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***** Marina Benjamin grew up in London feeling estranged from her family s exotic Middle Eastern ways. She refused to speak the Arabic her
mother and grandmother spoke at home. She rejected the peculiar food they ate in favor of hamburgers and beer. But when Benjamin had her own
child a few years ago, she realized that she was losing her link to the past. In Last Days in Babylon, Benjamin delves into the story of her family s life
among the Jews of Iraq in the first half of the twentieth century. When Iraq gained independence in 1932, Jews were the largest and most
prosperous ethnic group in Baghdad. They dominated trade and finance, hobnobbed with Iraqi dignitaries, and lived in grandiose villas on the
banks of the Tigris. Just twenty years later the community had been utterly ravaged, its members effectively expelled from the country by a hostile
Iragi government. Benjamin s grandmother Regina Sehayek lived through it all. Born in 1905, when Baghdad was still under Ottoman control, her
childhood was a virtual idyll. This privileged existence was barely touched when the British marched into Irag. But with the rise of Arab nationalism
and the first stirrings of anti-Zionism, Regina, then a young mother, began to have dark premonitions of what was to come. By the time Iraq was
galvanized by war, revolution, and regicide, Regina was already gone, her hair-raising escape a tragic exodus from a land she loved -- and a
permanent departure from the husband whose gentle guiding hand had made her the woman she was. Benjamin s keen ear and fluid writing bring
to life Regina s Baghdad, both good and bad. More than a...
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