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PREFACE



George W. Bush famously described Iran as part of the “axis of evil,” while Iranian leaders regularly refer to the United States as the “Great Satan.” But presidential rhetoric in Washington and Tehran aside, the Iranian clerical regime (and not the Iranian People) is unquestionably an enemy of the United States. Consider: Iran has chemical weapons and an active nuclear weapons program. It is a sponsor of international terrorism. It is dedicated to spreading a brand of Islamic revolution that is virulently anti-Western. In short, many of the concerns that were cited—and disputed—as grounds for invading Iraq are indisputably true of Iran.

True, Iran has not launched full-scale invasions against its neighbors, as Saddam Hussein did against both Iran and Kuwait. Instead, it has been skillful in conducting its military adventures so as to avoid the wrath of the West. For the past twenty years Iran has masterfully used Hizballah as a proxy, maintaining a veneer of deniability. It has sponsored terrorists, working closely with al-Qaeda prior to 9/11, after which point it became expedient to maintain some distance from that network. And while the world had become obsessed with Osama bin Laden and his lieutenants, it forgot that the most dangerous of all terrorists before the advent of al-Qaeda, a Lebanese Shi’ite by the name of Imad Moughniyeh, who was responsible for the death and kidnapping of the biggest number of Americans until 9/11, was alive and well and a frequent welcome visitor to Tehran, until he was blown up by a car bomb in Damascus early in 2008.

The Iranian threat is a top priority of the U.S. defense and foreign policy establishment. This threat has appeared particularly urgent ever since Western intelligence agencies—the CIA and the Mossad, as well as MI6, the French DGSE, and the German intelligence service—suddenly realized in 2002 that despite their concerted and often coordinated efforts to track the development of Iran’s nuclear program, and their overall assessment that Iran’s nuclear ambitions were being successfully contained, the Iranians had been able to fool them. Their nuclear program has advanced to the point where production of an Iranian nuclear bomb is now probably no more than a few years away.

This unsettling discovery raises a fundamental question: What exactly are Iran’s nuclear ambitions? When the day dawns—as it may well soon do—and Iran is in possession of a nuclear bomb, what will it use it for? According to a CNN/USA Today/Gallup Poll from 2006, over 80 percent of Americans believe that Iran would supply nuclear weapons to terrorists to be used against the United States. Many in the U.S. defense establishment agree. Indeed, the Pentagon and the CIA, in close cooperation with Israel’s Mossad and the Israeli air force, are drawing up plans to deliver a knockout blow to Iran’s nuclear installations before any weapons are produced. However, it is also possible—some would say probable—that the main purpose for which Iran wants nuclear weapons is to deter the United States from doing to Iran what it has done to Saddam Hussein.

What is clear today is that any decision to strike Iran from a distance—much less invade it—can only be made against the background of the bitter experience in Iraq. America went to war against one man, Saddam, and defeated him, only to become mired in the quicksand of the complex and intractable tribal and religious conflicts of an entire country. If there is one thing that everyone agrees on, it is that drawing lessons from the military imbroglio in Iraq is imperative. And the most important of these lessons is that there is no substitute for high-quality intelligence. Know thy enemy, both his strengths and his weaknesses. Even if the startling and disputed announcement in the U.S. National Intelligence Estimates in 2007 that Iran had halted its nuclear weapons project in 2003 was correct, it is clear to all that Iran could easily pick up where it left off, using the enriched uranium that it admits it is producing.

The problem is that after three decades of trying to meet the Iranian challenge with a variety of strategies—covert negotiations, arms deals, critical dialogue, containment, direct political confrontation, and indirect action against its proxies—we still do not understand Iran. We do not know what its leaders want to do, and we do not know how to stop them from doing it.

Or, at least, we do not know enough. The West, most notably the United States and Israel, has maintained for three decades an effort to gather, analyze, share, and act upon covert intelligence on Iran. This book follows the drama of this secret intelligence struggle against Iran. At its heart are the two most concerned countries: Israel and the United States. Both have played a complex role, each trying to compensate for the other’s disadvantages, as they cooperate in intelligence gathering and in operations. There have been many failures, and some successes, too. This book brings these fascinating and sobering stories to light, in order to contribute to the understanding of a regime that is a far greater danger to the West than Saddam Hussein’s Iraq ever was.

The story ventures along the secret paths inside the intelligence communities of both countries, while describing in detail many Mossad operations. The United States relies on Israel’s intelligence agencies for much of its Middle Eastern intelligence collection. Israeli successes are immediately shared with the United States and Israeli failure means American blindness. In many instances, Israel and its battles have served as testing grounds for American weapons and for combat tactics developed in the United States.

This book is based on thousands of documents, and some three hundred interviews with pertinent people in twenty countries, the names of two hundred of whom appear in the Bibliography. Unless cited specifically in the text, all interviews quoted were conducted by the author. A detailed survey of Iran’s part in international terror requires the use of intelligence material gathered by Israel, the United States, France, the United Kingdom, and Germany. Research on such a subject is highly complex. Many sources are necessarily anonymous. Disinformation and simple errors have often crept into journalists’ reports on Iran. I have made every attempt to verify and cross-check the information here, yet it is not always possible to be certain of every detail; intelligence sources have their own agendas. Whenever accounts differ, I have tried to say so.

Ultimately, however, an abundance of corroborated testimonies and independent sources leaves no room for doubt as to the general trends: Iran consistently supports terrorist operations against a wide and ambitious variety of targets. And Iran is consistently trying to acquire nuclear weapons.

Here, then, is a view of the greatest security challenge the United States is facing.








PART I

GREEN STORM RISING










CHAPTER 1

The Twilight of the Iranian Monarchy




At least one immediate lesson was learned from the catastrophe that befell the CIA in Tehran with the collapse of the rule of the Shah: Shred your secret documents both vertically and horizontally.

On November 4, 1979, nine months after Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini overthrew the Iranian monarchy, a group of students decided to stage a demonstration in front of the U.S. Embassy in Tehran. The angry crowd soon found that they could enter through the gate without resistance. They poured into the compound and seized dozens of embassy staff: the start of America’s worst hostage crisis, which lasted 444 days, and helped destroy the presidency of Jimmy Carter. Among the protestors was one particularly militant young man by the name of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Some of the American diplomats would later testify that he was one of their jailers and maltreated them in a particularly brutal way.

The hostage takers, who called themselves “Muslim student followers of Imam’s line,” discovered a treasure trove of intelligence inside the embassy.

Just over a year earlier, as tension in Iran began to mount, the CIA’s representatives in Tehran had decided to ship a large part of their classified documents out of the country, just in case. The documents were packed into crates and flown to the United States—only to be returned to the embassy two months later. The staff found it too difficult to work without an archive, and besides, in an emergency, the classified material could always be shredded.

As the student revolutionaries entered the embassy grounds, CIA station personnel began urgently feeding the secret papers into shredding machines. Most of the material was shredded into thin strips. The students, some of whom were soon to be among the founders of the intelligence services of the Islamic Republic, found only a small number of documents intact. But the CIA had not taken into account the determination of the revolutionaries.

Some 250 female students were given a painstaking job. First they combed the embassy compound garbage bins and retrieved the shreds. Then they set about sorting them and putting them back together. The task took two years of meticulous labor. Today, as a consequence of their success, high-security shredders use spiral-toothed blades which leave only tiny scraps that crumble in one’s hands.

The students had recovered a treasure trove of top-secret information on all the aspects of Iranian-American relations. The reconstructions of those documents were released in book form in limited editions. Some were even put on sale in bookshops in Europe.

By June 1985, sixty-one volumes of selected documents had been published. They provided priceless insights into the intelligence methods and diplomatic activity used by the United States and Israel in Iran.

They were also highly embarrassing to the old Iranian regime. The CIA’s five thousand paid informers encompassed government officials and officers in the military of all ranks, including at senior levels. The restored documents led to purges by the Revolutionary Guards of the bureaucracy, the media, and the armed forces, and to executions of top personages who had collaborated with the CIA. They revealed the extent to which the United States was involved in Iran’s internal affairs, with the connivance of the Shah, who owed his hold on power to American intelligence.

In 1953, the Shah was forced to go into exile, after the liberal Mohammad Mossadegh practically took over the government. In August of the same year, Naamtallah Nasiri, a young captain in the Iranian army, approached Mossadegh and in an act of great courage, handed him a letter of dismissal signed by the Shah. Mossadegh was surprised and a little amused. He did not know that behind Nasiri and the Shah stood a powerful conspiracy, with both the CIA and the British MI6 as partners. The two agencies initiated “Operation Ajax,” which called for “spontaneous” mass protests in Iran and a number of clandestine actions that eventually led to the triumphant return of the Shah. (In 2000, U.S. secretary of state Madeleine Albright officially apologized for America’s role.) Nasiri later became a general and headed the much-feared SAVAK, the Shah’s secret police.

The reconstructed documents also reveal the extent to which the CIA’s analysts failed to grasp the danger of the Shah’s overthrow. One of the documents was an evaluation sent by the CIA to Jimmy Carter’s White House in August 1978, which argued there was no chance that the Shah would be toppled in the near future, despite the increased rioting. A few weeks later, the National Intelligence Estimate came out, containing a prediction that the Shah’s rule would last another ten years.

Admiral Stansfield Turner, CIA director from 1977 to 1981, said in a press interview later, “We did not understand who Khomeini was and the support his movement had. We were just plain asleep.”

The strips of shredded documents also demonstrated the extent of CIA knowledge of Israel’s intelligence activities, and detailed the intimate relations between the Israelis and the Shah’s regime. For example, they described a secret meeting between Major General Ezer Weizman, the renowned former commander of the Israel air force who had been appointed minister of defense in the government of Menachem Begin in 1977, and Lieutenant General Hassan Toufanian, Iranian deputy minister of war and armaments. Toufanian was a CIA informant who supplied the agency with the meeting’s protocol. It offered clear evidence that Israel had developed, manufactured, and intended to sell to Iran long-range ballistic missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads under the code name of “Operation Tzor.”

Reuven Merhav, head of the Mossad station in Iran at the time, explains that the Shah wanted to work with Israel more than ever after the election of Jimmy Carter in 1976. “Carter began asking questions about human rights, including everything that was going on in Iran,” recalls Merhav. “The Iranians were scared that the gates would close in America and Western Europe, and were looking for alternative sources of supply” for their weapons needs.

Israel and Iran planned to build a tremendous military co-production line, the biggest Israel had partnered in until then. There were a total of six projects. Israel was to supply the know-how and Iran the money and test sites. At the end of the process, the Iranians were supposed to be able to produce the weapons systems themselves. The largest project concerned Israeli-made ballistic surface-to-surface missiles with a range of 700 kilometers. As one senior Israeli military source at the center of the relations with Iran explains, “The Shah wanted Iran to become a regional power, and to be a regional power, he needed a mighty army. He needed a fleet of Boeing 747s to fly his generals, his ministers, and himself around, so he bought no fewer than twelve. He needed to host international conferences, so he built guesthouses with golden bathrooms; and he needed missiles. I know that he was also thinking of nuclear weapons.”

The deal called for Israel to supply Iran with its Jericho missile, which is based on an old French design. Though Israeli censorship doesn’t allow publication of specifics about the Jericho, according to non-Israeli media, it can carry a nuclear warhead, and according to the authoritative Jane’s Defense Information publications, three squadrons of Jericho missiles at the Israeli air force base known as “Wing 2,” located near a village called Zacharia, southwest of Jerusalem, are in fact armed with nuclear warheads. In addition to the Jericho missiles, the projects included plants for the manufacture of 120mm mortars and artillery pieces; the development of a modern sea-to-sea missile called Perah (Hebrew for “Flower”) with a range of 200 kilometers; and a warplane originally called the “Lion,” later the “Young Lion” or Lavi.

A very senior source in the Israeli Ministry of Defense reveals that the weapons deal with Iran was fraudulent. With each of the six joint projects, the Israelis planned to deceive the Iranians by providing them only an outdated version of the weapon in question, while using Iranian money to build a new generation for Israel’s exclusive use.

The details of the various deals were worked out at a series of meetings, mostly between the Israeli ambassador to the Shah’s regime, Uri Lubrani, and General Toufanian. The latter was very close to the Shah and was in charge of all military purchases abroad, as well as local weapons development and manufacture. Yaakov Shapiro, the Defense Ministry official in charge of coordinating the negotiations with Iran from 1975 to 1978, recalls: “In Iran they treated us like kings. We did business with them on a stunning scale. Without the ties with Iran, we would not have had the money to develop weaponry that is today in the front line of the defense of the State of Israel.”

After witnessing a missile test at a secret base south of Tel Aviv and the destruction of a target far out to sea, a highly impressed General Toufanian persuaded the Shah to proceed with the deal with Israel. The agreement was conditional on each side setting up straw companies in Switzerland, owned in turn by companies registered in the Virgin Islands. The deals would be signed between the companies without a word about the governments involved, and the papers were worded in such a way that if they were ever discovered, their true nature would not be discernible.

Yet the efforts made by the Shah’s army to disguise these projects were exposed even before the U.S. Embassy was occupied. General Mohammad Antazemi, who reported to Toufanian and knew of the deals, wanted to save his skin once the Ayatollah Khomeini took power. After hiding out for a few days, he turned himself in, requesting immunity in exchange for the documents about the Swiss straw companies. He took members of the Revolutionary Guards to a secret apartment in Tehran where he had hidden copies of hundreds of reports and of the correspondence between Israel and Iran. His thanks were that he was strenuously interrogated and then executed by a firing squad in one of the city’s squares.

The surprising success of Khomeini’s revolution put a stop to Israel’s plans to arm Iran. Indeed, if Khomeini had not taken power as early as he did, he might have taken over a country armed with long-range missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads and with a range that covered large areas of Europe and all of Israel, as well as a jet fighter that was supposed to be the best in the world.

 

The Israeli relationship with Iran changed radically in 1979, as did America’s. The revolutionary regime had turned the country’s two most useful allies into its greatest enemies. Unfortunately, neither enemy knew much about the new man in charge in Tehran.

Sayyid Ruhollah Khomeini was many things. He was far from the simple conservative many in the West thought him to be. A closer look at his doctrines reveals that the man who preached for a return to “pure Islam” was in fact a revolutionary (or a cynic, depending on which way you look at it), who reshaped Shi’ite Islam to suit himself and his lust for power, not hesitating to bend in accordance with the demands of a changing reality.

The Shi’ite faith was born out of a deep feeling of deprivation and grievance. The Shi’ites claim that the legal heir to the Prophet Mohammad was his son-in-law and cousin, Ali Ibn Abu Talib, and that all subsequent rule over Muslim believers should have been in the hands of his descendants. Shi’a is an abbreviation of the phrase “the faction of Ali.” The Sunnis, by contrast, claim that Mohammad died without appointing an heir. Ali did rule for a few years, from 656 to 661, but they were years of constant internal strife. Finally, he was murdered, whereupon the Umayyad dynasty took over and ruled from 661 to 750. To this day, the Shi’ites see that as a criminal and despicable usurpation, and the reign of the first three caliphs as an arbitrary confiscation of the Prophet’s inheritance. The Shi’a were born as victims of injustice.

In the dominant Shi’a tradition, there are, in effect, two kinds of people. The first is the superior few, generally no more than a dozen, who are entitled to issue religious directives independently, dictating to their followers. They are chosen in accordance with their knowledge and seniority by Shi’ite institutions, the most important of which are in the holy city of Qom in Iran.

All others are the “imitators,” who must choose one of the ayatollahs and obey his rulings.

For centuries, the greatest weakness in the Shi’ite establishment was the divisions and personal rivalries between the different ayatollahs. Only rarely did one of them rise above the others and manage to unite a large-scale following. Khomeini was the first in hundreds of years who succeeded in uniting almost the entire Shi’ite faith under his leadership.

Khomeini bore the hereditary title Sayyid, meaning “Lord,” used only by descendants of the Prophet Mohammad.

Since the first imam, Ali, rule over the Shi’a had passed from father to son. In 874, after the murder of the eleventh imam, al-Hassan al-Askari, his son, then a small child, is said to have gone into a cave at Samarra, some 100 kilometers north of Baghdad, and has never been seen since. The Shi’ites believe that when the day comes, the hidden imam will be revealed again, as the Mahdi, or messiah.

Khomeini belonged to the Mussawis, descendants of the seventh imam, Mussa ibn Jaafer. After seizing power and declaring the Islamic Republic, Khomeini appointed other sayyids from the same clan to most key positions, including the presidency, the head of the Supreme Court, the deputy speaker of the Majlis or Parliament, and dozens of ministers, deputy ministers, district governors, ambassadors, legislators, and directors of state-owned companies.

Sayyid Ahmad, Khomeini’s grandfather, settled in the city of Khomein in around 1840, and set up his own small religious school. He was considered a peerless Islamic scholar. Six months after his son Ruhollah was born, in 1902, Mustafa (Ahmad’s son) was murdered. The fact that he was stabbed six times and his son was only six months old rendered the child a bad kadam, or a child born under an evil sign, destined to bring only disaster on himself and his family. The repulsion with which the family and neighbors viewed the boy was so powerful that his mother sent him to a distant aunt, who undertook to bring him up until he turned sixteen.

As a young man in his family’s hometown of Khomein, the future revolutionary became a well-known preacher, acutely expert in the intricacies of the faith, but lacking in charismatic oratory. For many years he professed, at least outwardly, the conservative teachings of the Shi’a, by which religious sages do not rule themselves but only advise the king. In 1962, however, Khomeini underwent a dramatic change: After a period of seclusion, he emerged from his bedchamber convinced that he had been visited by the Archangel Gabriel, God’s special messenger, who had told him that Allah had chosen him for great things.

From that moment on, the ayatollah’s conduct was completely different. For one thing, he began to speak simply, abandoning his hitherto complex, profound style, so that more people would understand him. His new vocabulary was limited to some two thousand words. By sheer repetition of certain phrases they took on the nature of magical incantations. Second, he began to portray the world as a clash between good and evil. The evil must be uprooted and destroyed, a duty that had to be performed by the good, who were both judges and executioners. His followers among the poor found this persuasive.

Finally, in order to prepare himself for the role that he now desired, Khomeini shook off the basic separation of civil and religious authority that had always prevailed in the Muslim empires, and declared there was no longer a need for a king advised by religious sages. The government should be in the hands of the sages themselves. Not only was monarchical rule no longer acceptable, but so was any regime that was not headed by a religious authority. The presidents of Egypt and Syria and the kings of Jordan and Saudi Arabia were all heretics, whose rule was illegitimate.

Khomeini’s ideology, advocating a return to “pure Islam untouched by foreign influences,” constituted a great innovation for the Shi’a. And his next great innovation drastically changed the way the Shi’ites interpreted their defining historical event, the battle of Karbala, in 680. When Hussein, the son of the Imam Ali, tried to reclaim rule over Islam for his family, he and seventy of his followers were killed in the battle. The anniversary is marked in the Ashura ceremonies, where the participants cut themselves until the blood flows. The Iranians had mourned the death of Hussein for some fourteen hundred years, seeing it as a great tragedy. Khomeini told them that Hussein had died in honor, and that death should be sanctified, whereas life was something to have reservations about. “You must pray to Allah that he grant you the honor of dying for the sanctification of his name,” he preached.

Khomeini’s attitude to the issue of martyrdom was meant to prepare the ground for his assumption of power. He explained to his supporters that the highest sanction in the hands of the state was the power to execute its citizens. Take this sanction away, by changing death to a desired reward, and the state became powerless.

Khomeini’s next step was to shatter the most important traditional custom of Shi’ite theology. He allowed the believers, even encouraged them, to call him “Imam.” This title had been reserved by the Iranian Shi’ites for Ali and the eleven leaders who came after him. Until the inevitable return of the missing thirteenth imam at some unpredictable time, no religious sage had had the right to use the title. Without stating it explicitly, Khomeini was creating the impression that he was the missing imam, who had returned as a messiah, or Mahdi.

In 1963, a short time after formulating his new doctrine, Khomeini launched an open campaign against the Shah from Qom, Iran’s holiest city. He was swiftly arrested. Not long after, mass rioting broke out in the capital and other cities. Many were killed with the battle cry “Long live Khomeini!” on their lips. After a year in prison, he was released and placed under house arrest in Tehran before he was allowed to return to Qom, where he resumed his incitement against the regime. Khomeini now focused his attacks on the law that gave U.S. military personnel diplomatic immunity in Iran. He was arrested again and sent into exile in Turkey. From there he went to the Shi’ite holy city of Najaf in Iraq. The lessons that he taught there attracted more and more students, and during the 1970s he became, from afar, one of the most powerful of the Shah’s opponents. This physically weak, stern-featured seventy-seven-year-old, after a brief sojourn as an exile in Paris from September 1978, returned to his homeland on February 1, 1979. He was received by millions at Tehran’s airport, and without any weapons, defeated the sixth strongest army in the world.

 

In his comprehensive biography of Khomeini, The Spirit of Allah, the European-based Iranian writer Amir Taheri describes an audiocassette he obtained in the autumn of 1977 ostensibly of a sermon delivered by the cleric. To him it sounded like a forgery by the SAVAK, the Shah’s secret police, aiming to present Khomeini in a grotesque and ludicrous light. The sermon dealt mainly with a purported conspiracy between the Shah and “the Jews and the believers in the Cross,” first to degrade and then to destroy Islam in Iran. The Shah, continued the preacher, had plotted to force Muslims to accept the laws and government of the foreign enemies of Islam, and had even commissioned a portrait of the Imam Ali, the fourth caliph, in which “the champion of the believers” is depicted with blue eyes and a blond beard, as if to hint that one of the most important founding figures of Islam was actually a European Christian.

Taheri was convinced that the tape was the work of an actor, imitating Khomeini, for how could Khomeini himself have ignored the real economic and political problems of Iran, resorting instead to such a direct appeal to the lowest fanatical impulses prevalent amongst the ignorant masses? He maintained that the Shah’s secret service was trying to make Khomeini out to be a base character, who exploited people’s lowest impulses to incite them against the monarch, and that the ayatollah could not be so shallow.

But the recording is in fact authentic. With this cassette and many similar ones, Khomeini explained to his listeners how they were not only being denied the right to a decent life in this world, but as silent witnesses to “the crimes of the Shah against the Prophet and his descendants,” they were even at risk of losing the world to come. The Shah tried to teach “the little people” how to live, and he failed. Khomeini had now appeared to teach them how to die. He succeeded.

According to the Mossad’s estimate, by the end of 1978, over 600,000 cassettes containing recordings of Khomeini’s sermons had been distributed in Iran. Each one was listened to in secret by groups of ten or more Iranians, so that at least 6 million Iranians out of a population of 48 million had been exposed to the fanatical preacher by the late 1970s. They heard him saying things like, “The despised shah, that Jewish spy, the American snake, whose head must be crushed with a stone,” or, “The shah says that he is giving the people freedom. Listen to me, you puffed-up toad! Who are you, to grant liberty? It is Allah who grants liberty; it is the law that grants liberty, it is Islam that grants liberty, it is the constitution that grants liberty. What do you mean when you say you have granted us liberty? What gives you the ability to grant anything at all? Who do you think you are?”

It was on the strength of these tapes that Khomeini founded the first theocratic regime in modern times, in the fifteenth most populous country in the world. He defeated the mighty defense establishment that the Shah had built up, and he inherited the largest arsenal of modern weapons in the Middle East. He also inherited foreign currency reserves of over $30 billion, and an oil industry that brought in revenues of $120 million per day.

The distribution of the Khomeini cassettes was observed, of course, by the watchful eyes of the SAVAK. The organization’s heads asked the Shah for permission to raid Khomeini’s distribution centers—but it was refused. By this time, President Jimmy Carter was pressuring the ailing Shah about civil rights, and the Shah did not dare to limit freedom of expression in Iran in such a manner. The cassettes became legitimate merchandise in large retail chains. Khomeini soon dared to make his sermons even harsher and more outspoken. Another propaganda tool serving Khomeini was none other than the Persian-language broadcasts of the British Broadcasting Corporation. The channel gave him a platform. His regular broadcasts made him the unchallenged leader of the Iranian revolutionary movement. “Our movement,” he said in one of them, “is still like a tender sapling that needs the blood of martyrs to make it grow and become a tall tree.”

The BBC was not the only body to fall captive to Khomeini’s spell on the eve of his revolution. The elderly cleric realized that he would never be able to take power without the help of certain opposition groups, some of which were ideologically opposed to him. With the Shah as their common enemy, however, he entered into pacts with all of the rivals of the monarchy, playing down the vast differences among them. The Shi’ites have a name for this technique: khode, which means tricking someone into misjudging his position. Khomeini himself boasted in 1984 in an interview that he had employed khode in order to deceive “the enemies of Islam.”

Khomeini managed to gather together the moderate left, including both Communists and liberals, all of whom were confirmed secularists. These movements, mainly the Communist Toudeh Party, had all been crushed under the iron boot of the Shah’s secret service, despite his lip service to human rights and freedom of expression. They saw Khomeini as the harbinger of freedom, either turning a blind eye to the fanatical aspects of his preachings or seeing them as an attempt to win over the masses.

As for the opposition movement closest to his ideology, the Mujahideen Khalq, he promised the group a share of power when he got his hands on it. It was a promise he would fail to keep.

During his Iraqi exile, and then in France, Khomeini had sharpened two other concepts for use in his psychological warfare: tanfia, which means removing the enemy’s sting; and takiya, or concealing your true opinions from people when in a hostile environment. This blatantly cunning style of leadership, which Khomeini openly boasted of after taking over the reins of power, would have a significant impact on the conduct of the government of Iran after he died, and on the conduct of Shi’ites all over the world, but especially that of Hizballah.

 

The return of the exiled Khomeini as the leader of the first Islamic revolution in modern history was an enormous, unprecedented setback to the joint interests and combined efforts of the Americans and the Israelis in the Middle East.

One cannot grasp the magnitude of the blow that the revolution dealt to the defense establishments of America and Israel and their intelligence agencies, as well as the hostility that the new regime felt toward those countries, without a brief description of the clandestine aspects of those relationships.

From day one of its founding, Israel aimed to forge regional alliances with forces that were hostile to its own enemies, mainly the Arab states, on the principle that “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” The founder of the Mossad, Reuven Shiloah, termed this effort the “Peripheral Alliance Strategy”—a reference to the establishment of contacts, mostly clandestine, with countries located in the “outer belt” that borders Israel’s neighboring enemies on the other side—Iran, Turkey, and Ethiopia—and with underground movements of minorities having shared interests.

Another cornerstone of Israel’s foreign policy was the attempt to forge itself into a strategic and intelligence asset to the United States. Israel was eager to demonstrate that despite its diminutive size and lack of natural resources, it could succeed where the Americans could not. Israel sought to position itself as the final frontier protecting the West from the spread of communism into Asia and Africa. Issar Harel, the legendary Mossad director, said in his last interview, given for this book, that he wanted his organization to operate as “the long arm of the United States” in these arenas.

In the mid-and late 1950s Reuven Shiloah, then adviser to the foreign minister and envoy to the United States, forged a special relationship between the Israeli and American intelligence communities. He made the Asian and African initiative one of his top priorities and used his contacts in the State Department and the CIA to convince the United States of the importance of an Israeli presence on those continents. This was also one of the topics discussed between him and James Jesus Angleton, the CIA’s head of counterespionage, and probably the most powerful and loyal ally of Israel within the agency, past or present. As early as 1960, CIA director Allen Dulles was quoted as saying that Israel was now the only ally in the Middle East on which the CIA could rely.

The Peripheral Alliance Strategy was given the code name Klil (Hebrew for “Perfection”). Within its framework, a cooperation agreement was signed in August 1958 between the Mossad and its Turkish counterpart, MIT (Milli Istihbarat Teskilati or National Intelligence Organization). Later, through the efforts of Shiloah, it was joined by the Iranian SAVAK, the Persian acronym for the Royal Organization for Security and Intelligence. The tripartite agreement was named “Trident” (Mossad called it “Ultra-Watt”).

Immediately afterwards, Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion sent a personal letter to President Eisenhower, in which he explained: “With the goal of erecting a high dam to stem the Nasserite-Soviet tidal wave, we have begun tightening our links with several states on the outside perimeter of the Middle East…. Our goal is to organize a group of countries, not necessarily an official alliance, that would be able to resist Soviet expansion by proxy, such as [Gamal Abdul] Nasser [of Egypt].”

The Trident agreement called for periodic meetings between the heads of the intelligence bodies of the three states, with a different country serving as host each time. Israel considered this an unprecedented strategic achievement, having positioned itself as the central axis between two Muslim countries in a military-intelligence pact. In regional disputes that arose between Turkey and Iran, Trident served as a platform and Israel as arbitrator. Harel even ordered the construction of a special luxury installation near the Mossad Academy, north of Tel Aviv, in order to host these meetings and other secret guests.

“At the time,” observed a former top Mossad official who was involved in planning the Klil meetings, “all the heads of intelligence in Turkey, Iran, and Ethiopia had a direct link to the boss, whether it was the Shah or the Turkish prime minister or [emperor] Haile Selassie. Through Klil, it was possible to pass messages and ideas directly to the ruler. It gave us a double orgasm, and with the inclusion of Ethiopia, a triple orgasm.”

The Khomeini revolution was not a total surprise to everyone, as the episode recounted below will reveal. On March 13, 1978, a flight not listed in the register of the Iranian Civil Aviation Authority landed on the island of Kish, off the coast of southern Iran. There were only two passengers on board the large executive jet, which was painted white, with no markings. A ghost flight.

A platoon of heavily armed soldiers awaited the plane, with a large black limousine and men in civilian clothes standing by. The two passengers got off, shook hands warmly with the civilians, and disappeared into the black Mercedes. The soldiers mounted jeeps and two motorcycles and the convoy set off.

On the plane were Israeli ambassador Uri Lubrani and Mossad Tehran station chief Reuven Merhav, now on their way to a secret meeting with His Imperial Majesty Mohammad Reza Cyrus Pahlavi Shah. “On the way, we immediately saw that all the terrible rumors we had heard about Kish were all true,” Merhav recalls. Kish was the spot where the Shah had decided to build his own European-style holiday resort. It soon became his favorite residence, the location of his headquarters for most of the year, as well as the place where the egregious corruption of Iran’s royal family and leadership reached its peak.

Lubrani and Merhav had come to lay before the Shah a secret, revolutionary plan. Some people in Israel at that time were capable of looking ahead, beyond the horizon. The Mossad and the Foreign Ministry feared that the Shi’ites in Lebanon were increasingly becoming captives of extremist Islamist ideology. A young and fanatical preacher by the name of Mohammad Hussein Fadlallah, who would later become the spiritual compass for Hizballah, was already reaping great success among them. The Israelis believed that massive aid to this population, along the lines of the assistance Israel was already giving the Christians in Lebanon by rebuilding the wrecked infrastructure in the south—assistance in the export of commodities and in other economic matters—could prevent that process of radicalization. Lubrani and Merhav, with the blessing of the CIA station in Tehran, had come to Kish to try to persuade the Shah to finance the project.

Only Lubrani was granted an audience. He left the magnificent gilt-decorated chamber in a somber mood. “The Shah is detached from reality, living in a world of his own, almost delusional,” he told Merhav. “He is surrounded by sycophants who don’t tell him the truth about the situation in the country.” The Israelis didn’t know that by then, cancer was spreading through the body of the doomed monarch.

While Lubrani was with the Shah, Merhav had some meetings of his own, with top Iranian intelligence officials, and he took a trip around the island. “It was the playground for all the top people,” says Merhav. “There were scheduled flights there and back, but anyone wanting to buy a ticket had to get an okay from the SAVAK. Evidence of the astonishing corruption was everywhere. The two of us, Uri and I, were very negatively impressed by the hedonistic atmosphere, the extravagance. There was a special landing strip for a Concorde that flew there from Paris every two weeks, loaded with special delicacies. There were boutiques with the latest in French fashions. Next to the palace there were small holiday apartments that ministers and senior officials bought for hundreds of thousands of dollars, just to be close to His Majesty. And there was no shortage of prostitutes from France. In short, everything that money could buy.”

On the way back, the two Israelis discussed what they had seen and heard, and agreed that the regime was teetering, that something very bad was about to happen. Then they fell silent, each one with his own thoughts about the implications for the sensitive and important relationship between the fragile regime and Israel. Lubrani thought about the secret gigantic arms deals, while Merhav mulled over the future of “Ultra-Watt,” as the Mossad intelligence alliance with Iran was code-named.

Soon after their visit, the two men transmitted a grave warning to the Israeli security establishment: the rule of the Shah was crumbling. The unlikely coalition established between secular and religious opponents of his regime, along with the flagrant corruption and the monarch’s detachment from reality, were leading to the imminent demise of the Pahlavi dynasty.

Their reports were the topic of a special meeting held at the Mossad headquarters in Tel Aviv, with representatives of the Foreign Ministry, to decide whether the Israeli intelligence community should adopt their assessment, and what to do about the situation. Most of the participants felt that the reports were a reflection of the subjective impressions of people in the field who were too close to the events, too swayed by their acquaintance with the figures involved, and, most important, too affected by what they had seen during a single visit to Kish. Iran was strong, the group concluded; the Shah’s regime was established on the bayonets of the army and the interrogation cellars of the SAVAK, and would last for many more years. Nevertheless, one of those present said, “We can’t keep this to ourselves. We have to inform Gardenia.”

“Gardenia” was the code name used by the Israelis for the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. The United States and Iran maintained the closest of relationships, many aspects of which were kept secret. The depth and intimacy of these ties cannot be exaggerated. The United States saw in Iran and Israel its most important strongholds in its endeavors to prevent the Soviet Union from expanding into Asia and the Middle East.

The Mossad’s Tevel department, the organization’s liaison with other intelligence agencies, translated Merhav’s report from Hebrew into English, and officials brought it to a meeting with the CIA’s station heads in the U.S. Embassy in Tel Aviv. When they presented the major points, they noticed raised American eyebrows, a politer version of the blunter responses that the report had evoked from the Israelis themselves.

The report was forwarded to Washington, where the CIA’s experts on Iran and their State Department counterparts discounted it. The sixth biggest army in the world, equipped with the best of American armaments plus a huge, powerful, and very aggressive secret service, was being threatened by precisely whom—a fanatical preacher with a few whimsical followers? What exactly was he capable of doing? The CIA had thousands of informants in Iran at that time, far more than Lubrani and Merhav had, but the agency was nonetheless completely blind to what was happening in the country.

Two months later, Eliezer Tsafrir arrived in Tehran to replace Merhav as head of the Mossad station. After a brief overlapping period, Merhav handed over to Tsafrir the keys to his official car and to the comfortable residence that the Iranians had put at the disposal of the chief Israeli spy in their country.

“You’ve got the keys now,” Merhav said gloomily, “but I’m afraid I’m handing over more than just a flat and a car. I’m worried that this friend of ours will soon be an enemy, that our intimate intelligence partner will become one of our main adversaries, and that he’ll give us a very hard time. I’m giving you Iran with a time fuse.”

 

Khomeini made all the right moves. The Shah, however, made mistakes. His son, Reza Cyrus Pahlavi, is perhaps the best person to explain his downfall:


My father, in a way, was a gambler who lost in the biggest wager of his life. He thought he would be able to educate the public to undergo many changes and make it adjust to the modern era. All of this was happening during the Cold War, in a society in which 70 percent of its members didn’t know how to read or write. The pace of progress in Iran was such that it made the social fabric very fragile.

Father never saw how the ignorant rural population fell victim to Khomeini’s manipulation. Those people had religious feelings but they were also very naïve, easily tempted, and confused—which is what Khomeini wanted—between modernization and Westernization. They were convinced that the steps father was taking were anti-religious.

My father made another mistake when he failed to understand the Communists, who were being encouraged by Moscow to undermine the relations between Iran and the United States. The leftists thought they’d topple the government and that Khomeini would retire to Qom to teach Islam, and leave the government to them. They were wrong of course. Khomeini came and killed or expelled them all.



During the second half of the 1970s, Khomeini’s propaganda began bearing fruit. The small demonstrations in the provincial cities reached Tehran and the number of participants rose steadily, from tens to hundreds to thousands. As the demonstrations swelled, the weakness of the police became increasingly evident. As Brigadier General Yitzhak Segev, an Israeli military attaché in Tehran at that time, explains: “The Iranians on the government side were fools. There’s no other way to put it. Their faith in the Shah and his strength was blind, not to say drugged, and fed on the faith of the Shah himself, who used to boast that he had already known eight American presidents, all of whom were gone, while he was still there. Unlike earlier occasions, when orders were given to open fire, this time the Shah hesitated, because of his serious illness and also because of Carter’s threats that he would not go through with the sale of F-18 aircraft if the Shah continued violating human rights.”

One day in August 1978, Iranian air force commander General Amir Hossein Rabiei summoned Segev to a secret meeting in Tehran. “I want to ask something personal of you,” Rabiei said, as Segev recalls. “‘Bring General [Moshe] Dayan here. The Shah admires him very much. Somebody has to tell him what’s going on in the streets.’ I told him, ‘But General, it is you who always tells me that every time you wait for an audience with the Shah, you sit in the first chair of twelve, because he respects you so much. Why don’t you tell him?’ Rabiei looked at me in surprise and with a little contempt. ‘That’s correct, but he sits on an elevated throne and looks down on us and all we can say is, “Yes, sir, yes, sir.” And all the time he is crying or laughing alternately, and saying, “Have pity on my people.”’”

Moshe Dayan was foreign minister at the time, but was still thought of mainly as a general by the Iranians. He flew in urgently on a commercial flight, wearing a wig, a hat, and sunglasses to hide his trademark eye-patch. As Segev recounts: “Before the meeting with the Shah, Geizi Tsafrir [who had replaced Merhav as head of the Mossad station] took Dayan to meet General Nasiri [the head of SAVAK]. Dayan said to him, ‘Listen, Nasiri, I hear from my people that you have problems here and the regime is tottering.’ Nasiri smiled and said, ‘My dear general, I don’t know what your people report to you, but we are in full control of the situation. There is no need to discuss that marginal subject. I wish to speak to you about the topic that really bothers His Majesty, the war between Ethiopia and Somalia.’ Dayan tried again later in the conversation to get back to the internal situation, but Nasiri smiled again and said, ‘But General Dayan, I have assured you that we are in full control.’ Dayan turned to me and whispered in Hebrew, ‘He’s completely senile, this is a waste of time.’ The meeting with the Shah himself produced the same result.”

In January 1978, a flyer concocted by the SAVAK, highly insulting to Khomeini, was distributed in Tehran in the name of a new independent organization. In August, the SAVAK’s forgery was exposed and this new provocation sparked a wave of protests, starting in Qom and spreading to Tabriz and several other cities. Security forces shot at the crowds, but still showed some restraint and refrained from using all of their firepower to quell the rioting; nevertheless, hundreds were killed.

Two weeks later, in early September, an Iraqi Airlines plane on an unscheduled flight landed at Tehran’s Meharabad Airport, carrying only one passenger, Barazan al-Takriti, the half brother of the ruler of Iraq, Saddam Hussein. He was the head of Saddam’s secret police, who had come with a message to the Shah: You must treat the rioters with an iron fist, and Iraq will come to your aid if you need us. Al-Takriti hinted to the Shah that it would be no problem to have Khomeini eliminated in Najaf, Iraq—where Khomeini had been living since 1966. The Shah now made the mistake that would cost him his throne. Instead of accepting the tacit offer, he requested that Iraq deport Khomeini. Al-Takriti acquiesced, and France agreed to take the exile in.

As Merhav explains, “The Shah never understood that it was precisely in Iraq that Khomeini was still under some kind of supervision, and in any case stuck in a hole far from the media’s spotlights. The Shah gave him, on a silver platter, all of the world’s media.”

At the request of Khomeini’s followers, France also agreed to have a number of telephone and telex lines installed in the post office near the ayatollah’s new home, linked directly to Iran. For the first time in sixteen years, Khomeini was able to maintain almost hourly contact with his field commander in Tehran, Ayatollah Murtaza Mutahhari. A local recording studio cancelled all of its other dealings in order to produce thousands of cassettes of the ayatollah’s daily broadcasts and interviews, for shipment to Tehran. Khomeini’s broadcasts now reached Iran almost immediately. Journalists from all over the world waited on line outside his home to film and to interview the holy man.

The French government, practicing high-level realpolitik, believed that a Khomeini government would be beneficial, helping to steer military and civilian contracts to France. President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing even began trying to persuade the Shah’s Western allies not to prolong his reign. Hundreds of thousands of Iranians were marching in Tehran’s streets every day. Brigadier General Segev describes the scene vividly: “Have you ever heard a million people shouting together? It’s scary and awesome at the same time. By this time we [the Israeli staff in Tehran] were already worried about being attacked, and we went into the streets wearing only revolutionary Persian clothes. We joined the demonstrations in order to report home on what was happening. The demonstrations were organized in an exemplary and orderly fashion. The protestors had flowers ready, and when they met soldiers, they would approach them with a smile and stick flowers into the barrels of their rifles.”

Between October 1, 1978, and January 31, 1979, the day before Khomeini’s return to Tehran, more than 100,000 well-heeled people fled the country. They took with them some $15 billion. This exodus, and the export of almost 10 percent of the country’s foreign currency reserves, was a vote of no confidence in the Shah’s regime on the part of his most natural supporters.

By November 1978, the country was almost totally paralyzed. Its main services, commerce, and the oil industry nearly stopped functioning. The Shah had lost his grip on the population and it was unclear whether the armed services were still with him. Khomeini had begun to set up an alternative administration by issuing decrees and appointing delegations to supervise their implementation. Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani was dispatched to the oil fields as his representative. On December 22, the heads of the Israeli delegation in Tehran gathered for a difficult meeting in the home of Mossad station chief Geizi Tsafrir, to discuss the possibility of having to evacuate the entire Israeli community in the city. Meanwhile, Israel began evacuating women and children and the experts of the Tzor program, the arms deals signed between Israel and Iran in 1977, who took all the blueprints for the weapons systems with them.

When Ayatollah Khomeini took power, he immediately broke off all ties between Iran and Israel. The Israelis were extremely nervous as to whether the Iranians would move to claim the return of the immense advances that had been paid for the Tzor project and for which nothing had been provided. When the amounts that Israel owed Iran became clear to Khomeini’s regime, the Iranians decided to sue for $5 billion. The debt was made up of three components: oil supplied by Iran but not paid for; weapons that were paid for but never supplied; and the amounts paid in advance for the six parts of Operation Tzor, which never came to fruition. International arbitration on the matter has been going on since 1983 in Geneva and Paris. The basic Israeli claim in the arbitration is: we signed the deals with the Shah, who was replaced in an illegal process by a regime that we do not acknowledge. Bring back the Shah and we will pay you back your money.

By January 1979, Iran would descend into full-scale chaos, and the Israelis and Iranian Jews left behind would be in serious danger.








CHAPTER 2

Death to the Infidels




On January 1, 1979, Erwin Muller, a former Gestapo officer and member of the Spider network that smuggled top Nazis out of Germany after World War II, sat beside the gates of two magnificent animal cages, now open and empty, and wept. Brigadier General Yitzhak Segev, the Israeli military attaché in Tehran, stood next to him and tried to find words to console him. “In the hallucinatory situation that we were all in, with the mobs flooding the streets with holy fury, this was a particularly hallucinatory comic interlude,” Segev recalls. Khomeini’s mobs were taking control in Iran. The royal family was on the run—and not all of their royal pets could survive.

Four years earlier, the director of Israel’s National Parks Authority, General Avraham Yaffeh, had had the idea of recreating herds of the animals that had roamed the country in biblical times, among them the fallow deer. Such animals, he discovered, could be found in Iran. At around the same time, the brother of the Shah, Prince Abdul Reza, a pampered member of the royal family, came on a visit to Israel. His major occupation was hunting. The walls of his palaces were full of stuffed trophies. He told his hosts that he had heard that in the Negev Desert there was an ibex with a horn span 1.5 meters wide, three centimeters more than the world record. Yaffeh seized the opportunity and made a deal: Israel would allow him to hunt an ibex in exchange for a pair of fallow deer.

The minister of agriculture issued a special hunting license. The ibex was located and steered to an appropriate site, where the prince was allowed to fire a fatal bullet. The royal taxidermist who had accompanied Abdul Reza immediately injected embalming substances to ensure the carcass’s preservation. The grateful prince promptly issued a permit for the export of a pair of fallow deer from Iran. For budgetary reasons, the Israeli Parks Authority left the matter in abeyance until the last minute. On November 28, 1978, as rioting in Iran approached a crescendo and the government’s grip weakened, the Parks Authority sent a crew to Tehran. With vehicles and security provided by Segev, they travelled to a nature preserve on the shore of the Caspian Sea, picked up two pairs of fallow deer (the royal family had generously broadened the original permit for one pair), and returned to Tehran, where they hoped to lodge the animals in the local zoo until a flight to Israel could be arranged. But the director of the zoo, Erwin Muller, flatly refused. As Segev recalls, “We applied some pressure on the embassy security officer and we put the beasts into a corral that we fenced off in the embassy yard.”

Then another problem cropped up. It turned out that in order to fly the animals out, a special permit was required, and Muller was the only person competent to issue it. “We asked him, and to our surprise he agreed,” says Segev. “And we soon understood the reason for his generosity. He would grant the permit only if we agreed that the royal tiger and lion be included in the shipment. The Shah kept the animals in cages in his palace grounds, under Muller’s care, but as the riots spread they were moved to the zoo. Muller was frightened that like the other symbols of the monarchy, they would fall victim to the angry mobs, and he wanted them shipped to Holland. I had no choice, and I agreed.”

After another round of heavy pressure, this time applied to El Al Airline managers in Tehran, and a flood of phone calls from Israel, space was allocated on the next flight out for the four deer and the lion and tiger, at the expense of some Jewish passengers and the cargo of carpets they wanted to ship out. On January 1, 1979, Segev arrived at the zoo in a convoy of vehicles, to pick up the two big cats. He found Muller there, crying. “It turned out we were a couple of hours too late. Thousands of demonstrators had broken into the zoo and slaughtered both of the big cats. Muller was distraught with grief.”

Segev sped off to the airport. The deer were loaded onto the plane and flown to Israel. They were eventually turned loose in a nature preserve near Haifa, on Mount Carmel. Ten years later, a forest fire swept through the area, destroying much of the preserve’s flora and fauna, but the fallow deer and their numerous offspring bunched together in a small clearing (around a modest monument that had been erected by Carmella and Yitzhak Segev, in memory of their son Sharon, who fell in the line of duty in the IDF’s Armored Corps). They survived the blaze. Today there are 650 fallow deer in Israel, all of them descendants of the two couples brought out of Iran.

 

The differing fates of the cats and the deer mirrored the two possibilities facing many foreigners in Iran at the time of the revolution. As the turmoil swelled and the United States maintained its pressure on Tehran not to violate human rights, the Iranian top brass played with the idea of carrying out a military coup, but couldn’t decide how and where to begin. As Segev recalls, “All of the senior officers were waiting for the visit of the deputy commander in chief of American Forces in Europe, General Robert E. Huyser, who came on January 8, 1979, a week before the Shah’s departure. They wanted to hear from him only one thing—that if they took over the government, the United States would prevent a Russian invasion of Iran. That is all. They could have handled everything else by themselves, eight hundred thousand troops, eight hundred generals.”

The United States, however, wanted to keep the regime the way it was. The administration believed that a coup attempt would be the worst move the army could make. Huyser came to Tehran in order to thwart any attempt at a putsch by the generals. All he would say was that President Carter had sent him to ensure a democratic Iran. He succeeded in sewing discord among the generals and causing enough disputes and confusion to frustrate plans for a coup, and the minute he left Tehran, ties between some of the generals and the revolting mullahs tightened. The chief of staff, General Abbas Gharabaghi, and many senior SAVAK officials, saw which way the wind was blowing and took steps to ensure their futures by going over to the revolutionaries.

On January 16, the Shah—ailing and debilitated—decided that without American backing, he had best pack up and leave. He took a box with a few clods of Iranian soil, and with his wife Farah Diba and a handful of aides flew to Egypt, where he was welcomed as a head of state by his friend, President Anwar al-Sadat. Many Iranians sincerely believed that the Shah would return once again, as in 1953, with still greater power, backed by the CIA and British intelligence. Some generals, who still regarded him as their commander in chief, tried to contact him in Egypt, but they were told that his imperial majesty, the king of kings, was on a private visit and that all matters should be referred in his absence to the council of regents. Air Force commander General Rabiei was determined to shoot down any aircraft carrying Khomeini to Iran, but insisted that the Shah approve this idea before he issued orders. Since he never managed to speak personally to the monarch, he had to cancel the plan.

Though many generals did not know what to do, Khomeini had few doubts. He intentionally cultivated the image of a strongman. One of the first orders he gave to his personal representative in Tehran, Ayatollah Mutahhari, shortly before his arrival, was that only approved photographs of himself should be printed and displayed in public. He especially opposed the distribution of two photographs that had been plastered all over the city—one showing him wearing spectacles, which he feared could be construed as a sign of weakness, and the other showing him smiling kindly. Islamic tradition states clearly that the Prophet Mohammad never smiled and that he dismissed those who smiled as superficial and morally dubious. Within days, all of the objectionable portraits had been taken down and replaced with new ones, in which the imam’s thick eyebrows were highlighted, suggesting angry determination.

On February 1, Khomeini loyalists took over Tehran’s Meharabad international airport. The ayatollah landed there in a chartered Air France jumbo jet and was greeted by triumphant rejoicing such as Iran had never before witnessed.

Avraham Geffen,* an Iranian Jew who was to play many clandestine roles in the long war with Iran, was working at that time in the El Al office in Tehran. He was one of the local Jews who provided logistical help to the Israeli Embassy and the offices of the Jewish Agency (a body that organizes immigration to Israel). He would soon try to help secure the escape of Israeli government personnel.

“On the day that Khomeini arrived,” Geffen recalls, “I was called urgently to the airport, whose administrators were still functioning, more or less, and from their point of view I was the El Al representative. They brought welding tools and broke into the safe in the El Al office at the airport. The company owed them money, and they were honest. They took in cash what was coming to them, and they gave me the rest to transfer to Israel via banks abroad.

“When Khomeini’s plane arrived, everyone went out to welcome the ayatollah. I was standing twenty meters away from him, and hundreds of guards were separating him from the excited crowds. All of Iran’s streets were strewn with flowers on that day. When the plane landed, state TV played the anthem of the Shah’s regime. The reaction was not long in coming, and the Revolutionary Guards occupied the network building.”

Brigadier General Segev recalls the confusion among the old guard. “A week before Khomeini arrived, I met Generals Rabiei and [army aviation chief Manucher] Khosrodad. I asked them if they were intending to do anything. Raviei asked me, ‘Segev, do you think we’re going to sit and do nothing? Khomeini is going to land here. We’ll take him with his entourage from the airport to Kish Island and kill them all.’ On the strength of that meeting, I advised [Foreign Minister] Dayan to leave the embassy’s senior staff where they were. We evacuated fifteen hundred Israelis, but I hoped that things would work out in the end and I wanted to keep a foothold intact. I was afraid that if we abandoned the embassy entirely, we wouldn’t be able to come back.”

When Khomeini returned, Segev, like Geffen, stood amid the welcoming crowds. “We saw the mass of humanity flooding the airport,” Segev recalls, “and then I saw my friend General Rabiei arriving in his personal helicopter, in order to fly Khomeini away himself. He thought that that’s how he would get himself immunity.” Needless to say, it wasn’t to the island of Kish that the commander of the Imperial Air Force piloted the revolutionary leader.

Khomeini turned down a proposed series of visits to the universities that had been hotbeds of the revolution so as not to share the glory with the partners in his triumph, and headed instead for the Tehran cemetery, where he made a fiery speech. “Islam has been moribund for almost fourteen hundred years; we have returned it to life with the blood of our youth…. Very soon we will liberate Jerusalem and pray there.” As for the government of Shahpour Bakhtiar, who had been appointed prime minister by the Shah before he left, Khomeini dismissed it with one short sharp statement: “I will break their teeth.”

On February 11, that government crumpled; Bakhtiar admitted he had lost control and fled the country disguised as an Air France steward. His government was replaced by one headed by Mehdi Bazargan, a Khomeini supporter whom the imam decided to make use of in the interim period after the revolution. Khomeini did not want to be too closely associated with the purges to come.

There were thirty-four Israelis stranded in Tehran when the revolution broke out, including office and security personnel of the embassy, Mossad and military, the Jewish Agency, and El Al. They hid out in three apartments. Avraham Geffen and another Iranian Jew carried messages between the apartments and brought food and drink. They also brought the ambassador, Yosef Harmelin, and his staff fresh news from the corridors of power, which they acquired through old connections and substantial bribes. Amazingly, the international telephone exchange was still working and they were in contact with Israel.

The embassy itself had hardly been functioning since the Shah left. Only the security officer and a few other workers were there, and Iranian army tanks stood outside. Other remaining staffers were in hiding. Most of the embassy’s secret documents had been flown to Israel in November 1978, preventing a preview of what was to happen at the U.S. Embassy ten months later. On the morning of February 10, one Israeli, Zadok Ofir, hiding in an apartment with several others, began making a traditional Jewish chulent stew for lunch. While it was cooking, Harmelin and Segev decided to go and see what was happening at the embassy. They were stunned to find that the tanks had gone. Segev returned to the apartment and put a call through to chief of staff Gharabaghi, who had already made his secret deal with Khomeini and was one of the few top officers to survive the purges that started soon afterward. He told Segev that the army had decided to adopt a neutral position and therefore all forces had been ordered to return to their bases. The conclusion was that the embassy was now at the mercy of the revolutionaries. Rumors reached Segev that a mob was marching on the airport, and he made a call and ordered the one remaining El Al jumbo jet to take off immediately.

Three hours later, Avraham Geffen joined one of the demonstrations, carrying a picture of Khomeini and chanting slogans against the Shah. “Suddenly I saw someone go onto the platform and begin to incite the thousands of people there against America and Israel, ranting about all the things that should be done to them. The bottom line of his speech was a call to march to the Israeli Embassy not far from there. The huge crowd, perhaps ten thousand people, cheered in agreement. I dashed to my car and I told the local El Al branch chief to step on the gas. We made for the embassy, but got stuck in a traffic jam on the way. It looked as if all of Tehran had taken to the streets. I got out of the car and ran like a rocket, faster than I ever thought I could, toward the embassy.

“The Iranian guard unit wasn’t there anymore and the Israeli security guard let me in. Inside, I found a few guards and embassy staffers going about their business as if nothing was happening. I started screaming at them, trying to understand what exactly they were doing there while the mob was approaching. At first, they never quite believed that such a thing could be happening in Tehran. They didn’t want to leave the embassy, which was very dear to them. I yelled that they were crazy, and if they didn’t run away quickly, the mob would come and kill them all. In the end I persuaded them and they immediately set fire to some boxes of secret material that they had prepared for destruction. Everyone piled into a few cars and left through the back gate of the embassy. A few minutes later, the mob arrived. They couldn’t break down the gate, so they climbed over the fence. Very soon they had conquered the embassy.”

Segev also wanted to get back to the embassy, but couldn’t get through the mob. He watched the proceedings from a distance. “There were a quarter of a million people there, I estimated, protesting in front of the embassy, and pushing against the fences.”

Geffen recalls what happened next: “I went back a few hours later, like an interested onlooker. I speak and look like a native and no one suspected me. I arrived just in time for a speech by Yasser Arafat from a balcony before a tumultuous, inflamed crowd in the embassy courtyard. He asked the Revolutionary Guards to hang the PLO flag over the embassy, where the Israeli flag had been, and he said the building would now be the Palestinian Embassy. The Iranians agreed, of course.”

The crowd looted everything that could be moved. Some of them got hold of a gigantic Persian carpet that had once graced the floor of the ambassador of Nazi Germany in Tehran. After World War II, the Jews of Tehran had purchased the carpet and in the 1960s donated it to the Israeli Embassy.

For the staffers in 1979, the escape from the embassy was only the start of their drama. From the embassy, Segev drove to the General Staff Headquarters to protest against the embassy takeover. When he got there, he found that it too had been taken over. He called General Rabiei on the phone and asked for a plane to fly the remaining Israelis out, but was told the airport was already under the control of Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti, someone to be avoided at all costs. General Khosrodad told Segev that he would be able to get him out, but as for the rest, he could only say he was really sorry.

Segev remembers it vividly:


We went back home. We were hiding in my apartment, which was known to be the residence of the military attaché. I ordered an immediate evacuation. But Zadok said, “Come on, Itzik [diminutive of Yitzhak], I’ve spent hours on this chulent.” I thought about it for a while and I decided, fuck them. We’ll eat this stew whether Khomeini likes it or not. We sat down to eat, and put a sentry by the window. In the middle of the meal, the sentry reported that a Revolutionary Guards jeep had pulled up outside and armed men had entered the building. We drew our pistols and waited for them next to the door. We were tense. We decided to kill them off, something like Samson when he said, “Let me die with the Philistines.” We looked through the peephole and saw them coming up the stairs, passing by our door, and going up the stairs to the third floor. It turned out that they had come to pick up a senior revolutionary commander, who had been a top army officer and had defected. He was a good friend and had even taken part in meetings in my apartment. To his credit, although he knew who lived under him, he never turned us in.

The revolutionaries departed with my neighbor, and we went back to the chulent. Two minutes later, there was a knock on the door. The landlord had arrived with a huge basket full of towels. He was sure that they’d killed us and he’d come to clean up. Instead of corpses, he found us chomping our stew, and he stood there frozen in shock.



Years later, in June 2007, at a historical forum near Tel Aviv assembled as part of the research for this book, old enemies met, as new friends, to reconstruct the events of January 1979. Among them were Segev and Hani al-Hassan, the PLO’s first ambassador to Iran, who had directed the revolution’s intelligence efforts and commanded the imam’s bodyguards during the days immediately following Khomeini’s return.

Al-Hassan recalled with a grin: “We knew that General Segev was in Tehran and running for his life. We did everything to try and trap him. We wanted to swap him for Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails.” Segev responded, in turn, that “Hani al-Hassan was at that time one of the targets on the hit list of Israeli intelligence.”

Today, the two bitter enemies have founded the Sons of Abraham Association, dedicated to peace. Al-Hassan says he regrets that the Palestine Liberation Organization was one of the few allies that Khomeini had in the Arab world before the revolution. It trained the core of the Revolutionary Guards at its bases in Lebanon, and assisted with funds, guidance, and equipment. When Khomeini flew into Iran, he summoned Yasser Arafat and requested as much help as he could provide in the formation of the new regime.

Arafat flew into Tehran on February 5, with al-Hassan and a large crew of the PLO’s best-trained commandos, Force 17, Arafat’s personal bodyguards, whom he turned over to protect Khomeini. Al-Hassan explains that among the documents that had been neither removed nor burned at the embassy was a list of the names of all the Mossad agents in Iraq. Arafat ordered that the document be delivered immediately to Saddam Hussein. Among his other duties, al-Hassan was the PLO’s liaison with the Iraqi ruler, who was very fond of him. Despite Arafat’s explicit order, however, al-Hassan evaded handing over the list. “I didn’t know if it was genuine, or just a Mossad attempt to spread disinformation. I knew one thing—Saddam never took chances with things like this. The minute he got the list he would have all the people on it rounded up, tortured, and eventually murdered. I didn’t want to have it on my conscience.”

Meanwhile, life in Iran became more dangerous for many people, not just the remaining Israelis. Khomeini’s people began hunting down members of the opposition. At first, violence was used only against the Shah’s senior personnel. Khomeini ordered the execution of several senior officers in order to nip in the bud any remnant notions of a coup by the old imperial army. Mock trials were arranged. Among the first victims were General Nasiri, for years the commander of the mighty SAVAK, and General Khosrodad. The task of presiding over a show trial was offered to a number of mullahs, but they politely rejected the historical opportunity. In the end, the imam instructed Ayatollah Khalkhali to do the job. Khalkhali acted with dispatch, turning a classroom into a courtroom, where he sentenced five generals to death. The generals were taken to the roof of the school building and blindfolded. In photographs of the event, signs of torture are clearly visible on their bodies. Next, many other leaders of the military and the defense establishment were executed. Some of them were “killed” three times—by shooting, hanging, and drowning. Others were shown more respect: they were seated on carpets from their native districts and shot in the head.

“Altogether, I formed strong and friendly ties with sixty senior members of the regime in Iran,” says Segev. “To my great regret, in the days after Khomeini’s return I was forced to see fifty of them killed, on television or with my own eyes. My name was explicitly mentioned in some of the verdicts. One of them was the man from the airport administration who had helped me get approval for the takeoff of the El Al jumbo jet. I don’t regret our relations with Iran, they were a strategic asset, but to have all of these things on my conscience was very hard in those days.”

 

Ultimately, the twelve Israelis who had taken refuge in Segev’s apartment on February 10 decided to leave. The group began wandering from one Jewish home to another, and in each home the frightened residents hinted gently that their presence was not wanted.

Once, to obtain vegetables, Segev went to the market. He didn’t know that buyers were expected to bargain with vendors, because his wife had always done the family’s marketing, so he attracted attention. A local commander armed with a Kalashnikov AK-47 began asking questions. “I took him aside, and told him I was from the PLO and represented it in Iran. All of a sudden it turned out that he spoke Arabic, and knew quite a lot about the PLO. Luckily, a few weeks earlier, Military Intelligence had sent out a background review, so I could show him that I knew what I was talking about. His eyes lit up, and he took me back to the stall and told them enthusiastically that I represented the only body that supported the revolution and ordered them to give me everything free. Years later, I told this story to Arafat, and he said dryly, ‘You bastard. I see that your Palestinian identity saved your life.’”

“One morning,” says Geffen, “I woke up before everyone else in our hiding place in an apartment in Eisenhower Street. I looked out of the window and I saw that the game was up. The building was surrounded by heavily armed soldiers and jeeps mounted with heavy machine guns. We were sure they were there for us. After a brief parley, I went downstairs, like an inquisitive resident of the building, and started speaking to one of the soldiers, standing at the ready next to a machine gun. ‘What’s going on?’ I asked. ‘Who are you looking for?’ It turned out that the Revolutionary Guards intelligence suspected there was a CIA agent living in the building. But they had already broken into the apartment and found it empty and would be leaving shortly. I agreed with him, at the top of my voice, that all of the American and Israeli agents must be wiped out, and the sooner the better. I was so relieved that they hadn’t come for us that I launched into a long speech of praise for Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Later I even put together some light refreshments for the soldiers.”

Eventually, it was arranged in a meeting between Minister of Defense Weizman and CIA representatives in Tel Aviv that the Israelis would fly out with a group of Americans in two Pan Am planes that were due to land in Tehran in mid-February. At the airport there was a six-hour wait, as tensions were high. Finally, after hours on the plane and repeated passport checks, one plane took off. The Israelis, who had gone through so much in the previous weeks, asked the pilot not to report that there were Israelis on board until they were clear of Iranian airspace because they feared they could still be forced to land. It was only when they landed in Frankfurt and saw the El Al plane that would take them on to Israel that they knew they were safe.

By the end of 1979, some thirteen thousand Iranian officers had resigned or been dismissed, including all with the rank of brigadier or higher. Of some eighty senior generals who had served as the top command under the Shah, at least seventy were executed, along with two hundred other commanders.

The revolution had no definitive plans, either economic or social, or even political. Khomeini had no idea of how to rule the country he had just taken over, which was so vast and so wealthy, but also so full of problems. He bestowed more and more tracts of land on the groups of mullahs who were his power base, but he had no understanding at all of banking, oil economics, industry, or social services. Whenever he encountered a problem in any of these spheres, which until then had been handled in accordance with the Shah’s Western ideas, he would say that it was all “a web of intrigue woven by the Jews,” and repeat the most significant slogan that he had coined during his long years of exile in Iraq: “Islam is the solution.”

As a substitute for an agenda, the Khomeini revolution turned to mass murder, and purity laws. Women had to cover up. A series of bans on music, contraceptives, alcohol, and card and dice games were imposed.

The Revolutionary Guards, which were set up soon after Khomeini’s return to Iran under the name “The Revolutionary Organization of the Masses of the Islamic Republic,” became the regime’s main instrument for holding the country in a steel grip. The Guards protected the regime and enforced its orders and laws at home; they also tried to export revolution abroad. When Iraq invaded the country in 1980, the Revolutionary Guards even took over command of the armed forces.

In parallel, Khomeini began to act against his most committed allies. The Mujahideen Khalq movement,* which was also known as the Iranian Freedom Fighters, had been fighting the Shah since 1965, at first non-violently. In the 1970s, the leaders of the movement began to believe that only violent action could bring about the end of the monarchy. Their attacks started in outlying areas of the cities and remote provinces, but they later began operating in the center of the country as well. In response, the Shah pitted the SAVAK against them and had several members executed.

The Mujahideen, religious extremists who in some senses were to the right of Khomeini on the political spectrum, had joined Khomeini’s movement, but they soon realized that the revolution that was unfolding before their eyes was hardly the kind of victory they had hoped for. They were excluded from power, and soon became the chief opposition to Khomeini. At first the group organized peaceful protests, then demonstrations, and finally a series of quite successful violent actions against Khomeini power centers. The peak came on June 28, 1981, when a powerful bomb went off in the headquarters of the Islamic Republican Party in southern Tehran, killing Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti, second in command to Khomeini, and over seventy others leaders, including ten ministers and deputy ministers, as well as Mohammad “Ayatollah Ringo” Montazeri, a senior military commander who got his nickname because of his love of firearms.

Hashemi Rafsanjani, a future two-term president, was saved from certain death by leaving the meeting of the party leadership minutes before the blast. The deaths of strongman Beheshti and so many other key personages threw Tehran into chaos, and for some hours it looked as if the Islamic regime was on its last legs. But Khomeini once more succeeded in closing ranks, calling on the nation to stand firm and be even more prepared for sacrifice.

Khomeini acted harshly and decisively. His followers chased down the Mujahideen’s members, and the revolutionary courts had them executed in droves. A wave of executions began that continued for a year without interruption. On one day, September 19, 1981, 149 people, mostly aged sixteen to twenty-five, were shot to death in Tehran’s Evin Prison, including thirty-two women. By the end of the year, those sentenced to death numbered 6,000.

The revolutionary regime had also begun a crackdown on the Jews of Iran.

Signs of anti-Semitism had begun appearing in the Islamist struggle against the Shah in the middle of 1978. Shi’ite clerics incited believers against the Jews. Leaflets were distributed calling for revenge against the Jews for “the crimes of international Zionism, and for their plundering the resources of the state and consistent support for Israel, the enemy of the Arabs and of Islam.” Leaders of the Jewish community received threatening letters, wealthy merchants were called upon to get out of the country, and slogans like “Death to the Jews” were daubed on synagogue walls. In September 1978, a Jewish student was murdered in the city of Mashad, and in Hamadan an attempt was made to blow up the community’s building. Anti-Semitic publications such as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, with a commentary by Nazi propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels, were translated into Farsi and disseminated throughout the country. Ayatollah Yahya Noori called openly for attacks on the Jews. The merchants of Tehran’s Grand Bazaar boycotted their Jewish colleagues and bought nothing from them; word was that they would soon be able to take it all for free when the Jews were wiped out.

The seeds of anti-Semitism planted before the revolution took root and grew into one of the perennial and most prominent themes of declarations by the leaders of Iran, who sometimes mixed their attacks on Zionism and calls to destroy Israel, vicious enough in themselves, with the slogans of classical European Jew hatred and sweeping generalized attacks on Jews everywhere. The new regime made life difficult for the population in general, but their attitude to the Jews was particularly hostile. Khomeini’s militias patrolling the streets easily found excuses to make targets of the homes and businesses of Jews even before they evolved into the Revolutionary Guards. Moreover, Khomeini ordered the cessation of free emigration for Iranians, as the wealthy ones who had failed to leave before the Shah did now tried to do. The regime demanded that anyone wanting to emigrate must receive permission from the authorities and would be allowed to take only a minimal amount of money and valuables.

The assessment in the Mossad was that immediately after the impending revolution, chaos would reign in Iran; and indeed, in the years 1979–81, in a complex and clandestine operation code-named Shulhan Arukh or “Laid Table,” the Mossad exploited the turmoil to rescue some 40,000 Jews out of a total of 100,000. It used any and all means to do so. This operation was executed by Bitzur, the Mossad’s section that deals with diasporic Jewish communities in danger.

Central to the operation was Avraham Geffen. After the Israeli Embassy personnel departed, Geffen, who had worked as a kind of all-purpose messenger for El Al and the Jewish Agency (which was in charge of the immigration of Jews to Israel before the revolution), was the only person left in Tehran who could handle the loose ends that they had left behind. In the post-revolutionary chaos, he was overlooked by the militants, and so survived.

Geffen was brought into the operation some weeks after the revolution, when he received a call from David Shofet, the son of the head of the Tehran Jewish community, Rabbi Yedidya Shofet, saying, “Come and meet a friend.” The “friend” was a Mossad agent, who put Geffen in charge of the Iranian end.

The hundreds of Jews who joined the operation were divided into groups and briefed on the escape process. The toughest cases were those who did not have passports, and families with a son of age for the military. Using one of the community’s rabbis, the Mossad set up a document forgery industry in Tehran. Passports were provided for those who lacked them, and draft-age men were given birth certificates making them a year or two younger. Groups of Jews flew out on three to seven regular commercial flights a week leaving Iran for Europe, under Geffen’s supervision.

The operation went on for months without being disturbed. The revolutionary regime, not yet fully established, still lacked the skilled personnel to keep a close eye on goings-on at the airport. But luck was not always on Geffen’s side.

“One Saturday, a large group of emigrants was due to leave,” he recounts. “Two families lost their way and never reached the airport. Their plane was a scheduled flight to Athens. There were also regular passengers on it, who of course wanted to leave on time. I gave out some bribes to the right people and managed to get the departure delayed. We waited a whole hour for the two families, but they didn’t show. Meanwhile, the regular passengers understood that I had some status at the airport, and they came to complain to me. The Jews also gathered around me and there we stood, in the middle of the terminal, waiting for the latecomers.”

Geffen didn’t realize that an official of the regime was watching the situation unfold, and he ordered Geffen arrested, as well as all the Jews who had been on the flight.

“They grilled me for hours,” Geffen recalls, “for the time being without beatings, but very harshly and with a lot of threats. A fat officer of Khomeini’s ‘morality police’ managed to find out who I was and my past links with El Al. He demanded that I tell him everything I knew about that airline that ‘sucked the blood of the Muslim world,’ in his words. He reminded me that when the entire airport was on strike against the Shah’s regime, only El Al carried on working and even brought a full team of workers from Israel, including people to clean toilet bowls and basins.

“I had an arrangement with my father-in-law, that if I did not contact him at a certain hour every day, he should go to my apartment and clean out everything connected to Israel. [Geffen couldn’t ask his wife to do it, as she was unaware of his activities, for her own safety.] Luckily, he did what we had arranged. Soldiers came and conducted a thorough search a few hours later.”

Geffen was taken to the prison on Shimran Street where he was subjected to severe daily questioning, beaten, and starved. “They accused me of sending Jews to training camps in Israel. But luckily for me, they were not at all convinced that I was really from the Mossad. As far as the outside world was concerned, I had simply vanished. Jews who managed to leave Iran brought the news to the Mossad people in Israel, who got very agitated. One of the immigrants even took the trouble of calling my wife in Israel [she had left Tehran a few months earlier] and telling her I was dead.”

Geffen was lucky in the end. “One day, in the middle of an interrogation session, I saw an angel, a real angel in the form of a senior officer who had once worked at the airport. Before the revolution, we used to sit and chat for hours about all kinds of things. Once I even helped him when he had a money problem. The officer took my interrogator aside for a short talk, and came back to me. You must understand that at that period, proper governmental institutions had not yet been formed in Iran, just groups of fanatics grabbing chunks of power for themselves. The group that was in charge of my prison wanted money to release me—a lot of money. The officer spoke to my father-in law, who organized a campaign to raise the amount from the community. With the help of some very rich Jews, who knew what I had been doing, they managed to collect $150,000 ransom, and I was released.”

Afraid to go home, in case he might be kidnapped by some other group that wasn’t bound by the deal, Geffen hid out in the homes of friends, each night in a different house. His connection with the Iranian officer became a regular business relationship. The officer had been appointed to a senior post in the new regime’s embryonic secret service, and had access to all the leaders of the government and to the prisons. Jewish families, through Geffen, gave him large amounts of money to get their relatives out of prison or even in some cases to have death sentences commuted.

In April 1980, Geffen left Iran; but after a brief period of working and training in Israel, he was asked to return. “I replied that I would go unwillingly, as if I’d been drugged, for the sake of the sacred cause.” On September 22, 1980, war broke out between Iran and Iraq. The Tehran authorities feared a mass flight of eligible draftees, and control over people flying out of the country was tightened. In December, Geffen got in touch with the well-connected officer. “He cursed me. He told me I was a fool and that he did not intend to collaborate with me this time. I told him to wait for me at Tehran airport. I brought with me four giant bottles of Johnny Walker that the Mossad had given me. That broke the ice. I found that the situation in Iran had deteriorated since I left. The authorities were squeezing the Jews and everyone, really everyone, was demanding bigger bribes. Everywhere, in the synagogues, on the streets, people would come up to me and grab my shirt and ask me to get them out of Iran.”

Geffen spent another half-year in Iran until the operation was thwarted when the air routes that the Jews had been using were totally blocked. Bitzur searched for alternatives. Disjointed reports reaching the Mossad indicated that some Iranian Jews had managed independently to establish contact with smugglers in the country’s border zones. The Mossad joined this effort, and coordinated illicit border crossings in a complex, perilous operation that cost the lives of not a few of the emigrants. Some of the routes passed through mountainous terrain and steep gorges that took a heavy toll through exhaustion and fatal falls.

More than once, buses full of Jews were apprehended on their way to the border. They were usually allowed to go on, in exchange for payment of a fine. The smugglers, however, were sentenced to long terms in Iranian jails.

Avraham Geffen served in the Mossad for a few more years before he retired in the mid-1980s and opened a small minimarket in Tel Aviv. The Mossad, he says, did not assist him and his family in resettling in Israel.

In 2008, there were still between 20,000 and 30,000 Jews in Iran. They are harassed by the authorities and their freedom of worship is limited. In public, they are subject to Islamic laws, such as the obligation for women to wear the veil. They live in constant fear.
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