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​Part 1 Origins

​

​1901 The Concession
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The Shah's palace smelled of rosewater and opium. Kitabgi Khan paused at the threshold, adjusting his coat as two eunuchs pushed open the heavy doors. Inside, ministers clustered like hyenas around a dying lion; laughing, calculating, waiting.

Mozaffar ad-Din Shah reclined on a mound of cushions, his beard oiled, his eyes half-closed. Behind him, the harem doors were ajar; silk rustled, laughter drifted from near naked concubines, a reminder of the expenses that had hollowed out the Persian treasury.

“Kitabgi Khan,” the Shah said, lifting a jeweled hand. “You return from Europe. Tell me — do they still adore our carpets?”

“They adore whatever they can sell, Your Majesty,” Kitabgi replied, bowing. “And they adore wealth most of all.”

The Shah chuckled, but the sound was thin.“Come closer,” he said. “My ministers tell me you bring an opportunity.”

Kitabgi stepped forward. Three ministers leaned in, their robes brushing the marble floor. He recognized them:Samsam al-Saltaneh, who never refused a bribe, Ala al-Dawla, whose loyalty always drifted towards the highest bidder, and Mushir al-Mulk, who pretended to be honest but kept two sets of books, one for the Shah, one for himself.

Kitabgi smiled politely. “Your Majesty, there is a man in London. A wealthy man, ambitious, who is capable of providing the funds Persia urgently needs.”

”The Shah’s eyes sharpened.“Funds,” he repeated. “What funds? How much?”

Samsam al-Saltaneh cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should hear the details first.”

The Shah waved him off. “Details are for accountants. I need money.”

Kitabgi kept his voice calm. “William Knox D’Arcy is a multimillionaire Your Majesty. He seeks a concession — exclusive rights to explore for oil.”

Ala al-Dawla snorted. “Oil? We have carpets, pistachios, and poets. Oil is filth.”

Kitabgi turned to him. “It is, but if Persia has oil buried beneath its soil, the British have a use for it. Of course there might not be, but Mr. D’Arcy is willing to invest his vast resources to find out.”

The Shah leaned forward. “And what does this D’Arcy offer?”

“Twenty thousand pounds in cash,” Kitabgi said. “Another twenty thousand in shares. And sixteen percent of net profits.”

Mushir al-Mulk raised an eyebrow. “Sixteen percent? That is modest.”

Kitabgi met his gaze. “Sixteen percent of something is better than one hundred percent of nothing.”

The Shah nodded slowly. “Yes. Yes. But tell me — why does this Englishman not come himself?”

Kitabgi hesitated for a moment. “He is not well enough to travel, Your Majesty, and sends his humble apologies. He has entrusted me to carry his messages.”

The Shah laughed. “Ah trust. That can be a dangerous sentiment”

Samsam al-Saltaneh leaned closer to Kitabgi, whispering, “What of the Russians? They will not like this.”

Kitabgi whispered back, “We will exclude the northern provinces. The Russians will stay quiet.”

Ala al-Dawla smirked. “And what of us? Do we stay quiet?”

Kitabgi reached into his coat and gently shook a small pouch. Gold coins clinked softly.“I believe,” he said, “that silence can be arranged.”

Ala al-Dawla’s eyes gleamed. “For me as well?”

Kitabgi nodded. “For all who help Persia secure her future.”

Mushir al-Mulk coughed delicately. “And perhaps a larger arrangement for those who ensure the Shah signs quickly.”

Kitabgi’s smile did not falter. “Naturally.”

The Shah watched the exchange with mild amusement. “My ministers are like children,” he said. “Always hungry, always wanting more.”

Kitabgi bowed. “Hungry ministers are useful, Your Majesty. They work fast for you.”

The Shah sighed, rubbing his temples. “Kitabgi Khan, I am tired. The treasury is empty. The bankers demand repayment. The British demand favors. My people demand miracles. And my wives...” He gestured vaguely toward the harem. “They demand everything.”

Kitabgi, who knew he had over a hundred of them in his Harem, stepped closer. “Your Majesty, this concession will buy you time. Months without a doubt. Perhaps years. Time enough to breathe.”

The Shah looked at him, eyes suddenly sharp. “Bring me the papers.”

Later that night, in a smaller chamber lit by a single lamp, the Shah sat at a low table. The ministers hovered behind him, each one already imagining how to spend his bribe. Kitabgi placed the concession agreement before the Shah.“Your Majesty,” he said softly, “this is the future.”

The Shah dipped the pen in ink. “The future,” he murmured. “I sell the future to pay for the present.” He signed and pressed his seal into the paper leaving his unique unmistakable impression. Samsam al-Saltaneh exhaled in relief. In a few moments he would be rich. 

“It is done.”Ala al-Dawla said as he pocketed his pouch. “May God bless Persia.”

Mushir al-Mulk whispered, “And may He bless Mr. D’Arcy.”

The Shah looked up at Kitabgi.“Tell your Englishman,” he said, “that Persia has given him her earth. Let him dig. Let him find what lies beneath. I will take my share now.”

Kitabgi bowed deeply. Inside, he wondered whether Persia had just been saved or sold.

Kitabgi wrote his report to D’Arcy at dawn, seated at a small desk in his Tehran residence. The city outside was waking. He could hear merchants shouting, donkeys braying, the distant call to prayer echoing through the alleys.He dipped his pen in ink.

Stanmore Hall, London

To Mr. William Knox D’Arcy 

He began. “Sir, the contract has been exchanged. The Shah is relieved — visibly so. He believes this money will buy him time. Your agent, Marriott, prepared the ground admirably, and Hardinge applied pressure where needed. I distributed funds to ensure cooperation among the Shah’s ministers. They will not interfere.” He hesitated, then added:“However, I must warn you: Persia is not a quiet land. The tribes in the southwest — Bakhtiari, Qashqai, and others — will not welcome foreign drillers. They consider the land theirs. They consider the oil theirs. They will resist.” 

He signed the letter.“Your obedient servant,

Antoine Kitabgi Khan.”

He sealed it, handed it to his courier, and watched as the man rode off toward the British legation.Kitabgi exhaled. His work was done.



​Terms Of Oil

Mohammad Mossadegh sat alone in the public gallery, his hands resting lightly on the polished oak rail that overlooked the debating chamber of the League of Nations.

Below him, representatives of more than fifty nations shuffled into their seats beneath the vast vaulted ceiling. Their conversations were hushed. Secretaries shuffled papers, translators arranged their headsets, and diplomats exchanged polite smiles with men they might oppose only minutes later.

To most, it was just another international conference. To Mossadegh, it was the day Persia would discover whether justice and law were truly the same thing.

The Assembly Hall was magnificent. Pale stone columns framed the chamber, warm oak panelling softened the  enormous walls, and high windows allowed the weak autumn sunlight to spill across rows of polished desks. Above the President's chair hung the flags of the member nations. Carved into the stone entrance were the words: Peace Through Law. 

Mossadegh found himself wondering if those words meant the same thing to powerful nations as they did to weaker ones.

The sharp crack of a gavel silenced the room. "The Council will now hear the dispute brought before the League by the Imperial Government of Persia concerning the concession granted to Mr William Knox D'Arcy and now administered by the Anglo-Persian Oil Company."

Every eye turned towards the Persian delegation. Abdolhossein Teymourtash rose slowly. He was a tall, immaculately dressed and outwardly composed man, and far more than Reza Shah's Court Minister. For two years he had negotiated with the British, pleading, arguing and compromising in an attempt to secure what he believed any sovereign nation should possess—the right to benefit fairly from its own natural wealth. Every proposal had been rejected. After today there would be no more private meetings. Only judgment.

“Mr President," Teymourtash began, his deep voice carrying effortlessly through the chamber. "Honourable delegates." He paused. "In 1901 my country signed an agreement with an English entrepreneur named William Knox D'Arcy." He held up a copy of the agreement. "One signature." His voice remained calm. "One document." He looked slowly around the chamber. "And with it, almost the entire mineral wealth of Persia passed into foreign hands."

A murmur swept through the delegates.

"The concession granted exclusive exploration rights across an area larger than France, Germany and Spain combined. In return Persia was promised sixteen per cent of the company's net profits." He placed the document carefully on the table. "Net profits." The words hung in the silence. "But who calculates those net profits?" He looked directly at the British delegation. "The company!" A few delegates exchanged uneasy glances.

"For thirty years our oil has powered factories, navies and industries across Europe. Britain has grown stronger. The company has grown richer." His voice hardened. "But our villagers remain poor. Our roads remain unbuilt. Our schools remain overcrowded. And when we asked why, we were told there were no profits." He allowed the sentence to settle.

"We are asked to trust figures we are forbidden to examine." Now he began to pace slowly. "We asked for nothing unreasonable. A shorter concession. A guaranteed minimum payment. The right to inspect the accounts. The opportunity to train Persians for positions of management within our own industry. We asked to become partners.They refused every request."

Across the chamber Sir John Cadman remained expressionless. When Teymourtash resumed his seat the President nodded towards the British delegation. "Sir John."

Cadman stood without haste. His confidence was unmistakable. ”Mr President." He smiled politely towards the delegates. "My distinguished colleague speaks eloquently of fairness. Let us examine fairness. For seven long years this company invested capital, machinery and men into a venture that might never have yielded a single barrel of oil. Persia bore none of that risk. Had we failed, Britain would have absorbed the losses alone. Now that success has rewarded that investment, Persia argues the agreement is unjust. I ask the Council this: would the same argument have been made had no oil ever been found?"

"But today we are not here to debate only fairness. We are here to debate law." He held up the concession. "This agreement was entered into freely. It has been honoured. It has brought investment where none previously existed. It has created employment. Why the refinery  at Abadan alone  employs over 20,000 Persians. It has uncovered wealth that would otherwise have remained buried beneath Persian soil." He turned towards Teymourtash. "The Persian Government now wishes to rewrite a contract simply because success has made it more valuable." He allowed the implication to settle. "If contracts may be revoked unilaterally whenever one party changes its mind, international commerce becomes impossible."

Several delegates nodded quietly. For three days the arguments continued. Lawyers spoke of treaties. Economists spoke of investment. Diplomats spoke of stability. Outside the chamber another debate unfolded behind closed doors.

British representatives reminded delegates that the Royal Navy depended upon Persian oil and their security relied upon the Royal Navy.

Persian diplomats spoke of sovereignty. "If this can happen to us," one delegate quietly remarked over dinner, "it may one day happen to your country."

From the gallery, Mossadegh listened to every word. The British spoke of contracts. The Persians spoke of justice.

When the Council finally reached its decision, neither side truly won. The concession would remain,but negotiations would resume. Months later a revised agreement emerged. Britain surrendered territory. Persia received higher royalties and promises of reform.

Yet buried among the new clauses lay one sentence that mattered more than all the others.

The concession, due to expire in 1961, would continue until 1993. Britain had secured another generation.

Later, back in  Tehran, Mossadegh rose in the Majlis and made an angry speech. "They call this progress," he declared. "I call it exchanging one injustice for another that lasts even longer."
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Part 2 Abadan



​Arrival
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The road to Abadan stretched out like a ribbon of dust behind Karim and Sara, the last few miles shimmering in the morning heat. They had travelled for days—first by lorry, then by bus, then on foot—carrying only a canvas bag, a rolled blanket, and a quiet determination.

Tehran already felt far away, its crowded alleys and noisy markets replaced by the vast emptiness of the southern plains. Ahead, rising from the horizon like a metallic mirage, was the refinery. They stopped for a moment on the roadside, Karin wiped  sweat from his brow. Sara stood beside him, her scarf pulled tight against the wind, her eyes fixed on the sprawling complex ahead. She had barely spoken during the last stretch of the journey, but her silence wasn’t cold—it was protective. She knew Karim was nervous. She knew he was stepping into a world he didn’t understand.“You’re here now,” she said softly. “That’s what matters.”

Karim nodded, though his throat felt tight. He had imagined this moment many times: arriving at the refinery, presenting himself at the gate, beginning a life that could support them both. But the real refinery was enormous, intimidating, alive with movement and noise. Chimneys belched smoke into the sky. Pipes snaked across the landscape and the air held a  yellow haze from sulphurous gases. The stench was nauseating.

Karim took Sara’s hand and squeezed it. “I’ll make it work,” he said. “I promise.” They walked the final stretch together, passing groups of labourers heading in the same direction. Some carried lunch boxes, others tools, others nothing at all. All wore tired expressions and threadbare clothes caked with dried sludge.  They walked at a steady pace that  Karim tried to match despite feeling light-headed from the stench and contaminated  atmosphere.

At the main gate, a bored British guard stood beneath a corrugated metal awning, robotically scanning papers while sweating profusely. His jacket hung limp and creased and stuck to his frame. Karim imagined he had probably looked smart when he left home; his boots were polished, his moustache neatly trimmed, but the relentless heat had ruined the cut of his uniform. Karim felt suddenly conscious of his own appearance—his shirt had faded under the daytime sun and his trousers  were scuffed and riddled with holes around his knees.

He handed over his papers. The guard glanced at them, then at Karim, then back at the papers. “Cleaner, eh?” he asked. Karim nodded. “Yes, sir.” With a quick nod the guard lifted a heavy stamp from his desk and thumped it down onto his application, impressing  the word ‘Accepted’ onto it in large red letters 

Inside the gate, the world changed. The noise intensified;.the clang of metal, the hiss of steam, the roar of furnaces grew ever closer.  People were scurrying in  every direction,  some pushing carts, some carrying hoses, others climbing ladders seemingly unaware of the dangers. Smartly dressed unsmiling British supervisors watched over them carefully, occasionally barking out instructions. Karim was overwhelmed by the scale of it all.

He didn’t notice the man approaching until he heard a voice behind him.“Karim?”He turned. A tall man with sandy hair and sun-creased skin stood a few paces away, holding a clipboard. His shirt was pale, his trousers oil-stained, and his sleeves rolled up to the elbows. “I’m Edward Barnes,” the man said, offering a hand. “Your supervisor.”

Karim hesitated  before shaking it. Edward’s grip was firm but friendly. “Welcome to Abadan,” he said. “You’re new, so I’ll show you around. No point throwing you straight into the fire.”

Karim exhaled, relieved. “Thank you, sir.”

“Just Edward,” the man replied. “Come on.”

They walked together through the maze of pipes and platforms. Edward moved with easy confidence, occasionally stopping to point out different areas. “That’s the distillation tower. Crude goes in, fractions come out. Over there’s the cracking unit—a very dangerous place, so don’t wander near it. And that’s the waste pit. You’ll get to know it well.”

Karim listened intently, absorbing every detail. He didn’t want to make mistakes.

They passed a group of British engineers laughing  under a shaded rest area while a  servant poured tea for them from a silver pot. 

Karim looked away quickly. Edward noticed. “Different world, same refinery.” he said quietly. Karim didn’t respond. He didn’t know how to.

The heat grew more intense as they continued on their way. In some corridors, the air felt like it was pressing against his skin. Edward explained that certain units ran hotter than others, and that cleaners often worked in the worst of it.

“It’s honest work,” he explained, “but you’ll learn the refinery from the ground up. That’s how I started.”

Karim blinked. “You were a cleaner?”

“Everyone starts somewhere,” Edward replied. “Even the British. Though some of them forget that.”

They reached a narrow walkway between two processing units. The metal beneath their feet vibrated with the force of the machinery below. 

Edward stopped and turned to him.“Karim, I want you to understand something," he said. “This place can give you a living. A good one, if you keep your head down and work hard. But it’s also changing. The country is changing.”

Karim stiffened. Politics made him nervous. Politics meant danger.“I don’t know anything about that,” he said quickly. “I just want to work.”

Edward studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Fair enough. We’ll talk about it another time.

They resumed walking, and Karim began to feel the rhythm of the refinery, the clang of tools, the hiss of steam, the distant rumble of trucks. It was overwhelming, but also strangely reassuring. Work was work. Work made sense.By midday, Edward brought him to the cleaning station, where several labourers were already scrubbing equipment and clearing debris. Their faces were lined with exhaustion, but their movements were steady, practiced.

Karim recognized something in them—men who worked because they had families to feed, not because they had choices.

Edward clapped him on the shoulder. “This is where you start. I’ll check on you later.”

Karim nodded, picked up a brush, and began scrubbing the metal floor. The heat pressed down on him, sweat dripping into his eyes, but he kept going. He didn’t complain. He worked. And as he worked, a sense of purpose settled inside him. He was here. He had a job. He would keep his head down. He would survive.

Above him, the refinery roared on, indifferent to hopes or fears, or unrest gathering in the country beyond its gates.

The floor beneath him grew hotter as the sun climbed, and every movement sent a fresh wave of sweat down his back. But he didn’t stop. He scrubbed and wiped and hauled debris with the quiet determination of someone who believed that effort alone would secure his future.

Around him, the other cleaners moved with a rhythm he didn’t yet possess. They worked quickly, efficiently, barely speaking except to warn each other of hazards. Karim listened to their murmured exchanges, complaints about foremen and low wages,but he didn’t join in. He didn’t know them. He didn’t know the refinery. He didn’t know anything except that he needed this job.

By early afternoon, the heat became unbearable. The air shimmered above the metal surfaces, and the smell of oil invaded every breath. Karim paused only long enough to wipe his forehead with the back of his hand.

A voice called out behind him. “You’ll cook yourself if you keep going like that.” Karim turned. A labourer in his forties stood nearby, leaning on a broom handle. His face was lined, his beard flecked with grey, and his eyes held the weary humour of someone who had seen everything.

“I’m fine,” Karim said.

The man chuckled. “No one is fine in this heat. Not even the British, though they pretend otherwise.”

Karim offered a polite smile. He didn’t want to seem unfriendly, but he also didn’t want to be drawn into conversation. Talking meant opinions, and opinions meant trouble.

The man extended a hand. “I’m Davoud.”

Karim shook it. “Karim.”

Davoud nodded toward the pipes overhead. “First day?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Davoud said. “Or you won’t. Either way, you’ll keep working.”

Karim didn’t know how to respond, so he simply nodded and returned to scrubbing. Davoud watched him for a moment, then moved on. As the afternoon wore on, the refinery’s rhythm shifted. The clang of tools softened, replaced by the distant rumble of oil surging through pipes towards the Shatt al Arab where tankers were  waiting. A whistle blew somewhere in the distance, signalling a shift change. 

Labourers streamed past, some heading home, others arriving to take their place. Karim
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