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THIS ISSUE:

The man who rode horses
and sold Lincolns

David Khalastchi, who died in 2018, left Baghdod in 1967 and settled
in London. Rebecca Tﬂflﬂ" speuks to his duughhars about his life,
and we feature Bea Lewkowicz's interview with David before he died

ur father loved to talk abot
the past,” says Lisstte Keoats as
ghie ponars me & cup of spiced
black tea at her Swiss Cottage home.
She is referring to the businessman and
i it Diavid Ehalastchi, who disd,
aged 91, in 2018, Lisette, an architect, and
her zister Linda Yentob, who works in the
fammily'’s property business, are mesting me
to talk about their father's life in Baghdad
inthe first half of the 20th century.
Lisette's living room is filled with art,
inchding striling sculpiures created by
her mother, Bve Zilkha, Cmly a row of
ornate silver coffee jugs hints at life before

the family setiled in the UE in 1967,

“For roy father, life in Baghdad was a
paradize.” says Lisatte, “He was 2o rooted
inArab culiure, the land, the rmsic - we
abways had Arabxic music playing in the car.
He broughit hiz past life into his new life,”
shie aays, adding that he filled the prounds
of his Aseot hiowss with dogs, peacoe ks,
cetriches and - his great love - horsas,

Diavid Ehalastchi was bom in 1926
inShamiyah, arural set erment in the
mmiddle of Irag. He grew up on the family
farm until he was fouryears old. Then the
family moved to Baghdad, where hewent
to schiool. David spent every surmmer at
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thie farrm. “He loved riding. When hewas
ten years old, he jumped onito the back of
ahorse — without & 2ad dle - and learned to
ride by himsslf” says Linda.,
Sharniyah was home to various Shiite
tribes and the famnily partnered with foar of
themn as part of the farmingbusiness, “The
head of the tribes and our unele Elivahu,
whio ran the farm, were in and out of each
other’s houses, The tribesmen would bring
ary kocal disputes to besorted out inour
farmily office,” she says. “Deals were basad
on trust. Yo shook hands and that wasit.”
Diespite this relationship, it was a local
tribesrnan who murdered David's father,
Menashe. In spring 1941, with the war
raging, Irag's Jews faced a dangerous time.
The prio-Maz prime rminister Rashid Ali al-
Gailani overthrew rag's royal family and
started broadeasting Nad propaganda. But,
when an attack on a British Air Foree bass
ended in failore, Gailani was forced to flee.
Inthe countryside, the hesd of
the tribes whowere partners with the
Ehalastehis had recenthy laft the area due
to the takecver of Rashid Ali. A= tensions
mounted, one tribesman decided tostaks
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our place, halfeay to Baghd ad. Her brother
ran the elactricity supply there. There were
no tarrnac roads, just sand tracks.

BL: How do you remember Baghdad?

DK Thefirst housa I remember was at

the age of three. Iwent to the Alliance
Bchiool. W learnt Hebrew, English, French
and Arahic. But in the mid-1930= the

poverrmnent stopped the Hebirew teaching.
Brveryclass had about 60 children; T was

nanghity at the back!

Om Shabbat, everything became white,
Tt was so beantiful. It would distract you
from any other activities.

I'married Eve in1948, She wasfrom
Basra but moest of her farmily had moved to
Geneva. We were oftenin Geneva as later
we zanit our daughter Linda to school there
for health reasore. Chur second daughter
Lizatte was born in Geneva

InBaghdad they had beantiful chibs.
And the social life! I'm talking before 1948,
Arrythingryon wantad to do in the chabyoa
could do: if you wanted to play bri dge, if
you wanted to play cards,
if you wanted tohave
dinner, if you warted
to socialise. Bverything
was in the evenings - it's

BL: How did life for the

Jews change?

DE: In 194, ooy father

was killed inour farming area. He thoughit
it was safer there than in Baghdad. It was
theworst thing. Itwas avery, very difficult
tirne. This is part af our lives there. The
problem is, when you have a mob they are
incited by theradio and by the governrme it
[=aying]: “Eill the Jews". Thess people are
poor people. They are illiterate. We lived in
harmony. But the problem is coming from
the mlers. Mobody could imagine that one

day we would leave, & fow familieslaftin
1941 bt after that, life returmed to noremal.

But 1948 was stage two - the worst part,
which lasted for three or four years. In the
first stage, before 1948, we thought, “This
is our home”, In the second stage, either
youermigrated or you stayed in Baghdad
becanse there was no ssourity outside the
capital. The bulkof people left to go to
Israelinl960-El. The people who stayed, of
which ['was one, numbered 10-16, 600,

After the 1962 rebellion in Iran
everything changed. The Britizh were
the moat influsntial power in the area.
The British opened the il tap in Irag. 5o
Iraq started having more money, creating
prosperity. Road-tuilding, dams- you
name it. Everything started to goup and
e, Bart all this activity didn't touch the
mman in the street.

There was another revolution in 1968,
We thought wewould become communist.
China openad embassiesin Irag.

We [David's car business] had alot of
big cars such as Lincolns
anid Mercurys. Before
1958, the roads had been
expanded for them. But
after the revohation, if
you had a medinm-sized
car, you drowe a rmini-
sized one instead becanss
yowere frightened the
revalutionaries would

catch youon the road - and then they
mmight k5l you.

So at first we couldn't 2=l the cars. But
within thres months, wesold every car - at
full price. How did we do it ?We 2old therm
to the Pussian ambassador, the Chiness
arnbazzador and other officials.

Then 4hd al-Earim {Jasim [the
brigadier who ssized power in the 1958
revolution] took over. His motto was that

Far lsft: David, lsft, ot hs tpre Import businses,
Baghdad; Clockwie: David, Linda and Evs; tha
KEhalartchin; Eva, LisgHs, Unda and David; Dereid, Eva
= end car Dovid on ona of his bakeead horss

there wae no difference betwean people,
religions, and poor and rich. He wanted
to increase the sssets of the poor. But after
six months of the revohition wewere
frightened. We didn't kmow what was going
to happen.

Cine of our tyre dealers told me, “Dravid,
if you need any help, moy brother -in-las
is the head of the intelligence service” [
couldm't believe oy ears. I told him I needed
a passport, and he got my application
approved inone hour, I'was able totravel
every year for four or five months and
retum to Baghdad. My farmily stayed in Irag
and we expanded the business from 1968
until 1963, Then in 1964 Casim was killed.

As Jews, weweren t given passports
and it tookus three years to get one, We left
with just our avitesess and carne to England
in March 1967. Then came the Six Day War,
which brought the third and final stage,
the miost miserable time for the remaining
Jews in Fran.

BL: What did you take when you left
Baghdad?

DK by our clothes. 1got & passport and [
coldn't risk losing it. We didn't even bring
phiotos,

BL: Howwould you define yourself in
terms of your identity today?

D B I zay I'm British, people laugh at me.
If Taay I'm Iragi, people say, “Trag? It a
shame.” [love England. And I am happy.
Baxt I'mu nict Englizh. My memory is all
about Iraq. In Irag we had a good life.”

Irete rvieaw s ted By Judith Mirmcaffand Janat Levin.
S0 sephardhvoloes. ong.uk
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his tribe's elaim to power by
attacking the Ehal astchiz. “The
family heard a shot outside the
houze,” says Linda, "My father
describes manning onto the mof,
and seeing his father on the
ground surrounded by a poal
of blood " 4 week later Baghd ad
erupted in the violent 1 June
Farhoud, inwhich the Jews were
killed and their homes looted ina
frermy of pro-Mazi syropathy.

“What was later important
for uswas that he never held any
reseniment towards the ribas, In
London he had mamy ragi Arab
friends. That attitude allesed us
to bie open to the world, too.”

David worked in the farm's
administrative office in Baghdad
bt in 1948, he got into the
tyre import business. “Hewas
abwrays passionate about cars,”
says Lisette: “When he was 90
he bought a Tesla and wentup
and dovwm the rootorway loving
it."” In 1954 hewas approached
T asheik who was looking for
someone to rn his car compsary.
That someone was Diavid.

Although the eountrywas
targeted following the creation of
the stabe of lsrasl in 1948, There
was a seriesof public i
of Jews and in 1961, 120,000 Jews
left for Israsl. “Jews had lived in
Iraq for 2,600 years. They felt
Babelonian. To suddenly be called
traitors was unbelievalble.” The
situation grew more unceTtain.
In1959, when Lind awas 9, she
was sent to boarding schoolin
Switzerland. Then in 1963, the
Ba'ath Party teok control of Irag
—and David and his familyhad
their passports confiscated.

Evenmally they got passports
and left Irag, settling in London
on Regent's Park. David sstup a
property busineas and bought
ahouse in Ascot. He and his
brothersbailt a symagogue in Besr
Sheva in memory of hizuncle
Eliyahu. And in the Babylonian
Cenire in Or Yehuda, thereisa
model of the Great Symagogue
of Baghdad, dedicated tothe
mernory of his father,

“The houss in Aseot brought
a kit of Irag into our everyd ay
lives,” says Lisette. “Tt was an open
houzewith friends and family
staying. [treminded my father of
hovar it was in Shamiyah. We often
had parties fzalled chalghiy with
msicians playing ragi songs.”

IN CONVERSATION:

David Khalastchi

At his home in Ascot in 2012, David Khalastchi remembered his sarly
life, in conversation with Bea Lewhowicz

BEA LEWKOWICE, Tell me about your
family background

CAVID KHALASTCHI: My great-
grandfather was from an area 20 miles
from Babylom called Al-Eefl, where the
Prophet Ez=kiel is buried. It is asacrad
place even for Muslims today. The farmily
was dealing in seeds, rice, bad ey and dates.
theycame to the village of Sharmiyah. The
village had & Jewish cormmmunity, so oy
grandfather deacided tosettle there. That
was where [ 'was bom.

BL: What was life like in ShamiyahT

Dk At that time, my grandfather was
tradingwith the Citornan malers, by eldest
unele enlarged the agriculture business in
1920, planting orchards and rice. We had
good relations with the head of the tribes of
the area. When the British oceupied Irag,
the head of the tribes inour area asked

oy father, who spoke English, to negotiate
with the British. My father travelled on
horzshack all mighit for about 30 miles to
the British headquartersin Majaf and got
the tribes the terms they wanted. Then
the British decided to give land to anyomne
whio could invest in agricalture, and plant
and irrigate it. But you needad expensive
pumping machines for irrigation.

The British gavews 10-16 000 acres. It
was not easy to farm bec aze there waz no
mechanisation, so we started importing
tribes planted the land and we aopplisd

the produce. At the end of the year, the
head of the tribss came to our office and
we sibmitied an account for them. There
wae o question of a receipt, Tust was the
mumber one.

BL: What are your earliest memories of
growing up in Shamiyah?

D By favourite mermorywas abot
Sharmiyah. I loved it. We used to hawve three
months’ holiday from school and moy famity
sanit me to the farm.

We had abig house, Sometimes the
famityfrom Baghdad visited us fora
holi day: We had abdg family bt we eould
fitthem in. Therewas a kitchen, a place for
the chickens, anoffice ares and snother
area for guests.

My farnily gave me a horse from the
farrn to ride. Thad everything I oould want.
The ares was so beaatiful! Weweare not far
from the river. We had a driver, who lived
inour house, Heloved animals. Heused
to keep a gazelle, sheep, partridges and
pigeons. [loved that!

EL: Whao lived in that houseT
D My uncle Elivaton. He wae married,
bt had o children. Bowe - noy brothers
Maurices and Frank and sisters Margot and
Violette and I —were just like his children.
My father used tospend mast of the time in
Sharniyah, and part of the year in Baghdad.
My other uncle, Mizsim, ran the office in
E .

My mother's family lived in the city of
Hillah, which was about two hours from




