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    When great revolutions are successful their causes cease to exist, and the fact of their success has made them incomprehensible.




    Tocqueville1


  




  THE IRANIAN REVOLUTION of 1979 was one of those events in which history changes direction. The destruction of the Iranian monarchy not only upset the political order in the Middle East and inaugurated thirty years of warfare, it also introduced a new way of looking at human affairs. Beside it, the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was the tying up of historical loose ends.




  In the light of the burning banks and liquor stores of Tehran, past and future were transfigured. Footnotes to colonial history – the Indian Mutiny, the Mahdist Revolt in Sudan, the Arab uprisings against Ottoman and European rule – were revealed as skirmishes in a Muslim rebellion with no clear beginning and no sign of an end. Looking down over the banners and crowds around the Shahyad Monument in February 1979, a visionary might just have seen the falling towers of the World Trade Center in New York.




  What happened in Tehran in those January and February days was not the routine alteration of ruling persons that up to then had substituted for the ballot-box in the Middle East, but a revolution, of the nature of the French and Russian revolutions. An autocrat, at the head of well-equipped armed forces, supported by all the great powers and most of the small, ruling a country with a two-thousand-year tradition of monarchy, was deposed by unarmed crowds and an old man, Ruhollah Khomeini. There was no great bloodshed and fewer died by violence in the Revolution year than in the ordinary carnage of Iranian motor traffic. With the exception of the Abadan fire, set by the revolutionaries, and the Zhaleh massacre by the army, both sides exercised restraint.




  An ally of Britain and the United States became, overnight, their enemy. It was a revolution also of religion which mounted the pulpit with Grandfather’s old Mauser carbine and of social life, since it smashed the old bonds of custom and patrimony.




  Foreigners were at a loss. People on the left, in and outside the Soviet Union, found their analytical tools were worn and their ideology helpless. Just as the European revolutionaries of the 1970s were giving in to despair, here was the mass uprising or insurrection they had dreamed of in Paris and Berlin. Yet it was not class struggle, for there were no classes. Whatever the Iranian Revolution was about, it was not about liberty and the rights of man, or woman. Anyway, how many democracies were there east of Vienna in 1979?




  Nor was it about the poor and downtrodden. Under Mohammed Reza Pahlavi and his father Reza, the country’s population tripled and its revenue rose a thousand-fold. Between 1964 and 1975, Iran was more prosperous and powerful than at any time since the seventeenth century. Khomeini, who was always well off, had little interest in the material conditions of life except an attachment to old-fashioned agriculture.




  For liberals who had come to believe that religion was nothing more than a pageant in political affairs, unfamiliar gods rose up and toppled their tombstones. The infiltration of Western doctrine into Iran should, in the liberal view, have given birth to secular democracy. What flickered back from the Iranian mirror was religious totalitarianism. For the right, who regard the story of humanity as completed in the American way of life, the Iranian Revolution was an anomaly for which there was no remedy, not even violence.




  The English, long expert in Iranian affairs, found they had strayed out of their depth.2 The Americans thrashed about for a little longer but then struck for the shore. Khomeini understood that for political purposes in the Muslim world you cannot hate America and Britain too much. For the two countries, the first intent on a moribund Soviet Union and the second on promoting its troubled manufactures, that lesson was not easy to learn. The Soviets awoke to events only in November 1978 and, drawing the wrong conclusion, began in Afghanistan a year later their self-destruction. China was the last country to make a state visit to Pahlavi Iran and found Shah Mohammed Reza distracted by something.




  The Iranian Revolution reminded the world that human beings are obstinate cattle and will not always accept what history says is good for them. The model of personal liberty and material progress promulgated in Europe and America in the eighteenth century had been suspect among Muslims ever since French armies attempted to force it on Egypt in 1798. It was not that the Iranians of 1979 refused to be civilised. It was that they thought Mohammed Reza and his Western allies were destroying a civilisation they held dear. What is so poignant, and also so historical, is that it was too late. What the Iranians most wished for they never gained, and what they most sought to preserve they lost.




  In truth, the Pahlavis cut their own throats. In a procedure first described by Tocqueville, they created a state that was sturdy enough to be revolutionised and the megalopolis where the revolutionising could take place. In the Constitutional Revolution of 1905–11, a movement to limit the old Qajar monarchy through Parliamentary government ushered in brigandage, civil war, foreign invasion and the Napoleonic saviour, Reza Pahlavi. This time, there were roads, airports and television, a nearly literate public, functioning ministries and, above all else, oil to pay for any kind of fantastical experiment in government.




  Pahlavi rule forced Shia Islam itself to become modern and to overcome its aversions to democracy, a monopoly state, a standing army, public life for women, torture and murder. In revolt against Pahlavism, the Islamic Republic is also its continuation in turban and cloak, and what appears indispensable to its government, such as religion, will prove, in the end, to be merely contingent.




  The book is in two sections. The first clears the dirt from the roots of the Revolution in the old regime. The Revolution cannot be understood unless the Pahlavis are understood. We must, to bring Tocqueville up to the moment, break open the tomb of an Iran that is no more.3 What was the character of the Pahlavi rule, the style of government, the Court, the uniforms and regalia, the barracks and prisons? To what extent were the Pahlavis specimens of Iranian kingship, and to what extent were they novelties?




  Iran, though it was never colonised in modern times, had been so plagued by British, Russian and American interference that Iranians had come to despair not so much of their independence as of their honour. Of all the states neutral in World War One, none was more insulted or mistreated. Those injuries to Iranian pride were compounded by the tight-fistedness of the British-owned oil company (which eventually became BP), the Soviet–British invasion of 1941 and the coup d’état of 1953. While to themselves the Pahlavis were champions of Iranian independence, to the public they were tainted by subordination to outside powers. It was the Shia clergy, which the Pahlavis thought to have tamed, and their allies in the traditional economy or bazar, that captured the high ground of national honour in the most insurrectionary land in Asia.




  There were straws in the wind in 1963 when Khomeini chose to confront Mohammed Reza and was driven into exile first in Turkey and then in Iraq. With their influence reaching into every town bazar or village lane, it was the mollas and not the Shah or the military or the secular reformists or the radical left that fielded the big battalions. They were also immeasurably rougher customers.




  The second section tells the story of the street demonstrations and strikes of 1978–9; the provocations and bloodshed of the summer; the failed military government; the departure of the Shah on January 16, 1979, and Khomeini’s return on February 1, 1979. The story continues with the struggle over a new Constitution; the capture by radicals of the American Embassy on November 4, 1979; the defeat of the People’s Mojahedin and the Reign of Terror of 1981 in which the regime or ‘system’ butchered hundreds of its opponents; the eight years of war with Iraq; the second and bloodier Terror of 1988; and Khomeini’s death and funeral in 1989. An epilogue narrates the domestic stagnation and foreign adventurism of the 1990s, the failure of the reformists under Mohammed Khatami to reform and the hardliners to stage a coup d’état, the election of Ahmadinejad and the race for nuclear weapons as instruments for entrenching and envenoming the Revolution. Iranian radicalism, once a matter of Friday sermons and bazar riots, now reverberates around the world.




  The French diplomat Gobineau remarked in the 1860s that the Iranians do not like reformers but regret them when they are gone.4 As thirty years have passed in Iran, the hatred of the two Pahlavis has diminished, or been replaced, even among the revolutionaries, by a nostalgia. Both the falsehoods of their rule and the animosities that followed their removal, as Tacitus wrote of the first Roman emperors, have abated.5 The picture of the two Shahs presented by the Islamic Republic, the first an illiterate bully and the second an American lackey and poltroon, no longer satisfies the Iranian historical appetite.6




  In creating the modern state, Reza was the outstanding Iranian of the twentieth century. As for Mohammed Reza, for all his indecision, woolgathering, superstition and weakness for a pretty face, he earned for his ancient nation a prestige that its current rulers now seek to emulate. From this distance, it is astonishing how far Mohammed Reza progressed. Surrounded by mobs at his accession in 1941, crying ‘Long Live Hitler!’, Mohammed Reza broke the aristocracy and the fetters of a baronial Parliament, cut Britain and the oil companies down to size, and demanded and received carte blanche from the US. A man who survived two assassination attempts and one serious air accident was no everyday coward.




  As for Khomeini, he is a true son of a country whose business for millennia has been to invent religions. Khomeini’s vision of clerical dictatorship, while presented as a revival of the religious practice of the seventh century, has had no imitators. In a twist that is both paradoxical and the essence of history, in 1979 a phoney modernity confronted a phoney tradition in a fight to the death.




  I first came to Iran in 1974, the year the price of crude oil rose four-fold and Europe switched off its power stations. After the darkness of the autobahns, I found Tabriz illuminated as if for a perpetual wedding. On my first day in Tehran, I was taken on by a school teaching the English language to cadets of the Imperial Iranian Air Force. The rows of desks receded out of sight. It was Ramazan, when Muslims fast during the daylight hours, and the pupils dozed on their pen-cases or glared at the wrapped sandwiches they had brought in to eat at sundown. Among those Turkoman boys, there must have been the makings of at least one military aviator, and it was I who was going to make the start on him. I understood that I was the smallest component in one of the greatest military expansions ever undertaken. The owner of the school was a brigadier general and I used to see him, in uniform in the afternoons, striking the male secretaries. At pay-day, the cashier, an old man with stubble on his chin, who was the general’s father, took half an hour to sign my cheque. An Indian colleague whispered that a tip was expected. I quit.




  I moved city, to Isfahan. I found a job in a morning, teaching schoolgirls. I was a bad teacher, but I was an Oxford sophomore and nineteen years old. The class doubled in size and halved in fluency. My pupils cultivated feeling to a pitch, as if in eighteenth-century France or Scotland, and sighed over adjectives. They made fun of me, as if I had been a bashful seminary student.




  Bred up in the medieval Persian of Oxford University, I was baffled by Pahlavi modernity. In this famous town, with its palaces so flimsy you could blow them over with a sigh, there were military instructors from Grumman Corp and Bell Helicopter International, with their Asian women and a screw loose from Vietnam, sobbing in hotel lobbies. I thought I had come too late to see what I had come to see, forgetting the never-to-be-learned lesson of the Sybilline Books: that in a year or two even this, also, would be obliterated.




  I did not know, as I know now, that nations salvage what they can from the wreck of history and the warriors of Persian epic poetry were the tough guys or lutis (buggers) of the bazar, and the lyrics of Hafez were the songs on the car-radio: ‘Black-eyed, tall and slender, Oh to win Leila!’7 The Isfahan women rose early, buying their food each day fresh, a clay bowl of yoghurt which they smashed after use, or those bundles of green herbs that Khomeini liked to eat, all to cook the daily lunch. For an Englishman, standing in line to buy cigarettes, it was tempting enough to stay and settle down with one of these angels, and pass his life in inconsequential fantasies. The grocer wore a double-breasted suit of wide 1930s cut, a Bakhtiari cap and the rag-soled cotton slippers known as giveh. It was as if he had thrown off a tyrannical dress code, but only at its upper and lower extremities. It seemed to me that Pahlavism was a blunt saw across the very grain of Iranianness.




  In the cool vaults of the Isfahan bazar, where I supplemented my wages by dealing in bad antiques, a lane would end in a chaos of smashed brick and a blinding highway, as if Pahlavi was trying to abolish something other than medieval masonry: an entire way of life, with its procession from shop to mosque to bath to shop to mosque and its interminable religious ceremonies.




  Somebody, presumably the Russians, had given the Iranians a taste for assassination and vodka. Somebody else, no doubt the Americans, had given them Pepsi and ice-cream. A third, perhaps the British, had taught them to love opium. Laid across the town was some personality that expressed itself in straight roads crossing at right angles, mosques turned into mere works of art, and all the frowstiness of an overtaken modernity. It was uneducated or even illiterate, violent, avaricious, in a hurry to get somewhere it never arrived. I know now that that personality was Reza. Over that was another impression, not at all forceful, but cynical, melancholy, pleasure-loving, distrustful, also in a hurry. I supposed that was Mohammed Reza. I did not understand why they were in such a hurry but I knew that haste, as the Iranians say, is the devil’s work.8




  In other countries I had visited, Egypt or Syria, the people did not speak of their rulers. In the Soviet Union, there was little contact with a surly population. The Iranians were the opposite of surly. It was not that politics was not a topic of conversation. It seemed to have vanished as a mental category. As far as I could judge, the Pahlavis had just a single enthusiast, a boarding-house owner who, seated before a picture of the Shah in the uniform of Chief Scout of the Iranian Empire, counted out on his fingers the royal nomenclature: His Serene Majesty Mohammed Reza Pahlavi King of Kings and Light of the Aryans. I supposed that the man was a police agent or Savaki.




  The villages were another world. Here were houses of mud, dark and small rooms, with a rough mat or carpet, and the bedding rolled to the wall to serve as a bolster against which to sit. There were crocks from Japan or Poland and a tin samovar and, in a recess in the wall, a cased mirror and a Koran, a portrait of Ali, the Shia patriarch, on horseback or the shrine at Mashhad, and a radio. Rice was a New Year luxury. There was little timber, even for house doors, and a piece of iron, perhaps in a door chain, was subject for conversation.




  Out in the melon fields one Friday, a man showed me a system of tiny sluices which, under unvarying customary laws going back at least to the seventeenth century, permitted him to water his fields for two hours each morning. As we squatted in the shade of his fruit trees, I felt content as I had never been as an adult. In certain streets, I sensed the ghost or shade of some provincial Russian town, at the point of its disappearance: that is, that Iran was ceasing to be what it had never been. I thought that the place would give up its secret not just to mental concentration, but to some special discernment that might take many years to acquire. I was haunted by the example of Edward Granville Browne, the greatest British scholar of Iran, who spent a lifetime in Cambridge trying to comprehend his year among the Persians.9




  Iranians are not Arabs and do not hold Arabs in high regard. The introduction of the Shia cult in Iran in the early sixteenth century cut Iran off from the orthodox Muslim Arabs as comprehensively as its deserts and mountains. Except in the lands bordering Iraq, the Iranians do not speak Arabic. Their primary language is a medieval version of the ancient language of Iran, which, though written in a modified Arabic script, is much closer in grammar and syntax to Latin or Spanish than to Arabic. Even so, Arabic words are scattered throughout Persian, so that to speak Persian one must also learn Arabic, like marrying the elder sister. In the north-west, they speak Turkish.




  Until 1932, when Reza renamed it the rial (Arabo-Spanish for ‘royal’), the principal Iranian money was a silver coin called the kran. From about ten to the pound sterling at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the kran/rial depreciated to fifty by World War One, to one hundred and fifty under the Pahlavis and to fifty thousand under the Islamic Republic. In pricing a commodity or service, Iranians use to this day a money which is not represented by coins or banknotes but used only for account, called the toman which is equal to ten krans or ten rials. The kuror (known in India as the crore) was used up to the Pahlavi age for half-a-million tomans or five million krans.




  During the period covered in this book, the Iranians used five different calendars, sometimes simultaneously.10 I have changed all the dates in the body of the text to the Gregorian calendar.




  Iranians call Iran ‘Iran’. Foreigners call the country Iran, Persis, Persia, Persia, Persien, la Perse, persii and so on. Except in direct quotation, I use ‘Iran’. I have pruned royal, clerical and aristocratical titles back to the main stem. The revolutionary leader known in official documents as ‘His Eminence the Great Sign of God, the Imam Khomeini (May his august shadow be lengthened!)’ appears here as Khomeini. I have tried to confine foreign words to the endnotes. In transliterating Persian, Arabic and old Turkish words into Roman letters, I have followed no system except familiarity and, in the names of persons, their preferred Roman spellings. I have transliterated Arabic words into Persian pronunciation (Fatemeh, not Fatimah) unless they are better known in their Arabic pronunciation (Basra, not Basreh).
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    Kingship lasts but a moment, so enjoy it.




    Eskandar Beg Munshi1


  




  ON THE AFTERNOON of Sunday, April 25, 1926, at the Golestan Palace in Tehran, a former stable lad crowned himself king of kings. In the vaulted and mirrored hall known as the Museum, attended by Cabinet ministers in cashmere robes and felt hats, civil servants, military officers in European uniforms, ecclesiastics, cadets of the military school and one or two European women, Reza Khan Savadkuhi of the Iranian Cossack Brigade placed on his head the new Pahlavi crown, inset with more than three thousand diamonds.2




  The guests were in their places by three o’clock. The doors to the Museum opened and Reza’s six-year-old son, Mohammed Reza, entered, dressed in miniature general’s uniform of khaki, his right hand at the salute. Next came the ministers of state in two lines, carrying on red velvet cushions the regalia of the Iranian monarchy: the three crowns; the diamond-encrusted sabre known as ‘World-Conqueror’, with which Nader Shah had overrun India and sacked Delhi; the inlaid sceptre; the royal gauntlet; the colossal pink diamond called the ‘Sea of Light’. Behind them, field marshals carried Nader’s bow, quiver and buckler; the inlaid mace; the sword and coat-of-mail of Shah Ismail and the sword of Shah Abbas the Great. For a country so desert and poor, and so ravaged by revolution and war for a quarter of a century, there was none the less always jewellery.3




  The banners dipped, the European ladies bobbed and, attended by adjutants and courtiers, Reza strode in. ‘I say “strode” advisedly,’ wrote an Englishwoman who was present, ‘because the man was so impressively tall, towering head and shoulders above the crowd.’4 Reza was in uniform, under a blue silk cape embroidered with pearls, at his waist a belt with an emerald the size of a hen’s egg and in his peaked French cavalry cap Nader’s emerald aigrette.5 He seated himself on the throne. From the parade ground to the north-west there was a twenty-one-gun salute. Reza took the Pahlavi crown from his Minister of Court, Teymourtache, and placed it on his own head, while the Minister of War buckled on Nader’s sword. The sceptre was placed in his right hand.




  ‘Immobile,’ wrote the British Minister, Sir Percy Loraine, ‘and almost sacerdotal, his commanding profile outlined against the afternoon sun, His Imperial Majesty then read in a low and toneless voice [a] short declaration.’6 In it, Reza promised to safeguard and strengthen religion in Iran, to improve the country’s defences, to encourage education, trade, transport and agriculture and to reform the justice system. In an omen of what was to come, he called on the whole country for ‘energy and application’.7 His Prime Minister, Forughi, spoke at greater length, sketching for those ready to listen what was to become the royal ideology: that Reza and his son were heirs to two and a half millennia of Iranian monarchy as witnessed by Herodotus, the Roman authors and a quarter-century of archaeology, and the heroic dynasties of the national epic, the Shahnameh (Book of Kings) of the poet Ferdowsi.8




  The ceremony over, Reza marched out, with the Sea of Light now flashing in his cap, to an old glass coach waiting with its team of six grey horses in the palace garden. Behind him, Mohammed Reza, his eyes closed from exhaustion and sunlight, let his hand drop from the salute. Attended by a mounted escort of police and 350 curvetting tribal horsemen, the coaches set off by way of Artillery Square and the modern district of Lalehzar to the edge of town where Reza transferred to a Rolls-Royce motor car for the journey to his new palace at Saadabad to the north.




  The coronation was, Sir Percy wrote to London on May 1, ‘economical, not unimpressive and short’.9 (As well it must have been, since Louise, Lady Loraine, her mother and her friends directed Teymourtache on the costumes and decorations.)10 The only untidy note came from the Muslim clergy, who ‘shambled’ away from their allotted position and turned on the fussing chamberlains with glowers and frowns. That, too, was an omen. For three nights, Tehran was illuminated with candles, gas, kerosene lights and fireworks. A day or two later, there was a fly-past of eleven war-surplus British, French and German biplanes and their émigré pilots that constituted the new Imperial Iranian Air Force.11




  In the annals of Iranian monarchy, which recede into antiquity, the Pahlavis may be overlooked. Neither Reza nor Mohammed Reza was born to the throne and both died in exile in Africa. Though to themselves they were the founders of an Iranian dynasty, they had more in common with Nader, who blazed like a meteor over Iran, Afghanistan and India for a few years in the middle eighteenth century, than the Safavids (1501–1722) or the Qajars (1796–1925) who flourished and decayed over many generations.




  For all the sabres and diamonds, the Pahlavi idea of kingship was a novelty in a country where the royal power, while in theory covering the whole earth, was limited by custom and exception, dirt-poor and a military shambles. The Pahlavis wanted a monopoly of authority, which would penetrate every village and town-quarter, prescribing how people should speak, dress and conduct themselves. They wanted modernity, order, uniformity and hard work. On his way into exile in 1941, Reza told his British escort that ‘he had been the first man for hundreds of years to make the Persians work’.12 In introducing the notion of a powerful state, Reza was the most influential Iranian of the last century, more influential even than Khomeini, who sanctified his state.




  An Iranian Caesar, Reza marched on Tehran with two regiments of Cossacks during the night of February 20–21, 1921 and imposed himself first as commander of the country’s starving military forces, then as Minister of War, then as Prime Minister and then as Shah.13




  His intention that night had been to preserve the army from disintegration, and Tehran from Bolshevik attack,14 but he found he could do neither without smashing the bankrupt Iranian state, terrorising the nobility and the independent tribal chiefs, and dethroning the Qajars. In the next three years, Reza outwitted his rivals in the military and Parliament, shook down the aristocracy, won over the British and Soviet legations and frightened the young Ahmad Shah Qajar into leaving for Europe. Over the winter of 1923–4, he attempted to install himself at the head of a republic on the pattern just established in Turkey on the ruins of the Ottoman Empire by another military officer, Mustafa Kemal, who later took the surname Atatürk (‘Father of the Turks’).15




  Suspicious of Reza’s intentions, and disgusted by his rough methods, Parliament and the leading clergy of Tehran rebuffed him. Events in Kemal Pasha’s new Turkish Republic, and particularly the abolition of both the religious authority known as the Caliphate and the religious schools on March 3, 1924 unsettled the Iranians. On April 1 that year Reza recommended by decree that no more be said about a republic.16 When an American consular officer was murdered in a religious riot, Reza imposed martial law and deployed his new British armoured cars. Ahmad Shah refused to return from Paris and Monte Carlo, and on October 31, 1925 an intimidated Parliament voted to abolish the Qajar dynasty. A constituent assembly, meeting under a torn awning in the draughty national theatre on December 12, named Reza to the throne. Having ordered all Iranians to adopt surnames, Reza chose for himself and his children the ancient Persian word Pahlavi or ‘Heroic’, which was also the name of an ancient Persian language and script. (PEHLEVI was the cable address of the British bank in Iran, which grumbled at having to change it.)17




  Reza was born in the autumn of 1878 in Alasht, an alpine valley in the Savadkuh mountains of Mazanderan north-east of Tehran, into a long-serving military family.18 The family house, much damaged over the years and altered, still stands with its garden courtyard on a little square facing a saint’s shrine. Reza’s grandfather, Murad Ali Khan Soltan, had fallen at the siege of Herat in 1838 when Mohammed Shah Qajar, already hemmed in by Russian expansion in the north and the British Empire in the south, had tried without success to push into western Afghanistan.




  Reza’s father, Abbas Ali Khan, commander of the Savadkuh levies, died six weeks after Reza’s birth, and his mother, Nushafarin, a girl originally from the Caucasus, fled her husband’s relations, carrying the child over the freezing mountain tracks to Tehran. There they lodged with her younger brother, Abulqasem Beg, a non-commissioned officer in the new Brigade of Cossacks, which the Russian General Staff in the Caucasus had just established for the Qajars. Nushafarin died soon afterwards. Reza received no schooling and even as Shah was never at ease either reading or speaking in public. (He had a habit of burning or throwing written matter to the ground.) He was enlisted first in the Savadkuh Regiment and, then in 1891 at the age of thirteen, as a stable boy in the Cossack Brigade.19 Years later, a broken man in exile in Mauritius, when his daughter Shams tried to force him into evening dress for the British Governor’s reception, Reza said: ‘I am not used to these clothes. All my life I have worn only a soldier’s uniform.’20




  Reza rose through the ranks. There is a 1903 photograph of a man resembling him in Cossack uniform, with its wide skirts, sewn-in cartridge pockets and papakha busby, as a soldier-groom at the Dutch Legation.21 In the years of uproar and brigandage that attended the death agonies of the Qajar dynasty, Reza saw action against rebels in Kashan in the centre and Kurdestan in the west. Once, as lieutenant or captain, he took a detachment to Hamadan with his boots so worn and broken that the nails pierced the soles of his feet.22 Reza became expert in the use of the new Maxim self-powered machine gun, which had been first deployed by Russian forces in the war with Japan of 1905. He was nicknamed, in the Iranian way, ‘Reza Maxeem’.




  In or about 1911, Reza came to the attention of a Qajar prince named Farmanfarma whom he later, as is the way of world, treated with contempt, extracting from the family land in the west of Tehran and a Rolls-Royce automobile, and murdering its most gifted son, Firuz Mirza.23 By the end of World War One, the brigade now at division strength and top-heavy with officers, Reza reached field rank. The British refer to him as ‘captain’ or ‘colonel’, and the Iranians as the equivalent of ‘brigadier’. Reza was still a handsome man, tall with jet-black hair and moustaches not yet turned white by worry and opium, and deep-set eyes shot with yellow and red that terrified his interlocutors.24 In photographs, he stands head and shoulders over the Russian officers, as once Saul among the Israelites.




  What Reza took from his thirty-year service with the Cossacks was a soldier’s way of life, an autocratic cast of mind, a contempt for civilians and the bullying and cussing still rife in the Russian army today. Throughout the twenty years of his dominance, Reza relied on his fellow Iranian Cossack officers, hard and uneducated men with little to lose and much to gain from Pahlavi rule, who gave the style to the Iranian armed forces right up to the 1979 Revolution. Those men included Yazdanpanah, who marched with him on Tehran in 1921; Ayrom, Tehran Chief of Police in the 1930s whose daily reports played on Reza’s black suspicions; Bozarjamehri, who as Mayor of Tehran bulldozed the old Qajar city; Khodayar, who negotiated his marriages and managed his estate; Matbui, who turned his fire on people taking sanctuary in the Gowharshad Mosque in Mashhad in 1935; and Fazlollah Zahedi, who defeated the Mossadeqists in 1953 and preserved the Pahlavi dynasty for another generation. Taking their lead from their master, those officers made themselves estates of land and town property and even, like Zahedi, married into the old Qajar nobility. Reza may also have heard from the Russian officers something of Tsar Peter the Great, who ripped the veils off ladies at his Court and once took a razor to a courtier’s beard with his own hand.




  With the Revolution in Russia in 1917 and the collapse of Tsarist power in Iran, the British feared Bolshevik sympathies among the Russian officers and sergeants of the Cossack Brigade. They enlisted Reza to help eject the brigade’s Russian commander. In May 1920, a Bolshevik force landed at Enzeli on the Caspian and drove back the British and Indian troops and the Iranian Cossacks, who withdrew in disorder across the Elburz Mountains to Qazvin, two hours by unmade road west of Tehran. On October 4, there arrived at Qazvin Major General Sir Edmund Ironside, known as ‘Tiny’ from his immense height and breadth, a maverick officer with experience in Archangel and Turkey of extracting British Empire forces from futile and perilous foreign deployments.




  During a tour of the chaotic Cossack camp on November 2, 1920, Ironside was introduced to an officer who reminded him of a Rajput, a fighting caste in India. This officer was, Ironside wrote in his diary, ‘a man of well over six feet in height with broad shoulders and a most distinguished-looking face. His hooked nose and sparkling eyes gave him a look of animation. His name was Reza Khan.’ Though ‘shivering from a severe bout of malaria’ picked up at Enzeli, Reza ‘never went sick’. With his habitual despatch and confidence in his own judgment, Ironside ‘decided to make him Commander of the Cossack Brigade at least temporarily, and at once’.25




  Looking at first for a capable Iranian officer to hold the Bolsheviks and, as he put in a despatch to the British War Office on December 8, ‘enable us to depart in peace and honour’,26 Ironside soon refined his requirements. By January 1, 1921, on a dejected walk around Tehran, he was thinking of a ‘strong man’ who could save Iran from dismemberment.27 He was confirmed in that belief by an interview with the King, Ahmad Shah Qajar, who tried to enlist his help in a currency speculation.28 On January 14, Ironside wrote in his diary: ‘A military dictatorship would solve our troubles and let us out of the country without any trouble at all. I shall have to talk to the [British] Minister about it.’29 On February 14, he noted: ‘Better a coup d’état for us than anything else.’30




  The next day, Ironside returned to Tehran and informed the British Minister, Herman Norman, that he had released Reza and the brigade from British control. ‘Old Norman … was very fearful that the Shah would be done in,’ Ironside wrote. ‘I told him I believed in Reza … I had to let the Cossacks go at some time or other.’31 Ironside did extract from Reza a promise not to unseat Ahmad Shah, though his diaries show he placed no confidence in Reza’s word.32 As it turned out, in 1925 Reza sent an envoy to Staff College, Camberley, where Ironside was Commandant, to request that the Englishman release him from his promise.33




  The Qajars were unloved, and in his early years Reza enjoyed some support in a country where the ‘immortal patriotism’ identified by Gobineau in the 1850s34 had taken on, under European, Turkish and Indian influence, a political complexion and become a burning nationalism. After the war years, when the country had thirteen prime ministers, and was overrun by British, Turkish and Russian armies and Imperial German agents, many Iranians were looking for a man who could strengthen the military, expel the British and other foreign advisers and put the revenue on a sound footing. Other notions current since the end of the nineteenth century – a codified law, public schools, education for women, language reform, archaeology, state investment in industry and the disarming of the tribes – were absorbed into Reza’s programme but in characteristically brusque and rough execution.




  With Mussolini’s ‘march on Rome’, Primo de Rivera in Spain, Admiral Horthy in Hungary and Kemal Pasha in Turkey, dictatorship was in the troubled political air. Reza at first attracted able men, such as the brilliant and dissolute Teymourtache, about whom it was written that ‘women, society, property, children, power, earth, heaven, work and reputation: all for him were a gamble’;35 Davar, who in a few months wrote a modern legal code much of which survives today; Firuz Mirza, the son of Farmanfarma; and, for a while, the clerical leaders Modarres, who used to visit him before sunrise, and Kashani.36 Even Mossadeq, the Pahlavis’ most formidable foe until Khomeini, in 1925 praised Reza for at last bringing security to the country.37




  Iran had never had a powerful centre and the Qajar autocracy, though unlimited by any parliament until 1906, was made tolerable by the throne’s poverty, corruption, the sale of offices and the traditional practice of bast or immunity from the law in mosques, the royal stables, foreign legations and consulates and even, by one of those flights of imagination that come so easily to Iranians, telegraph offices. Reza subordinated everything to military dictatorship: first Parliament, which after 1928 was controlled by Teymourtache; the clergy, which progressively lost its privileges; the tribes, who were mistreated and disarmed; and then the public at large, through military conscription, taxation, the uniform dress law of 1928, a new law on headware and finally the unveiling decree of 1936. After the Gowharshad massacre in 1935, Reza was feared and detested, and few Iranians regretted his abdication six years later or opposed the Allied invasion.38




  Reza spoke little, but swore often. (Mohammed Reza, for all his elegance, also swore like a trooper.) Unlike his hero in Turkey, Kemal Pasha, who once spoke in public for six days in succession,39 Reza’s public announcements were a matter of two or three sentences. He wrote no testament and his plans for Iran must be gleaned from proclamations, two travel diaries, about Mazanderan in the north and Khuzestan in the south, written by ghostwriters, and the memoirs of his ministers and his personal secretary-cum-valet, Behbudi. He believed that for Iran to hold its own against the foreign powers it must compress their industrial and social development into a few years. Although Reza maintained (as his son did) a pretence of constitutional government, he more and more ruled by decree. He would fix his terrifying eyes on someone who had displeased him and say, ‘You are lucky that I am a constitutional monarch.’ Unlike Kemal Pasha and his People’s Party of 1923 (later Republican People’s Party), or Mussolini or Hitler, Reza never established a political party or any basis of support other than his ex-Cossack comrades. He once told his Prime Minister Hedayat: ‘Every country has a certain type of regime. Ours in a one-person regime.’40




  Reza treated his intimates with a savage levity. Once, according to Behbudi, when a tyre punctured on the Enzeli road, Reza struck his driver so hard on the back of the neck that he broke the diamond ring he was wearing.41 He humiliated even senior officers in public. When Yazdanpanah appeared on parade with gloves and a cane, he snatched them from him, broke the cane and tossed them aside. He arrested one of his ministers on the steps of the national theatre, a second at cards, a third at the races on the Turkoman steppe. As early as 1929, Teymourtache told the British Minister that Reza was suspicious of ‘everybody and everyone. There was really nobody in the whole country whom His Majesty trusted and this was very much resented by those who had always stood faithfully by him.’42




  When the foreign envoys toured the modern prison, built in 1929 by a former Cossack officer turned architect, Nikolai Markov, at the site of the old Qajar summer palace known as the Qasr, they were informed that the Chief of Police, Dargahi, was in the cells.43 In the course of the 1930s most of Reza’s chief advisers found their way to the Qasr: Firuz, who used his time to translate Wilde’s prison epistle, De Profundis; Teymourtache, who was terrified of the owls hooting from the prison walls; the two Bakhtiari brothers, Sardar Assad and Khan Baba Asadi; Diba, whose niece Farah was to marry Mohammed Reza; and Davar. They perished at the hands of a nurse at the prison, ‘Doctor’ Ahmad Ahmadi or, in Davar’s case, by suicide. The disgraced favourites were joined by the first Communists who had organised strikes in the oilfields in 1929 and then, in 1938, by the so-called ‘Group of Fifty-Three’, a collection of princelings, intellectuals and writers, and workers who were given a show trial, modelled on the Moscow trials, in November 1938. This group provided the nucleus in 1941 when the Soviets decided to create a popular front party, the Tudeh or ‘Mass’. (‘Doctor’ Ahmadi was hanged in Army Square in October 1944 to ‘general satisfaction’.)44




  Reza Shah Pahlavi slept on the floor and washed in a basin from water poured by his soldier servant, Hosein the Beluchi, whom he called ‘Black Hosein’.45 He ate simple food in sparing quantities and always at the same times.46 He worked generally in the open air, either seated on a bench in the garden of the Golestan, Marble or Saadabad palaces, or pacing up and down (a habit his son inherited). According to Behbudi, Reza lived his life by the ‘manual’, taking his tea, cigarette or drink of water at regulated times.47 Compared to Kemal Pasha and Churchill, who were rarely, if ever, entirely sober, Reza drank little wine.48 He was neat and clean, and expected the same of others. He would kick cigarette ends under the carpets to check on his servants.49 He did not tolerate unpunctuality, and ministers used to telephone to synchronise watches with his private office.50 Later, Mohammed Reza, who also lived by the manual, was exasperated in exile by the more traditional timekeeping of the King of Morocco.




  Reza spoke no foreign language, except some barrack-square Russian, and until his exile travelled abroad only twice, first to the Shia holy places in British-administered Iraq in 1924 and then to his hero’s Turkey ten years later. Once he became Shah, he had nothing to do with the foreign envoys, did not attend his own birthday party and discouraged any contact between his subjects and foreigners. His son’s childhood friend Hosein Fardoust remembered: ‘Reza Khan never once attended an official reception. Sometimes he used to take Mohammed Reza and myself to the Golestan Palace, where receptions in his honour were held, and in the darkness spy on the guests through the trees. He used to whisper to me: “Look at these foreign women, how they tart themselves up!” He’d point them out one by one and make fun of them.’51




  One by one the British lost their privileges. The British consulates, established in the course of the nineteenth century in all the large towns of Iran and some of the small, lost their extra-territorial jurisdiction in 1928 and were, as one consul put it, ‘sent to Coventry’ (boycotted).52 The British Imperial Bank of Persia was stripped of its functions as a state bank, the Indo-European Telegraph Company was nationalised and the Royal Navy lost two bunkering stations on Iranian islands in the Gulf. What Reza hated above all things was the British oil concession in the south-west of the country, but he recognised that it was indispensable to his revenue and, in trying to renegotiate the contract in 1933, he was outwitted by the company and the British government. (See Chapter 2.)




  Every afternoon at two, Reza spent an hour on his private commercial interests. By the time of his abdication in 1941, he had acquired about two thousand villages or parts of villages in some forty thousand separate transactions. Amounting to 3.7 million acres or more, his estates comprised all of the rich province of Mazanderan on the north or rainy slope of the Elburz Mountains, as well as a new port on the Caspian, the Chalus road, most of Astarabad, Fariman near Mashhad, the best land about Kermanshah and a large estate in the hills overlooking Tehran. He built and managed hotels, rice-mills and silk and cotton factories. The British, though they had lost their influence outside the oilfields, were still a resort for Iranian complaints and the diplomatic cables tell of landowners unpaid or thrown into prison until they accepted nugatory prices.53 Having given Black Hosein in the 1920s a tiny plot near the palace on which to build a house, with the rise in property values Reza tried to take it back. Behbudi screwed up his courage and suggested that Reza already had an estate ‘the size of the Kingdom of Belgium, perhaps larger’.54




  

    [The Shah’s] face blazed with anger and he showed the whites of his eyes. From behind his writing-desk, he stood up, strode into the middle of the room, and was so altered I felt faint. I wanted to run out, but it was as if my legs had lost their power and I stood there speechless and immobile. He paced up and down the room, sighing deeply, then turned on me a face as white as a sheet. He said: ‘I thought you at least, who are as close to me as my shirt, would at least understand and explain to others, but I see, alas, that is not the case. Everything I possess is of this kingdom and for this kingdom. Everything I have done is for the dignity of the kingdom. Today, I am the king but I am also a landlord and farmer, hotel keeper, factory owner and bathhouse attendant. You say a king should not engage in those activities. But I have observed that an Iranian who lays out one hundred tomans today, demands a return of one hundred tomans tomorrow, while foreigners are content to work for years, and that is why I have had to undertake these things. When I am gone in a little while, everything I have done will remain for the country.’ I stood in tears. We worked for an hour, and then, still furious and upset, he dismissed me.55


  




  In his private life Reza was, by the standards of Iranian princes, restrained. Not for Reza the harem of the Qajars, symbol of power and privilege, and comprising at one time over a thousand women including servants.56 A perpetual drain on the revenue, the harem accompanied Nassereddin Qajar on his summer jaunts round the provinces, a train of covered litters and led horses that condemned whole villages to famine.57 Viewing Nassereddin’s night palace for the first time on November 12, 1889, the French military doctor Jean-Baptiste Feuvrier fell into a swoon: ‘What sweet dreams could one not dream in this quiet and secret palace, guarded by a thousand women!’58 Reza tore the building down, and replaced it with a Ministry of Finance. The pleasure palaces outside Tehran he turned into military barracks. In truth, polygamy was going out of style. Behbudi once, in about 1922, overheard from the palace garden a eunuch tell Ahmad Shah Qajar that a certain girl had turned him down. ‘She wants a husband, Sir,’ the eunuch said, ‘who lays his head each night beside hers.’ ‘Silly girl,’ said that even-tempered monarch.59




  Reza married at least four times. He first took to wife a girl called Maryam or Tajemah, an orphan living in the house of his uncle, Abulqasem Beg. She died giving birth to a daughter, who was brought up by an aunt. In 1916, having advanced in the Cossack service, he married Nimtaj Ayromlu, the daughter of a brother officer, who as queen mother took the title of Taj ol-Moluk, or ‘crown of kings’. Fair-haired and slight, she barely reached to his medals. She gave birth, first to Shams in 1917, and then, on October 26, 1919, in a rented house near the Qazvin gate in the west end of Tehran,60 to Mohammed Reza and his devoted twin sister, Ashraf, who came, as she always said, ‘unwanted’ into the world.61 A second son, Alireza, followed in 1922.




  Reza gained in prosperity in the 1920s and, tiring of Nimtaj’s prudery, Reza took wives from the Qajar nobility: first Turan Amir Soleimani, whom he divorced soon after the birth of a third son, Gholamreza, in 1923, and then Esmat Dowlatshahi who gave him five more children to fight for the scraps of royal precedence. According to Hosein Fardoust, Mohammed Reza’s principal companion in childhood, Taj ol-Moluk was jealous of Esmat and once set her servants, armed with sticks, to break up her rival’s house in the royal compound at Saadabad, forcing her to hide in a cellar. Reza was delighted.62 Esmat claimed late in life that Taj ol-Moluk cast spells on her and put poison in her bath.63 It was Esmat who accompanied the Shah into exile in Mauritius but, after eight months, returned to Iran.




  Reza had no friends, but many men he hated, and no amusement, except the races once a year on the Turkoman plain, forgotten Russian card games, backgammon, money and his eldest son, whom he loved and admired to distraction. In exile, he became fond of a cat which he named Potin, Russianised French for ‘boot’. After the death of Teymourtache, he had nobody to rely on, and he exhausted himself in the smallest details, from the type of sleeper or tie to be laid on the railway to the serving of sheep’s head-and-trotters in the Shemiran resorts.64 His delight was the Marble Palace, built on the Farmanfarma land with marquetry work on which 150 Isfahan craftsmen had laboured for a year; his armed forces; the new Trans-Iranian Railway, built at a cost of about $150 million just in time to be sequestered by the Allies to supply his enemies, the Russians; and his eldest son, above all his son.




  In Mohammed Reza, he saw all that he lacked: perfect manners honed in the best schools of Switzerland, beautiful French and fluent English, a mastery of difficult and complex subjects. While the Crown Prince was in Switzerland, messengers were sent to the Central Post Office to pick up his weekly letter in Persian. Mohammed Reza’s return in 1936 lightened the Shah’s mood and softened his tyranny.65 When Mossadeq, an aristocratic lawyer who had opposed the coup of 1921, the change of dynasty and the bill for the railway, was arrested, Mohammed Reza interceded for him else he might have shared the fate of Teymourtache. Reza told a flatterer in the 1930s: ‘Yes, I have done this kingdom great service, but my greatest service has been in the choice of Crown Prince. For the moment, you do not see it, but when the Crown Prince gets down to work, then you will see what sort of Crown Prince he is. Then you will see it.’66




  For all their differences, Mohammed Reza was a polished chip off the old block. Like his father, he had no understanding of democracy, relied on his military, trusted nobody, tolerated avarice, cut down every thistle that grew too high, could not distinguish his own interests from those of his people and wore himself to death by attending to the smallest detail. In fact, Mohammed Reza did not believe that his father trusted him to maintain Pahlavi rule, and it was a quarter-century before he stepped out of Reza’s shadow, and then not for long.67




  At the age of six or seven, Mohammed Reza was placed in a miniature military school, with about twenty other students of different social degrees, including Fardoust, the son of a Gendarmerie officer, a silent and withdrawn lad who nevertheless became his ‘special friend’.68 Under a former ballerina married to an Iranian, Madame Arfa, he learned the French which was always to be his favourite language. Reza lunched with him every day and called him Sir. Taj ol-Moluk called him Your Highness and stood when he came into the room.




  Aged eleven, Mohammed Reza was sent to Switzerland. Along with his full brother Alireza and two companions, Fardoust and Teymourtache’s third son, he went first to a boarding school in Lausanne and then to Le Rosey, a private school on the north shore of Lake Geneva where he stayed until 1936. On the day of departure from Enzeli, now renamed Bandar Pahlavi, in September 1931, General Hassan Arfa, a soldier who served both Qajars and Pahlavis, found the Shah pacing as usual up and down, much affected, his suite in a circle about him. ‘It is very hard for me to part with my beloved son,’ Reza said, ‘but one must think of the country. Iran needs educated and enlightened rulers, we, the old and ignorant, must go.’69




  At the Château du Rosey, Mohammed Reza excelled at sport, especially football, and became an expert tennis-player and horseman and an elegant skier at the winter campus at Gstaad.70 It is likely that it was at Le Rosey that he was exposed through aristocratic filters to the fascist movements sweeping Europe. His third wife saw in those years away from Iran the origins of his heaviness and melancholy.71 Mohammed Reza returned home in 1936 and was followed by a young man named Ernest Perron, the son of the school janitor who had been crippled in a childhood accident and was to fascinate and repel the Court until his disgrace in 1954. (The diplomatic reports are full of codewords for homosexual.)72




  Reza took against the young Swiss and he was sent as head gardener to the new palace at Ramsar on the Caspian,73 and later roomed with a Swiss landlady outside the Marble Palace. Mohammed Reza was enrolled in a special class at the Officers’ Cadet College in Tehran, which Reza had founded on the model of the French military school at Saint-Cyr, along with Fardoust and the husbands of Ashraf and Shams, Ali Qavam and Fereydoun Djam. With them were other cadets who were to reach high command on the eve of the Revolution such as Gharabaghi and Minbashian. Where Reza terrified his interlocutors, Mohammed Reza charmed them with his European manners.74 In the spring of 1938, Mohammed Reza passed out as a second lieutenant and was appointed as an army inspector, responsible for observing the training and readiness of the troops on the drill ground and on manoeuvres.75 He used to say that though he was Commander-in-Chief, he was only a second lieutenant.




  Reza dreamed of a dynastic match for the Crown Prince, and at the suggestion, it is said, of Kemal Pasha of Turkey chose an Egyptian princess, Fauzia, sister to King Farouk.76 The Egyptian monarchy was only three years older than the Pahlavi, but the family had been de facto rulers of the country for over a century, and the match was an endorsement for the Pahlavis in both dynastic politics and the world of international fashion. Life magazine called Fauzia ‘probably the prettiest royalty in the world today’.77




  To celebrate the betrothal, the junction of the north and south sections of the new Trans-Iranian Railway was renamed ‘Fauzia’, and on March 19, 1939 the Crown Prince and his seventeen-year-old bride were married at the Abdin Palace in Cairo. Reza did not attend. Anxious that his Court in Iran would appear dowdy to the fashionable and worldly Egyptians, Reza had the Ministry of Finance place a bulk order with Messrs Ziegler in Manchester for silk and rayon dress material, ladies’ underclothing and shoes, gloves, shirts, collars, ties, ornaments and clasps and twenty model dresses for copying. Ziegler’s assembled sixty packing cases in ten days, and shipped them by the Orient and Taurus Expresses to the railhead and then onwards to Tehran by road.78




  To no avail. The arrival of Princess Fauzia and Queen Nazli at the port of Mohammareh in the south was chaotic. The train broke down. Though Fauzia produced a daughter, Shahnaz (born in October 1940), she found Tehran dull and frightening, and was oppressed by the intriguing of Shams and Ashraf, and the bullying of Taj ol-Moluk. She was ordered to dismiss her Egyptian servants. According to the Iranian complaint to the Egyptian Court after she had gone home, Fauzia had ‘not performed her duties as Queen. Instead of taking an interest in improving Iranian society and the condition of the people by visiting hospitals and kindergartens, and working in charitable affairs, she prefers to sleep until noon. Afterwards she either stays in her room or goes out alone. She not only shows no interest in anything Iranian, she has also been remiss in carrying out her marital duties.’79




  At the outbreak of World War Two, Reza confirmed Iran’s neutrality, as if that had been effective in the last war of 1914–18. An old man now, without experience of the world, and cut off for years from diplomatic intercourse, Reza was not prepared for the ruthlessness of the Allied powers fighting for their lives. He pestered the British to supply him with aircraft and munitions, to guarantee his oil payments and to replace from the British Empire the imports of rails and other industrial goods that had come, under barter arrangements, from the Third Reich. Uncertain of the outcome of the war, but sympathetic, like all Iranians, to the enemies of Britain and Russia, Reza tolerated a colony in Iran of about one thousand Germans, many or most of them National Socialist. His military preparations were sketchy (see Chapter 4). On the other hand, he told the British that he had resisted pressure from Germany to provide fuel and other assistance to the anti-British rising in Iraq in April 1941.




  The German invasion of Russia on June 22, 1941 sealed his fate. With the Germans racing towards the Caucasus, Russia would no longer tolerate a pro-German neutral in its rear nor Britain the threat to its oil supplies from Abadan. The possibility of a ‘Persian Corridor’ to supply a Soviet stand had taken shape by July.80 Reza continued to drag his feet over the German colony, and that provided the Allies with a threadbare casus belli. Just after 4 a.m. on August 25, 1941, the Soviet and British ministers called separately on Mansur, the Prime Minister, and handed him identical notes warning of military action (which, in fact, had just begun). They called on the Shah at 10 a.m. According to Reader Bullard, the British Minister, Reza said that ‘if the cause of the attack was that Germany had seized the whole of Europe and Great Britain and the Soviet Union wished to seize Persia, then Persia was too weak to oppose this’.81 At lunch as usual with the royal family, none dared speak, not even Mohammed Reza. At length, Reza said: ‘This will be the end for me – the English will see to it.’82




  Faced in the south and west by tough and well-drilled Indian and Nepalese troops under British officers, and in the north by overwhelming Soviet infantry and armour, the Iranian army was outmanoeuvred and scattered. On August 27, Reza agreed to a ceasefire and the withdrawal of his forces to the capital which, in the north, turned into a rout. When on August 30 the General Staff ordered conscripts to return home, Reza lost his self-control and took his cane to the War Minister and Chief of Staff.83 Moscow and London soon decided they could do nothing with the old man and on September 12 the new BBC Persian Service started broadcasting scurrilous attacks on Reza devised by the Press Attaché in Tehran, Ann Lambton, who was also the finest British scholar of Persian since Browne. Iranians with wireless sets heard how Reza had removed the crown jewels from Tehran (which was untrue), used forced labour in his textile mills and diverted the capital’s water supply to irrigate his own market gardens.84




  The Soviets moved towards the capital. On September 16, at the Marble Palace, Forughi, who was once again Prime Minister, wrote a letter of abdication which Reza signed:




  Having expended all my powers these last years on the nation’s business and having no more strength, I feel the time has now come for younger energies to take over the affairs of state, which require continuous attention if we are to achieve the happiness and salvation of the country. For that reason I am entrusting the throne to my Crown Prince and successor and stepping aside. From this day, the 25 Shahrivar 1320, the whole nation and the armed forces must recognise the Crown Prince as my legal successor and do for him all that they, in the interests of the country, did for me.




  Reza Pahlavi




  Marble Palace, Tehran




  25 Shahrivar 1320




  Mohammed Reza burst out: ‘If you go, the Russians will enter Tehran and there will be a revolution!’ Reza cackled and said: ‘On the contrary, Sir. All that’s just for show. It’s me they’re after. Once I am gone, that will be that, and you will rule in perfect ease and there will be no revolution.’85




  Reza set off in a single car to Isfahan and then to the small port of Bandar Abbas on the Arabian Sea. He had hoped to travel to the Americas – he mentioned at different times Chile, Argentina and Canada – but the British had other plans. Anxious that there might be demonstrations of sympathy from Indian Muslims, the British authorities in India refused to let Reza’s party of eleven (with eight servants) land at Bombay.86 Reza had wired £35,000 to Bombay and after sending ashore to buy supplies (including a British roadster for his sons), they were transshipped to the SS Burma and taken as prisoners in all but name to Mauritius. Here, broken, listless, unable to sleep, frantic about Mohammed Reza, he remained until he was allowed to move to the more suitable climate of South Africa, where a country house was lent him on the outskirts of Johannesburg. There he was disgusted by reports of famine in Iran. According to Esmat, he feared a resurgence of the clergy or what he called akhundbazi (‘molla games’ or priestcraft).87 Reza died of a heart attack at the house in what is now Young Avenue, Houghton on July 26, 1944, but not before he was able to hear his son’s voice on a phonograph record brought to him by Perron. In his reply, also recorded, the old man said: ‘These invisible waves, penetrating my heart, reformed into your darling voice, sweet light of my eyes.’88




  So began the wilderness years of Mohammed Reza Pahlavi. He had no goodwill, and, when he opened the new Parliament on November 13, crowds menaced his car, shouting ‘Long Live Hitler!’ and ‘Down with the Russians and the British!’89 The British Legation reported that ‘if unsuitable, [he] can be got rid of later’.90 In London, there was some thought of restoring the Qajars until it was found that the pretender from that house had changed his name to Drummond and was serving in the British merchant navy.91 Bullard, the British Minister, treated the twenty-one-year-old Shah (and all Iranians) with such disdain that even Churchill, not a man who had much time for foreigners, was disgusted.92 With the coast clear, the men of the old regime returned from their estates, calling Mohammed Reza ‘the boy’ (pesareh) and the Pahlavis ‘those people’ (anha). (Only Mossadeq treated him with respect.) The veil appeared in the streets and the clergy began jockeying for power and influence. Mohammed Reza’s marriage to Fauzia was under strain and Cecil Beaton photographed them for Life magazine in sepulchral shadow, or imprisoned behind lattices, she with a bandage on her arm, he a ‘Shah on probation’.93 The British informed him that, when the Germans reached the Volga delta, Tehran would come under air attack.




  Timid and unpopular, Mohammed Reza had few resources apart from his youth and his good looks and the equivalent of about £5 million in cash that he received ‘for and in consideration of a lump of sugar’ in a deed signed by his father on September 19, 1941 at Isfahan.94 It was not a vast fortune, but it was sufficient to buy influence in a poor country and to start a newspaper supportive of the Court. His father’s farmland, factories and hotels he was obliged to hand over to the state, but there were the usual disputes over title, and those properties that had not reverted to their previous owners were assembled into a charitable trust in 1949 which became the Pahlavi Foundation of evil repute. In 1951, Mohammed Reza began a public programme of conveying land to the tenants which infuriated the other landowners and became the core, eleven years later, of the Land Reform Act of 1962 and his full-scale assault on the landlord class and the clergy known as the ‘White Revolution’.




  What aided Mohammed Reza in his solitude were four factors beyond his control but in his power to exploit. The first was the failure of the German armies in the autumn of 1942 to break through at Stalingrad, and their surrender the following February. The receding German threat and the Tripartite Treaty of Alliance of January 29, 1942 between Britain, Russia and Iran caused the British to treat Mohammed Reza (and his father) with greater consideration. The second was the weakness of the 1906–7 Constitution under which Parliament paralysed the executive, so that in the twelve years from Reza’s abdication there were twenty governments. A spate of assassinations terrorised the capital.




  The third was the breakdown in the Allied wartime coalition, and the growing hostility of the US to the Soviet Union and its exasperation with the incurable colonising of the United Kingdom. When the Soviets in 1946 refused to withdraw their occupying army, and set up local governments in the north-western provinces, Iran was drawn into Cold War politics at which Mohammed Reza soon became adept. Seeing that neutrality had failed his father, Mohammed Reza allied himself with the British and then the United States, while flirting with the Soviet Union when it suited him. In 1959, he came close to signing a non-aggression pact with Moscow, but allowed himself to be dissuaded by the UK and US.




  The fourth was the loyalty of the battered and humiliated Iranian armed forces which, in the showdowns with Mossadeq in 1953 and with Khomeini ten years later, sided with the Crown. That, by 1964, Mohammed Reza had complete control of the institutions of government, the armed forces, the press and broadcasting, and was poised to take control of the country’s oil resources, shows he had patience and luck. He thought that God Himself had frustrated his enemies.




  Mohammed Reza’s first steps in politics were halting. He attempted to set up a secret channel to the British, behind the backs of the government, which Bullard rejected.95 At the conference of the three principal Allied leaders in Tehran between November 28 and December 1, 1943, where delegates moved between the British Legation and the Sovet Embassy across the street behind canvas screens, neither Roosevelt nor Churchill called on the Shah. Stalin did, and offered the young man an armoured regiment, a Trojan horse Mohammed Reza found hard to refuse.96 Only General de Gaulle, commander of the Free French forces, who passed through Tehran in November 1944, treated him with kindness, and Mohammed Reza never forgot him.97 The Shah intrigued with occasional success against his prime ministers: his father’s old enemy Qavam (who patronised him), Razmara (whom he suspected of seeking supreme power) and Mossadeq. His twin sister, Ashraf, unhappy in her marriages as in her childhood, became notorious for meddling and was later banished on the orders of Mossadeq. She saw herself as the mirror image of her twin,98 and never made peace with the limits Iranian custom placed on a woman’s activity and scope. She was, in addition, a stranger to fear.




  Time weighed on Mohammed Reza’s hands. Bullard gave him Thucydides to read.99 The Shah convened a literary society once a week, sending cars to bring the members to the Marble Palace or, in summer, to Saadabad. The doyen of the club was the greatest Iranian literary scholar of the twentieth century, Mirza Mohammed Qazvini, the editor of the medieval lyric poet Hafez and a man of such sensitivity that once in Paris, when a visitor recited an indifferent couplet, Mirza Mohammed threw up. At those meetings, Mohammed Reza was generally silent except to pose Mirza Mohammed an opening question.100 (Later on, under the influence of Asadollah Alam, who had been only to agricultural college, he employed Persian wordplay to call European-style intellectuels ‘shitellectuals’ and made fun of the artistic circle that clustered around his third wife, Farah Diba.) He did not appear in public. The British Air Attaché, who called on the Shah in April 1946, described him as ‘very frightened, even less sure of himself than usual … a pathetic figure, but sympathetic’.101 At a meeting in March 1947 that Perron arranged with the French scholar Henry Corbin, Mohammed Reza burst out that at least Corbin had his philosophical work and ‘his life was not empty’.102




  For much of the time, Mohammed Reza drove fast cars and, like Edward of England and Hussein of Jordan, learned to pilot small aircraft. He took instruction first from a pilot of Trans World Airlines (TWA) and then from Mohammed Khatami and Hassan Toufanian, who were to reach high command in the air force. He received his pilot’s licence in early 1946. In the campaign to liquidate the autonomous republics set up by the Soviets in the north-west at the end of 1946, Mohammed Reza flew several reconnaissance missions in old aircraft, ‘always without radio’.103 The Soviet withdrawal and the collapse in short order of the Communist regimes in Azerbaijan and Kurdistan, though hardly attributable to Mohammed Reza, gave him a measure of popularity. On his return from Tabriz, the capital turned out to welcome him. Among the cheering crowds on the roof of a filling station was an eight-year-old Farah Diba.104




  In April 1947, to seal a contract to service the aircraft of Iranian Airways, TWA gave Mohammed Reza a Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress which it had converted for civilian use but for which it had found no market. (The machine carried the flattering call-sign EP-HIM.)105 It seems that in the air, at the controls of ever more complex aircraft including in 1972 the Anglo-French supersonic airliner Concorde, Mohammed Reza found relief from the strain of his existence and a reinforcement of his self-confidence. In 1948, he had the first of several air accidents when his two-seater de Havilland Tiger Moth, the biplane trainer used by the British air force, lost power in its single engine and crashed in a ravine near Isfahan.106




  By now, Fauzia had left. On June 21, 1945, six weeks after VE (Victory in Europe) day and just as soon as it was safe to travel, she returned to Alexandria, ostensibly to recover from a bout of malaria. On August 13, King Farouk summoned the Iranian Ambassador and told him that ‘Queen Fauzia did not intend to return to Iran ever.’ Despite telegrams, flowers, a valuable Tabriz carpet, heart-rending messages from Shahnaz (who kept a scrapbook of her mother’s press-cuttings) and even a promise to send the Queen Mother away, Fauzia refused to come back and even threatened Ghassem Ghani, the new Iranian envoy, that unless granted a divorce she would ‘act’: in other words, reveal to the world Mohammed Reza’s womanising.107 Mohammed Reza gave in, and divorced her on October 16, 1948. Fauzia used to say she was frightened of revolution in Iran, but revolution came to Egypt first, and she was forced to live as a Pahlavi pensioner. (Fauzia lives today in retirement in Switzerland. Shahnaz, after a difficult childhood and an adolescence of conflict with her father, adopted an Islamic posture before herself moving to Switzerland.)




  In Fauzia’s absence, Mohammed Reza chased girls. About the time that she left for Egypt, while he was driving behind dark glasses and a scarf in Zhaleh Street, Mohammed Reza followed a young girl with a striking head of blonde hair. She was Parvin or Pari Ghaffari, the daughter of an official in the research department of the Majles or Parliament. She was sixteen years old and unhappily married. Fardoust arranged her divorce (that is, bought off her husband) and Mohammed Reza set her and her mother up in a house in Kakh Street, opposite the Marble Palace, and gave her the minimum legal status of a sigheh or legal concubine. The affair lasted until February 1949 when the Court was shaken by an attempt on Mohammed Reza’s life.108




  On the afternoon of February 4 that year, as Mohammed Reza stepped out of his car to visit the Faculty of Law at Tehran University, a man named Nasser Fakhrarai emerged from among the press photographers, pulled a Belgian revolver from his camera case and fired at the Shah. The first three bullets passed through Mohammed Reza’s military cap. The fourth smashed through his right cheekbone, broke his upper teeth and came out through his upper lip. From six feet away, Fakhrarai aimed at the Shah’s heart but put the fifth bullet in his shoulder. The sixth jammed in the barrel. He threw the revolver at Mohammed Reza and tried to make his escape but was surrounded and shot dead by the Shah’s entourage. Fakhrarai’s identity card showed that he was on assignment for a religious newspaper associated with the militant cleric Kashani, but was also known to have had links with the Communist Party of Iran, the Tudeh. (He was also, as Mohammed Reza liked to point out, the lover of the daughter of a British Embassy gardener.)109




  The attempt at assassination, and Mohammed Reza’s unlikely survival, had important consequences. It confirmed the Shah in his belief that he had a special destiny and was under the protection of God and His Saints.110 The Tudeh was banned and, though the ban was not enforced, it prevented the party gaining a hold in Parliament in the elections of that summer. There was some sympathy for the wounded Shah and admiration for his sangfroid, and Mohammed Reza was able, three weeks later, to gain a valuable accession to his powers. On February 27, Parliament voted to set in train an alteration to the 1906–7 Constitution which would allow the Shah more easily to dissolve Parliament. He was invited to Washington on a state visit in November. In the words of Secretary of State Dean Acheson, ‘the visit turned out to be a disappointment to all’.111 The Truman administration found the young Shah’s military and development ambitions quite fanciful. The Iranian party was inexperienced and half of it – Fardoust, and the medical doctors Adl and Ayadi – could not speak English. The physician and literary scholar Ghassem Ghani mistook Fardoust in Washington for ‘a kind of domestic servant’.112 The visit was not a complete failure: Mohammed Reza had a brief love affair with the actress Grace Kelly, later Princess Grace of Monaco, and twenty years later he was still bragging about it.113 Yet the assassination attempt reminded the Pahlavis that Mohammed Reza was still without a male heir of the body, and for that he needed not diversion with a beautiful actress, but a wife.




  The Queen Mother had heard of a sixteen-year-old girl at finishing school in Switzerland, the daughter of a chief of the Bakhtiari tribe and a German mother, named Soraya Esfandiary. A photograph was procured and shown to Mohammed Reza, who was intrigued. Shams interviewed Soraya in London, where she was by now studying English and dreaming of becoming a screen actress. At the wedding in the snow on February 12, 1951, first at the Marble Palace then amid the dirt and gloom of the Golestan Palace, the guests trampling one another on the cramped stairways, Soraya was ill with typhoid fever. She became so faint in the crush that, halfway through the reception, she sought refuge in an antechamber and a lady-in-waiting took shears to her ten-yard train of white tulle and paste diamonds.114




  In memoirs published in 1991, Soraya describes the regime at the Private Palace, a concrete box run up in the suburban German style in the 1930s in the corner of the grounds of the Marble Palace, with its worn-out sofas, greasy armchairs and faded and washed-out silk hangings.115 She asked her husband to engage the Maison Jansen, a celebrated decorator of the belle époque in the Rue Royale in Paris, but there was no money. Soraya hated the valetudinarian regime, the quack doctors Ayadi and Adl, the dinners prompt at 7.30 with their boiled vegetables and sickroom food, the dishonest cooks and tubercular milk-cows, the interminable Canasta, billiards and parlour games, the Pahlavi in-talk, the insipid film shows.116 She hated Perron, limping through her cramped apartments, closeted with the Shah, quizzing her about sex and poisoning her relations with the sisters.117 Just eighteen years old at her marriage, she hated the tirades of Taj ol-Moluk and the intrigues by Shams and Ashraf to control her and, through her, their adored brother.118 She was too shy or too lazy to appear in public. She was a bad stepmother to motherless Shahnaz.119




  What Soraya had, what all the Bakhtiaris in this story had, was backbone. During the long struggle with Mossadeq of 1951 to 1953, while her husband moped or, excluded from affairs of state, read French crime novels, she stiffened his morale. (Later the CIA service history of the overthrow of Mossadeq praised Soraya as ‘an ally from a totally unexpected quarter’.)120 Mohammed Reza was reduced to a pawn in a struggle for control of Iran and its oil: between Mossadeq and the nationalists, the left, the Tehran clergy led by Behbehani and Kashani, the rump of the armed forces and the Anglo-Saxon powers. ‘Every morning I woke thinking it would be my last, and then had to plough through obscene insults in the newspapers,’ Mohammed Reza later told his Minister of Court, Asadollah Alam.121




  In withdrawing from Azerbaijan, Stalin had been tempted by Qavam with the offer of a Soviet oil concession in the north to balance the long-standing British concession in the south. Parliament baulked and then voted, in part to mollify the Soviets, that the British concession, dating back to 1901 but renegotiated in 1933, should also be revised ‘with a view to securing Iran’s national rights’. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company mistook the temper of Iran and the times. On March 15, 1951, Parliament voted unanimously to nationalise the oil industry, and Mohammed Reza signed the bill into law on the 20th. A month later, Mossadeq was appointed Prime Minister. One of his first acts was to demand that Mohammed Reza order Ashraf to leave the country. On June 10, the Iranian flag was raised over the company’s headquarters and a ‘provisional board of directors’ appointed, including a pious and respected engineer named Mehdi Bazargan. Years later, he was to take over a greatly expanded oil industry in Khomeini’s name and serve as the first Prime Minister of the provisional government of the Islamic Republic.




  Britain was not anxious to give up what was now, after Indian Independence, its most valuable foreign property.122 It sought redress at the United Nations, at the International Court in The Hague, and through the mediation of the World Bank. It sent warships to the Gulf and the Shatt al-Arab. The large companies that controlled the international trade in petroleum refused to buy Iranian oil, and the country’s revenue collapsed. Mossadeq was adamant. On a wave of popular support, he demanded dictatorial powers from Parliament and from Mohammed Reza command of the armed forces. When both demurred, Mossadeq resigned. Parliament elected Qavam. There followed five days of riot and mayhem and Mohammed Reza was forced to recall Mossadeq. The Shah’s prestige sank. He was vilified in the press. He slept with a Smith & Wesson revolver under his pillow and brought it to table.123 Mossadeq halted the distribution of Reza’s lands and, on October 22, 1952, broke off diplomatic relations with Britain.




  By February 1953, Mohammed Reza’s nerves were so frayed that, in his own words, he could not remain in Tehran. When Mossadeq, who feared that the Shah was becoming the focus of opposition, suggested on February 24 that he leave the country for a while, perhaps on a pilgrimage to the Shia shrines in Iraq, Mohammed Reza ‘jumped at the chance [to] get out of [the] country’, according to US Ambassador Loy Henderson.124 He was prevented by a demonstration arranged by Kashani on February 28 outside the Palace gates. Mossadeq was shown out by Soraya through a wicket gate, only to find crowds gathering outside his own house near by. In the end, he was forced to escape in his pyjamas over the garden wall. It was evidence that, as Henderson put it, even ‘inherently anti-foreign’ political leaders were turning away from Mossadeq and back to the Court.125




  By now, Prime Minister Churchill and Foreign Secretary Eden had convinced the incoming Eisenhower administration that Iran was in danger of slipping into the Soviet sphere of influence. In November and December 1952, the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) presented to the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in Washington a plan for a coup to overthow Mossadeq. CIA was taken aback, and no progress was made until after Eisenhower’s inauguration on January 20, 1953. On April 4, CIA Director Allen Dulles approved a budget of $1 million for use by the Tehran CIA Station and Ambassador Henderson ‘in any way that would bring about the fall of Mossadeq’.126 On May 13, Donald Wilber, for CIA, and the SIS resident in Tehran, Norman Darbyshire, met in Nicosia, Cyprus, a halfway station between London and Tehran. At the meeting, the two men agreed on a plot to be led by General Fazlollah Zahedi, a brave and unscrupulous ex-Cossack who had been exiled by the British in 1942 for fear he would become the nucleus of a pro-Axis uprising. A nationalist of the Reza Pahlavi school, Zahedi had fallen out with Mossadeq over his growing reliance on the radical nationalists and the Tudeh.




  The two agents agreed ‘that Zahedi alone of potential candidates had the vigor and courage to make him worthy of support’, and, with less enthusiasm, ‘that the Shah must be brought into the operation; that the Shah would act only with great reluctance but that he could be forced to do so’. Both men had a low opinion of Mohammed Reza, but he was needed to provide a ‘legal or quasi-legal’ aspect to proceedings and because, ‘if the issue was clear-cut, the armed forces would follow the Shah rather than Mossadeq’.127 As Foreign Secretary Eden had said of Mohammed Reza on February 27, ‘poor creature that he is, the Shah does represent an element of stability’.128 None foresaw that it was not Britain nor the US, nor Zahedi nor Kashani, but Mohammed Reza who would most profit from the coup. The plan, codenamed ‘TP-AJAX’ by CIA and ‘Operation Boot’ by SIS, was refined at two further meetings in Beirut (June 10–13) and London (June 14–17) and approved by Churchill and Eisenhower in early July. The ‘Art Department’ of CIA under Wilber began creating and distributing black propaganda.




  Mohammed Reza hated and feared Mossadeq, and believed the country was being bankrupted for the sake of a principle. He distrusted the British and had shown, during the fiasco of Qavam’s five days in power, that he was reluctant to see blood shed in his name. For that reason, the plotters attempted to stiffen his resolve with secret emissaries. First his twin sister, Ashraf, returned from Paris incognito on June 25. She was at once ordered to leave by both Mossadeq and her brother but defied them long enough to pass Soraya a message for Mohammed Reza.129 She was followed, on August 1, by General Norman Schwarzkopf Sr, the father of the commander of the coalition forces in the 1990–1 Gulf War, who had spent the latter part of World War Two in Iran reorganising the Iranian Gendarmerie; the chief SIS agent in Iran, Assadollah Rashidian; Kermit Roosevelt, head of the Near Eastern Affairs section of CIA and commander of the operation; and, on August 10, Zahedi. According to the ‘London Draft’ of the plan, Schwarzkopf had orders to say that the oil issue would be settled in a manner acceptable to Iran. The coup would proceed with or without the Shah’s assistance, but if it failed, his dynasty would end and he would be held responsible.130 The visit of Schwarzkopf, like that of General Huyser in January 1979 (see Chapter 9), set Tehran abuzz with rumours that what Iranians call a koodeta was in preparation. In another premonition of 1979, Mohammed Reza wanted to be out of his capital if there was to be military action.




  The role assigned to Mohammed Reza had shrunk to signing two decrees or firmans: one dismissing Mossadeq as Prime Minister and the other appointing Zahedi (who was now in hiding). Even so, Mohammed Reza fretted whether he had the powers under the Constitution to dismiss a Premier without Parliamentary approval. (On August 3, Mossadeq held a referendum to dissolve Parliament, itself an act without constitutional precedent.) According to Colonel Nasiri, the loyal and wooden commander of the Imperial Guard, the British-style household division formed at the beginning of Mohammed Reza’s reign, it was Soraya who finally persuaded the Shah to sign the two decrees.131




  On Tuesday, August 11, Mohammed Reza and Soraya and a small party set off in a small trainer aircraft, ostensibly for the sake of the Queen’s health, to Kelardasht, a resort in the Elborz above Ramsar that then consisted of a few village houses among orchards and a dirt airstrip.132 There they waited, shut up in a small chalet, playing desultory cards and drinking cup after cup of coffee, over the Iranian weekend (which falls on Thursday and Friday). On the 13th, either at Kelardasht or in Ramsar, Mohammed Reza signed the two firmans. They remained in contact by radio-telephone with Nasiri.




  The coup, delayed until August 15, was a fiasco. Early the next morning, August 16, Radio Tehran came on the air with the announcement: ‘Dear fellow citizens, pay attention, please! At 7 a.m., the government will make a general announcement!’ The announcement, when it came, said that the government had foiled a coup d’état by the Imperial Guard. It said that at 1 a.m. Colonel Nasiri had arrived at the Prime Minister’s house with an armoured car, two jeeps and four trucks of soldiers, but had been beaten back by the Prime Minister’s guard and arrested. The broadcast made no mention of the firmans.133 Soraya says she was woken at the chalet by Mohammed Reza at 4 a.m. on the 16th, saying they were leaving for Ramsar and had not a moment to lose.134




  Without money or luggage, they took to the air: Mohammed Reza, Soraya, the pilot Major Khatami and the Shah’s aide-de-camp Kambiz Atabai. In the chaos, Soraya left behind her Skye terrier. At Ramsar, they found Mohammed Reza’s twin-engined Beechcraft already with fuel and they took off for Baghdad, five hundred miles away by air and just within range. Called from the Baghdad control tower to identify themselves, Mohammed Reza said they were tourists in need of fuel and were given permission to land.




  The young Iraqi King Faisal II was himself expected by air from Amman, and the Iranians were directed to a corner of the field. They changed their clothes in the aircraft and Mohammed Reza wrote a few words on a scrap of paper and asked for it to be taken to the King. They waited by the Customs building, in 110 degrees by the thermometer, while Faisal inspected a guard of honour. Soraya was brought a soda. Atabai, who was to serve the Pahlavi family until the Revolution and beyond, was pained to see the Queen, ‘so tender and so well attended until yesterday, and now she must drink Coca-Cola from the bottle in the desert’.135




  In the end, they were taken to a government guesthouse and in the afternoon called on Faisal. The Iranian Ambassador ignored them. That evening, Mohammed Reza received the US Ambassador and gave his account of events. He had been approached, Mohammed Reza said,




  

    some time ago about the desirability of a coup, and … he had at first agreed but had later come to the conclusion that as a constitutional monarch he should simply dismiss Mussadiq and appoint General Zahedi as Prime Minister, using sufficient forces only to ensure a smooth change-over. [Exclamation marks in margin.] He had made arrangements to that end and the attempt had been made after a little delay but had failed owing, he thought, either to a leakage or to the interception of his telecommunications with General Zahedi. He had then decided that he could not resort to force since that would result in bloodshed and chaos, and that he must leave for Baghdad.


  




  He said he intended to look for work, as he had a large family and ‘very small means outside of Iran’. The next day, at the shrine of the Shia martyrs in Karbala, Mohammed Reza disbursed 100 of the 280 Iraqi dinars he had with him and then, over attempts by both British and American ambassadors to make him stay, and discouraged by ‘scurrilous broadcasts’ from Tehran, left for Rome with BOAC (forerunner of British Airways) at 7.30 the next morning, Tuesday, August 18.136




  The Shah’s party arrived in Rome at 3 p.m. Once again, the Iranian Embassy cold-shouldered them, and they were taken by the Italian Foreign Ministry to the Hotel Excelsior and lodged on the fourth floor. Besieged by paparazzi, glued to Radio Cairo, smoking cigarette after cigarette, Mohammed Reza told Soraya they could afford to buy a little land in the US, but not to support the remainder of the royal family. Soraya, in contrast, was for the first time in her marriage happy.137 She had only ever wanted to be looked at. In her red strapless polka-dot dress, bought that evening in the Via Veneto, she seems to be acting a part in a parallel, and more agreeable, history. On August 19, they were lunching all four in the dining room of the Excelsior when a correspondent of the Associated Press came to their table and proffered a scrap of paper torn from off the news wire. Mossadeq had fallen. The army was in control of Tehran. Zahedi was Prime Minister. What had happened?




  Back on Sunday, August 16, CIA headquarters outside Washington heard of the failure of the coup at 1.30 a.m. Though London and Washington both wanted to call off the operation and pull out their own agents, Zahedi, in hiding in Shemiran, and Roosevelt at the US Embassy did not.138 Zahedi’s son, Ardeshir, photographed and printed the firmans at an Armenian shop in Naderi Street and showed them to the New York Times correspondents at 11 a.m.139 Meanwhile Mossadeq’s coalition, the National Front, and the Tudeh went on the rampage, tearing down Reza’s statues outside the Parliament and in Army Square. Cars with loudspeakers roamed mid-town calling for a mass demonstration in Baharestan Square where a public address system had been strung up in the corners. In heat that penetrated the soles of shoes, the Foreign Minister and government spokesman Fatemi called for the abolition of the monarchy and the trial of the Pahlavis. ‘The crimes of the Pahlavi Court make the crimes of King Farouk like driven snow,’ he said. There was still no word of the firmans.




  On the evening of August 18, as CIA headquarters was signalling that, in the absence of strong recommendations from Henderson and Roosevelt, the ‘operation against Mossadeq should be discontinued’,140 pro-monarchy demonstrators and police drove the nationalists and Tudeh off the streets in mid-town. The next morning, a large and orderly crowd armed with sticks and stones and including the athletes of the ancient weight-lifting fraternities came up from the south, filled Army Square, where they were held for a while by troops firing into the air, and fanned out into the main shopping streets.




  For reasons of professional prestige, both CIA and Roosevelt have portrayed the march from the south of town as a professional mob bought with CIA money. The Islamic Republic, anxious to conceal the support of the clergy and bazar for the Pahlavis, concurs. In fact, CIA’s ‘Clandestine History’, the account nearest in time to events, reveals bafflement. Of the attacks on the nationalists and Tudeh on the evening of the 18th, Wilber writes: ‘Just what was the major motivating force is impossible to say.’141 What is certain is that the bazar, with its tight corporate links, its craft guilds and religious and athletic fraternities, its thick-necks, hoodlums and stiletto-men, turned out on the 19th against Mossadeq and for Mohammed Reza. ‘The Shah is victorious,’ they shouted.




  They sacked and set fire to Tudeh newspaper offices and, in Lalehzar, burned the Sadi Theatre long associated with the Tudeh playwright Nushin. Around noon, five tanks and about twenty truckloads of soldiers joined the crowd, and that helped decide the outcome of the day. The central post and telegraph office in Army Square was in royalist hands by 1 p.m. After a short fight, in which at least three men were killed, Radio Tehran on the Shemiran Road fell just after 2 p.m. The headquarters of the Chief of Staff surrendered at the end of the afternoon. Some time before 7 p.m., a crowd supported by half a dozen Sherman tanks overran stiff resistance at Mossadeq’s house near the Marble Palace in Kakh Street and then sacked it. As many as thirty-five people died in the fight.142 Mossadeq had already left over a back wall, but was arrested at five o’clock the next evening and taken to the Officers’ Club, where Zahedi treated him with consideration. By then, all the main provincial towns were in royalist hands. The Tudeh Military Organisation, in formation under Moscow guidance since 1941 and numbering some six hundred officers and men, hesitated and then did nothing. On August 22, Mohammed Reza flew with twenty journalists in a chartered Constellation to Baghdad, said his prayers at Karbala and then flew the Beechcraft to Tehran. At Mehrabad Airport, he was all but knocked over by men pressing to kiss his boots and knees.143 It was the Muslim Feast of Sacrifice and the road from the airport was stained red with the blood of camels, sheep and chickens slaughtered in celebration.




  The events of August 1953 altered Mohammed Reza. As the US Embassy later cabled, ‘Mosadeq era effected major conversion Shah today is no longer ward of foreigners as in 1941–45, nor vacillating youth of late forties.’144 Talking to an American academic in 1955, Mohammed Reza said: ‘There is no more lonely and unhappy life for a man than when he decides to rule instead of to reign. I am going to rule!’145 Though marginal to events or a hindrance, he told his wife that day at the Excelsior in Rome: ‘Today I have just been truly elected by my people.’146 What was true was that the army remained loyal to him rather than to the Prime Minister, the clergy were supportive or neutral, the middle class terrified and the bazar keen to be back in business. Soraya is more plausible: ‘Neither CIA money nor Zahedi’s dash nor the fervour of Molla Behbehani could have brought about the fall of Mossadegh and his policies had the Shah been unpopular.’147




  Those who were loyal in the crisis – Khatami, Nasiri, Ardeshir Zahedi – received preferment. General Zahedi was passed $5 million from CIA funds. Mossadeq was tried before a military court on charges of treason and sentenced to three years in prison. After serving his sentence, he was confined to his farm at Ahmad Abad where he died, a patriot and a gentleman, on March 5, 1967. Fatemi and the journalist who most offended Mohammed Reza, Karimpur Shirazi, were done to death.148 Mohammed Reza fired the Iranian Ambassador in Baghdad and the Chargé in Rome who had refused to give him the keys to a car he had left at the Rome Embassy. A handsome cousin of Soraya, Teymour Bakhtiar, rolled up the Tudeh Military Organisation in the armed forces and some twenty-seven officers were shot. The Tudeh leadership fled into exile and ceased to be a force in Iranian politics. With US assistance, Bakhtiar set up a security and counter-subversion agency, known by the acroynym Savak,fn1 which from the late 1960s cultivated a reputation for crude brutality so as to magnify in the public imagination its scanty numbers and patchy deployment. (According to Fardoust, who headed a special intelligence bureau at the Palace and was for some time deputy head of the service, Savak operated at its peak with just five thousand full-time agents in all its departments.)149




  Mohammed Reza now had at last what no Shah of Iran had ever known except Nader after the sack of Delhi. Mohammed Reza had money. Under a new oil agreement, which was signed in September 1954, Anglo-Iranian (now renamed British Petroleum) lost its monopoly but became a shareholder, with the major US oil companies, in a consortium lifting Iranian oil under a 50:50 profit share. Iran still had no control over production volumes or sale prices, but the deal was incomparably better than the penury of the past three years or the see-no-evil parsimony of Anglo-Iranian. The state’s revenue from oil increased from nothing in 1953 to $100 million in 1955 and thrice that in 1958 and was swelled by development loans from the World Bank and US civilian and military assistance. Soraya, who had had her clothes made by a French émigrée dressmaker at the Maison Ninon in Tehran, could now afford to go to Paris. In December, the couple set off on a lazy three-month tour of the United States and Britain and then Germany, where the public enthusiasm for Soraya caused Mohammed Reza to sulk. To please her, he built a new-fangled bowling alley at Saadabad.




  Mohammed Reza set about consolidating his fortune and, through it, his power. The Omran Bank, capitalised in 1952 to finance the development and sale of the Pahlavi farm lands, expanded into property development (first in Tehran and then on Kish Island in the Persian Gulf) and ultimately had a balance-sheet of over one billion dollars.150 It was the chief asset of the Pahlavi Foundation, founded as a vaqf or charitable trust in 1958 and endowed in 1961 with the property in Mazanderan and the family’s hotels, cement and fertiliser plants, merchant shipping and insurance company. A source of royal patronage, which paid for Iranians to study at college abroad, repair mosques and such things, the Pahlavi Foundation was also the channel through which Mohammed Reza received commissions or sweeteners from foreign companies seeking commercial and defence contracts. For example, the UK government paid a commission of £3 million to the middleman Shapoor Reporter for promoting the sale to Iran of British Chieftain tanks, all or most of which passed to the Pahlavi Foundation (see Chapter 4). Mohammed Reza allowed his family to profit from their positions provided they made no attempt to use their wealth to buy popular favour. (Later, when Ashraf asked permission to set her up her own charitable trust, Mohammed Reza was furious. ‘Who is she trying to fool: God, me or the public?’ he said.)151




  Mohammed Reza was soon intriguing to be rid of Zahedi, and despatched Perron and Bahram Shahrokh (who had broadcast from Berlin during the war) to set up a back-channel to the British behind Zahedi’s back. The British counsellor, Denis Wright, who was eating his Christmas lunch, immediately informed the Foreign Minister.152 Perron was dismissed and tried to take his own life. He went to live with Princess Shams and died in Switzerland, forgotten in Iran, in 1961.




  Mohammed Reza nurtured a rivalry between Zahedi and Ebtehaj, the head of the Plan Organisation and a man of such vigour and grasp that a Bank of England official once commented, ‘I should hope there are not many more intelligent’ people in Iran.153 Zahedi resigned in April 1955 and retired with his millions to Montreux. Ebtehaj, too, was dismissed, as was Arsanjani, the architect of the Land Reform programme of the early 1960s.




  Bundled up with other reforms such as votes-for-women, renamed the White Revolution, and then the Shah–People Revolution, Land Reform had less to do with husbandry than with a ‘revolution from above’,154 as Mohammed Reza first conceived it in the dark 1940s: an end-run past the entrenched estates of landowners and clergy to the peasantry and the labourers in industry. It was the means to complete his father’s unfinished business and establish the only government he understood which was an autocracy, paternal, enlightened and repressive. Mohammed Reza had chosen his ground well. The rump of the Mossadeqists could not ally with clergy who opposed women’s suffrage and agrarian reform.155 The Kennedy administration, which had pressed representative democracy on Mohammed Reza, found itself bound to support him. There was a thaw in relations with the Soviet Union, which praised ‘the blow to the hopes of the Western colonialists who supported the Iranian feudalists’.156




  The clergy, led by Khomeini, and the Tehran bazar, which had turned against the Court, were suppressed in violent clashes with the army in June 1963. Two elder statesmen, Hosein Ala and Abdullah Entezam, who complained about the brutality were disgraced. Even Asadollah Alam, who as Prime Minister stiffened his resolve and took responsibility for the June crackdown, was soon moved to the Ministry of Court. Unlike the Qajars (or his father), Mohammed Reza did not kill his disgraced favourites. (The exception was Teymour Bakhtiar, who was assassinated by Savak in Iraq in August 1970.)




  By the mid-1960s, the government of Iran had a Janus- or two-faced character: a public or constitutional face, with a Prime Minister, Cabinet, bicameral Parliament and a couple of political parties in the English style, specialised ministries, provincial governors, courts of law and a loyal press; and a covert or unconstitutional face consisting of Savak and other intelligence services, the armed forces, military tribunals, and the business interests of the Court. At the apex of both stood the Special Office of the Shah. Departments of state (whether public or secret) were managed as separate rooms, with no interconnecting passage but the Shah himself. ‘I am a great believer in a plurality of administrative channels,’ he once said.157




  Foreign relations and military affairs he managed with no delegation at all. Unlike Reza, who travelled abroad only to Iraq and Turkey, Mohammed Reza was often out of the country, with state visits to the UK (1959) and the US (1962) and uncounted official and private visits, most notably to France (October 1961) and the Soviet Union (1956). The effect of the state visits was to make the Pahlavi Court less homespun and more formal, even stiff. From the early 1960s, Mohammed Reza’s travels abroad became the principal theatre for opposition to his rule. On the US state visit in 1962, Queen Farah was so frightened by the student protests in New York that she was thenceforth reluctant to accompany her husband to the US.158 As Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces, Mohammed Reza oversaw weapons purchases to the last detail and ensured that only loyal mediocrities rose to high command. Even those men who thought they were at the heart of policy, Alam and Prime Minister Hoveyda, Mohammed Reza could crush with a sentence.
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