meir
Cohen, of blessed memory, and I had to cope with this life.
Again the Lord’s grace was upon me and I married a wonderful
husband, who passed away after 47 years of marriage that was successful
and sweetened with the years, as we both grew stronger in our Jewish
faith. I highly recommend it. “O consider and see that the Lord is good”
(Psalms 34:9).
With the Grace of the Lord, thank God, I was blessed with a
wonderful son, charming daughters, sweet grandchildren, regal siblings,
a good house, a good job, and all the blessings of this world, and
therefore all I have to do is thank the Lord of Lords.
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My dear sister Yolanda

As the last of eight children of my dear parents, may their souls rest
in peace, I, Yolanda, born in 1959, was blessed to be brought to our
beloved country Israel at 4 years of age along with my brothers Nissan
and Ezra, and my sister Frieda.
I don’t remember much of that period, as the tragic loss of my
mother soon after we arrived in Israel has most likely clouded my
memory of that time. However, as tragic as a loss of a mother at a
very young age can be, I probably had it much easier than my siblings,
since adapting to change is somewhat less traumatic at a younger age.
In addition, being the youngest of eight, there was a greater effort of
my family to protect and spoil me, resulting in a very normal and happy
childhood as compared to that of my siblings.
Though most of my early childhood memories are clouded, one
memory is very vivid: the frequent visits of my dear brother Sasson
and his wonderful wife Golli, with suitcases full of gifts for us kids — a
memory which I cherish with a smile.
The “honeymoon” period of my childhood ended abruptly at the
age of 17, when I got into an ugly marriage with my second cousin, a
marriage that lasted eight years. In addition to a bad marriage, I was
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also unwillingly uprooted from my beloved country to the US, where I
still live today.
The full part of the glass was being blessed by the Almighty with
two children, my beautiful daughter Elanit and my beloved son Samuel.
It was soon after Samuel was born that we found out he would
suffer from an unfortunate consequence of marriage between close
blood relatives for the rest of his life. Samuel was born with a genetic,
inherited anemia requiring him to receive a transfusion once every
three weeks, in addition to other medical treatments, just to carry on
with what we take for granted — life.
The full part of the glass, though, is that Samuel, with God’s help
and my support, has not given in to his illness and was — and is —
managing it the best way possible. He is a magniﬁcent, accomplished
man who is now married to his soulmate and has three beautiful
children.
It was because of my dear son’s illness that soon after he was
diagnosed, I took a deep breath and decided to study nursing in order
to be able to help him the best way I can. It’s incredible how life events,
however traumatic they may be, eventually turn to become the greatest
blessings, because I was guided to pursue my calling in life — helping
sick people.
I have practised nursing in the US caring for God’s creations of
all races, ages, genders and religious denominations. I have had the
privilege of caring for thousands of people, each one as if he or she
were a member of my own family. In my heart of hearts, I do believe
that this sincere compassion to mankind has been rewarded by God in
his protection of my child, giving him the strength to battle and reach
his potential.
As we all look back at our challenges and accomplishments in life,
I consider successfully struggling with my son’s illness as my greatest
accomplishment, and I thank God for giving me the strength and
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guidance in the way no human could.
As my children got older and became successful independent adults,
I have continued my nursing career in the diaspora, each day with a
little bit of sorrow. Knowing that my family in Israel, in particular my
siblings, could probably beneﬁt from my care, and yet the geographical
distance would not allow me to extend myself, pained me.
Not until my beloved brother Nissan contracted the damn illness in
2014, did I decide to be there for him no matter what. I was privileged
to be in the company of and a part of the life of a man that no words can
do justice to describe his greatness. A man who has taught me so much,
a man who every minute of being in his company was a blessing I will
forever be grateful for. His loss on Tu Be’av 2017 has left a tremendous
void in so many people’s lives, and my life will never be the same without
him. May his soul rest in peace, and may God Almighty reunite us in
due time, Amen!

Yolanda and Nissan were like one soul in two bodies. Nissan’s life story in
recounted in a separate section of the book.

Left to right — adult row: Aziz, Nanne, Mrs. and Mr. Hanukkah, family friends;
children’s row: Ezra, Nissan, Frieda, Yolanda, Clara
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My dear brother Ezra

My dear brother Ezra with his son Josef

Sasson: Everyone in our family loves my good-hearted brother Ezra. He
is always ready to help, from the time when our parents were alive to
this very day, years after their departure from the material world. By his
pleasant, smiling face you can see what a lovable brother he is.
Ezra recounts his life:
I was born in Tehran in 1952, and then moved with the family to
Tabriz, a city inhabited mostly by Shi’ite anti-semites. At the age of 5
I entered a Christian elementary school, where they taught in Persian
and French.

Ezra (ﬁrst row, left) in 4th grade in Tabriz
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When I was 10, after 5th grade, my father decided we should immigrate
to Israel, and we did.
When I started 7th grade — that was about a year after my mother
passed away — I joined my brother Nissan at the Meir Shfeya boarding
school in Zikhron Ya’akov, where I ﬁnished high school at the age of
18.
At the end of high school, my friends and I joined the IDF
and served in the Nahal (Fighting Pioneer Youth), which combines
combat service with establishing agricultural settlements. Our goal was
establishing a settlement in the Arava area in Israel, south of the Dead
Sea. We had six months of difficult and exhaustive basic training, and
a parachuting course.

Ezra (front) after parachute jumping

In 1971, our battalion was transferred to Gaza, because the Palestinians
started committing acts of terrorism on a daily basis. During the days
we would patrol and set ambushes in the thick orange groves of Gaza,
or help investigators interrogate the arrested terrorists. At night, we
would run raids on houses of wanted terrorists and bring them to
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justice. One may say the quiet returned to Gaza thanks to our efforts
in Battalion 50.
After this mission we were sent further south, to the Suez Canal,
and guarded the southern border of Israel. In 1972, we ﬁnally did what
we joined the Nahal for, and established Moshav Paran in the south of
the country. My three-year mandatory service came to an end in June
1973.
After I received my release certiﬁcate, I started working in the
bag store that belonged to my late brother-in-law Jack Aronov, to save
money; two months later I went to Hamburg and joined my brothers
in their business.

Ezra, ﬁrst from the right, with some of the soldiers on his crew

My ﬁrst marriage didn’t last long, but I got the best of presents from
it — my beautiful daughter Lara, born on 12 December 1977. A new and
improved chapter of my life opened in 1985, when I married my beloved
Jacqueline. We were married in Milan, and then I brought her with me
to Hamburg. Our son Josef was born on 29 September 1986. In 1990,
after adding another partner to our carpet business, my brother Sasson

365

chapter 16: our siblings

suggested I go back to Israel with Jacqueline and Josef, and we did. Our
daughter Jasmin was born in Israel on 7 August 1991, and made our life
overﬂow with bliss.
Until 1994, I divided my time between Israel, where I lived, and
business trips to Germany, Russia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and other
countries. I purchased the carpets and our partners sold them from
the warehouse in Hamburg. In 1994, we sold our share of the carpet
business and ended this chapter in our lives.
A year earlier, I had started my ﬁrst steps in the construction
business: Our friends from the Jewish community in Hamburg had
land suitable for 750 residential units, for which they couldn’t ﬁnd
a buyer. My cousin Shaya Khakshouri, who has ample experience in
construction, and I, entered a combination transaction with them and
took on the project with a large construction crew from Turkey. That
period, 1993–1998, was full of acts of terrorism, and after each one
Israel closed the borders with Gaza, Judea and Samaria for passage of
Arabs. Other construction companies suffered great delays, as most
construction workers were still Arabs from the territories, but we
managed to complete the project successfully two years ahead of time
with our Turkish team.
In 1997 we, together with some additional investors, purchased the
control core of the Rugovin construction company and changed its
name to Dirom. We continued to build residential units across the
country, but then came a difficult time for the construction ﬁeld in
Israel; investors lost hope and refused to invest. In 2003, we voluntarily
liquidated the company, and I opened my own construction company
in my own name, which builds on smaller scales. I expanded my
construction activity to urban renewal and fortifying old buildings
against a possible earthquake, which is what I do to this very day.
I wish my brother Sasson and my sister-in-law Golli health and
longevity, and best of luck with their forthcoming book.
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Jacqueline, Ezra’s wife, on their wedding day

Gollar: Jacqueline is a wonderful sister-in-law as well as a wonderful mother
to her children and to Lara too. Every time Lara comes to Israel, she gives
her a feeling of home and family. At Lara’s wedding she supported Ezra
and relieved the tension with his ex-wife with a smiling face.
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Golli’s siblings
My little sister Jany
Gollar: Jany, my youngest sister, was only 6 months old when we immigrated
to Hamburg, so she grew up in a German environment, until she married
Samy and they moved to Geneva.
All the siblings loved Jany very much. She was our baby! She was a very
quiet child, highly intelligent, and an excellent student. At the beginning
of high school, she lost her passion for studies a little bit. Her grades
deteriorated, and she decided that she wanted to go to boarding school.
But of course my parents wouldn’t allow that, so she had to stay in her
own high school and ﬁnd her passion again. I was pregnant with Isaac
then, and was at my parents’ home the whole time. I said to Jany, “come,
let’s do homework together, I will help you.” I had time, I had nothing
to do, my mother didn’t want me to go out or do anything while I was
pregnant, at last, after fours years. So I didn’t do anything but stay at my
parents’ home and do homework with Jany. I had a great time, and I think
Jany did, too. It allowed me some quality time with my little sister, and an
opportunity to get closer. Her grades improved, she stayed in high school
and got her high school diploma. We had great fun together at that time,
and even now, 50 something years later, we haven’t forgotten this time
together.
Our big brother Parviz, even as a young man, was blessed with good
sense for people. So he took an active part in screening suitors for us, his
sisters. He prevented many unsuitable suitors from marrying us. In Jany’s
case he misjudged Samy, but he also failed to prevent the marriage, so
that’s two minuses that make a big plus.
Jany and Samy’s marriage was arranged by Hanna Ordentlich, the
orphanage director. She described this young man, Samy, with the highest
superlatives. But we didn’t know him at all! Then we were invited to a
wedding in London by the groom’s side, and realized that Samy was also
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invited to the same wedding by the bride’s side. So my father decided that
Sasson and I, together with Parviz and Linda, should go see what kind of
person Samy is.
Sasson: We all sat together in one table with Samy. Linda was the ﬁrst one
to fulﬁl the mission that Youssef sent us on: She pointed her ﬁnger at a
swelling on Samy’s forehead, and asked: “What is this?”
This was the ﬁrst sentence Samy heard from our family. Imagine how
he must have felt!
But Samy just smiled, and said it’s an injury from his military service.
Linda’s question and negative attitude created an awkward atmosphere,
and nobody could ask anything anymore. We tried to talk about different
things and clear the air, but we didn’t dare ask any more questions after
this ﬁrst, invasive one.
When we arrived in Hamburg, Youssef wanted to have his report. I was
surprised by the long report from Parviz, who was under the inﬂuence of
Linda, of course, about Samy’s private life, starting from his childhood till
today, and concluding he’s not worthy of our sister’s hand.
I said that I’m surprised by this detailed report, as we had hardly any
interaction with Samy. I suggested my modest opinion, which was to give
Samy another chance, and invite him to Hamburg.
Gollar: So my father invited him, and he came!
Sasson: Based on my experience in Russia with alcohol and drinks, I offered
to arrange a whiskey party, and Samy offered to make spaghetti. My offer
was accepted, especially by my brother Nissan, so we arranged the party in
our home. Gollar and I invited Samy, Jany, my brother Nissan and Louise,
my sister Frieda with her husband Meir (they were in Hamburg then), and
told them we are going to have a whiskey party.
Gollar: You don’t want to know how the kitchen looked after Samy made
pasta!
Sasson: Then my KGB mission started! I ﬁlled all the glasses with whiskey,
and made everyone drink Russian-style: “Let’s drink the ﬁrst glass for our
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health!” (and everybody has to drink, of course).
“Let’s drink the second glass for our brother!”
“Let’s drink the third glass for our father!”
And so on.
Everybody got drunk, except Samy. I saw my brother-in-law Meir
crawling on the ﬂoor and shouting: “Where is my glass? Where is my
whiskey?!”
Nissan came and hugged me, crying: “What a wonderful young man is
this Samy! I wish to have such a groom for my sister!” (Yolanda, who was
not married yet).
The result of this party was that we realized Samy was a kind, honest
gentleman, fed up with all the beautiful European girls he went out with,
and was looking for a girl from a good family, with Jewish tradition, like
his own sisters and family. He always said, “I only want to marry once.” So
we gave a strong recommendation to Youssef.
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Gollar: From that weekend on, Samy came to Hamburg every other
weekend to get to know Jany better, and after a short while they got
engaged and married. Samy became a real family member, and to this day
we all love him like our own brother, and my parents loved him like a son.
Once Parviz got out from under Linda’s inﬂuence, he realized too how
wonderful Samy is. Now they are best friends, and Parviz visits them in
Geneva on a regular basis.
After that, Jany went to Geneva, which was very difficult for Louise and
for me, but we still had a very close relationship, and tried to plan our
holidays together, and visit each other very often. Today, Jany and I try to
keep even closer bonds than before, because we both lost Louise, and we
need each other more than ever.

Sasson, Golli, Jany, and Samy at the Daniel Hotel, Herzliya, July 2018

Jany writes:
There are so many memories that I don’t know where to start!
For me, Gollar and Sasson are a very special couple ... one of the rare
couples who were able to keep their love and even make it grow over
the years! One of the reasons for this is no doubt their romantic and
poetic (on Sasson’s part) look at life.
But where to start?
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Maybe we have already forgotten the role that Gollar and Sasson
played in Hamburg. Their house became a meeting point for the
Persian community. Sasson and Gollar would not miss any opportunity
to celebrate: to welcome a new bride from Iran, to throw a party for
an engagement, a birth ... To organize sports events for men, sauna
evenings for the ladies, swimming lessons for the kids, while the
mothers had Kaﬀee und Kuchen!
But their door was open also to anyone who had problems, or
needed support! Together they looked for solutions!
The Persian community would not have survived in Hamburg
without the cosy meeting place in Sasson and Golli’s house! Nowhere
else, have I seen such solidarity, as in this little Persian community in
Hamburg. A real lesson for life!
I admire the love and joy they both have for being with people!
Anything they did in life, they shared with others! Whoever took a trip
with them, will not forget the VIP Organisation!
The organised bus tours, the laughs ... I also never forget their
devotion in taking care of our parents!! Without the organization of
Golli and the patience of Sasson, our parents’ lives would not have been
this happy for such a long time!
Of course. they also had the support of Louise and Nissan! I would
have to write a book to continue ...
It will be difficult for the new generation to take over ... Life is
more hectic today, to survive you need to be selﬁsh ... Though I am
happy to see a bit of the ‘Khakshouri attitude’ in our kids, especially
the older ones (Isaac and Nani). We are lucky, we still have the good
memories of a big family life ... our grandchildren will probably not have
that dimension.
But the most important is what Golli and Sasson are showing us
with their example: Joy of life, love to family and people make life nicer
and worth living. I want to thank them with all my heart!
Jany
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My brother Parviz
Gollar: My brother Parviz is a generous, good hearted and highly-educated
person. In fact, he was the ﬁrst one of my parents’ offspring to acquire
a Masters’ degree in Economics, and he did it magna cum laude. He got
his share of the partnership from our father in 1971, right after he got his
Masters in Economy, and as he entered, the family business took a great
leap forward: Both suppliers and customers liked his German thinking
and working habits, as well as his language skills in English and German.
So very soon he took over the negotiations with the companies such as
Blue Diamond (closing our biggest deal ever, of about 20,000 tons of
sweet Almonds), as well as Metro, the inﬂuential Verbände in Germany,
and the Trade Ministry of Textile products.
He recalls Sasson had the lead role because he was the oldest man in
his generation, and thus had the most difficult task in the company —
traveling in and out communist countries. Later, when the partners split,
Sasson and Nissan took over the Russian carpets, while Parviz and our
father got the Metro business. After that the three brothers — Sasson,
Nissan and Ezra — continued to work successfully together.
However, he has not been so lucky in his life. He wasn’t happy in
his marriage. Linda wanted a divorce, and he ﬁnally agreed. Bebesh and
Jennifer were already grown up and lived on their own, but their youngest
son Joseph was still living at home, and Linda took him with her to the
United States. Joseph lived there a couple of years with his mother, and
then came back to live in Zürich with Parviz. Parviz worked very hard all
his life, but in the last few years was not very lucky in business either.
He never married again, but had two more children, Lawrence and Talia.
Talia, the youngest daughter, born in 2001, is the only child who still lives
with Parviz, and is his pride and joy.
Although he lives in Zürich and we live in Israel, we’re very close. As long
as his health allowed, he came to visit us very often and after 57 years —
he still takes pride in the role he had in our matchmaking (he should!).
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Being geographically closer to Nani and Isaac, he is almost like a third
parent to them, taking them out to restaurants, having Shabbat dinners
together at Nani and Cyril’s, lending Isaac his car when needed, and Isaac
also takes care of Parviz’ medical issues. When they were younger, these
two bachelors were practically best friends, and always used to go out
together to “paint the city red.”
When we were young, we girls were not allowed to go out, hang out with
gentiles or, God forbid, have boyfriends. But Parviz was a boy and king
of the house. When he brought his girlfriends home (most of whom were
not Jewish), my mother used to tell them, “Go to your room and close the
door!”
My brother was a very spoiled boy, like many Iranian boys, especially
ﬁrst-borns. My grandmother used to do everything for him, and he was
hardly ever yelled at. One day he got so angry with my grandmother, he
took the chicken from the table, and threw it out the window because he
didn’t like something about it. We were all shocked (fact of the matter is,
this is one of the most vivid memories I have of our childhood). He was
also shocked, but was not punished.
At the end of my father’s life, Parviz took upon himself the project of
writing my father’s life story, in German. My father was in Israel and Parviz
was in Zürich (where he still lives), but they talked a lot, both on the phone
and during Parviz’s frequent visits to Israel. My father told the stories
in Persian, and Parviz wrote them down in German. His main goal was
to make his father happy in his last years, but also to have something
for the younger generation to remember him by. The book — a 400 page
masterpiece — was printed in a very limited edition, only for circulation
within the family, and we are currently working on translating it to English
as well. Parviz not only told the family stories, but also had invaluable old
pictures scanned and improved for higher quality. Some of these pictures
were also used in this book, and this is a wonderful opportunity to thank
Parviz for the pictures, as well as for the great service he did to our father
and to the family memory.
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Parviz’ wedding, with Linda Elghanajan. Linda wanted a small modest wedding, so they
had one, in St. Moritz in the Swiss Alps (the boy and girl in front are Isaac and Nani)

My parents with Linda’s parents Jean and Moluk Elghanajan.
Jean was the brother of the famous Jewish leader Habib Elghanian,
who was executed during the Islamic Revolution in 1979
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In Loving Memory of Nissan and Louise Khakshouri
We dedicate this section of our book to the pure souls of Sasson’s dear
brother Nissan and Golli’s beloved sister Louise.

At Louise and Nissan’s wedding. Left to right: Aziz Khakshouri, Gilda, Louise, Nissan,
Miss Raﬁgh (daughter of a family friend), Gollar

Nissan and Louise, Bar Ilan University, 2003. Photo courtesy of Bar Ilan PR
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Nissan
Sasson’s brother, Nissan Khakshouri, of blessed memory, was a man of good
thoughts, words and deeds. His good name remains in the material world
after him.
May his soul rest in the highest heaven.
Nissan’s life was ﬁlled with invaluable service to State of Israel: His
military service as an IDF officer was hard and meaningful . His ceaseless
toil and efforts on behalf of Bar Ilan University in Ramat Gan (near Tel Aviv,
Israel) won him an honorary doctorate from this university.

Nissan Khakshouri wearing an Honorary Doctorate gown
at Bar Ilan University. Photo courtesy of Bar Ilan PR

Nissan Khakshouri was born in Tehran in 1949, spent of his childhood in
Tabriz, and immigrated to Israel at the age of 13. He ﬁnished his service
in the IDF as a lieutenant in the armored corps, and did years of reserve
service. After his military service, he joined his brother Sasson in Germany,
married Louise, Gollar’s sister, and entered the carpet-trade business.
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But it wasn’t as easy as it sounds. Gollar was the one who decided to
make the match between Louise and Nissan. When Nissan ﬁrst came to
Hamburg, Louise didn’t like him! But her sister and soulmate insisted, so
she gave him a chance, went out with him a few times, and still didn’t want
to marry him. Then all of a sudden, Louise came to Golli and said: “I think
I like him.”
It’s not clear how it happened, but the important thing is — it did! They
got married, lived in Hamburg, and later moved to Switzerland with the
whole family.
Nissan and Louise have four children: Tanja was born in 1973, Mischa in
1975, before the family moved from Hamburg to Zürich; Sascha and Nina
were born in Zürich, Sascha in 1979 and Nina in 1992.

Tanja, Nina, Nissan, Sascha, Mischa, Louise

In 1982, Nissan established the Delta Company that founded the settlement
Oranit in the Seam Zone, straddling the Green Line. He was a partner in
Club Hotel, and in the Loutraki casino in Greece.
Nissan was the family-business representative in India and the area,
including Pakistan. Naturally, he made very good connections there, with
local carpet traders and with the Jewish community. After the 1979 revolution in Iran, when many Iranian Jews ﬂed the country illegally through
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Pakistan, Nissan helped as much as he could. People who collaborated with
him in this Aliyah (immigration) say that whenever they needed something,
or someone was in trouble, they would call Nissan, and he would leave
whatever he was doing to help, ﬁnancially or in any other way.
In 2003, Nissan became Chairman of the Israel Friends of Bar Ilan
University, and for many years, he never spared an effort for promoting and
developing the university, and assisting its outstanding students in pursuing
their studies and extending their knowledge.
In the last years of his life, having become more religious, he supported
the archaeological excavations in Ir David (the City of David, in the Old
City of Jerusalem).

The City of David in Jerusalem, in whose reconstruction and development Nissan
endeavored and helped tremendously (photo by Shutterstock)

One of his noteworthy deeds was his vast collaboration with Israeli
archaeologists in search of the underground springs that provided water for
the people of Jerusalem thousands of years ago and that still ﬂow. Nissan
donated enormous sums, and they managed to ﬁnd the remainders of these
underground springs around the Western Wall, and practically immortalized his name by reconstructing these invaluable historical remnants.
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Louise (left) with her good friend Ariella, near Nissan and Louise’s plaque for their
invaluable aid in the archaeological diggings in the City of David in Jerusalem. A few
hours after this picture was taken, on that very same night, Louise fell into coma. She
passed away four days later

Louise and Nissan Khakshouri with David Be’eri, head of Ir David (Elad) Foundation,
whose aim is to strengthen the bond between the Jewish people and Jerusalem, create a
Jewish majority in Arab neighborhoods of East Jerusalem and re-establish the Jewish
community in the City of David. For this very work, David won the Israel Prize for
lifetime achievement and exceptional contribution to the nation, in 2017
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Another plaque in honor of Louise and Nissan Khakshouri in Jerusalem

Gollar: My beloved sister Louise. We were like Siamese twins. We lived
all our lives together not only in the same city, but also in the same
neighborhood, and most years — next door to each other. We were so
close, we couldn’t live without each other. We used to see each other
several times a day. Normally in the afternoon, when we were in Israel,
I would go to her place, we would sit together with a glass of wine and
enjoy the sunset from her living room or from the balcony. We chatted
and called Jany on the phone. Very often my mother also joined us, as long
as she felt well. We traveled together on many of our trips, and enjoyed
all holidays together. Even if I was on business trips far away, I could tell
by her voice on the phone how she felt, and vice versa.
In our childhood, my father always said to me: You have to promise me
you will always take care of Louise, she’s your little sister, she doesn’t have
your conﬁdence, and she needs your protection. I promised him, and I
did. Later on, when we came to Israel, Louise had a lot of activity and
developed so amazingly, that she became self-conﬁdent. I was so happy
for her! We had a wonderful life together, and we had no secrets from one
another. It was a tragedy that she left this world prematurely, and without
any warning. Losing her was like losing a part of myself.
Nani remembers that at Louise’s shiva many people came whom the
family didn’t know. They all said Louise had helped them, ﬁnancially or
otherwise, when they were in need. She never told anyone about all her
charities, although her sisters did know about some.
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A memory of my dear brother Nissan from the Yom Kippur War
Sasson: In 1973, my brother Nissan was living in Germany. In the beginning
of October, while he was on a family vacation in Israel, Israel was attacked
by all its Arab neighbors. As soon as the war started, he went to the
Ministry of Defence and asked to fulﬁll his duty. The officials told him
that at present they have no need for him, and they would call him in case
of need. When Nissan, with his wife Louise and little baby Tanja came
to the airport to leave for Frankfurt, the security officer in the passport
control section was one of Nissan’s old IDF tankmates.
“Khakshouri! How come you’re leaving the country at such a critical
time?” he wondered.
Nissan told him how he had turned to the IDF authorities and got a
negative answer. His friend made a few phone calls, and told Nissan that
if he would like, he could return to the army.
Nissan, not thinking twice, bade farewell to his wife and child on the
spot, and joined the army to serve his country.

The Khakshouri brothers: Ezra (right), and Nissan, an armored corps officer in the IDF

Nissan also helped many people we don’t even know about. It seems that
he always generously helped whoever came to him, even private people who
were in ﬁnancial trouble. Once in a while we meet someone who tells us
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things we haven’t heard before about this generosity and good deeds. In this
way we found out, for example, that during the holidays he allowed soldiers
to stay in the Club Hotel in Eilat for free, and celebrated unforgettable
Seder holidays with lone soldiers.
Eng. Homayoun Ebrahimi writes:
I have known many great and illustrious people in my lifetime, but
Nissan was different: despite his commendable virtues, he was a very
humble man, of gracious demeanor, and a serene personality, who
always had a smile on his face.
In 2009, my friend Amir Shay founded Radis-IN, a Persianlanguage radio station that broadcast from Israel, 24 hours a day. With
a group of friends, we strove to reach out to the honourable people
of Iran and explain to them, with all our hearts, that the people of
Israel have nothing against the noble Iranian nation, and it is only the
current leadership in Iran that is the cause of this enmity between the
two states.
For 8 years, I broadcast on this radio station, until it shut down,
unfortunately, for lack of budget. It was only later that I found out
that the kind, purehearted philanthropist who made these broadcasts
possible, was Mr. Nissan Khakshouri.

In the last decade or so of his life, following a great business disappointment,
Nissan needed something to hold on to, and realized that devotion to God
endows the mind and soul with fresh power. He thus concentrated all his
toil and effort on worshipping the exalted Creator. Great rabbis regarded
him as a welcome guest, and he prayed and was active in the congregation
of Ohel Mordechai Synagogue in Herzliya Pituah.
He was also involved in building the main synagogue in the settlement
Kedumim.
This synagogue is named after the late Meir HaEitan, Samaria’s ﬁrst
rabbi. During its construction, the settlement ran out of money. They
turned to Nissan for a donation to complete it, and he readily donated,
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willingly and wholeheartedly, without even asking to change the name of
the synagogue in his honor. He is loved and appreciated by all settlers of
Kedumim.

Mishkan Meir, the main synagogue in Kedumim, built with Nissan’s signiﬁcant donation,
and dedicated for the elevation of the soul of Margie, Jany and Samy’s daughter.
(Photo by Daniel Ventura, cc-by-sa)

Nissan at the dedication ceremony of the Mishkan Meir Synagogue in Kedumim
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Love thy neighbor as you love yourself
Sasson: One day my second cousin Soleiman Harouni and I managed to
convince my brother Nissan to come with us to the Dead Sea for a few
hours. We took my car and headed to the Dead Sea. On the way, I felt
one of the tires had gone ﬂat. I slowed down and pulled over, and having
no other choice, stood in an unﬁt, dangerous place on the right shoulder.
Unfortunately, none of us knew how to change a ﬂat tire. We called a
garage, and they said they can send someone an hour or two later. So we
got out of the car and stood there waiting, three respectable businessmen
who have handled millions of dollars and euros and other currencies,
met with presidents and heads of states, did all kinds of great things
throughout our lives, but couldn’t handle a ﬂat tire. A driver who was
passing by, pulled over and got out of his car. “Do you need help?” he
asked with an unmistakable Arabic accent.
We asked him: “Can you change our tire?”
He looked at it, and said he couldn’t, then bid us farewell and rode on.
A few minutes later, another car stopped. The driver and his friend, two
young Arab men, asked: “Can we help you?”
We told them what had happened. They both rolled up their sleeves and
in a few minutes the car tire was changed. Hands dirty with tire grease,
they wished to bid us farewell and continue on their way. We insisted on
paying them for the service they did for us, but they would not accept any
sort of payment.
My brother Nissan said we have to accept the fact that among the Arabs
there are good people, too, and we all agreed.
And then it hit me: How was Nissan’s remark different from what the
drunk Muslim businessman said about me decades earlier in his party in
Hamburg? The words echoed in my ears again: “Friends, have you ever
seen a good Jewish guy? Sasson is one of those Jews who panned out.”
What made me forgive that colleague was not the Muslims who helped
us change tires, but Nissan’s reaction to them. At that time in Hamburg
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I was deeply hurt, but now I realized — aren’t we all prejudiced against
other groups until we meet individuals?
Later, when Nissan was ill, our faithful sister Yolanda took him to Sheba
Hospital in Tel Hashomer, where they met an Arab nurse, who always
used to treat the patients with utmost tenderness and a smile on her
face. Following this experience, Yolanda and that nurse developed a rare
friendship. This Arab nurse observed most of the commandments of the
Torah, e.g. “love thy neighbor as you love yourself.”
Nissan’s last years
Losing his beloved wife, Louise, was a calamity that affected every aspect
of Nissan’s life. Desperation, bitter times, and constantly missing his wife,
burnt his whole being from within, and gave him an ever growing feeling of
being trapped in the world of the living. He was offered many matches by
his friends, but refused to remarry. He said “I had one love, one wife.” His
daily prayers and going to the synagogue alleviated a little bit of this burden
and pain. His kind sister Yolanda moved in with him to take care of him,
trying to cheer him up and strengthen his spirit.
Nissan was very happy to see his sister, and was optimistic till his last
breath. He stayed at home, Yolanda treated him there, which was possible
because she is a professional nurse. The doctors came to see him at home,
and he was hospitalized only when he needed special treatments. All his
other sisters, brothers, children and other relatives and friends came to see
him and pay homage. His youngest daughter Nina left her job and sat by his
bed day and night, praying and attending to her father. His eldest daughter
Tanja also devoted as much time and effort as a mother of of four-year-old
twins can, and some more. His brother Sasson came and read to him from
their father’s memoires.
Our daughter Nanette writes:
Even in the saddest moments, there can be beauty. When my dearest
uncle Nissan was very ill, we were all in Israel. My dad read from his
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dad’s diary in Persian to my uncle every day. This was very inspiring for
many reasons. It was beautiful to see how my uncle’s face lightened in
these moments, reminiscing about past times together with his “big”
brother, and to witness the strong bond between two brothers. My
uncle was so alive in these moments, and it was a pleasure to share
these ever so precious moments full of depth, learning a lot about our
family’s heritage.
It was very intimate and interesting for us, the younger generation.
We had been brought up in a traditional Middle Eastern, Jewish way
but on many levels it was also abstract and we did not really understand
where our family has come from. So these moments were very inspiring
for me. I remember one morning when my cousin Tanja and I came to
visit, my dad was reading to Nissan, not wanting to interrupt the ﬂow by
continuously translating. So I translated, which took my dad by surprise
because he didn’t know that I understood the language. Initially, we
were four in the room, but one-by-one the family gathering grew, and
we intently listened to the anecdotes of the past. There is so much to
be said, and I hope to read more about my family’s heritage in this book.
What a rich and interesting life my family has had and hopefully will
continue to have, full of warmth but also full of destiny.

At nights when Nissan put his head on his pillow, he would feel Louise next
to him, coming to visit him with her lovable, smiling face. The days of his
life passed in front of him as if on a screen: he would reminisce about his
childhood, his mother’s kind face, his father’s manly features and the way
he protected the family with all his strength and might, the pleasant days
of school in Zikhron Ya’akov with his brother Ezra, his military service as
an officer, meeting Louise and the births of their precious children. How
this lifetime passed with the blink of an eye, and was coming to an end.
He would think about the rich heritage he would leave after him. Can
these deeds ever be forgotten?
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Left to right: Myriam Yaish, Louise, Tanja (bride), Tomer (groom), Itzik Yaish, Nissan,
Rabbi Menachem Menashe

Left to right: Prime Minister Benjamin and Sara Netanyahu, Nissan, David Be’eri
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In these dark times, one thought shone through and gave him hope: He
would soon reunite with his beloved wife Louise.
Nissan departed from material existence on 7 August 2017, and left his
friends and family mourning. We hope his spirit has found the peace and
comfort it deserved.

Nissan with Israeli tennis players Amos Mansdorf (right)
and Shlomo Glickstein, in Israel
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A word from my father, Aziz, from his hand-written biography The Adventures of the World’s Luckiest and Unluckiest Man, completed on 27 November
1981:
I enjoy life, and I ask the Lord not to regret the share he allotted to our
family. He bestowed a good share on us. The things that my daughterin-law Gollar did for us, are unforgettable. May the Lord grant her her
heart’s wishes. She takes care of the whole family. She wants to know
what is happening in the family. She knows about everything that’s
going on. She thinks well of everyone. May the Lord grant her health,
may she see her children’s happiness and may the Lord fulﬁll her wishes,
Amen.
...
I am also very satisﬁed and thankful for Nissan and his wife. May
the Lord grant them their wishes, inshallah may they see the best for
their children. They have good children. May the Lord grant Nissan
his heart’s wishes. He is very gullible and believes everything people
say, while the world has changed a lot and one cannot believe everyone
anymore. A man must think about himself and his children ﬁrst, then
do things for others. The Lord gave you a good share (in this world),
you must appreciate it. Thank God, you don’t have enough time for all
the things you do. You have enough work and business. You have no
time to do other things or think about other things. Nissan Jan, if you
respect your father, reconsider all the things you do and enjoy life more.
The world is not as you think. You must be satisﬁed with the share the
Lord has allotted you, and not want more. Think a little about your
own life. You are a friend of your brother Ezra, you went to the same
school until you got married. Learn from each other. Do something
to ease your mind. Don’t cause yourself headaches. The world today is
not one in which a man has to think a hundred years ahead. As much
as you can, three brothers, be kind with each other and consult each
other. Appreciate your life. Don’t cause yourself headaches. You may
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not like my words today, but then you will ﬁnd out that I don’t want
bad for any of my children. I want you not to lose the pride you already
have. The Lord is my witness, I pray for you day and night that the Lord
may grant you your heart’s wishes, and may he not regret the share he
allotted you. May the Lord keep and protect you.

Sisters and brothers, left to right: Sasson, Clara, Sonya, Nissan, Frieda, Hawi, Yolanda

chapter 17

WRITING OUR BIOGRAPHY

Sasson: When we were in Moscow, Golli would always tell me: Sasson, with
all the great things you’ve done and all the extraordinary experiences
you’ve had, you must write your life story! It’s too interesting and
important to let it fall into oblivion. You’ve founded the ﬁrst Kremlin
Cup, everybody thought you were crazy, but you brought the sun to
dark Russia! You put Uzbekistan on the map in a positive way. We’ve
met so many important people and witnessed so many historical events,
you’ve faced death so many times and survived ... and even if it were an
ordinary life, writing your biography would be a good legacy to leave for
our children and grandchildren. You always say our good name is all that
will remain of us in the world after we’re gone ...
I thought it was a good idea, but we were so busy during these years,
that we stored it in the back of our minds until we had more free time on
our hands. This time came after we transferred all of our tennis business
to Allon, and ﬁnally managed to retire, or at least to reduce our business
activity considerably.
Gollar: Some people advised us to buy a Torah scroll on our name for the
synagogue. I said the synagogue is exploding with Torah scrolls named
after generous donors, and the wall is collapsing with memorial plaques,
but our children are secular, they hardly go to the synagogue. That is not
what’s going to make them more religious. I want to leave my children
and grandchildren something that will be meaningful for them, something
useful to remember us by. Writing our life story, without embellishments,
for them to learn from our experience, discover their own background
and ﬁnd out about our adventures and the things we did, seemed like a
much better idea.
392
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Sasson: I’m not a very highly educated person, but I’ve been always blessed
with good luck: from meeting my dear Gollar to pulling what seemed like
impossible tournaments in the Eastern Bloc, I’ve always had the privilege
of coming across the right people at the right time. Writing this biography
was no different.
This book was written in three stages.
First, Sasson’s biography was written in Persian: It took long months
of strenuous efforts by Sasson and Eng. Homayoun Ebrahimi, the Persian
biographer, to make the book as attractive and interesting as possible for
the Jewish Persian reader, with lovely poems, numerous pictures, beautiful
stock images, and interesting, if unrelated, stories. There was not a day
when the two did not call each other up at least ten times to discuss the
shortcomings of the book. The editing, styling, design, pagination and even
cover of the Persian version — all very demanding tasks — were all done by
Homayoun himself!
The second stage began as a translation of the Persian biography into
English. Eng. Homayoun introduced us to the Iranist and linguist Dr.
Thamar E. Gindin as a translator, a choice for which we are extremely
grateful to Homayoun, and thank the Lord every day. Soon enough we
learned that the structure, contents and style of the Persian book, for
which we’ve received many compliments from Persian readers, would
need massive adaptation for Western readers. Dr. Gindin veriﬁed and
clariﬁed every fact, date, image, caption, spelling and poem credit. She
worked closely with Gollar, while Sasson added more stories, received
assignments and complied. We all toiled strenuously during the week, held
weekly meetings, sent countless emails and text messages, and involved
our children and our siblings as well. Sasson’s lean, revised biography was
enriched by further stories told by us — Sasson and Gollar — as well as our
children Isaac, Nani and Allon, and some other family members.
In the third stage, Gollar found an old draft of her own autobiography
in German as well as some of her diaries, which were too interesting to leave
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out. And so the book became our family story rather than just an individual
biography.
With the vast deletions, numerous additions and extensive reordering
and adaptations, the book you have just read is a completely new creation,
based on relevant parts of the Persian book, the German biography and
diaries, as well as new stories and in-depth interviews.
The professional stages of the production were done by the Zeresh
Books team: copy editing by Shoshana Michael Zucker, whose questions
made this book even more exact, and proofreading and prepress by Yuval
Kaplan, using a cover designed by L’ALTRO Design, who have also
designed the logos for the Kremlin Cup and the President’s Cup.
Now the most important stage of all has come to an end: when we
presented you this work, with love. We hope you’ve enjoyed reading it as
much as we enjoyed writing it.
Eran reminds me what life is about
Sasson: Many events took place during the months of writing. I wanted
to include our trips to Odessa and to Georgia, an unforgettble dinner
at George and Eysar Horesh’s with interesting guests, and many more.
About each event, Thamar and Gollar asked me how these events changed
my life and how meaningful I will ﬁnd them in a few years’ time, and this
is how most of them found their way to the editing room ﬂoor. Only
one event passed this test, and that was meeting Eran Mei-Rav. We were
introduced through Thamar, and meeting him made me so excited, I
thought I wouldn’t sleep at night.
I had never seen anyone like Eran in Israel, so the ﬁrst thing I asked
was to take a picture with him. Then we got to talk about what he does.
Eran works, mostly in Wingate Institute, with handicapped athletes. He
gives them Tui-na massages and treats them with Chinese medicine. I
got jealous of him living such a meaningful life! He’s living my dream of
helping the handicapped. We didn’t come to this world just to eat, sleep
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and make money, we came to make this world a better place, like Eran
does, and like Thamar does. Often you see rich, successful people who
have everything — but they’re depressed. How often do you see people
thinking — if I were able to open this shop, I would be happy. But then
they open the shop and are still depressed. If I could just buy this villa I
would be happy, but they buy it and sink deeper into depression. This is
because they didn’t ﬁnd their goal in life, what they are living for. Eran
lives a full, meaningful life, and that is what I wish for myself and for all
my loved ones.

Sasson with Eran Mei-Rav

My daily prayer to the Lord:
O Lord! Grant all my dear friends
Peace of mind, a healthy body, a sweet dream,
Peaceful thoughts, a beautiful day,
Good tidings, full-hearted happiness.
Sasson Khakshouri

EPILOGUE

Today, our health sometimes fails but we’re still on our feet. Many nights
we don’t sleep well, but wake up to the experience of a new day, thank the
Lord Almighty! We have everything we need, we love life and endeavor to
make it better. The most important thing for us is to make the best out of
life and leave a good name after ourselves. We try to have healthier bodies,
and regularly watch our health, even when we’re not sick. We’ve learned not
to take things too seriously in life, and be graceful and humble to all people.
We’re not very religious, but Sasson reads Shema Israel every morning and
evening, and increasingly realizes how this prayer gives him positive energy.
One of our highest hopes is that our children will keep the unity and
good relationships they have now, and observe Jewish tradition also after
we’re gone.
Happy and smiling, we always strive to exercise our bodies and minds
and keep them active, even when we have a lot of work, and most important
of all: to have enough time for the people we love.
Sasson: May this book reﬂect and reverberate with my deep affection for the
two cultures, my two homelands, Israel and Iran, that I love like my own
soul. From the bottom of my heart, I pray for the restoration of the good
relationship between my two beloved nations.
We close this book with a beautiful message from the classical poet Saadi.
This booklet has ended, the stories remain
The stories of love a hundred books can’t contain

ﺑﻪ ﭘﺎﯾﺎن آﻣﺪ اﯾﻦ دﻓﺘﺮ ﺣﮑﺎﯾﺖ ﻫﻤﭽﻨﺎن ﺑﺎﻗﯽ
ﺑﻪ ﺻﺪ دﻓﺘﺮ ﻧﺸﺎﯾﺪ ﮔﻔﺖ ﺣﺴﺐ اﻟﺤﺎل ﻣﺸﺘﺎﻗﯽ
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Facebook page. Thank you for being in our life and for contributing to this
book and making it complete.
We wish to acknowledge each and every person mentioned in this book,
as well as those who have touched our lives and remained unmentioned. We
are grateful even to the people who did us wrong. Each one of you left a
mark on us, which made us the people we are today, and for that we thank
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it worth your while.
May your heart be eternally happy and your lips smiling.
Sasson and Gollar Khakshouri
Herzliya, June 2019
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Eng. Homayoun Ebrahimi, the editor of Sasson’s Persian biography, writes:
My acquaintance with my dear, illustrious friend Mr. Sasson Khakshouri, goes many years back. When he asked me to edit his Persian
biography, I immediately accepted this great honor. With a heart full
of love and friendship, I wish Sasson and Gollar many more years of
health and satisfaction.
With love,
Eng. Homayoun Ebrahimi
Rehovot, April 2018

About the biographer
Dr. Thamar E. Gindin is Israel’s ﬁrst cultural
attachée in free Iran. Until then, she builds bridges
between the Israeli and Iranian nations, and opens
eyes on both sides to see that the other side is
human just like us, that we have much more in
common than we think, and that the differences
we do have are fascinating. An Iranian linguist, a
disciple of Prof. Shaul Shaked and Prof. Amnon Netzer, she accomplishes
this calling through lectures in Hebrew, Persian and English, books (the
only one translated into English so far is The Book of Esther Unmasked,
which she hopes to translate into Persian, too), interviews and articles in
various media outlets on both sides, and two podcasts in Hebrew.
In addition to writing biographies, Dr. Gindin is a research fellow in
Ezri Center for Iran and Persian Gulf research in Haifa University, and
teaches Persian language and Iranian history and culture in Shalem College
of Liberal Arts in Jerusalem.
Thamar is the proud mother of three children, Omer (born 2000), Anat
(born 2002) and Aur (born 2013). In 2006, she carried another couple’s child
from embryo state to full term.
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A word by the biographer
Can you fall in love with a whole family? Apparently it’s easy.
When Eng. Homayoun, the editor of Sasson’s Persian biography ﬁrst
introduced me to the Khakshouri family, he spoke about Sasson with great
awe. “Illustrious” and its synonyms were key adjectives in his descriptions,
on the phone and in the biography. Well, yes, Sasson is a dreamer and a
doer, a man who does not let reality stand in his way to accomplish his
vision, and when he doesn’t possess the skills needed, he manages to ﬁnd
the right people to help him bring about his mission. I admire that. I ﬁnd
it commendable that he did this for the love of tennis and humankind, and
that he built bridges between East and West and between Jews and Muslims,
in times when this was unfathomable. But what really made me fall in love
with Sasson, is his self humor — Golli always had to remind him to talk
about successes, too — and that he remains a child at heart: While Golli
and I were working on his biography, he always preferred to take my son
and his grandson Rafael to the swimming pool or kidzone, or play hide and
seek with the kiddies.
One feature of the Persian biography that we found less suitable
for Western readers is the Iranian tendency to embellish and exaggerate.
The one thing that was not an exaggeration was Golli’s brains. It was
such a pleasure working with someone who is a perfectionist on one
hand, but on the other hand sees the big picture and knows when it’s
better to let go. But what really made me fall in love with Golli was her
frankness and openness. One of the main differences between this book
and Sasson’s Persian biography is that it strives to present life with all its
complications, and present the pains alongside the joys. Of course, many
jaw-droppers remained on the editing-room ﬂoor for considerations of
security, and third-party privacy or dignity, but the imperfect characters
and relationships between them are depicted as truthfully as possible. I
also love the way Golli always manages to ﬁnd the positive side in every
situation, and instantly makes peace before differences in attitude escalate

chapter 17: writing our biography

402

into heated arguments. It’s no wonder all the kids love and admire her
so much, and a key phrase or notion that repeats in their stories is “This
wouldn’t have been possible without my mother.”
Two closed Facebook groups helped make this book better: Members
of the group Hamburg Iranian Jews — Projekt “Legacy” helped verify, correct
and identify people in the pictures (as much as possible), name spellings,
and events where the pictures were taken. The group also contributed some
pictures and textual accounts, and I wish to thank all group members, and
especially Rabin Yaghoubi, Katrin Yaghoubi Sosnick, Sandra Khakshouri
Monassebian, Doris Roubeni and Ania Nassimi. A professional group that
helped me ﬁnd the exact words, especially when translating poetry, was
Agenda Forum for Translators and Editors. Once, another translator in the
group complained about not being able to initiate direct contact with the
author, and I bragged about having contacts not only with the author, but
also with the characters themselves!
As part of the family-stalking (aka “research for the book”) I subscribed
to Allon’s high-performance newsletter, and we had some in-depth discussions about values and ethics, by email and over lunches with Sasson, Golli
and lovely Naomi. I especially appreciated Allon’s open-mindedness and
acceptance to ideas that challenge his, and his willingness to learn and
explore beyond his beliefs, in true pursuit of what’s right.
In my own pursuit of what’s right, I completely changed the paragraphs
originally written about Nani and Isaac. Long walks on the beach as well as
countless emails and WhatsApp messages not only made the book reﬂect
reality better, but actually won me two true friends. With Nani, I found
so many things in common, both of us being mothers with careers, facing
similar challenges with our kids, and, well, taking interest in similar girlthings like health and nutrition... The strong bond with Isaac can only be
explained in mystical terms. I ﬁnd it unbelievable that a year ago I didn’t
even know this person exists, and now he’s one of my (and my son’s!) best
friends.
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Different as they are from their parents, Nani and Isaac prove that the
Khakshouri generosity and hospitality is genetic. When my son and I went
to Zürich, Nani, Cyril and the kids made us feel at home with a perfect
balance between company and space, restaurants and home. Liam and my
son created a special connection despite their age difference. Isaac created
a tailor-made programme for us and dedicated most of his time to be with
us, guide us and take us wherever my son (aka “the boss”) chose to go.
Parviz also contributed his generous share to our hospitality, as much as
his health allowed. This VIP treatment exceeded all expectations! Though
after writing Sasson and Golli’s biography, I should have guessed.
Writing this book was like an amusement ride. I was always curious to
ﬁnd out what new stories I would hear today, and how many of them could
be included in the book. Many stories remain untold. Some of the stories
that were told will deﬁnitely serve me in my research and teaching.
The book is composed of a few layers: excerpts translated and adapted
from Sasson’s Persian biography edited by Eng. Homayoun, which you
might be able to recognize by their ﬂowery style; Golli’s German diaries
and draft biography; new stories that emerged out of other stories; and
contributions by other friends and family members. My challenge was to
integrate all the different styles and voices into one coherent creation, while
preserving their unique characters and styles. I enjoyed every second of it.
I chose the name Gold in the Dust because the name Khākshūri (“dustwashing”) implies Sasson and Golli’s forefathers used to sweep the goldsmiths’ ﬂoor and extract the tiny gold particles from that dust. But it also
reﬂects their life story: they were “in the dust” many times, yet always
managed to “make gold” out of the situation.
The biography project is done now, but I’m sure the love and friendship
with the whole Khakshouri clan will last for many years to come.
Thamar E. Gindin
Kfar Saba 2019

If you return to the Almighty you will be built up;
if you remove injustice far from your tents,
if you lay gold in the dust,
and gold of Ophir among the stones of the torrent-bed,
then the Almighty will be your gold
and your precious silver.
For then you will delight yourself in the Almighty
and lift up your face to God.
You will make your prayer to him, and he will hear you,
and you will pay your vows.
(Job 22:23–27, ESV translation)
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Memories of
Sasson and Gollar Khakshouri
In the summer of 1962, a handsome yet broken young man left
Tabriz, having lost all his money and hopes. He was on his way to
Israel, to join his parents and siblings. At the same time, a bright yet
sad young girl came with her mother and brother from Hamburg to
Tehran, in order to find her a nice Jewish husband from her family’s
native city, preferably from the family.
The girl had high hopes and dreams. She didn’t want to get married
so soon. The young man fell madly in love with her at first sight. He
couldn’t wait to get married. She knew she would at least have to get
engaged, and hoped it would be to the young man, her second
cousin.
The road was long and winding. It took us through Europe, North
America, the Eastern bloc, the Far East, and the Middle East. It was
rocky at times, completely crazy at others, sometimes foggy. There
were times we prayed for a more boring life. But we’ve traveled
through it hand-in-hand, raised three children and five beautiful
grandchildren, and left our mark on the world. Fifty-seven years
after that summer, having finally found our peace – but not boredom
– in life, we're presenting you with our life story.

