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To Parker and Jackson:
I hope that one day you both will be lucky enough to get to see the world as I have . . .










PROLOGUE



The Dark Tourist


‘The cool thing about being famous is travelling. I have always wanted to travel across seas, like to Canada and stuff.’


Britney Spears


I think that deep down I’m a coward. I’m not sure if I was actually born yella or whether growing up during the civil war in Lebanon made it inevitable. Certainly I can remember being constantly terrified for periods of my childhood as the noise of fighting from Beirut used to permeate our entire house. Sometimes the war would draw closer and shells would actually land in the garden all around the house. You read about people being calm under fire – I never was. My dad was brave. He’d fought against the Japanese as a pilot in the Fleet Air Arm in World War Two. From what I later found out, this had affected him deeply. As a kid, however, I had no idea about this. Growing up, it was all about a stiff upper lip, being courageous. Dad would refuse to sleep downstairs even when we were being shelled. He would stay up in his room at the top of the house, incredibly vulnerable to any incoming projectile, while I was below terrified that he might be killed.


I think this left me with a feeling of character inadequacy that I’ve always been subconsciously trying to rectify.


It’s because of this curious background that I’ve forever been in awe of people who did do brave and adventurous things. As a kid, I used to think that foreign correspondents were the most exciting of people. They were professional seekers of chaos, rushing to the scene of any global disaster, willingly hurling themselves into the fire. It’s what I always wanted to be.


When I left school I went to the London School of Oriental and African Studies. I studied Arabic for a while and then International Relations. When I left, however, instead of going abroad in search of adventure, I disappointed myself. I had this desperate need to settle, to put down some roots. So my twenties were spent in London, initially doing jobs varying from barman to sandwich-maker at MTV. Then I got a lucky break and spent nine months in Prague working as an intern for the European Commission just after the fall of Communism. This was my first proper adventure and I loved it.


Returning to London and using my newly gained political credentials, I got a job in Westminster and worked for both the BBC and ITN on parliamentary-news programmes. I’m a current-affairs junkie and I was in the thick of it. It was politically very exciting but I was nonetheless inherently bored.


Then another lucky break led to my CV landing on the desk of a company hiring researchers for a new political-comedy programme, The Mark Thomas Comedy Product. It was a precursor to Michael Moore and Brass Eye and it was all about irritating the Establishment. I got the job and in my first week was driving a tank through a McDonald’s drive-thru and haranguing MPs while dressed as a large penis. I was hooked – comedy was fun, it was exciting and, unbelievably, you got paid to do it.


So I stayed in comedy and eventually made a show called Trigger Happy TV. It was kind of a surreal Candid Camera and was a huge hit. It sold to more than fifty-five countries worldwide and it made me famous. Now most people knew me as the man who dressed as a squirrel and shouted loudly into a huge mobile phone. That was fine by me but I didn’t want to be pigeonholed. Success opened many doors. I got a weekly column in the Independent and started travel writing for The Sunday Times.


The travel writing was a godsend. In a tiny way, I slowly became my own little foreign correspondent. Whenever I had some spare time I would fly off somewhere and explore. I went to Vietnam and squeezed into Vietcong tunnels. I went to Nicaragua and skied down the side of a live volcano. I drove across Syria looking for a cave in which I’d scratched my name as a ten-year-old boy. I explored the legendary Empty Quarter on the borders of Oman and Yemen. I drank lethal homemade vodka in a tenement block outside Saint Petersburg. I scuba-dived on ancient wrecks off Dominica and cage-dived with great white sharks in South Africa.


I had finally put down my roots: I had my lovely wife and kids in our house in the Cotswolds. So I lived this curious dual life and the older I got the more I became drawn to explore offbeat and curious destinations. Something else inside of me appeared to be trying to resolve itself. I had no name for this curious wanderlust until I read a certain article in the Observer. It was about Guyana, which sits on the northern coast of South America and is one of the most inhospitable countries in the world.


I once did a comedy show in which I pretended to be a man ringing various foreign embassies from prison. The story I told them was that I had just won a lot of money on the Lottery and planned to tour the world when I got out. I was therefore planning my itinerary and wanted to know whether or not their country was worth a visit. When I got the Guyanan ambassador I asked him what there was to see in his country.


‘Not much, really,’ he answered apologetically, ‘just snakes and swamps . . .’


The Minster for Tourism in Guyana obviously realized that they had a problem as well and the piece in the Observer told of his plan to encourage visitors. Guyana was infamous for having been the location of the Jonestown Massacre. Though dubbed a massacre, this was in fact the mass suicide of 918 members of a cult that followed an American nutter called Jim Jones. Men, women and children all drank cyanide at the cult’s community in northern Guyana on 18 November 1978. The Guyanan Minister for Tourism wanted to rebuild Jonestown so that tourists could come and visit the site. They could even stay overnight and pretend to be in the cult. To most sane people this sounded like an absolutely terrible idea. But I understood that he was aiming this venture at people like me – I actually found the whole idea compelling. The plan was, the Observer noted disapprovingly, another example of the growing phenomenon of ‘Dark Tourism’ – a term generally used to describe travel to sites associated with death and suffering.


Now, I wasn’t obsessed with blood and gore and I didn’t exactly get off on scenes of human suffering. I was, however, intrigued by the darker side of tourism. What really interested me, I realized, was that all these places that were supposedly off limits or dangerous were always fascinating and often incredibly good fun. Every time I mentioned Lebanon to people they would suck in their breath and go on about how terrible it must be. Certainly there was a lot about the place that wasn’t great, but there were also wonderful things that people never got to hear about – the food, the scenery, the people . . . Human life always survived and often flourished under the most extreme of circumstances. These sorts of destinations were never one-note and they invariably threw up the unexpected. That was what I loved travelling for.


So the idea for this book was born. I decided to visit six different, ‘difficult’ destinations in one year and just see what happened. I had finally realized what I was:


I was a Dark Tourist.
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‘Skiing in the Axis of Evil – getting away from it all on the Iranian ski slopes’
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Mullahs Don’t Snowboard


‘To travel is to discover that everyone is wrong about other countries’


Aldous Huxley


T here can be few countries that elicit such extreme reactions from people as does Iran. It is the Millwall of the global community: ‘Everybody hates us but we don’t care . . .’ As a founding member of George W. Bush’s ‘Axis of Evil’ club – infamous for religious extremism, anti-Western rhetoric and being not impartial to the occasional hostage-taking – it’s most people’s idea of a holiday in hell. For a Dark Tourist like me, however, it’s a dream destination. What could be better than travelling to such a fascinating country – a place that most people will only ever see on the news? This is proper travel, not the package-holidaying, all-inclusive, beach-resorting experience that bores me to tears. I grew up hearing about beautiful places like Isfahan and Persepolis, the deserts, the Caspian Sea, the mountains, the caviar . . . oh God, the caviar. I know several Iranians and they are some of the most cultured and annoyingly good-looking people I’ve ever met. What better destination then, with which to kick off my Dark Tour of the world? I just needed an angle – something to actually go and do there. A trip to the dentist gave me the answer.


I was having a broken tooth mended at a Parisian dentist’s (I know there should be a really good story here but I’d simply chipped my tooth on a weirdly bony sausage). Anyway, I was waiting in reception and flicking through old French magazines when I saw this fabulous photo. It was of two women in full burkas – those all-encompassing black robes worn by women in strict Islamic countries. So far, so ethnic, but the thing was that these women – so representative of everything that is alien and strange to me about Islam – were skiing. Now, I’m not quite as surprised as some of you might be by the idea of skiing in the Middle East. After all, I learned to ski among the Cedars of Lebanon where some top snow action can still be had. I was pretty sure, however, that I’d never seen anyone ski in a burka (though perhaps Chanel had recently brought one out?). For the über-fashionable Lebanese, skiing was simply another opportunity to don some hip garb and socialize – and burkas were so last millennium. I scoured the magazine for a credit or more info and finally found one: ‘Shemshak, Iran, 1996’. There was skiing in Iran? I couldn’t resist.


Since Iran was constantly in the news for all the wrong reasons I decided to do a cursory check on how safe it was to travel there. For this I went straight to the top. I was fortunate enough to have some powerful connections. David Miliband, our hip(ish) Foreign Secretary was very keen to enhance his groovy(ish) youthful image. He had always droned on about ‘blogs’ and ‘interactivity’, so when he joined Facebook I was quickly on to him. In fact, I was his eighth ‘friend’. His first status update was: ‘David is lovin’ being Foreign Secretary . . .’ There was something deeply depressing about his use of the abbreviation ‘lovin’’ but I hung in there, as you never knew when you might need the Foreign Secretary. That time had finally come, so I messaged him: ‘Yo David . . . I’m off to Iran for a week. Any chance you could suspend any potential hostile action until I get back?’


I waited patiently for my ‘friend’ to reply. Three hours later, he did: ‘Hello, enjoy Iran but make sure you keep away from Bushehr.’


I was intrigued. Did this mean that he knew about some ‘action’ that was to be undertaken during the time I was there? Was I now ‘in the loop’, so to speak? I looked up Bushehr and it turned out to be the site of Iran’s first nuclear power station. It seemed that things might be getting a tad heavy in the next couple of days, but, with the Foreign Secretary himself at my beck and call on Facebook, what could possibly go wrong?


Kidnapping was my big worry. I’d been writing a screenplay about a showbiz guy who was down on his luck and had therefore decided to go to the Middle East and arrange a fake kidnapping. He would then escape in a blaze of glory after a couple of hair-raising hostage videos were released to the press. The world would be his oyster. He’d have a book deal with lucrative serialization rights, he’d get a new TV show, even survive a brief fling with Jordan (the pneumatic model, not the country). The twist in the tail was that while he was setting up his fake kidnap he would be abducted for real. He wouldn’t realize and so would act incredibly bravely and thus, when he did get released, would achieve the fame he so craved. I thought that it would be just my luck to go to Iran and end up as a hostage with nobody believing me because a copy of my screenplay was flying about. I did let it be known to several friends that, should the worst happen, on no account should Terry Waite be sent anywhere near the place to try to ‘sort stuff out’.


It transpired that BMI had started a regular flight from Heathrow to Tehran; so, a week or so later, I was all set to go. As usual a last-minute security check at the boarding gate saw me nearly prohibited from getting on the plane. The very suspicious UK official asked me why I was going to Iran.


‘Skiing . . .’ I replied cheerfully.


He raised his eyebrows and asked me to accompany him into a little room. It was never easy, this Dark Tourist lark . . .


Fortunately for me, Brit officials are slightly less trigger-happy with the rubber gloves than their American colleagues, but I still got an intensive grilling.


‘So tell me again why you are going to Iran,’ said the humourless official.


‘Skiing.’


‘Skiing. I see . . . Is there any particular reason that you’ve picked Iran over, let’s say, the Alps for a skiing trip?’


‘I just thought it would be more interesting.’


‘Interesting . . . You thought it would be interesting? Do you read the newspapers at all, sir?’


‘Yes I do – that’s why I think it will be interesting.’ I’ve never helped myself with officials. I could probably explain things much better but I have a pathetic resentment of authority and a dumb rebellious streak that always appears at the wrong time. I’m pretty sure that this comes from ten years with no parole in English boarding schools.


‘Are you planning on meeting anyone in Iran, sir?’ He was still pushing for answers.


‘I hope so but nothing concrete so far. I’m just going to play it by ear.’


‘Play . . . it . . . by . . . ear . . .’ His tongue stuck awkwardly to his upper lip as he wrote down every word I said. I wondered who would read this.


Maybe my close friend David Miliband had requested that I got special treatment? I wondered whether I should bring his name up but decided that things were complicated enough already.


The official eventually appeared to give up and informed me that I was free to board the plane.


As I left the room he said, ‘Rather you than me.’ He said it softly but loudly enough for me to hear. I gave him a smile and I was gone. Tehran here I come . . .


The one thing I was very aware of was that I was probably not going to be doing much drinking for the next couple of days. It seemed I wasn’t the only one on board with this thought in mind. All around the plane, everyone was tucking into the free in-flight champagne with gusto. We certainly weren’t going to see much more of this in the dry Islamic Republic. BMI were remarkably generous with the stuff – far more so than any other airline I’d flown with – and everyone got very sozzled very quickly. In fact there was a distinct party atmosphere in the cabin; it was very different from other flights I’d taken.


Then, disaster: just before we landed in Tehran, we hit some heavy turbulence and I spilled a whole glass of champagne over my trousers. This made me very paranoid that I would stink of booze and be arrested and flogged the moment I set foot in the airport. I started to get really worried and the booze fuddled my brain a little. My imagination started kicking into overdrive when the stewardesses all started donning headscarves as we came into land. Was I even going to make it past immigration? In a curious Notting Hill Gate moment some years back I had sold my flat to Salman Rushdie. I’d written about this and I started to worry that the Iranians might know this. Maybe I’d be executed in lieu of Rushdie. I wasn’t sure about how fatwas worked. Maybe I could be done for collaboration, housing a blasphemer? I had joked to friends that I was going to re-tile my roof terrace before I moved out. I was going to put the words ‘Salman is here’ on it so they’d be visible the next time Google Earth mapped the area. In the end I chickened out but to this day had regretted not going ahead. I wondered whether these kinds of sentiments might spare me the hangman’s noose. Maybe I’d just be flogged? I could only hope.


The airport was almost deserted. There was one other plane on the ground and it looked military. As I stepped off our plane it was bitingly cold and incredibly bleak outside. I felt depressed – had this been a terrible mistake?


We wandered through the empty terminal until we got to passport control. A rather sinister-looking man with a beard and wearing one of those weird Iranian granddaddy shirts took my passport and perused it intently.


‘Why you come here?’ he said curtly.


‘Skiing. I want to ski . . .’ I did a weird impression of me air-skiing but he seemed very confused.


‘Skkkkeee?’ he said quizzically.


Here we go again, I thought to myself. Another official was summoned over and his English seemed a bit better.


‘Why you come here?’ I assumed this was a traditional Iranian greeting.


‘Skiing. I want to ski on the snow in the mountains . . .’


‘Snoooow . . . Mountainzzzzz?’ On second thoughts his English was no better whatsoever.


Finally I had a brainwave. I opened my laptop and found a photo of my family and me skiing in Italy. They seemed a little confused as to why I was showing them this but they were both very interested in my photos and I ended up showing them quite a few. They particularly loved the pictures of the Cotswolds and spent ages staring at river scenes near Fairford. They also liked the ones of the family jumping off cliffs on Lake Muskoka in Ontario, Canada. The whole thing turned into quite the holiday-snaps show. They had both become very friendly and were clearly enjoying this glimpse of the outside world. I was just getting into my stride when I remembered what was coming next and snapped the laptop shut. I knew that we were about to come to some very revealing photographs of a TV series that I’d done going around the world ‘investigating cultural attitudes towards alcohol’ – or getting drunk. I didn’t think that shots of Mexican tequila-downing or lakes of beer in Australia would lighten the mood quite so much. I gave them a big vacuous smile and I realized that I was quite pissed. They still didn’t have a clue as to why I was coming into their country but the atmosphere had definitely lifted. The first bearded man even said, ‘Welcome’, and tried unsuccessfully to smile. After some complicated form-filling on their part they eventually stamped my passport and I was in. They’d thoughtfully stamped an Iranian visa and entry stamp right opposite my US visa. It was going to be even more fun the next time I tried to enter the States. On the plus side, nobody seemed to have smelled the champagne on my trousers. I think it probably just looked like I’d wet myself. This would serve only to confirm their views on immoral and incontinent Western infidels.


I picked up my suitcase and trundled through into the arrivals hall. Someone was supposed to meet me but there was absolutely nobody about. I felt a little tinge of panic – I had no idea where I should go or what I should do. I sat down on my suitcase and tried to work out my options. I had no Iranian money but did have some US dollars in small denominations. I assumed that here, as in all other places where the ‘Great Satan’ is loathed, American money would be paradoxically welcome. I decided I’d try to find a cab of some sort, get into town and then try to find the big hotel that every city has and go from there. As I got up, however, I saw a very welcome sight. A short little man was rushing into the arrivals hall carrying a handwritten sign upside down. It read: ‘DUM JOLLI’. I’d been called a lot worse. I introduced myself to the man, whom I shall call Humphrey. This is because he looked a little like a Humphrey and because I don’t want to get him into trouble. I liked him immediately. He was smiley and his English was pretty good.


‘Welcome . . . Good flight?’ He looked down at the wet patch on my trousers but didn’t say anything about it. ‘You want to go ski today or maybe we see Tehran today and then tomorrow we go ski?’


I was longing to see Tehran and wondered what touristic delights awaited me. We got into Humphrey’s car. It was a real bone-rattler and I was totally unable to work out what make it was. The brand name was completely unidentifiable. I asked Humphrey if it was an Iranian car.


‘Some bits, yes . . . Is big mixture . . .? Bastard car.’


The drive into Tehran was ugly, very ugly. I wondered if there was any city in the world where the outskirts matched the centre. I got my answer a lot quicker than I’d expected. The centre of Tehran was equally ugly. There was snow on the ground that had almost all turned to a grey-brown slush. The buildings were all rundown, half finished and very unattractive. Everything was quite monochrome; the only splashes of colour came from violently loud religious posters of various mullahs in holy poses who gazed down on us sternly as we putt-putted past. Tehran sat right at the base of an imposing mountain range that formed a brooding backdrop to this grey city.


‘What would you like to see?’ asked Humphrey.


‘What is there to see?’


‘Carpet museum, very good, maybe bazaar . . . You tell me.’


‘I’m not big on museums or stuff like that, Humphrey. I’d really like to see the old US embassy. Is that possible?’


Humphrey looked at me curiously for a second. ‘Yes is possible but maybe we drive past slowly and you not get out on road . . .’ He said the words carefully and I could see that my request had disturbed him. I didn’t want to get him into trouble so I asked him whether this was OK.


‘Is OK, but . . . you must be careful here . . .’


I nodded and we pottered off through the crowded streets. Very occasionally I’d spot a vaguely pleasant, colonial-style building but these were very few and far between. Everything was exciting, however. I was in Tehran – how cool was that?


‘Here is embassy on left. Be careful with camera: religious police not like photo.’


I looked out of the window as we drove slowly past the building that was familiar to me from seeing it so many times on news reports. Following the Iranian revolution in 1979, a group of radical students that included Iran’s current president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, overran the embassy and took the whole staff hostage. This crisis would be the bane of Jimmy Carter’s US presidency, with 52 hostages kept for 444 days until their eventual release only minutes after Ronald Reagan was sworn in as the next president of the United States.


The walls of the old embassy were covered in revolutionary slogans that were particularly brilliant.


‘We will make America face a severe defeat’, read one. ‘The United States is too weak to do anything’, was another. Both of these were attributed to the Imam Khomeini. My particular favourite was: ‘Today the United States is the most hated country in the world’.


There was another one, but I can’t read the writing of my notes very well so I can only guess at it: ‘We must slaughter and defeat the ugly wolf of Zionism and behead the very hated United States sheep that hides in his lair’. It’s not great, actually – why would a sheep hide in a wolf’s lair? That would be really dangerous for the sheep. Unless . . . he’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing? Brilliant – there we go. I’m sure it was something like that.


I started snapping some photos out of the window of the car but Humphrey got very nervous: ‘Be careful – they will be very angry . . .’ I wasn’t sure why. Presumably they’d written these elaborate statements in English for the benefit of the occasional Western passer-by. Otherwise why weren’t they in Farsi?


The embassy was long since abandoned by the US, who haven’t shared diplomatic relations with Iran for decades.


‘What happens in the building now?’ I asked Humphrey. He smiled and asked me to wait while we did another tour round the block.


‘Look! Above the door . . .’ He indicated a sign that hung over what must have been the old front entrance. I strained to read it, as it was quite a distance away. Again, it was written in English: ‘Museum of the Great Satan’.


Now, I’m most definitely not a museum person. They bore me rigid and I’ve always loathed them. However, should I have to visit a museum, it would be one entitled the Museum of the Great Satan. They should certainly open a branch in London – you’d find school kids flocking to see it. Sadly, Humphrey told me that it had been closed for quite a while. I was convinced that this was just down to bad PR. People would surely flood the gates to it, if only it was properly advertised? Humphrey wasn’t very interested in my thoughts and announced that we had to leave now as one of the guards on the corner was looking at us in a funny way.


‘I will take you to carpet museum – it is very good.’ I nodded in an unconvinced manner and off we drove.


It was about a twenty-minute drive and we went past the hotel where Humphrey said I’d be staying. It looked fairly decent and had some flags flying in front of it. Whereas most hotels choose to fly the flags of the US, UK, France, etc., these were a little more unusual. I recognized North Korea, Cuba, Angola and Nicaragua. There were several others that I didn’t know but it looked like an interesting place to lay my head. Not too far down the same street we left the car and walked into an urban park. We headed towards what had clearly once been an ultramodern architectural-show-off building. It must have been impressive when it was as gleaming white as was clearly intended. Sadly, the grime of the revolution had left the building a shoddy grey hulk. The doorman was very excited to see me and said I was the first foreigner to visit for three months. He was so happy to see a tourist that he took me on my own personal tour of the place. It was actually rather a wonderful place – not a patch on how I imagined the Museum of the Great Satan to have been, but what is? There were some amazing carpets on show, some worth millions, and I longed to pinch a couple for back home but this was clearly not going to be feasible.


All this culture was starting to make me feel a little peckish so Humphrey next took me to the central bazaar. We wandered up and down through the crowds in the covered alleys. I was the only Westerner in the whole place but I was met with nothing but smiles and friendship. The bazaar itself was not a thing of great beauty but it was great to be able to plunge into daily Tehran life like this.


As with all bazaars and souks in Muslim countries, here there was an abundance of stalls selling racy underwear and bras. Every one of them was surrounded by large groups of women in burkas. They were feeling, stretching, posing with the stock. This always seems very incongruous and gives you a tiny hint of what secret lives lie behind the closed doors of Arab houses.


In vain I searched for the flag shop. Countries like Iran have such regular demonstrations, usually involving the burning of Israeli, American and sometimes British flags, that I was sure there would be somewhere selling these items for the keen protestor to stamp on and set fire to. There was nothing. I presumed there must in fact be a secret government factory somewhere, where flags are made and handed out as politically necessary.


Humphrey took me down some steps at the back of a stall and we entered a little secret lunch spot frequented by the traders. I ate fesenjan – chicken in walnut and pomegranate sauce – washed down with sweet, sweet tea. It was delicious. Humphrey could sense my slight disappointment with the bazaar’s architectural clout but was thrilled that I liked my lunch.


We got back into the car and set off again. I got the distinct feeling that Humphrey had come to the end of his Tour of Tehran and was struggling as to what to do for the rest of the afternoon. We hit a small stretch of urban motorway and, as we crossed over a bridge, I spotted a huge American flag painted down one whole side of an apartment block. This was curious. I had presumed that such pro-American sentiments were not that much on display here. All was explained, however, when we got a tiny bit closer. On the flag were skulls instead of stars and the red stripes were formed by the red smoke trails of descending bombs. To finish the ‘piece’, the words ‘Down with the USA’ were emblazoned across the width of the building. Banksy would have loved it.


‘Stop, stop, I want to get a photo . . .’ I shouted at Humphrey.


He shook his head. ‘No, we can’t stop – it is not allowed.’


I pleaded with him and he seemed uncomfortable saying no but really didn’t want to stop. I asked him why it would be there, in English, if the government didn’t want people like me to see it. He hesitated but eventually relented on the proviso that we ditched the car and walked there from some distance. This we did. As we neared the building Humphrey hid under the thick pillars of the motorway bridge while I got right underneath it. I stood on the pavement looking up; it was truly massive. It was so weird seeing something like this, officially sanctioned by a government . . . Imagine a French flag depicted in garlic and frogs, twenty storeys high over Piccadilly Circus with the words ‘Hang all Frenchmen’ on it. (Actually, that might be quite a cool tourist attraction, but I bet it would get the kibosh from the bloody planners . . .)


I took some photographs while Humphrey looked about nervously. What I really wanted was a photo of me standing underneath it. I tried to entice Humphrey out from behind his pillar but he was very reticent. He eventually ran out, grabbed my camera and took one rubbish photo of the mural and me. It was better than nothing. He now insisted that we leave. Nobody seemed at all concerned about us but I followed him back to the car. He was shaking and I felt bad. I really didn’t want to get him into trouble.
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‘Down with the USA. Banksy would have killed for this. Street art in Tehran’


‘The government they no like foreigners seeing this; they want to change attitudes. There used to be many more but no more now left but this one.’


It was so heartening to hear about this significant thaw in international relations – only one building-sized ‘Down with the USA’ left in all of Tehran? They must be getting a bit soft in their old age.


Humphrey dropped me off at the big international hotel. It was as ugly as any other and my room on the eight floor betrayed no real Iranian character save for a sign showing the direction in which stood Mecca. I looked out of the window over the city. It was very polluted: a dense cloud of smog clung to the ugly grey apartment blocks. The only sign of life was a small orange neon sign flashing on and off outside a cafe on the corner below. I lay down on the bed and fell asleep immediately. I dreamed of walking through streets with my face hooded and my hands tied behind my back. People chanted, ‘Death to the USA!’ and I kept shouting that I was not American. I woke up with the pillowcase half off the pillow and over my head; it was all very unsettling and I didn’t feel that refreshed. It was dawn and the muezzins battled to be heard over the din of the early traffic. I went downstairs and wandered out to find a coffee. The orange neon light still flashed and I entered. A smiling man greeted me in Farsi. I indicated that I wasn’t a local and he was unfazed. He brought me some wonderful strong coffee and a plate of little sweet baklava. I watched the world go by for a happy half hour before returning to the hotel.


Humphrey was waiting for me in the lobby. He smiled.


‘Good morning, you are ready to ski today?’ I nodded in the affirmative and we strolled out to his car, back past the doorman who had let me out earlier. He was wearing what might once have been a fairly neat uniform but now looked as though he’d had a particularly vicious street fight with a bear. It was in tatters and barely hung together. He saluted us smartly as we left and I saluted back. I hope that this wasn’t a clever test to see if I was military. If it was I looked more like Benny Hill than Special Forces so I thought I was probably OK. Once in the car Humphrey and I immediately started going uphill on streets that all headed straight towards the looming mountain range beyond the city. These were the Alborz Mountains, which had caused the champagne-spilling turbulence before the plane landed. Thirty minutes later, free of the Tehran traffic, the road started to climb.


The further we drove into the mountains, the less I felt the grip of the Islamic State. There were almost none of the photos of Ayatollah Khomeini that endlessly adorned every wall in Tehran. There were far fewer women in the all-concealing black burkas, too. When I did occasionally spot one they really stood out, like fragile black ghosts, only half there, dwarfed by the huge mountains that surrounded them.


There were also fewer beards – the most obvious sign of devout followers of the Islamic revolution. I’d always wondered what the relationship between facial hair and revolution was all about. Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, Lenin, Marx, all the mullahs in Iran, Frank Dobson: all beardy-weirdies and all revolutionaries to some extent or another. Someone should make an in-depth study of this question, but I digress. As we neared the ski resorts I began to see more and more Western-looking Iranians, some even in shiny new cars and displaying clear signs of wealth – something I didn’t see too much of in Tehran.


‘Mullahs don’t snowboard,’ said my guide, smiling at me, as though reading my mind. I was going to like it up here, I thought to myself.


As is not uncommon in these sorts of destinations, Humphrey turned out to be a big fan of British heavy-metal music. I have no idea why this particular genre has such appeal in the developing world, but perhaps it’s the almost cartoon-like element? It certainly can’t be the musical prowess. I was treated to a track from Bruce Dickinson’s new solo album. He was formerly the lead singer of Iron Maiden, with whom he was famous for such sensitive numbers as ‘Bring Your Daughter to the Slaughter’ and ‘Be Quick or Be Dead . . .’ This particular composition was something to do with swords and warriors and fearsome beasts – basically your usual, dreadful heavy-metal lyrical content. Humphrey, however, was quickly in a state of ecstasy.


‘This Bruce Dickinson, he is great poet, yes? He is like English Sufi philosopher . . .’


I was speechless. There are many things that I could call Bruce Dickinson but Sufi philosopher . . .?


‘You like Judas Priest?’ asked Humphrey as yet another godawful song kicked in. This was really not the soundtrack I wanted to accompany the staggering mountain scenery through which we were driving.


After another hour or so of aural torture we finally arrived in the village of Shemshak – the place where the burka photo I’d seen in that Parisian dentist’s waiting room was taken. I was very excited. The weather was perfect: blue skies and fresh powder on the slopes. My home from home was to be the imaginatively named Hotel Shemshak. It was right on the slopes but to reach it from the road I had to negotiate a quite extraordinary number of steps. The altitude of 8500 feet combined with my total lack of fitness made this a tiring process. Fortunately the hotel had built a weird, Heath Robinson-esque pulley contraption to get skis and suitcases up to the lobby. I hinted that I might enjoy a ride in it myself but this didn’t seem to be an option.


I eventually conquered my Iranian Eiger and crawled, puffing and panting, into the reception area and checked in. Rather unexpectedly, the place was done up a little like an old Austrian ski lodge. It boasted a restaurant and a bar (coffee and soft drinks only, of course) as well as some very smiley staff who all seemed thrilled but slightly surprised to see me. Halfway up the first flight of steps towards my room hung a huge framed poster. It featured a painting of the Imam Ali, beneath which were the following words:




In the name of God. As long as a tourist is in an Islamic country, the Islamic government is responsible to guarantee his safety and comfort.


If a tourist in an Islamic country loses his properties the government should support him and provide him with the lost property.





This was excellent news and made me feel right at home but I now regretted taking out some quite expensive travel insurance before I’d left the UK. If only I’d known that this system was in place . . . And there was me thinking that recently it seemed to be the duty of every Muslim to kidnap and behead any traveller from the West.


My room was basic but comfortable. It had a balcony that allowed me to look straight on to the pistes. You could ski straight out of the front door down to the nearest lift, which is the sign of a civilized ski destination. Anywhere that makes you walk anywhere in ski boots is a no-no. It has always baffled me that we can put a man on the moon and talk to someone on the other side of the planet through a tiny electronic box yet still scientists appear to be unable to make ski boots comfortable. Somebody, somewhere, has their priorities wrong.


It was midday and today, for the first time since I’d arrived in the country, the sun was shining. It was time for some skiing. First, however, I had to find some boots and skis. I descended the long stairs to the road and walked up towards the village. On my left was a little wooden shack, brightly painted up like a faux Keith Haring. The man inside was called Reza and spoke very Americanized English.


‘Hey, dude, you need skis and boots?’


I replied in the affirmative and he kitted me out with some perfectly reasonable-looking skis that weren’t too scratched on the snow side. He also found me a decent pair of single-latch boots. I was in business.


‘How much do I owe you?’ I asked Reza.


‘Pay me when you leave,’ he replied, in a very casual manner that managed to be both friendly and not mentioning a price. I wandered back down to the hotel with my booty only to find that the equipment-lift thing was broken. I was so pissed off but there was nothing for it. Once again I had to ascend the Eiger but this time without the help of my mechanical Sherpa. It took me twenty minutes of desperately unfit panting and grunting. I must have looked pathetic but fortunately there was nobody there to see it. When I finally reached the level of the chairlift I handed my shoes over to the attendant and snapped on my skis. I was off.


A French company had installed all the lifts in the early seventies, before the revolution. They seemed to be in pretty good working order but I was still a little nervous. I’d once got stuck on a chairlift in Slovakia as night was falling. I’d had to make a jump of about five metres into a snowdrift that was, fortunately, below me. I was unhurt but lost my skis and only just made it back to the resort before darkness. I couldn’t get this malfunction out of my head. If this lift broke and I was left stranded high above the valley, I was pretty sure that there wasn’t that efficient an emergency service ready to leap into action. It was the middle of the week and the place was almost empty. Humphrey had told me that it got quite packed at weekends when skiers from Tehran swarmed into the valley.


I bit the bullet and got on. The views were spectacular as I was winched up the mountain. I had to pinch myself to remember that I was in Iran. The only hint of this alien culture was the gleam of sunlight off the shiny golden roof of a Shia shrine far down in the valley. Just below me it was like Lebanon: everyone was in expensive ski gear, complete with designer shades, and not a burka in sight. I have to admit to being a tad disappointed as this was the photo that I was really after. At the end of my first run, however, I spotted a huge arch with the Ayatollah Khomeini’s photo on it – that would definitely do the job if I could get a photo of me underneath it wearing skis. Humphrey was not much of a skier and had declined my offer to join me. I was alone high up a mountain in Iran – master of all I surveyed. It felt amazing.


I stopped halfway down at a cafe. I longed for a couple of Glühweins but had to satisfy myself with a strong double espresso. The cafe was a very carefree place with men and women mingling happily in the sunshine, knocking back coffees and smoking like it was going out of fashion. On the outdoor terrace, pumping house music was playing – with female vocals. Technically this was illegal. Apparently a lady singing could seriously arouse me. But, as I was to learn was the case with so much in Iran, everybody just turned a blind eye. Until very recently the slopes had all been segregated, with women skiing on one side and men on the other and a big fence plonked down in the middle of the mountain to keep them apart. This had turned out to be pretty un-enforceable, though, as none of the religious police who monitor this sort of thing could actually ski (it seemed that mutaween didn’t snowboard either). So the fence had gradually disappeared and now everyone skied together. The lifts, however, remained segregated, with one line for women and one for men. It was also illegal for men and women to share a gondola. All that happened, therefore, was that people obeyed the law until they got to the top of the mountain and then just behaved normally until they got right back to the bottom.


I got talking to a girl who I’d seen on the slopes earlier. She was an unbelievably good skier. She was sitting at the next-door table to me and smoked about six packets of Marlboro an hour. She was astonished to see an Englishman and we got talking right away. I shall call her Jane. Jane spent half her time in Iran and half in Scandinavia, where she was at university. She’d been skiing in Iran all her life – although as a little girl it had been illegal for her to do so. Her parents cut her hair really short and she just pretended to be a boy called Bobby. Everyone knew that Bobby was actually Jane but nobody grumbled and that’s how she learned to ski. I asked her whether many Westerners came here. She told me that, about five years previously, a journalist for a Norwegian ski magazine had come here and wrote about some of the fabulous off-piste skiing in the area. For a couple of years afterwards it was quite the hip spot for young Norwegians. Then they had all moved on to Kashmir and nobody came any more. Jane had big sad eyes – eyes that hinted at darker experiences than anything I’d ever been through. Then she asked me what I was up to that evening. I laughed and admitted that there wasn’t too much in the diary. She asked me whether I’d like to go out with her and some friends who were all staying in a flat in the next village. I agreed and then she skied off stylishly, saying that they would come and pick me up from the hotel bar at eight p.m.


I skied for another two hours. It was fabulous: no queues, amazing weather and wonderful snow conditions. I attempted moguls, zoomed down empty snow motorways and sat on a lone hay bale by a contented-looking horse that was fenced in on the middle of one of the runs. When I’d eventually had my fill I skied down to the hotel and sat in the bar drinking a bottle of orange Mirinda and taking the whole experience in. The hotel could have been anywhere in the world, save for the absence of alcohol and the picture clock on the wall that had another stern photograph of Ayatollah Khomeini behind its ticking hands. Khomeini clearly didn’t do smiling and it really felt like his eyes followed you everywhere. After a while I went up to my room, past the more comforting eyes of Imam Ali’s poster – he seemed like a far gentler soul. I sat on my balcony in the last rays of the afternoon sun. Opposite me, on the other side of the piste, were three peculiar mushroom-shaped buildings with little ladders going up to a main room above the stem. These, according to Humphrey, were the work of an ambitious architect who had big plans for this place but then went broke.


I got my laptop out. Amazingly there was a Wi-Fi signal and I got very excited. I got my email very easily but connecting to the internet was a little more tricky. I tried Facebook, Twitter, BBC News, but every time a page came up that read, in English:


‘STOP. The page you requested is blocked under filtering policy. Please contact us if you feel there has been a filtering error.’


It was pretty polite for censorship but that’s what it was . . . And it was blatant. If you request a ‘bad’ page in China, you’ll see a message that simply says that the page in question cannot be accessed – hinting that there might be some network error to blame. But here you were even invited to contact them (whoever them was) if you had a problem. I briefly entertained the idea of trying to contact someone to complain that I couldn’t get on to hipandhappeningintelaviv.com but thought better of it. Sometimes humour just doesn’t travel too well; and anyway, there were no contact details. I put my laptop away and headed back downstairs.


In the bar three locals were watching television. I joined them and they offered me some sweet tea. Communication was difficult but there was a lot of smiling and nodding. I could see that they were engrossed in whatever was on telly so I sat back and let them watch. It seemed to be some form of children’s programme. A woman in full burka with only half her face visible sat in the foreground. The picture was overexposed, making her face glow eerily and look like a death mask. She was on a set that sort of looked like a rubbish forest made of papier-mâché. Everything was blue. She appeared to be telling some long story in a screechy, wailing voice that was very irritating. I pitied the poor children of Iran if this was their staple diet. The adults I was with, however, were transfixed. Perhaps she was a niche sex symbol – a kind of Islamic Gail Porter before she went bald and mad? I couldn’t take too much of it. I got up to leave but my companions jumped up and looked concerned. They indicated that I should sit down and they changed the channel. They all sat down again and gestured at me as if to say: ‘You’ll love this – honest, guv.’ I glanced back up at the television. It seemed to be news of some sort. Another very austere-looking woman in full burka was seated behind a desk and was reading something out while badly recorded religious music bubbled in the background. Suddenly a photograph of George W. Bush appeared on the screen and the woman’s tone increased in austerity. I laughed a little and the men next to me looked at me uncertainly. They clearly didn’t want to be rude but obviously quite fancied having a bit of a slanging match at Bush. I indicated a thumbs-down and pointed at Bush, usually a winning icebreaker in most parts of the world. Not here, however. I sensed that, whatever their personal views on Bush, they were a little disturbed that I, as a Westerner, seemed to be turning on my own side. I suddenly felt very shallow and silly. I turned the angle of my thumb upwards and suddenly things got even weirder. Now I was up-thumbing the man who had deemed Iran to be in the Axis of Evil and was not averse to nuking the whole place. The men looked at me with a touch of surprised hostility. I got up and hit the channel to turn it back to the frightening children’s programme – it was far less of a geopolitical minefield.


On the stroke of eight, just as I was slightly losing the will to live, Jane walked in with two friends whom I shall call Bill and Ben. (Obviously these weren’t their real names and are not representative of your usual Christian/Muslim names but you get the idea. I have to hide everyone’s identity.) Humphrey was fast asleep in his room so I left him to it and descended the Eiger steps with Jane, Bill and Ben. We got into their car, quite a decent old BMW, and sped off into the Iranian night.


Ben was driving and, (seemingly) as did most people in this part of the world, was doing so like a maniac. We roared down the valley on an extremely windy, unlit road with a huge drop on one side down to an icy river. Huge ice stalactites dripped off every available rock face and the car’s headlights reflected off them to create a spooky glow. Everyone in the car was smoking so I joined in. I had no idea where we were going but thought it would be uncool to ask. After half an hour or so of intense rally driving we parked up in front of a brightly lit restaurant. This was accessed over a bridge that spanned the frozen river. Bill led the way and we followed him up two flights of slippery steps. At the top, a large fat man, clearly the owner, gave Bill and then Ben a huge bear-hug. He nodded politely towards Jane and then me and showed us through into an enormous dining room that was completely deserted. In the middle of the room was a roaring fire that doubled up as an open-sided oven. It was wonderfully cosy and enticing. We spread ourselves out at the large table nearest to the fire. Food began to appear instantly – flat bread, yoghurt, pickles, tomatoes, mounds of rice and metal bowls of hot mutton stew. We all sat in relative silence as we ate and smoked simultaneously. Once our appetites were sated, everyone kicked back and started chatting.


Bill and Ben were clearly from very prominent families and had done a lot of travelling. They’d both spent a couple of years living in ‘Tehrangeles’ – the Iranian community in LA – and their English was fluent Californian. They were curious to know what had brought me to Iran and I tried to explain. They laughed at the concept of Dark Tourism; it seemed to tickle their fancy. As Iranians, they told me, they were used to being abroad and people stereotyping them immediately. Not only were they always tagged as Muslim extremists, but also the idea that their homeland could actually be a beautiful place was never even considered. I asked if this sort of attitude frustrated them. Bill sighed and told me that he was just used to it and that it had become part and parcel of being an Iranian in the West. He hoped that things like my book might just redress the balance a little. Then Ben started talking about change.


‘Things are afoot here . . . There is a mood for change that has not been apparent ever before in my life.’


I asked him what he meant. He told me that things had really reached a pivot point whereby the balance was starting to properly tilt against the religious leaders. You could see by the sparkle in my companions’ eyes that they were excited about this prospective change. I asked them whether they’d be prepared to fight to make this change real. They all nodded and said that everybody was ready to fight: it would not be long before I could come back and visit a ‘free’ Iran. The waiter came in and cleared the table. Everyone went silent and stared into the fire for a while. When the waiter left, the conversation picked up again. They asked me how I was enjoying the skiing. I said that it was unexpectedly brilliant but that, personally, I did find it a bit difficult – the world of après-ski with no alcohol. They all looked at each other and laughed.


‘Don’t worry, we’ll soon sort that out,’ said Bill. He summoned the waiter and ordered four cans of Coke. These were duly brought along with some paper cups. Once the waiter had disappeared and we were alone again in the huge empty room, Bill bent down and lifted his black rucksack on to the table.


‘Now you will be happy: it’s pizza time!’ They all laughed again.


Bill pulled out a 1.5litre plastic Coke bottle but it didn’t have Coke in it: I could see that it was a clear liquid. He poured a generous amount of whatever it was into each cup and then hurriedly put the bottle back into his rucksack. Jane filled the rest of the cups up with Coke and handed one to each of us.


‘Cheers . . .’ They all necked their drinks and I quickly did the same.


It was delayed-action moment – and then it hit the back of my throat, a kind of slow-burn feel that I hadn’t experienced since getting very drunk on moonshine with hillbillies in the Appalachians. There was a collective sucking in of breath before Bill gave me the hugest grin and brought his rucksack up on to the table again.


I couldn’t believe it. I was getting pissed in Iran – this was very unexpected and all the more fun for it.


After about the third round I was flying high and really happy.


‘What . . . what am – are we drinking?’ I asked.


‘Pizza. You’re drinking Iranian pizza!’ They all disintegrated into laughter again.


Jane cut in: ‘It’s a homemade alcohol. Everybody makes it at home and every one tastes a little different but it’s very strong and always does the job. It’s a kind of Iranian vodka but we call it pizza.’


‘Why do you call it pizza?’ I asked.


‘Because there are about thirty people we know who, if you call them up, will deliver some bottles of this stuff to your home – any time of the day or night – like Domino’s Pizza. So, when we want a drink, the code is, “Who would like some pizza?”’


This was hilarious and they were obviously very pleased with their system. It was like kids breaking the rules at school.


‘What would happen if you were caught?’ I asked Bill.


‘It depends who catches you and whether you can get a decent bribe to them before the religious side gets involved. If they do . . . then it’s an even bigger bribe!’ They all howled with laughter again.


Ben told me that his father had a large estate in the Shiraz region of southwest Iran. ‘Shiraz – like the wine. He used to make fantastic wine but somebody informed and the guard came and smashed all the equipment. I was thrown out of university for three months.’


The waiter came back in to clear some more plates. He looked at the paper cups with a knowing smile and didn’t say anything. He then brought in a huge tray of strong black coffee. The moment he left Bill poured more of his pizza into the coffee.


‘This beats Starbucks, I promise you.’


They all seemed hopeful that the country was slowly freeing itself up and becoming more and more tolerant of ‘normal’ stuff.


‘It’s really possible to lead a pretty normal life here now – you need to know the rules and where not to push but basically it’s a good time here right now,’ said Ben.


A narghile was brought to the table and we all sat, pleasantly pissed, sucking on some fabulous apple-flavoured tobacco. It had turned out nice again . . .


Around one in the morning we left the still-deserted restaurant. No bill was produced or paid for – all very strange but who was I to argue?


Ben drove back up the valley, this time even faster, and he put some thumping house music on the stereo. At first I assumed that it was European but they all started to scream out the lyrics and they were in Farsi.


‘This is proper traditional Iranian music – the mullahs love it!’ laughed Jane as we screeched round another dizzying corner just managing to keep two wheels on the tarmac. What a way this would be to go, I thought . . . Should be worth a half-page in the Daily Mail: ‘Trigger Happy TV star dies in Iranian DUI incident. Top mullah not available for comment . . .’


We eventually pulled up outside a modernish apartment block and staggered out of the BMW, which was left very haphazardly in the street. We climbed up the stairs to the top floor. Ben opened the door and we all walked into an unbelievably swish penthouse flat. Huge open rooms, a modern kitchen and low sprawling sofas round a large central fire that was being stoked by a manservant. These were clearly not ordinary Iranians, but they were cagey about revealing what their parents did. One admitted that his father was a very well-known writer but I couldn’t get anything else out of them on this subject. It’s a curious thing about Iran. Most Middle-Eastern countries tend to have a fairly radicalized population but are ruled by a Western-leaning government. Iran is almost the polar opposite: most of the population are fairly moderate and Western-orientated but the country’s run by a cabal of religious nut-jobs.


At this point, to my great surprise, a door from the bathroom opened, out of which walked Humphrey. It turned out that this was a very small town and everyone knew each other here. Humphrey got filled in on the evening so far and then laughed and asked me whether I’d had enough pizza. We all sat round the open fire and Bill got his Apple laptop out. He plugged in iTunes and soon we were listening to Leonard Cohen, a Jewish singer, very drunk, in a penthouse high above an Iranian ski resort . . . Dark Tourism indeed.


I can’t remember what time I left the apartment and staggered down the freezing road for a mile or so to the hotel. It was way past my bedtime, that much I knew. Three new people had turned up from Tehran at about three in the morning with a huge supply of pizza, and there had been a lot more drinking and drunken chat. Once back in my room I was just clumsily taking my shoes off when I heard something outside. I opened the door and stepped out on to my balcony. It was a beautiful, clear moonlit night. About a hundred yards away, in the middle of the almost fluorescent, empty, floodlit piste, sat two huge grey wolves howling, as wolves always seem so keen to do, at the moon. The Sufi poet Bruce Dickinson would have cherished this moment. The wolves must have heard me because they stopped their howling and, for a second, our eyes met. Then the sound of the muezzin calling the faithful to dawn prayer filled the steep valley, echoing around the still mountains. His eerie, alien voice echoed off the luminous slopes and the wolves turned and bolted into the disappearing darkness. I shivered and stepped back inside, to dream of mullahs on snowboards being chased by wolves.
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