James Seﬂsopour

ames Seilsopour was born in California in 1962, the son of an Iranian father. He
spent most of his carly life in Iran but returned to the United States with his
family in 1979 at the time when the Ayatollah Khomeini came to power. He was in
high school in California during he “hostage crisis” that began in 1979 when Iranians

took control of the American embassy in Teheran.

I FORGOT THE WORDS TO THE
NATIONAL ANTHEM

The bumper sticker read, “Piss on Iran.”
To me, a fourteen-vear-old lwmg in Teheran, the Iranian revolution
was nothing more than an inconvenience. Although the riots were just around

the corner, although the tanks lined the streets, although a stray bullet went .

through my sister’s bedroom window, I was upset because I could not ride
at. the Roval Stable as often as I used to. In the summer of 19 ,9 my farmlv—
father, mother brothers, sister, aunt, and two cousms——w ere forced into
exile. We came to Norco, California. '

In Iran, I was an American citizen and considered myself an American,
even though my father was Iranian. I loved baseball and apple pie and knew
the words to the “Star-Spangled Banner.” That summer before’ high school,
I was like any other kid my age; I listened to rock’n’roll, liked fast cars, and
thought Farrah Fawcett was a fox. Excited about going to high school, I was
looking forward to football sames and school dances: But I learned that it
was not meant to be. I was not like other kids, and it w as. a’long, painful road
I traveled as I found this out.

The American embassy in Iran was seized the fall I started high school.
I did not realize my life would be affected until I read that bumper sticker in
the high school parkmg lot which read, “Piss on Iran.” At that moment I
knew there would be no football games or- school dances. ‘For me, Norco
I—hgh consisted of the goat ropers, the dopers, the jocks, the brains, and one
quiet [ranian.

I was sitting in my photographv class after the hostages were taken The
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photography teacher was fond of showing travel films. On this particular

dav, he decided to show a film about Iran, knowing full well that my father
was Iranian and that I grew up in Iran. During the movie, this teacher
encouraged the students to make comments. Around the room, I could hear
“Drop the bomb” and “Deport the mothers.” Those words hurt. I felt dirty,
guilty. However, I managed to laugh and assure the students I realized they
were just joking. I went home that afternoon and cried. I have long since
forgiven those students, but I have not and can never forgive that teacher.

. Paranoia set in. From then on, every whisper was about me: “You see that

lousy son'of a bitch? He’s Iranian.” When I was not looking, I could feel
their pointing fingers in my back like arrows. Because I was absent one day;,
the next day I brought a note to the attendance office. The secretary read the
note, then looked at me. “So you're Jim Seilsopour?” I couldn’t answer. As
I walked away, I thought I heard her whisper to her co-worker, “You see
that lousy son of a bitch? He’s Iranian.” I missed thirty-five days of school
that vear. .

My problems were small compared to those of my parents. In Teheran,
my mother had been a lady of society. We had a palatial house and a maid.
Belonging to the women’s club, she collected clothes for the poor and arranged
Christmas parties for the young American kids. She and my father dined
with high government officials. But back in the States, when my father could
not find a job, she had to work at a fast-food restaurant. She was the pro-
verbial pillar of strength. My mother worked seventy hours a week for two
years. I never heard her complain. I could see the toll the entire situation
was taking on her. One day my mother and I went grocery shopping at
Stater Brothers Market. After an hour of carefully picking our food, we pro-
ceeded to the cashier. The cashier was friendly and began a.conversation
with my mother. They spoke briefly of the weather as my mother wrote the
check.- The cashier looked at the check and casually asked, “What kind of
name is that?” My mother said, “Italian.” We exchanged glances for just a
se_cpr_xdi I could see the pain in her eyes. She offered no excuses; I asked for
none. ‘ .

"Because of my father’s birthplace, he was unable to obtain a job. A
naturalized American citizen with a master’s degree in aircraft maintcnance
engineering from the Northrop Institute of Technology, he had never been
out of work in his life. My father had worked for Bell Helicopter Interna-
tional, Flying Tigers, and McDonnell Douglas. Suddenly, a man who liter-
ally was at the éop of his field was unemplovable. There is one incident that
haunts me even today. My mother had gone to work, and all the kids had
gone to school except me. I was in the bathroom washing my face. The door
was open, and I could see my father’s reflection in the mirror. For no partic-
ular reason I watched him. He was glancing at a newspaper. He carcfully
folded the paper and set it aside. For several long moments he stared blankly
int9 space. With a resigned sigh, he got up, went into the kitchen, and began
doing the dishes. On that day, I know I watched a part of my father dic. .
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My father did get a job. However, he was forced to leave the country.
He 1s a quality control i inspector for Saudi Arabian Airlines in Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia. My mother works only forty hours a week now. My familv has
survived, financially and cmotlonall\ [ am not bitter, but the memories are.

[ have not recovered totally; I can never do that.

And no, I have never been to a high school football game or dance. The .

strike really turned me off to baseball. I have been on a diet for the last vear,

so I don't eat apple pie much anymore. And I have torgotten the words to
the national anthem.

STUDY QUESTIONS

i. Describe the author’s social and political background. Do his habits and affluent
life-style make his Jd]ustment to American life more or less difficult? In what ways
does he feel that he fits in? In w hat wavs is he “different”?

9

- Who seems to be responsible for the barriers raised against Seilsopour in high
school? Who is responsible for the bumper sticker and the comments followi ing the
taking of hostages at the American embassy?

3- Why does Seilsopour feel “dirty, guilty” (paragraph 5)? Describe his attitude toward
his Iranian heritage.

4. How do you account for the calm ToNE of his description of a bullet passing through
his sister’s room? Which events are the most upsetting to him? Why?

5. What does learning “The Star-Spangled Banner” mean to Seilsopour? What does
his “forgetting” the words mean to him? In what other wavs has he changed by
the end of the essay? i
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