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            “Clear-sighted and lucid … This turbulent history is essential reading.”

            Justin Marozzi, Sunday Times

            “Highly readable, full of vivid history, diplomatic anecdotes and personal observation.”

            Andrew Anthony, The Observer

            “For decades, British Foreign Secretaries have wrestled with the great challenges of dealing successfully with Iranian leaders. Jack Straw has gone beyond that to develop the rich understanding of the country’s culture, psychology and history revealed in this book. It will be required reading for anyone who wants to understand how to improve relations with Iran in the coming years, and is an accurate record of the attempts many of us have made to do so.”

            William Hague

            “Jack Straw was in the frontline of negotiations with Iran. This vivid account links his early diplomatic successes on the nuclear file with the harsh reality of the Iranian system. Iran remains a strategic flashpoint, as the Americans replace diplomacy with sanctions. Jack’s book is essential reading for those with a thirst for deeper understanding of the Middle East’s most complex and fascinating nation.”

            Sir John Sawers, chief of the Secret Intelligence Service 2009–2014

            “A book that is both highly readable and refreshingly personal. Jack Straw’s analysis of what shaped Iran’s tangled relations with Britain is lucid; his deep affection for the country shines through; and his first-hand account of the highs and lows of his adventures in Iran, both while British Foreign Secretary and afterwards, makes for a gripping yarn.”

            Bridget Kendall, BBC diplomatic correspondent 1998–2016 ii

            “It’s rare for a Foreign Secretary to become so engrossed in the challenges of dealing with a single country that he decides to write a history of Britain’s involvement with it. But that is what Jack Straw has done. Cleverly linking his own experiences with the bigger picture, he gives us a splendid, engrossing account of the remarkable relationship that developed over the centuries between Iran and the UK, and ends with some wise advice for both sides on how to move on from the present, seemingly interminable, exchange of recriminations.”

            Sir Peter Westmacott, former UK Ambassador to the US, France and Turkey

            “This work scores a rare triumph: it commingles personal, political and historical perspectives to achieve a three-dimensional perspective on problems most observers see in only one dimension.”

            Richard Danzig, 71st Secretary of the US Navy

            “Jack Straw had an extraordinary experience when on holiday in Iran. He was handed a document effectively blaming him for more than a century and half of malign British interference in Iran’s politics. His book examines the main charges, with a mixture of history, wry comment and personal recollections from his five years as UK Foreign Secretary. The book is essential reading for anyone prepared to question the neo-conservative guff that dominates newspaper comment pages, derived as it is from those in the US, Saudi Arabia, the Emirates and Israel who wish Iran ill. The book is insightful and crisply written and I cannot recommend it too highly.”

            Michael Burleigh, Engelsberg Chair (LSE IDEAS)

            “For Jack Straw, Iran started as a matter of public policy and grew into a private passion. In this fascinating book, he combines an exploration of the tortuous history of British–Iranian relations with the insights of the statesman to paint a compelling portrait of a country whose internal contradictions have an importance far beyond its borders.”

            Lord Ricketts, former head of the Diplomatic Service and National Security Adviser
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         Iran is too large and too strategically situated to be so misunderstood outside its borders, by policy-makers and the public alike. Its population of 80 million is equal to Germany’s, well above the UK’s. Its hydrocarbon reserves are vast. It is middle income. Its economy, though held back for years by sanctions, has surprisingly resilient – and, partly because of sanctions, it had been self-sufficient in many areas, though it has been further damaged by the effect of the world-wide coronavirus epidemic, including the catastrophic fall in oil prices.

         Iran has had a distinguished history, stretching back three millennia. It has a high culture, whose influence can be seen and felt in India, in Turkey, and on Islam itself. Its connections with European civilisation and Western philosophy are profound. But Iran has suffered grievously in its past from foreign domination, and today craves international respect and recognition.

         In a region being torn apart by ethnic and religious strife, Iran appears on the surface to be relatively stable, though since late 2017 there have been three episodes of serious popular disturbances, put down with increasing brutality by a regime ever-anxious to hang onto its power. What is particularly worrying for the regime is that these disturbances have occurred, amongst many others, in traditional stronghold areas for the regime like Mashad and Qom. But whatever fantasies President Trump may have that squeezing Iran will cause the Islamic Republic to crumble, it is nonetheless likely to survive. Iran xremains very influential, for good or ill, in the politics of Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, in Yemen, in many Gulf States, and Afghanistan.

         At times since the 1979 Islamic Revolution it has been as repressive in its own way as was the regime of the Shah which it replaced. Yet the constitution of the Islamic Republic provides an arena for intense political argument, which in better periods in its post-1979 history have been larger than many outside might think.

         During my time as British Foreign Secretary, I became fascinated, bewitched, infuriated, perplexed by this singular country. I strived to understand it better, and have done ever since. In 2001, I was the first British Foreign Secretary to visit the country after the 1979 Islamic Revolution, and have visited it many times since. I count many Iranians as my friends.

         The purpose of this book is to provide some illumination of this country. As I show, Britain’s entanglement with Iran goes back five centuries – far longer than most people may realise. Iran has a powerful sense of exceptionalism, and of its national identity. It is Muslim, but never Arab, Shi’a not Sunni. And it has the most extraordinary system of government, in which factions as disparate as the Tea Party and Bernie Sanders’s left-wing Democrats may be in office at the same time.

         I have great affection for its people, notwithstanding the unwelcome experiences to which my wife and I, with two close friends, were subject in October 2015.

         
             

         

         Jack Straw

August 2020
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            CHAPTER 1

            ‘ENGLISH IS NOT THE ENEMY’

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         22 OCTOBER 2015

         ‘Cross the dual carriageway at that gap,’ Mohammed, our interpreter, shouted to the driver, taking instructions from his phone, ‘and pull up behind that white car.’

         In the dark, we (my wife and I and two friends) saw three large men in plain clothes get out of the white car as we braked behind it. One, shorter, was better-dressed than the other two. He was wearing an immaculately pressed suit, buttoned-up shirt, no tie, and had an enamel insignia in his lapel, with the Iranian emblem on it. He was obviously in charge.

         He opened our driver’s door and shouted at him in Persian. The blood visibly drained from the driver’s face. He was bundled into the back of the unmarked white car. One of the other men got into our driver’s seat. Mohammed, who had got out to talk to the other officers, had to scramble back into the people carrier as it was about to drive off.

         Our driver had quickly worked out who these men were and knew not to argue. I hoped that they were police officers of some kind, and on our side, but this was far from self-evident. Three decades before, there had been a hard stop in north Tehran on a British diplomat, Edward Chaplin, driving with his wife and young child, with Edward bundled handcuffed and hooded into another car and driven off. I 2decided not to share this information with the rest of our party. They were already fearing that this was a kidnap.

         We sped along the Shiraz ring road again. We had been round and round this road system, which circles the great city, at least three times already and were now very familiar with it. Close to the Botanic Gardens, we abruptly turned into a dimly lit side street to pull up behind another people carrier, identical in make and model to ours. The only differences were that this one had different plates and smoked-glass windows. We were told to be very quick, to transfer all our luggage and ourselves into the new vehicle. A third officer joined us in the back seats, this one carrying an unconcealed pistol.

         Off we drove again at high speed for yet another scenic tour of Shiraz’s ring road. As we approached one roundabout, a uniformed police motorcyclist, with a plain-clothes pillion passenger carrying a large sub-machine gun that looked like a Heckler & Koch MP5, drew alongside and had a conversation with the senior official.

         We finally arrived not at our booked hotel but at the brash, five-star Shiraz Hotel, which commands a high position on the northern hills overlooking the city. We were put into rooms at the end of the ninth floor, told to lock them and open them to no one. It was then that we learnt that the well-dressed man was an official of the Fars province, and that the others were police officers of varying ranks.

         By now, I was assuming that these officers were indeed on our side, and that we were not under house arrest. But could I be certain? As for my emotions, I was doing my best not to have any, though in truth I was in a great muddle about them. I’d had 24-hour police protection throughout my thirteen years in Cabinet, and I kept telling myself that these men were not that different from the British police officers who had kept me safe. On the other hand, I knew enough about Iran, and its competing organs of government, to know that it could be dangerous and unpredictable. I also felt a strong sense of responsibility for the anxiety that had so plainly been caused to the 3other members of the party. It was I who had prompted the trip, and organised it.

         Later, we were let out of our rooms for dinner. In the hotel restaurant, the lugubrious owner of the hotel, who spoke perfect American English, introduced himself and told us how happy he was to have us as unexpected guests. On the way back to our rooms, we were told to stay in them until instructed otherwise. We noticed that the complement of police officers had meanwhile grown to eight.

         This was day seven of our Iranian holiday.

         ‘We’ were my wife Alice and me, with two close friends, Julia and Dan, whom we had known for almost forty years. Alice, Julia and Dan had heard me rabbit on about my interest in Iran over many years. A Foreign Office diplomat who had served in Tehran had commented to me, ‘Once you’ve got the Iran bug, there’s no known cure.’ I had the bug. I had already visited Iran six times before, but only ever to Tehran, and always in an official capacity. I’d devoured every volume I could about Iran. I wanted to see and learn more. So did Alice, and our friends. Once I’d retired from the House of Commons in May 2015, I had the time and space to take a holiday in Iran.

         Our first mistake was to decide to visit in the last two weeks of October. This suited us, and the weather was likely to be tolerable across the country. But, as we discovered after fixing our dates, this was the period of Muharram, the sacred month in the Shi’a calendar. This commemorates the assassination – ‘martyrdom’ – of Husayn ibn Ali, the grandson of the Holy Prophet Muhammad, at the Battle of Karbala in what is now southern Iraq on 10 October 680 ad, cementing the growing schism that had disrupted early Islam from the death of the Prophet in 632 ad and which continues to this day.

         The mourning is very public. Men everywhere were dressed in black clothing, with black flags, marching in processions, with some flagel-lating themselves. It made for such a stark contrast with us, despite our respectful clothing, including Alice and Julia in headscarves, and 4no doubt the disparity heightened the suspicions that some (though by no means all) Iranians have of outsiders.1

         The climax of Muharram is the tenth day, Ashura: ‘the great feast of mourning, remembrance, and atonement’ which ‘most emphatically’ sets the Shi’a apart from the Sunni, according to the Iranian-American scholar Vali Nasr.

         In retrospect, I should have guessed that we might face difficulties once in Iran given the problems we had encountered in having our promised visas issued.

         Normal diplomatic relations between Iran and the UK had been suspended in November 2011 when the British Embassy in Tehran had been invaded and sacked by hooligans – and intelligence officers – almost certainly under the direct control of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and its powerful, shadowy militia, the Basij, which counts some millions amongst its volunteers. The IRGC had been established soon after the 1979 revolution by the newly installed Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, as a counterweight against the regular armed forces, about whose loyalty he was very suspicious. The Basij was established in November 1980. Originally independent, it came under the IRGC in 1981.

         By the 1990s, the IRGC (with the Basij) had become the strongest organ of all within the Iranian security apparatus, and so its position remains. The IRGC has established itself as a political force in its own right, with a closely associated political party and media outlets. Major-General Qasim Soleimani, the commander of its Quds Force, responsible for its non-conventional warfare and extraterritorial operations, is by far the best-known military leader in Iran. It is he, working directly to the Supreme Leader, and not the elected government, who has been in the lead on Iran’s military and foreign policy in its neighbourhood. The IRGC has extensive business networks under its control. Most of its leaders have been strongly opposed to President Rouhani’s nuclear negotiations, partly for ideological reasons but not least because it has done so well from the supervision of sanction-busting smuggling. 5

         Once reformist President Rouhani had taken office in the summer of 2013, relations between Iran and the United Kingdom began gradually to be restored. The British Embassy was partially reopened in 2014. But the then UK Home Secretary, Theresa May, had been reluctant to allow the provision of a full visa service, on the mistaken belief that this supposed bargaining chip would somehow pressure Iran into agreeing to the easier readmission of failed asylum seekers and other illegal immigrants who had been detained in the UK. Thus, at this time, any Iranian national wanting a visa to visit the UK had to go to Istanbul or Abu Dhabi, and any UK national wanting an Iranian visa had to go to an Iranian Embassy abroad.

         I’d got to know the new Iranian chargé (the diplomat in charge of the Embassy), Hassan Habibollahzadeh, and liked him. He knew from experience that he could trust me. I had talked to him about the idea of our holiday some eight months in advance. He had assured me that there would be no problems in my securing visas for my party – and later received our completed application forms himself.

         Weeks went past, with me regularly checking on progress. ‘Inshallah’ (Arabic for ‘if God wills’) was usually the reply. ‘So, Mr Habibollahzadeh, is that Inshallah yes, or Inshallah no?’ I asked him. I was met with a nervous chuckle and a promise that it should all be all right. I was initially told that I’d be able to collect our visas from Iran’s Oman Embassy when I happened to be there at the end of September. I took all four passports with me, but was told the visas were not ready.

         We were due to fly out to Iran on Friday 16 October 2015. At the beginning of that week, Mr Habibollahzadeh said that the ‘relevant permissions’ had now been granted – but there was no precision whatever about how these ‘permissions’ might be translated into visas in our passports. I called Mr Habibollahzadeh and told him politely that I was going to turn up at his Embassy on Wednesday 14 October and would not be leaving until I had written confirmation of the visas.

         After I had sat around in the Embassy for two hours, one of the staff finally came in with an email from Tehran with the magic serial 6numbers for our visas. I then had to book the Eurostar to Brussels for the following day, since the London Embassy could not formally issue me with the visas. I was accompanied on that trip by a young, bright British-Iranian, Kasra Aarabi, who had been working for me part-time in the Commons on Iran, who spoke fluent Persian and who has helped me greatly with this book. The Iranian Ambassador to Belgium and the EU received me royally, and the visas were quickly pasted into our passports.

         Before I left his Embassy in London, I had asked Mr Habibollahzadeh why there had been such delay in granting us our visas. There had first, he said, been a problem with an invitation I’d accepted to attend and speak at an official conference run in Tehran by a think tank directly attached to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on the day before our holiday was due to begin. Despite the fact that this invitation had only been made to me because they knew I’d be in Iran anyway, and despite the fact that it had come from an Iranian government institution, ‘some others’ had said that I’d be compromising the terms of my tourist visa. So I’d abandoned the conference. ‘Someone else’ had complained that I had ‘not been very helpful in 2003 over the nuclear dossier’ – a bit rum, since I had been extremely helpful, and many, especially in the US government, thought I’d been far too helpful.

         Then Mr Habibollahzadeh dropped into the conversation that an Iranian deputy foreign minister was due to visit London the following week for official meetings and he was furious that the British government were requiring him to go to Istanbul to collect his visa. I didn’t blame this deputy foreign minister his anger about his treatment by Theresa May’s Home Office. I’d opposed Mrs May’s policy, as they well knew. However, the Iranians are always reciprocal.

         Having acquired the visas, we had to travel on Turkish Airlines via Istanbul because British Airways had suspended their direct, almost daily flights to Iran when our Embassy had been invaded in November 2011. We arrived in Tehran in the small hours of the following morning, where we were met by our tour guide and interpreter. 7Mohammed (not his real name) had been recommended to us by Kasra’s auntie, who had been senior in a large, semi-state Tehran travel agency. He proved to be one of the best tourist guides and interpreters there was. As events transpired, we were more grateful than we could ever have imagined for this recommendation.

         Once we had obtained our visas, the other practical problem we faced was money. US banking restrictions mean that international credit cards do not work in Iran. We had to stuff our pockets with thousands of US dollars and pounds sterling to cover the whole trip. Changing money in Iran was simplicity itself – there were scores of exchange kiosks in every large city, who operated with remarkably little paperwork or delay.

         The holiday began like any other sightseeing trip. There’s plenty to see in Tehran, though it’s been the country’s capital only since 1786. Tehran is known to its residents as the city of paradox. Surprises are everywhere – none better than the Museum of Contemporary Art. With its contemporary, concrete spiral design, the building is rather like the Guggenheim in New York City. The museum was established by 1977 by Empress Farah Pahlavi, wife of the last Shah, with an astonishing collection of modern art from around the world. The most risqué is stored, but a lot is on display. During the more puritanical periods of the Islamic Republic, most of the contents had been put in storage. I asked one of the curators why the museum had not been closed altogether. ‘We just carried on,’ he said, ‘and tried to keep out of sight.’ But how no one could have noticed the two large Henry Moore sculptures displayed on public view in the museum’s garden, in full view from one of Tehran’s major thoroughfares, remains a mystery.

         As we left the museum, Mohammed said to me, ‘Never forget, Jack. Iran is the end of the West.’ Iran’s singular sense of itself, its pride in its three millennia of history, and its resentment that its European heritage is not appreciated beyond its borders are themes with which one is constantly assailed across this intriguing country.

         I interrupted our tourist programme for one piece of official 8business – to pay a call on my old friend Dr Kamal Kharrazi, who was Foreign Minister of Iran for four of the five years that I served as British Foreign Secretary. Kamal has continued to exert some influence on Iranian foreign policy as President of the Strategic Council on Foreign Relations and, more significantly, as an adviser to Khomeini’s successor, the present Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Kamal was a great representative for his country: tough and single-minded.

         On one famous occasion when I had complained, ‘Kamal, you have no idea how difficult it is to do business with the government of Iran,’ he had shot straight back, in his fluent English, ‘But you, Jack, have no idea how difficult it is to do business within the government of Iran.’ Touché. That riposte speaks volumes for the complexity of Iran’s governments within governments, as we were to discover, in technicolour, on this trip.

         One small surprise was the penetration of social media. If you ever think that the British are obsessed with their mobile phones, try Iran. There seemed to be more phone shops than in any of the scores of other countries I have visited. The iPhone 6 had got to Iran six months before it got to the UK, the full force of sanctions notwithstanding. When I had asked a very senior Iranian diplomat shortly before our trip whether the upcoming elections to the Majlis, the Iranian Parliament, might lead to disturbances and repression, as had happened in 2009, he replied, ‘Very unlikely: 10 million iPhone 6s have now been purchased in Iran’ (though events in 2020 were to show that his optimism was misplaced).

         The much larger surprise, however, was how almost everyone knew who I was. My recognition rate not just on the streets of Tehran but in provincial centres was almost as high as it was in my Blackburn parliamentary constituency, which I had served for thirty-six years. ‘Jack E-Straw’ would go the cry,* pointing – with the inevitable request for 9a selfie. Julia decided to start a selfie count, which reached thirty in a few days. 

         On day three, Mohammed showed me a blog with a picture, taken from a car, of our group walking towards the Museum of Contemporary Art. The caption was not flattering, but I took no more notice of it.

         The second stage of our journey was by train, from Tehran Station to Yazd, the isolated desert city in the centre of the country. Whilst we waited for our train in the secure area between two control points, a bearded, thick-set man in his thirties engaged me in conversation. He was, he said, studying for a PhD in Ethics in the holy city of Qom – a two-hour commute every day. Was it true, he asked, that ‘money controlled everything’ in America, and why did the UK and Germany always agree with the US? As I did my best to explain, we were joined by others. An old man asked if I thought Tehran was safe – and did I like it? Yes to both, I replied; I’d be happy to see my daughter walk around the city. She’d come to no harm.

         The train journey turned into a public meeting, complete with selfies. One man asked about setting up a youth parliament; another told me that the forthcoming Majlis elections would result in no change. He was going to see his family during Muharram, but he was not religious. For those who were, the train stopped at Mohammadieh, Qom, for twenty minutes to allow passengers to get off and pray. About two-thirds did so.

         Yazd proved to be delightful and well-ordered, with a strong sense of civic society. Its isolation had meant that it had avoided much of the conflict that had raged across this part of Asia for centuries, enabling it to continue as a Zoroastrian stronghold. Its temple has had a fire burning continuously in it since 470 ad. It has the most exquisite and functioning wind towers (known in Persian as ‘badger’, wind-catchers), which act naturally as air conditioners, and a remarkable system of qanats, underground water channels for irrigation.

         One night, as families were gathering for communal eating and 10entertainment as part of Muharram, we went off to a zur khaneh, a special circular gym pit, where ritual martial arts with huge weights are practised by all generations. It’s a tradition which reaches back to Iran’s Zoroastrian roots. Big strong men have long played an influential part in street politics in Iran.

         After three nights in Yazd, still unsuspecting as to what lay in store, we set off by people carrier to the southern city of Shiraz. About 100 miles from Yazd, in the middle of nowhere, we had a scheduled stop to visit the Cypress of Abarkuh, a venerated tree estimated to be between 4,000 and 5,000 years old, which, myth has it, was planted by Japheth, son of Noah.

         Close to the tree was a group of young men in their twenties, all in Muharram black, neatly dressed with trimmed beards, waiting for me. They presented me with a document formally tied with green ribbon. It was two A4 pages in Persian, personally addressed, and explaining why I was not welcome in Iran.

         Mohammed, our guide, gave me a quick translation. The full text (see appendix) began:

         
            To be honest with you, we are not at all happy with your presence in our town. Not only are we not happy, we’re negative and suspicious! … During these days [of Muharram] the blood of the young Shi’a is boiling because of the injustices caused to the Prophet’s family and several times a day they cry ‘Harb laman harabokom’, therefore we are annoyed and hurt by the fact that someone like you is on holiday enjoying yourself.

         

         Later, it asked, ‘In your presence what sedition is planning to occur?’

         The rest of the leaflet was a comprehensive charge sheet against Britain, ‘the old colonial fox’, and against me by extension. It explained why we ‘will never have a good feeling about the presence and appearance of the English in [our] country’.

         Part of the leaflet asserted my direct culpability, as the British Foreign 11Secretary involved with the nuclear negotiations and the imposition of sanctions during the Ahmadinejad presidency. Part asserted my guilt by association – for being British, and therefore responsible for a long list of humiliations of Iran, from the 1857 Paris Treaty, the Reuters (1872) and the tobacco (1890) monopolies, the ‘stealing and looting [of] Iran’s oil’ (1901 onwards), our malign intervention in the 1906 Constitutional Revolution, our occupation of part of their country during and immediately after the Second World War (1941–46), through to the 1953 coup against Prime Minister Mossadegh, our support for the Shah, our arms to Saddam Hussein in the Iran–Iraq War, and our ‘support’ for ‘terrorist groups against the Islamic Republic’. The indictment concluded by asserting that I had supported the ‘heads of the sedition’ behind the 2009 Green Movement in the disturbances which followed the disputed 2009 election, which were brutally repressed by the IRGC and the Basij. The leaflet was signed by seventeen groups, including ‘The Students of Yazd’s Basij’ – useful confirmation of who was behind the campaign to ensure that ours was a holiday to remember.

         Once I’d moved away from the black-clad group, an Iranian tourist said to me, in good English, how sorry he was that these Basij men had been disrupting our enjoyment. He commented that they did not like President Rouhani or Foreign Minister Zarif, and spat out ‘Basij’ as though it was the most profane word in the Persian lexicon. Basij they were. There is no way they could have known almost exactly when I would arrive, least of all with enough time to produce such a document, unless they’d been given a lot of advance information.

         Mohammed Javad Zarif had been appointed as Foreign Minister following President Rouhani’s election on a reformist platform in June 2013. Zarif is the most accomplished of Iran’s career diplomats. With a PhD from a US university, he is completely fluent in English. He served as Iran’s Ambassador to the United Nations from 2002 to 2007, and was the principal negotiator for Iran from 2013 to 2015, leading to the successful nuclear deal with the US and other world powers, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).

         12The encounter with the black-clad young men by the Cypress tree was only the start of a determined campaign by the Basij and their allies to make our trip as little like a holiday as possible, and much more like our forced conscription into a thriller. It was a campaign that would see one part of the Iranian state, along with its police force, trying to protect us, pitted against another part of the same state, backed by its security apparatus.

         It was a further five hours by road from the Cypress tree to Shiraz. On the way, we were able to visit the tomb of Cyrus the Great at Pasargadae. Later, Mohammed made a routine call to the Hotel Homa, the downtown Shiraz hotel where we were due to stay, to let them know that we were on our way. All was fine. Soon afterwards, Mohammed was called back by the hotel to say that there was a group of five men waiting in the lobby for my arrival. They were evidently colleagues of the Basij group we’d encountered at the Cypress tree, as it would have been impossible for the Cypress group, even driving madly as only Iranians can, to have compressed the trip into two hours.

         Mohammed told the hotel to call the local police. The police then phoned Mohammed and told him to have us drive round the ring road whilst they sorted out a safe passage through the hotel’s rear entrance. Within a few minutes that plan was off too. There were, the police told Mohammed, a hundred demonstrators at the front of the hotel and twenty at the rear. We’d have to carry on round and round the ring road.

         After another half-hour, Mohammed stopped the vehicle and disappeared into a mobile phone kiosk, returning with two new phones. He started working both. He beckoned Dan and me out onto the pavement. He couldn’t speak in front of our driver, he explained – he might be on the wrong side. It was the police who had told him to change his phones. They were sure that Mohammed’s had been intercepted by the IRGC, and they thought that our vehicle had also been bugged. We should give no detail to our wives in the car, as the driver understood more English than he let on.

         13Anxiety levels were rising in the people carrier.

         ‘There’s only one thing for it,’ said Dan, chuckling. ‘Jane Austen.’

         ‘Jane Austen what?’ came our reply.

         ‘I’ve got Lindsay Duncan reading Pride and Prejudice on my iPad. That will take our minds off whatever’s going on.’

         The plan now was that we would switch hotel. Whilst that was being arranged, it was back along the ring road, diverted by Mr Bennet and Elizabeth. It was after another twenty minutes and more animated phone calls that Mohammed shouted to the driver to cut across the central reservation and stop behind the unmarked white car.

         
            * * *

         

         We were due to spend three nights in Shiraz, to include a visit on our final day to Persepolis,† the ceremonial capital of the Achaemenid Persian Empire.

         The police said that we couldn’t visit Persepolis when it was open to the public – and the following day it, like all other public monuments, would be closed for Ashura itself. ‘But that’s fine,’ the senior official told us. ‘I have arranged for it to be opened just for you and your party, but on one condition: none of you goes too close to the perimeter of the site, where you could be spotted by picnickers in the adjacent public park.’

         Persepolis, a UNESCO World Heritage site, covers a vast area. At the height of the Achaemenid Empire, it not only contained all the imperial buildings but housed a small city as well. We had it to ourselves. It was an astonishing privilege, and a mark of the efforts being made by one part of the Iranian state to compensate for the disruption of our trip by another.

         Late that afternoon, Dan and I went for a swim in the hotel’s pool. It was a men-only session, and two of the senior officials were 14in the pool with us. I thanked them for all their help. One of them replied that this had been given because I had ‘so long supported the BARJAM’ – as the JCPOA nuclear deal is known in Persian. Most Iranians viewed me in a very friendly way, but some did not and saw me as a ‘representative of the English, with malign intent’. I had indeed long supported the BARJAM, along with my French and German Foreign Minister colleagues. We three had started the nuclear negotiations with Iran in 2003 and had come frustratingly close to a deal in 2005. 

         Early on our last day in Shiraz, we went to pay homage to the great fourteenth-century Iranian poet Hafez at his shrine in the Musalla Gardens, again opened specially for us. Hafez was a son of Shiraz, rarely leaving the city. The Iranians are mad about poetry. It’s something never to forget when negotiating with them – their love of words, their poetic appreciation of ambiguity. It was a golden morning, with the birds chittering and early autumn scents in the air; the best of Iran.

         It was late by the time we arrived at our next stop, Isfahan, because we had been told by the police that we had to arrive after dark. We were staying at the Abbasi Hotel, which must be one of the most beautiful in the world. Its core is a 300-year-old caravanserai – a lodging house for travellers – on a spectacular scale, with an astonishing Persian garden at its heart.

         There was a plain-clothes policeman waiting for us in the lobby. All was quiet overnight.

         Isfahan had been the capital of Iran on two occasions: in the Seljuk period around the eleventh century, and then during the Safavid era of 1501–1736. It is the Seljuks and Safavids who have left their mark on the city, with the blue-tiled Jameh Mosque, the Naqsh-e Jahan Square (reputed to be one of the largest city squares in the world) and the 33-arch Allahverdi Khan Bridge.

         In the morning, it was off to visit the sights. The mosques were heavenly, with the sublime atmosphere a stark contrast to what was 15to follow. We were trailed the whole time by a young man. We were never quite sure whose side he was on – Basij or that part of the police that was on our side?

         Lunch was in a very old restaurant which had water channels between the tables. These required very careful navigation – too careful for Julia, who managed to trip into one of them, though without damage to herself. Having eaten, we were waiting for a signal from Mohammed to leave. But he was first on one phone, then on the other. After about an hour, he came over and told us mournfully that about a hundred Basij were holding a demonstration outside our hotel.

         The police sent us to an empty, anonymous hotel about twelve miles away in an industrial park, in Shahin Shahr, to await developments. Two hours went past. There was no news at all about what might happen next. We were all outraged that we were being sequestered in this soulless place, deprived of time to enjoy exquisite Isfahan.

         Alice and Julia had had enough. This was not the holiday they had signed up for, nor did they find especially tolerable the Boys’ Own attitude of their spouses that this was an interesting adventure, that we were sure we’d come to no physical harm, and on no account should we allow ourselves to be seen off by the Basij.

         Our new chargé in the just-reopened British Embassy in Tehran, Ben Fender, knew of our trip, but up to this point I had seen no point in bothering him with our local difficulties, hoping that the diversions in Shiraz would be the beginning and end of them. It was, however, now plain that the Basij would be at us wherever we went. I called Ben for advice, though knowing before he told me that what he could do – talk to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) – would make little difference, since, like the local police, they were on our side anyway. The problem was with other parts of the Iranian state, over which the MFA had no effective influence.

         After two more hours in limbo, we got word that the demonstration had been cleared and it was safe to return to the Abbasi Hotel. We dropped in there briefly and then went off to the Shahrzad restaurant, 16where we received a warm welcome from the distinguished elderly gentleman who ran it. He insisted on wearing a tie, an unusual sight in Iran, where the absence of a tie has long been regarded as one essential mark of being a good (male) citizen of the Islamic Republic.

         On Monday 26 October, we checked out of the Abbasi early to visit the Blue Mosque and two others, equally exquisite, and then to have breakfast at the Kowsar Hotel, across the city, where we were told we could eat in peace. A professional football team were also having breakfast. More selfies.

         But peace was not on the menu. We got word that the Basij had ‘found out’ where we were, and were organising yet another demonstration for my benefit. It was only a small group, but on the way out, as we were bundled into our people carrier and were driving off, one man, puce in the face, began shouting and then threw a large tomato at the van. We were given a plain-clothes escort and were later told that two cars of Basij had been turned around by the police.

         A visit to Kashan, an ancient city halfway between Isfahan and Tehran, had been scheduled, but we were now warned off that too. I agreed with the rest of the party that we’d have to cut our losses and truncate our ‘holiday’. We weren’t due to leave until the Saturday, but we’d thankfully booked fully flexible tickets. Back in Tehran on the Monday evening, we took our dinner in our hotel. Across the restaurant was a middle-ranking government minister with his family. He came over to greet us in good English. He knew exactly what had happened to us at the hands of the Basij without us saying a word about it. He was sympathetic but brushed our experience off with a chuckle, as though this was one of those hazards in a tourist trip that could happen to anyone. It was another reminder that those nominally in charge of the government of Iran have no control whatever over its security apparatus, nor a sense of responsibility for the consequences of its actions – or, in this case, its failure to act.

         When my daughter Charlotte read this account, she asked, ‘What is it about Iran and your relationship with it that meant you were so 17desperate to pretend to yourself and your dear wife and friends that everything was fine and would just go away?’ I dearly wanted our problems to go away – and my experience with the country suggested that often they did. On this occasion, however, I was wrong.

         Dan and I visited Turkish Airlines and changed our return flights to Wednesday 28 October.

         That evening, we had a relaxed dinner inside the British Embassy compound with Ben Fender and his newly arrived, and very small, team. I’d last been inside the compound on a British parliamentary visit in January 2014. At that stage, little of the damage caused by the Basij and associated thugs when they had invaded the Embassy two years before had been repaired. Now the perimeter was secure, with razor wire everywhere, and the main residence was serviceable.

         After the Embassy dinner, we were driven straight into the basement car park of our hotel to avoid any Basij who might be hanging around in the lobby. The others took the lift direct to our rooms on the thirteenth floor, but I needed to go to the front desk to retrieve our passports. As Mohammed and I got into the lift in the lobby, a large, sinister-looking man dressed all in black squeezed in just as the doors were closing. When asked which floor, he signalled that he wanted the same one as us, all the while speaking on one phone and texting into another. Basij. He trailed us round the corridor. Mohammed called the hotel security and then spent the whole night outside our rooms in case this man, plus compatriots, decided to return. It was yet another reminder of the astonishing decency and sense of duty of most Iranians.

         The plan was that on the way to the airport we would visit Ayatollah Khomeini’s shrine, but on police advice that was cancelled too. As our plane finally left Iranian air space, the four of us ordered large alcoholic drinks – our first for eleven days – and celebrated, if that’s the word, our safe departure.

         I had had one enquiry from a UK paper asking whether it was correct that we were having to stay overnight in a safe house outside 18Isfahan because of demonstrations. I was able to answer accurately, if economically, that although there had been a demonstration outside our hotel, that had been dispersed and we were staying there as planned. The last thing that any of us wanted was to give the Basij the satisfaction of international publicity. We were always clear that we were simply the means by which the Basij could attack their real target: the Rouhani government, and its wish to open Iran up to the outside world. The hardliners did not like me, for sure, but they hated the reformists for what they might do to rein in the militia’s unaccountable power.

         The demonstrations against our trip did receive some limited publicity within Iran. One website carried a large colour photograph showing demonstrators holding placards with complaints against me in both Persian and English. The Persian text told the reader, ‘The City of Martyrs is not the place to cater for the English enemy.’

         Thanks to the vagaries of Google Translate, the English version carried the immortal lines:

         
             

         

         City martyr catering

         English is not the enemy

         
            385

            Notes

            1 From the epic poem Shahnameh by the Persian poet Abu ’I-Qasim Ferdowsi, quoted by Abbas Amanat in Iran: A Modern History (Yale, 2017), p. 5.

         

         
            * The Iranians have great difficulty in pronouncing a word that begins with the consonants S and T without putting an E in front, leading to this pronunciation, which sounds to English ears very much like ‘Jackie Straw’.

            † From the Greek perses for Persian and polis for city; Takht-e-Jamshid in Persian.

         

      

   


   
      
         
19
            CHAPTER 2

            IT’S ALWAYS AN ENGLISH JOB

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         
            Kar kareh ingilisee hast – the job is always an English one.

            Ubiquitous saying in common use in Iran

            It is a huge mistake to trust evil Britain.

            Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Supreme Leader of Iran, televised address, 3 June 2016

         

         The Basij demonstrators protesting against my presence in Iran were not alone in describing the English as ‘the enemy’. High suspicion of the British is ingrained in Iranian society, and for good reason. This distrust springs from the malign experiences that Iran suffered at Britain’s hands during almost all of the nineteenth century and much of the twentieth. There’s an old joke amongst British diplomats that Iran is the only country in the world that still thinks the UK is a superpower. To the Iranians, it’s not a joke.

         It’s routine for conservative elements in the regime to blame outsiders, usually the British, when faced with protests against the restrictions of the Islamic Republic, or other manifestations of discontent. Thus, in their eyes, foreign agents, including the UK, were primarily responsible for the serious street protests that occurred in Iran in December 2017 and January 2018.1

         When, in February 2016, elections to the Iranian Parliament produced 20the ‘wrong’ answer, with a victory for allies of reformist President Rouhani, the then Chief Justice of Iran, Ayatollah Sadeq Larijani, complained that the moderates had formed a ‘British list’ of successful candidates and had worked with ‘American and English media outlets’ during the campaign.*

         Whether someone as worldly as Ayatollah Larijani – he comes from one of the most powerful families in Iran and has fluent English – really believes the fantastic idea that in 2016 British agents could have manufactured voter discontent in Iran amongst an electorate otherwise sublimely content with their lot is impossible to say. What is certainly true is that the notion that we are some unseen, all-pervasive influence on life and events in Iran is very deep-seated. It is not just a convenient alibi for the unaccountable conservative elements amongst the Iranian elite but a truism amongst much of Iranian society. I was reminded of this, yet again, at a meeting in London in late 2019. An exiled Iranian woman, who was a strong opponent of the Islamic Republic, nonetheless declared in categorical terms that ‘she knew’ that the British continued to be behind most things in Iran that went wrong.

         This neurosis about the British extended to the last Shah. As we will see, in 1953 the UK and the US were planning a coup d’état against the incumbent, elected, Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh. The Shah was to be the beneficiary of the coup: it would enable him to rule untrammelled by the will of the people. He was, however, so intensely neurotic that he was being set up by the ‘hidden hand’ of the British thAt the most extraordinary measures had to be taken to reassure him.†

         A few years ago, whilst President Ahmadinejad was in office, a Persian-speaking British academic flagged down a taxi at Tehran Airport. On the way into the city, the cab driver confided in his passenger, ‘We all know that it was Margaret Thatcher who removed the Shah and put the Ayatollahs in power.’ But he added, ‘Now we’re really cheesed 21off with the mullahs, so would you ask the British Prime Minister, Mr Brown, to get rid of them?’2 This notion of blaming the British (almost always described as ‘the English’ by Iranians) and endowing them with superhuman powers was brilliantly satirised by Iraj Pezeshkzad in his novel (later a popular television series) My Uncle Napoleon.3 It’s the story of a pathetic and pathological man who, depressed by his failures, turns himself into a Napoleon in his fantasies and becomes convinced of a British plot to destroy him. As the book explains, there was no such plot. Uncle Napoleon was small fry. But the novel was set in the early 1940s. Britain and the Soviet Union had invaded Iran in 1941 and jointly occupied it until 1946. It was we, the occupying powers, who effectively ran the country in this period, and locked up a number of prominent figures on suspicions of their pro-Nazi sympathies. So Uncle Napoleon’s paranoia was not entirely misplaced. 

         Few Londoners would be able to say where the German, French or even US Embassies are situated. Everyone in Tehran knows where the British Embassy is. The main compound in downtown Tehran occupies a large twelve-acre site – and there’s another residential compound, Gholhak Garden, four times bigger, in less-polluted northern Tehran.‡

         These compounds are seen as potent symbols of the disproportionate power that many Iranians feel the British exercised over their country for nearly two centuries – right up to the Islamic Revolution in 1979 – and our alleged continuing efforts to subvert the Iranian nation.

         Colloquial sayings in everyday use emphasise this. ‘Poshteh pardeh hamisheh yek ingilsee hast’ – ‘Behind the curtain there’s always an Englishman’ – goes one. ‘Ingilisee ‘ha ba pambeh sar miboran’ – ‘The English cut heads with cotton’ – runs a second, a back-handed compliment to our diplomatic skills. And, most ubiquitous of all, ‘Kar kareh ingilisee hast’ – ‘The job is always an English job’ – hence the title of this book. 22As I explained in my introduction, the principal aim of this book is to try to provide readers with a better understanding of this country and of Britain’s role in it. But that understanding also requires an appreciation of three aspects of the singular nature of modern Iran. 

         
            * * *

         

         The first is the complex ethnic composition of Iran. True Persian speakers make up less than two-thirds of its population. Nearly one-sixth are Azeris, who have a Turkic mother tongue (Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei is one). Kurds in the north-west are a tenth. There are then Arab minorities in the west and south-west, and Baluchs near the Pakistani border. Ninety per cent of the population is Shi’a, around 8 per cent Sunni and the remainder Christians, Baha’is, Jews, and Zoroastrians.

         The second aspect is the antiquity of Iran’s civilisation, which informs its profound and secular sense of Iranian nationalism.

         The third, and most important, element is the fundamental role that Shi’ism has played, and continues to play, in underpinning Iranian identity and politics.

         Former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger has argued that Iran has to decide ‘whether it is a nation or a cause’.4 It’s a curious observation for such a distinguished American statesman to make, since the United States itself only became the immensely powerful nation it is today because of the ideals, the cause, that the Founding Fathers set out, and which are now so embedded in the Americans’ sense of self-belief. For Iran, disentangling ‘cause’ and ‘nation’ is a well-nigh hopeless task. I argue in my concluding chapters that if Iran wants the international respect it craves (and deserves), it has to follow agreed international norms of behaviour. But an understanding of Iran today requires an appreciation of the very strong cultural and ideological forces – the causes – that have moulded its history and its people today. Even as most Iranians become more secular in their daily lives, this remains the case. It’s not just another country: it’s Iran.

         My story begins with one of Iran’s most powerful leaders, Cyrus the Great.

         
            Notes

            1 Ali Shamkhani, the Secretary of the Supreme National Security Council, said that the US, the UK and Saudi Arabia were inciting these protests by their use of hashtags and social media campaigns. See, for instance, ‘Iran’s Supreme Leader blames “enemies” for protests, death toll hits 21’, CNN, 2 January 2018.

            2 Story relayed to the author by Sir David Logan, former UK Ambassador to Turkey.

            3 Originally published as a novel in Iran in 1973, and in English translation by the Modern Library, New York, in 2006. The book was banned under the Islamic Republic but it, and videos of the TV series, thrive underground.

            4 Financial Times, 24 May 2008.

         

         
            * The regime avoided this embarrassment of the ‘wrong answer’ in the 2020 parliamentary elections by having almost all moderate candidates disqualified in advance by the Guardian Council (see Chapter 21).

            † See Chapter 10.

            ‡ By way of comparison, St James’s Park in central London is fifty-seven acres.
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            CHAPTER 3

            FROM FIRE TO ALLAH
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            Iran was indeed Islamized, but it was not Arabized. Persians remained Persians.

            Bernard Lewis, Iran in History1

         

         In 1879, a British Museum archaeological expedition in Babylon, in modern-day Iraq, found a cylinder covered with Babylonian cuneiform script. Now known as the Cyrus cylinder, it was originally inscribed and buried in the foundations of a wall after the Persian Emperor Cyrus the Great (c. 600–530 bc) captured Babylon in 539 bc. The text of the cylinder was probably a proclamation that was widely distributed across the Persian Empire.

         The cylinder records that, aided by the god Marduk, Cyrus had captured Babylon without a struggle, restored shrines dedicated to different gods, and repatriated deported peoples who had been brought to Babylon. It was this decree that allowed the Jews to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the Temple. Because of these enlightened acts, which were rare in antiquity, the cylinder has acquired a special resonance and is valued by people all around the world as a symbol of tolerance and respect for different peoples and faiths. These are the qualities for which Cyrus is revered in the Hebrew Bible.* The Cyrus 24cylinder has been owned by and displayed in the British Museum ever since its discovery in 1879. 

         In an important act of ‘cultural diplomacy’, the cylinder was loaned by the British Museum to the National Museum of Tehran in 2010, at a difficult period in our relationship with Iran. Neil MacGregor, then director of the British Museum, commented that the cylinder was ‘the first attempt we know about running a society, a state with different nationalities and faiths – a new kind of statecraft’, adding that it is ‘often referred to as the first bill of human rights’.

         When the cylinder was inscribed, Britain was in its pre-history, divided by warring territories, savage, poor and possessed of no written language. In contrast, Persia had already had centuries of experience of civilisation, a sophisticated written language and complex urban settlements. United in the seventh century bc, by the time of Cyrus the Persian Empire covered the Balkans, north Africa and central Asia – 44 per cent of the world’s population at the time. It is considered the first ‘world empire’ in human history.

         Its capital was Persepolis, about forty miles to the north of Shiraz, in the south-west province of Fars. To visit the vast site is to gain an understanding of the extraordinary sophistication of the Achaemenid dynasty that built the city, from which it controlled its empire. The Achaemenids took control of Greece in the first of the Greco-Persian wars but lost control in the second war, with a decisive victory by the (outnumbered) Greeks in the naval Battle of Salamis in 480 bc. In 330 bc, Persepolis, and with it the whole Achaemenid dynasty, fell with its defeat by Alexander the Great – known to the Zoroastrians as ‘the accursed Alexander’, and never referred to by Iranians as ‘Great’, only, at best, as ‘Alexander the Macedonian’. In a drunken rage, Alexander laid waste to Persepolis.

         Despite the Iranians’ revulsion for the destruction Alexander wreaked on their empire and civilisation, Greek influence has been a powerful force in Persian literature, culture and philosophy. In Persian Fire, the author Tom Holland comments that

         
            25the impact of Persia and Greece upon history cannot be entirely confined within rigid notions of East and West. Monotheism and the notion of the universal state, democracy and totalitarianism: all can trace their origins back to the period of the Persian wars. Justifiably it has been described as the axis of world history.2

         

         As former diplomat Gerard Russell notes, ‘the classical philosophers who had inspired the European Enlightenment [are] fashionable with the reactionary clergy of Iran’.3 To this day, theological students training for the clergy at the key Shi’a seminaries in the holy city of Qom are examined on Aristotle and Plato. But it also needs to be remembered, especially in the West, that Iranian culture itself has had a striking influence thousands of miles beyond Iran’s borders.

         One of those abiding influences has been Zoroastrianism. Cyrus made this the official state religion of his empire. Zoroastrianism is the religion of followers of Zoroaster (also known as Zarathustra). The nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche observed: ‘Zarathustra was the first to consider the fight of good and evil the very wheel in the machinery of things: the transposition of morality into the metaphysical realm, as a force, cause, and end in itself, is his work.’4 Followers of Zoroastrianism hold that fire is sacred, and their temples have fires of ‘eternal flame’.† But they are not ‘fire-worshippers’: their faith is much more sophisticated than that. It asserts that the individual has a personal responsibility for their behaviour. Associated with the imperative of moral choice in this life is the notion of Paradise, from the Persian fardis, meaning a walled garden, well-watered and lush, with flowers, fruit, trees and domestic animals, filled with beauty, in sharp contrast to the world beyond the garden’s walls. It is a messianic faith. The final saviour of the world, Saoshyant, will be born to a virgin impregnated by the seed of Zoroaster whilst bathing in a lake.

         On the Arab invasion of Iran in the seventh century ad, 26Zoroastrianism was quickly and brutally replaced as the principal religion of Iran. But its ideas of divine justice have powerful echoes in the Abrahamic faiths, including Islam; there is a continuity of its tenets to the present day. The monarchs who practised this faith in the pre-Islamic period asserted that church and state were one, ‘brothers born of one womb and never to be parted’. Once the authority of the chief priests had been asserted, deviance was not only heresy but treason.5 

         There is a reflection of this notion in the current constitution of the Islamic Republic. As we will see, the church – Shi’ism and its interpretation by the clerics perpetually in power – trumps the secular authority of the elected government.‡

         Some explicitly Zoroastrian traditions have survived and prospered in Iranian culture to this day, most notably Nowruz, the two-week celebration of the Zoroastrian New Year. Ayatollah Khomeini made an effort to abolish this but failed.

         The continuing hold that aspects of Zoroastrianism have on the minds of Iranians is to a significant degree due to the influence of some key Iranian poets – notwithstanding that they wrote some centuries after the Arab conversion of their land to Islam. These include Hafez, whose shrine we visited in Shiraz on our ill-fated ‘holiday’, Rumi and Abu ’I-Qasim Ferdowsi. Ferdowsi wrote the world’s longest epic poem by a single author, and Iran’s greatest, Shahnameh (The Book of Kings), in the tenth century. This celebrates much of Iran’s pre-Islamic history and continues to have great resonance today. It is considered to be one of the principal factors that allowed Persian to flourish, whilst local languages elsewhere in the lands conquered by the Muslim invaders from the south were subsumed into Arabic.

         
            * * *

         

         After Alexander’s conquest of Iran in 330 bc, the Seleucid Empire 27ruled for six decades, followed by the Arsacid Parthians. One of the founders of the latter dynasty, Mithridates, revived the Archaemenid title of Shahanshah, meaning King of Kings. These people came from the north-east of Iran and had some difficulty in establishing their rule over their subjects to the west and south. It was a people who came from ‘Persis’ (or ‘Persia proper’), the Sassanians, who finally defeated the Seleucids in about 224 ad. They ruled for four centuries over a large empire (though smaller than the Archaemenids’). 

         Through these changes of dynasty, Iran was intermittently locked into conflict with the Romans for nearly 700 years, from 69 bc to 629 ad. These Roman–Persian wars were the longest in human history.

         The almost continuous conflict, and periodic internal divisions, profoundly weakened the Sassanians and their hold over Iran. It was in a state of decay and lawlessness. After a disastrous defeat by Byzantium in about 624 ad, the ruler, Khosrow, was deposed, blinded and later killed by his son Shiruyeh. Rulers then followed one after another, killed or blinded by their successors.

         Taking advantage of this disarray, a force of Muslim Arabs under Umar, the second caliph, took a small army to invade part of what is now Iraq in 637 ad, and despite inferiority in numbers defeated a Sassanian army near Hilla. The Arabs then moved into Iran itself. The Sassanian Empire collapsed in 651 ad. By the end of the seventh century, Muslim Arabs were in control of virtually the whole of Iran, along with an area from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean.

         The Umayyad dynasty was replaced in the middle of the eighth century by the Abbasids, under their new caliph, Abu ’I-Abbas. They had been able to forge alliances with the old Iranian landowning classes in Khorasan, in what is now north-east central Iran. Though the capital of their empire was Baghdad, the new rulers fused much of Iranian culture with their own practices, as well as absorbing some of the language. They were also wise enough not to follow their conquests by mass murder and forced conversion, provided their subjects accepted the reality of their rule. Critically, and unlike their predecessors, they established the 28principle of equality for all Muslims, rather than the supremacy of the Arabs.

         As the author and former diplomat Michael Axworthy puts it:

         
            The Abbasid period was a time of enormous human achievement, in political terms as well as in terms of civilisation, art, architecture, science and literature. The release of new ideas and the exchange of old ones within a huge area held together by a generally benign and tolerant government brought about a dynamic and hugely influential civilisation, way ahead (it need hardly be said) of what was going on in Europe at the time.6

         

         From the beginning of the eleventh century, migrations and local revolts by people of Turkic origin known as the Seljuks gradually conquered Iran. They governed in a similar manner to the Abbasids, from around 1038 ad to about 1220 ad.

         The Mongol Genghis Khan was the leader not of a simple band of thugs but of a highly effective and disciplined army, which from a base far in the eastern Asian steppe had conquered China and then moved westwards. What distinguished the Mongols from both the Abbasids and the Seljuks was their utter ruthlessness. When they arrived at the major desert oasis city on the Silk Road, Merv (in what is now Turkmenistan), they massacred virtually all the residents they could find – hundreds of thousands, according to contemporary claims. They had a practice of leaving pyramids of skulls.

         The Mongols made Tabriz their capital, and did something that had defeated their predecessors. High in the Alborz mountains, the Assassins, a dissident Ismaili sect, had made their base in impregnable fortresses. From there they went in for the targeted killing of rulers, sometimes on a contract basis. The Mongols destroyed them.

         The Mongols ruled from about 1220 to 1375, when they were progressively dislodged by the Timurids, under their leader Tamerlane. He built up his army on the model of Genghis Khan, but his methods 29were if anything worse. He razed city after city, parading the heads of thousands of those whom he had killed, pour encourager les autres.

         In contrast to the Mongols, Tamerlane was explicit that he was conquering in the name of Sunni Islam. Following his death in 1405, his son ruled eastern Iran for a period, whilst in the west two Shi’a confederations, the White Sheep and the Black Sheep, took control. But they were defeated by the Ottomans in 1473, leaving a power vacuum – to be filled by the end of the century by the Safavids (1501–1736), whose period marks the beginning, in many eyes, of modern Iranian history, to which I now turn.

         
            Notes

            1 Bernard Lewis, Iran in History (Tel Aviv University).

            2 Tom Holland, Persian Fire (Abacus, 2005), p. xxii.

            3 Gerard Russell, Heirs to Forgotten Kingdoms (Simon & Schuster, 2014), p. 112.

            4 Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, ‘Why I Am a Destiny’, §3. Available in Penguin Classics, 2005, translated by R. J. Hollingdale. Nietzsche devoted a whole work to this subject, Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883). Available in Penguin Classics, 1974, translated by R. J. Hollingdale.

            5 Oxford Concise Dictionary of World Religions (Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 660.

            6 Michael Axworthy, Iran: Empire of the Mind: A History from Zoroaster to the Present Day (Penguin, 2008), p. 87.

         

         
            * ‘Thus saith Cyrus, king of Persia. The Lord God of heaven hath given me all kingdoms of the earth, and he hath charged me to build him a house at Jerusalem’ – Ezra, 1:2.

    ‘That saith of Cyrus, He is my shepherd and shall perform all my pleasure: even saying to Jerusalem, Thou shalt be built; and to the temple, Thy foundation shall be laid’ – Isaiah, 44:28.

            † In the large Ateshkadeh – fire temple – in the desert city of Yazd, the priests claim that the fire has been burning continuously for at least 2,500 years.

            ‡ See Chapter 12.
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            CHAPTER 4

            SHAH ISMAIL I – IRAN’S HENRY VIII
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            With some degree of historical latitude, the state-sponsored Shi’ism that came about with the rise of the Safavids can be compared to the Reformation of northern and central Europe, and the Sunni reaction to it with the Counter-Reformation.

            Abbas Amanat, Iran: A Modern History1

            The Shias’ historical experience is akin to those of Jews and Christians in that it is a millennium-long tale of martyrdom, persecution, and suffering. Sunnis, by contrast, are imbued with a sense that immediate worldly success should be theirs.

            Vali Nasr, The Shia Revival2

         

         Under the Observance of 5 November Act 1605, annual commemorations were ordered to mark the deliverance of King James I of England, and his nation, from the attempt by

         
            many malignant and devilish papists, Jesuits, and seminary priests much envying and fearing, conspired most horribly … upon the fifth day of November in the year of our lord 1605 suddenly to have blown up the … House [of Lords] with gunpowder, an invention so inhuman, barbarous and cruel, as the like was never before heard of.3

         

         England itself had been a ‘papist state’ until Henry VIII broke with the 32Church of Rome in 1534 to found the Church of England. From the 1558 Act of Supremacy onwards, the British monarch has been the ‘Supreme Governor’, and ‘Defender of the Faith’ of the Anglican Church, as new Anglican bishops to this day have to acknowledge in their oath of homage to the Queen, and our own coinage still recites. Though in its early days the Church of England remained Catholic in its liturgy, it gradually subsumed strong elements of Protestantism. The Anglican Church not only became the religious embodiment of the nation of England, and a means by which its identity could be anchored, but until the end of the nineteenth century helped to underpin the secular authority of the state.

         In Iran, it’s not an annual Bonfire Night that serves to underline the distinctive nature of the practice of its religion, but something much more profound: the mourning month of Muharram, which we witnessed on our trip. Muharram culminates in Ashura, when some Shi’a followers beat their breasts and flagellate their backs to mark the assassination of Husayn ibn Ali.

         In England, the sectarian purpose of Bonfire Night has largely been forgotten, though England’s sense of exceptionalism, which is reflected in the foundation of the Church of England, remains a powerful force even in this secular age. Its failure over forty years of membership ever fully to embrace the supranational (and in many ways Catholic Christian democracy) European Union is but one example.

         Iran has an even stronger sense of exceptionalism. Its nationalism, its pride in its two and half millennia of history, is interwoven with the particular, distinctive faith that is Shi’ism.

         All the Muslim dynasties that had ruled Iran from the seventh century through the fifteenth were Sunni. The Safavid dynasty which replaced them were Shi’a. The Safavids came from the north. Their first ruler, Shah Ismail I, reigned from 1501 to 1524. Born a Shi’a, he loathed Sunnis and murderously oppressed them. But his conversion of the whole of the Persian Empire to make Shi’ism the state religion had a cold strategic purpose as well: to rid the empire of the supranational power exercised over Muslim followers by Mecca, Medina 33and increasingly by Istanbul, capital of the Ottoman Empire, and to establish a practice of religion that would reinforce Iran’s sense of nationhood.

         The parallels between the rise of Shi’ism in Iran and of the Reformation in northern Europe can be taken too far. But they do serve as a reference point to our understanding of this faith, without which little comprehension of Iran today is possible.

         
            * * *

         

         Husayn ibn Ali, the grandson of the Holy Prophet Muhammad, was killed by the Sunni forces of the Umayyad caliphate at the Battle of Karbala in 680, along with seventy-two of his followers.

         The Battle of Karbala was the culmination of the succession crisis which followed the death of Muhammad in 632 ad. Most Muslims at the time followed the tribal traditions by which a new leader would be chosen by a council of elders. The majority, the Sunnis, chose Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s close friend and father-in-law. A small group, however, argued that Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law Ali ibn Abi Talib was both more qualified for the position and the Prophet’s preferred successor.

         Ali initially acquiesced in Abu Bakr’s leadership as caliph, and later became the fourth caliph. Sunnis call these four the Rightly Guided, or Rashidun caliphs. But whether rightly guided or not, this period was characterised by internecine strife which turned into a civil war. This war ended when Ali was assassinated in 661 ad in his capital, Kufa (now in southern Iraq, near Najaf). The victors, led by Muawiya, assumed the caliphate and established the Umayyad dynasty in the same year, with its centre in Damascus. However, Ali’s younger son Husayn* refused to accept the writ of the Umayyads. Many of Husayn’s compatriots were liberated slaves and Iranian prisoners of war who had resented the Arab 34character of Umayyad rule. The Umayyads sent a powerful army to crush Husayn and his followers. In desperation, vastly outnumbered and deprived of water, Husayn and his group bravely charged the much larger force against them. They were cut down and beheaded. 

         It was thus that martyrdom became a key tenet of Shi’ism.

         Although both traditions, Sunnism and Shi’ism, draw their theological authority from the Prophet Muhammad, and the Quran, there are also very significant differences of belief and practice between them. Not least, there is the obvious difference between the two traditions in the narratives they have adopted and nurtured. Unlike the Sunni, Shi’ism is a messianic faith, similar in this regard to Judaism and Christianity.

         Iranian Shi’as are overwhelmingly ‘Twelver Shi’as’, meaning that they revere twelve imams. These twelve imams are considered to have special spiritual qualities, reflecting those of the Prophet himself. They were (and are) seen as the trustees of the Prophet’s light, able to understand the inner meaning of his teaching. In other words, in contrast to ordinary believers (including clerics), they had a special authority in respect of the interpretation of sharia law. Muhammad’s and the imams’ words and deeds are a guide and model for the community to follow; as a result, they must be free from error and sin (a concept known as ismah, or infallibility) and must be chosen by divine decree, or nass, through the Prophet.

         For Shi’a, the first imam was Ali, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet. The third was Husayn, who was murdered at Karbala in 680 ad. The dates of death of the first eleven imam (in the seventh to ninth centuries) are recorded. So is the date of birth of the twelfth imam, in about 868 ad. However, to Twelver Shi’a, the twelfth imam has never died, but is ‘occulted’ or hidden. Shi’a believe that God hid this imam from physical access to preserve his life. During his occultation, the twelfth imam is the unseen Lord of the Age (imam al-zaman), permanent until the Day of Judgment. With his second coming, there will be a reign of justice until the return of Jesus Christ (revered in the Quran as a prophet), when the world will end. The 35occultation of the twelfth imam is the theological justification for the authority of Iran’s Supreme Leader today, and holds pride of place in the Islamic Republic’s constitution, as we shall see.†

         The authority of the Supreme Leader, and the ulema (the body of clerical scholars practised in the study and interpretation of holy texts), and the particular influence that they hold in the polity of Shi’a countries, especially Iran, also derives from a different view of the role to be played by the congregation in understanding religious truths.

         In the Sunni tradition (much to the frustration of Western politicians, because there is no obvious chief with whom to communicate), there is no Pope, no College of Cardinals, not even a Bishops’ House of the Church of England. Sunnism can be compared with the Presbyterian Protestant tradition, by which there is a parity between ministers of the church and their congregation. No special intermediaries between the believer and God are deemed necessary. In contrast, as Vali Nasr explains,

         
            Shiism is based on a more pessimistic assessment of human fallibility. Just as humans could not find salvation until the Prophet took up the task of guiding them toward it, so after him people need the help of exceptionally holy and divinely favoured people in order to live in accord with the inner truths of religion … The imams … provide that continual help, renewing and strengthening the bond between man and God. The ulema … carry on the project of the imams in safeguarding and sustaining the faith. Without the right leadership, Shias insist, the true meaning of Islam will be lost.4

         

         One such divinely favoured person was Husayn ibn Ali: ‘Shi’a’ is a contracted form of ‘Shiite-Ali’, or ‘partisan for Ali’.

         This different view of the role of the senior clergy is much more akin to that of the doctrine and hierarchy of the Catholic Church. 36The priest is the intermediary between God and man. In the Catholic Church there is a clear hierarchy, culminating in the Pope, whose office rests upon its infallibility. 

         There is no single Pope in the Shi’a hierarchy. Rather, there are a number of senior legal experts – mujtahids – (these days, Ayatollahs) who might be compared to the College of Cardinals, who have the task of ministering to the social and political needs of their community, as well as their spiritual needs.

         For many centuries the Catholic Church was heavily involved in the politics of the countries of its faith; in some, it still is. Similarly, from the Safavids onwards, the Shi’a religious establishment has played a key role in the politics of Iran, though exactly how much temporal power they have been able to exercise has varied over time.

         There are three other parallels with the Catholic Church that are worthy of note. First, Catholics, particularly when they were oppressed, were permitted by doctrine to ‘dissimulate’. Believers were thus allowed to conceal their real intentions, provided this was for a morally justified purpose. Since secrets had to be kept, the argument ran, their preservation may at times require dissimulation. In the Shi’a tradition there is a similar doctrine, called ‘taqiya’. (The doctrine also exists in the Sunni tradition, but is much less central than in Shi’ism, not least because Shi’a were and are the minority within the Muslim world, and therefore more vulnerable to oppression.)

         Second, the political Islam espoused by Ayatollah Khomeini and many other Shi’a clerics is similar in some respects to the Catholic movement in Latin America known as liberation theology, by which a number of leading clerics‡ argued that their church’s duty was to improve the living standards and civic rights of their communities.

         Third, and most important, local clerics in Iran are usually drawn from their locality and are embedded in the community, in the way that Catholic priests in, for example, Ireland have been. This gave 37them a natural authority with the masses which, from the late nineteenth century, was to make the clerics an important political force. 

         
            * * *

         

         In the sixteenth century in the Middle East, as across Europe, spiritual and secular power was completely intertwined. The Safavids were sincere and devout in their belief in Twelver Shi’ism. At the same time, their ruthless pursuit of religious uniformity reinforced their temporal control of their state. They combined both objectives by stunning, monumental architecture, designed to strengthen piety, impress their subjects and intimidate – as Shah Abbas I, aka Abbas the Great, who ruled from 1588 to 1629, did in Isfahan, to which he moved the capital of Iran in 1598.

         A wise administrator and a fine soldier, Abbas built the most exquisite mosques, covered bridges, boulevards and what, as we saw on our visit, is thought to be one of the largest public squares in the world. He placed his palace so he could watch over the mosques and the bazaars at the same time – both potential sources of trouble.

         After Abbas’s death, Iran stagnated, with its elite corrupt and decadent. By 1722, they were under attack from the north by Tsar Peter the Great and from the east by an Afghan army. This army besieged and took Isfahan, where its leader, Mahmud, proclaimed himself Shah of Persia.

         A native Iranian warlord from Khorasan, Nader Shah, then defeated and banished the Afghans and temporarily restored the Safavids to the throne. By 1736, Nader had become so powerful he was able to depose the Safavids and have himself crowned as Shah.

         Nader was assassinated in 1747. Thereafter, Iran fell into a half-century of turmoil and civil war, culminating at the end of the eighteenth century with a victory for the Qajars, a Turkic Iranian tribe. They gradually restored Iran’s territorial integrity, and ruled Iran from 1796 until 1925, when they were officially replaced by Reza Khan (though their authority 38was rapidly eroded after Reza Khan’s coup d’état in 1921).§ As we will see, Khan came from a lowly background; by dint of his own determination and character, with help from the British General Sir Edmund Ironside, he rose rapidly from sergeant to brigadier-general, and then to Shah.

         
            * * *

         

         By Abbas the Great’s reign in the late sixteenth century, ‘Iran’s geopolitical identity was curiously tied up with Europe’s’, as Abbas Amanat notes. ‘Safavid rulers’ correspondence with European courts often rhetorically questioned the futility of the religious schism which divided Christian Europe while the Turkish threat was at hand’5 – despite the Sunni–Shi’a schism, of which they were the main protagonists. Inevitably, the greatest contact between the Safavids and Europe was with the countries closest to Iran. Nonetheless, there was some contact between the Iranians and the British, but in the early days this was, with important exceptions, overwhelmingly about trade, and not about interference in Iran’s internal affairs.

         One of the first British visitors, Anthony Jenkinson, received a very frosty reception from Shah Tahmasp on his arrival in 1561. Jenkinson was a cloth merchant, sent by the Muscovy Company of London to explore the possibility of direct trade with Iran, through Russia. He arrived in Qazvin, in the north-east of Iran (at that time the Safavids’ capital), with samples of cloth and a letter from Queen Elizabeth I, drawn up in Latin, English, Italian and Hebrew. The Shah and his court spoke none of these languages; luckily for Jenkinson, he was able to make himself understood in Turkish, which was the main language of the Safavid court. He left an amusing record of his encounter with the Shah. He was made to exchange his shoes for

         
            a pair of the Sophie’s [Shah’s] own shoes, [so] I might not be suffered 39to tread upon his holy ground, being a Christian … unbeliever and unclean: esteeming all to be infidels and pagans which does not believe as they do, in their false filthy prophets Mahomet and Murtezallie [Ali, the first Shi’a imam]. … I delivered the Queen’s majesties letters with my present, which he, accepting, demanded of me of what country of Franks¶ I was … ‘Oh thou unbeliever,’ said he, ‘we have no need to have friendship with unbelievers’ and so willed me to depart.6 

         

         The Shah’s main reason for rejecting Jenkinson’s offer was not that he was an unclean infidel, as Jenkinson had reported, but that he did not wish to discomfort the Ottoman Turks, with whom he had just made a peace. However, Jenkinson’s journey was not all in vain. Four years later, the Shah did grant trading privileges to the Muscovy Company. Three decades after that, two high-born British adventurers, the brothers Anthony and Robert Shirley, hearing that they might receive a favourable reception from the Safavids, travelled to the Safavid court to offer their services, with a retinue of about twenty other of their countrymen. It was the younger brother, Robert, who had the greatest involvement in Iranian affairs. It is claimed, not least by his brother in his memoir, that he was responsible for training the Safavids’ army along more efficient English lines, and that this was a key factor in the Iranians’ successes in the Ottoman–Safavid wars of 1603–18,7 though the significance of Shirley’s efforts is now disputed.8

         Both brothers were emissaries for the Shah to foreign courts. Robert also accompanied the English diplomat Sir Dodmore Cotton to Qazvin when Cotton was appointed as the first Ambassador to Iran by King Charles I, though this was not with a view to establishing a permanent Embassy. In the event, Cotton’s mission was very short-lived. He fell ill a few months after his arrival in Iran and died in Qazvin on 23 July 1628. It was to be a long while before another English Ambassador was appointed.

         Although the Muscovy Company was the first English chartered 40company to be granted trading privileges, it was the greatest of them all, the East India Company, that began to establish permanent posts along the Iranian coast in the Gulf, in return for military assistance to the Shah. 

         The Portuguese had also been active traders in the Gulf, but they incurred the Shah’s enmity by their occupation of the port of Gambrun – renamed Bandar Abbas when it was recovered. In 1622, the Shah sought to capture the strategically important island of Hormuz, also held by the Portuguese. Lacking the sea power to do so, the Shah pressed the East India Company’s ships to help, transporting Iranian troops who successfully drove away the Portuguese.

         
            * * *

         

         The East India Company, in return for the naval assistance they had given the Shah to take the port of Bandar Abbas, had been allowed to set up a trading station there. But its isolation, on the southern border of Iran by the Straits of Hormuz, and its climate led the Company to move their main headquarters in the Gulf to Basra (then in Ottoman territory, now Iraq). It also established a subsidiary base in the Iranian port of Bushehr, much further up the Gulf (almost opposite Kuwait), with better access to Shiraz, Isfahan and Tehran (Iran’s capital from 1796). From 1778, Bushehr replaced Basra as the principal base for the Company’s operations throughout the Gulf area.

         Initially, the interests of the Company were commercial. But as the Company strengthened its hegemony over India, against both local rulers and the French, so its interests in Iran became political as well. The Afghans, the French and the Russians all viewed Iran as the back door into India. Keeping these three out of Iran then became a strategic imperative which dominated Britain’s approach to Iran throughout the nineteenth century.

         When, in 1798, the Afghans first tested this imperative, the die was cast. Britain’s and Iran’s interest had become indissolubly linked. They were to remain entwined for most of the next two centuries.

         
            Notes

            1 Amanat, op. cit., p. 37.

            2 Vali Nasr, The Shia Revival: How Conflicts Within Islam Will Shape the Future (W. W. Norton & Co., 2006), p. 57.

            3 Preamble to the Act.

            4 Nasr, op. cit., pp. 38–9.

            5 Amanat, op. cit., p. 98.

            6 David Blow (ed.), Persia: Through Writers’ Eyes (Eland, 2007), pp. 93–4.

            7 Sir Anthony Sherley: His Relation of his Travels into Persia (1613), Bodleian Library, Oxford.

            8 See Amanat, op. cit., p. 99.

         

         
            * The elder son was Hasan. After a series of skirmishes, he accepted the authority of Muawiya and retired to Medina, where he was murdered by his wife in 670.

            † See Chapter 6.

            ‡ Such as the Peruvian priest Gustavo Gutiérrez and the Brazilian friar Leonardo Boff.

            § See below, Chapter 7.

            ¶ All Europeans were called ‘Franks’ by the Iranians.
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