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There are two Husseins!




For Ellaheh,


In loving memory of Nina




FOREWORD


This is a rare book. It gives you what you really should know if you are going to live among, or work with, Iranians: coherent, well-informed insight into the cultural context.


There are deeper books on history and politics and more learned ones on society and the arts. There are guide-books that will tell you how to get about and volumes filled with up-to-date figures so that you can master the Iranian economy. But it is this book, of 200 Pages, the fruit of twelve years spent in Iran across four decades, that can prime you on all this, whether you are in business or in government or are a visitor.


Making use of the inestimable advantages of being European himself and Iranian by marriage, Nigel Coulthard’s purpose is to share with the reader his voyage of discovery of, and initiation into, Iranian society. He conveys the delighted surprise that so many foreigners feel when learning about the country’s past and potential, and when enjoying Iranian hospitality and the breadth of interests of Iranians. He sets out Iran’s uniqueness, born of a 3000-year history within much the same borders. He brings a very sharp eye and telling anecdotes to the rich story he tells.


His account of the relevant history stands out, starting with a vivid description of a young man’s perceptions of Tehran under the Shah and reminiscences of the revolution of 1979. He brings us up to date with a masterly synthesis: Reza Shah’s dream of a secular society, and Ayatollah Khomeini’s idea of a theocracy, he writes, were both “top-down” visions enforced by coercion. The excesses of these two experiences appear today to have given rise to a “bottom-up” demand from the country’s young population for a more tolerant secular society, whatever their personal spiritual beliefs. These aspirations are seen quite clearly, not only in the streets of the country during the demonstrations of 2009 and 2010 but also more explicitly in the cinema, music, blogs, and other modern media of Iran’s vibrant youth.


The politics of commerce and investment in Iran are well described. Particularly candid is his analysis of why people behave the way they do in everyday situations. A westerner visiting Iran on business, he writes, has to navigate between fastidious over-politeness on the part of most Iranians and an acute profiteering cheekiness born from the harsh social and economic realities of revolution. The lessons of long business experience are delivered in a serious but amusing and salty manner. So, the astute choice of which projects to follow amongst the myriad of proposals is of key importance. “Projects that raise their head then disappear for several years, somewhat like the Loch Ness monster, seem to be a speciality in Iran.”


And for those preparing for the opportunities that will open up following a breakthrough in the nuclear dispute, he warns that there is no fast track or hidden formula especially applicable to the Islamic Republic. Hard work, perspicacious analysis, integrity and putting in the necessary resources are the essentials.


Iran is a great country that wishes to be both powerful and technically advanced. Today it is under the hammer of international economic sanctions. Much now depends on the outcome of the negotiations on its disputed nuclear programme. Iran’s policy is to alleviate international concerns so that they can gradually overcome the effects of the pressures on them and go for growth once more. For without the fresh growth that sorting out its international relations will bring, it will not progress materially. Morally, it’s an even more complicated picture, largely because the tension has not been resolved between the religious mission of the ruling system and the yearning of much of the people for the rights and freedoms enjoyed elsewhere. Iran has never had the thoroughly good government its people deserve.


Anticipating Iran’s future is harder than hard, but allow Nigel Coulthard to infuse you with his knowledge and enthusiasm and you will have made a great start.


Sir Richard DALTON,


British ambassador in Tehran, 2002 to 2006.




PREFACE


Nina: Write a book, you know so much about Iran that will interest westerners.


I replied: I’m a “numbers” person, I’m not really a word person, I know how to count, I’m not too sure about my writing.


Nina: “If a Western ambassador can publish a book on Iran after three or four years of superficial diplomatic service, you can write something far more interesting without even trying. You know the place from the inside; you love the country… you know about business in Iran and you can tell some funny anecdotes too!”


Thus the seed was planted and after some time, an idea born. My company, headquartered in France, had just taken the decision to scale down its activities in Iran in face of renewed UN sanctions and increasing political pressure from the French government. Newly elected President Sarkozy wanted to prove to an even more recently elected President Obama that France could be even more “American” than the US administration. This was an attempt to repair the damage caused to US-French relations following Chirac’s very public opposition at the United Nations concerning the 2003 invasion of Iraq.


That the United States has no idea of present day Iran is quite evident to me. That the British are very well informed on the reality of Iran but choose to keep their distance was also no secret. Whilst the Germans, Chinese, Koreans et al… were busy doing business, the French appeared intent on shooting themselves in the foot, yet again.


More importantly, I am - as are millions of Iranians - frustrated that westerners have an entirely false idea of Iran, especially since the uncouth and provocative President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad became the most visible representative of Iran on the international scene. Even the well-educated business managers in the West have such erroneous ideas of Iran. Many continue to think that it is an Arab country and even more ignore the most basic facts of its culture and demographics, confusing the situation of Iran with the chaos in Iraq or Afghanistan or with the social rigidity of Saudi Arabia. Their perception is limited to the excesses of post Islamic Revolution Iran as portrayed by the western media, happy to show cursory “sound bite” imagery.


My intent in this tome is to share with the reader my voyage of discovery of, and initiation into, Iranian society. I have the advantage of having seen Iran through the eyes of a foreigner, initially as a youngster under the Shah, and later during the revolution itself and during the Khatami and Ahmadinejad presidencies. This has given a valuable and rare depth and perspective to my observations and encounters.


Today’s Iran is full of contradictions and absurdities, but it is also overflowing with talent, hope, beauty, generosity and an incredible sense of self-mocking humour. I have attempted to lighten some of the more arid facts and figures with genuine anecdotes. I trust you will be able to share in this irrepressible humour and discover the real Iran.


Apart from the introduction, the chapters in this book are not presented in chronological order; rather they attempt to treat a particular subject or aspect of life in Iran and draw on examples and anecdotes from various periods. No conscious effort has been made to present an explicit continuity between the chapters. On the contrary! I suppose this is my style, if I have one. Nevertheless, the chapters are best read in the order presented as the subjects explored progressively build on each other.


Finally, I would like to thank Guy Devinoy, David Adams and Ahmad Ehtesham for their encouragement and suggestions. My gratitude is also due to those too discrete to be named and to all those friends and acquaintances who have helped me throughout this endeavour and along my path of discovery of Iran and its people. Particular gratitude is given to Kiomars Kahnamouee and Enciyeh P. Farzim for persuading me to finally stop tweaking the manuscript and send it to the publisher. Great appreciation is due to Richard Dalton for his pertinent suggestions and for accepting to provide the foreword to “Iran, Hussein’s dilemma”.




INTRODUCTION


My scout’s badge and Omar Khayyam


My first encounter with Iran, or as English speakers still referred to it at the time, Persia, was when I was thirteen or fourteen years old and wanted to earn yet another proficiency badge to display on my scout’s uniform shirtsleeve. I needed one more badge in order to outdo my best friend so I set out to obtain the “Reader’s Badge”. This required digesting a series of books of my choice, writing an essay on each and obtaining “certification” from a competent authority of “high standing”, this proved to be my English literature teacher from school, the aptly named Mr Paige.


Deciding on the last of the compulsory twelve books proved elusive until I hit upon the idea of raking through my parents’ bookshelves of classic volumes. I came across what appeared to be the perfect candidate, a slender tome that could be devoured in next to no time. Easy to read, short sentences, and only four lines in each paragraph… the quatrains of Omar Khayyam’s Rubaiyat translated by Fitzgerald! Mr Paige “hummed and haaa-ed” when he discovered the twelfth choice on my list: “this is a little beyond your years”. He probably didn’t realize how true his words would prove; I’m still grappling with the overt and hidden meaning of Khayyam, but more importantly with that of his 75 million-odd present day compatriots. A westerner visiting Iran has to navigate between “Ta’ârof” (fastidious over-politeness) on the part of most Iranians and an acute profiteering cheekiness born from the harsh social and economic realities of revolution.


In Iran, Khayyam is known principally as an astronomer and mathematician rather than a poet. It’s perhaps a pity that my parents didn’t have any of his mathematical works in their collection. It would have made easier reading for me but certainly wouldn’t have helped with deciphering present day Iran.


The Afghan in Turkey


The gigantic Afghan tribesman opposite me stood up and delved deep into his caftan, down even further into his billowing trousers to extract, firstly a wide bladed dagger, then what looked like a cooked chicken wrapped in Taftoon bread. He offered me a piece of the chicken, which I accepted mainly from fear of his reaction if I refused. I hesitated a long moment, knowing where the Afghan’s makeshift pantry was, before biting into the morsel. I was to spend four days in the company of this colossus and his companions on the Istanbul to Tehran express train. The companions showed obvious respect and deference to the colossus who appeared much younger than them. I wondered if this was because of his mere size or rather his rank within their tribe.


This was my first experience of the Orient; I had flown into Istanbul early that morning from London, via an eight-hour stopover at Copenhagen, on the cheapest charter flight I had managed to find. The train to Tehran via lake Van was scheduled to take 2 ½ days but Turkish trains in the seventies didn’t run to schedule. The 2700 kilometre train journey to Tehran in second class cost about seven pounds sterling. I had tried to reserve a first class sleeper, for just twelve pounds but all had been booked weeks in advance. I counted myself fortunate, as I had to share the cabin with only five other travellers; the third class compartments seated eight on wooden benches! After two days the restaurant car ran out of food and water. When the train came to a halt at an isolated sun-scorched village without a platform somewhere on the eastern Anatolian plateau the more adventurous passengers, mostly hippies on their way to Afghanistan and Kathmandu, ran to the dusty village in search of water and bread. Some took impromptu showers under the water chutes of the lofty cisterns used for filling the tanks of the steam locomotives. The commotion created when the train started on its way without any prior warning, with dozens of people trying to clamber back onto the train with bottles of water and bundles of bread, was a spectacle not to be missed, surpassed only by the image of a couple drenched under the water chute quite oblivious to the outside world. I never understood if they managed to get back onto the train. Progress remained slow and tedious, relieved only by the occasional surrealistic conversation with the Afghan and my furtive observations of fellow passengers passing through the corridors of the train. Three fellow passengers of my compartment either disembarked or moved to another compartment, perhaps to escape the Afghan, so I even managed to stretch out and get some half comfortable sleep. During the third day the scenery parading behind the train’s windows became more interesting, we passed what I guessed were the upper reaches of the Euphrates and Tigris, stirring up visions of distant Babylon. These serpentine tributaries were set off against magnificent yet barren yellow and khaki coloured sun-baked landscapes. This was quite a contrast with the green hills of my native Cymru. I wondered if the next vision as we headed eastwards would be of sand deserts and camels. This was not to be.


Three days after leaving Istanbul the train reached Tatvan on the western shore of Lake Van. Very much to my surprise the railway engineers started shunting all the train carriages, with passengers aboard, onto a rail ferry. It was midnight and my surprise turned to despair with the horrendous noise of the manoeuvring of the rail cars and the din made when the carriages were secured to the ferry deck with massive steel chains; the whole operation took several hours. This ensured that no one got any sleep. Apparently, it had proved cheaper to construct two ferries rather than build a rail track around the mountainous southern shore. It took Turkish Railways some years to realize that loading all the carriages onto the ferry was not an optimum solution. Nowadays, passengers disembark from the train and travel by ferry with their luggage to Van, on the eastern shore of the lake, where they embark on a train run by Iranian Railways. However, on this, my first trip to Iran by rail, we had to further endure the second phase of loosening and undoing all the chains and manoeuvring the carriages off the ferry once it had reached Van. Even the Afghan tribesman seemed to lose his patience.


From Van a spanking new Iranian restaurant car was attached to the train together with two Iranian diesel locomotives. Once passed the Turkish-Iranian border the train made a twenty-minute stop at Maku station. I decided to stretch my legs and try out my dozen words of Persian vocabulary at the station restaurant where I ordered a piping hot tea that a waiter promptly served in a voluptuous curved glass. The contrast with eastern Turkey was striking; the restaurant was bustling with activity but everything appeared clean, smart and organised. I had exactly the same impression when I returned to Iran by motorcar a couple of years later, the long trek across Turkey by road was to prove difficult, with unpaved roads, stone-throwing youths and scarce petrol stations. But as soon as we crossed the border at Bazargan, clean tarmac roads, regular service stations, modern motor cars and smiling faces appeared as if by magic. The contrast was to be inverted only a few years later thanks to the ravages of the Iranian Revolution and the war between Iran and Iraq. The waiter reappeared to serve me another tea; I proudly presented him with the Iranian banknote that I had conscientiously obtained from my local bank in Britain. A loud whistle sounded the departure of the train and the waiter looked perplexed; he had no change, so my first tea in Iran ended up being “on the house”.


I ran back to the train and learnt that the restaurant car had now opened; I decided to treat myself to lunch. My Iranian friends at university had introduced me to some Persian dishes and my favourite was barberry rice with chicken so I ordered a “zereshk polo bâ morgh”. Together with the “chaï” that I had ordered earlier I had so far used up almost half of my Persian vocabulary. The attractive Iranian waitress, smartly dressed in a skirt and freshly ironed blouse, was surprised by my order and explained in good English that they didn’t serve the rice with barberries as such berries were reserved for special home-made dishes… I settled for a simple “polo morgh”. I ended up paying the bill with Turkish Lira, as the waitress was also unable to cash my 10,000 Rial bank note. I later learnt that the bank note was probably worth more than a waitress would earn in a month. Thanks to incomparable Iranian hospitality, coupled with their fondness for exaggerated politeness and fastidious compliments, “ta’ârof”, I think that I got through three weeks of my trip before I finally managed to change the bank note.


Tehran


I recall reading a description of Tehran in my father’s encyclopaedia. It was a recent tome but nevertheless explained that the capital of Iran was a walled city with twelve gates that were closed at night. Despite the descriptions and photos of Tehran given to me by my Iranian friends at university, I was still rather hoping to discover the charm and mystery of a walled town of the Orient. My hopes rapidly evaporated as the train made its finally approach to the capital. From Karaj, a town some thirty kilometres to the west of Tehran, factory upon factory paraded in front of my eyes: motorcar assembly plants, engineering complexes, a helicopter engineering factory, food processing centres… before hitting the gloomy areas of south Tehran. It occurred to me that perhaps arriving by train to any large city was akin to entering a prestigious residence by the back door, where the first thing that one would see would be the dustbins. This was certainly the case when I had first travelled up to London from the provinces; the endless bowels of the city with miles of factories and working class terraced houses. It was just strange to rediscover the same image in the Orient with a backdrop of brilliant sunshine!


I went to the washroom to freshen up and then put on a clean change of clothes before the train pulled into the station to be met on the platform by Nina, my girlfriend who was later to become my wife, her brother and friends. They had already come to the station on several occasions, each time to learn that the train had been further delayed. As we drove to their house in the leafy residential area of northern Tehran, the snow-capped Alborz Mountains that separates Tehran and the Iranian plateau from the Caspian Sea dominated the skyline. The route due north along “Pahlavi Avenue” was lined on both sides by enormous plane trees offering welcome shade all along its 15 kilometre length. Tehran railway station, along with most of the Iranian plateau, stands at an altitude of a mere 1100 metres but the beautiful houses in the north of the city sit at almost 2000 metres. Deep open channels, “joobs”, run alongside the trees in order to evacuate the considerable quantity of rainwater from flash floods or melting snow in springtime. Many unwary motorists have found their front or rear axle trapped in these manmade crevasses as they cut a corner too sharply. Attending the Tehran Conference with Stalin and Roosevelt in 1943, Winston Churchill is reported to have said that if it weren’t for the trees and mountains Tehran would be the ugliest of cities… but the fact is Tehran HAS both the trees AND the mountains!


By the time we reached the house, it was mid morning and already 32°C, the thermometer would rise further to 43°C in the afternoon yet it looked as if I could reach out and touch the snow-capped mountaintops. I knew that the town centre itself would be covered by metres of snow in the winter but in the scorching heat of the summer this didn’t seem possible. Tehran is a city of contrasts and Iran a country full of paradox. My journey of discovery, understanding and bewilderment was just beginning.


The Persian Dolce Vita


On the very first day after arriving in Tehran, Nina’s brother had insisted on taking me to a popular but somewhat tatty bar in the centre of Tehran in order to taste ice-cold draught Iranian beer. I must have mentioned that I was thirsty and he wanted to show me one of his student hideouts to try to make me feel at home; however the place seemed to be reserved for men only. I understood why Nina had categorically refused to accompany us; nonetheless, the ice-cold beer was delicious, accompanied with a generous serving of scampi. Now, together with Nina, we were on our way to a party organized at the house of one of their friends, Kavan, in the north of the city. As we passed along the northern stretch of Pahlavi Avenue, I noticed that it was wider and the plane trees dominating either side taller than in its southern reaches. Opposite the Imperial Park were located the trendiest cafés, restaurants and clubs. One of the more renowned cafés is the “Chattanooga”, where we had enjoyed ice cream and tea the previous afternoon, and it had nothing to envy when compared to its counterparts found on the French and Italian Riviera… except of course that the Mediterranean sea was lacking! The constant parade of Persian beauties was a sight for sore eyes. The adolescent and young women were dressed in the latest designer garb from London and Paris. Just as one would expect on the Champs Elysées in the 1970s, none of these women appeared to be wearing brassieres. This certainly wasn’t the Iran conjured up by the description in my father’s encyclopaedia, but I wasn’t about to complain. The taxi shortly reached our destination and we alighted and entered the friend’s magnificent house and garden. The party was given by Kavan’s parents to celebrate their son’s acceptance at university in the USA. He had received excellent results for his high school diploma and his parents were obviously very proud. Their pride apparently only surpassed by their wealth! I was not unaccustomed to riches but rarely had I seen such an overt demonstration of wealth. Not an ostentatious “in your face, nouveau-riche” exhibition of wealth, but a very palpable expression of security and generosity. As the evening progressed and I discovered the delights of one of Tehran’s specialities, “vodka lime” (vodka, lemonade, lime juice, a small sprig of mint and lots of ice), I was far from imagining that all this would be swept away in a few years, all except the generosity.


After a second vodka lime, Nina’s brother excitedly introduced me to another family friend who he explained had recently bought a special performance version of a BMW 2002tii. I was not a car enthusiast but Nina’s brother was, and I later understood that his excitement was because he had learnt that I had just passed my driving test and he was sure that I would enjoy taking the car for a test drive. A test-drive after a couple of vodka limes, he must be mad, the family friend even madder! The more I resisted the more they insisted, until I understood that there was no way to refuse, short of causing a scandal. Who was I to cause a scandal? Cause a motor accident perhaps, but not a scandal! The BMW’s engine was so highly tuned that I managed to stall it three times before getting onto the open parkway. When I put my foot on the accelerator we were literally thrown back and glued to the seats. The ten-kilometre stretch of road was swallowed up in three minutes! How I managed to get back to the party in one piece remains a mystery to this day. How on earth such a motorcar had found its way to Tehran bewildered me, it shouldn’t have! This model was not even available in the United States. I had discovered another facet of Iran.
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