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At the age of thirteen, David Alliance was taken out of school by his father and apprenticed into
the Grand Bazaar in Tehran, where he learned the business skills that were to prove invaluable
in one of the most successful business careers of modern times. In 1950, with just ?14 in his
pocket, he arrived in Manchester in search of textile bargains, going hungry and sometimes
forced to sleep on the street. Six years later, however, when he was still only twenty-four, he
bought a loss-making textile mill, turned it around in six months and went on to build the biggest
textile company in the Western world. At one stage his businesses, including his mail-order
company, N Brown Group, employed more than 80,000 people. He did it through a mixture of
incredibly hard work, creativity and nerve, and some of his takeovers, often of companies many
times larger than his own, were breathtaking in their ingenuity. No obstacle was unscalable - his
guiding principle all his life was that everything is achievable 'if you put your heart and soul into
it'. Humble, charming and delightfully honest, Alliance's extraordinary rags-to-riches tale is not
only that of a remarkable journey, but goes far beyond the world of business. Among many
stories which have until now remained secret, Alliance tells of how he used the skills he learned
in the bazaar to negotiate with the dictator Mengistu Haile Mariam to allow the Ethiopian Jews to
be airlifted to Israel, his friendship with the Shah of Iran and the first-hand insight into the
infamous Guinness affair. In A Bazaar Life, written with Ivan Fallon, he sets out the lessons he
has learned in a long career, and the principles that have guided him. Young - and older -
entrepreneurs can learn a lot from his story.
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FOREWORDIN 1950 AN eighteen-year-old boy from a small town in the centre of Iran, with just
£14 in his pocket, found his way to Manchester and took over almost an entire industry. David
Alliance started his career in the bazaars of his native Iran, where his Jewish ancestors had
dealt in textiles for generations. Textiles, and trading, were in his blood and within six years of
arriving in Britain he had bought his first mill, and five years after that he was a millionaire. One
by one the great iconic names of Lancashire cotton, that proud and historic industry, fell to him,
often through stratagems and takeover tactics which were, to put it mildly, unorthodox. By the
1990s, and by then dubbed ‘King Cotton’ by the financial press, the soon-to-be Lord Alliance of
Manchester, CBE had built one of the biggest textile businesses in the world. And, to crown it all,
the world-renowned Manchester Business School is to be renamed the Alliance MBS in 2015, a
fitting tribute to the man who has put back so much into the city which took him to its heart all
those years ago.The personal story is engrossing but the most remarkable aspect of the
Alliance life history is that all of this was achieved against the background of an industry in
terminal decline. Through the Alliance story, as he tells it, we can get a unique insight into the
transformation of Britain itself and how the UK economy managed (or more accurately
mismanaged) its way to losing so much of its industrial base. The Industrial Revolution, which
changed the course of world history, began in Lancashire and by Victorian times its ‘dark satanic
mills’ employed nearly a million workers producing half the world’s textiles.By the time David
Alliance came along it was already on the way down, with old-fashioned machinery that could
not compete with cheap, subsidised imports from countries which could employ twenty workers
for our one. But where others saw a sunset industry, David Alliance saw opportunity, and for a
glorious period in the 1970s and 1980s he seemed to have turned back the tide, basically
through his ingenuity, hard work and sheer determination. Alas, even that was not enough and
when Marks & Spencer eventually abandoned its British suppliers for foreign competitors, the
game was up. A whole industry, Britain’s first and greatest, has virtually died in David Alliance’s



working lifetime and his personal history illuminates why and how this happened.But the story
does not end there. The pendulum is swinging back as costs in China and other countries rise
and British manufacturers, and others in Europe, turn their hands to more specialised goods. It is
a fascinating lesson, therefore, not just about the past but about how we can earn our way in the
global economy of the future. The British car industry, written off along with many other great
manufacturing sectors in the Thatcher years, is similarly reinventing itself. David Alliance’s
contribution to this renaissance is a parable of our times.That’s why this book is about much
more than the Lancashire cotton industry and the fascinating human story of a boy, taken out of
school when he was only thirteen, but probably gaining a better preparation for life in the local
bazaars than could be achieved in Harvard. As he never lost his links with the country of his
birth, he also offers precious insights into his beloved Iran and how, although its pre-eminence
has brought great instability to its neighbours, it is now being viewed increasingly as part of the
solution to the region’s tribulations. The West’s policies towards Iran since the last world war
have not been a textbook example of how to deal with such a proud and powerful nation. The
mess that the Middle East has deteriorated into owes as much to poor judgement and decision-
making in the West as it does to its home-grown sectarian strife and machinations. David
Alliance’s close account of the West’s involvement in the late Shah’s fall illustrates this well. It
puts into perspective the two Gulf Wars, plus Afghanistan and now Syria and ISIS and the
fracturing of Iraq – not to mention 9/11 – that we have seen since this momentous event.But
perhaps the single most gripping episode in David Alliance’s life is his role in the successful
Israeli operations to airlift the Jews out of Ethiopia. Facing down dictators, as he did with the
sinister President Mengistu, with rebels closing in on Addis Ababa, is not what is normally
expected of your common-or-garden Manchester businessman, with or without the strength of
Israel’s military forces to support you. But he did it, and many Ethiopian Jews now living in Israel
owe David Alliance more than they realise.Another episode to which he brings unique personal
insight is the infamous Guinness affair, the unfairness of which still deeply rankles in the Jewish
– and non-Jewish – community today. David escaped involvement, but only narrowly, and some
of his friends, all Jews, were made the scapegoats and sent to jail. A senior member of Margaret
Thatcher’s Cabinet is said to have warned a Tory businessman to stay clear of Guinness
‘because we’re going to go for the Jews’. The plot to push up Guinness shares in the closing
days of the bid for Distillers was orchestrated by leading City figures who were allowed to go
free, showing once again how the British establishment can protect its own. David Alliance
strongly believes there should be, even after all this time, a government inquiry into the scandal,
which would show the true nature of the cover-up. And I believe he is right to press for one.The
central message of this book, however, is none of these things, fascinating as they are. In his
eighty-odd years, David Alliance has accumulated a wealth of wisdom and experience and
distilled them into a set of basic principles which run right through this narrative. Anyone who
wants to learn how to handle success and deal with failure could do a lot worse than read the
final chapter of this book. It should be a bible for all aspiring entrepreneurs.The Alliance maxim



is that you can achieve your goals ‘if you put your heart and soul into it’. He has certainly put his
heart into his own life and career – and bares his soul in this memoir in ways that will fascinate
readers, including all those who, previously, had never heard of David Alliance.It is a great
read. Peter Mandelson, London, 2015

PREFACETHIS IS THE tale of a boy proud of being born into a Jewish family in Kashan, in the
centre of what was then Persia. More specifically it is the story of a long and eventful life, seventy
years of it in business, and the lessons I have picked up along the way. I have lived in interesting
and prosperous times and made a decent living in a country which adopted me seamlessly and
where I was accepted into the highest circles of politics, the City and business. My greatest glory
was to be awarded with membership of the Upper House in the Mother of Parliaments, an
impossible dream for the eighteen-year-old immigrant who first turned up on Britain’s shores in
1950.In relating my personal history I hope to pass on some thoughts and observations which
may help to guide – and even inspire – a new generation of entrepreneurs seeking to succeed in
conditions that are less raw than the ones in which I learned my trade. If just one person finds
some useful guidance in the stories I relate, this book will have served its purpose. But I hope it
may also capture and hold the attention of those interested in a life which has had its highs and
lows but has never lacked excitement – not least for me.I am by nature a private man who has
kept his personal life, thoughts, morals, insights and even deeds to himself until now. The basic
facts of my life are well enough known – born in the Iranian town of Kashan in 1932, left school at
thirteen to work in the bazaar in Tehran, emigrated to Manchester while still a teenager, scraped
a meagre living by buying and selling textiles, bought my first company when I was twenty-four
and went on to acquire and consolidate most of the once-great British textile industry. At one
stage I controlled a business with revenues of £2.5 billion and over 70,000 employees, the
biggest textile company in the Western world, manufacturing in sixty countries. Along the way I
received a CBE, then a knighthood and will end my days as Lord Alliance of Manchester, CBE, a
title which I take endless pride in – and those who read on may understand why.All of this has
been written about in newspapers and magazines and was the subject of several TV
documentaries, and as far as it goes this account is correct. But it is no more than the bare
bones of a more complex and colourful history. Until now I have never revealed the inner David
Alliance: the forces that have driven me maybe too powerfully at times; my battle with acute
depression; the circumstances which have shaped me and the tide of events that have, at times,
swept me far beyond the boundaries of the business world.But the march of time and a battle
with cancer in more recent years have persuaded me that now is the time to drop the mask, as
far as my nature will let me, and write about stories, adventures and incidents I have never even
confided to my closest friends or family. Some of them still make me wince: the times, in my early
days in Manchester, when I could not afford to eat or pay the rent and was forced to sleep on the
streets, where I was once woken by a drunk relieving himself on me. Or walking from warehouse
to warehouse in search of cloth until my feet bled in my shoes because I did not have the bus



fare. I lived in constant fear of being expelled by the British immigration authorities because I did
not have a work permit.There are other stories that have never been disclosed either: my role, a
secret until now, in Operation Moses, which successfully repatriated thousands of Ethiopian
Jews out of Sudan to Israel, and its successor, Operation Solomon, which airlifted another
14,500 out of Addis Ababa in the dying days of the Mengistu regime; my relationship with the
late Shah of Persia and my meetings with him in his palace even as Tehran was burning; my
narrow escape in the Guinness affair when only luck and instinct saved me from potential
disaster (and even jail).I started my business with no money, no contacts and only a few words
of English. My cousins used to tease me that, even months after I arrived in England, all I could
say was: ‘How much?’ and ‘Too dear!’ And yet I remember those early years in Manchester,
when I sometimes didn’t have a couple of shillings to rub together, as exhilarating and full of fun.
I discovered that you don’t need money to enjoy yourself, and in the evenings I went to the
discos at the Ritz Ballroom where I made many friends, mostly girls who in those innocent days I
found kind and generous. I lived those years, when I was young, healthy and hungry to learn, to
the full.Writing this book has stirred other, often bitter-sweet memories of my childhood in an
age-old, close-knit, Jewish community which vanished in a generation. It has also brought back
images of a father I greatly admired, of a grandfather who I adored, and older sisters who tried
their best to fill the gap left by my mother, who died when I was six. And I have lived again my
days in the bazaar, where I absorbed lessons on business which have served me throughout life.
I have stayed true to the basic principles I learned then. When I hit apparently insurmountable
difficulties, I would say to myself Never give up – there’s always a way, and if I had to impart one
lesson to a young entrepreneur, it would be that: ‘Don’t give up. You can do it!’There were other
guiding principles I picked up too: when I acquired Thomas Hoghton, my first significant
acquisition, in 1956, I had the opportunity to avoid paying off a debenture because of a mistake
in the documentation by the lawyers. I came from a tradition where a handshake was more
binding that the tightest of written contracts. I refused to take advantage of the situation and I
repaid the debenture six months early, which created such goodwill with my eminent lawyer, Sir
John Taylor, that it established my good name in Lancashire and paid for itself many times over.I
chose textiles because it was all I knew and, although I made a decent living out of it, I chose
badly. In my days tramping around Lancashire trying to buy cloth, there were literally thousands
of mills with their brick towers belching smoke, dominating the landscape that my favourite artist
L. S. Lowry captured so well. They have long gone, bulldozed to make way for shopping centres
and offices or simply boarded up. A few have been converted into museums to remind a new
generation of a bygone world where Britain ruled supreme. Yet today hope stirs again and the
textile industry is making a come-back, a process I will devote my remaining years to nurturing.I
will tell many stories in the course of this book about how I acquired some of the most famous
and established companies in the industry, many of them far bigger than my business at the
time. I’m proud to say that, although I sometimes employed unorthodox methods, I was never
dishonest or dishonourable. I was sometimes called an asset-stripper, because I bought so



many companies and had to close parts of them down in order to save the rest, but it was never
true. I learned early on that you don’t succeed by breaking things. Far from stripping assets, I
invested hundreds of millions in building the most modern plants in the world, which were so
efficient they could turn out a shirt in a sixth the time it took in China. Alas, even that was not
enough.Of course I tried businesses other than textiles. When I bought a transport company
which included an undertaker, I used to joke that I looked after people from the cradle to the
grave, and it was true. In my lifetime, I have made maternity dresses, nappies and toys, and
every kind of clothing for both men and women, from knickers and overcoats to socks and hats.
In household textiles such as towels and sheets, we were the largest manufacturers in the world.
When I look back, I am amazed at the breadth and range of businesses I acquired and
managed. They included precision engineering, mobile phones, TV rental, banking, property,
construction, estate agencies, retailing, medical equipment, stationery, fund management,
insurance and mail order. There were many others, yet I always came back to what I knew best –
textiles.I was also called an opportunist but I never saw that as an insult: I often saw
opportunities where others saw only failure, and I made every effort to turn them into realities. I
know there will be a few who will find it hard to believe me when I say I never went out just to
make money. But it’s true. I wanted to live comfortably, of course, and wealth is often the main
measure of an entrepreneur’s success. On that basis, I was successful by the time I was thirty.
But what really interested me, and what drove me on all my life, was the joy of making things
happen, of developing new products, improving others, of opening up new markets for old
products. Above all I enjoyed rescuing companies from the graveyard and by hard work,
ingenuity and often sheer cussedness, dragging them back to profitability. When I bought
Thomas Hoghton I was a brash young man who didn’t even know how to read a balance sheet,
but I saved that company and the jobs that went with it in the village of Oswaldtwistle, where it
was the biggest employer. In the end I found myself trying to save what amounted to most of the
British textile industry, but maybe only God could have done that.Despite the redundancies and
the installation of automated machinery, I always had the full support of the trade unions. It is all
too easy to blame them for the decline of Britain’s manufacturing industry in the 1960s and
1970s, but in my experience it is not true. I talked to them, took them into my confidence, told
them what I was doing, and at key times, such as the takeover of Vantona, they were actively
supportive and tipped the balance in my favour. Many years later, after the trade union leader
Joe King passed away, I received a sealed envelope from his wife, Lily, enclosing copies of
letters written by the unions to government ministers. Only then did I realise that it was the trade
unions that had put me up for both my CBE and my knighthood, saying I had saved many jobs in
the industry. ‘A knighthood for David Alliance,’ wrote a trade union leader in June 1986 to Prime
Minister Mrs Thatcher, ‘would show very, very clearly that good management in the textile
industry can succeed and compete at home and abroad with the fashionable, high technology
computer and microchip industries of today.’ I don’t think there are many industrialists who were
put forward for an honour by the trade unions in Mrs Thatcher’s time, when the divide between



industry and the trade unions was probably wider than at any time in history. And even fewer that
were accepted.If this book sometimes verges on the boastful, please forgive me. It is not what I
intend or indeed how I feel. Life has given me the opportunity and God has given me the ability
to seize it. I am intensely conscious of the good fortune that has surrounded me and of the depth
of gratitude that I owe to so many people who have helped and supported me. I may not always
show it to the outside world, but the humility I learned from my father and grandfather is
ingrained in my nature. On the other hand, as I think back to where I came from, what I have
been through, and what I have achieved, I can’t help feeling some modest pride. I hope I’m
allowed that much.Over the years and decades since I left Iran, my family has scattered across
the globe, mostly to the US and Israel as well as to Britain, and none are left in Iran now. But we
have remained close and there is nothing I enjoy more than a family wedding somewhere in the
world, or a Shabbat dinner at my home with as many family as can come.One of the reasons I
went to Manchester was because five of my uncles, my mother’s brothers, had gone ahead of
me and had built successful lives there. But it was their wives, my aunts, who looked after this
lost young soul when I turned up in 1950. My Aunty Marjory, who later became my mother-in-
law, gave me the first roof over my head before I moved on to my Aunty Mohtram who was
equally comforting. Aunty Delly and Aunty Margo showed great kindness and always invited me
to dinner on Friday nights, sometimes my only decent meal of the week. Aunty Joyce, guessing
how hard up I was in my early days, gave me a tiny frying pan, just big enough to fry a single
egg, which sustained this hungry boy through some low moments. I still keep that frying pan in
my dressing room where I see it every day. Aunty Marjory and Aunty Delly have passed away but
I still regularly see Aunty Joyce and Aunty Mohtram.I have dedicated this book to my family and
especially to my first wife Alma to whom I was married for twenty-seven years and who remains
my best friend, guide and confidante. I want to acknowledge my deep gratitude to her,
particularly for being such a wonderful mother to our two lovely children, Graham and Sara.
Scarcely a day goes by when I don’t talk to Sara, who has been a great joy in my life, as has her
husband, Eugene, who I have come to depend on greatly. My son Graham lives happily in the
US and we speak very often but I miss him very much.Josh, my youngest, tries to keep me up to
date with the bewildering world of the internet and technology at which he is – at least in the view
of a doting father – a genius. His mother, Homa, looked after me with loving care during my
illness and (Lord) David Owen, one of the few people to see me in intensive care, later told me:
‘When you were having oxygen and tubes in every part of your body, she literally willed you to
live.’I was humbled by the way old friends also rallied round in those critical weeks which were so
nearly my last. My cousin, Amir Joseph, my best friend from my childhood, came from
Manchester to stay with me almost every weekend. He passed away in 2012 and I am very
grateful to his widow Diane for allowing him to spend so much time with me. My friend Dr
Kamran Broukhim came from Los Angeles and moved into my hospital room, but he had left in
such a hurry that he forget to bring the device he used to stop him snoring, which meant I got
little sleep. Kamran also liked to order a full English breakfast which I was forced to watch him



eat – even though I hadn’t been allowed to eat anything for weeks. Later he moved up to my
house to keep me company, for which I shall be eternally grateful.Apart from family and friends, I
have been particularly lucky with the people who worked most closely with me and who put up
with me (mostly) without complaint. My first full-time secretary, Sheila Wilde, was with me for
years; she was followed by Anne Ashley who joined in 1972. Christine Parks, who came along
next, was a delightful person, always with a smile on her face. My longest-serving secretary was
Jennifer Ridgway who sadly passed away in 2014. When she was asked by a judge how long
she had worked for me, she replied: ‘As a legally-minded person, Your Honour, you will
understand if I tell you more than three life sentences!’ Diane Craig, who only recently retired to
live in Yorkshire, was one of the most efficient secretaries I ever had. Sonya Turner has proved a
worthy and loyal successor. My driver Cliff Cooper has been with me over thirty years and
always has an answer for everything. One day, after he had made an uncharacteristic mistake, I
asked him, ‘Don’t you think while you’re driving?’ His tart reply was: ‘I’m not paid to think – only to
drive!’ He has retired but still helps out from time to time and his successor, Adrian, carries on
the good work. I also want to acknowledge two of my most loyal colleagues at Coats Viyella:
Sam Dow was a wonderful company secretary of Coats Viyella for twenty years and it was he
who encouraged me to write my memoirs. Russell Walls, who I recruited from Brazil, served as
finance director from 1990 to 1995 and was a pillar of strength in disposing of the non-core
businesses.There are too many others to mention individually but I am very grateful to all of
them, including David Owen, Peter Mandelson and Anna Ford who were kind enough to read
this manuscript before it went to the publisher. I also want to acknowledge Dr Shokri Barabarian,
my mentor and guide on business and commerce when I visited Iran. He now lives in Los
Angeles.Above all, I want to acknowledge my debt to the generosity of the people of
Manchester, who made me welcome from the moment I arrived and went out of their way to help
this young immigrant, often at some personal inconvenience and without any expectation that
their kindness would be returned. I hope I have not disappointed them.Finally I want to thank
Jeremy Robson for agreeing to publish this book, Olivia Beattie and Victoria Godden for their
careful editing of it and to Ivan Fallon for his help in writing it, patiently listening to me over many,
many hours and working through draft after draft until we arrived at this final version. David
Alliance, London, 2015

CHAPTER 1KASHANMY LAST DAY at school started badly and ended as the worst day of my
life. I arrived early, as I always did, preferring to get there before anyone else and catch up on my
homework before lessons started. There were no lessons that day: later that morning, the exam
results would be announced and, although I was a bright enough student, I was all too aware I
hadn’t put in the hard work I should have done.This was Tehran in 1945 and I had just turned
thirteen. My family had arrived in the city a year earlier and we lived reasonably comfortably in
our own house, but Tehran was overflowing with homeless families who, driven by poverty and
unemployment, had migrated from towns and villages to the capital. Uprooted Jews from all over



the Middle East filled the city, waiting to go to Israel or the United States. The exams that year
were much harder: 2,000 boys and girls sat them although there was room for only 1,200 in the
senior school. I was hoping to be one of them.Soon the school began to fill up, as equally
anxious pupils filed in to hear their exam results. The system was that the headmaster, an
imposing man called Mr Matloob, would call the name of each successful pupil, who would then
go up and receive a certificate. But somehow in the crowd he missed me and when he did not
call my name I thought I must have failed. Utterly miserable, and wondering how I could tell my
father, I wandered off to the bazaar, where my sister eventually found me, joyfully telling me
there had been a mistake and I had actually passed. My cousin, Amir Joseph, had heard that the
headmaster was asking where I was and everybody was out looking for me. I ran back to the
school, got my certificate, and proudly headed for home to show my father.He was waiting for
me on our terrace, showing little sign of pleasure at the news he must have already heard from
my sister. ‘I want to talk to you,’ he said in the stern tone he adopted when he was about to give
me a dressing down. I was often in trouble for neglecting my homework, for annoying my older
sisters, for getting into fights with the Muslim boys when they attacked me (I never started it), or
for coming home late, but on this occasion I couldn’t think of a single thing I had done to offend
him.He took me into a room off the courtyard, closed the door and sat me opposite him, still
stony-faced. I now knew I was in serious trouble and began professing my innocence, proudly
holding up my certificate. ‘Father, you can’t be cross with me. You told me I couldn’t pass, but I’ve
got good marks so I will get into the higher class,’ I protested. ‘Why are you angry with me? You
should give me a present!’Unexpectedly his face relaxed into a rare smile. ‘I’m going to give you
the best present you’ve ever had,’ he said. ‘Would you like a bicycle?’I could only gasp a weak
‘Yes’.‘And a watch?’He went on listing things until my head reeled. What was going on? Had he
made a fortune during the morning? He was not poor, but he was normally a careful and austere
man and presents were rare. I had never known him in such a generous mood, and responded
to the effect that I would do anything in the world to gain these wonderful prizes.Abruptly, he
stood up and said: ‘Put your hand on your knee.’ This was an old Iranian saying which basically
meant rely on your own efforts and stand on your own feet. ‘From today, I won’t give you another
penny. If you want all these things, you must earn them! On Sunday I will take you to the bazaar
and try to get you a job. And if you do well, you will have all these things – and much more.’I
remember clearly to this day the shock that went through me when he said this, but my most
immediate concern was more about the immediate plans I had made than about leaving school.
‘But, Father,’ I protested, ‘I’m going on a picnic with my friends on Friday.’ Picnics were much-
prized events in my young life, and my friends and I had been planning this one for months,
timed to coincide with the end of the school term, and all the arrangements had been made.My
father was unimpressed and grew even sterner.‘Do you have the money to go?’ I was of course
hoping to get it off him and had to admit I didn’t.‘Then you can’t go. That’s it.’This conversation,
brief as it was, was probably the single most formative moment of my life. It is fixed in my mind so
clearly that almost seventy years later I can recall every detail: my father’s voice and face, the



room we were sitting in and the school certificate I still clutched in my hand. But most of all I
remember my crushing disappointment over the trip with my friends, who I would now be
shamed in front of, and who would be going on to the higher school while I did the lowliest job in
the bazaar. The injustice of it all seemed monstrous to me: why at least would my father not give
me the money for the picnic?It took me years to forgive him and to this day I have never fully got
over it. The more I brooded on it in the weeks and months that followed, the angrier I became. If
my father could humiliate me like that, pull me out of school when I was doing well, and
embarrass me with my friends, I swore I would never ask him for anything as long as I lived. I
would make my own way in life, I would work hard, and one day I would be richer and more
successful than my father, my uncles or anyone else in our family and community. From that
moment on I basically came to depend only on myself and never again took help from anyone.I
was still angry on Sunday morning when my father took me into the bazaar before dawn and
formally apprenticed me to a textile wholesaler, Eliyahoo Broukhim. My business life had
begun.* * *Only when I was much older did I understand that my father, in his own way, was
doing what he believed was right for me. He thought deeply about things and only ever acted
after he had calmly considered all sides of an issue – something I learned from him at an early
stage. Everything he did was measured and controlled, and I never saw him react too quickly or
take a decision without thinking it through. He had had a Hebrew education and could not
properly read or write Farsi, which was the language we spoke. He had spent his entire life in the
bazaars of Kashan and later Tehran, and had never travelled outside Iran, yet he had a
philosophy on life which was as profound as that of anyone I ever met. He was an entrepreneur
who ran his business honourably and well, and I have often felt that if he had been given half the
chances I got he would have been one of the most successful men of his generation. But that
was not to be.To understand my father, and therefore me, I must go back a bit in the family
history. We were from the town of Kashan, roughly halfway between Qom and Isfahan, where
Jews had lived for more generations than anyone could count. Kashan is an ancient oasis town,
one of the oldest inhabited cities of the ancient world, set on a vast plateau of steppes and salt
deserts, surrounded by the endless mountains of central and south-eastern Iran. To the south
towards Isfahan the Karkas Mountains, snow-capped in winter, rise up to an altitude of 4,000
metres. In this arid climate, Kashan, like all the oasis towns which border the desert, was
dependent on water sources, in this case provided by the great spring near the verdant village of
Fin, one of my favourite spots in all the world. The town had been destroyed by Genghis Khan in
the thirteenth century and flattened again by a massive earthquake in 1778, and the Kashan in
which I was born was largely built in the nineteenth century.I remember it as a place of
considerable charm, of mosques and shrines and minarets, and years later I must have boasted
of its beauty and its history to the point where the then Prime Minister, Amir-Abbas Hoveyda,
only half jokingly complained: ‘You are ruining our reputation.’ The previous evening, he
explained, he had hosted a reception for a visiting British trade delegation which included the
Earl of Jellicoe and Lord Jacob Rothschild. When he politely asked them about their day,



Rothschild told him they had heard so much about the city of Kashan that they had decided to
visit it – and it had not lived up to their expectations. ‘We couldn’t find David Alliance’s Kashan!’
The modern reality, a modern industrial town deprived of its Jews, was clearly very different to
the romantic place I must have described to them.The old Jewish quarter was built in medieval
times with mud-walled houses piled almost on top of each other, and alleyways, orientated to
direct favourable winds through the city, which were too narrow for any transport bigger than a
donkey cart. There were about 200 Jewish families in the town surrounded by 50,000 Muslims,
and we lived behind doorways which opened onto shaded courtyards, where domestic animals,
hens and children all mixed together. There were people everywhere, plying every kind of trade
from their stalls and shops on every street corner. The Jewish quarter had its own school and
ritual baths, kosher butchers and a synagogue around which everything, particularly feasts and
weddings, revolved. Kashan Jews even had their own dialect, Kashi, which I still sometimes
speak with my family, and which is an ancient form of Farsi. Jews and Muslims, although they co-
existed in relative peace, seldom mixed socially, and I can never remember visiting a Muslim
home – or receiving a Muslim in ours.Like every other community in Persia, Kashan Jews had
experienced their fair share of persecutions and forced conversions. We know that there were
7,000 Kashan Jews in the year 1657, because that is the number who were officially recorded
as being forced to convert, under pain of death, to Islam. They were allowed to convert back
again seven years later when they made substantial payments to the authorities in Isfahan –
something which happened more than once. A missionary who visited Kashan in the 1650s
recorded 150 Jewish families, probably about 1,500 people, living in overcrowded conditions
which remained basically unchanged up to my grandfather’s time. Over the centuries, the
numbers went up and down, depending on conversions, emigration, droughts and plagues –
Kashan had all of them. Today there are about 275,000 Muslims living in Kashan and no Jews at
all – not one. ‘Only a glimmer of ethnic loyalty has survived among the Jews in Tehran, California
and Israel,’ says the current edition of Encylopaedia Iranica, ‘who claim Kashan as their city of
origin.’ I am one of them.Our house was a typical one, built of thick mud walls with baked brick
doorways set around the traditional courtyard, which is where we essentially lived all year round.
There was a cool basement where we kept food and, in the summer, when the temperatures
went above 100 degrees, the whole family slept on the roof. There was no running water; we had
to use the public baths, not far from our home, and there was only one very basic lavatory. There
were eight rooms in total but we only used three, and kept another one for guests who were
mostly relatives. The whole family slept together in two rooms. I shared the courtyard with a nu
mber of animals in which I was particularly interested: a lamb, hens, pigeons and even sparrows,
which I caught and bred.I have since owned and lived in some fine houses, but my childhood
home remains my private inner refuge. Later in life, when I was exhausted after a long day of
doing business, I would close my eyes and become a little boy again in Kashan: the sun beat
down on the courtyard of our family house and the ground was too hot for my bare feet. I could
smell the dry desert air and feel the warmth of the sun, a sensation so real that sometimes it



brought sweat to my brow. My father and sisters were there, and there was love and laughter and
security. When I opened my eyes, I would find myself back in an office in Manchester, but
refreshed and full of energy, ready to get on with the task at hand. I did this even in board
meetings and no one in the room ever guessed the journey I had just been on, or understood
how I could recover my energies so rapidly. In later years I lost the habit, and cannot do it today,
but sometimes, when I cannot sleep, I take a virtual walk through the bazaar, past my father’s
office and on through the cool alleyways, remembering happy times there. And then I’m relaxed
again.Even now, Kashan comes back to me as a wondrous and special place. It was a town of
legend and fables: the Three Wise Men of biblical times are said to have started their journey
from Kashan, following the star that led them all the way to Bethlehem, fifty hard-trekking days
away. Every major civilisation for three millennia left its mark on its ancient walls: Babylonian,
Parthian, Persian (under the great kings Darius and Cyrus), Greek (under Alexander the Great),
Safavid, Umayyad, Arab, Mongol and even the British. When I was born, Reza Shah Pahlavi,
father of the last Shah, ruled over it. Today the ayatollahs are in charge.Who were we and how
had we got there? We don’t really know. Even the most learned of Jewish historians argue about
the origins of Persian Jews, and, although I have tried to have it researched, it is still not clear
when our particular line settled in Kashan. But there have been Jews, some of them very
wealthy, in ancient Persia since the days of King Solomon, almost a thousand years before
Christ. The books of Isaiah, Daniel, Nehemiah, Chronicles and Esther all refer to them, and King
Darius II issued an edict in 419 bc ordering all Jews in his mighty kingdom to observe the Feast
of the Unleavened Bread (Passover). There are those who argue that Persian or Iranian Jews
are descended from the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel which, according to Flavius Josephus, the
renowned Jewish historian (his two mentions of Jesus are heavily relied upon by Christian
historians), ‘are beyond the Euphrates till now, and are an immense multitude and not to be
estimated in numbers’. From Babylon, where the Lost Tribes started from, to Kashan is only 600
miles – not an impossible distance.My father always believed our direct ancestors were
descendants of the Sephardi Jews, who were expelled from Spain in 1492, probably drawn to
Kashan because of its reputation as a centre for making beautiful pottery and tiles, and later for
silks, fustians, velvets and carpets, skills the Sephardis already knew. I am told that in the Jewish
museum in Gerona, in northern Spain, the only Iranian town mentioned is Kashan. When I was a
boy, I remember Jewish carpet-makers working in silk and wool to produce the most exquisite
rugs, some of which I now have. There are magnificent examples of Kashan art in the Victoria &
Albert Museum in London and in the new Islamic art wing of the Louvre, some of it dating from
the thirteenth century.By the middle of the seventeenth century, the golden period of Persian
carpets, Kashan was a prosperous town, attracting merchants from as far afield as Europe and
India, and an English visitor, a preacher called John Cartwright, reckoned that in one year there
was ‘more silk brought to Kashan than broadcloth to the city of London’. The Jewish merchants,
who are said to have enjoyed a ‘mix of relative economic prosperity and religious persecution’,
were at the centre of the trade.There is only one known contemporary history of the Persian



Jews in existence, Ketab-e ânusi, and it was written by a poet from Kashan, Baba’I Lotz (or
Babai ben Lotf), between 1656 and 1660. It is an extraordinary work, consisting of 5,300 heart-
wrenching verses which describe the persecutions, mass expulsions, restrictive decrees and
property confiscations suffered by the Jewish community in the early seventeenth century. In
Babai’s day, Jews in Kashan worked as fine craftsmen producing silk cloth and belts; there were
also doctors (some of the finest doctors in the Persian courts at the time were Jews), as well as
pharmacists, herbalists, musicians, tailors and metalworkers. Babai also records millers, antique
dealers and jewellery merchants, and says that women held high places as teachers of the
ladies in the royal court. Some of the ladies were even fortune-tellers.In 1722 the Afghans
invaded Persia, capturing the capital of Isfahan and extracting large sums of money from the
Jews of Kashan. Babai’s grandson, Babai ben Farhad, added another 1,300 verses to his
grandfather’s remarkable history, recording the new round of persecutions endured by the Jews,
especially those of Kashan and of the capital Isfahan. And so it went on, century after century. In
1830 the Jews of Tabriz were slaughtered, and in Barforush there was a forced conversion in
1866 and a mob killed eighteen Jews when they protested. The Jews in Meshed, also forced to
convert in 1839, continued to practise their ancient religion in secret until, over a century later,
they emigrated en masse to Israel and New York, where they have made a huge contribution to
their adopted countries. There is an interesting little aside here: a silversmith in Jerusalem,
familiar with the rituals of the Jews of Meshed, created a limited number of exquisitely crafted
clocks, measuring exactly 75cm x 25cm, with ingeniously concealed panels which open to
reveal the texts for celebrating the annual religious ceremonies and prayers. If you didn’t know
what to look for, you would never find them. I am one of the few lucky people to possess one of
these clocks, and I keep it as a constant reminder of those days of Jewish hardship.I often think
of my grandfather, my mother’s father, who I loved to listen to as he told stories about the family.
He died when he was 102, and was born into a time when Jews were pelted with stones and dirt
if they ventured into a street where there were Muslims. Even at the end of the nineteenth
century the Jews of Kashan were excluded from operating businesses in the main bazaar and
were not permitted to build the walls of their houses as high as their Muslim neighbours, or to
ride in the street. Apostate Jews could inherit their parents’ estates, and the widow and children
who refused to abandon their faith had to hand over their property. Yet somehow there were
Jews who prospered, mostly in the silk trade, and my grandfather was remarkably untouched by
anger or resentment.By the time my father was born at the turn of the century, life for the Jews of
Persia was beginning to improve. The arrival of the Alliance Israélite Universelle (AIU), set up by
emancipated Jews in France to help their less fortunate Middle Eastern brethren, resulted in the
repeal of penal inheritance laws, and when an AIU envoy arrived at the gates of Kashan in 1903,
he recorded that 600 Jews came out to meet him, ‘many of whom wept for joy’. My grandfather
was probably among them although he never mentioned it.In 1905, the Alliance Bulletin reported
that there were 2,000 Jews living in Kashan and ‘men, women and children all worked to earn
their bread’. It counted ten tailors, four rabbis, four butchers, three distillers, four doctors, three



musicians, three cobblers, three masons, a goldsmith and a pharmacist in the town. The basic
industry was silk, and 300 Jewish girls were employed as silk workers ‘earning ten shahis a day’,
equivalent to a few pence. The young girls saved it for their trousseaus.The education of Kashan
Jews such as my father was confined to the study of Hebrew and Judeo-Persian in the
synagogue. Even then, it was only for boys – girls traditionally received no education other than
training in home-making and silk-making crafts. But after Reza Shah seized power in a military
coup and founded the Pahlavi dynasty in 1925 he introduced reforms that allowed Jewish and
other non-Muslim children to study in government schools for the first time. However,
improvement for the Jews of Kashan and other cities only came slowly. An account by the author
Hanina Misrahi in his book Yehude Paras tells something of the difficulties of daily commercial
life for Jews not long before I was born:The Jew is ritually unclean in the eyes of the Muslim. If he
touched something he was obliged to purchase it. The Jewish customer had to stand at some
distance from the merchant. On a rainy day the Jew was forbidden to pass by the Muslim
merchant, because water and moisture transferred his impurity. The Jew’s coins and money,
however, were never suspected of being unclean. The Jew bought from the Muslim, but the
Muslim did not buy from the Jew.This attitude persisted right up to my own day: as a teenager I
worked as an assistant to a trader in the Tehran bazaar and one of my tasks was to sprinkle
water in front of our office to keep us cool. A Muslim called Reza who worked next door was
passing one day and a few droplets of water from my sprinkler went onto his leg. He shouted
and swore at me, and immediately went off to rinse his leg – in the same pool where the water
came from. By an odd irony I met Reza, by then a prosperous businessman, some years later in
a London restaurant where he was hosting a dinner party. He recognised me and invited me to
join his table, boasting to his dinner companions about his friendship with me and all the
influential people he knew. I could not resist teasing him in front of his guests. ‘Do you remember
those days when I was an office boy in the bazaar?’ I asked him. And he said of course he
remembered, letting the table know how far we went back. So I told his guests, in a light-hearted
way, the story of the water. He was embarrassed and pretended not to remember. But I told him
not to worry: ‘That was our culture in those days, it was how we lived and none of us knew
anything different.’After that, Reza always called me whenever he came to London, as though we
were old friends, and I did what I could to help him when he asked for it. We both gained from it.*
* *By the early years of the twentieth century, the different historical threads that would
eventually determine the course of my life came together. With their new-found freedom, Jewish
merchants were travelling further afield in search of goods, and were importing more and more
textiles from the mighty merchants of Manchester, which then dominated the world’s textile
industry. With the rise of Reza Shah, Persia was beginning to benefit from its oil, living standards
were rising and the Jewish merchants prospered, handling most of the imported cotton textiles
from Manchester, where there was an industrious Jewish community. In 1914 my mother’s
brother, Jacob, left to join it, anglicising his name to Jeff. He took Joseph as his surname, and,
still only a teenager, Jeff Joseph set off to find his fortune. He was later joined by four of his



brothers, and, some thirty-six years later, by me. Uncle Jeff was my first link with Manchester
and would come to play a big part in my life.Another critical thread, this one determining my
identity rather than my career, emerged a few years later. As part of his plan to propel the old
traditional population of Persia into a broad-based modern nation, Reza Shah insisted that
families like ours should adopt surnames for ease of identification. My father solved the issue
elegantly: he was greatly impressed by the activities of the Alliance Israélite Universelle (AIU) in
Iran and, in 1925, he became Eliahoo Alliance.

CHAPTER 2A PERSIAN CHILDHOODWHEN I WAS born in Kashan on 15 June 1932, Iran was
still Persia, it was ruled over by Reza Shah, and the Jews were allowed to open shops in the
market and attend school. My father, a relatively prosperous merchant, had his own office in the
bazaar.The family still lived much as previous generations had done in this age-old town, without
electricity, water or other modern conveniences. Our house, joined to others on three sides and
opening onto a narrow alleyway, was always full of relatives and friends who came and went as
they pleased – no one made appointments and we were all in and out of each other’s houses all
day. In the tight-knit community everybody knew everybody else’s business.My mother was from
a large family – six brothers and four sisters, as well as uncles, aunts and countless cousins, and
my grandfather was always around. By the time I was born, two of my uncles had already settled
in Manchester, and that far-off place with its strange-sounding name was often talked about at
family gatherings. I have lived with the name ‘Manchester’ all my life and it always had a special
resonance for me. Sometimes I would see it attached to a wrapping or on a label in the shops in
the bazaar and once I remember it on a tin of dyestuff that my father imported.I never knew my
grandparents on my father’s side: of my father’s six brothers and sisters, only one sister survived
into adulthood, the other four having died in a terrible epidemic when he was a boy. One Friday
night, my grandfather and grandmother and their six children all sat down to Shabbat dinner
together. By the next Friday night, only two of the children were still alive. Other families in
Kashan suffered similar tragedies and it left a mark of sadness on my father all his life. I was the
fifth child, following four daughters, one of whom died in infancy; a few years later my younger
brother was born. My mother was called Sarahi, but I barely remember her. My memories of her
are very hazy and I recall her now in a series of sepia snapshots. The first of them is grainy and
shadowy but it comes back to me again and again: I am sitting with her in the courtyard of our
house in Kashan and she is holding me in her arms, looking down at me tenderly, her face close
to mine. I also have a memory of her gazing proudly at me as a very small boy, admiring me in a
coat that had been tailored for me by my Aunty Bibijan.In 1935 my mother’s health began to
deteriorate and my father took her to the doctors in Tehran, a long, dusty, bumpy trip by coach. I
must have gone with her once, because I can see myself in Tehran; my mother and I had arrived
before dawn, travelling during the night to avoid the heat, and we sat in the street outside the
house of my mother’s uncle because we did not want to disturb him so early.She was diagnosed
with a heart condition and my last memory of her is the day her body was brought back from the



hospital in Tehran. I was six, too young to understand what was happening, and my mother’s
brother, my Uncle Sam, bought me a tricycle to distract me. It saddens me that my mother never
lived to see any of her children marry, which is every mother’s dearest wish; I still keep the length
of cloth which she bought to be made up for my future wife’s wedding dress.My mother’s death
cast a great shadow over our lives. My father was grief-stricken for a long time, and my three
sisters had to take on the task of caring for my little brother and me. Miriam, who was thirteen,
left school and took charge of the house; my sisters Tallah and Gilan were still at school, but had
to help out. What little I know about my mother came from my grandfather, Jacob, who liked to
talk about her almost as much as I liked to listen. He was a most remarkable man who had run a
factory twisting carpet yarn in Kashan, and even in very old age he retained all his own teeth and
never wore glasses. He fathered his last child when he was eighty-four. I always loved him
dearly, and I would listen to him for hours as he reminisced about the family, the old times before
Reza Shah, Jewish customs and his own business. He had an imposing presence, with his long
white beard and shaven head, and nothing on earth seemed to worry him. He had been through
some bad times, as all Persian Jews of his generation had, but he remained remarkably
optimistic about the world, always looking for a silver lining. I often thought about his fortitude
when I was in a tough situation: what would Grandfather Jacob have done? The answer, of
course, is that he would have faced up to it with courage, and he would have kept trying until he
found a solution. Above all, no matter how serious, he would never have let it get him down. I
learned that from him, and it was often my saviour when things looked bad in later life.One story
about him gives an idea of his character and nature. Sometime before I was born he provided a
financial guarantee for a neighbour who went bankrupt. Failing to pay a debt was a serious
matter in Kashan, and when the neighbour defaulted, my grandfather was arrested and taken to
jail. He was not a young man, and the jail was pretty basic, with one cell where all the hardened
criminals of the town were held, and where there were always stories of beatings and worse. My
grandmother was distraught, reckoning that, as an older man and the only Jew there, he would
suffer terribly.After a couple of days he came home smiling and serene, looking none the worse
for wear. ‘But what was it like?’ they asked him. ‘What did they do to you, poor man?’ He began
to relate how he had a very interesting conversation with a thief called Javad, who seemed to be
his new best friend, and from whom he had learned a great deal about what went on in the town,
which clearly intrigued him far more than the physical conditions of the jail. When my
grandmother pressed him on how he slept, he explained offhandedly that he did what everyone
else did: took off his shoes, which were soft like slippers, made a pillow for himself, lay on the
floor and went straight to sleep. My grandmother was horrified, but he assured her that it had
been quite comfortable. Years later, when I asked my aunt whether the story was true as I had
been told it, she confirmed it and repeated word for word what I had been told by my
grandmother. When my grandfather came to England in the 1960s I was able to spend time with
him, and I used to take him out to lunch and listen to his stories with great enjoyment. He was my
closest link to my mother.I have clear memories of that tricycle given to me by my Uncle Sam



after my mother passed away. I was the only boy in town who had one and everyone wanted a
go on it. I charged them the equivalent of a farthing a ride, making them stand on the back axle
with their hands on my shoulders as I pedalled furiously around the courtyard. My family later
used to tease me that this was the earliest example of my entrepreneurial career.My father’s
presence dominated the household, firmly but benignly, and we always had to be respectful
around him, standing when he came into the room, only sitting when he did. Despite my anger at
him later, I have warm memories of him, and he was a caring father, particularly after my mother
died. His basic business was trading in dyestuffs but he had branched out into other goods such
as samovars, sugar and textiles. When his customers asked for them he even sold artificial
aniline dyes, although these were officially banned by the authorities in a vain attempt to
maintain the old traditions of the carpet-makers, who obtained their delicate colorations by using
natural dyes. Artificial dyes were cheaper, easier to use and produced brighter, more consistent
colours, which seemed to sell better in the markets. Even then, modern technology was intruding
into this ancient craft.In appearance, my father was a man of slender build with an upright figure
and a dignified, unsmiling, presence. He wore a dark suit without a tie and I never saw him with a
hair out of place. He had his own code of ethics and he stuck to them all his life, always open
and honest with his customers and concerned not to make excessive profit from dealing in the
basic necessities of his neighbours’ lives. He always said to me that you should never trade in
people’s livelihoods, for instance grain, sugar or basic foods. One of his favourite sayings was:
‘The more you give, the more you get’, a principle that has guided my entire life. It applies to all
areas of life: if you give time to your children, they will pay you back ten times over when you are
old. He engrained in me a culture of giving.He never thought money was important, and was
never particularly ambitious to make a lot of it. I am still very proud of his reputation for settling
his accounts promptly. His brother-in-law, who worked near him in the bazaar and was, I think,
rather envious of his success, once told me he had never once heard a supplier come to ask for
money from my father. He had a rule that he would settle his accounts with all the small traders
before the weekend. Not many people in the bazaar could say that.He had some iron principles
which he followed all his life and used to tell me again and again:always know your limit;never
promise more than you can deliver;never over-trade;always honour your promises whatever the
cost; andlosing on a deal is better than losing a customer.These were very simple lessons of
business that he taught me, even when I was only eight or nine years old, which I have tried to
adhere to. I learned much more from him, of course, imparted indirectly in the way older people
did then, through stories and anecdotes, always with a point to them which only became
apparent at the end. They were parables really. If he wanted to advise me, he would never say:
‘This is what you should do’, but, ‘You know, there was a man who once had this problem, and
this is how he found a way around it…’ They were sometimes anecdotes from his own life,
sometimes old Jewish stories, and sometimes even stories from the Bible. As an inquisitive
young boy – and later as a grown man – I soaked it up and asked for more.Some of my earliest
memories are of him taking me to his office in the bazaar, where I spent many happy hours. He



liked to sit and talk to me about what he had bought and sold that day, and he would spend time
patiently describing the characters of the people he dealt with, which he believed was the secret
to any trade. I read recently that one of Nelson Mandela’s great gifts was his ability to get into the
other person’s mind when he was negotiating with them, or to ‘know your opponent’. Mandela
believed that the art of persuasion was to ‘go straight for the heart’ rather than the mind, and my
father would have instinctively understood that even if he did not have Mandela’s gift for
articulating it. He also understood that knowing your friends was equally important.Like everyone
else in the Kashan community, my father was respectful of Jewish religious tradition, but he
wasn’t excessively devout. The community in Kashan was strictly kosher, and no one went too
far away from the synagogue or the butcher, including my family who observed all the Jewish
customs.Although he came from a culture where Jews were expected to be subservient, he
refused to be bullied by anyone, including the authorities, and would stand his ground even at
high risk when he had to. One of his stories was about importing aniline dye, which the
authorities were anxious to stop. There were two kinds of artificial dyestuffs, one harmful, which
my father would not deal in, the other perfectly safe. The police could not tell the difference, and
the detective in charge was making life difficult for him. To get him off his back, my father
decided to teach him a lesson. He was expecting a delivery of imported oil lamps, which had
fragile glass chimneys and had to be carefully packed in wooden crates protected with straw.
The straw had a strong, pungent smell, and became extremely unpleasant to the touch in the
summer heat of Kashan, and everyone hated the job of unpacking these crates, which took
hours.When he knew the shipment was on the way he telephoned the detective’s office
anonymously and said: ‘Mr Alliance is bringing in fourteen cases of lamps, and among them he’s
got banned dyestuffs.’ The large cases and half a dozen detectives arrived at my father’s office
at about the same time, and every crate was systematically opened by them, examined, and the
contents carefully put on the shelf. The detectives were sweating and swearing while he teased
them: ‘Somebody’s got a knife into you, there are no dyestuffs. If there was, I would tell you, you
know me.’ But they went on opening the crates in the hot warehouse until, finally, they put the
last lamp down and left empty-handed. My father had saved the cost of having the crates
unpacked and he had also made his point. He telephoned the inspector to say: ‘Listen, it was me
who gave you the tip-off. In the future, if you want to know whether I’ve got the dyestuff, ask me
and I’ll tell you.’ For a Jew to do that in those days was very dangerous, but they turned a blind
eye to the trade in dyestuffs as long as he gave them a small percentage. That’s the way things
worked in those days and my father, by nature a law-abiding man, was also pragmatic.One day,
when I was seven or eight, I remember walking down the street with my father, who was carrying
a box full of dyestuffs, when he noticed a customs officer following us. The dyestuffs were not
the prohibited variety but the detectives would have confiscated them anyway. This customs
man was an outsider, one of the people who had not been ‘looked after’, and my father, fearing
he was in trouble, quickened his pace and, around the next corner, he threw the box up onto
someone’s roof. He kept walking with his hands in front of him as if he still held the box, and the



customs man trailed us all the way to our shop. It was only when my father walked up the steps
that the man suddenly realised my father’s hands were empty; he stopped in amazement and
then walked away. That episode taught me the value of a cool head and quick and innovative
thinking in a crisis, which I often remembered in later years.* * *I must have been born with a
restless and curious nature because from my earliest days I had an unquenchable thirst for
asking questions and trying to figure out how things worked. We didn’t have much in the way of
wildlife in our part of Kashan, but I was fascinated by birds and animals. Studying them became
my main hobby, and, for lack of anything bigger, I became absorbed for hours watching a colony
of ants, keenly observing the complex way they organised themselves and policed their
numbers, like soldiers taking food in for the winter months. I spent hours on my hands and knees
trying to see what happened inside the nest, and finally resorted to scraping back the earth with
my hands, no doubt doing great damage to the ant community inside. How I wish I had had the
use of David Attenborough’s great skills and technology to see inside their nests.I bred some
homing pigeons, which I trained to do tricks and turn somersaults, basically by turning them over
and over in my hands as I had seen people do. I also discovered that if I put a chicken’s egg in a
pigeon’s nest, it would hatch and I got the bonus of a new chicken as well as baby pigeons. I
reared a hen and a cockerel from chicks and the hen would open her wings as a signal for me to
pick her up, while the cockerel walked along beside me. No one else was allowed to touch the
hen or the cockerel would attack them.I also bred a thriving sparrow community and at the age
of about ten I decided to challenge the accepted wisdom that it was impossible to train a
sparrow. It couldn’t be done in the conventional way in which I had trained my pigeons, but one
day, seeing an old man smoking an opium pipe near my father’s office in the bazaar, I got an
idea. I secretly observed the old man, who carefully filled his pipe from a bag he kept under his
cushion. For my ruse to work I needed to get some of that opium and that required an
accomplice. Fortunately I belonged to a ‘gang’, of which there were four members: Isaac
Jebreel, who now lives in Israel, Mousa Khanzadeh who sadly passed away some nine years
ago, and Suni Amirye who also lives in Israel. I chose Isaac, the most agile, to be my comrade-in-
crime.For some unexplained reason, opium-smokers were said to believe that if someone
yawned in front of them the effects of the drug evaporated instantly. So I got Isaac to stand in
front of him, go ‘yaaa’ to get his attention, and then elaborately yawn. The old boy went berserk
and Isaac had to run for his life through the bazaar, while I nipped in and lifted some of his
supply, putting the bag back where I found it. I was now ready to get on with the next stage of my
experiment, which was to ‘hook’ my sparrow on the stuff. This proved more complicated than I
expected. I chose a baby to begin with, rubbed opium onto cucumber seeds and fed them to the
little bird – which promptly dropped dead. So did the next one, and the one after that. I tried
lesser amounts on bigger sparrows, with the same result, until my little sparrow population was
facing extinction. But I persevered and, finally, after killing about twenty of the poor creatures, I
got the mix right, and produced the world’s (or at least Kashan’s) first junkie sparrow. I proudly
paraded him down the street, getting him to sit on my shoulder. I called him Kiss, and he would



fly away but come back to me when I made a kissing noise. It was a magical sight, and everyone
stopped to watch. He became a bit of a money-spinner too: a friend wanted him so badly that I
sold the bird to him, but of course he came straight back because he would only eat out of my
hand, and so I was able to sell him again. Sadly, if his food was late I could see him becoming
weak to the point where he could not fly, and when my supply of opium ran out, so did his little
life. I had a conclusive result from my experiment, and a reinforcement of the principle that there
is nothing you can’t achieve if you put your mind to it. But I wasn’t sure it was worth the poor
sparrow’s life.I was even less merciful on the many scorpions which were abundant in ancient
Kashan; one of my pastimes was catching them and dipping them in oil. I was also the proud
owner of a lamb that grew into a ram, which I trained to fight other rams owned by my friends. I
don’t think he got much mercy either, probably feeding the family at one of our big feasts. That’s
how life was.In between these little pastimes, I did also go to school. The Jewish school in
Kashan was started in 1907 by a local philanthropist named Yagho Teyel, and the AIU improved
it in the 1920s. It was five minutes from home, and all my sisters, cousins and friends went there.
I have happy memories of it and of the teachers: Mr Morravejian, and Miss Shabani, the
daughter of a well-known family in Kashan, and of course the headmaster, Mr Haeree, who
made us all quake in our shoes but learn our lessons. We were taught in Farsi, but we also had a
Hebrew teacher, Mr Nikpaour, with whom I stayed in touch until his recent death, some sixty-five
years later. I had not at that point acquired the work ethic that drove me later, and don’t recall
doing more than a bare minimum of homework, but I always seemed to pass my exams with
good marks. The school still exists and I am pleased I have been able to provide a new
computer room for it, the first one in Kashan, and have also twice provided funds to renovate the
school.Each week my father gave me pocket-money, insisting that I divide it into three parts: one
to save, one to give to good causes and one to spend. There was nowhere safe from prying eyes
in the house, so for my savings third I found a hiding place in the cornice that ran around the top
of the walls in our sitting room. To get it into the space I had to throw it up time and again, which
was a good game in itself, although how I got it down again I can’t remember now. Maybe it’s still
there. My ‘good cause’ was my sisters’ embroidery classes, where I turned a good profit by
going to the bazaar, buying fruit and selling it to the girls at three times the price. But I did give a
third of my money away.Looking back, I wince at some of the things I got up to, and at my
ingratitude to the family who loved and looked after me. When my sister Gilan persisted in
wearing my slippers, I caught a wasp and put it in one of them, stinging her foot – she never did it
again. But my lasting shame is my milk scam. One of my tasks in the winter was to go to a farm
on the outskirts of the town to buy milk. My father always counted out the exact money, but the
first time I went I only bought three-quarters and topped up the rest with water, keeping the
change for myself. When my father blithely shared this diluted milk with my sisters and me, I felt
deeply ashamed and never did it again.There were other schemes, however, which offered
better and more conscience-free possibilities. I started my first real business idea when I was
still only eleven, centred on a spinning factory in Kashan which supplied bales of yarn to the



carpet trade. Each bale was held together by four ropes, and the boys who worked in the offices
were entitled to two ropes per bale in lieu of wages. I hit on the idea of buying these ropes, which
had about fifty threads in them, and taking them home, where I carefully separated them into
groups of six or so threads. I then employed two young boys whose job it was to tie one end of
the threads together and, holding the end between their toes, twisting the threads round and
round with their hands. This formed a strong twine which I then waterproofed with candle wax
and sold as sewing thread to the shoemakers in the bazaar, who made all their shoes by hand. I
became well known for my product and soon found that demand outstripped supply. It was my
first venture into the thread business, the genesis, if you like, of my takeover, many years later, of
Coats Patons, the biggest producer of thread in the world. When I visited the factories in
Scotland I immediately recognised the embroidered ‘Anchor’ brand emblem used by my sisters
for their elaborate embroidery and remembered, with tears in my eyes, that homely scene in
Kashan.I found other opportunities in the most unlikely of places. For instance, we had to buy
our own writing-ink at school in Kashan, and somehow I discovered that if you put the skin of a
pomegranate in water to soak, added some rusty metal and sugar and left it for a while, the
liquid turned into a dark black substance which could be used to write with. My friend Sunni
Amirey and I developed this particular project with a view to saving ourselves money, but our ink
turned out to be good enough to sell to other people and we made a few pennies. Even at that
age, the entrepreneurial spirit stirred in me.Barely a day passed in Kashan when I did not have
an altercation with the Muslim boys on my way to school or coming home. The troublemakers
liked to pick on the Jewish boys and we were well used to it – and were ready for them. I was
small and slight, but I was fast and resourceful and I developed my own special response: I
carried fine sand in my pocket, which I threw at their eyes and then ran past them. I also had a
chain hidden round my waist which I could take out and whirl around to make them keep their
distance.On the whole, Jews didn’t look for fights and only fought back when they were attacked.
Even then we tried to avoid hitting back too hard for fear of reprisals – not unlike the situation in
which Israel finds itself today. One day my grandfather, who had grown up in much tougher
times, happened to be nearby when I was cornered by a Muslim boy. He cheered me on,
encouraging me to give back as good as I was getting, which somehow I managed to do, and
the boy retired hurt. My grandfather then said: ‘Don’t wait to get caught now, run off home!’ I did
as he advised, but later I asked him why he wanted to make me look like a coward. He taught me
another lesson that day: the better part of valour is discretion. The Muslim boy came back with
his bigger brothers and cousins, and if I had waited around I would have been badly beaten. My
brother still bears the bumps on his head from the stones thrown at him on the streets of
Kashan.One of the Muslim boys who used to beat us up was called Javad, whose nickname
was Shavid, which means ‘dill’, the herb, in Farsi. Many years later I was in Tehran paying a call
on the deputy Minister of Industry, Mr Bakhtiar, the cousin of Dr Shapour Bakhtiar, the last Prime
Minister of Iran under Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi. As we were coming out of his office to go
for lunch, I saw a fellow sitting in the waiting room and recognised him as Javad, who I hadn’t



seen since the days in Kashan. I asked him what he was doing there, and he said he had been
coming to the ministry for months trying, without success, to get a licence to import some
knitting machines.I asked Bakhtiar if he could help and it was done before lunch. Bakhtiar asked
me later whether Javad had been a close friend in our younger days. When I said no, he was just
a Muslim boy who threw stones at me, he was astonished.‘So why have you asked me to give
him his licence?’ he asked.‘Why not?’ I answered. ‘He probably would have expected me to
block him. But it gives me more pleasure to try to help someone than to take revenge.’Soon after
the Shah left Iran in January 1979, Bakhtiar lost office and fled to Paris (where he was
condemned to death in his absence) and then to Britain, where he got in touch again. He later
made a speech in which he related this incident, which he said had in some small way changed
his life, and that if only the Shah’s officials had learned the same lesson there might never have
been a revolution. As for Javad the stone-thrower, he became almost as great a nuisance to me
after this encounter as he had been when we were boys: for years afterwards, whenever he
needed something, he persisted in asking me for more help.Looking back after all this time,
there are other episodes which may say something about the formation of my character, for
good or ill. One concerns my good friends Isaac Jebreel, Mousa Khanzadeh and me. Our
fathers all had businesses in the same part of the town. In those days our favourite adventure
was to go to the beautiful gardens in the nearby village of Fin, which had natural springs, water
pools, lots of old oaks and tall cypresses. These gardens were originally built by Shah Abbas I
around 1620 and were fed from a spring on the hillside, which produces enough water pressure
to work the many fountains and circulating pools. After the gardens were damaged in the war
years, the government took them over and opened them to the public. For us Jews, living tightly
together in our dusty ghetto-like conditions, they were a paradise. We used to walk all the way
from Kashan, which took about an hour, but we never minded. Part of the pleasure was to be
able to boast about our exploits when we got back.In recent years I commissioned an artist to go
to Fin to paint the gardens for me and I have three marvellous watercolours which always
transport me back to the happy times I had there. I have remained in contact with the village and
in an effort to give something back to Fin for all the pleasure it has given me, I funded a library for
the residents in the 1970s. But nothing can ever repay the fun I had there.On one fateful
Saturday, when I was about eleven, we three boys planned to go to Fin on our own for a picnic.
Our fathers were firmly united against the idea, on the grounds that we might be picked on by
older Muslims and it was too dangerous for us. However, the three of us were determined that for
once in our lives we would risk their wrath – the picnic was that important to us. When my father
asked me not to go that Friday, I pretended to accept his decision, and said OK, if you give me a
certain sum of money I won’t go, and he agreed. Usually the night before a picnic we would go to
sleep very early in order to be up before the sun and have all day there, but that night I
deliberately stayed up late. Eventually we all went up to the roof to sleep, as was customary in
the hot season. My father, as always, was last up, locked the door behind him and went to sleep
with the key under his pillow.I had no intention of staying there all night, and I had been working



on plans to get back down, including the wild idea of leaping across, Indiana Jones-style, to the
roof next door. But I finally rejected that plan for something more subtle. I had taken one of my
baby sparrows up to the roof, and in the morning I woke very early and let the bird flutter down
into the courtyard. Then I woke my father. ‘Look,’ I shouted, ‘there’s a baby sparrow down there. I
must catch it quickly.’So he gave me the key, and I opened the door and locked him and my
sisters on the roof behind me. He realised what I was up to, and – I can still see his face now – he
looked down, smiled wryly, and shook his head in silent admiration. There was absolutely
nothing he could do, and I think the real truth was that he was secretly pleased I was smart
enough to outwit him. I found his coat and took the money he had promised me, collected the
picnic food from the cool basement, and went across to our neighbour Sarah’s house (whose
daughters now live in Israel and with whom I am still in touch). Here, in the traditional way, the
stew called cholent had been prepared on Friday night ready for lunch on the Sabbath. Eggs
had been left to cook slowly on top of the cloth that covered the stew, to be eaten for Saturday
breakfast as fire was not allowed on the Sabbath. I added the eggs to my picnic and everything
was ready.Then I heard Isaac shouting his head off, fighting with his father on the roof of their
house nearby. I told him to leap across to the house of his neighbour, whose door I knew how to
open with my fingers from the street. Isaac escaped from his father’s grip, jumped and came out
through the door, then we ran to meet Mousa in the square nearby. He was already there, calmly
resting on a bench outside the baker’s shop, having risen early and slipped quietly out through a
neighbour’s house. And so we went off to Fin, had a great time, splashed and swam and ran and
ate our picnic, with never a care for the consequences when we got home.There were none, at
least not for me. My father and sisters were so pleased to see me back safely that they forgave
everything, and there might even have been a glint of admiration in my father’s eye. I understand
now how indulgent they were towards me; I hope I was always loyal to them. But I wonder, too,
did my father think about that picnic, and how important it was to me, when he refused to give
me the money in Tehran two years later? If he wanted to make a point, and implant in me a
lasting ambition, he certainly succeeded.There were some other lessons I took from that trip: my
friend Mousa had managed his escape well, without fuss or argument, and that was how he later
lived his life, working hard and steadily, earning a decent if unspectacular living as a shopkeeper
in Manchester. Isaac, on the other hand, had hesitated that morning, and even after he
emigrated to Israel, where he still lives, I don’t think he ever found what he wanted. As for me, I
gave it a lot of thought beforehand, formed a plan to get round the obstacle of my father’s
opposition, thought on my feet, took some calculated risks and had a fall-back plan if the first
one failed – which is how, I guess, I have lived my life.

CHAPTER 3THE BAZAARMY LIFE IN Kashan came to an end when I was twelve. Family life
was changing: my sister Miriam got married and moved to Tehran with her new husband; my
father, after seven years of living on his own, remarried, and my new stepmother moved in to
take over the household, something I could not adjust to. Kashan, too, was different, with most



Jewish families leaving as the silk industry almost disappeared, killed off by man-made fibres,
and trade collapsed. The events of the Second World War had set in motion a seismic shift in the
history of the Jews, greater than anything since the destruction of the Temple, and its ripples
even spread to Kashan, ending the Jewish community there. In a few short years, that busy,
skilled, religious and hard-working community, which had been there for centuries, left the town,
and today there is no visible sign it ever existed. My family left with it.Many young men were now
emigrating to Israel but we still thought of ourselves as Iranians, celebrated Iranian national
holidays, and took pride in the history of Iran. I barely remember the war, which never directly
touched us, as it did those in the north near the Russian border, and we never had foreign
soldiers or tanks trundling through the streets of Kashan. Once a large military aircraft flew low
over the town, noisy and unfamiliar, and some of us went up to the roof to watch while others hid
in the basement. My grandmother simply continued eating her lunch, refusing to be put off by
this modern intrusion.But the war did change Iran. Even in Kashan its economic and social
impact was felt as the silk industry, on which the Jewish community was largely dependent,
closed, food prices spiralled and there were shortages of everything, including jobs. An aunt on
my father’s side had one of the few wireless sets in the town, a large box with lots of dials
powered by giant glass batteries and mysterious wires, and we sometimes gathered around it to
listen to news of the war with dread at the seemingly unstoppable march of the German Army
through neighbouring Russia. But it was all far away and on Friday nights, when the whole family
got together, the discussion was much more about the price of food and the number of
neighbours, friends and relatives leaving for Tehran than it was about military affairs. We admired
Reza Shah for his modernising ways and the freedom he had given the Jews, but we were aware
too – or at least the older generation was – that he had a blind spot for Hitler and was pro-
German. In 1941 he was forced to abdicate and died in Johannesburg a few years later. His son,
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, who I would later come to know well, was installed on the
throne.The world was still at war when we arrived in Tehran in 1944, and for me it meant a new
home and a new school in a very different city. There were many Jews there, over 100,000, with
more still arriving, but there was no tight Jewish community like the one I was used to, and
Muslims and Jews lived in the same street without apparent animosity. There were many poor,
uneducated Jews who, like us, had migrated from the small towns, but there were also many
Jewish professors, doctors, lawyers and even members of the government, who lived in big
houses in wealthy areas, drove their own cars and seemed perfectly assimilated into Iranian
life.My father sold the old house in Kashan to a Muslim family and bought a comfortable one in
Tehran. I remember a courtyard with trees and a fountain, an unimaginable luxury in Kashan,
where ironically we would have had more time to enjoy them. We took in a couple of tenants, not
because we needed the money but because in the overcrowded city there were Jews who
needed a home, and we had a spare room which my father felt should not go to waste.Where
Kashan had been a medieval but familiar town, Tehran was big, noisy, crowded and modern.
Many of the buildings were new, built in the 1920s and 1930s as the centrepiece of Reza Shah’s



great modernisation programme. The old city fortifications and citadel had been knocked down,
and big, wide avenues had been driven through the old part of the city, even dividing the Tehran
bazaar in two. All of this was accompanied by a huge increase in population: in the 1920s, when
Reza Shah embarked on his construction plans, Tehran was a medium-sized town. By the time
we arrived the population was half a million. When I left, five years later, it was a million; and
today it is more than ten million.Our new house never felt like home to me and I spent as much
time as I could away from it, either at school or exploring the bazaar, which was to become the
centre of my universe for the next four years. Compared to the bazaar in Kashan, which I always
thought of as large and mysterious, the Grand Bazaar of Tehran was like a city all to itself; an
enormous, noisy maze of shops and stalls selling everything under the sun. It was a major
marketplace, with miles and miles of covered alleys (six miles in fact), and different areas
specialising in copper, carpets, spices, precious metals and stones – and, of course, textiles. My
father set himself up as a sophisticated kind of moneylender, discounting bills and lending the
capital he had accumulated, living off the interest. He no longer had an office, and transacted
most of his business in a few hours in the bazaar, spending the rest of the time seeing friends
and family. He could have done a lot more, but, as I have said, he was not a money-minded
person and in Tehran he could afford to take things easier, which he did.I started at the local
Kourosh School, one of seven the AIU had set up in Tehran. After the friendly little Jewish school
in Kashan, I found it intimidating at first, but I soon settled in and rediscovered my old
entrepreneurial spirit. A Jewish boy from Esfahan called Yousef had a thriving little business
mending fountain pens for other students. Usually the nib was damaged or the rubber tube
which held the ink had sprung a leak. I discovered a way of repairing nibs by heating them in the
fire and then straightening them. To fix the ink cartridge, I melted rubber from an old bicycle inner
tube and spread it over the hole. I decided I could do it better than Yousef and I went into
competition with him, offering a lower price. But he in turn cut his prices, forcing me to become
cheaper still until it was barely profitable for either of us. I have long since learned that, although
competition is good for business, there are some markets where there is only room for a sole
supplier and if two competitors go head to head and engage in a price-cutting war, no one
makes any money. In later years I watched this happen again and again, and learned the hard
way that it is often more profitable to be the largest player in a niche market, where the margins
are better, than it is to be one of a number of competitors in a larger one – and goodness knows,
I have had plenty of experience of both.I thought about the pen business for some time until the
solution came to me. I took Yousef aside at break-time one day and proposed we enter into a
secret alliance, pool our resources and raise our prices, pretending we were still competing. He
immediately agreed and after that we used to get together at night-time and mend the pens –
easier with two people – and built quite a nice little cartel for ourselves. After that Yousef and I
became lifelong friends, keeping in touch through our careers, which went in very different
directions. He led a colourful life, at one stage falling foul of the Iranian authorities who put him in
prison. When the news reached me, I flew straight to Tehran and managed to get him out. He



later moved to Los Angeles and became a teacher of art, and I commissioned him to paint
portraits of my eldest son and daughter, which have pride of place in my home.I attended the
Kourosh School in Tehran for only a year before the episode of the picnic and my forced removal
to the bazaar, and I often wonder what might have happened had I stayed on at school. Many of
those who did went to university and emigrated to Europe or to the US, where they became
successful in one profession or another: doctors, lawyers, bankers, businessmen and even the
occasional artist. Maybe I was genetically programmed by generations of traders to become an
entrepreneur, but if fate had taken me in a different direction I think I’d like to have been a
barrister, studying complex legal issues and mastering my brief – and maybe even winning the
case with my clever arguments. That is what I’ve always been best at: finding answers, often
unlikely ones, to apparently intractable problems.* * *Fate, in the shape of my father, took me
into the bazaar that fateful Sunday morning to begin my apprenticeship with Eliyahoo Broukhim,
who was in partnership with two brothers called Mousa and Ebrahim. Unbeknownst to me, my
father did a deal with Broukhim to take me on as an apprentice, while he covered the cost of my
meagre wages, so my labour cost Broukhim nothing.The next morning I set out from home to
walk the short distance to my new place of employment. Unfortunately the street that led to the
bazaar was also the main route to my school and several of the boys happened to be going the
other way. Puzzled, they asked me why I wasn’t going to school. When I embarrassedly
explained I was finished with school and was working in the bazaar, I could see a look of disdain
on their faces. I felt deeply ashamed. After that, in order to avoid them, I rose very early in the
morning and was at the warehouse in the bazaar before anyone was even up, sitting outside with
the beggars and having to knock on the door of the Sarayeh Amir (which today would be the
equivalent of a shopping mall) to be allowed in. To save money, I sometimes didn’t catch the bus
but walked all the way.I never minded the work, however, and loved the bazaar. It was a lively
and competitive place, with Muslims, Jews and even a few Christians vying for a finite amount of
business. Even well-established shop owners or traders lived on the edge, and one mistake – as
I was to discover – could wipe them out overnight. Everybody sought to get an advantage,
however slender, and a reputation for honest trading and paying your creditors was vital. To
survive and prosper, a trader had to have something different: a lower price, better quality, a
prime site, access to capital, a good reputation, or a line of product no one else could get hold
of. Everybody haggled for even the smallest thing, a habit I picked up quickly and never lost. In
short, the Grand Bazaar of Tehran was a microcosm of the global world of business today, and I
was fortunate enough to have been exposed to it in my most formative years.After a few months
of working I decided I should be paid more but didn’t have the nerve to ask Broukhim for a raise,
even though I knew I was worth it. Eventually I asked my father if he would intervene, and to my
surprise he had a smile on his face, pleased rather than angry with me for approaching him. He
pondered the question and eventually said no, it would be much better if I asked Broukhim
directly, knowing that Broukhim would in turn come back to him for the extra. After a few days of
plucking up my courage, I confronted Broukhim, who told me he would think about it and let me



know. Of course, without me knowing, he went straight to my father and asked him to pay the
extra but my father replied: ‘Not only will I not pay any more, I am no longer prepared to pay you
anything at all. If you think he’s worth it, you pay him.’ And that’s what he did – at the increased
salary.But I didn’t stay long. After about six months I was approached by another textile
wholesaler called Eliahoo Setareh, who had watched me going about my business in the bazaar
and must have been impressed by my industry and diligence. He wanted me to work for him but
didn’t want to make an enemy of Broukhim, so he proposed that I should leave Broukhim, go to
work for another trader for a few weeks, and then join him. I agreed, and my father entered into a
two-year contract with Setareh on my behalf for a salary of 500 toman in the first year and 1,600
in the second, which is the equivalent of about £150 for two years’ work. I also got a new pair of
shoes each year. Even by the standards of the day it was not a lot of money, but I was living at
home, and at the age of fourteen my outgoings were modest. I was saving up for my own
business and was determined to be paid what I was worth.I had learned a lot from Broukhim and
was quickly able to get to grips with the Setareh business. Eliahoo was not there when I arrived
on my first day and I waited and waited. As we were closing up later that day, I asked for a key so
that I could let myself in if he was late and he refused. But when the same thing happened the
next morning, I said to his son, Davoud: ‘I want the key to the shop or I’m not coming tomorrow.
You arrive late every morning and I’m not going to sit outside waiting.’ Reluctantly he gave it to
me, and from then on, slowly, slowly, I effectively took charge of that business.I worked six days
a week, starting before the markets were open, finishing late in the evening, and always thinking,
thinking of what I could do to bring in more trade. I watched the other traders, seeing which ones
were doing well and which ones badly, trying to pick up lessons from them. I learned how to tell
the quality and value of a material just by the feel or even a quick glance, and I tried to
understand what colours sold better at different times of the year – and why. I was buying and
selling, seeking out new customers, even forging Setareh’s signature on cheques, with his
knowledge. Our regular customers were mostly small shopkeepers and traders from out of town,
who travelled by camel or bus every month to the market in Tehran to stock up. I learned to look
for customers outside the established circles of textile traders, where I could get better prices,
and I built up a profitable trade with the local army store and with an Armenian club which
bought textile goods to sell to its members. And, periodically, I asked for more wages, which
Setareh reluctantly agreed to.But somehow I could never please him, even though his business
was prospering on the back of my efforts – as everyone around us could see. If I bought
something for 100 and sold it for 120 he would complain I had sold it too cheaply. If the next
customer would only offer me 115 and wouldn’t pay more, I would sell it and ignore him, making
only a small profit but keeping the business ticking over. When he did the books at night he
would begin shouting at me, but I just took it, knowing I was right, and that I was earning my
wages many times over. I refused to be a yes-man, and often went against him, making it clear to
him that if he didn’t like the way I operated, then too bad. I was loyal, but if I felt my way was
better than his, I went ahead and did it – as I have done all my life.I noticed after a while that he



had become quite dependent on me, and on my judgement. If a broker or merchant brought in
something for us to buy he would make sure I saw it first, realising that if I didn’t like it the goods
would probably not sell. He could probably also see that I approached his business as if it were
my own, treating customers and suppliers as if I were the owner and my own money was at
stake. I was ambitious and interested in earning more, but I always put the interests of the
business first, making sure the customers were satisfied and the shop always looked its best.
Years later, when I was running very large businesses, I tried to implant a culture of ownership
among the managers, which I found far more effective than the more rigid systems they were
used to.Setareh’s workplace in the bazaar was open on one side to an uncovered area that
could be freezing in the middle of winter, which can be very cold in Tehran. I remember one day,
when I was about fifteen, there was an icy wind and it was snowing heavily. We had only a pot of
charcoal to warm our hands over and, for whatever reason, I just could not get the fire going. In
my misery, and almost in despair, I turned to my colleague, Joseph Broukhim, who was huddling
beside me against the cold, and said: ‘Doesn’t God know that we have no windows, no heating
and a fire that will not light – and it is snowing heavily outside?’He paused for a few minutes and
then turned to me and asked: ‘Where is your boss right now?’ I replied that he was at home of
course.‘And where at home?’ he asked. I replied that he was probably in his warm sitting room
with his wife next to him.He paused again, looked out at the snow, which was still falling steadily,
and then said softly: ‘He is also watching the snow through his window – and every snowflake
that falls is like a piece of diamond coming down from the sky. God cannot please you and him.’
It is an old Persian saying, meaning that snowflakes and diamonds are both crystals and you
can either see them as beautiful and valuable, or as something cold and wet. All my life, when I
am happy or sad, I think of that moment and of Broukhim’s wisdom.After six months I told
Setareh that I was very sorry but I was not prepared to accept the miserable wage he was
paying me any longer. He tried to hold me to the agreement my father had signed but I replied
that I had never signed it, and my father had had no right to sign on my behalf. Reluctantly he
gave way and over a period doubled my wage, but as the business thrived owing to my efforts, I
kept going back to him every few months until, by the time I was sixteen, I was earning the
highest wages in the bazaar.Around this time I began to develop my own business, not always
fruitfully. In a side venture with Joseph Broukhim, the younger brother of my old boss and my
senior in Setareh’s office, I used every penny of my savings to buy a batch of the black crêpe
material which was used to make the chador, the garment Muslim and Jewish women alike wore
to cover their bodies (it is originally a Persian word meaning ‘cloak’). Some Muslim women also
wore the veil, but Reza Shah had banned it (in the old days Islamic clerics had prevented Jews
from wearing the veil so that they could be told apart on the street). We bought a large quantity
of the material but, having nowhere to store it, we left it outside where it was ruined in a rain-
storm, taking all my money with it. This was bad enough, but to make it worse it happened a few
weeks before Pesah (Passover) when it was traditional to buy new clothes for the festival. I had
no money to buy anything and I did not even contemplate asking my father, although he would



probably have been happy to help. But then I had a stroke of luck. I was in the bazaar early one
morning when a stranger came in and, as I was the only one open, he bought some goods from
me. He had some big orders to fulfil, but I quickly realised he didn’t know what he was doing and
offered to help him get good prices around the bazaar if he gave me a commission. That man
saved the day: I earned enough out of that one customer to buy the material for a new suit and I
still remember the maker of that material – Silka. When Pesach came, I was as smart as anyone
else.But the disaster of the crêpe made me pause to think about what I was doing, and
prompted me to look in new directions. Setareh had taught me all he knew and I was tired of
working for other people. By nature I was fiercely independent and not suited to working for other
people – which, after I left Setareh, I never did again. When I told him I was leaving, he turned
nasty and went to my family to try to pressure me into staying. It didn’t work.I was sixteen and a
half when I struck off on my own, renting a small shop in the bazaar in partnership with a cousin.
The loss of my savings meant I had to borrow money to finance it, but I now had a good name
and I was able to scrape it together. Nobody knew I had lost all my savings, not even my father. I
was too proud to borrow from him, but in his roundabout way he let me know that he wanted to
help: one day he handed me a wad of money, asking me to keep it for him because he did not
need it for the time being. A few days later I returned it to him, claiming I had no room in my safe
for it.My new business prospered from the beginning. I chose the area I knew most about, textile
wholesaling, and if I had worked hard before, I worked even harder now, putting in long, long
hours. I seldom played sports, never went out with my friends except on the Sabbath, which I
religiously observed, and sacrificed a great deal in pursuit of my goal. At night I lay awake for
hours, meticulously going through the details of the day, worrying about what I must do
tomorrow, always asking myself how I could do it better. I had developed my own style of
working, based on common sense and experience: building good relationships with customers,
offering value, paying my creditors on time, always looking for new customers outside the
traditional ones, and finding new lines to give me an edge over the other traders.I remember one
particular episode from this period: a consignment of sheeting with a snake-mark brand, which
three of us dealt in, was imported from India. It sold so well that very quickly I was down to my
last bale and one of the other traders had sold out completely. But the third – let’s call him
Youseff because he is still alive and would be most embarrassed by this story – still had eight
bales left. I enquired through a broker how much Youseff would sell for, but he named a price
which was so high I couldn’t see how I could make anything out of it. So I got hold of another
broker and told him I was about to receive twenty bales of this particular sheeting, and
suggested he offer it to Youseff at a price well below what Youseff had tried to sell it to me at. I
told the broker that on no account could he disclose that I was the seller. Youseff, of course, was
delighted to buy the sheeting at such a reasonable price and terms were agreed.The next day I
went to Youseff and made him an offer for his eight bales at a price which showed him a good
profit on his original purchase and was 15 per cent more than he had agreed to pay for my
(imaginary) twenty bales. I paid for them, took delivery two days later, and then called the broker



to say I was very sorry but I had been let down by the Indian supplier and the deal was off. So I
became the only person in the bazaar with this particular brand, and was able to increase my
profit margins substantially and do very well out of it. I was seventeen and a half at the time.I am
very proud of this nine-month period of my life, my last in Iran, when I built my own successful
business largely through hard work and ingenuity, competing with my former bosses and with
the big boys who had been in the business for fifty or more years. But now the momentous
events that were happening in the world intruded into my life, and I could no longer ignore
them.All around me in the bazaar and in the synagogue on Saturdays, young Jewish men my
age were passionately arguing the case for Zionism, urging people to go to Israel and help
defend it from its hostile neighbours. Jews had been emigrating from Iran from long before I was
born, but with the creation of the State of Israel it had become a deluge. Some 50,000 Jews had
left Iran in the last few years, and friends, neighbours and cousins were emigrating every week.
The whole of the Middle East was in turmoil and the entire Jewish population of North Africa and
the Middle East, from Morocco to Iraq, was on the march. I had never been a Zionist but, like
most Jews, the Holy Land and Jerusalem occupied a very special place in my heart and prayers.
We had been deeply shocked and moved by the horrors of the Holocaust, and now we were
overjoyed when, in 1948, the UN gave Israel its mandate and the new state came into existence.
But I was never tempted to go there – I was too young to volunteer for the 1948 war, and by my
late teens I was more interested in Manchester.* * *The events set in motion by the creation of
the State of Israel, combined with economic hard times in the regions, became more and more
visible on the streets of Tehran. Jews were fleeing every Muslim country around us, and only
Iran, the sole non-Arab country in the region, remained on friendly terms with the new state.
Israel in turn viewed Iran as a potential ally, a non-Arab country on the edge of the Arab world, or
what Ben-Gurion, Prime Minister of Israel, called an ‘alliance on the periphery’. That relationship,
alas, ended with the departure of the Shah in 1979. Sometimes I wonder what kind of country
Iran would be today if the relationship with Israel could have been maintained and the Jews had
stayed.My Uncle Sam, my mother’s brother, was involved in an organisation helping the
thousands of Jews who had crossed over from Iraq, organising food and accommodation for the
refugees, and he drafted me in to assist. The Shah ruled that every Jewish refugee should be
given a temporary visa and an Iranian passport, if necessary; an enormously humane gesture in
an inhuman time when even the British set their faces – and their forces – against the Jews
entering Israel. They turned up in busloads with their bundles and meagre possessions. I was
one of the volunteers who met the Jews who came over from Baghdad, where there was one of
the biggest populations of Jews in the Middle East – and I took some of them to the synagogues
in Tehran where they could be housed for a few days. When we ran out of space they had to
sleep in the cemetery on top of the graves.Some of these people who fled the Arab countries
stayed on in Iran and contributed greatly to the economy before having to leave again in 1979
after the Shah departed. Many have since become hugely successful around the world, and
must have created hundreds of thousands of jobs. I still retain contact with a few that I met in



those turbulent days in Tehran, all of whom remain grateful to Iran for the refuge it gave them,
and to the late Shah.* * *All this time I was still living at home but I found it uncomfortable, and I
tried to avoid my stepmother, speaking to her as little as possible – indeed, we had barely
spoken for years before we met at my father’s hospital deathbed. I realised then how much she
had cared for him and I felt ashamed of the way I had behaved towards her. She was actually a
wonderful wife to him and to this day is the head of the family. When she asks to see me, I drop
everything and go.Looking back, I can only justify my attitude by blaming it on the fact that I was
still a teenager, going through my own development problems and worries, and angry at the loss
of my own mother and my missed years of childhood. I ate at home only on Friday nights, as
Jewish custom dictated, and I even took care of my own laundry, using the public baths. I
sometimes talked about business with my father, and if he heard something in the market that
might be of interest to me, he would pass it on, but our relationship had become distant. I was
still respectful, of course, and stood up when he came into the room, as I did for the rest of his
life. I do it today when anyone comes to see me in the office or at home – it is a common
courtesy I learned as a boy and never forgot. In my book, by respecting your elders, you respect
your own parents.I was also beginning to find my business in the bazaar frustrating and
unchallenging. Lying in bed at night, I thought about how I could gain an advantage in the Tehran
market by buying goods direct from Manchester, rather than through an importer as everyone
else did. As the weeks and months wore on, I became increasingly restless and my thoughts
turned to leaving Tehran. Walking around the bazaar and looking at the goods on sale, I could
see that Manchester textile manufacturers, good as they were at making things, could do a lot
better if they knew what the market actually wanted. They were beginning to lose ground to
American and Far Eastern textiles and I felt there might just be an opening for a young ‘bazari’
with a foot in both England and Iran. My Uncle Jeff had by now been followed to Manchester by
his four remaining brothers, and even my grandmother had left. I decided to join them.My
decision was also partly prompted by the fact that my father was trying to find a wife for me.
Although I can accept now that he was only thinking of my comfort and wellbeing, when I
learned he had been talking to my sisters about it and was already planning to build more rooms
onto the house to accommodate my new family, I was indignant. I had never taken a penny off
him, was making a success of my own business, and I felt I should be allowed to choose my own
wife, and, in time, my own house. So when he asked me – through one of my sisters, rather than
directly – if I would agree that he could look for a suitable girl for me to become engaged to, I
said no. My own plans were now moving forward rapidly.Finally, in the summer of 1950, I had
enough money to pay for a ticket to England with a bit left over. That, however, was only the first
hurdle. The bigger one was to get a passport, not easy in those days, particularly as, at
seventeen, I was approaching the age when I would have to do my military service. Fortunately,
one of my former customers at the army store now worked at police headquarters and I went to
him and asked for his help. ‘Why don’t you go to Palestine?’ he asked me. I replied that I
preferred to go to England ‘just to have a look’ and maybe buy some goods to send back to Iran.



It could have taken a few months but he arranged a passport in two days.The next stage was to
get a British visa, which proved to be tougher. I got my application form and filled it in, but I was
so nervous that I walked backwards and forwards in front of the imposing gates of the British
embassy three or four times before I plucked up the courage to enter the building. I was taken
into a room where a man began asking me questions in English, which of course I couldn’t
answer. I knew only a few words of English, which I had learned from an Armenian teacher. So
they asked me, in Farsi, why I wanted to go to England, how I was going to live there and who
would look after me. I had given my Uncle Jeff as my sponsor, but they were far from satisfied
with that. What if my uncle wouldn’t keep me? If I intended to work – which I did, of course – I
had to have a work permit, which they indicated was basically off limits. When I told them I
intended to study English, which to an extent was true, they were distinctly unimpressed, clearly
not believing me.Finally, they agreed to give me a short-term visitor’s visa, but they demanded
proof that I had enough money to keep myself for a year. How much was that? When they said
£500, I nearly fainted. The proceeds from winding up my business barely covered the cost of my
ticket and I went back to the bazaar nearly in despair. My father would have given me the money
but I hadn’t yet told him I was leaving and, even then, desperate as I was, I would not ask him.
Instead I sought out my friend Joseph Broukhim, my partner in the crêpe business, and
explained my situation, adding that I didn’t actually need to have the money in cash – I just had
to prove that it was available. To his eternal credit, he took me to his bank manager who gave me
a letter of credit, attaching it to my new passport, and I went back and finally got my visa – but
only to study, not to work. The first thing I did when I got to England was to send that letter back
to Joseph and I never used a penny of the money. He now lives in California and we are still in
touch. I am most grateful to him for all his help.I kept my plans a secret until four days before I
was due to leave. Then I had to do everything in a fearful rush, working frantically in the bazaar
all week, finishing off all the outstanding tasks and liquidating what I could for cash. I had no time
even to pack my own cases, so my cousin Amir, who was also my best friend, collected my new
suits from the tailor (one of which was black, perfect for evening wear), packed my case and
sent the whole thing off to customs ahead of me, which was usual then. After paying for
everything, I was left with the grand sum of £14.I was due to fly on Sunday, and on Wednesday
night I finally went into my father’s bedroom to tell him I was leaving home. Just a couple of
weeks before he had been arranging to have me married and now I could see he didn’t believe
me. He didn’t even ask me where I was going, just said: ‘Go to bed, we’ll talk about that in the
morning.’ But I overheard my stepmother telling him: ‘If he says he’s going, he’s going. You must
know him well enough to know that.’The next morning we finally talked and I repeated that I was
leaving Tehran, had settled my affairs, had a ticket, a passport and a visa and I was off on
Sunday. When at last he asked me where I was going, I told him Manchester, to join my uncles.
And that was that. I spent the next two days saying my goodbyes in the bazaar and on Saturday
night my sisters cried helplessly, begging me not to go. On Sunday my family and friends
accompanied me to the airport and, amid many tears – some of them from me – I boarded the



KLM flight, looking around me in wonder at this strange monster that could take to the skies. The
flight to London would take more than two days.I kept a record of every moment of that flight,
which I still have, and reading it again as I write this makes me weep – as I wept for much of the
time on that plane. I had equipped myself with a pencil and paper and, although no great writer, I
am amazed now at my own eloquence, and at the anguish, loneliness and heart-searching that
poured out of me on that flight and which I put down on paper. I wrote in Farsi as if it were a letter
to my family, which I knew I would never send, but which was really a letter to myself. I even
signed it ‘Mr Davoud Esq’.I started off very homesick, writing: ‘I am getting farther away from you
every minute, however my heart is getting closer. You mustn’t think I won’t return again – I’ll come
back at least once a month, even if it is only for lunch. If you’ll be good kids, I’ll come back.’ I
thought about my time in the bazaar and of my family and that made me angry: ‘You cruel nasty
people – what have I done to you that you send me so far away to this place suspended between
the sky and the earth?’ But I missed them and my young heart was breaking.I began another
letter, more cheerfully, to Amir, trying to describe the scary bouncing of the plane, the amazing
views out the window and the antics of a newly married couple in the seats opposite who
fascinated – and shocked – me with the openness of their passionate kissing and caressing. ‘I
would like you be here with me to watch this couple,’ I wrote to Amir. ‘They are busy flirting with
each other but can’t care less about anything.’ Then I added: ‘I wrote about the couple to forget
about myself but I swear I am unable to write any more and the tears are rolling down my face.
Farewell, please forgive me for everything.’We landed in Istanbul where, when someone offered
me tea and milk in English, I was so angry with myself for not speaking any languages that
eventually I started laughing. Back aboard the plane I was overcome by the amount of food that
kept arriving – every couple of hours the pretty hostesses came around with another tray. To my
astonishment I could drink as much beer as I wanted for free – I was not a beer drinker but I had
two glasses – and we were even offered cigars. I was determined to get used to the strange food
but I couldn’t work out what it was. ‘I do not recall any day like today when I sat so comfortably
and they put different kinds of foods in front of me, foods that I have never seen or eaten before.’
At one stage, I wrote to Amir, I was sure I had eaten some nonkosher food, but in my strange
mood I didn’t care.By the time we reached Rome I had become friends with the romantic couple.
But when one of the other passengers, a Mr Khosravani, asked me why I hadn’t studied to be
educated, I was deeply ashamed. ‘I dropped my head down,’ I wrote to Amir, ‘and answered,
“because I was unfortunate.” You must study and learn languages.’ At Munich I was awestruck by
the extent of the lights at night, but when I got out of the plane it was so cold that I hastily got
back in again. It was even colder in Amsterdam where I stayed overnight.And then it was the last
leg of the flight – I was on my way to London and eventually, by train, to Manchester.

a bazaar life the autobiography of david alliance, autobiography of david livingstone, a bazaar
life david alliance pdf, a bazaar life, harpers bazaar a day in the life, harpers bazaar a
fashionable life, what is the definition of a bazaar, a spice bazaar, a little bazaar, a bazar



varanasi, a bazaar meaning, a market or bazaar, za a bazaar, a bazaar is a, what is a bazaar in
pakistan, a bazaar wiki, a bazaar or shop, a bazaar or market, a song from bazaar, download a
bazaar, a synonym for bazaar, what is a bazaar sale, a bazaar between time, what is a bazaar
market



Fred Bloggs, “Inspiring!. Disclosure, I am Davoud's cousin. I will try to be as objective as
possible.This has to be one of the most amazing rags to riches stories ever. A Persian Jew who
came to England when he was 18 with nothing. He couldn't speak English. He was homeless,
living outdoors under cinema steps. He was even peed on by a drunk while he was sleeping. He
suffered and still suffers from terrible clinical depression for which he had electric shock
treatment. Now he sits in the House of Lords. He is a friend of kings, presidents, and prime
ministers. Thoroughly inspiring. I would recommend this book for every aspiring and actual
entrepreneur. It should be on every business school's must read list.One more thing. In our very
large extended family, when there's a problem, the first words that anyone says are "Call
Davoud." Why? Because we know he can help and he does help. He is always helping people.
He never says no. Thank you Davoud.I recommend this book to everyone.”

Chris K Asadoorian, “Great people, strong family bonds and great sense of .... I'm from Iran and
am familiar with many Jewish clothing merchants in bazar. Great people, strong family bonds
and great sense of humor. It sounds very real story.Handling of the order was excellent. Am very
happy.Thank you.”

JT, “Five Stars. Great great book, very interesting, motivating and educational. What an amazing
life he lived.”

Denise Shophet, “a pleasure to read. Amazing autobiography. He makes us realize that with
determination you can aim for the sky”

Music Lover, “excellent book. what a life and a must read .... excellent book. what a life and a
must read for anyone who drives to do great things from any background but certainly from a
poor and traumatic upbringing.”

Yehuda Doron, “Must read. Long. Book but worth the timeIn business and in personal lifeGreat
wisdom in all levelsGod be with you David.”

Mira, “A fascinating and unbelieveable story. A small boy from Kashan, a small town in iran,
finally reshape UK textile industry under his umbrella. It is my honour to know this and will tell to
everyone.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Five Stars. congratulations on a life filled with fantastic achievements. I
now wish you peace and happiness in your life.”

Sean Hamil, “and frequent good humour. His obvious affection for his adopted country. If you



have any interest in the industrial and social history of Britain and the reasons why UK
manufacturing went into spectacular decline in the post-war period you should read this book.
Sir David Alliance tells the story of the consolidation of the UK textile industry with insight and
empathy - there are many lessons to be learned by today's business decision-makers from his
analysis and experience. In contrast to many business autobiographies, he also tells the story of
his own personal journey, beginning as an immigrant from Iran to Britain in the 1950s to hugely
successful businessman and public figure, with humility, honesty, and frequent good humour.
His obvious affection for his adopted country, and in particular Manchester and Lancashire,
shines through. A thought-provoking read.”

R Moravej-Hosseini, “A truly remarkable man. This is the story of a truly remarkable man who
gives a new dimension to the words: "Hard Work". A must read for all those who wish to find out
how to become successful. I had the oppurtunity to meet this great man when I was reading
Textiles at UMIST (now Manchester University), when I was only 19 and then had lunch with him
with together with the head of department. I was later on invited to meet him in his Savile Row
office in London. I am honoured to have gotten to know him, and after reading this book, I have
even more respect for him. Altogether a great read, highly recommended.”

Sudeep Brar, “Highly recommended. Excellently written. Amusing, informative, interesting and a
real eye opener. Captivates your mind and hard to put down.”

Jeremy Jacobs, “An inspiring life story.. David Alliance's story is both inspiring and motivating. A
very well written book which flows nicely throughout. His life's achievements should make him
and his family very proud. His role in helping the Ethiopian Jews was particularly moving.”

H S - CHS, “Brilliant and powerful!. Brilliant and powerful every step of the way! Throughout the
book you get the feeling that a tireless voice is talking - even when he tells of his struggle with
depression. As an entrepreneur I found the book very useful, in particular, the ending where he
sums up his guiding principles.”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 50 people have provided feedback.
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