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  Preface




  ACCIDENT HAD BROUGHT it about that after A House for Mr Biswas I should do, almost without a break, two non-fiction works. And then it became my

  practice to alternate the forms. Before I had finished A Bend in the River I had been asked to go and spend some time at Wesleyan University in Connecticut. The idea appealed to me. A little

  earlier I would have liked, for the sake of the travel and the fee, to do some big pieces of journalism after an exhausting book. But that way had passed, and the idea of doing almost nothing in a

  new setting was more attractive than wracking my fatigued brain to do some piece of journalism. There was also this idea – A Bend in the River had been about a place without law. I

  thought now it would make a change to find a place stiff with law. No such place came to me.




  But before my time in Connecticut was over, the Islamic Revolution had occurred in Iran and had given me the idea for a new non-fiction book. It could be said to be what I was looking for. It

  committed me to seven months of travel. It extended my way of knowing how to move. It was a most rewarding time. It was not always easy finding people to guide me and clear the path for me. At

  first I tried the newspapers, but this didn’t always work; newspapers were busy places; and then a rough Australian voice put an end to this method of going about my business.




  In one country I was so lost that I thought of a friend in England who had served here in the diplomatic service. I sent him a telegram. He, out of his great courtesy, replied in the same way

  giving me a name, a jeweller, and this was the key to the country. I followed no set way of entering a place; and this I suppose helped to give the book its variety and its lifelike quality.




  The book was a journey of exploration in every way. The only Islam I knew about was what I saw as a child in the Trinidad country town where I lived as part of the extended family of my

  grandmother. What I saw then were the merest externals of things. The book records not only the travel but my deepening knowledge. This again gives it its quality. The book records the

  circumstances in which it was undertaken and it is meant to take the reader through step by step of the writer’s acquired knowledge. The book doesn’t begin with knowledge.




  




     

  




  NOW IN EARLIER times the world’s history had consisted, so to speak, of a series of unrelated episodes, the origins and

  results of each being as widely separated as their localities, but from this point onwards history becomes an organic whole: the affairs of Italy and Africa are connected with those of Asia and of

  Greece, and all events bear a relationship and contribute to a single end.




  

    Polybius (died 118 BC), on the rise of Rome (translated by Ian Scott-Kilvert)


  




  

    ‘BUT IT WAS not alone in poetry that I excelled. I had a great turn for mechanics, and several of my inventions were much admired at court. I contrived a wheel for

    perpetual motion, which only wants one little addition to make it go round for ever. I made different sorts of coloured paper; I invented a new sort of ink-stand; and was on the high road to

    making cloth, when I was stopped by his majesty, who said to me, “Asker, stick to your poetry: whenever I want cloth, my merchants bring it from Europe.”’


  




  

    James Morier: The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan (1824)
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  IRAN




  The Twin Revolutions




  ‘THIS KOM is a place that, excepting on the subject of religion, and settling who are worthy of salvation and who to be

  damned, no one opens his lips. Every man you meet is either a descendant of the Prophet or a man of the law . . . Perhaps, friend Hajji, you do not know that this is the residence of the celebrated

  Mirza Abdul Cossim, the first mushtehed (divine) of Persia; a man who, if he were to give himself sufficient stir, would make the people believe any doctrine that he might choose to

  promulgate. Such is his influence, that many believe he could even subvert the authority of the Shah himself, and make his subjects look upon his firmans as worthless, as so much waste

  paper.’




  

    James Morier: The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan (1824)


  




  




     

  




  1. Death Pact




  SADEQ was to go with me from Tehran to the holy city of Qom, a hundred miles to the south. I hadn’t met Sadeq; everything had been arranged on the

  telephone. I needed an Iranian interpreter, and Sadeq’s name had been given me by someone from an embassy.




  Sadeq was free because, like many Iranians since the revolution, he had found himself out of a job. He had a car. When we spoke on the telephone he said it would be better for us to drive to Qom

  in his car; Iranian buses were dreadful and could be driven at frightening speeds by people who didn’t really care.




  We fixed a price for his car, his driving, his interpreting; and what he asked for was reasonable. He said we should start as soon as possible the next morning, to avoid the heat of the August

  day. He would take his wife to her office – she still had a job – and come straight on to the hotel. I should be ready at 7.30.




  He came some minutes before eight. He was in his late twenties, small and carefully dressed, handsome, with a well-barbered head of hair. I didn’t like him. I saw him as a man of simple

  origins, simply educated, but with a great sneering pride, deferential but resentful, not liking himself for what he was doing. He was the kind of man who, without political doctrine, only with

  resentments, had made the Iranian revolution. It would have been interesting to talk to him for an hour or two; it was going to be hard to be with him for some days, as I had now engaged myself to

  be.




  He was smiling, but he had bad news for me. He didn’t think his car could make it to Qom.




  I didn’t believe him. I thought he had simply changed his mind.




  I said, ‘The car was your idea. I wanted to go by bus. What happened between last night and now?’




  ‘The car broke down.’




  ‘Why didn’t you telephone me before you left home? If you had telephoned, we could have caught the eight o’clock bus. Now we’ve missed that.’




  ‘The car broke down after I took my wife to work. Do you really want to go to Qom today?’




  ‘What’s wrong with the car?’




  ‘If you really want to go to Qom we can take a chance with it. Once it starts it’s all right. The trouble is to get it started.’




  We went to look at the car. It was suspiciously well parked at the side of the road not far from the hotel gate. Sadeq sat in the driver’s seat. He called out to a passing man, one of the

  many idle workmen of Tehran, and the man and I began to push. A young man with a briefcase, possibly an office worker on his way to work, came and helped without being asked. The road was dug-up

  and dusty; the car was very dusty. It was hot; the exhausts of passing cars and trucks made it hotter. We pushed now with the flow of the traffic, now against it; and all the time Sadeq sat

  serenely at the steering wheel.




  People from the pavement came and helped for a little, then went about their business. It occurred to me that I should also be going about mine. This – pushing Sadeq’s car back and

  forth – wasn’t the way to get to Qom; what had begun so unpromisingly wasn’t going to end well. So, without telling anybody anything then or afterwards, I left Sadeq and his car

  and his volunteer pushers and walked back to the hotel.




  I telephoned Behzad. Behzad had also been recommended to me as an interpreter. But there had been some trouble in finding him – he was a student footloose in the great city of Tehran; and

  when the previous evening he had telephoned me, I had already closed with Sadeq. I told Behzad now that my plans had fallen through. He made no difficulties – and I liked him for that. He

  said he was still free, and would be with me in an hour.




  He didn’t think we should take a car to Qom. The bus was cheaper, and I would see more of the Iranian people. He also said that I should eat something substantial before leaving. It was

  Ramadan, the month when Muslims fasted from sunrise to sunset; and in Qom, the city of mullahs and ayatollahs, it wasn’t going to be possible to eat or drink. In some parts of the country

  – with the general Islamic excitement – people had been whipped for breaking the fast.




  Behzad’s approach, even on the telephone, was different from Sadeq’s. Sadeq, a small man on the rise, and perhaps only a step or two above being a peasant, had tried to suggest that

  he was above the general Iranian level. But he wasn’t, really; there was a lot of the Iranian hysteria and confusion locked up in his smiling eyes. Behzad, explaining his country, claiming it

  all, yet managed to sound more objective.




  When, at the time he had said, we met in the lobby of the hotel, I at once felt at ease with him. He was younger, taller, darker than Sadeq. He was more educated; there was nothing of the dandy

  about him, nothing of Sadeq’s nervousness and raw pride.




  We went by line taxis – city taxis operating along fixed routes – to the bus station in south Tehran. North Tehran – spreading up into the brown hills, hills that faded in the

  daytime haze – was the elegant part of the city; that was where the parks and gardens were, the plane-lined boulevards, the expensive apartment blocks, the hotels and the restaurants. South

  Tehran was still an eastern city, more populous and cramped, more bazaar-like, full of people who had moved in from the countryside; and the crowd in the dusty, littered yard of the bus station was

  like a country crowd.




  Somebody in a grimy little office told Behzad that there was a bus for Qom in half an hour. The bus in question was parked in the hot sun and empty. No bags or bundles on the roof, no patient

  peasants waiting outside or stewing inside. That bus looked parked for the day. I didn’t believe it was going to leave in half an hour; neither did Behzad. There was another bus service from

  Tehran, though, one that offered air-conditioned buses and reserved seats. Behzad looked for a telephone, found coins, telephoned, got no reply. The August heat had built up, the air was full of

  dust.




  A line taxi took us to the other terminal, which was in central Tehran. Boards above a long counter gave the names of remote Iranian towns; there was even a daily service, through Turkey, to

  Europe. But the morning bus to Qom had gone; there wouldn’t be another for many hours. It was now near noon. There was nothing for us to do but to go back to the hotel and think again.




  We walked; the line taxis had no room. The traffic was heavy. Tehran, since the revolution, couldn’t be said to be a city at work; but people had cars, and the idle city – so many

  projects abandoned, so many unmoving cranes on the tops of unfinished buildings – could give an impression of desperate busyness.




  The desperation was suggested by the way the Iranians drove. They drove like people to whom the motor-car was new. They drove as they walked; and a stream of Tehran traffic, jumpy with

  individual stops and swerves, with no clear lanes, was like a jostling pavement crowd. This manner of driving didn’t go with any special Tehran luck. The door or fender of every other car was

  bashed in, or bashed in and mended. An item in a local paper (blaming the Shah for not having given the city a more modern road system) had said that traffic accidents were the greatest single

  cause of deaths in Tehran; two thousand people were killed or injured every month.




  We came to an intersection. And there I lost Behzad. I was waiting for the traffic to stop. But Behzad didn’t wait with me. He simply began to cross, dealing with each approaching car in

  turn, now stopping, now hurrying, now altering the angle of his path, and, like a man crossing a forest gorge by a slender fallen tree trunk, never looking back. He looked back only when he had got

  to the other side. He waved me over, but I couldn’t move. Traffic lights had failed higher up, and the cars didn’t stop.




  He understood my helplessness. He came back through the traffic to me and then – like a moorhen leading its chick across the swift current of a stream – he led me through dangers

  which at every moment seemed about to sweep me away. He led me by the hand; and, just as the moorhen places herself a little downstream from the chick, breaking the force of the current which would

  otherwise sweep the little thing away forever, so Behzad kept me in his lee, walking a little ahead of me and a little to one side, so that he would have been hit first.




  And when we were across the road he said, ‘You must always give your hand to me.’




  It was, in effect, what I had already begun to do. Without Behzad, without the access to the language that he gave me, I had been like a half-blind man in Tehran. And it had been especially

  frustrating to be without the language in these streets, scrawled and counter-scrawled with aerosol slogans in many colours in the flowing Persian script, and plastered with revolutionary posters

  and cartoons with an emphasis on blood. Now, with Behzad, the walls spoke; many other things took on meaning; and the city changed.




  Behzad had at first seemed neutral in his comments, and I had thought that this was part of his correctness, his wish not to go beyond his function as a translator. But Behzad was neutral

  because he was confused. He was a revolutionary and he welcomed the overthrow of the Shah; but the religious revolution that had come to Iran was not the revolution that Behzad wanted. Behzad was

  without a religious faith.




  How had that happened? How, in a country like Iran, and growing up in a provincial town, had he learned to do without religion? It was simple, Behzad said. He hadn’t been instructed in the

  faith by his parents; he hadn’t been sent to the mosque. Islam was a complicated religion. It wasn’t philosophical or speculative. It was a revealed religion, with a Prophet and a

  complete set of rules. To believe, it was necessary to know a lot about the Arabian origins of the religion, and to take this knowledge to heart.




  Islam in Iran was even more complicated. It was a divergence from the main belief; and this divergence had its roots in the political-racial dispute about the succession to the Prophet, who died

  in AD 632. Islam, almost from the start, had been an imperialism as well as a religion, with an early history remarkably like a speeded-up version of the history of Rome, developing from city state

  to peninsular overlord to empire, with corresponding stresses at every stage.




  The Iranian divergence had become doctrinal, and there had been divergences within the divergence. Iranians recognized a special line of succession to the Prophet. But a group loyal to the

  fourth man in this Iranian line, the fourth Imam, had hived off; another group had their own ideas about the seventh. Only one Imam, the eighth (poisoned, like the fourth), was buried in Iran; and

  his tomb in the city of Mashhad, not far from the Russian border, was an object of pilgrimage.




  ‘A lot of those people were killed or poisoned,’ Behzad said, as though explaining his lack of belief.




  Islam in Iran, Shia Islam, was an intricate business. To keep alive ancient animosities, to hold on to the idea of personal revenge even after a thousand years, to have a special list of heroes

  and martyrs and villains, it was necessary to be instructed. And Behzad hadn’t been instructed; he had simply stayed away. He had, if anything, been instructed in disbelief by his father, who

  was a communist. It was of the poor rather than of the saints that Behzad’s father had spoken. The memory that Behzad preserved with special piety was of the first day his father had spoken

  to him about poverty – his own poverty, and the poverty of others.




  On the pavement outside the Turkish embassy two turbanned, sunburnt medicine-men sat with their display of coloured powders, roots and minerals. I had seen other medicine-men in Tehran and had

  thought of them as Iranian equivalents of the homoeopathic medicine-men of India. But the names these Iranians were invoking as medical authorities – as Behzad told me, after listening to

  their sales talk to a peasant group – were Avicenna, Galen, and ‘Hippocrat’.




  Avicenna! To me only a name, someone from the European middle ages: it had never occurred to me that he was a Persian. In this dusty pavement medical stock was a reminder of the Arab glory of a

  thousand years before, when the Arab faith mingled with Persia, India and the remnant of the classical world it had overrun, and Muslim civilization was the central civilization of the West.




  Behzad was less awed than I was. He didn’t care for that Muslim past; and he didn’t believe in pavement medicines. He didn’t care for the Shah’s architecture either: the

  antique Persian motifs of the Central Iranian Bank, and the Aryan, pre-Islamic past that it proclaimed. To Behzad that stress on the antiquity of Persia and the antiquity of the monarchy was only

  part of the Shah’s vainglory.




  He looked at the Bank, at the bronze and the marble, and said without passion, ‘That means nothing to me.’




  Was his iconoclasm complete? Was he Persian or Iranian in anything except his love of the Iranian people? Had his political faith washed him clean?




  It hadn’t. Tehran had had a revolution. But normal life went on in odd ways, and amid the slogans and posters with their emphasis on blood there were picture-sellers on the pavements. They

  offered blown-up colour photographs of Swiss lakes and German forests; they offered dream landscapes of rivers and trees. They also offered paintings of children and beautiful women. But the women

  were weeping, and the children were weeping. Big, gelatinous tears, lovingly rendered, ran half-way down the cheeks.




  Behzad, whose father was a teacher of Persian literature, said ‘Persian poetry is full of sadness.’




  I said, ‘But tears for the sake of tears, Behzad –’




  Firmly, like a man who wasn’t going to discuss the obvious, and wasn’t going to listen to any artistic nonsense, he said, ‘Those tears are beautiful.’




  We left it at that. And from the topic of tears we turned once more, as we walked, to the revolution. There were two posters I had seen in many parts of the city. They were of the same size,

  done in the same style, and clearly made a pair. One showed a small peasant group working in a field, using a barrow or a plough – it wasn’t clear which, from the drawing. The other

  showed, in silhouette, a crowd raising rifles and machine-guns as if in salute. They were like the posters of a people’s revolution: an awakened, victorious people, a new dignity of labour.

  But what was the Persian legend at the top?




  Behzad translated: ‘“Twelfth Imam, we are waiting for you.”’




  ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘It means they are waiting for the Twelfth Imam.’




  The Twelfth Imam was the last of the Iranian line of succession to the Prophet. That line had ended over eleven hundred years ago. But the Twelfth Imam hadn’t died; he survived somewhere,

  waiting to return to earth. And his people were waiting for him; the Iranian revolution was an offering to him.




  Behzad couldn’t help me more; he couldn’t help me understand that ecstasy. He could only lay out the facts. Behzad was without belief, but he was surrounded by belief and he could

  understand its emotional charge. For him it was enough to say – as he did say, without satirical intention – that the Twelfth Imam was the Twelfth Imam.




  Later on my Islamic journey, as difficult facts of history and genealogy became more familiar, became more than facts, became readily comprehended articles of faith, I was to begin to understand

  a little of Muslim passion. But when Behzad translated the legend of those revolutionary posters for me I was at a loss.




  It wasn’t of this hidden messiah that Iranians had written on the walls of London and other foreign cities before the revolution. They had written – in English – about

  democracy; about torture by the Shah’s secret police; about the ‘fascism’ of the Shah. Down with fascist Shah: that was the slogan that recurred.




  I hadn’t followed Iranian affairs closely; but it seemed to me, going only by the graffiti of Iranians abroad, that religion had come late to Iranian protest. It was only when the

  revolution had started that I understood that it had a religious leader, who had been in exile for many years. The Ayatollah Khomeini, I felt, had been revealed slowly. As the revolution developed

  his sanctity and authority appeared to grow and at the end were seen to have been absolute all along.




  Fully disclosed, the Ayatollah had turned out to be nothing less than the interpreter, for Iranians, of God’s will. By his emergence he annulled, or made trivial, all previous protests

  about the ‘fascism’ of the Shah. And he accepted his role. It was as the interpreter of God’s will that he addressed ‘the Christians of the world’ in an advertisement

  in the New York Times on 12 January 1979, three weeks before he returned to Iran from his exile in France.




  Half the message consisted of blessings and greetings from God. ‘The blessings and greetings of Almighty God to the Blessed Jesus . . . his glorious mother . . . Greetings to the clergy . .

  . the freedom-loving Christians.’ Half was a request for Christian prayers on holy days, and a warning to ‘the leaders of some of the Christian countries who are supporting the tyrant

  shah with their Satanic power.’




  And it was as the interpreter of God’s will, the final judge of what was Islamic and what was not Islamic, that Khomeini ruled Iran. Some days after I arrived in Tehran, this was what he

  said on the radio: ‘I must tell you that during the previous dictatorial regime strikes and sit-ins pleased God. But now, when the government is a Muslim and a national one, the enemy is busy

  plotting against us. And therefore staging strikes and sit-ins is religiously forbidden because they are against the principles of Islam.’




  This was familiar to me, and intellectually manageable, even after a few days in Tehran: the special authority of the man who ruled both as political head and as voice of God. But the idea of

  the revolution as something more, as an offering to the Twelfth Imam, the man who had vanished in AD 873 and remained ‘in occultation’, was harder to seize. And the mimicry of the

  revolutionary motifs of the late twentieth century – the posters that appeared to celebrate peasants and urban guerrillas, the Che Guevara outfits of the Revolutionary Guards – made it

  more unsettling.




  Behzad translated; the walls spoke; Tehran felt strange. And North Tehran – an expensive piece of Europe expensively set down in the sand and rock of the hills, the creation of the Shah

  and the large middle class that had been brought into being by the uncreated wealth of oil – felt like a fantasy. There were skyscrapers, international hotels, shops displaying expensive

  goods with international brand names; but this great city had been grafted on to South Tehran. South Tehran was the community out of which the North had too quickly evolved. And South Tehran,

  obedient to the will of God and the Twelfth Imam, had laid it low.




  Muslims were part of the small Indian community of Trinidad, which was the community into which I was born; and it could be said that I had known Muslims all my life. But I

  knew little of their religion. My own background was Hindu, and I grew up with the knowledge that Muslims, though ancestrally of India and therefore like ourselves in many ways, were different. I

  was never instructed in the religious details, and perhaps no one in my family really knew. The difference between Hindus and Muslims was more a matter of group feeling, and mysterious: the

  animosities our Hindu and Muslim grandfathers had brought from India had softened into a kind of folk-wisdom about the unreliability and treachery of the other side.




  I was without religious faith myself. I barely understood the rituals and ceremonies I grew up with. In Trinidad, with its many races, my Hinduism was really an attachment to my family and its

  ways, an attachment to my own difference; and I imagined that among Muslims and others there were similar attachments and privacies.




  What I knew about Islam was what was known to everyone on the outside. They had a Prophet and a Book; they believed in one God and disliked images; they had an idea of heaven and hell –

  always a difficult idea for me. They had their own martyrs. Once a year mimic mausolea were wheeled through the streets; men ‘danced’ with heavy crescent moons, swinging the moons now

  one way, now the other; drums beat, and sometimes there were ritual stick-fights.




  The stick-fights were a mimicry of an old battle, but the procession was one of mourning, commemorating defeat in that battle. Where had that battle taken place? What was the cause? As a child,

  I never asked; and it was only later that I got to know that the occasion – in which Hindus as well as Muslims took part – was essentially a Shia occasion, that the battle had to do

  with the succession to the Prophet, that it had been fought in Iraq, and that the man being especially mourned was the Prophet’s grandson.




  Islam, going by what I saw of it from the outside, was less metaphysical and more direct than Hinduism. In this religion of fear and reward, oddly compounded with war and worldly grief, there

  was much that reminded me of Christianity – more visible and ‘official’ in Trinidad; and it was possible for me to feel that I knew about it. The doctrine, or what I thought was

  its doctrine, didn’t attract me. It didn’t seem worth inquiring into; and over the years, in spite of travel, I had added little to the knowledge gathered in my Trinidad childhood. The

  glories of this religion were in the remote past; it had generated nothing like a Renaissance. Muslim countries, where not colonized, were despotisms; and nearly all, before oil, were poor.




  The idea of travelling to certain Muslim countries had come to me the previous winter, during the Iranian revolution. I was in Connecticut, and on some evenings I watched the television news. As

  interesting to me as the events in Iran were the Iranians in the United States who were interviewed on some of the programmes.




  There was a man in a tweed jacket who spoke the pure language of Marxism, but was more complicated than his language suggested. He was a bit of a dandy, and proud of his ability to handle the

  jargon he had picked up; he was like a man displaying an idiomatic command of a foreign language. He was proud of his Iranian revolution – it gave him glamour. But at the same time he

  understood that the religious side of the revolution would appear less than glamorous to his audience; and he was trying – with the help of his tweed jacket, his idiomatic language, his

  manner – to present himself as sophisticated as any man who watched, and sophisticated in the same way.




  Another evening, on another programme, an Iranian woman came on with her head covered to tell us that Islam protected women and gave them dignity. Fourteen hundred years ago in Arabia, she said,

  girl children were buried alive; it was Islam that put a stop to that. Well, we didn’t all live in Arabia (not even the woman with the covered head); and many things had happened since the

  seventh century. Did women – especially someone as fierce as the woman addressing us – still need the special protection that Islam gave them? Did they need the veil? Did they need to

  be banned from public life and from appearing on television?




  These were the questions that occurred to me. But the interviewer, who asked people prepared questions every day, didn’t dally. He passed on to his next question, which was about the kind

  of Islamic state that the woman wanted to see in Iran. Was it something like Saudi Arabia she had in mind? Fierce enough already, she flared up at that; and with her chador-encircled face

  she looked like an angry nun, full of reprimand. It was a mistake many people made, she said; but Saudi Arabia was not an Islamic state. And it seemed as if she was saying that Saudi Arabia

  was an acknowledged barbarism, and that the Islamic state of Iran was going to be quite different.




  It was of the beauty of Islamic law that I heard a third Iranian speak. But what was he doing, studying law in an American university? What had attracted these Iranians to the United States and

  the civilization it represented? Couldn’t they say? The attraction existed; it was more than a need for education and skills. But the attraction wasn’t admitted; and in that attraction,

  too humiliating for an old and proud people to admit, there lay disturbance – expressed in dandyism, mimicry, boasting, and rejection.




  An American or non-Islamic education had given the woman with the chador her competence and authority. Now she appeared to be questioning the value of the kind of person she had become;

  she was denying some of her own gifts. All these Iranians on American television were conscious of their American audience, and they gave the impression of saying less than they meant. Perhaps they

  had no means of saying all that they felt; perhaps there were certain things they preferred not to say. (It was only in Iran that I understood the point the woman with the chador had made

  about Saudi Arabia. It was a sectarian point and might have been thought too involved for a television audience: the Arabians and the Persians belong to different sects, have different lines of

  succession to the Prophet, and there is historical bad blood between them.)




  From an accomplished Iranian novel, which I read about this time, I learned more. People can hide behind direct statements; fiction, by its seeming indirections, can make hidden impulses clear.

  The novel, Foreigner, described by its American publisher as the first novel in English by an Iranian, was by a young woman, Nahid Rachlin. It was published in 1978, while the Shah still

  ruled. It avoids political comment. Its protest is more oblique; the political constriction drives the passion deeper; and the novel, with its air of innocence, is a novel of violation,

  helplessness and defeat.




  The narrator is Feri, an Iranian woman of thirty-two living in Boston. She has studied in the United States, is married to an American university teacher, and works as a biologist in a research

  institute. Feri, on an impulse, goes back to Tehran for a two-week holiday. The city she goes back to is full of cars and ‘western’ buildings (‘western’ rather than

  ‘new’ or ‘modern’ is the narrator’s curious word); but it is not a city of glamour. The streets can be thuggish; and family life in the hidden courtyards of old houses

  is cramped and squalid, with memories for Feri of incestuous advances, women’s talk of menstruation and rape, and memories of women listening to a monthly sermon by a Muslim priest and

  wailing as they once again heard of the tragedies of the Shia heroes of Iran.




  For Feri the life of her own family house is incomplete. Her mother is living with another man in another town; her father has married again. Feri decides to cut short her holiday and go back to

  Boston. To do that she needs an Iranian exit visa, and to get that she needs the permission of her husband. It begins to seem that she has trapped herself and that she will never return to the

  clarity and light of suburban Boston.




  She goes looking for her mother, and in a broken-down country town she finds a sad, broken-down mother. The mother needs help; but Feri, the biologist from Boston, needs love more. Finding her

  mother, she becomes like a child again; she falls ill. She is taken to the local hospital. She is nervous about its standards, but the doctor in charge reassures her. The equipment is modern, he

  says, and he himself was trained in the United States. He could have stayed there but – for reasons he cannot give, except that Iranians who go to the United States become unsettled –

  he preferred to come back; and then for a month, he says, he soothed himself by visiting mosques and shrines.




  Feri is half-seduced by the doctor’s understanding, and in the hospital she reflects on her time in the United States. She has always been a stranger, solitary in spite of husband and

  friends, always at a loss sexually and socially; she cannot say why she has done anything, why she has lived the American life. She has worked hard, but now even that work – of experiment and

  research – seems pointless, work for the sake of work, work for the sake of fitting in. Her time in the United States, in spite of study, work and husband, has been a time of emptiness. And

  then the doctor tells Feri that the pain in her stomach comes from an old ulcer. ‘You brought it with you,’ the doctor says. ‘Now you have no right to be afraid of the hospital,

  me, or your country. What you have is a western disease.’




  Feri’s American husband, previously summoned, arrives to take her back. He is seen as a stranger, but fairly (and this fairness is part of the novel’s virtue): a man of work and the

  intellect, private rather than solitary, self-sufficient, a man made by another civilization, his marriage to an Iranian his single unconventional act. It is impossible for Feri to go back with

  someone so remote to the American emptiness. She will lose her research job. But she doesn’t mind.




  She will, in fact, lay down that anxious, all-external life of work and the intellect. She will do as the doctor did; she will visit mosques and shrines, and to do that she will put on the

  chador. She feels she has never really been happy. Tranquillity comes to her with her renunciation (and oddly – a good stroke of the novelist’s – ideas for research which

  she will now never carry out).




  And – though the novelist doesn’t make the point – it is as if Feri and the doctor, turning away from the life of intellect and endeavour, have come together in an Iranian

  death pact. In the emotions of their Shia religion, so particular to them, they will rediscover their self-esteem and wholeness, and be inviolate. They will no longer simply have to follow after

  others, not knowing where the rails are taking them. They will no longer have to be last, or even second. And life will go on. Other people in spiritually barren lands will continue to produce the

  equipment the doctor is proud of possessing and the medical journals he is proud of reading.




  That expectation – of others continuing to create, of the alien, necessary civilization going on – is implicit in the act of renunciation, and is its great flaw.




  




     

  




  2. The Rule of Ali




  IN AUGUST 1979, six months after the overthrow of the Shah, the news from Iran was still of executions. The official Iran news

  agency kept count, and regularly gave a new grand total. The most recent executions had been of prostitutes and brothel-managers; the Islamic revolution had taken that wicked turn. The Ayatollah

  Khomeini was reported to have outlawed music. And Islamic rules about women were being enforced again. Mixed bathing had been banned; Revolutionary Guards watched the beaches at the Caspian Sea

  resorts and separated the sexes.




  In London the man at the travel agency told me that Iran was a country people were leaving. Nobody was going in; I would have the plane to myself. It wasn’t so. The Iran Air flight that

  day had been cancelled, and there was a crowd for the British Airways plane to Tehran.




  Most of the passengers – the international mish-mash of the airport concourse sifting and sifting itself, through gates and channels, into more or less ethnic flight pens – were

  Iranians; and they didn’t look like people running away from an Islamic revolution or going back to one. There wasn’t a veil or a head-cover among the women, one or two of whom were

  quite stylish. They had all done a lot of shopping, and carried the variously designed plastic bags of London stores – Lillywhite, Marks and Spencer, Austin Reed.




  In the plane I sat between two Iranians. The middle-aged woman in the window seat had a coppery skin and golden hair. Her hair looked dyed, her skin seemed stained; and the effect was eastern

  and antique, Egyptian: antique cosmetics aiding an antique idea of beauty. She spoke no English, and didn’t behave like someone used to air travel. She was unhappy about the ventilation and

  spoke to the man on my left. She was big, he was small. I thought I was sitting between husband and wife, and offered to change seats with the man on my left.




  He demurred, and said in English that his family were in the seats across the aisle: his young son and daughter, and his handsome wife, who couldn’t speak English, but smiled forgivingly

  at my error.




  He was a physician. He and his family had just been to the United States to see their eighteen-year-old son.




  I recognized that we were beginning to fall into an eastern, Indian kind of conversation, and I responded as I thought I should. I said, ‘But that must have been expensive.’




  ‘It was expensive. For the fare alone, 800 pounds per person. Except for the girl. She’s under twelve. Over twelve you pay full fare. Have you been to the United States?’




  ‘I’ve just spent a year there.’




  ‘Are you a physician?’




  I didn’t feel, going to Iran, I should say I was a writer. I said, ‘I am a teacher.’ Then I felt I had pitched it too low, so I added, ‘A professor.’




  ‘That’s good.’ And, as though he drew courage from my calling and my time in America, he said, ‘The revolution is terrible. They’ve destroyed the country. The army,

  everything. They’ve killed all the officers. Tehran was a nice city. Restaurants, cafés. Now there’s nothing. That’s why I sent my son away.’




  The boy had been sent to the United States after the revolution, and he had already done well. He had got into a pre-medical school in Indiana. But the United States was more than a place to get

  an education. It was also – for the Iranian physician, as for the newly rich of so many insecure countries, politicians and businessmen, Arab, South American, West Indian, African – a

  sanctuary.




  The physician said, ‘I’ve bought a house there.’




  ‘What did you pay?’




  ‘Sixty-four thousand. Forty-four down, twenty on a loan.’




  ‘Can foreigners buy property in America?’




  ‘I will tell you. I bought it in my brother’s name.’ So the sanctuary had been prepared, and the migration begun, before the revolution. ‘But now I’ve transferred

  it to my son’s name. It’s being rented now. Four hundred a month. Paying off the loan. How much do professors get?’




  How much did they get? What figure could I give that would seem reasonable to a man who had just spent six thousand dollars on air fares for a family holiday? I said, ‘Forty thousand

  dollars. How much do you make?’




  ‘I have this government job in the mornings, in a hospital. I get fifteen hundred for that.’




  ‘I thought they paid doctors more in Iran.’




  ‘But then I have my own clinic in the afternoon, you see. I make about thirty thousand a year from that.’




  ‘So you make about forty-eight.’




  To the forty I had quoted for myself.




  He said defensively, ‘But I work hard. I am a man of forty-four. And now,’ he added, wiping away his advantage, equalizing our chances, ‘I don’t know what will happen.

  These Muslims are a strange people. They have an old mentality. Very old mentality. They are bad to minorities.’




  What was he then? Christian, Armenian, Zoroastrian, Jew? Eastern as our conversation had been, I couldn’t bring myself to ask; and in the end, judging me to be safe, he told me. He was a

  Bahai. I knew the name, nothing more.




  He had not lowered his voice when he had talked about the revolution and the wicked ways of Muslims. I assumed that he was sure of his fellow passengers; that I was among a group of Bahais. And

  in the stained-looking face and dyed gold hair of the woman beside me I saw a further, disquieting remoteness.




  He said, ‘We’re international. We have a temple in America. Nice little temple.’




  But, though open with me about money and job, the physician was less than frank about his religion. The Bahais – as I learned later from Behzad – had their own secret frenzy, and it

  derived from the Shia frenzy of Iran. The Shias were waiting for the Twelfth Imam; the Bahais believed that in the nineteenth century a deputy or surrogate, or the Twelfth Imam himself, had come

  and gone, and only they, the Bahais, had recognized him. Behzad told me that in the beginning they had been revolutionary, but then they had been corrupted by the British, competing with the

  Russians for control of Iran.




  It seemed fanciful – I knew that Behzad valued only what was revolutionary. But it wasn’t wholly fanciful. The Shia protest, occurring in the earliest days of the Islamic empire, was

  a political-racial protest among the subject peoples of that Arab empire; and the faith that had evolved with that protest had remained political, or liable to political manipulation. Recognizing

  their own line of succession to the Prophet, wailing every year for their martyrs, the men whose rightful claims had been denied, the Shias have remained suspicious of the authority of the state.

  The Bahai movement in the nineteenth century was subversive. An early call was for ‘heads to be cut off, books and leaves burnt, places demolished and laid waste, and a general slaughter

  made’; in 1852 there was an attempt to kill the king.




  Politically, though not in doctrine, the movement was like Khomeini’s against the Shah. Politically, it didn’t take; and the Bahais were left, or stranded, like many other Muslim

  sects, with the almost unapproachable intricacies of their faith: revelation within revelation, divergence within divergence.




  The physician was right about the persecution, though. The Bahais’ claim about the Twelfth Imam is to the Shias of Iran the most punishable kind of blasphemy; and after the Islamic

  revolution – proof of the rightness of the true faith – there were to be joyful popular outbursts against them, and sporadic ‘revolutionary’ executions. The sanctuary in the

  United States was necessary.




  We made a technical stop at Kuwait, to refuel; no one left the plane. It was dark, but dawn was not far off. The light began to come; the night vanished. And we saw that the

  airport – such a pattern of electric lights from above – had been built on sand. The air that came through the ventilators was warm. It was 40 degrees centigrade outside, 104

  Fahrenheit, and the true day had not begun.




  Tehran was going to be cooler, the steward said. It was an hour’s flight to the north-east: more desert, oblongs of pale vegetation here and there, and here and there gathers of rippled

  earth that sometimes rose to mountains.




  After all that I had heard about the Shah’s big ideas for his country, the airport building at Tehran was a disappointment. The arrival hall was like a big shed. Blank rectangular patches

  edged with reddish dust – ghost pictures in ghostly frames – showed where, no doubt, there had been photographs of the Shah and his family or his monuments. Revolutionary leaflets and

  caricatures were taped down on walls and pillars; and – also taped down: sticky paper and handwritten notices giving a curious informality to great events – there were coloured

  photographs of the Ayatollah Khomeini, as hard-eyed and sensual and unreliable and roguish-looking as any enemy might have portrayed him.




  The airport branch of the Melli Bank – rough tables, three clerks, a lot of paper, a littered floor – was like an Indian bazaar stall. A handwritten notice on the counter said:

  Dear Guests. God is the Greatest. Welcome to the Islamic Republic of Iran. Bits of sticky brown paper dotted the customs notice boards which advised passengers of their

  allowances. The brown paper did away with the liquor allowance; it was part of the Islamic welcome.




  The luggage track which should have been rolling out our luggage didn’t move for a long time. And the Iranian passengers (the physician and his family among them), with their London

  shopping bags, seemed to become different people. At London airport they had been Iranians, people from the fairyland of oil and money, spenders; now, in the shabby arrival hall, patient in their

  own setting and among their own kind, they looked like country folk who had gone to town.




  The customs man had a little black brush moustache. He asked, ‘Whisky?’ His pronunciation of the word, and his smile, seemed to turn the query into a joke. When I said no he took my

  word and smilingly waved me out into the summer brightness, to face the post-revolutionary rapaciousness of the airport taxi-men, who after six months were more than ever animated by memories of

  the old days, when the world’s salesmen came to Tehran, there were never enough hotel rooms, and no driver pined for a fare.




  The colours of the city were as dusty and pale as they had appeared from the air. Dust blew about the road, coated the trees, dimmed the colours of cars. Bricks and plaster were the colour of

  dust; unfinished buildings looked abandoned and crumbling; and walls, like abstracts of the time, were scribbled over in the Persian script and stencilled with portraits of Khomeini.




  On the outskirts of the city, in what looked like waste ground, I saw a low khaki-coloured tent, a queue of men and veiled women, and some semi-uniformed men. I thought of refugees from the

  countryside, dole queues. But then – seeing another tent and another queue in front of an unfinished apartment block – I remembered it was the day of an election, the second test of the

  people’s will since the revolution. The first had been a referendum; the people had voted then for an Islamic republic. This election was for an ‘assembly of experts’, who would

  work out an Islamic constitution. Khomeini had advised that priests should be elected.




  Experts were necessary, because an Islamic constitution couldn’t simply be adopted. No such thing existed or had ever existed. An Islamic constitution was something that had to be put

  together; and it had to be something of which the Prophet would have approved. The trouble there was that the Prophet, creating his seventh-century Arabian state, guided always by divine

  revelation, had very much ruled as his own man. That was where the priests came in. They might not have ideas about a constitution – a constitution was, after all, a concept from outside the

  Muslim world; but, with their knowledge of the Koran and the doings of the Prophet, the priests would know what was un-Islamic.




  My hotel was in central Tehran. It was one of the older hotels of the city. It was behind a high wall; it had a gateman’s lodge, an asphalted circular drive, patches of lawn with shrubs

  and trees. It was in better order than I had imagined; there were even a few cars. But the building the driver took me to had a chain across the glass door. Someone shouted from the other side of

  the compound. The building we had gone to was closed. It was the older building of the hotel; during the boom they had built a new block, and now it was only that block that was open.




  A number of young men – the hotel taxi-drivers, to whom the cars outside belonged – were sitting idly together in one corner of the lobby, near the desk. Away from that corner the

  lobby was empty. In the middle of the floor there was a very large patterned carpet; the chairs arranged about it appeared to await a crowd. There were glass walls on two sides. On one side was the

  courtyard, with the dusty shrubs and pines and the parked hotel taxis; on the other side, going up to the hotel wall, was a small paved pool area, untenanted, glaring in the light, with metal

  chairs stacked below an open shed.




  The room to which I was taken up was of a good size, with sturdy wooden furniture, and with wood panelling three or four feet up the side walls. The glass wall at the end faced North Tehran; a

  glass door opened on to a balcony. But the air-conditioning duct was leaking through its exhaust grille, and the blue carpet tiling in the vestibule was sodden and stained.




  The hotel man – it was hard, in the idleness of the hotel, to attach the professional status of ‘boy’ to him, though he wore the uniform – smiled and pointed to the floor

  above and said, ‘Bathroom,’ as though explanation was all that was required. The man he sent up spoke about condensation; he made the drips seem normal, even necessary. And then –

  explanations abruptly abandoned – I was given another room.




  It was furnished like the first and had the same view. On the television set here, though, there was a white card, folded down the middle and standing upright. It gave the week’s

  programmes on the ‘international’, English-language service of Iranian television. The service had long been suspended. The card was six months old. The revolution had come suddenly to

  this hotel.




  It was Ramadan, the Muslim fasting month; it was Friday, the sabbath; and it was an election day. Tehran was unusually quiet, but I didn’t know that; and when in the afternoon I went

  walking I felt I was in a city where a calamity had occurred. The shops in the main streets were closed and protected by steel gates. Signs on every floor shrieked the names of imported things:

  Seiko, Citizen, Rolex, Mary Quant of Chelsea, Aiwa; and on that closed afternoon they were like names from Tehran’s past.




  The pavements were broken. Many shop signs were broken or had lost some of their raised letters. Dust and grime were so general, and on illuminated signs looked so much like the effect of smoke,

  that buildings that had been burnt out in old fires did not immediately catch the eye. Building work seemed to have been suspended; rubble heaps and gravel heaps looked old, settled.




  On the walls were posters of the revolution, and in the pavement kiosks there were magazines of the revolution. The cover of one had a composite photograph of the Shah as a bathing beauty: the

  head of the Shah attached to the body of a woman in a bikini – but the bikini had been brushed over with a broad stroke of black, not to offend modesty. In another caricature the Shah,

  jacketed, his tie slackened, sat on a lavatory seat with his trousers down, and with a tommy-gun in his hand. A suitcase beside him was labelled To Israel and Bahama; an open canvas

  bag showed a bottle of whisky and a copy of Time magazine.




  Young men in tight, open-necked shirts dawdled on the broken pavements. They were handsome men of a clear racial type, small, broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted. They were working men of peasant

  antecedents, and there was some little air of vanity and danger about them that afternoon: they must have been keyed up by the communal Friday prayers. In their clothes, and especially their

  shirts, there was that touch of flashiness which – going by what I had seen in India – I associated with people who had just emerged from traditional ways and now possessed the idea

  that, in clothes as in other things, they could choose for themselves.




  The afternoon cars and motor-cycles went by, driven in the Iranian way. I saw two collisions. One shop had changed its name. It was now ‘Our Fried Chicken’, no longer the chicken of

  Kentucky, and the figure of the southern colonel had been fudged into something quite meaningless (except to those who remembered the colonel). Revolutionary Guards, young men with guns, soon

  ceased to be surprising; they were part of the revolutionary sabbath scene. There were crowds outside the cinemas; and, Ramadan though it was, people were buying pistachio nuts and sweets from the

  confiseries – so called – that were open.




  Far to the north, at the end of a long avenue of plane trees, an avenue laid out by the Shah’s father, was the Royal Tehran Hilton. It was ‘royal’ no longer. The word had been

  taken off the main roadside sign and hacked away from the entrance; but inside the hotel the word survived like a rooted weed, popping up fresh and clean on napkins, bills, menus, crockery.




  The lounge was nearly empty; the silence there, among waiters and scattered patrons, was like the silence of embarrassment. Iranian samovars were part of the décor. (There had been some

  foreign trade in these samovars as decorative ethnic objects; two years or so before I had seen a number of them in the London stores, converted into lamp-stands.) Alcohol could no longer be

  served; but for the smart (and non-Christian) who needed to sip a non-alcoholic drink in style, there was Orange Blossom or Virgin Mary or Swinger.




  Chez Maurice was the Hilton’s French restaurant. It was done up in an appropriate way, with brownish paper, a dark-coloured dado, and sconce-lights. On the glass panels of one wall

  white letters, set in little arcs, said: Vins et Liqueurs, Le Patron Mange Içi, Gratinée à Toute Heure. In the large room, which might have seated a hundred,

  there was only a party of five, and they were as subdued as the people in the lounge. The soup I had, like the sturgeon which followed it, was heavy with a brown paste. But the waiters still undid

  napkins and moved and served with panache; it added to the embarrassment.




  Every table was laid. Every table had a fresh rose, and pre-revolutionary give-aways: the coloured postcard (the restaurant had been founded four years before, in 1975); the little ten-page note

  pad that diners in places like this were thought to need: Chez Maurice, Tehran’s Most Distinctive Restaurant, Le Restaurant le Plus Select de Tehran. Six months after the

  revolution these toys – pads, postcards – still existed; when they were used up there would be no more.




  The pool at the side of the hotel was closed, for chemical cleaning, according to the notice. But the great concrete shell next door, the planned extension to the Royal Tehran Hilton, had been

  abandoned, with all the building materials on the site and the cranes. There were no ‘passengers’ now, the waiter said; and the contractors had left the country. From the Hilton you

  could look across to the other hills of North Tehran and see other unfinished, hollow buildings that looked just as abandoned. The revolution had caught the ‘international’ city of

  North Tehran in mid-creation.




  And I thought, when I went back to my hotel, that there was an unintended symbolism in the revolutionary poster on the glass front door. The poster was printed on both sides. The side that faced

  the courtyard was straightforward, a guerrilla pin-up of Yasser Arafat of the Palestine Liberation Organization in dark glasses and checkered red headdress.




  On the reverse was an allegorical painting of blood and revenge. In the foreground there was a flat landscape: a flat, featureless land bisected by a straight black road, marked down the middle

  by a broken white line. On this road a veiled woman, seen from the back, lay half-collapsed, using her last strength to lift up her child as if to heaven. The woman had a bloodied back; there was

  blood on the black road. Out of that blood, higher up the road, giant red tulips had grown, breaking up the heavy crust of the black road with the white markings; and above the tulips, in the sky,

  was the face of Khomeini, the saviour, frowning.




  Khomeini saved and avenged. But the tulips he had called up from the blood of martyrs had damaged the modern road (so carefully rendered by the artist) for good; that road in the wilderness now

  led nowhere.




  Also, in this allegory of the revolution, personality had been allowed only to the avenger. The wounded woman, small in the foreground, with whose pain the upheaval began, was veiled and

  faceless; she was her pain alone. It was the allegorist’s or caricaturist’s licence; and it wouldn’t have been remarkable if there hadn’t been so many faceless people in the

  posters and drawings I had seen that day.




  In one election poster a faceless crowd – the veiled woman reduced to simple triangular outlines – held up photographs of candidates of a particular party. In a newspaper the face of

  Ali, the Shia hero, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, was shown as a surrealist outline, transparent against a landscape. In one poster Khomeini himself had been faceless, his features

  (within the outline of turban, cheeks and beard) replaced by a clenched fist.




  Facelessness had begun to seem like an Islamic motif. And it was, indeed, the subject of protest in Iran Week (lettering like Newsweek), a post-revolutionary English-language paper

  I had bought in a kiosk. The paper was for the revolution, but it was protesting against what had begun to come with the revolution, all the Islamic bans on alcohol, western television programmes,

  fashions, music, mixed bathing, women’s sports, dancing. The cover illustration showed a twisted sitting-room where walls had been replaced by iron bars. The family posing for their picture

  in this room – father, mother, two children – were dressed in western clothes; but where their faces should have been there were white blanks.




  Individualism was to be surrendered to the saviour and avenger. But when the revolution was over, individualism – in the great city the Shah had built – was to be cherished again.

  That seemed to be the message of the Iran Week cover.




  In the morning, traffic was heavy on the flyover to the left of the hotel. The mountains to the north were soft in the light, but fading fast in the haze.




  I telephoned the editor-in-chief of Iran Week and he asked me to come over right away. I had to be careful, though, he said: there were two buildings in the street with the same number,

  61. And when I had found the right 61, I had to remember that if I took the lift, the office was on the sixth floor; if I walked up it was on the fourth.




  The hotel taxi-driver had trouble finding any 61; and the one we did find, after doing a number of Iranian turnarounds in Iranian traffic, was the wrong one. So we hunted, the morning melting

  away; and then we saw the second 61. Sixth floor for the lift, the editor had said; fourth if I walked up. But the board in the lobby said the paper was on the fifth; and there was no sign of a

  lift. The driver and I walked up and up.




  The office was unexpectedly spacious, with a cool girl at a desk in the front room. And after all the time I had taken to get there, and after his own brisk invitation, Mr Abdi, the young

  editor-in-chief, was frankly disappointed in me. I represented no English or American papers, as he had thought. He said he could give me ten minutes; I shouldn’t send the driver away.




  But then, in his own office, he softened his executive manner and, becoming more Iranian, graciously ordered tea, which came in small glasses. He said that to understand Iran I should go to the

  holy city of Qom and talk to the people in the streets. I said I couldn’t talk Persian; he said they couldn’t talk English. So there we were.




  Softening again, he said – but in a way which permitted me to see that nothing was going to happen – that he would try to get one of his researchers to make an appointment with

  me.




  Just then the head researcher came in. He promised to see what he could do for me. Underground work had kept them all very busy for three years, the head researcher said; and they were still

  very busy. He was tall for a Persian, and grave, and he had a pretty leather briefcase. But he wasn’t as stylish as his editor-in-chief, who was unusually handsome, and in whose executive

  manner there was a certain amount of mischievousness.




  I asked about the Iran Week cover. Were Iranian families, even middle-class families, as ‘nuclear’ as the cover suggested? I had expected Iranian families to be more

  traditional, more extended. Sharply, as though to head me off the topic of Muslim polygamy, Mr Abdi said that Iranian middle-class families were as the cover had shown them.




  There was a big map of the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico on the wall. I thought it might have been there for the sake of Cuba and Nicaragua, old and new centres of revolution. But no. Mr Abdi

  had gone to Cayenne, French Guiana, to write about Devil’s Island for a Persian magazine that was doing a series on prisons.




  He said, ‘It’s bad to travel alone. You should have a girl.’




  He had had a girl on his Cayenne trip: West Indian women were lovely. West Indian? A black woman for Mr Abdi? He said, ‘I am wrong. She wasn’t West Indian. She was

  mexique.’ He raised his head a little, as if remembering; and his black eyes went hollow.




  This was the dandy side of the revolution. Even after a day in Tehran – and in spite of the advice to go and talk to the people in Qom – I felt it was far from the revolution of Khomeini

  and the streets. And six months later, when I returned to Tehran at the end of my Islamic journey, Iran Week was hard to find.




  The next day was going to be a public holiday again – Constitution Day, to mark Iran’s first written constitution, achieved only in 1906 – and the commercial

  streets were busy.




  On Nadir Shah Avenue – Nadir Shah was the Persian king who raided Delhi in 1739 and stole and broke up Shah Jahan’s Peacock Throne, the jewels of which are still part of the Iranian

  state treasure – pavement hawkers and the sun and the dust made India feel close. And in Firdowsi Street, where the money-changers’ booths faced the long blank wall of the British

  embassy compound, the atmosphere was a little like that of a red-light area, with everybody on the prowl, accosting or waiting to be accosted.




  The money-changers offered better rates than the banks. They had their name-boards and some of them offered a window display of coins and facsimile notes; but, after that, their little booths

  were furnished strictly for business: desk, chairs, telephone, iron safes, a portrait of Khomeini. And their manners matched their rooms. They looked up, they said no, they looked away. They

  didn’t want my signed traveller’s cheques. Only Mr Nasser was interested; but then he wanted all the cheques I had; and then he wanted to sell me the old silk carpet hanging on the wall

  for 500 pounds.




  Some of the changers worked from what were literally gaps in the wall. Some had no offices; they, more carefully dressed, prowled up and down Firdowsi with their briefcases.




  At the top of the street, near a newspaper kiosk, I saw a small middle-aged man who looked more Indian than Iranian. At first I thought he was taking the air; then I thought he was a changer. I

  accosted him and he behaved as though I was a changer.




  He was an Indian, a Shia Muslim from Bombay, and he had been living in Iran for twenty years. He wasn’t a changer; he was a buyer; he had come to Firdowsi to buy dollars. He had been

  offered dollars at 115 rials. It was a good rate; but he was a man of business and he thought that if he stood his ground, if he continued to show himself, he might eventually tempt one of the

  ambulant changers to come down a rial or two.




  A young man – Indian, Pakistani or Iranian – came and stood anxiously near us. He was a friend or dependent relative of the man from Bombay. He had been brought out to help with

  buying the dollars and had been making inquiries on his own.




  And, as though he felt some explanation was necessary, the man from Bombay said, ‘In the old days these shops used to be stuffed with foreign currency. Stuffed. Nobody cared for any

  foreign currency here. Everybody wanted rials.’ But he wasn’t grieving for the Shah’s rule. ‘You must forgive my language. The Shah was a bastard.’




  It was a hard word; it encouraged the young man to shed his anxiousness and talk. The topic of foreign currency was laid aside; it was of the injustices of the Shah that the two men spoke, each

  man supporting the other, leading the other on, until – in that dusty street with the plane trees, the shoe-shine men, the pavement coin-sellers – they were both at the same pitch of

  passion.




  When the Shah ruled, everything in Iran had been for him. He had drained the country of billions; he had allowed the country to be plundered by foreign companies; he had filled the country with

  foreign advisers and technicians. These foreigners got huge salaries and lived in the big houses; the Americans even had their own television service. The people of Iran felt they had lost their

  country. And the Shah never really cared for religion, the precious Shah faith.




  ‘What a nice thing it is now,’ the man from Bombay said, ‘to see the rule of Ali! Getting women back into the veil, getting them off television. No alcohol.’




  It was astonishing, after the passion. Was that all that there was to the rule of Ali? Did the Shia millennium offer nothing higher? The man from Bombay and his companion could say nothing more,

  had nothing more to say; and perhaps they couldn’t say that the true rewards of the revolution – as much a matter of undoing dishonour to Ali and the true faith, as of overthrowing the

  wicked – lay in heaven.




  And the man from Bombay had another surprise for me. He wasn’t staying with the rule of Ali. He was leaving Iran, after his twenty good years under the bad Shah, and going back to Bombay.

  That was why he had come to buy dollars in Firdowsi. His excess air baggage – and I gathered there was a lot – had to be paid for in dollars.




  He said, and it was like another man speaking, ‘I don’t know what’s going to happen here now.’




  At Iran Week I had been given ten minutes. At the Tehran Times I was almost offered a job. The Times was the new English-language daily; its motto was

  ‘May Truth Prevail’. The office was new, well-equipped and busy, and there were some American or European helpers.




  Mr Parvez, the editor, was an Iranian of Indian origin, a gentle man in his mid-forties. Galleys were being brought to his table all the time, and I felt I wasn’t holding him with my

  explanation of my visit. Our conversation began to go strange.




  He said, ‘Are you a Muslim?’




  ‘No. But I don’t think it’s necessary.’




  ‘Islam is a touchy subject here.’ On the wall behind Mr Parvez was a large, severe photograph of Khomeini.




  ‘I know.’




  ‘What is the money basis of this?’ Mr Parvez said, bending over a galley.




  ‘Of what, Mr Parvez?’




  ‘Of what you want to write for us.’




  We disengaged – in fact, as I learned later, money was the touchy subject in that office: there wasn’t much of it – and I was passed on to the next desk, to Mr Jaffrey, an

  older man, who had a story or a feature or an editorial in his typewriter, but broke off to talk to me.




  Mr Jaffrey, too, was an Indian Shia. He came from Lucknow. He said he was told ‘rather bluntly’ in 1948 that as a Muslim he had no future in the Indian Air Force. So he had migrated

  to Pakistan. In Pakistan, as a Shia, he had run into difficulties of another sort, and ten years later he had moved to Iran. Now he was full of anxiety about Iran.




  He spoke briskly; everything he said he had already thought out. ‘All Muslim people tend to put their faith in one man. In the 1960s the Shah was loved. Now they love Khomeini. I never

  thought the time would come when Khomeini would usurp the position of the Shah.’ Khomeini should have stood down after the revolution in favour of the administrators, but he hadn’t; and

  as a result the country was now in the hands of ‘fanatics’.




  Someone brought Mr Jaffrey a dish of fried eggs and a plate of pappadom, crisp fried Indian bread.




  I said, ‘What about Ramadan?’




  He said in his brisk way, ‘I’m not fasting.’




  He had been for Khomeini right through the revolution because during the rule of the Shah the alternatives had become simple: religion or atheism. Every kind of corruption had come to Iran

  during the Shah’s rule: money corruption, prostitution, sodomy. The Shah was too cut off; he woke up too late to what was going on.




  ‘And I thought, even in those days,’ Mr Jaffrey said, ‘that Islam was the answer.’




  I couldn’t follow. Religion, the practice of religion, the answer to a political need?




  I said, ‘The answer to what, Mr Jaffrey?’




  ‘The situation of the country. Islam stands for four things. Brotherhood, honesty, the will to work, proper recompense for labour.’




  Still I didn’t follow. Why not call for those four things? Why go beyond those four things? Why involve those four things with something as big as Islam?




  ‘You see,’ Mr Jaffrey said, and he became softer, ‘all my life I’ve wanted to see the true jamé towhidi. I translate that as “the society of

  believers”.’




  It was the rule of Ali again: the dream of the society ruled purely by faith. But Mr Jaffrey’s faith was profounder than the faith of the man from Bombay; for him the rule of Ali was more

  than getting women back into the veil. Mr Jaffrey’s society of believers derived from an idea of the earliest days of Islam, when the Prophet handed down the divine laws, led his people in

  war and prayer, when every action, however worldly, served the true faith.




  That was the kind of society that had to come to Iran. And Mr Jaffrey – with his Indian-British education, and as if with another side of his personality – thought that such a

  society could be secured by institutions: by getting the mullahs back into the mosques, getting Khomeini to stand down, and putting politicians and administrators into the administration. So,

  though Mr Jaffrey didn’t say it, to secure his dream of oneness, church and state were to be divided. Faith, education, and political instinct had locked Mr Jaffrey into that

  contradiction.




  It was simpler for the man from Bombay. He was happy to see in the rule of Ali, and run. Mr Jaffrey was anguished that a dream, which had come so close, had been dashed by Khomeini.




  And I had also to recognize that that dream of the society of believers excluded me. In that newspaper office – typewriters, galleys, the English language, telephones, ‘May Truth

  Prevail’ – nothing of the intellectual life that I valued was of account; the convergences of sentiment or reason that occurred from time to time were coincidental.




  In the open space downstairs someone called out to me in an executive American voice, ‘Can I help you?’




  It was one of the Iranian ‘directors’ of the paper, and he was as unlikely a figure as could be imagined in the service of the jamé towhidi. He was young,

  handsome, well-barbered, with a black moustache. With the tips of his fingers he was holding down a chocolate-brown jacket that rested square on his shoulders, setting off the fawn trousers, the

  biscuit-coloured shirt, and the wide-knotted wide tie.




  He must have thought I was another Indian Shia with the gift of the English language and with a need for a few rials; and in his executive-like way he began to walk me up and down, firing off

  questions, frowning at the floor, his skin a little moist from all the clothes he was wearing, and saying, ‘Certainly, certainly,’ to everything I said. When he understood that I

  didn’t want to write for the paper, he stopped walking with me. And when I said goodbye he said, ‘Certainly, certainly.’




  Remember that director. Remember the busy newspaper office; Mr Jaffrey at his typewriter; and the galleys falling on the desk of the gentle editor who would have offered a stranger a job. Six

  months later, when I went back to Tehran, that office was desolate.




  One of the English-language magazines I bought was published from the holy city of Qom. It was The Message of Peace, and, as its title warned, it was full of rage.




  It raged about the Shah; about the ‘devils’ of the West and the evils of its technology; it even raged about poor old Mr Desai, the Indian prime minister, who banned alcohol (good,

  from the Muslim point of view) but drank urine (from the Muslim point of view, deplorable). But it wasn’t for its rages that I bought the magazine, or for the speeches of Khomeini, or for the

  biographies of the Shia Imams. I bought the Message of Peace for an article on Islamic urban planning.




  Could there be such a thing? Apparently; and more, it was badly needed. Islam was a complete way of life; it didn’t separate the worldly from the spiritual. Hence it was necessary, in

  addition to avoiding materialist industrial excess, to plan for ‘a theocentric society’. In this society women also had to be sheltered. Problems! But the very existence of these

  problems proved the need for sensible Islamic planning. And a solution was possible.




  Build, at the corners of an imagined square, four residential areas. Give each a mosque, a clinic and a nursery: that is where the women will busy themselves. The men will go to work. They will

  go to work in the centre of the square. At the very heart of this working area there will be a mosque large enough to hold all the male population. With the mosque there will be an alms-giving

  centre, since the giving of alms is as important in Islam as prayer, or fasting, or the pilgrimage to Mecca.




  In a circle around the mosque there will be a bazaar; around the bazaar will be a circle of offices; and at the perimeter of this office circle there will be hospitals, maternity homes and

  schools, so that men on their way to work can take their children to school, and on other occasions can rush to hospitals or maternity homes.




  For recreation, women can meet and chat. Men can ride horses or take up flying. ‘The idea is not to encourage such games which distract the religious consciousness of the

  community.’




  There are certain other Islamic requirements. Water from recycled sewage is not to be used, except for irrigation. ‘The concept of cleanliness, and water as the medium of bodily

  cleanliness, is strong in Islam. The purifying agent for water is water itself and the chemical and biological processes are not acceptable from the religious point of view.’




  The houses in the residential areas are to be so aligned that the prayer call from the mosque can reach them without the use of an amplifier. There is a final detail. ‘The toilet fixtures

  like water closets shall be so arranged as to make the user not to face the City of Mecca either from his front or back side.’




  The mountains to the north of Tehran showed in the morning light, faded in the daytime haze, and at sunset became a faint amethyst outline. The lights came on; here and there

  neon signs did their little jigs. The traffic roared. But through all the hectic-seeming day the cranes on the unfinished buildings had never moved.




  Technology was evil. E. F. Schumacher of Small is Beautiful had said so: The Message of Peace quoted him a lot, lashing the West with its own words. But technology surrounded us in

  Tehran, and some of it had been so Islamized or put to such good Islamic use that its foreign origin seemed of no account.




  The hotel taxi-driver could be helped through the evening traffic jams by the Koranic readings on his car radio; and when we got back to the hotel there would be mullahs on television. Certain

  modern goods and tools – cars, radios, television – were necessary; their possession was part of a proper Islamic pride. But these things were considered neutral; they were not

  associated with any particular faith or civilization; they were thought of as the stock of some great universal bazaar.




  Money alone bought these things. And money, in Iran, had become the true gift of God, the reward for virtue. Whether Tehran worked or not, seventy million dollars went every day to the

  country’s external accounts, to be drawn off as required: foreign currencies, secured by foreign laws and institutions, to keep the Islamic revolution going.




  But some people were scratchy. They could be scratchy in empty restaurants where they didn’t have the food their old-time menus offered. They needed customers, but they couldn’t help

  hating those who came. They were scratchy at my hotel, for an additional reason. After the revolution the owners had left the country. The hotel had been taken over by a revolutionary

  komiteh, and it was important for everyone downstairs to display pride. (It was different upstairs. The chambermaid told me by signs one morning that I wasn’t to use the hotel laundry;

  she would wash my clothes. She did. When I came back in the afternoon I saw my damp clothes displayed in the corridor, hung out to dry on the door-knobs of unoccupied rooms.)




  Nicholas, a young British journalist, came to see me one evening and – starting from cold – began absolutely to quarrel with the man at the desk about the hotel taxi charges. The

  quarrel developed fast in the empty lobby.




  Nicholas, tall and thin and with a little beard, was jumpy from overwork: the long hours he kept as a foreign correspondent, the ‘disinformation’ he said he had constantly to sift

  through, the sheer number of words he had to send back every day. He had also begun to be irritated by the events he was reporting.




  The man at the desk was big and paunchy, with a sallow skin and curly black hair. He wore a suit and radiated pride. His pride, and Nicholas’s rage made him lose his head. He went back to

  the manners and language of old times.




  He said, ‘If you don’t like the hotel, you can leave.’




  Nicholas, with the formality of high temper, said, ‘It is my good fortune not to be staying at the hotel.’




  I took the car at the stated price, to calm them both down.




  Nicholas leaned on the desk, but looked away. The man at the desk began to write out the taxi requisition slip. In spite of his appearance, he was a man from the countryside. He had spent a fair

  amount of money to send his mother on the pilgrimage to Mecca; he was anxious about money and the future, and worried about the education of his children. During the boom an American university

  education had seemed possible for the boy, but now he had to think of other ways.




  Nicholas was closed to pity. He remembered the boom, too, when hotels had no rooms, and he and many others had slept on camp-beds in the ballroom of a grand hotel and paid five dollars a

  night.




  He said, ‘For seven months no one in this country has done a stroke of work. Where else can you do that and live?’




  The revolution continued. The election results showed – although there were charges of rigging – that the people had done as Khomeini had told them, and voted in mullahs and

  ayatollahs to the constitution-framing Assembly of Experts. A man was executed for having a two-month affair with a married woman. The Revolutionary Committee for Guild Affairs warned women

  hairdressers (mainly Armenian) to stop ‘wasting their youth’ and cutting the hair of men. And some frightened carpet-washers began to advertize an ‘Islamic carpet-wash’

  – the carpet to be rinsed three times in water.




  Five billion dollars’ worth of American F-14 jets were written off, their missile system too ‘difficult and uneconomical’. And other big pre-revolutionary projects were

  cancelled, in addition to the two West German nuclear power plants on which a billion dollars were owed. The six-lane highway to the southern port of Bandar Abbas was taken away from an American

  consortium and given to an Iranian contractor: ‘In the first stage of the work two lanes will be constructed.’ There were reports of sabotage: the Israelis had been sabotaging the

  ‘normal operations’ of the Arya National Shipping Line. The Kurds in the north-west were in rebellion; the Arabs in the south-west were restive.




  The speeches never stopped. The Minister of Labour and Social Welfare made one and got his picture in the papers: the mosque, he said, was not only a place of worship but also ‘a base for

  launching anti-colonialistic movements in a display of unity, thought and action’. Unity: it was the theme of a big Friday sabbath feature in the Tehran Times, ‘Why has Islam the

  potential for revolution?’




  Unity, union, the backs bowed in prayers that were like drills, the faith of one the faith of all, the faith of all flowing into the faith of one and becoming divine, personality and

  helplessness abolished: union, surrender, facelessness, heaven.




  ‘How did you like the Hilton?’ one of the hotel desk clerks asked me. He was less buttoned up than the others: he dealt in a small way in silver coins and was on the point of selling

  me two.




  ‘It was empty.’




  ‘All the hotels are empty. It will change in two months. There is no government now. In two months we will have a government. At least that’s what we say.’




  He was a devout man, like the others in the hotel. No sermon on television was too long for him.




  They spoke, in Iran, of the oneness of faith and deed. That oneness had overcome the Shah and his armed forces. That oneness was all that was still needed. But they were fooling themselves.

  What, after the centuries of despotism, they really believed was that the state was something apart, something that looked after itself and was ever restored. And even while with their faith they

  were still pulling it all down – hotel, city, state – they were waiting for it to start up again, to be as it was before.




  I decided then to go to the holy city of Qom; and that was when I met Behzad. He led me through the traffic and said, ‘You must always give your hand to me.’ I

  liked the words; they answered my need. Without the language, and in the midst of these Iranian contradictions, I needed now to be led by an Iranian hand.




  Then Behzad translated the legend in the revolutionary poster – ‘Twelfth Imam, we are waiting for you’ – and I was taken to another level of wonder.




  




     

  




  3. The Holy City




  BEHZAD AND I went to Qom by car. It was past noon when we got back to the hotel; and the hotel taxi-drivers, idle though they were, didn’t want to

  make the long desert trip. Only one man offered – he was the man who had made me listen to the Koranic readings on his car radio one evening – and he asked for seventy dollars. Behzad

  said it was too much; he knew someone who would do it for less.




  We waited a long time for Behzad’s driver, and then we found that between our negotiations on the telephone and his arrival at the hotel his charges had gone up. He was a small, knotty

  man, and he said he wasn’t a Muslim. He didn’t mean that. He meant only that he wasn’t a Shia or a Persian. He was a ‘tribesman’, a Lur, from Luristan in the west.




  Qom had a famous shrine, the tomb of the sister of the eighth Shia Imam; for a thousand years it had been a place of pilgrimage. It also had a number of theological schools. Khomeini had taught

  and lectured at Qom; and on his return to Iran after the fall of the Shah he had made Qom his headquarters. He was surrounded there by ayatollahs, people of distinction in their own right, and it

  was one of these attendant figures, Ayatollah Khalkhalli, whom I was hoping to see.




  Khomeini received and preached and blessed; Khalkhalli hanged. He was Khomeini’s hanging judge. It was Khalkhalli who had conducted many of those swift Islamic trials that had ended in

  executions, with official before-and-after photographs: men shown before they were killed, and then shown dead, naked on the sliding mortuary slabs.




  Khalkhalli had recently been giving interviews, emphasizing his activities as judge, and a story in Tehran was that he had fallen out of favour and was trying through these interviews to keep

  his reputation alive. He told the Tehran Times that he had ‘probably’ sentenced four hundred people to death in Tehran. ‘On some nights, he said, bodies of thirty or more

  people would be sent out in trucks from the prison. He claimed he had also signed the death warrants of a large number of people in Khuzistan Province.’ Khuzistan was the Arab province in the

  south-west, where the oil was.




  He told another paper that there had been a plot – worked out in the South Korean embassy – to rescue Hoveyda, the Shah’s prime minister, and other important people from the

  Tehran jail. As soon as he, Khalkhalli, had heard of this plot he had decided – to deal a blow to the CIA and Zionism – to bring forward the cases. ‘I reviewed all their cases in

  one night and had them face the firing squad.’ He told the Tehran Times how Hoveyda had died. The first bullet hit Hoveyda in the neck; it didn’t kill him. Hoveyda was then

  ordered by his executioner – a priest – to hold his head up; the second bullet hit him in the head and killed him.




  ‘Would this man see me?’ I had asked an agency correspondent, when we were talking about Khalkhalli.




  ‘He would love to see you.’




  And Behzad thought it could be arranged. Behzad said he would telephone Khalkhalli’s secretary when we got to Qom.




  The telephone, the secretary: the modern apparatus seemed strange. But Khalkhalli saw himself as a man of the age. ‘He said’ – this was from the Tehran Times – ‘the religious leaders were trying to enforce the rule of the Holy Prophet Mohammed in Iran. During the days of the Prophet swords were used to fight, now they have been replaced by Phantom

  aircraft.’ Phantoms: not American, not the products of a foreign science, but as international as swords, part of the stock of the great world bazaar, and rendered Islamic by purchase.




  There was a confusion of this sort in Behzad’s mind as well, though Behzad was not religious, was communist, and had been kept away from religion by his communist father. Behzad’s

  father had been imprisoned during the Shah’s time, and Behzad had inherited his father’s dream of a ‘true’ revolution. Such a revolution hadn’t come to Iran; but

  Behzad, employing all the dialectic he had learnt, was forcing himself to see, in the religious fervour of Khomeini’s revolution, the outline of what could be said to be true. And as we drove

  south through Tehran – at first like a bazaar, and then increasingly like a settlement in a polluted desert – it was the city of proletarian revolt that he was anxious to show me.




  Low brick buildings were the colour of dust; walls looked unfinished; bright interiors seemed as impermanent as their paint. Tehran, in the flat land to the south, had been added and added to by

  people coming in from the countryside; and clusters of traditional square clay-brick houses with flat roofs were like villages.




  We passed a great factory shed. Some kind of beige fur had adhered to the walls below every window. Behzad told me it was a cloth factory and had been a centre of the revolution. The army had

  gone in, and many workers had been killed.




  After the oil refinery, puffing out flame from its chimney, we were in the true desert. There were no trees now, and the views were immense: mounds, hills, little ranges. The road climbed,

  dipped into wide valleys. Hills and mounds were smooth, and sometimes, from a distance and from certain angles, there was the faintest tinge of green on the brown, from tufts of grass and weeds

  which were then seen to be really quite widely scattered.




  From the top of a hill we saw, to the left, the salt lake marked on the map. It looked small and white, as though it was about to cake into salt; and the white had a fringe of pale green. Behzad

  said that sometimes it all looked blue. Many bodies had been dumped there by the Shah’s secret police, from helicopters. And the lake was bigger than it looked. It was a desolation when we

  began to pass it; the green water that fringed the white was very far away. The land after that became more broken. Hills were less rounded, their outlines sharper against the sky.




  It was desert, but the road was busy; and occasionally there were roadside shacks where soft drinks or melons could be had. Behzad thought we should drink or eat something before we got to Qom;

  in Qom, where they were strict about the Ramadan fasting, there would be nothing to eat or drink before sunset.




  We stopped at a bus and truck halt, with a big rough café in Mediterranean colours and a watermelon stall on a platform beside the road. The watermelon man, seated at his stall below a

  thin cotton awning that gave almost no shade, was sleeping on his arms.




  We woke him up and bought a melon, and he lent a knife and forks. Behzad halved the melon and cut up the flesh, and we all three – the driver joining us without being asked –

  squatted round the melon, eating as it were from the same dish. Behzad, I could see, liked the moment of serving and sharing. It could be said that it was a Muslim moment; it was the kind of

  sharing Muslims practised – and the driver had joined us as a matter of course. But the driver was a worker; Behzad was sharing food with someone of the people, and he was imposing his own

  ritual on this moment in the desert.




  Two saplings had been planted on the platform. One was barked and dead; the other was half dead. Between them lay an old, sunburnt, ill-looking woman in black, an inexplicable bit of human

  debris an hour away from Tehran. Scraps of newspaper from the stall blew about in the sand, and caught against the trunks of the trees. Across the road a lorry idled, its exhaust smoking; and

  traffic went by all the time.




  We squatted in the sand and ate. The driver spat out the watermelon seeds on to the road. I did as the driver did; and Behzad – but more reverentially – did likewise. Abruptly,

  stabbing his fork into the melon, saying nothing, the square-headed little Lur jumped off the platform. He was finished; he had had enough of the melon. He walked across the dingy desert yard to

  the café to look for a lavatory, and Behzad’s moment was over.




  I had imagined that Qom, a holy city, would have been built on hills: it would have been full of cliff walls and shadows and narrow lanes cut into the rock, with cells or caves where pious men

  meditated. It was set flat in the desert, and the approach to it was like the approach to any other desert town: shacks, gas stations. The road grew neater; shacks gave way to houses. A garden

  bloomed on a traffic roundabout – Persian gardens had this abrupt, enclosed, oasislike quality. A dome gleamed in the distance between minarets. It was the dome of the famous shrine.




  Behzad said, ‘That dome is made of gold.’




  It had been gilded in the last century. But the city we began to enter had been enriched by oil; and it seemed like a reconstructed bazaar city, characterless except for the gold dome and its

  minarets.




  Behzad said, ‘How shall I introduce you? Correspondent? Khalkhalli likes correspondents.’




  ‘That isn’t how I want to talk to him, though. I really just want to chat with him. I want to understand how he became what he is.’




  ‘I’ll say you are a writer. Where shall I say you come from?’




  That was a problem. England would be truest, but would be misleading. Trinidad would be mystifying, and equally misleading. South America was a possibility, but the associations were wrong.




  ‘Can you say I am from the Americas? Would that make sense in Persian?’




  Behzad said, ‘I will say that you come from America, but you are not an American.’




  We made for the dome and stopped in a parking area outside the shrine. It was mid-afternoon, and hotter in the town than in the desert; the gilded dome looked hot. The Lur driver, in spite of

  our sacramental watermelon feast, was mumbling about food. Ramadan or not, he wanted to take the car and go out of Qom to look for something to eat; and he wanted to know what our plans were.




  Across the road, near the watermelon stall at the gateway to the shrine, there was a glass-walled telephone booth of German design. Behzad went to telephone Khalkhalli’s secretary.




  The high wall of the shrine area was aerosolled and painted with slogans in Persian. There were two in English – WE WANT REPUBLIC, KHONMEINI IS OUR LEADER and they

  must have been meant for the foreign television cameras. The second slogan was a direct translation of Khomeini e Imam, but as a translation it was incomplete, suggesting only (with the help

  of the first slogan) a transfer of loyalty from the Shah to Khomeini, not stating the divine authority of the leader or the access to heaven that he gave. In Iran, where for eleven hundred years

  they were waiting for the return of the Twelfth Imam, Imam was a loaded word; and especially here at Qom, where the sister of the Eighth Imam was buried. Access to heaven, rejection of

  non-divine rule, was the purpose of the ‘republic’ proclaimed here.




  Behzad, opening the door of the telephone booth, the telephone in his hand, waved me over.




  When I went to him he said, ‘The secretary says that Khalkhalli is praying. He will see you at nine this evening, after he has broken his fast.’




  It was 3.30. We had told the driver we would be only three or four hours in Qom.




  Behzad said, ‘What do you want me to tell the secretary?’




  ‘Tell him we’ll come.’




  Then we went to break the bad news to the impatient Lur – or the good news: he was charging by the hour. He said something that Behzad didn’t translate. And he drove off to look for

  food, leaving Behzad and me to think of ways of spending five and a half hours in the torpid, baking city, where nothing could be eaten or drunk for the next five hours.




  The shops opposite the shrine sold souvenirs – plates with Khomeini’s face, cheap earthenware vases – and sweets: flat round cakes, brown, soft, very sweet-looking, breaking up

  at the edges. Food could be sold to travellers during Ramadan, Behzad said; but it wasn’t worth the trouble. Not many people were about. A crippled old woman, a pilgrim no doubt, was wheeling

  herself slowly past the shops. We surprised a plump boy in a booth taking a nibble at a brown cake, part of his stock; but he judged us harmless and smiled (though a couple of people had been

  whipped some days before for eating).




  The souvenir shops also sold little clay tablets stamped with Arabic lettering. The clay was from the Arabian cities of Mecca and Medina (good business for somebody over there); so that the

  faithful, bowing down in prayer and resting their foreheads on these tablets, touched sacred soil. High on the shrine wall, in glazed blue and white tiles, there was, as I supposed, a Koranic

  quotation. Behzad couldn’t translate it; it was in Arabic, which he couldn’t read.




  Arabia! Its presence in Iran shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. Because with one corner of my mind I approached Iran through classical history and felt awe for its antiquity –

  the conqueror of Egypt, the rival of Greece, undefeated by Rome; and with another corner of my mind I approached it through India, where, at least in the north-west, the idea of Persia is still an

  idea of the highest civilization – as much as France used to be for the rest of Europe – in its language, its poetry, its carpets, its food. In Kashmir, Farsi khanna, Persian

  food, is the supreme cuisine; and of the chenar, the transplanted plane tree or sycamore of Persia (so prominent in both Persian and Indian Mogul painting) it is even said that its shade is

  medicinal. In Qom these ideas had to be discarded. Here they looked to spartan Arabia as to the fount.




  Behzad suggested that we should visit the shrine. If anyone asked, I was to say I was a Muslim. I said I wouldn’t be able to carry it off. I wouldn’t know how to behave. Was it with

  the right foot that one entered a mosque, and with the left, the lavatory? Or was it the other way round? Was it the Sunnis who, during their ablutions, let the water run down their arms to their

  fingers? Did the Shias, contrariwise, run the water down from their hands to their elbows? And what were the gestures of obeisance or reverence? There were too many traps. Even if I followed Behzad

  and did what he did, it wouldn’t look convincing.




  Behzad said, ‘You wouldn’t be able to follow me. I don’t know what to do either. I don’t go to mosques.’




  But we could go into the courtyard, and to do that we didn’t have to take off our shoes. The courtyard was wide and very bright. At one side was a clock tower, with an austere modern clock

  that had no numerals. On the other side was the entrance to the shrine. It was high and recessed and it glittered as with silver, like a silver cave, like a silver-vaulted dome cut down the middle.

  But what looked like silver was only glass, thousands of pieces catching light at different angles. And here at last were the pilgrims, sunburnt peasants, whole families, who had come from far.

  They camped in the open cells along the courtyard wall (each cell the burial place of a famous or royal person), and they were of various racial types: an older Persia, a confusion of tribal and

  transcontinental movements.




  One Mongoloid group was Turcoman, Behzad said. I hardly knew the word. In the 1824 English novel, Hajji Baba (which I had bought at the hotel in a pirated offset of the Oxford

  World’s Classics edition), there were Turcoman bandits. I had once, in a London sale-room, seen a seventeenth-century Indian drawing of a yoked Turcoman prisoner, his hands shackled to a

  block of wood at the back of his neck. So the Turcomans were men of Central Asia who were once feared. How they fitted into Persian history I didn’t know; and their past of war and banditry

  seemed far from these depressed campers at the shrine. Small, sunburnt, ragged, they were like debris at the edge of a civilization which had itself for a long time been on the edge of the

  world.
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