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HORACIO MENDEZ CARRERAS


human rights lawyer, book lover, and Napoleonic scholar who on our honeymoon in 1984 welcomed my wife and me to Buenos Aires.
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Our Man in Iran









Graduate School Days


MY FIRST THINKING AND READING ABOUT IRAN came in the late 1970s, when I was a graduate student at Columbia University and had to write a paper about U.S. arms sales to the shah. Jimmy Carter was the American President, and he would on occasion appear in the press cozying up to the shah, calling him a bulwark of freedom in a troubled region or praising Iran’s support for Israel. Ayatollah Khomeini, if he was in the news at all, was an arm-waving figure in Paris, trying to rally the opposition. I doubt I made mention of him in my paper.


What had sparked my interest in the topic was my reading of Anthony Sampson’s The Arms Bazaar: From Lebanon to Lockheed, which was published in 1977 and described the nether world of merchants peddling rockets, machine guns, and hand grenades to dodgy regimes, including the shah’s. Although the paper has long since vanished, my conclusion was that selling armaments to Iran was a risky business.


Writing the paper, I must also have thought about one day traveling in Iran—my father had been to Tehran once or twice on business, but only briefly. When I left graduate school in the spring of 1978, it was for a full-time job with two weeks’ vacation. Whatever thoughts I had about traveling to Iran would have to wait. And then the following year, Ayatollah Khomeini returned from Paris, the shah departed, the hostages were taken, and Iran dropped behind an Islamic iron curtain, outside the realm of travel daydreams.


My only immediate connection to the hostage crisis came in 1982, when I was leaving a magazine job. At my farewell party in a local bar in New York City, my friend George Feifer (the author of many books) showed up in the company of former Iran hostage Barry Rosen. They were collaborating on a book. It was a hectic night for me, but I did speak with Rosen for a few minutes. Even in that brief exchange he struck me as a man of forbearance and compassion, qualities that clearly enabled him to survive the 444-day ordeal. The Destined Hour by Barbara and Barry Rosen with George Feifer came out in August 1982, and in it Barry says: “But what was much worse than I imagined, even after a few hours, was being captive.” While I kept in touch with George, I had no more contact with Rosen.


In the 1980s and 90s, I continued to collect books and memoirs about Iran (The Strand bookstore in New York had a steady supply), but in the 1980s, Iran was at war with Iraq and a sworn enemy of the United States, making it as unlikely a place to visit as North Korea or Cuba. Iran was also thought to have bankrolled the takers of American hostages in Lebanon and might have funded the radicals that killed some 200 Marines in the barracks at the Lebanon airport.









From Sally Field to Argo


IN THE 1990S AND 2000S, I began hearing of small groups or the occasional journalist visiting Iran, but in those days the idea of a trip to Iran sounded like a variation on Jane Fonda’s visit to Hanoi during the Vietnam War. Yes, it might be possible, but it could be dangerous, as Americans were unwelcome. Plus, in those days there emerged a genre of films—Not Without My Daughter starring Sally Field was just one of them—that preyed on American fears of Iran, which had a habit of detaining visiting Americans, at least those of Iranian origin. In the film, Field has a child with her Iranian husband, a doctor. During a trip home to Tehran, the doctor decides arbitrarily to stay in Iran and raise his daughter behind a burqa. Field thinks otherwise and heads with her daughter to the Turkish border, bringing to the large screen one of the first Islamic chase scenes.


Another Iranian film I saw during these years was 2011’s This Is Not a Film by Jafar Panahi and Mojtaba Mirtahmasb. I went to an advance screening in Paris at which Costa-Gavras, the Greek/French director and human rights advocate, introduced the film and spoke about intellectual and political freedom. Implausible as it sounds, the Iranian film is shot almost entirely in Panahi’s Tehran apartment, where he has been sentenced to house arrest for some of his earlier films and his outspoken stance on human rights.


The only story in the film is Panahi brainstorming with his colleague, Mirtahmasb, about how they could make a film about Panahi’s confinement. Little by little, the idea of making a film becomes reality. Panahi speaks to the simple camera, draws production points on the floor, and, when his friend smuggles a better camera into the apartment, records footage of his internal exile. When the film began, I thought it was just another filmmaker’s self-indulgent “Song of Myself” but after a while I found myself caught up in the world of Panahi’s confinement, anger, and finally enthusiasm for wanting to make a film about political repression and confinement. (Maybe Whitman was right when he wrote: “You shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self.”) The film made me admire Panahi for making it, and Costa-Gavras for supporting it, but it didn’t make me long to visit Iran. Who would want to visit a country that consigns its filmmakers to house arrest?


The movie that did make me want to go to Iran was Argo—not because I liked it, but because I did not. When the film was released in 2012, some of our children went to see it, and came home to report that they had witnessed the truth about the Iranian Revolution. They sounded like the film’s posters, which read: “Based on a declassified true story.” In case you missed it, Argo is the story of the CIA’s liberation of six U.S. officials who had eluded capture when, in 1979, students stormed the U.S. embassy compound and took sixty-five hostages. Ben Affleck directed the film, in which he also stars.


From the start, I had my doubts that Hollywood could make anything accurate about the Iran hostage crisis, but when the kids challenged me on my opinion—and it turned out all I had seen was the Argo trailer—they rightfully scoffed at my views. (They sounded like my mother, who, when we were growing up and expressing our own opinions about the world, would repeat a comedy line from her childhood: “Wuz you there, Charlie?”) Since then, to atone for my Cliff Notes approach to history, I have seen the film twice, read the Canadian memoir on which it is based, and traveled extensively around Iran, in part, I am sure, just to hold my own in dinner-table conversations with my children.


As a CIA recruiting film, Argo is fine. As history, it is absurd. In the Hollywood version, the streetwise Affleck plays the brave, good-looking CIA agent Tony Mendez, who sells the fiction that the six embassy officials are actually members of his film crew shooting a science-fiction movie called Argo in the rugged wilds of the Iranian desert. Mendez leads them out of Iran on a Swissair plane while Revolutionary Guards chase them down the runway, firing machine guns at the rolling jet.


In reality, the six diplomats left in the pre-dawn darkness at 5:30 a.m. with immigration officials barely looking at their phony documentation and no Guards present to shoot up the runway.


The film also misrepresents the role of the British (who did not turn away the six envoys on the run) and Canadian embassies in the escape, giving the CIA all the film credits. And the Iranians in the film are a cross between made-for-TV mobs and Ayatollah-induced revolutionaries intent on bringing “death to America.” Argo struck me as on a level with comic book histories—Hollywood could just as easily have sent Batman to get the hostages out, although maybe there was a problem securing the rights. No wonder the U.S. and Iran remained at loggerheads thirty-three years after the hostage crisis. But until I actually went to Tehran, I didn’t think my opinion counted for much, especially with my children.









An Iran Trip Primer


THE SIX AMERICAN DIPLOMATS had an easier time leaving revolutionary Iran than I did getting in. Although it is legal for Americans to visit Iran, they are required to travel as part of a group or with a guide at all times.


The first time I looked at going to Iran, I had wanted to take the train from Istanbul and Van, in Turkey, and arrive in Tehran by way of Tabriz. When I applied for a visa, I was told that I would need an escort/guide to meet me after I crossed the Turkish border, although no one could promise me that the guide would be at the Razi rail station when I arrived. Anyway, I dropped the train idea when Iran’s Green Revolution in 2012 brought violence into Tehran’s streets.


Although I did not want to join a group of package tourists, I did keep browsing Iranian travel web sites until I discovered in 2015 one that had eight-day tours for about $600. The catch was that the travelers went around on the bus and stayed in budget hotels. Intrigued by the backpacker tours, I wrote to the owner of a local travel company, Omid Hosseini, and asked if maybe I could replace the buses on the budget tour with trains? In that way, I would satisfy my visa requirement to be with a guide or tour, and I would be doing it my way, on the train.


Omid wrote back to say that the train was possible, and we spent the next month or so pleasantly e-mailing back and forth about routes, places to visit, and trains to catch. Little makes me happier than daydreaming about overnight sleepers, and Iran has many long-distance trains between Tehran and Mashhad, Esfahan, and Shiraz, the principal cities on the tourist routes.


After a while, Omid and I agreed on a route around the country, and I filled out another application for a visa, this time about a month before I was due to leave. For an air connection from Geneva to Tehran, I picked a $300 ticket on Ukraine Airlines by way of Kiev (then in the throes of its Maidan Revolution). “Great,” my wife said, “from one war zone to another. No wonder it was $300.”1


With everything in place, I hunted around my library and stacked on my office floor all the books I own about Iran. Even I was surprised that I had so many. Some were histories of the Persian Wars (with Greece in the fifth century CE). Others were accounts of the Assassins (a medieval tribe in Persia—the name referring to the influence of hashish) and more modern histories of the Kurds, the Great Game (between Russia and Britain over Persia), the Tehran Conference (which Stalin hosted in 1943), and the coup against Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh that the CIA pulled off in 1953. (The coup didn’t appear in Argo, but it explains much of the historical anger that Iranians have for Americans.) Finally, I found many books in my library about revolutionary Iran, including the hostage crisis, the so-called “twilight war” in and around the Persian Gulf, the civil war in Lebanon (in which Iran played an evil hand), and the war between Iran and Iraq.


At least I would not need to buy more books for my trip, although in the end I took my Kindle with me and during the long train rides (and much to my surprise) I easily logged into Amazon and replenished my traveling library.





1:On January 8, 2020, this same flight, Ukraine International Airlines 752, on its way from Tehran to Kiev, would come to a fatal end. After taking off from Tehran Imam Khomeini International Airport, the plane was shot down by a missile fired (in confusion) by the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guards, then in a state of alert as it was five days after an American drone missile had killed the Iranian general, Qassim Suleimani. Apparently, the Guards on duty confused the commercial jet with an incoming missile and fired one of their own.









A Very Short History of the Persian Empire


WHILE WAITING TO LEAVE FOR IRAN, I read Stephen Kinzer’s All the Shah’s Men, which is an account of the Mosaddegh coup. I had only seen the story as part of larger histories of the Cold War; the Kinzer book, bought in 2007 but never read, looked to me like a readable summary of how the Americans had overthrown the elected Iranian Government and installed Reza Pahlavi, who would serve until 1979 as the Shah of Iran. He also called himself the shah of shahs (the king of kings), much as his predecessors on the job had called themselves the Asylum of the Universe, Subduer of Climate, Arbitrator of His People, Guardian of the Flock, Conqueror of Lands, and Shadow of God on Earth. If nothing else, the position came with some nice titles.


Kinzer, a former foreign correspondent for the New York Times, writes well, although at times the book has the feel of a long newspaper dispatch. Nevertheless, he summarizes well the dilemmas that faced Iran after World War II, when Mosaddegh was elected prime minister. He writes:




Great themes run through Iranian history and shape it to this day. One is the continuing and often frustrating effort to find a synthesis between Islam, which was imposed on the country by Arab conquerors, and the rich heritage of pre-Islamic times. Another, fueled by the Shiite Muslim tradition to which most Iranians now belong, is the thirst for just leadership, of which they have enjoyed precious little. A third, also sharpened by Shiite beliefs, is a tragic view of life rooted in a sense of martyrdom and communal pain. Finally, Iran has since time immemorial been a target of foreign invaders, victim of a geography that places it astride some of the world’s most important trading routes and atop an ocean of oil, and it has struggled to find a way to live with powerful outsiders. All these strains combined in the middle of the twentieth century to produce and then destroy the towering figure of Mohammad Mossadegh.
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