Searching for Roots

 March 20, 2008

Jessica Meyers went in search of people…in search of their roots. 

[Children singing Iranian National Anthem and bells] (:05)

IT’S SATURDAY MORNING AND DOWNTOWN OAKLAND IS DESERTED…EXCEPT FOR A CLUSTER OF SLEEPY-EYED BOYS AND HEADSQUARVED GIRLS HUSTLING INTO WHAT LOOKS LIKE AN OLD CATHOLIC CHURCH. (:12)

[Farsi lesson and racket of children—“use your inside voices, he did it”] (:05)

 THE ISLAMIC CULTURAL CENTER SERVES MORE THAN 60 IRANIAN AMERICAN CHILDREN FROM AS FAR AWAY AS SANTA ROSA AND PALO ALTO. SOME TRAVEL OVER AN HOUR TO LEARN FARSI AND STUDY THE QURAN. (:10)

SABA: “My name is Saba. I’m 9.  My parents wanted me to learn Farsi and I wanted to learn more Farsi so we found an Iranian school and they put me here. It feels special to me because that’s where my ancestors came from.” (:16)

FOR THE PAST 13 YEARS, THE CENTER’S ANDEESHEH [anDeeeshay] SCHOOL HAS OFFERED SATURDAY CLASSES TO CHILDREN FROM KINDERGARDEN THROUGH SIXTH GRADE. THE SCHOOL IS ACTUALLY SEVERAL SMALL CLASSROOMS WITH CRAYON-SCRIBBLED DRAWINGS AND GLOSSY PICTURES OF TEHRAN ON THE WALLS. FOR MANY OF THESE CHILDREN, THE WEEKEND CLASSES ARE NOT OPTIONAL. (:18)

SHOBEIR: “Why do the youth come here? So, one reason is their parents force them. [Laughs]” (:03)

  SHOBEIR SHOBEIRI [showbear showbeeri] IS A 27-YEAR OLD TECH ANALYST IN SILICON VALLEY. HE’S A FORMER STUDENT WHO ADMITS HE HAD TO BE DRAGGED OUT OF BED FOR SATURDAY LESSONS. (:08)

SHOBEIR: “Now why I come, because I feel like this is a part of me.  I don’t know about the whole traditions and instilling a lot of the old aspects, I’m very now, contemporary. What can I do to help the community in Oakland, and kind of have a good face for ourselves? Especially now in the face of, “Ohh, Islam, Muslims, Irananians and axis of evil. (:21)

SECOND GENERATION IRANIANS ARE DEALING WITH A SET OF QUESTIONS THEIR PARENTS NEVER FACED. THEIR PEERS KNOW ABOUT HEADSQUARFS AND HAVE HEARD OF PRESIDENT AHMENIJHAD [ahhmenijad]. GROWING UP IN A POST 9/11 WORLD, WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE BOTH MUSLIM AND IRANIAN?  (:13)

[Traditional Farsi song-“Attash dar Neyestan” by Shahram Nazeri] (:10)  

KIMIA KHAOTOAMI: “People were asking questions and I didn’t know the answer to it. I was only in forth grade. And then when they said, “Ok, what does it mean to be a Muslim?” and I said, to tell you the truth, I’m not educated in that area; I know I’m a Muslim but not a practicing one.  (:15)

KIMIA KHAOTOAMI [kimea katomi], IS A TALKATIVE FIFTEEN YEAR OLD WHO WEARS A HEADSQARF AT THE CENTER OUT OF RESPECT. SHE RECENTLY FINISHED THE FARSI PROGAM AND NOW VOLUNTEERS AND TAKES ARABIC LESSONS HERE. KHAOTOAMI REPRESENTS A TREND AMONG THE 100,000 IRANIAN AMERICANS IN THE BAY AREA. RATHER THAN CLASP HER AMERICAN IDENTITY AS A DEFENSE TO THE ONGOING TENSIONS BETWEEN THE U.S. AND IRAN, SHE HAS TURNED TO THE ANDEESHEH SCHOOL TO FIND HER ROOTS. (: 22)

KIMIA: “One of the questions is when you go back to Iran, do they ever keep you there or not let you come back?’ All these not true questions, kind of stereotypes maybe. Ever since coming here, it gave me knowledge toward my culture, my religion. Now when people ask me I know exactly how to answer them. (:25) 

 [Students speak in Farsi, can hear the word ‘substitute teacher,’ buzz of school.] (:05)

SHOBEIRI, WHO RETURNED TO START A YOUTH GROUP, SAYS THIS GENERATION SRUGGLES FOR BALANCE. WHILE IRANIAN AMERICANS SEARCH FOR ANSWERS TO A LOST PAST, THEY MUST ALSO FIND THEIR PLACE IN THE PRESENT. (:11)

SHOBEIRI: “You don’t want that duel conflict but it happens just because. So the slippery slope is one side of the group says you have to have the Iranian side, the Iranianess, and the other extreme side says I am totally American. And there are only a few in the middle that are moderate and say I can handle both cultures.” (:22)

[Farsi song again.] 

FOR NORTHGATE RADIO, THIS IS JESSICA MEYERS. (:03) 

[Song finishes.] (:05)

[TRT: 3:49 but music goes until 4:13]

