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Prologue: The Funeral


“MY DAD WAS an ironmonger,” said Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, in Tehran Radio’s studio 4, during a preelection interview. “He worked very hard so I could go to the University of Science and Technology and study civil engineering. But in 1993 Father passed away due to an accident.”1


A year later Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, president of the Islamic Republic of Iran, helped lower his father’s coffin into the grave. Ahmad Ahmadinejad died in 2006 from heart complications, not in an accident in 1993 as his son had claimed in 2005. No one is quite sure why Ahmadinejad told such a palpable lie so publicly. Perhaps he thought he could shield his family from the public spotlight. Or perhaps he was trying to hide something.


He was not, however, trying to hide his father, at whose graveside he showed deep grief and full respect alongside his brothers and sisters. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had visited his father frequently during Ahmad’s illness and, in November 2005, canceled a planned visit to Tunisia because of his father’s ill health.2


The funeral of Ahmad Ahmadinejad offers a glimpse into the mysterious life and beliefs of his son, the president of Iran, one of the most influential leaders in the international arena. From beginning to end, the ceremony was carried out in strict Islamic fashion. Everyone in the large crowd of mourners, including Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, wore black, the color of mourning in Shiite Islam. Members of the public and government officials filled Narmak mosque. They prayed and afterward beat their chests rhythmically to the sound of drums. This is similar to the rituals of Ashura, the Shiite tradition dating back to the death of Imam Hussein, the third Shiite imam.3


Ahmad was a popular figure in his community and a deeply religious man. Legend has it that he prayed every day of his last thirty years in Narmak mosque.4 His family in his native Aradan province told visitors that he had refused to eat at the table of people who did not pay Zakat (Muslim alms). According to relatives, when he sold his house in Tehran for approximately $55,000, he donated half to charity.5


After Ahmad’s grave was covered in flowers, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad thanked the mourners and offered them a story about his father. He told them how his father had been a devoted follower of the martyred Imam Hussein, contributing money to the Ashura ceremony each year—save one, when he was having financial difficulty and genuinely could not afford to help. He felt so guilty about this that he became exhausted and started having nightmares. Then one night he dreamed that someone came to him and said, “Don’t worry, Ashura has its own master. It will look after itself.” The next day he ran into a friend in the bazaar. Upon learning of his predicament, the friend immediately offered to lend him money.6 Ahmad’s dream had come true.


For seven days after his father’s death, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad did not smile once for the cameras. His lips cracked open only at the sight of a group of visitors whose profession had given him many happy memories: the Iranian national football team.


The year that elapsed between the announcement about the fictitious death of father and the real one, the emotional funeral, and the sudden change of mood in front of his heroes—perfectly exemplifies the enigmatic nature of the Nuclear Sphinx of Tehran.






















CHAPTER ONE 

Faith and Family


ON OCTOBER 28, 1956, Seyyede Khanom Saborjhian gave birth to her fourth child, a boy named Mahmoud, during a difficult time for the Saborjhian household. Ahmad, Mahmoud’s father, was struggling to make ends meet with the income from his barbershop in the village of Aradan, near the Alborz Mountains, four and a half hours from Tehran by car.1 Both Ahmad and Seyyede Khanom were born and brought up there, and at the time of Mahmoud’s birth they lived in a rented house on Hemat Abad Avenue, near the Hosseiniye where villagers gathered to mourn the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, the third Shiite imam.2


Ahmad Saborjhian’s barbershop turned out to be his second business failure, following a grocery store that proved unprofitable.3 By 1957, on the advice of Seyyede Khanom’s brother, the family decided to follow him to the nation’s capital.4 Moving to Tehran was very common in those days for poor people in search of economic opportunities. The family settled in the Pamanar neighborhood, an impoverished district in southern Tehran near the main city bazaar.5


Ahmad Saborjhian initially made a living teaching the Koran, but his meager income necessitated yet another career change, his fourth in two years.6 His decision to become a blacksmith proved a wise one, however, for in the late 1950s Tehran was experiencing a construction boom largely fueled by the migration of hundreds of thousands of rural folk, and blacksmiths were in demand. As Saborjhian had done, such migrants usually settled in the poorer sections of southern Tehran, turning some neighborhoods into temporary shantytowns with no running water or electricity.


Lacking sufficient funds to establish his own business, Saborjhian entered into a partnership, opening a shop in the Narmak neighborhood, close to the Narmak Jame mosque where he regularly prayed.7 The family later moved to this neighborhood.


Soon after the family’s move to the big city, Ahmad Saborjhian made what might have been a difficult decision for him—he changed his name. In Iran in the early 1900s, most people had been instructed to adopt surnames, a custom not widely practiced in rural areas before then, and many chose names related to their profession or their native region. “Saborjhian” originates from the occupation of thread painting, a skill used in weaving carpets, suggesting that Ahmad’s ancestors were employed in that industry. In Iran carpet weaving is associated with the countryside and sweatshops employing children as young as twelve, who were and still are paid next to nothing. Therefore the name might have aroused disdain among Tehranis, many of whom called migrants from the country dehati, a derogatory term for “peasant.” The change of surname meant disconnecting from the family, from its heritage and roots.


The new surname, Ahmadinejad, very cleverly incorporated references to Ahmad and Seyyede Khanom’s background and strong religious beliefs. Ahmad, or righteous, is one of the many names of the Prophet Muhammad. Also, by reflecting his own first name in his surname, Ahmad ensured that all future Ahmadinejads would remember the name of their forefather, who had sacrificed his past by moving to Tehran to better his descendants’ lives. The second part of the name, nejad, means “a race of people,” so the two words conjoined signify “from the race of Prophet Muhammad.”


Seyyede Khanom’s family are in fact direct descendents of the Prophet Muhammad. Seyyede is an honorific title, the feminine form of Seyyed (which her father carried) and one of the titles used in the Shiite world to distinguish those who have a direct bloodline to the Holy Prophet. In her native Aradan, she was called Seyyede out of respect for her father. Many locals don’t even know what her real name was.8 In Tehran Seyyede Khanom gave birth to another three children, bringing the total to seven: four girls and three boys. Mahmoud, barely one year old at the time of the move, attended the Saadi school for his junior schooling and then the Daneshmand high school, situated in the Narmak neighborhood where he grew up.9 The young Ahmadinejad was known as an intelligent, studious, and dutiful child. He woke up early in the morning to review his notes for the upcoming school day, in sharp contrast to many other children in Iran. Tardiness at school was so common there that, in the 1980s, national television produced an entire fifty-part program to teach children how to arrive at school on time. The mother of a friend called Ahmadinejad Mahmoudy the good boy and told her son that Mahmoud would “make sure you won’t be led astray.”10 As a schoolboy, this son of a former Koran teacher was excluded from Koran lessons for being too young. Showing the determination and stubbornness that would later be so evident, Ahmadinejad insisted, “No, no, I know how to read the Koran.”11


Ahmadinejad’s aspirations and determination made him a successful student well into his high school years. According to classmate Nasser Hadian, he finished as the best student in many subjects in high school, English included.12 And after his friends and fellow congregants at the mosque asked him to lead extra classes in subjects such as mathematics. Since then Ahmadinejad developed a passion for teaching.13


He was similarly committed to his family, even in high school. When Mahmoud realized that his father was having financial problems, he took a job at a neighbor’s workshop, where he ran the metal press used to produce parts for air conditioners.14 At times Ahmadinejad’s devotion to his family has proved so intense that it made him embarrassingly blind to convention and protocol. For example, he once took his father to meet Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei. Despite his limited education (only six years of junior high school), Ahmad Ahmadinejad liked to write poetry, a skill that in Iran is associated with high levels of education and artistic talent.15 To read poems in public, especially before distinguished guests, is an honor usually reserved for those who have high literary qualifications. Nonetheless, during the meeting Ahmad recited poems in praise of Khamenei and the late Ayatollah Khomeini.16 Mahmoud was unfazed.


Ahmadinejad was equally dedicated to his religion—understandably so, given his family background. His mother was renowned in their native Aradan for her piousness; in gatherings she would not sit next to men who were unrelated or unknown to her. Ahmadinejad’s religious upbringing did have an impact on his anti-U.S. views. His father often took the young Mahmoud to the mosque where, among other topics, the influence of the United States on Iran was severely criticized.17 After finishing school in 1974, Ahmadinejad decided to take the university entrance exam, known to be the most competitive test in Iran’s entire educational system. Those students who can afford it enroll in expensive preparatory classes for the Concours, as it is called, using the French word. Ahmadinejad was not one of those students.18 Nonetheless, he had good grades, was determined to succeed, and most important, knew that without a university degree he would have little chance of breaking out of the poverty that had trapped his parents and friends. Furthermore, not taking the opportunity to improve his future would have been to flout the very sacrifice his parents had made by coming to Tehran seventeen years earlier.


The exam puts enormous psychological pressure on students. Some show symptoms of nervous breakdown; others get sick before, during, and after taking it. In some extreme cases it has even led to suicide. Ahmadinejad was so ambitious and self-assured that he predicted he would achieve one of the top ten places in the country. In 1975 he sat the Concours exams with approximately 150,000 other students. In the middle of the exam, his nose suddenly started to bleed. His nerves had finally caught up with him. Undeterred, Ahmadinejad cleaned himself up and continued. Despite the upset, his score was the 132nd highest. It wasn’t the top ten place that he had originally predicted, nevertheless, this score was very respectable, as it placed him in the top 1 percent of all those taking the exam in Iran.19


Ahmadinejad’s good grades would have enabled him to attend any university. He was accepted by a number of them, including the prestigious Amir Kabir University. He chose in 1975, to attend the University of Science and Technology because it was close to his house in Narmak. He enrolled in a civil engineering course, a logical choice for the son of an ironmonger who had long worked on building sites. The construction industry, which had enabled Mahmoud’s father to feed seven children, was still booming. A civil engineer could provide an even better life for his own family. Furthermore, there is less prejudice in the construction sector than in other professions, since the majority of workers are from the countryside. Ahmadinejad, a man with strong rural roots, would fit in with the workers, thus increasing his chances for success.


The second half of the 1970s were exciting and tense years; the shah’s regime was beginning to show its first cracks. Mahmoud became politically active and had several channels of expression open to him. Coming from a poor family, he could have easily joined the student branch of the communist Toodeh Party, to which many young people with underprivileged backgrounds belonged. He might have been tempted to join the MEK (Mujahedeen Khalq—People’s Mujahedeen movement) because of its insistent call for justice and equality. He could even have been tempted to join SAVAK. An acronym for Sazemane Ettelaat va Amniyate Keshvar (the National Organization for Intelligence and Security), SAVAK was the shah’s feared and hated omnipotent security service.


Ahmadinejad chose to stay true to the religious convictions his parents had instilled in him. He first became one of the founders and an active member of the Islamic Student Union. At the time, it was said in Iran that the bright young urban students joined the MEK whereas the Islamic groups with slower, more parochial students joined Islamic groups, such as Ahmadinejad’s Islamic Students Union. It seems that Ahmadinejad’s excellence in class was an exception among the Muslim student hard-liners who were battling the shah’s reign. He later joined another prominent Islamic student society, Daftare Tahkim va Vahdat—the Office for Strengthening and Unity (OSU). Its main aim was to support cooperation between university and religious students in activities against the shah. The head of this organization was Ayatollah Seyyed Muhammad Beheshti, Ayatollah Khomeini’s right-hand man. He created the revolutionary council, which brought together many anti-shah organizations, the OSU among them.


In addition to his OSU activities, Ahmadinejad was involved in the publication and distribution of Jeegh va Daad (Scream and Shout), a religious student magazine. This was dangerous. Ahmadinejad could have been arrested, either by the police or by one of the feared secret services, for disseminating anti-shah information. On a number of occasions members of the magazine staff got into fistfights with rival Marxist students outside the university gates.


In the prerevolutionary days, members of the student Islamic society were at the forefront of the demonstrations and attacks against the shah. Many were arrested and tortured. The harrowing stories of torment meted out by SAVAK were the stuff of nightmares for both young revolutionaries and their families, who were sometimes also tortured as a result of their child’s activities. Electrocution, beatings of the genitalia, and hot irons applied to prisoners’ backs were popular methods practiced by SAVAK, leaving many prisoners scarred for life—if they survived at all. These horror stories sent antigovernment activists and their families, such as the Ahmadinejads, into hiding. Fearing that they would be easily found in their native Semnan province, the family took refuge with close friends in the Golestan province, north of Tehran.20 Mahmoud disappeared, too, but only for a short time, returning to Tehran before Imam Khomeini’s return from exile in February 1979.


By 1979 Ahmadinejad’s anti-shah activities had raised his standing in the OSU.21 Senior revolutionary figures took notice and sent him to Lebanon to meet with Lebanese Shiite militias.22 This might have been Ahmadinejad’s first and only trip abroad before he was elected president twenty-six years later.23 The trip that intrigues most observers, however, is one that would have taken him only to the other side of Tehran. Unfortunately, it is near impossible to establish whether Ahmadinejad crossed the barbed wire outside the U.S. embassy compound in Tehran when it was seized by his fellow student colleagues in September 1979.


In 2005 an opposition Iranian Web site, Iran Focus, published what it said were pictures of Ahmadinejad accompanying an American hostage after the embassy takeover.24 According to its reports, Ahmadinejad was involved in the planning stages of the attack.25 The Arabic television network Al Jazeera has reported that he was in favor of attacking the U.S. and Soviet embassies simultaneously.26 A number of former hostages claim that they indeed saw Ahmadinejad.27


On the other hand, the president’s aide, Meisan Rowhani, denies that Ahmadinejad was involved in the actual capture of the U.S. embassy. “He thought that if we did that, the world would swallow us,”28 said Rowhani. Ahmadinejad dropped his opposition to the attack after he heard that Ayatollah Khomeini supported it. To date, neither the CIA nor Israeli intelligence nor the British MI6 secret intelligence service have been able to determine with “relative certainty” whether Ahmadinejad was involved in the taking of U.S. hostages in 1979.29


The other major event in Ahmadinejad’s life as a student was meeting his future wife, who was also studying at the University of Science and Technology. In 1980, when Mahmoud was twenty-four, the couple married on the university grounds.30 She subsequently received her mechanical engineering degree and went on to earn a master’s degree in education from the same university. She then became a lecturer there, remaining until her husband’s election in 2005.31


Public appearances by Mrs. Ahmadinejad have been rare. No one saw her during the presidential campaign. No reference was made to her in Ahmadinejad’s biography in the presidential campaign literature. The world caught the first glimpse of Mrs. Ahmadinejad on March 2, 2006, when she accompanied her husband on an official trip to Malaysia. Dressed in a black chador, she appeared next to her husband in a number of official photos. She never uttered a word in front of the cameras.


Husband and wife both believe in a simple and puritanical lifestyle. According to an Iranian blogger, when Ahmadinejad was mayor of Tehran a family friend went to the Ahmadinejads’ house to apply for a permit. When he rang the bell, Mrs. Ahmadinejad opened the door and the visitor presented her with a box of chocolates along with a letter explaining why he wished to apply for the permit. Mrs. Ahmadinejad told him, “I am going to take either the letter or the box of chocolates; the choice is yours. We are not used to taking presents for doing our job, and if we wanted to accept such presents our lifestyle would not be simple. Instead we would have a more luxurious lifestyle.”32 Until very recently the couple and their three children lived in a three-bedroom home on 82nd Plaza in Narmak, built in 1965.33


When elected president, Ahmadinejad vowed not to be a “palace dweller,” adamantly asserting that he would continue living in his house. However, for reasons of security the Ahmadinejads moved not long after the election to the presidential residence on Pastor Street in Tehran. Even after moving, though, they maintained a spartan lifestyle. “There weren’t even sofas in the living room,” noted a recent visitor. The family still owns their old house in Narmak, which is now the president’s public relations office. Some of their furniture remains there.34


Ahmadinejad was also forced to stop driving his thirty-year-old Peugeot, which has no air-conditioning, for security reasons.35 These days he is driven everywhere in a jeep, which doesn’t stop him from reaching out through the sunroof to collect request letters from the public. On a visit to the Golestan province in March 2006, he received 135,000 letters, the majority of which were passed to his delegation, but he has also been seen on numerous occasions with his hands full of them.36


Mrs. Ahmadinejad’s cooking seems to particularly please Mahmoud. Tehran is not short of restaurants and the Tehran municipal building has its own canteen. However, during his tenure as mayor of Tehran, Ahmadinejad was famed for taking home-cooked lunches to work every day. While on his first official visit as president to the United Nations in New York in 2005, a Time magazine reporter asked Ahmadinejad if he still brought his lunch to work in a bag. “That continues,” he replied, adding, “Is there a problem with that? What’s wrong if you want to eat the food that your wife has cooked?”37


The Ahmadinejads have three children together, a daughter and two sons. Their daughter is an engineer like her father, having completed her electrical engineering degree in 2006. She married in 2005 and will likely make Ahmadinejad a grandfather in due course.


Their second child, Mahdi, went to his father’s alma mater. On August 14, 2005, Mahdi was elected a chairman of the Islamic Students Union’s central committee, again following in the footsteps of his father.38 It has been reported, though, that in November 2005 Mahdi Ahmadinejad was removed from his post for “not fulfilling his commitments and lack of commitment to the organization’s regulations.”39 In 2006 a local newspaper in northern Iran reported that Ahmadinejad had chosen a bride for Mahdi from Iran’s Mazandaran province, a region whose women are renowned for their beauty.40 So far there has been no further news about the wedding.


Being the president’s son does have its disadvantages. Many people come to Mahdi with their financial problems, hoping he will get his father to help. One particularly distasteful instance occurred at the mourning ceremony for Mahdi’s grandfather Ahmad at the Narmak mosque. Thirty minutes into the ceremony, Mahdi stepped into the garden and was immediately confronted by a young man. Ignoring the fact that Mahdi was mourning the recent loss of his grandfather in a holy place, the young man beseeched him to ask his father for help with a $21,000 debt. Mahdi politely listened, and then reentered the mosque.41


The Ahmadinejads also have a teenage son, Ali Reza. He completed high school in 2005. In 2006, Ali Reza followed his mother’s footsteps, by taking a degree course in mechanical engineering, but in Amir Kabir University, and not the University of Science and Technology. During the 2005 presidential elections Ali Reza accompanied his father on a number of campaign trips to southern Tehran. He is a quiet and shy teenager with a huge appetite for the Internet. On at least on one occasion Ahmadinejad has bemoaned the large Internet phone bills that Ali Reza had incurred.


In the early days following the revolution, Ahmadinejad and his comrades focused on assisting the regime with its plans to turn the country into a strict Islamic state. Within a year, however, another dramatic event changed the direction of Iran and of Ahmadinejad’s life. In September 1980 Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi forces invaded Iran. Ahmadinejad’s election autobiography says that as soon as the war broke out, he rushed to the western region of the country. The Farsi wording—dar fa’aliyat’haye poshtibani mantaghe  talash kard—translates as “he took part in supportive activities in the region” (the west of Iran). The expression fa’aliyat’haye poshtibani, or “supportive activities,” is used in times of war to describe logistical support that assists the combat forces operating on the front line.


We are forced to guess the kind of support Ahmadinejad provided, though, as his own election Web site, Mardomyar.com, did not give exact dates for his activities immediately after the outbreak of the conflict. It says only that during the 1360 decade of the Iranian calendar (1981–91) he served the people of Maku, Khoy, and the Kurdistan province for a total of six years.42 The Iranian opposition has leveled many accusations at him in regard to this period, some charging that he made the details deliberately ambiguous to hide his alleged involvement in the execution of political prisoners at the notorious Evin prison.43 This prison is where SAVAK brutally tortured and executed the regime’s opponents. After the revolution Khomeini’s judicial officials turned the prison into their own chamber of horrors, where unlimited pain and death was inflicted on anyone deemed antirevolutionary.


A newly discovered interview that Ahmadinejad gave to Iran Radio as part of his election campaign sheds some light on this matter. In it Ahmadinejad states that during the first four years of the war, he was deputy governor and then governor of the cities of Maku and Khoy. For the next two years he served as a construction consultant to the governor of the Kurdistan province.44


The question remains why his election biography fails to mention exactly when he served as a bureaucrat. Why doesn’t it say that in the first six years of war Ahmadinejad worked in an office? Is it because such an acknowledgment would have damaged his image as a revolutionary patriot? Perhaps he didn’t want people to know he was sitting behind a desk while others were getting killed at the front. There is further confusion over the start date of his military service. According to his election biography, “In the Persian calendar year of 1365 [1986], Ahmadinejad voluntarily joined the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corp (IRGC).” However, in the same Iran Radio interview Ahmadinejad specifically said that during 1365 (1986), “I was working as an advisor in the Kurdistan region.” During the same radio interview Ahmadinejad said that in the years after 1366–1367 [1987 and 1988], “I was in charge of engineering duties at the sixth brigade of the IRGC.”


So was Ahmadinejad lying in saying he joined the war in 1986, when in reality he only enlisted in 1987? Another fact in his election biography makes the 1986 date questionable: he claims to have received his master’s degree that same year. Surely it is impossible to have completed a master’s while fighting in the war. It is far more probable that he studied for his MS while an advisor in the Kurdistan province in 1986 and only upon its completion a year later did he join the on IRGC. In other words, it is likely that Ahmadinejad only served one year and eight months, from 1987 until the end of the war in August 1988, and that his extension of this time years later was an attempt to improve his revolutionary credentials.


During the war Ahmadinejad was based at the IRGC’s Ramezan Garrison in western Iran. According to his election biography, he served with a special unit of the IRGC and after completing a training program in the Ramezan garrison, he took part in Special Forces attacks in the Kirkuk area of northern Iraq.45


It has also been alleged that during his stint in the Ramezan garrison, Ahmadinejad was part of al-Quds brigade, which runs the IRGC’s foreign special operations. This unit was, and continues to be, behind the murder of Iranian dissidents in a number of European cities, including Berlin, Rome, and Vienna. It is also reportedly in charge of training and maintaining links with terrorist groups around the world, such as Hezbollah in Lebanon. What seems certain about this period is that during his service with the IRGC, Ahmadinejad was in charge of the engineering tasks of the IRGC’s sixth brigade and served in the war office responsible for Iran’s western provinces.46


According to Iranian opposition sources, it was while in the Ramezan garrison that Ahmadinejad met General Aziz Jaafari, a.k.a. Muhammad Jaafar Sahraroudi, the IRGC commander who led an assassination team in Vienna.47


On July 13, 1989, three bodies riddled with bullets were found in a small apartment in Vienna. They were Abdul Rahman Ghasemlou, the secretary-general of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan (PDKI), his associate Abdullah Ghadrazar, and their Iraqi friend Professor Fadel Rasul.48 The flat belonged to an Austrian who allowed these representatives of Iranian Kurds to use it for clandestine meetings with a secret Iranian delegation. The two groups were ostensibly seeking an end to the hostilities between Kurdish separatist militants and the Islamic regime in Tehran.


The night before, the three had arrived at the apartment for the third such meeting with the Iranian group—led by General Muhammad Shahroudi from the IRGC, an aide named Haji Mostafavi, and a third person, Amir Bozorgian, who was introduced as their bodyguard.49 In the first two meetings the Iranians seemed sincere in their intentions to reach an agreement. In reality, their goal was to gain the Kurds’ confidence in order to eliminate them.


A fourth person has been alleged to have been present at this fatal meeting: Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, then a colonel in the IRGC and now president of the Islamic Republic of Iran.


After the bodies were discovered, the Austrian police arrested General Shahroudi at the local hospital, where he had been taken for minor injuries suffered during the altercation in the flat, and the supposed bodyguard, Bozorgian. The two denied any connection to the killings, claiming that all six men had been attacked by strangers. The socialist government of Chancellor Franz Vranitzky quickly accepted the explanation, although it was full of holes. The Austrian police concluded that no other Iranians had been involved in the incident.


Shahroudi was subsequently put on the first plane to Tehran. Bozorgian, actually an officer in Iran’s ministry of intelligence and probably the assassin, managed to leave Austria a few days thereafter. Four years later he was involved in the assassination in Rome of an ex–Iranian diplomat who had defected to the opposition MEK movement. He is currently on Interpol’s Wanted Fugitives list.


However, new evidence uncovered by an Iranian journalist who shared it with an Austrian member of Parliament (the Austrian parliamantarian refused to name him for the journalist’s safety) showed that two Iranian assassination teams were in Vienna at the time of the murders. One operated at the apartment where the meeting took place and the other was a backup team, which was alleged to have been headed by Ahmadinejad. “In contrast to the first hit team,” says Dr. Peter Pilz, leader of the Austrian Green Party and a member of the Austrian Parliament, “which traveled on a tourist visa and posed as innocent visitors, [Ahmadinejad] arrived in Austria on a diplomatic passport. His mission was to provide the weapons for the assassinations, which he was carrying in a diplomatically sealed bag.”50 After handing over the weapons, Pilz alleges, Ahmadinejad waited near the apartment with a pistol. If the first team did not succeed, he would finish the job.51


Ahmadinejad’s participation in that operation has been denied by the Iranian government. This has been further complicated by the fact that no solid evidence has been presented to the public to prove his participation. Although it may be almost impossible to substantiate the facts of this story, it nonetheless embodies the enigma that is Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.


However, what has been stated openly in public is that Ahmadinejad’s claims that he was a brave commando are dubious. “He was neither courageous nor was he a leader,” said Hamid Reza Jalaeipour, a governor under Ayatollah Khomeini who appointed Ahmadinejad his deputy in the 1980s. “He was hardly ever at the battlefront. He was afraid.”52


After the war Ahmadinejad went back to the University of Science and Technology to teach. He also joined the university’s scientific board, which primarily decided on scientific projects for the school and determined the curriculum for scientific courses. In the five years following the war Ahmadinejad held two posts, the first being advisor to the Islamic culture and guidance ministry. He entered the ministry after the future president, Muhammad Khatami, who was dismissed because his policies were too moderate for extreme conservatives. Ahmadinejad fit the profile the conservatives were looking for, and he was appointed because of his dedication rather than any training or experience for the job.


In 1993 he advanced up the political ladder, to governor-general of a newly established province, Ardebil. Sandwiched between the Caspian Sea, the independent republic of Azerbaijan, and Iran’s own eastern Azerbaijan province, Ardebil is a rural and mountainous region most known for Ali Daei, the country’s famous footballer, and the former captain of the national team. Ahmadinejad seems to have been as dedicated an administrator as he was a student. He was named an exemplary governor-general for three consecutive years in his four-year term, though he had served fewer years and had weaker political connections in Tehran than the competition.53 His abilities were severely tested when an earthquake measuring 5.5 on the Richter scale struck Ardebil on February 18, 1997, killing 1,100 people and injuring 2,600. Ahmadinejad oversaw the reconstruction of 7,500 housing units within nine months. This success underscored Ahmadinejad’s managerial and administrative skills, especially in times of crisis, as well as his concern for people.54


That same year Ahmadinejad’s career as governor-general came to an abrupt end when Khatami was elected president. Immediately after taking office, Khatami purged the government of many radical and conservative government officials, Ahmadinejad among them. With no job and little future in government, he returned to Tehran to complete his PhD and teach at the University of Science and Technology.


Ahmadinejad said he was popular with the students. “I never did roll call in the mornings. Sometimes students from other classes would come to my lectures,” he told reporters.55 He also said that his love of football, which he played with his students, was a factor in his popularity.56 While teaching at the university he joined a team and took part in a number of tournaments. He is said to be very adept at controlling the ball and outmaneuvering opponents through nimble footwork at high speed.57


It is said in Iran that if football were a religion, it would come in a close second to Islam, and certainly Ahmadinejad’s devotion to the game plays a part in his political career. In February 2006 he made an unannounced visit to the training camp of Iran’s national team at the Azadi stadium where, dressed in a team uniform, he showed off his talent on the pitch. Before leaving for the 2006 World Cup in Germany, the national team players came to see Ahmadinejad and presented him with his own Iranian football jersey, bearing the number 24 and Ahmadinejad on the back. Nearly every Iranian schoolchild dreams of such an honor.


In contrast to Ahmadinejad’s own rosy depiction of his time as a lecturer, others speak of his problems in adjusting to university life. Certainly he showed no inhibitions about his political views and no fear of academic reprisals, even during the reformist era. For example, it is said that Ahmadinejad used to wear a kaffiyeh, a black-and-white scarf worn by the ultraconservative Basij people’s militia forces, an offshoot of the IRGC. Ahmadinejad’s kaffiyeh branded him an ultraconservative—and proud of it. The Basij were a popular militia wing of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards, many of whom had been treated by the regime as cannon fodder.58


Ahmadinejad never gave up his political ambitions. While teaching, he became a member of various conservative movements—the Society of Islamic Engineers, for one—and rejoined his old friends at the group he had founded, the OSU. Eventually he settled on his next attempt at political office: mayor of Tehran.




Ahmadinejad ran for mayor as the candidate of a coalition named the Abadegarane Iran-e-Islami, or Developers of Islamic Iran. Known as Abadegaran, it is a neoconservative coalition with strong links to the establishment. Its membership is mostly made up of second-generation revolutionaries who fought in the war and are critical of traditional conservatives. The group’s main goal is to reconcile the original values of the Islamic revolution with the country’s current realities.59


Ahmadinejad, one of eight candidates in the race, did not need to campaign strenuously; voter apathy more or less handed victory to him. Tehranis had become dissatisfied with the infighting and inefficiency of the reformists of Khatami’s coalition, who were then running the city.60 On election day in spring of 2003, only 12 percent of eligible voters turned up at the polls, and those 12 percent were mostly underprivileged and highly religious. They had heard about Ahmadinejad’s conservative and religious values in sermons at the mosques and from the Basij. They chose him because he was devout, a local from a low-income neighborhood, and disliked by the corrupt establishment. Even his PhD in traffic management proved an advantage. One of the most congested and polluted cities in the world, Tehran was in dire need of a professional traffic engineer.61


Ahmadinejad’s two years as mayor were relatively successful. Tehranis admired him for acting quickly to resolve problems, in sharp contrast to the previous administration. (According to a popular local saying, politics and driving are the same in Tehran—they both move at one kilometer per hour.) As well as being admired for his speed and decisiveness, Ahmadinejad was prized within the administration for his ability to seek compromise and consensus among his managers.


Ahmadinejad continued to teach part-time at the university, at least in part because he had decided to live off his teacher’s wages rather than accept the mayoral salary. “I have my income from teaching at university,” he responded to reporters who questioned the decision. “Why should I receive [the mayor’s salary]? I work for the government and I get wages,” he continued, referring to his university pay. “Thank God it’s enough. My wife also earns.”62


In 2003 the mayor’s salary was $2,000 a month, with another $2,000 monthly for living expenses. Ahmadinejad worked unpaid for twenty-four months, forfeiting the equivalent of $100,000 and much more via kickbacks. Ahmadinejad proudly pointed out that the money “stayed in the bank account of Tehran city. It’s not going anywhere. It’s expended on Tehran.”63


Ahmadinejad then added, “The point of view and perceptions of authority should change. Managers should live with the people. A manager should not have a lifestyle that doesn’t allow him to have an understanding of people’s sufferings.”64 On a number of occasions during his tenure Ahmadinejad reportedly donned the orange uniform of a street cleaner, one of the lowliest positions in Iranian society, to show solidarity with them. In one well-publicized instance he was said to have exited his own car and helped clear a blockage in an open sewer.65




Ahmadinejad was known as a devoted mayor who worked hard, putting in long hours. He must be the only mayor of Tehran who never took a holiday. Despite the power and responsibility that came with his new office, Ahmadinejad stayed true to his conservative political and religious ideologies. He turned cultural centers into prayer halls, especially during the holy month of Ramadan. One of his most controversial acts was the decision to allocate separate elevators in the town hall for men and women, in accordance with strict Islamic laws. The reformists depicted him as a religious zealot, but they were too weak to force him to rescind the policy.


Another significant step he took was to bury the newly found remains of Iranian soldiers, casualties of the Iraqi invasion, in the squares of southern Tehran. In commemorating his lost comrades, Ahmadinejad was reminding the people of Tehran that they owed their freedom to those young men who went to fight against Saddam Hussein. Some residents objected, saying that the program was simply an opportunity for ultraconservatives to symbolically broaden their reach in Tehran and that the burial sites were eyesores. Nevertheless, in March 2006 Basij students at Sharif University of Tehran forced the interment of unknown soldiers on university grounds despite opposition from more than 82 percent of the students, many of whom formed human chains in an attempt to stop the burials, to no avail.


A much more popular decision, from both an aesthetic and a cultural viewpoint, was commemorating Iranian victims of Iraq’s chemical attacks by unveiling plaques to their memory. Iranians consider Iraq’s use of chemical weapons against their soldiers and citizens a crime against humanity that must be remembered.


This sense of abandonment by the international community and helplessness against Iraq’s chemical attacks left a deep scar on the psyche of Iranians. It convinced many that when it came to Iran’s defense, no one could be trusted except Iranians themselves. According to an Iranian war veteran, “We Iranians want to say ‘Never again’ to such attacks against our people. With the international organizations such as the UN being so [pro-Western] and weak, realistically the only way we can ensure that weapons of mass destruction are not used against us is by having them. Especially a nuclear bomb—with that kind of weapon in our arsenal, no one will ever dare gas us again.”66


When Ahmadinejad’s official performance report was released, on April 20, 2005, he was still in office, but that month he declared his candidacy for president. The report cited major increases in public transportation (bus fleets grew by 112 percent and rail lines and tracks were expanded), garbage recycling (up more than 2000 percent in a span of two years), and fire services.67 Ahmadinejad’s positive contributions as mayor won him external as well as internal praise. He was short-listed in an international mayoral competition, along with another sixty-five mayors, only nine of whom were from Asia.68


In addition to his duties as mayor, Ahmadinejad also became the manager of the Hamshahri newspaper, the official mouthpiece of the city government. He turned the paper into a conservative daily that reflected the opinion of the Abadegaran coalition, to which he belonged.69 Ahmadinejad cut an authoritative figure at the newspaper, very much in charge. Some staff left for this reason, while others were fired by Ahmadinejad, including the editor in chief (for not supporting his candidacy) and even his replacement (who was dismissed a week before the June 2005 elections). He also dismissed another reporter because she dared pose a question about the country’s security services, a taboo subject in Iran.70


Samane Ghadrkhan, a journalist based in Tehran, noted that by the end of his tenure as mayor, Ahmadinejad had made a number of enemies. “When his term started, the organization as one was behind Ahmadinejad,” he said. “By the time he left, it was split in two, with half opposed to him.” Ghadrkhan also criticized the mayor’s performance, noting that “although Ahmadinejad fulfilled many of his promises, he failed in others. The biggest failure was his promise to pave all of Tehran’s roads with asphalt in forty-five days. He didn’t even get close to fulfilling this promise. His conservative points of view also led to alienation of many within the town hall.”71 Ghasem Khorami, another Tehran-based reporter, complained that Ahmadinejad “turned the city into a hotbed for conservatives, using it to surround himself with people who backed him.”72


Ahmadinejad’s biggest critics have been, predictably, the reformists. They questioned his own honesty and attacked him for granting contracts to inept cronies and former IRGC comrades who wasted the city’s money on poorly planned projects. One such case is the construction of a monorail line in central Tehran that was to run from Sadeghiye Square to Tehran’s Mehrabad International Airport. Because of insufficient planning and the absence of any feasibility study of the route, $10 million was spent on the project, with very little construction to show for it.73


Another example involves $2 million paid for lighting to be installed in Tehran’s streets for religious festivals. After the contract was signed, the supplier wrote Ahmadinejad saying that the amount agreed upon was insufficient; another $1 million was then doled out. Subsequent investigations show that the contract was nothing more than a phantom agreement; the money was paid, but no work was carried out.74


In April 2005 Ahmadinejad declared his candidacy for the presidency of the Islamic Republic of Iran. He campaigned right up until two days before the first round of elections on June 17, 2005. (Ahmadinejad’s campaign, and the reasons for his election, will be discussed in chapter 2.) Although viewed as an outsider, Ahmadinejad nevertheless managed to win 19.5 percent of the vote in the first round, while former president Hashemi Rafsanjani, the pragmatists favorite, won 21 percent.75


These were astonishing results. Rafsanjani, the son of a pistachio merchant who became a cleric, was a close ally of Khomeini’s and one of the most powerful and wealthy politicians in the country. That now he barely beat Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, a candidate who had received neither serious national nor international attention, was shocking. The CIA, Mossad, and MI6 panicked. They had little idea who this man was and why he was so popular. With no single candidate gaining more than half the vote, the election went into a second round, in accordance with Iran’s electoral laws. The result on June 24 brought about an even bigger shock: Ahmadinejad won 62 percent of the votes and Rafsanjani only 36 percent.76






















CHAPTER TWO 

Vote for the Unknown


AHMADINEJAD HELD HIS first election rally, a relatively modest affair, in the Haftome Tir hall in southern Tehran on May 27, 2005. He talked about the chief issues of his campaign: corruption, lack of justice, unemployment, and the deterioration of the economy.1 These were popular and substantive topics that drew many people to his rallies.


Although he claimed during the elections that he did not represent any particular group, he was known to be a member of a number of conservative political factions.2 Chief among them was Abadegarane Iran-e-Islami (known as Abadegaran), the coalition Ahmadinejad represented in the mayoral elections of 2003. A neoconservative coalition, the Abadegaran is critical of traditional conservatives and works to reconcile the original values of the Islamic revolution with Iran’s current realities.3


Ahmadinejad was also a member of Jame’eye Isargarane Enqhelabe Eslami (the Islamic Revolution Devotees Society, or Isargaran). Members of the Isargaran are veterans of the Iran-Iraq war, including some disabled, freed prisoners of war, family members of those killed, and people who were involved in the revolution against the monarchy.4


Both coalitions belong to a conservative umbrella organization called Osulgarayan (meaning People of Principle), which counts among its other factions the Islamic Society of Teachers and the Islamic Society of Engineers. All these organizations are well established in Iranian politics and could have assisted Ahmadinejad with his campaign. However, instead of supporting him fellow conservatives tried to convince him to not run at all. After a strong intervention and vetting by the Guardian Council eight candidates remained in the race. Out of the eight presidential candidates, four were conservatives in the Osulgarayan faction: Muhammad Bagher Ghalibaf, a former general of the IRGC air force and a former National Police commissioner; Ali Larijani, an Iraqi-born former minister in Rafsanjani’s cabinet and head of the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB); Mohsen Rezai, a former commander of the IRGC and a war hero; and Ahmadinejad.5 Of those four, Ahmadinejad and Mohsen Rezai were expected to win the fewest votes.6 So the two higher-visibility conservative candidates, Ghalibaf and Larijani, attempted to persuade Ahmadinejad and Rezai to withdraw.


Their first and foremost concern was that Ahmadinejad would take votes away from other, better-known conservatives. This was a genuine worry, as they were facing a formidable challenge from the nonconservative, pragmatist-reformist camp headed by former president Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani and Mostafa Moeen (the only real reformist candidate), who were expected to do well at the ballot box. Mehdi Karrubi, a former speaker of the parliament who was considered a moderate conservative and the most independent candidate, was also a challenge to both camps. This was also because he formerly headed one of the powerful Bonyads (charity foundations), which enabled him to gather millions of dollars at his disposal. The eighth candidate was Mohsen Mehralizadeh, a former governor of Khorassan province who was loosely affiliated with the reformist-pragmatist camp.


While overtly the request that Ahmadinejad would leave the race was a matter of strategy for the conservative faction as a whole, personal vendettas also came into play. The Isargaran faction had already chosen Ghalibaf as their candidate. Even though Ahmadinejad was one of the founders of the organization, Isargaran passed him over because of his allegiance to Abadegaran in the 2003 Tehran mayoral elections.7 Ahmadinejad had turned his back on Isargaran once, and now the group was returning the favor.


Publicly, the campaign to stop Ahmadinejad from nominating himself started five months prior to his first election rally, when his opposition started a rumor that Ahmadinejad had “exited the list of presidential candidates.” Ahmadinejad neither denied nor acknowledged this report, but he was frustrated by the struggle and spoke openly about the conspiracy to force him to pull out of the race.8 At one rally soon after his nomination, he declared, “They said to me, ‘No one has heard of you, you won’t win votes.’” Ahmadinejad’s response, in his typically dry wit, was “I told them, ‘If no one has heard of me, then don’t worry—if I lose, no one will notice.’” The crowd erupted in applause.9


Ahmadinejad wasn’t always so witty. Just before the first round of presidential voting on May 30, 2005, he announced that he would publicly name those who were pressuring him.10 Although he didn’t do so, it was a clear warning shot to his enemies.


Initially, the prospect for the conservatives seemed bleak. The pragmatist Rafsanjani was favored to win the highest number of votes, followed by Moeen, the reformist candidate. The conservatives were expected to come in third at best. Polls published three days before the election showed Rafsanjani leading with 22 percent.11 However, the conservatives were in surprisingly strong positions. Ghalibaf was second with 20 percent and Mayor Ahmadinejad third at 15 percent. The reformist candidate, Moeen, came in fourth at 10 percent, and the other candidates polled in the single digits.12


The pressure on Ahmadinejad to withdraw subsided. On June 16, a day before the election, Rezai decided to drop out of the race. Though he may have done so because of his alliance and friendship with Rafsanjani, Rezai’s withdrawal took the heat off Ahmadinejad.13 The polls also showed that Ahmadinejad had a chance to win and, in fact, that he was more popular than some established conservatives, such as Larijani. Ironically, the political life of the most notorious anti-Western president was saved by a purely Western concept: polling.


Ahmadinejad ’s sudden success resulted from a number of factors, notably his declaration of war on corruption. One of the main reasons the Iranian people revolted against the monarchy in 1979 was corruption. In 2005, despite many promises, history was repeating itself. The country had become corrupt again, unbearably so for many Iranians. What was most offensive was that senior officials were largely responsible. These religious people, who had preached of a pure and just government under Islam, had become some of the biggest plunderers of Iran’s wealth. So much so that corruption was looked upon no longer as a crime but as an essential technique to survive . . . and then to get rich.


The most destructive consequence of corruption and mismanagement wasn’t just the loss of money; it was the loss of funds for social investment, for the population’s basic needs. Daily life in Iran, especially in Tehran, is now far worse than it was under the shah.





	Traffic in Tehran is like nothing you have ever known. It takes hours and hours and hours to get anywhere, at about an hour and fifteen minutes per mile.14 


	If you take a deep breath in Tehran, your lungs will sample some of the foulest air in the world.15 On some days the level of air pollution is so high that schools are closed.16 


	Noise pollution in Tehran is twice the level deemed safe by international health organizations.17 


	Crime is increasing. Between 2001 and 2006 the number of illegal weapons entering the country increased by 1000 percent, to 27,300 firearms.18 


	Iran is now one of the least safe countries in the world for air travel.19 The country is unable to buy new Airbus and Boeing aircraft, partly because of the U.S.-imposed embargo but also partly because of the venality of Iranian officials. Instead of buying newer versions of Russian-made aircraft to modernize the airplane fleet, corrupt officials used the country’s money to buy the cheapest and most outdated planes. They then pocketed the rest of the cash allocated for aircraft purchases. The result has been crashes and unnecessary deaths.


	The bureaucracy has worsened. A simple task these days requires endless forms to be filed, as well as a dose of zir-mizi (money under the table).20 


	The country’s medical services are falling apart, and a growing number of patients are dying at the hands of overworked doctors.21 


	There are estimated to be hundreds of thousands of prostitutes, most coming from poor urban families.




A famous Tehrani anecdote says that if you ever wanted to travel in time, you could do it in one day, by first visiting northern Tehran and then going to the city’s southern side. Parts of northern Tehran look almost like a modern European neighborhood. Beautiful houses and apartments with modern cars parked outside line the streets. The shops offer the latest Western high technology and clothes. The streets are relatively clean.


In contrast, parts of southern Tehran bear a striking resemblance to an underdeveloped third-world city. The neighborhoods are crowded with old, small, run-down brick houses. In some cases many families share one house. The streets are dirty. The shops offer nothing but basic necessities. Many people live in abject poverty.


At the time of the election, the people of Iran were furious about the extent of corruption in Iran and its devastating consequences. And a figure perceived by some to be one of the biggest practitioners of corruption, Ayatollah Rafsanjani, was running for president.


Born in 1934 in the village of Bahreman, Ali Akbar Hashemi Bahremani Rafsanjani was born into a relatively wealthy pistachio-trading family. At the age of fourteen he went to seminary school in Qom, where one of his teachers was Ayatollah Khomeini. Despite the anti-Western sentiments of the revolution in which he later participated, Rafsanjani traveled extensively in the West and the Far East in the 1960s and 1970s. Among his destinations were Japan and the United States, where he visited twenty states.22
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