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  Introduction




  My first encounter with the forces of revolutionary Iran took place on a grey, wet morning in Beirut at the height of the Lebanese civil war in February 1984. For several days,

  in common with the rest of the civilian population of West Beirut, I had been forced to take shelter in a basement while rival militias battled for control of the city. The Lebanese government had

  all but ceased to function, and the American-led multinational peacekeeping force that had been deployed two years previously was preparing to undertake an ignominious retreat, its morale

  eviscerated by a sequence of deadly suicide bomb attacks. During the course of the war I had become well acquainted with the various factions fighting for supremacy, from the Christian Phalangists

  and their Israeli backers who dominated East Beirut, to the various Muslim, Palestinian and Druze factions that occupied the city’s western and southern districts. But that morning, as I made

  my way tentatively through the familiar streets of West Beirut to examine the damage caused by the recent fighting, I came across an ominous new arrival on the scene – groups of heavily armed

  young Muslim militiamen bearing the Iranian flag and posters of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the founder of Iran’s Islamic revolution.




  I knew that a small contingent of Iran’s Revolutionary Guards had deployed to Lebanon soon after the Israeli invasion of 1982, but had mainly confined their activities to their base in the

  Bekaa Valley in the east of the country. There were plenty of rumours circulating about their involvement in the suicide truck-bomb attacks against the Americans

  and French the previous year, but until this moment they had not made their presence felt on the war-ravaged streets of the country’s capital. Nor did they make any attempt to conceal their

  true allegiance when I approached them. ‘I am a Khomeini Muslim,’ declared one seventeen-year-old youth who was standing beneath a picture of the Iranian leader and clutching a

  Kalashnikov rifle. ‘Khomeini is our strength and our power.’ It later transpired that these young men were members of Hizbollah, the newly created Shia Muslim militia set up by Iran to

  defend the interests of Lebanon’s 1.5 million Shias.




  Within days of their arrival on Beirut’s streets the city’s atmosphere took a dramatic turn for the worse. Even in the midst of a brutal conflict Beirut had managed to retain some of

  its pre-war glamour, when it was known as the Paris of the Levant. But within days of the arrival of pro-Khomeini militiamen young women in Western dress were roughly instructed to dress more

  modestly, and several bars, restaurants and hotels were attacked for refusing to dispose of their stocks of alcohol. This was the start of a campaign of intimidation that would have a dramatic

  impact on the city. By the end of the year, pro-Iranian militiamen had begun kidnapping Westerners as part of a deliberate campaign to drive the last remnants of Western influence from Lebanon. One

  morning I would be sitting in the hotel restaurant having breakfast next to Terry Anderson, the Associated Press bureau chief; hours later he had been kidnapped by pro-Khomeini gunmen, and would

  not be released for another six years. On another occasion I had dinner with the British journalist John McCarthy: two days later he, was abducted. Through the simple expedient of kidnapping

  Western citizens and holding them hostage for an indefinite period, Iran’s Lebanese allies succeeded in driving the remaining Westerners out of the city.




  A few years later I saw another side to the devotion of Khomeini’s supporters for the Islamic revolution when I accompanied a unit of Revolutionary

  Guards to the front line of Iran’s long-running war with Iraq. It was January 1987, and Iran had just launched a massive offensive on the southern front in an effort to capture Basra,

  Iraq’s second largest city, which lies in the heart of some of the country’s largest oilfields. This was during the period when Iran was using ‘human wave’ attacks against

  Iraqi positions, whereby thousands of young volunteers – many of them teenagers – would literally run across Iraqi minefields to clear the way for the main Iranian assault. I met some

  of these volunteers as they prepared to face certain death, and I was struck by their utter fearlessness. ‘There is no need to be afraid,’ one young Iranian soldier told me as we

  settled down for what would probably be his last meal on earth. ‘If I die, I know my reward will be in heaven.’ The following morning, when we toured the front line, the commanders of

  the Revolutionary Guards displayed the same courage when we came under heavy-machine-gun fire and mortar attack. At one point the Iraqi bombardment was so intense that we were forced to seek refuge

  in a former Iraqi trench full of dead Iraqi soldiers, so close were we to the Iraqi front line. ‘Don’t worry, you have nothing to be afraid of,’ one of the commanders tried to

  reassure me. ‘Allah will look after us, either in this world or the next. If I die I will go straight to heaven, and why should I be afraid of going to heaven?’




  These are just some of the experiences of the past two decades that have aroused my interest in the profound effect that the Islamic revolution, launched by Ayatollah Khomeini on a largely

  unsuspecting Iranian nation, has had on defining the shape of the Middle East. From the radicalization of Lebanon’s Shia population to support for the anti-coalition insurgency in modern-day

  Iraq, the legacy of Khomeini’s revolution is as powerful today as it was when he came to power in February 1979. At the heart of Iran’s revolution lies the charismatic figure of

  Khomeini himself, who started life as an orphan in a remote  region of Persia and became one of the most influential leaders of the late twentieth century.

  Following his death in 1989 Khomeini bequeathed to his heirs a legacy of militant Islam that is the cause of so many of the challenges the world faces today, whether it is the potential threat

  posed by Iran’s nuclear programme or Iranian funded and trained Islamist groups in Iraq and Afghanistan, Lebanon and Gaza. In writing this book I have sought to examine and explore the

  influences that made Khomeini one of the towering figures of modern Islam, and the contribution that his doctrine has made to the radicalization of the Muslim world.




  I have drawn on a wide range of sources, including many former supporters of the Iranian revolution who have often been the targets of assassination attempts, which they survived despite

  suffering severe injuries. During the past thirty years thousands of opponents of Iran’s Islamic revolution have been killed for their political beliefs and opinions, so it is hardly

  surprising that many of those I have interviewed do not want their identities revealed. Similarly, most of the senior government officials and military officers I have interviewed in Britain,

  America, Europe and the Middle East have requested that their names not be made public. To all of those who helped this book come to fruition I give my heartfelt thanks. I am grateful to my

  colleagues, past and present, at the Telegraph Media Group, firstly for giving me the opportunity to cover these momentous events and then for encouraging me to pursue my interest in the subject. I

  am indebted to Georgina Morley at Macmillan in London, and to Dan Halpern at Ecco in New York, for the commitment and support they have provided to this most challenging of projects, and to my

  redoubtable agent Gill Coleridge for making it all happen.
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  ORIGINS




  

     

  




  1




  Stealing the Revolution




  Only a few days had passed since Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini had staged his triumphant return to Tehran on 1 February 1979, and the crowds were still out in force on the city

  streets celebrating the fall of the Shah. But the delirious atmosphere that had accompanied the 76-year-old ayatollah’s homecoming was slowly changing, and the millions of Iranians who had

  supported Khomeini’s return were now starting to turn their attention to how the country would be run in the future. For months the country had lived on a knife-edge as the cancer-ridden Shah

  had battled to save his throne, but Khomeini’s return to Iran meant that the Pahlavi dynasty’s rule had been brought to an end. It was a testament to the widespread unpopularity of the

  Pahlavis that hardly a tear was shed when Mohammed Reza Shah and Empress Farah left Tehran for Egypt on 16 January. Instead their departure was greeted with paroxysms of joy and relief throughout

  the country; jubilant crowds took to the streets and immediately began pulling down statues of the Shah and his father, the founder of the Pahlavi dynasty. After decades of brutal repression at the

  hands of the Shah’s SAVAK security police, Iranians were more than ready to embrace the revolutionary ideals of ‘freedom, independence and an Islamic Republic’ that had been

  espoused by the returning ayatollah. Now they wanted to know precisely what these inspirational words meant in practice.




  Under the Shah, Iran had been a monarchical dictatorship, with all political power and the nation’s wealth concentrated in the hands of a small clique of

  loyal royalists. Political dissent was fiercely suppressed, and the state media was, for the most part, rigorously controlled. With Khomeini’s return, both Iran’s liberal intelligentsia

  and the public at large looked forward to a new era where freedom of expression was enshrined in law, and the nation’s vast oil wealth was used for the benefit of the entire nation, not an

  unelected elite. Khomeini himself had promised as much when, writing from exile, he had vowed to set the people free from the cruel despotism that blighted their lives.




  But even as the crowds continued to proclaim their unequivocal support for Khomeini’s revolution, the ayatollah was already hard at work on a very different political agenda. Ever since

  the early 1960s, when he had first emerged as a vociferous critic of the Shah, Khomeini’s burning ambition had been to establish an Islamic state in Iran in which supreme authority was vested

  in the country’s religious leaders, and the country was governed on the basis of Sharia, or Islamic, law.




  To Khomeini’s mind, politicians and other representatives of the state were subservient to the wishes of the clergy, who derived their authority directly from God. Khomeini had developed

  his unorthodox personal philosophy during his time as a student and teacher at the ancient holy cities of Qom and Najaf, where he was drawn to an obscure interpretation of Shia Islam, which held

  that all power should ultimately derive from the will of a divinely appointed religious leader. Khomeini had drawn up his manifesto for an Islamic state in a pamphlet entitled velayat-e

  faqih, ‘the regency of the theologian’, and he regarded this as the prefect model for Islamic government. As Khomeini would later write with marked understatement about his proposed

  new system of government, ‘Islamic government does not correspond to any of the existing forms of government.’1




  When he was still an unknown cleric at Qom, not even Khomeini’s own students paid much attention to his idiosyncratic interpretation of Islamic

  jurisprudence. ‘People looked up to Khomeini because of his political opposition to the Shah, not because of his religious teachings,’ recalled a former pupil who studied under Khomeini

  at Qom. ‘When we went to his classes he was talking about things that happened 1,000 years ago, which were of no interest to us. Little did we realize he was looking for a path that would

  give him so much power.’2




  Now that he was safely back in Tehran as the undisputed figurehead of the Iranian revolution, Khomeini was determined to implement the radical agenda he had championed for more than twenty

  years. It was of no concern to him that his programme bore little relation to the wishes of the majority of the Iranian people, and was firmly at odds with the desire of most Iranians for the

  establishment of a constitutional democracy to replace the Shah’s highly dictatorial system of government. If he were to ignore the democratic aspirations of the Iranian people, Khomeini

  would need to rely on far more than personal charisma to achieve his ambition, particularly as the power vacuum created by the Shah’s removal was being hotly contested in Tehran by a variety

  of factions, from nationalists on the right to Marxists on the left.




  Khomeini convened a meeting of the close-knit group of followers who had stayed with him during the long years of exile, and had accompanied him on his return journey to Iran. He had set up his

  temporary headquarters at a disused girl’s high school in the city centre. While still in exile, he had appointed a small group of trusted supporters – some based in Iran, others exiled

  abroad – to form a revolutionary committee responsible for organizing grass-roots opposition to the Shah and to plan for Khomeini’s eventual return. From early January 1979, when it

  became clear Khomeini would soon be returning home, this motley collection of clerics, politicians and activists was formally constituted as the Revolutionary

  Council, and one of its first tasks was to acquire a suitable location for Khomeini to use as his provisional headquarters.




  The Refah School in Tehran was the ideal choice. Built in 1968, it was an institution devoted to traditional religious training, a refuge from the secular education then being championed by the

  Shah. Its founders included two Shia clerics who later became key figures in Khomeini’s Islamic revolution; Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, the future Iranian president, and Ali Khamenei, who

  was Khomeini’s successor as Iran’s spiritual leader.3 Apart from having the right ideological credentials, the school was situated

  between two of Tehran’s most significant buildings. On one side was the Sepah Salar Mosque, a grand religious monument that fulfilled a role similar to that of Westminster Abbey in London.

  For more than half a century the mosque had hosted every important official event in the capital, from state funerals to key religious festivals. And on the other side of the school stood the

  Majlis building, the home of the Iranian parliament, which was expected to play a more active role in the political life of the country following the demise of the Shah’s autocratic

  regime.




  A few weeks before Khomeini’s return the Revolutionary Council had commandeered the school for its own clandestine meetings, and this modest, mud-brick building replaced the Shah’s

  palace as the main focus of political activity once Khomeini was back in Tehran. Almost immediately the school became a hive of political activity, with followers and loyalists flocking to the

  school compound to pledge their allegiance. The school was Khomeini’s home as well as his headquarters, and to start with he lived in a room overlooking the schoolyard, from whence he could

  keep a beady eye on the chaotic scenes taking place below. Scores of young revolutionaries – many of them Communists and left-wing activists who had little interest in radical Islam –

  enthusiastically chanted their devotion to the new regime, and their hatred for the old, before dutifully filing out.




  In the turbulent atmosphere that prevailed in the nation’s capital during those first heady days of the revolution, Khomeini’s aides were rightly concerned that their leader might be

  the target of an assassination attempt. They broke down the walls between the school and neighbouring houses to give Khomeini a variety of escape routes if the compound came under attack, and

  Khomeini was obliged to sleep in a different building each night. He insisted that all members of his immediate family – including his fourteen grandchildren – should be housed in the

  same part of the building, away from the main road, so as not to face any direct danger. All the streets and alleys leading to Refah were sealed off by an estimated eight hundred heavily armed

  supporters, many of them Lebanese and Iraqi Shia who had arrived in Tehran to support Khomeini’s Islamic revolution.




  Once he and his family were settled at Refah, Khomeini turned his mind to safeguarding the revolution, rather than himself. Khomeini understood that if the revolution were to succeed he had to

  maintain the momentum for change his arrival had generated. On 5 February Khomeini appointed Mehdi Bazargan as the country’s new prime minister. A few days later he organized a nationwide

  boycott of a curfew that had been imposed by the Shah’s government, which was still clinging to office even though the Shah had fled abroad. Khomeini’s boycott had the desired effect,

  and within two days the final collapse of the regime had been accomplished, as the political, administrative and military organs of government ceased to function.




  But Khomeini was concerned lest the revolution developed a momentum of its own, and he was determined not to lose control. For him, protecting the purity of the Islamic identity of the

  revolution was of paramount importance. He worried that the brave new world of Islamic rule that he intended for Iran might become compromised by the participation of

  Leftists, Nationalists and the various other anti-Shah groups who, for the moment at least, blindly supported Khomeini’s leadership without fully comprehending what he stood for. The

  enthusiasm among the Iranian masses for opposing the Shah and his supporters was so infectious that few people bothered to consider the implications of Khomeini’s controversial agenda, which

  the ayatollah, it should be said, had taken great care to conceal from the ordinary populace. Khomeini understood better than anyone else that he would face stiff opposition, particularly from

  Iranian secularists, once the full scale of his master plan for a religious dictatorship became better known. For the most part he kept his radical Islamic agenda to himself, and only a small group

  of his closest followers understood the full implications of what he sought to achieve.




  In speeches made in exile Khomeini had referred on several occasions to the necessity of creating an ‘Islamic Army’, although he did not explain precisely what he meant by the

  phrase. As a predominantly Muslim country, the Iranian armed forces that had served the Shah could be said to constitute an Islamic army. But after the Shah and his family fled the country, many

  senior officers followed suit, and those who remained were either sympathetic to the revolution or bitterly opposed to it. Whatever the political affiliations might be of those who remained to

  serve Iran’s armed forces, Khomeini and his close advisers did not feel any great confidence in the ability of the Iranian military to protect them, particularly as Khomeini intended to

  overturn the entire constitutional basis upon which the country had been governed for much of the past century. So Khomeini took the first decisive steps towards creating a body that would come to

  define the tenets of the Iranian Revolution for decades to come.




  It was amid this feverish atmosphere that Khomeini summoned the meeting of the Revolutionary Council at the Refah School that would have a lasting and dramatic

  impact on the future course of the Iranian Revolution, which hereafter would become Khomeini’s revolution, rather than the revolution of the Iranian people. This was the meeting at which the

  formation of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), the storm troops of the Iranian revolution, was first proposed. It was held on 24 February 1979, less than two weeks after the

  Shah’s regime had formally ceased to exist. Khomeini’s first request to the Revolutionary Council was to draw up lists of names of dedicated young Iranians who might be suitable for

  recruitment to such a body. The Revolutionary Council, which had been active as an underground movement in Iran during the reign of the Shah, had an extensive network of contacts with Islamic

  militants both inside Iran and beyond. Some of them, like Mostafa Chamran, who was one of the IRGC’s founding fathers, had fought with Palestinian groups in the Lebanese civil war, while

  others, such as the wealthy Tehran merchant Mohsen Rafiqdost, had concentrated their energies on trying to overthrow the Shah’s regime. But at this stage Khomeini was not too particular about

  who should be allowed to join the Guards. So long as the recruits were prepared to swear undying loyalty to the supreme leader and the Islamic revolution, they would be eligible for membership.

  Only later, when the Guards were better established, would the leadership set more onerous standards for entry.




  As the Refah School meeting drew to a close, Khomeini made it clear that he would brook no opposition to his plans to transform Iran into an Islamic republic. ‘This is not going to be an

  ordinary government,’ Khomeini told Revolutionary Council members. ‘This will be a government based on the Sharia. Opposing this government means opposing the Sharia of Islam . . .

  Revolt against God’s government is a revolt against God, and revolt against God is blasphemy.’4 The formation of the Revolutionary

  Guards would mark the start of one of the bloodiest periods in the recent history of the Middle East as Islamic zealots launched a bloody purge to rid the country

  of its middle-class professionals who, whilst welcoming the overthrow of the monarchy, had little enthusiasm for religious bigotry.




  Even at this early stage of Khomeini’s revolution, the ayatollah had his sights set on expanding his Islamic agenda well beyond Iran’s borders. The Guards’ first priority was

  to protect the revolution against any counter-revolutionary opposition the new regime might encounter. But their role was not limited to internal Iranian affairs. Another important responsibility

  assigned to the Guards was to support foreign groups that were committed to establishing Islamic governments in other parts of the world. Khomeini’s vision of leading a truly Islamic

  government lay far beyond Iran: the ayatollah was looking to extend the principles of Islamic rule throughout the entire Muslim world. As one of his former students explained, ‘Khomeini did

  not just want to be the supreme leader of Iran; he wanted to be the supreme leader of the entire Islamic world. He wanted to export his revolution throughout the world, and he needed an

  organization like the Revolutionary Guards to defend and promote the Islamic revolution.’5




  The formation of the Revolutionary Guards so soon after Khomeini’s return to Tehran demonstrated his determination to assume absolute control over Iran’s new government. The

  established pillars of the state were collapsing all around him, and Khomeini’s priority was to gather together a trusted cadre of revolutionary activists who were wholly committed to the

  ayatollah’s vision of creating an Islamic republic, and who would defend the new regime against both domestic and foreign opponents. But by authorizing the Revolutionary Council to set up a

  Revolutionary Guard Corps, Khomeini was effectively declaring war on many of those whose support he had relied upon to get him back to Iran in the first place. Many Iranians recognized Khomeini as

  a great Islamic leader, but that did not mean they wanted him to be the undisputed leader of an authoritarian Islamic state. They had just rid themselves of one

  dictatorship, and had no desire to have it replaced by another. They had no objection to Iran being an Islamic state – the majority of the population was, after all, Shia Muslim. But what

  they wanted more than anything else was some semblance of democracy that would allow them a say in the running of their affairs, an aspiration that would be firmly denied to them once Khomeini had

  established his vice-like grip on power. Khomeini was about to steal the revolution from beneath the noses of the very people who had brought him to power.




  *




  Khomeini’s Islamic revolution will be remembered as one of the epoch-making events of the twentieth century. The collapse of the Iron Curtain in 1989 had ended the Cold

  War divisions between Communism and capitalism. But Iran’s Islamic revolution the previous decade heralded the start of a far deeper clash between the forces of radical Islam and the liberal,

  secular values of the West. Before the Iranian revolution most conflicts in the region had been defined by the struggle between Arab nationalist groups, such as Yasser Arafat’s Palestine

  Liberation Organisation and Saddam Hussein’s Baath party, and the Western powers that sought to protect the regional status quo. Before 1979, these conflicts were primarily political in

  nature. The PLO sought to create a Palestinian homeland, while the Baathists and other Arab nationalist groups sought to change the colonialist settlement that had been imposed on the Middle East

  following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the start of the century. But after Khomeini’s revolution, these conflicts would acquire a distinctly religious character, and the banner of

  radical Islam would be unfurled as a potent symbol to challenge the supremacy of Western influence throughout the region and beyond.




  Khomeini had waited patiently during the fifteen long years of his exile for the moment when he could return to his homeland, and having waited for so long he

  was determined that he would only do so when the conditions were right. After his expulsion from Iran in 1964 for his vociferous opposition to the Shah’s secularization programme, Khomeini

  had spent much of his exile in obscurity, denied access to the various underground movements active in Iran by the ruthless efficiency of the Shah’s SAVAK intelligence apparatus. First in

  Turkey, and later in the Shia holy city of Najaf in southern Iraq, Khomeini devoted his time to his religious studies and to consolidating his standing among the senior Shia clergy. It was only

  after he arrived in Paris in the autumn of 1978 that Khomeini began to contemplate seriously the prospect of returning home.




  The event that had the most profound effect on changing Iran’s internal political situation in the ayatollah’s favour was Jimmy Carter’s election as American president in late

  1976. One of Carter’s campaign commitments was that his administration would be devoted to the pursuit of the highest moral ideals, and that the protection of human rights would be high on

  the new president’s agenda. Carter’s idealism was far removed from the pragmatic realpolitik worldview espoused by Dr Henry Kissinger, who had served as US Secretary of State under the

  previous Republican administrations of Presidents Nixon and Ford. The Shah had been a particular beneficiary of Kissinger’s policy, with teams of American military and intelligence

  specialists providing the Shah’s all-pervasive security apparatus with help and guidance on suppressing opposition groups. Given Iran’s crucial geographical location between the Soviet

  Union and the oil-rich Gulf states, Washington regarded the country’s stability as the bedrock of its policy of maintaining influence throughout the region. President Carter, too, recognized

  Iran’s strategic importance to American interests, but was less than happy with the repressive methods employed by the Shah to maintain his regime in power. When Carter entered the White

  House in January 1977 his new foreign policy outlook immediately had an impact on the Shah, who came under pressure to ease the country’s draconian

  restrictions on political dissent.




  By the time Khomeini arrived in Paris in 1978, Carter’s human rights policy was having a considerable effect on Iran’s political landscape, and the release from prison of many

  leading dissidents had emboldened opposition groups to intensify their attacks on the Shah’s autocratic style of government. Within Iran the main vanguard of opposition to the Shah was formed

  by Iranian nationalists who, soon after Carter’s election, wrote an open letter to the Shah calling on him to ‘observe the principles of the constitution and of the Universal

  Declaration of Human Rights, abolish the one-party system, allow freedom of the press and freedom of association, release all political prisoners, allow the return of political exiles and establish

  a government based on the representation of the majority.’




  The main Iranian opposition parties at this time, the Freedom Movement and the National Front, were secular in outlook, and the main thrust of their campaign was to persuade the Shah to return

  the country to democratic government. Although he was far-removed from the action, Khomeini gave the impression he was sympathetic to the secularists’ campaign, even though his own agenda was

  very different to the one being advanced in Iran. Khomeini’s immediate concern was to introduce a religious dimension to the opposition campaign, and to position himself as a radical leader

  who was committed to changing the system of government within Iran. Before he moved to Paris Khomeini had signalled his willingness to act as a figurehead for the opposition movement. In an

  interview with Le Monde, he surprised hard-line opposition leaders in Iran by calling for the overthrow of the Shah’s regime and the establishment of an Islamic state in its place,

  making himself the first prominent Iranian leader to demand the Shah’s removal as a means of resolving the country’s political crisis.6




  In Iraq, Khomeini had developed close links with a number of Iranian student bodies based in Europe and America that were campaigning for the Shah to undertake

  radical political reforms. Many of these groups were leftist in their outlook, but had been encouraged by Khomeini’s followers to accept the ayatollah as their figurehead because of his

  staunch opposition to the Shah. Most of them had little appreciation of Khomeini’s obscure interpretation of the role of the clergy in Iranian society. But the fact that Khomeini had been

  prepared to go much further than the secular leaders in Iran, and call for the Shah’s overthrow, had made a deep impression on the young activists, and they readily adopted Khomeini as a

  revolutionary icon.




  Prominent among the left-wing intellectuals campaigning against the Shah from exile was Abol Hassan Bani-Sadr, a well-educated, middle-class Iranian who had the advantage of coming from a

  prominent Iranian religious family while receiving a secular education at some of Iran’s leading academic institutions. Khomeini knew Bani-Sadr’s father, who had been an ayatollah in

  the ancient Persian city of Hamadan in western Iran, and by the time he arrived in Paris, Bani-Sadr had been studying in the French capital for more than a decade. Like many impressionable young

  students of his generation, Bani-Sadr had fallen under the influence of French Left-Bank intellectuals, and had been particularly affected by Les Evenéments in Paris during the summer

  of 1968, when French students joined with trade unionists in an attempt to bring down the government of President Charles de Gaulle. Bani-Sadr had written a number of books which set out an

  alternative system of government to the Shah’s autocratic rule, one based on Islamic principles under which freedom, national independence, social justice and prosperity would be realized.

  When Iranians began to march and demonstrate against the Shah in 1978, Bani-Sadr regarded the protest movement as a replication of the Paris protests, in which the ‘popular

  effervescence’ of the Iranian people sought a higher stage in the nation’s political development.7




  Khomeini’s own views about the nature of a future Iranian government were significantly different from those of Bani-Sadr. But that did not prevent him from accepting Bani-Sadr’s

  hospitality when he first arrived in Paris on 12 October 1978, and stayed with him at his modest fourth-floor flat in Cachan on the outskirts of Paris. Almost immediately Khomeini found himself

  under siege from a host of admirers and sycophants of various political persuasions who, having been unable to meet with the ayatollah when he was living in Iraq, now sought to take full advantage

  of his presence on European soil. The attention Khomeini attracted did not go down well with his Parisian neighbours, and after complaints were made to the police his aides arranged for him to move

  to a more spacious house with a garden in the nearby village of Neauphle-le-Château. Khomeini himself gave the impression that he was not much concerned about where he stayed, and worried

  that Paris was too far removed from the action unfolding in Iran. He asked his aides whether he might be better off staying in Syria, although he went off the idea when he learnt that there were no

  direct phone lines between Damascus and Tehran.




  In Paris Khomeini gathered around him a group of close confidants, many of whom played leading roles in the Iranian revolution and the formation of the Revolutionary Guards. Khomeini’s

  inner circle consisted mainly of his immediate family – his wife, his sole surviving son, Ahmad, his son-in-law Ayatollah Mohammad Eshraqi, and some fourteen grandchildren. Both Ahmad and

  Eshraqi were highly active in Khomeini’s nehzat, or movement, and were responsible for maintaining links with the ayatollah’s close friends and supporters, and passing sensitive

  messages and information to them.




  Khomeini drew on the support of a group of three, largely self-appointed, viziers, who maintained the ayatollah’s links with the outside world. Of

  these Bani-Sadr was the most prominent, playing the role of the ideologue and engaging in heated discussions with visiting journalists, on one occasion even reassuring them that he had persuaded

  Khomeini not to set up an Islamic state that would be run solely by the clergy. Another important member of Khomeini’s group of advisers was Ibrahim Yazdi, a naturalized American physician of

  Iranian origin who had originally joined Khomeini at Najaf. Yazdi was a wily operator who, despite Bani-Sadr’s protestations, regarded himself as Khomeini’s official spokesman, and he

  was the main conduit for passing messages between Khomeini and the underground revolutionary movement in Iran. He was one of the founders of the Revolutionary Guards when Khomeini returned to Iran.

  The third member of this triumvirate was Sadeq Qotbzadeh, another student who later became Khomeini’s foreign minister. Qotbzadeh’s primary role in Paris, where he earned himself

  something of a reputation for being Khomeini’s court jester, was to keep the ayatollah informed about Western media coverage of the unfolding situation in Iran.




  Khomeini set himself a punishing daily schedule at Neauphle-le-Château, which often began at 3 a.m. when he would read through the briefing papers he had received the previous day but not

  had time to read. He read translations of foreign press reports prepared for him by his aides before taking his breakfast at seven. For the next three hours he would then deal with the latest news

  from Iran and his personal affairs. From ten to twelve he prayed and ate lunch before taking a one-hour siesta at two. From three onwards he would resume work relating to his political campaign,

  breaking off at five to perform the evening prayer. If he found time during the day he would go for a walk in the countryside around Neauphle-le-Château, although the permanent police

  protection provided by the French government meant that he was rarely alone. His day would finish at nine when he would have dinner with his family and listen to

  recordings of the day’s broadcasts in Persian or foreign radio stations, particularly the BBC. His son Ahmad later wrote of his father’s stay in Paris that he was happiest when playing

  with his grandchildren. ‘He argued with the children, played with them, talked to them and made them laugh. At breakfast-time, when the table was laid on the floor, he would place himself

  near the samovar and serve the family.’8




  But behind this cosy family facade Khomeini and his aides were working frantically to link up with the burgeoning opposition movement to the Shah that was gaining momentum in Iran. Khomeini was

  kept abreast of developments by the constant stream of visitors making their way to the modest villa at Neauphle-le-Château. Some of the visitors were former students who had studied under

  him at Qom, but Khomeini’s main interest was in meeting the leaders of his own Islamic underground movement in Iran. Two of his most important, and frequent visitors at this time were two

  ayatollahs, Hossein Ali Montazeri and Morteza Motahhari, who were key figures in building up the Islamic resistance movement in Iran. Their efforts were so successful that, while left-wing and

  nationalist groups generally dominated the industrial and urban parts of the country, Khomeini’s movement, led by the clergy, had taken control of most of the countryside.




  Thanks to the efforts of Khomeini’s well-organized underground movement, cassettes containing Khomeini’s speeches condemning the Shah’s government circulated deep in rural

  Iran, and demonstrations in support of those killed in clashes with the Shah’s security services were now regular events in most villages and towns. This mass mobilization of Iran’s

  predominantly rural population was unheard of in Iran, and gave the impression that Khomeini was the undisputed leader of the anti-Shah movement. He further developed the notion that he was

  controlling the revolutionary movement in Iran by starting a network of ‘Imam committees’, which sprang up in November as the nation faced paralysis

  from an oil strike. Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a former student of Khomeini’s who had been jailed by the Shah for his anti-government activities, was appointed Representative of the Imam

  and sent to the oilfields to persuade the workers to produce enough oil for the country’s domestic needs.




  With so much at stake Khomeini took care to conceal the true nature of the Islamic revolution he was planning. In one of the cassettes distributed throughout the country in November Khomeini

  spoke of a ‘progressive Islam’ in which even a woman might one day become the country’s president.




  ‘Khomeini was an opportunist,’ recalled a left-wing activist who participated in the anti-Shah campaigns in late 1978. ‘He realized there was a different political climate

  taking root in Iran from the one that he championed, and he was determined to take advantage of it, even if it meant keeping quiet about what he really wanted.’9




  Khomeini used his network of intermediaries to put out feelers to key figures within the Iranian political establishment to reassure them that he could work with them if he were to replace the

  Shah. They had talks with General Abbas-Karim Gharabaghi, the Shah’s Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces, who had come to the conclusion that the chaos enveloping his country was none of the

  military’s concern. He regarded the events as a political struggle that could only be resolved by the warring factions themselves. Perhaps the most intriguing of the contacts Khomeini made at

  this time was with the head of the Shah’s dreaded SAVAK security service. General Nasser Moqaddam, who had been personally involved in persecuting Khomeini’s supporters for more than a

  decade, was so convinced that Khomeini’s movement was on the brink of replacing the Shah that he offered to fly to Paris to meet the ayatollah and discuss terms for his return. ‘In

  principle SAVAK did not have any problem about working with Khomeini,’ explained one of the ayatollah’s former advisers. ‘Like all good

  intelligence agencies, they wanted to make sure they ended up on the right side, and by then it was clear Khomeini was in the ascendent.’10




  The Shah’s position was becoming increasingly desperate, and in November he took the drastic step of appointing a senior army general, Gholam-Reza Azhari, as his new prime minister. But

  even the Shah seemed to realize the game was up, and in what would turn out to be his valedictory television address to the nation, he made the astonishing admission that much of his rule had been

  marred by ‘corruption and cruelty’ and asked for the nation’s forgiveness. The Shah became the first person to describe what was happening in Iran as a revolution rather than a

  ‘movement’, as Khomeini insisted on calling it. ‘As the Shah of Iran as well as an Iranian citizen, I cannot but approve your revolution,’ he told his astounded audience.

  But the intervention of the military did little to restore order, not least because the military had little stomach for turning its guns on its own people. Azhari did little to inspire confidence

  among the beleaguered government officials still in Tehran when he ordered the arrest of Amir-Abbas Hoveyda, the Shah’s loyal and diligent former prime minister, together with 132 other

  high-ranking officials. Azhari’s attempts to impose his authority came to an abrupt end in late November when he was carried out of his office after suffering a stroke. With government

  officials deserting their posts and fleeing the country in their droves, the Shah realized he had lost all control of the civil service and was on the point of losing whatever control he still

  retained over the armed forces. He now concluded he must leave the country.




  Before the Shah could take his leave it was first necessary for him to appoint a new prime minister who could run the country in his absence. Few figures of any weight were prepared to accept

  such a poisoned chalice. After scouring Tehran’s political establishment the only candidate of stature who could be found to accept the position was Shapour Bakhtiar, a veteran nationalist politician who opposed both the Shah’s autocratic style of government and Khomeini’s fundamentalist Islamic agenda. Bakhtiar agreed to take the position

  on condition that the Shah left the country while he attempted to restore order, which was music to the Shah’s ears. But within days of Bakhtiar’s appointment, Khomeini publicly

  denounced the arrangement, which meant that Iran had lost its last realistic opportunity to resolve its political differences by peaceful means.




  By now an irresistible momentum was driving Khomeini’s movement, and the ayatollah wasted no opportunity in capitalizing on his burgeoning popularity. At the end of November he published a

  poem that promised all the hardship being suffered by the Iranian people would end the moment the ayatollah returned home. His standing among the uneducated masses was further strengthened by a

  portentous episode in which a pious old lady living in Qom claimed to have found a hair from the Prophet’s beard in the pages of her Koran. The same evening an apparition had informed the

  woman that the faithful would be able to see the face of Khomeini in the full moon due on 27 November. Within days the rumour of the woman’s ‘prophecy’ had spread throughout the

  entire country, and on the 27th millions of people gathered on their rooftops to wait for the full moon, and catch a glimpse of their saviour. A carnival atmosphere enveloped the country’s

  major cities, with devout worshippers pointing out that criminals and bastards would not be able to see Khomeini’s face in the moon. Throughout the country tears of joy were shed and huge

  quantities of fruit and sweets consumed as millions of Iranians celebrated the apparition. Even the leaders of Iran’s Communist party celebrated the event, with an editorial in their

  newspaper Navid declaring, ‘Our toiling masses . . . have seen the face of the beloved Imam and leader, Khomeini the Breaker of Idols, in the moon. A few pipsqueaks cannot deny what a

  whole nation has seen with its own eyes.’11 The majesty of the Shah of Iran was about to be replaced

  by the superstitions of ignorant peasants.




  Khomeini’s ‘moon trick’, as it was disparagingly called, was not well received by Iran’s Grand Ayatollahs who still commanded considerable respect within the

  country’s religious establishment. They telephoned Khomeini in Paris asking him to issue a denial. But Khomeini refused, declaring that he would not act against ‘the spontaneous

  initiatives of the people’. When a crowd of pro-Khomeini sympathizers pulled down a statue of the Shah at the Iranian holy city of Mashhad, one of Khomeini’s activists had the statue

  removed immediately and smashed to pieces so that it could no longer be restored. From this moment on Iran’s religious establishment realized they were no match for Khomeini’s superior

  organization and support.




  The Shah and the Empress finally departed the country on 16 January 1979, having tried, and failed, to establish a Regency Council to administer the country in his absence. The Shah had

  succeeded in appointing an 82-year-old astronomer, Jalal Tehrani, to run the Council in conjunction with Prime Minister Bakhtiar only to see Tehrani fly to Paris immediately after his appointment

  to offer Khomeini his resignation. The Shah, whose health was rapidly deteriorating through cancer, was thrown into deep despair. ‘Everything is at an end,’ he confided to one visitor.

  ‘Even if I return to Iran one day as Shah, nothing will be the same again. It is like a beautiful crystal vase that is broken for good; repair it and it will still show its

  cracks.’12




  With the Shah gone the only question that remained was whether Bakhtiar would be able to form a credible government that could prevent Khomeini’s return. Bakhtiar’s position was not

  helped by the vacillation of the Carter administration in Washington, which could not decide whether it would be better to allow Khomeini to return or to support a military coup led by Bakhtiar.

  Carter’s official position was that it was ‘up to the people of Iran to decide’ the Shah’s fate. At the same time Carter dispatched one of

  his most senior generals, Robert C. Huyser, the deputy commander of NATO, to Tehran to advise the Iranian military. Some senior Iranian generals were in favour of staging a coup

  d’état, but Washington decided against the idea, believing that it would undermine the Bakhtiar government’s chances of success. Even so senior Iranian air force commanders

  wanted to shoot down any aircraft bringing Khomeini to Iran, and tried to contact the Shah, who had taken refuge in Egypt, for the authorization to attack any aircraft entering Iranian air space

  without proper permission. But the Shah refused to respond to the request, and any hopes the Bakhtiar government still entertained of preventing Khomeini’s return evaporated at the end of

  January when Tehran’s Mehrabad airport fell under the control of armed members of Khomeini’s revolutionary committees. The way was now open for the ayatollah to return.




  The moment Khomeini’s aides heard that Bakhtiar had given the order for Iran’s airports to reopen, they set to work organizing transport. Attempts to charter an Air France jumbo jet

  proved problematic. French officials wanted guarantees that their aircraft would not be put at risk, as the consequences of a French government-owned civilian airliner being shot down over Iran

  were too horrific to contemplate. Having received direct assurances from the Iranian government, and imposed punitive insurance terms, the airline agreed to charter the jet on the strict condition

  that it flew with sufficient fuel to make a return flight to Paris if it were refused landing permission in Tehran. Even so Khomeini’s entourage still feared the aircraft might be sabotaged,

  and ordered that no women or children be allowed on the flight. Khomeini’s wife, daughter, daughter-in-law and grandchildren would follow the ayatollah by commercial airliner once he was

  safely back in Tehran.




  Shortly before the flight left on the evening of 31 January, Khomeini sought to reassure those who would not be accompanying him when they joined him for evening

  prayers. ‘The important thing is not that you be at my side on the plane but that you continue the struggle with me.’ He thanked the French government and its people for its hospitality

  and the French people ‘who have followed with interest the struggle for freedom of conscience and the way of democracy desired by all clear-minded Iranians.’ The sentiments were not

  reciprocated by the French government, which felt let down that the ayatollah had ignored their pleas not to use French soil to foment revolution in Iran.




  After take-off, Khomeini climbed the spiral staircase to the aircraft’s lounge section, removed his turban and sandals, curled up under several Air France blankets and slept for two and a

  half hours. His personal bodyguard, who was suffering from a bad toothache and numb from taking several aspirins, sat at the bottom of the steps barring entry to curious passengers. As the sun

  began to rise when the aircraft entered Turkish air space, Khomeini awoke, said his prayers and ate an omelette for breakfast. Sometime later, when the captain announced that the aircraft had

  entered Iranian air space and would land in Tehran in half an hour, Khomeini craned his neck to look down at the magnificent spectacle of the snow-covered Zagros Mountains. ‘The

  ayatollah,’ one of his aides dramatically announced, ‘is back in his home country.’13




  The aircraft circled three times over Tehran and the Elburz Mountains to the north of the city while the pilot sought assurances from air traffic control that he was cleared to land. Finally the

  jumbo jet made its approach and at 9.30 a.m. on the morning of 1 February 1979 settled down gently on the tarmac of Mehrabad airport. An expectant crowd of officials, well-wishers and journalists

  milled around the aircraft, before the doors swung open and a frail old man, wearing a black turban and ankle-length robes, stepped through the door into the chill February morning. His back hunched, he clutched the arm of an Air France purser as he walked down the portable ramp to touch Iranian soil for the first time in fifteen years.




  After all the violence and demonstrations that had attended the Shah’s last year in power, the nation appeared to erupt spontaneously in wild celebrations of joy. Millions of people

  thronged into the capital from all across the country, encouraged by the continuing stream of Elamiehs, Khomeini’s messages, urging them to support the revolution. The organization put

  in place to make sure Khomeini’s return was properly handled revealed the strength and effectiveness of his support. The ‘welcoming committee’ set up by the Islamic Revolutionary

  Council was on hand to receive the ayatollah the moment he had departed the aircraft. Headed by Ayatollah Morteza Motahhari, Khomeini’s chief field officer in Iran who had worked tirelessly

  for months to undermine the Shah’s attempts to prop up his regime, they moved quickly to keep at bay anyone whose Islamic credentials were not considered to be of the highest order. The last

  thing the revolution needed was for Khomeini to be photographed with those not directly committed to the Islamic revolution. Several prominent Iranian politicians were asked to leave, and even

  Khomeini’s viziers in Paris, Bani-Sadr, Yazdi and Qotbzadeh, were lost in the sea of turbans that surrounded the ayatollah. As Bani-Sadr was later to comment wryly of the day’s

  events, ‘It seemed that the duty of the intellectuals was to bring Khomeini to Tehran and hand him over to the mullahs.’14




  Khomeini might have spoken in Paris of his desire to return Iran to democracy, but from the moment he set foot back on home soil the whole focus of his effort was concentrated on establishing an

  Islamic fundamentalist state. Following the clash with the country’s religious establishment over the incident of the moon apparition, all but one of Iran’s Grand Ayatollahs turned up

  at the airport to greet him, and they paid him their full respect, which Khomeini graciously acknowledged. They knew this was no time to pick a quarrel with the

  undisputed master of the Iranian revolution. Once inside the airport terminal building, Khomeini addressed the 1,000 or so members of the welcoming committee who were gathered to greet him, and he

  immediately lashed out at the Shah and his foreign backers who had ‘destroyed our culture and turned it into a colonial culture’. And he gave a warning that the struggle was far from

  over. ‘We are only victorious when we can cut the hands of the foreigners from our lands. I pray to God for you for glory and good health, and I pray to God to help us cut off the hands of

  the foreigners.’ To which the crowd exploded with rapturous chants of ‘Allahu Akbar’, God is great.




  Previously the ayatollah had supported the activities of the various secular groups opposing the Shah. He now made it clear that he had no desire to be associated with them once back in Iran. To

  mark his return, the country’s leading liberal politicians and intellectuals organized a rally at Tehran University where they hoped to celebrate the Shah’s demise in Khomeini’s

  presence. But Khomeini was not prepared to share his moment of triumph with any other group. Instead he decided, with the Revolutionary Council’s help, to embark on a victory procession

  through the centre of Tehran and pay homage to the victims of the Shah’s repression who had been laid to rest at the Behesht-e Zahra cemetery.




  Khomeini’s supporters arranged for more than 1 million of his supporters to stage a vigil in the form of a human chain stretching several miles from the city centre to the cemetery. Having

  completed the formalities at the airport, Khomeini was led to a waiting blue-and-white Chevrolet, where his driver for the day was Mohsen Rafiqdost, a key figure in the ayatollah’s

  underground movement in Iran who would soon become the minister responsible for running the Revolutionary Guards. Accompanied by his son Ahmad, Khomeini constantly asked the names of the streets as

  they passed by, for Tehran had changed considerably during his fifteen-year absence.




  This was the first time most Iranians had caught a glimpse of Khomeini in the flesh, and his supporters ensured the whole event was carefully choreographed to

  give him the appearance of a deity. Since December 1977, Khomeini had openly referred to himself as ‘the Imam’, a title that conferred upon him divinelike status and one which had not

  been used in mainstream Shia Islam for hundreds of years. The title suggested, particularly among Iran’s ill-educated and superstitious peasantry, that Khomeini was himself the ‘Twelfth

  Imam’, a reference to the twelfth and last imam of the Shia branch of Islam who disappeared in the tenth century. According to Islamic tradition, the Twelfth Imam has been hidden by God and

  will only reappear at the end of history to lead an era of Islamic justice. The clerical establishment in Iran never accepted the use of this title, and even those senior clerics who supported

  Khomeini’s Islamic movement shied away from it. But now that Khomeini was back in Iran his followers had no such inhibitions, and encouraged the use of the title, giving the clear impression

  that Khomeini was the long-awaited Hidden Imam. Consequently the crowds who lined the route to the cemetery chanted ‘Khomeini, O Imam.’ Other supporters equated Khomeini’s flight

  from Paris to Tehran with the Prophet Mohammed’s flight from Mecca to Medina in AD 622, yet another indication that the ayatollah was an important prophet.




  The crowds that gathered to greet Khomeini were so dense that it became impossible for his motorcade to proceed any further, and a helicopter of the Imperial Air Force was dispatched to enable

  him to complete his journey. The cemetery was of particular significance for Khomeini, as it was the place where many of his supporters, killed during clashes with the Shah’s security forces,

  had been buried. Once there Khomeini launched a bitter attack against the Shah, and against the government of Shapour Bakhtiar, the prime minister, whom he accused of seeking to restore the Shah to

  power. ‘These people are trying to bring back the regime of the late Shah . . . I will strike with my fists at the mouths of this government. From now on it

  is I who will name the government.’ Bakhtiar himself appeared unconcerned by this outburst, and reassured his aides, ‘Don’t worry about this kind of speech. That is Khomeini. He

  is free to speak but he is not free to act.’15




  Having cleared the way for Khomeini’s return, Bakhtiar was still hoping that he would be able to reach a political accommodation with the ayatollah, even if Khomeini had made it clear he

  regarded Bakhtiar’s government as illegitimate, and a remnant of the monarchy. But Khomeini’s appointment of Mehdi Bazargan, the leader of Iran’s Freedom Movement, as the

  country’s provisional prime minister on 5 February effectively signalled the end of Bakhtiar’s government. In theory there was nothing to prevent the two men working together,

  particularly as they had both been imprisoned by the Shah for championing democracy. Although Bakhtiar refused to share his administration with Bazargan, he was prepared to tolerate

  Khomeini’s ‘shadow’ government so long as it did not interfere with the running of the country. But Khomeini was not prepared to tolerate any link to the Shah’s former

  regime, and his supporters organized large rallies in support of Bazargan, while Bakhtiar’s office was besieged with politicians and officials tendering their resignations.




  The death knell for Bakhtiar’s administration was finally sounded a few days after Bazargan’s appointment when the Imperial Guard, the so-called ‘Immortals’ who had

  dedicated their lives to defending the Shah, launched an attack on air force bases around Tehran to punish hundreds of air force technicians who had descended on the Refah School to pledge their

  allegiance to Khomeini. Incensed by what they regarded as an act of treachery, the Guard felt obliged to intervene, but their impulsive action only served to strengthen Khomeini’s cause, as

  thousands of left-wing activists, many of whom had just returned from exile abroad, took to the streets to defend the revolution. The leftists, who were joined by a number of junior officers from the regular armed forces, raided army and police arsenals and even succeeded in stealing tanks, antiaircraft guns and rocket launchers. They also raided a number

  of banks, and substantial sums were ‘confiscated’ in the name of the revolution. Khomeini gave his unequivocal backing to the leftists, whose cause was helped immeasurably when the

  final meeting of the country’s military command held on the morning of 11 February announced that the army would remain neutral in the power struggle. By the end of the day the left-wing

  guerrillas had taken control of the city, and Bakhtiar went into hiding. Many of the generals who had participated in the fighting were rounded up and shot, but Bakhtiar was saved from suffering a

  similar fate by Bazargan’s intervention, who provided him with a safe house until he was able to leave the country on an Air France commercial flight disguised as a French businessman.




  Although Khomeini claimed leadership of the campaign that led to the collapse of the Bakhtiar government, it was actually brought about by the concerted efforts of left-wing guerrilla groups,

  such as the People’s Fedayeen and Mujahideen-e Khalq (Warriors of the People), which, had they been better organized, would have been in a strong position to take control of the country

  following the final collapse of the Shah’s regime. All Khomeini could do was to give speeches in support of the fighters, and he was careful to use extreme language to ensure that no one

  should appear more radical than himself.




  Amid the turmoil that followed the collapse of Bakhtiar’s government, Khomeini realized he needed to make a gesture to reassert his standing as the undisputed leader of the revolution, and

  he now turned his attention to punishing key members of the Shah’s regime who had been captured since his return. While still in Paris, Khomeini had often declared his intention to put a

  number of the Shah’s officials on trial. Bazargan, who still hoped to oversee a peaceful transition to democracy, was against taking reprisals, which he thought would only deepen divisions within the country, and wanted to abolish the death penalty. But Khomeini was keen both to exert his own authority and to introduce the concept of Sharia law.

  At his first press conference he had made it clear that ‘revolt against the government of the Sharia has its punishment in our law . . . it is a heavy punishment in Islamic jurisprudence.

  Revolt against God’s law is a revolt against God. Revolt against God is blasphemy.’




  Khomeini regarded the Shah and his aides as ‘satanic’ because they had tried to exclude Islam from having a central position in the affairs of the state. And he regarded the

  Shah’s close ties with the United States as part of a ‘Jewish plot to destroy Islam’. From now on he wanted the clergy to have the final say in the running of the state, and for

  the rules of Islam to be strictly applied. To set an example, Khomeini ordered the execution of a number of high-ranking military officers who had been captured by the left-wing guerrilla groups,

  and were detained rather than being shot on the spot. The executions were a blatant attempt by Khomeini to reclaim the limelight after the left-wing fighters’ success in bringing down the

  Bakhtiar government, and to reassure the country that there was no possibility of the Shah returning to power. Among those selected for execution was the former head of the Shah’s SAVAK

  intelligence service, General Nematollah Nassiri, and four other senior military officials. By the time they were brought to Refah School, where Khomeini had decreed the executions would take

  place, all of them had been badly beaten. One of the condemned men had his arm broken by the butt of a rifle for slapping Khomeini’s son Ahmad on the face after he had insulted him.




  Khomeini’s first difficulty was to find someone to preside over the country’s inaugural Islamic ‘trial’. Several mullahs were approached, but politely declined the

  invitation, concerned that the proposed trials and executions had no basis in Iranian law. Eventually Khomeini appointed Sadeq Khalkhali, a radical cleric who had

  visited him frequently in Paris, to conduct the hearings. Khalkhali’s enthusiasm for sentencing to death former regime members would later earn him the nickname ‘judge blood’, but

  on this occasion he was simply following the orders he received directly from Khomeini. ‘These people are guilty in any case,’ said Khomeini after persuading Khalkhali to take the job.

  ‘So hear what they say and then send them to hell.’16 Khalkhali converted one of the classrooms at Refah School into a

  makeshift courtroom. The hearing itself was over in a matter of minutes. After a brief recitation of the Koran by Khalkhali, and some terse exchanges between the judge and the accused, he duly

  followed Khomeini’s orders and sentenced the five generals to death.




  Having appointed a judge, Khomeini needed to find an executioner. He now turned to Mostafa Chamran, one of the founder members of the Revolutionary Guards who had spent several years fighting

  with Shia Muslim militias in Lebanon. Chamran was one of the few members of Khomeini’s inner circle with any direct experience of combat, and the ayatollah was insistent his own movement

  carried out the executions rather than one of the left-wing groups, even though they had far more experience. Executing the Shah’s generals would be the first public act of the men who would

  become the founder members of Iran’s feared Revolutionary Guards.




  The generals were made to wait eighteen hours while Chamran put together a makeshift firing squad, as few of Khomeini’s supporters had any experience of such matters. Finally an execution

  party was assembled on the morning of 16 February. The generals were blindfolded and taken to the roof of Refah School, where they were then shot one by one. When Khomeini heard that the executions

  had been carried out, he climbed the narrow, winding steps to the terraced roof where he spent a minute inspecting the naked, still bleeding corpses. ‘Allah gave them their just

  desserts,’ he remarked, before returning to his private quarters. The bodies were then filmed by a television crew, and the pictures broadcast on Iranian

  television that night to prove that Khomeini’s rudimentary form of Islamic justice had now been introduced to Iran.




  The executions were the first of many that would take place at Refah School on an almost daily basis, and they revealed Khomeini’s true colours, not as a champion of democracy he had

  portrayed himself to be when in exile, but as a ruthless tyrant who would stop at nothing to achieve his ambition of turning Iran into an Islamic dictatorship. And slowly it was beginning to dawn

  on some of the naive young Iranians who had campaigned so enthusiastically for the ayatollah’s return that his view of the revolution was very different from their campaign for the

  restoration of democracy and the rule of law. A few days after the executions, when a young pro-democracy activist attended a rally at Tehran University, he found a teenage girl student sitting on

  the steps crying. When he asked her what was the matter, she replied, ‘I thought Khomeini was going to bring us democracy, but now I realize that all that is going to happen is that we are

  simply going to replace one dictator with another.’17
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  Child of the Revolution




  The roots of Khomeini’s rise to become one of the world’s most notorious revolutionary leaders can be traced to his childhood in a remote and harsh area of

  provincial Iran. The entire course of the twentieth century was a period of immense political and social upheaval in Iran and would have a deep and profound effect on the development of

  Khomeini’s character. From the year of his birth in 1902 until his death eighty-seven years later, Khomeini knew nothing but political turmoil in his country as different factions fought over

  the type of government Iran should have, and what role the religious establishment would play within it. On one side were what could broadly be described as the patriotic nationalists who sought a

  government that would truly reflect the wishes of the people, work to protect their interests and defend them from the unwelcome attention of foreign powers. On the other were the unelected

  autocrats who believed it was their destiny to govern the country in what they thought of as the people’s best interests. These two powerful, yet irreconcilable, forces would be in conflict

  for the better part of a century until, with the country exhausted by decades of bitter feuding and internal dissent, Khomeini was able to mould the country to his own ideas.




  In common with many of the twentieth century’s more notorious dictators, the young Khomeini’s origins were both humble and obscure. He was born on 24 September 1902 in the Iranian

  oasis town of Khomein, which lies deep in the heart of the vast semi-arid plateau of central Iran about 180 miles (290km) south-east of Tehran. The newly born

  infant was actually named Ruhollah Musavi, and only took the name Khomeini in later life, because of the custom in Iran for leading ayatollahs to take the name of their home town. Ruhollah, a rare

  name in Iran, means ‘the soul of God’, and many of his followers would later claim that Mostafa had received divine guidance in naming his son. Ruhollah was the sixth and youngest child

  of Mostafa Musavi, a prominent local cleric in Khomein, who had previously had two sons and three daughters.




  Ruhollah was born in a two-storey house standing in a large garden on the eastern edge of the town. Today the house has been transformed into a museum called Beit al Nour, the house of light,

  covering some 46,000 square feet, which thousands of Iranians visit each year to pay homage to the founder of the Islamic revolution. A large sign directing visitors to the museum declares,

  ‘Ayatollah Khomeini, peace be upon him, was the reviver of religious government in the contemporary world.’ This once unremarkable dwelling has been transformed into an attractive place

  of pilgrimage, where visitors are greeted by a banner proclaiming in Persian, ‘The House of the Revered Imam Khomeini’. The house where the young Khomeini spent the early years of his

  life is at the side of a large courtyard with a circular pond at its centre. The rooms are filled with large portraits of Khomeini and his two sons, and the room in which he was born bears the

  inscription, ‘Imam Khomeini first opened his eyes to the world and illuminated the Islamic world with his radiance and splendour in 1902.’ Inside the exhibition contains a framed copy

  of the identity document that was later issued to Khomeini when he reached adulthood by the Interior Ministry of the Islamic Republic of Iran: ‘Number A/12/514514. Sayyid Ruhollah Musavi born

  in 1279 (Iranian year) . . . Issued by Ali Akbar Rahmani on 20.11.1358.’ Across the street from the museum airy, well-stocked shops sell pictures, audiotapes and videotapes of the late

  ayatollah’s speeches.1




  Khomein is now a thriving town of about 130,000 people, but when Ruhollah was born it was a remote and nondescript place of about 3,000 inhabitants. Iranians

  refer to such places as akhar-e-khat, the end of the line. The town is so lacking in distinction that it hardly merits a mention in any of the great histories of Persia. The town’s

  name derives from Khom, the Persian work for ‘jar’, and its literal translation means ‘two jars’. The town’s name is said to owe its origins to the seventh

  century AD when an Arab army then attempting to conquer Persia camped at the site of the town for a few weeks. According to legend, while his troops rested, the Arab

  commander set up two large jars, one filled with pomegranate juice, the other with the essence of a spirit distilled from local grain and perfumed with the essence of a wild plant, which is better

  known to Arabs today as Arak.2 The Arab soldiers who had arrived after months of bitter fighting in the cold mountain regions of the

  Iranian plateau were able to refresh themselves before proceeding with their campaign of conquest to the larger cities in the north-east of the country.




  At the time of Khomeini’s birth one of the town’s few distinguishing features was a solitary plane tree on the outskirts of the town that provided the local inhabitants with shade on

  hot, dusty afternoons. The only other significant feature, the local mosque, was in a sorry state of repair. A brick building built around a courtyard, which contained a rectangular pond of green,

  stagnant water, the mosque was semi-derelict, and its dome had lost many of its turquoise-blue tiles, and the only form of life consisted of half a dozen pigeons who had built themselves a nest on

  the mud-covered roof of the main prayer chamber. On Thursday evenings local women would come to the mosque to pay their respects to deceased family members. They would tie pieces of cloth to the

  long-dead tree standing by the pond, and would weep and pray for their lost ones. On Fridays the menfolk would gather in the mosque for the weekly communal prayer ritual, and recall the glorious

  days of Islam. Not surprisingly Khomeini had little enthusiasm for returning to the place of his birth following his return from exile, even though both his mother

  and father are buried there. His memories of the skinny goats and sheep roaming the dust-blown streets in search of fodder were sufficient to persuade him to stay in more salubrious

  surroundings.3




  In 1902 Ruhollah’s family home was spacious and comfortable compared with the majority of unremarkable mud and brick buildings that abounded in Khomein. Ruhollah was born into a relatively

  wealthy family, one of considerable social stature, as the Musavis could trace their ancestry directly back to the Prophet. The Musavi family is said to have come from Neishabur, a town near the

  Iranian holy city of Mashhad in north-eastern Iran. By the eighteenth century the family had migrated to India where they settled in the predominantly Muslim town of Kintur, close to the regional

  capital Lucknow in what was then the Kingdom of Oudh. Rulers and inhabitants of Oudh were followers of Twelver Shi’ism, who believe in the twelve divinely ordained leaders of Shia Islam,

  which today is the Islamic tradition to which most Iranians adhere.




  Khomeini’s family were themselves Shia Muslims, the dominant faith in the country then known as Persia. The Shia are a minority within the wider Muslim community, and are mainly found in

  Iran, southern Iraq and southern Lebanon. The origins of the Shia faith go back to the earliest days of Islam when a schism developed over the appointment of a successor to the Caliph, the position

  created by the Prophet to oversee the Islamic faith after his death. In early Islamic history the Shia were a political faction, known as the ‘party of Ali’, that supported Ali, the

  son-in-law of the Prophet Mohammed, who became the fourth Caliph of the Muslim community. But Ali’s appointment was challenged by other members of the Prophet’s descendants, who

  believed they had a better claim. Ali was murdered in AD 661 by his chief rival, Muawiya, and buried in Najaf, in southern Iraq, today regarded as one of the most important Islamic shrines and visited by millions of devout Shia every year. After Ali’s death, Muawiya became Caliph, but when he died Ali’s son Hussein refused

  to accept the legitimacy of Muawiya’s son Yazid, and fighting ensued between the two rival camps. Hussein and his followers were later massacred in battle near Karbala in AD 680, another site deemed holy to devout Shia. The Shia believe that all this suffering would have been avoided if Ali had been appointed Caliph at the time of the Prophet’s

  death. Instead a Shia cult of martyrdom has developed around the deaths of Ali and Hussein, and led to a sense of betrayal among the Shia community, and the belief that they are destined to

  struggle against injustice, oppression and tyranny.




  The Musavi family came from a long line of Islamic teachers and clerics. Ruhollah’s grandfather, Ahmad Musavi Hindi (his last name was taken from the Indian region the family settled in),

  had left India in about 1830 to make a pilgrimage to the Shia holy city of Najaf in south-eastern Iraq, where many years later his grandson would languish in exile. Having spent some time in Najaf

  studying in one of the seminaries, Ahmad was persuaded to return to Iran by a landowner he met who came from a village not far from Khomein. According to Khomeini’s own family’s account

  of their origins,4 Ahmad returned to Iran in about 1834, and five years later bought a house and a large tract of land in Khomein where the

  family would remain for a century and a half – until it was turned into a museum after Khomeini’s death. By the standards of the time, Ahmad was relatively wealthy, and had already

  taken two wives by the time he married his third wife, Sakineh. Although Ahmad had only one son by his first two wives, Sakineh bore him three daughters and a son, Mostafa, Khomeini’s father,

  who was born in 1856. Ahmad continued to prosper in Khomein and bought land in some of the surrounding local villages, while in Khomein itself he bought an orchard. When he died in 1869 he instructed his family to have him buried in the holy Iraqi city of Karbala.
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