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To Tehran and Kerman; Haifa and Jenin;


Baghdad and Aleppo; Erbil and Kuwait 


 


For if there is hope, it’s in the cities we love
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Introduction


#WorldWarIII


When the ominous hashtag started trending globally, it was evening in New York on January 2, 2020, and already the morning after in the Middle East. The new decade was off to a stormy start.


The social media craze had been caused by an American drone strike on Iraq’s capital, Baghdad. Killing military opponents in the Middle East was hardly a rare event but this wasn’t just any strike—and the main man it had killed wasn’t just any opponent. At around 12:47 a.m. local time, US Predator B drones fired several missiles at two vehicles leaving Baghdad International Airport. They killed ten people in the convoy, including the top intended target, Iran’s Major General Qassem Soleimani. Initial rumors about his death were confirmed when pictures were published of his severed arm, his digitus medicinalis adorned with a signature amulet ring. Soleimani was gone.


The world panicked and many didn’t know how to react. Like a mythical bandit in a folktale, Soleimani had been larger than life. The commander of the Quds Force—the external operations branch of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)—ruled over a global army of tens of thousands of Shia Muslim fighters. He moved seamlessly across borders, as if he could be present in more than one place at the same time. The shadow commander had been a man without a shadow. But now he was merely a mutilated corpse.


His last hours fit his reputation. Barely seven minutes prior to his death, he had touched down in Baghdad on a flight from Damascus. Shortly before, he had been in Beirut, the gorgeous Mediterranean port and one of at least five capitals in which Qassem was among the most powerful men.


The decision to assassinate Soleimani counted as bold and reckless by any standard. Not since 1943, when the Americans shot down the plane carrying Marshal Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto of the Imperial Japanese Navy, had the United States killed such a high-ranking military official. President Donald Trump had made up his mind a few days before at his Mar-a-Lago resort, where he spent New Year’s Eve conferring with his top cabinet members, including CIA director Gina Haspel, who raised eyebrows by advocating for the action. A few hundred kilometers to the west, across the Florida peninsula, United States Central Command headquarters in Tampa hatched the plans. The operation came a few days later. It was a devastating success.1


The world now held its breath for what was to come next. The 82nd Airborne Division sent thousands of its soldiers to the region, the largest such expeditionary action in years. The British Royal Navy started escorting ships in the Persian Gulf. From Mexico to Nigeria to Thailand, police forces were alerted to be prepared for the consequences. In Brazil, a social media panic erupted, with users worried that Iran might mistakenly retaliate against the entire Americas.


Soleimani’s demise stunned the world. Who was this commander?


* * *


Qassem Soleimani hadn’t always been a name to be reckoned with. When he was born in the Iran of 1956, few in his small mountain village could have predicted the emergence of a global military celebrity from their midst.


How had it come to this? How was it that a boy from the margins of Iranian society rose to become a commander feted by thousands and feared by many more? This is the central question at the heart of this book. I tell the story of a man and his rise to power; of how his world changed and how he changed his world. We must therefore begin at the beginning. Years before Qassem became a commander, he was a young man on the periphery.










Chapter 1


A Life on the Margins


A foreign traveler to Iran once retold the story of an encounter somewhere in the borderlands of the country. Meeting a local villager, he spoke of his love for Iran, whereupon the startled villager asked: “Where is Iran? I know all the villages in this area and we don’t have any with such a name.” We don’t know how much truth there is to this apocryphal tale but it illustrates a point about life on the margins of the Iranian plateau.1 The great urban jewels of Iran have long seduced many a visitor but the people of its pastoral and rural borderlands have been something of a silent majority, a mystery or a danger: now castigated as disloyal subjects who don’t belong, then lauded as heroic keepers of the marshlands and guardians of the nation. This is tribal Iran.


The tribes of Iran are diverse and changing in their ethnicity, language, religion, and mode of life. Their fortunes rise and fall with the tides of history and events near and far. One event that affected them all was the rise to power, in the 1920s, of an ambitious young monarch named Reza Pahlavi. Backed by many of the country’s modernizing intellectuals who were disillusioned with the chaos that had followed the ups and downs of the Constitutional Revolution of 1905–6, Reza wanted a centralized and effective state and had to wage war against anything that stood in his way. The nomadic tribes definitely made the list and many of the nationalist intellectuals, opposing what they perceived as tribal backwardness, were enthusiastic about taking them on. Lacking permanent settlements, the tribes often migrated seasonally, taking their massive tents with them. They were equipped with their own arms, and consequently the state apparatus had limited penetration into the lives of tribal peoples. They spoke a variety of languages: some Persian or a close sibling, Lori, but many Turkic Azeri, Kurdish, Arabic, or Balochi. If Reza Shah wanted to build his centralized state, he had to suppress the tribes. And so he did. Traditional clothes and the black tents were banned, tribal confederations were broken and many tribes were forcibly settled. The process of forced settlement came to be known by a Turkic term, “takhte qapu,” which simply means “building a wooden gate,” seen as the most conspicuous sign of a resettled tribe. The term still disturbs many and tribal histories still speak with fear and trembling of the young monarch’s campaign of terror against them.


Reza had gone on the record describing the tribal peoples as “illiterate, unproductive, abnormal tent-dwelling savages, left in their primitive state for too long.”2 The young monarch wasn’t alone. Ignorant of the cosmopolitan histories of these tribes, the country’s literati held similar conceptions. In the southern province of Kerman, not far from the waters of the Persian Gulf, the tribes hadn’t played the pivotal role that their counterparts had elsewhere in Iran. They weren’t kingmakers, allies of revolutionaries, or armed accomplices to foreign governments, but they had the most colorful mercantile history. The provincial urban center of Kerman sat not far from Bandar Abbas, the old port on the Persian Gulf which got its current name when the forces of Shah Abbas defeated the Portuguese in 1622, reconquering it after a century of European domination. Kicking out the Portuguese didn’t lead to autarky: English, Dutch, and Portuguese merchants continued to pass through southern Iran and each tribe in Kerman boasts its own stories of interactions with the European merchants and empires.


By 1956, when our story begins, years of central state oppression had taken their toll. The tribes of Kerman province were no longer the international mercantile interlocutors of the past and now languished on the margins of power and wealth in modern Iran. The forced settlement program was to intensify around this time. The province’s most valued commodity, wool, particularly from the soft and fluffy hairs closest to a mammal’s skin (known as down hair, ground hair or undercoat), had seen a drop in price.3 Successive years of bad droughts had led to animal deaths. The tribes were devastated and struggled to find new avenues for livelihood: Girls would be raised to take part in the intensive and artful labor of producing the famed Kermani carpets for the markets, while young men would learn to drive, to become truckers perhaps, connecting central and southern Iran to the ports on the Persian Gulf via the roads that the new shah of Iran, Reza’s son, Mohammad Reza, was busy building. Not everybody chose such noble callings. Some held on to their rifles, hiding them from the central government, practicing road robbery or engaging in petty crime.


In the county of Rabor, a few hours’ drive away from the city of Kerman, lies the small village of Qanat Molk with a population of a few dozen families. Rabor has something in common with many locales around the world: villages in Jordan hosting forcibly settled Bedouin, hill towns in Southeast Asia home to sedentarized populations whose nomadic lives cannot be tolerated by modern states. The people of Qanat Molk claimed common descent from a particular sub-tribe. They almost all shared the same last name: Soleimani, that is, people of Soleiman (the biblical Solomon), the mythical king of the Jews in whose magical qualities Muslims believed as fervently as their Abrahamic predecessors.


The Soleimanis’ presence in Kerman dated back to the eighteenth century when they had chosen to settle there on their way back from the Indian subcontinent where they had fought under the command of the legendary Persian king Nadir Shah. Or so they claimed. This gave them seniority over the many tribes that had been displaced in the previous few decades or during the tumult of the nineteenth century.


The village boasted beautiful walnut trees which the local lore claimed as the oldest in the world. But there was little to mark it beyond the local level. In 1956, even the county seat of Rabor, less than ten kilometers away from Qanat Molk, was yet to be founded. That would happen only in 1962 by bringing together five smaller locales. There was no industry or factories—nor is there today. No significant site of the kind that brought tourists in droves to the neighboring Fars province, to see beauties such as Persepolis or other ruins of the ancient Persian empires. No grand historical character, no famed Persian poet, no notable scientist of the golden age of Islam had ever emerged from this marginal part of Kerman.


But that mattered little to the many who loved their part of the world. Qolam Ali, who grew up in the 1960s in the nearby village of Nosratabad, just a stone’s throw from Qanat Molk, is full of fond memories. “The harsh winters bothered us but the temperate spring and summer were so heavenly,” he says. “The walnuts were famous but we had so much more. Apples, pears, and even some exotic fruits, believe it or not. We even had our own olives, rumored to have come from Lebanon.”4


Qolam well remembers Nosratabad’s village head, Khosrow, or kadkhoda Khosrow, to use the Persian prefix. The retired Khosrow still summers in Nosratabad while living in the nearby town of Jiroft. In the late 1950s, he had a close friend in Qanat Molk, Hassan Soleimani.


Born in 1922 into a small landowning family of peasants, Hassan had worked on his family’s fruit gardens all his life. Kadkhoda Khosrow remembers him as a hardworking and humorous man, just as he appears in a video interview from decades later.5 He had his first child at a relatively late age, being thirty-three when, in 1955, he and his wife, Fatima, had a daughter. Their first son arrived the following year. Like many Persian Muslims, they picked an Arabic name for him. The boy was to be called Qassem, Arabic for “divider” and the name of a rare son of the Prophet Mohammad (who had many daughters but no son who survived to adulthood). More to the point, Qassem was the name of a great-grandson of the Prophet, born to Imam Hassan, the Second Shia Imam. Hassan of Qanat Molk now had his own Qassem, just like Imam Hassan of 1,400 years before.


It was this son, Qassem, who would change the fate of this little village and much beyond. He would give this part of Kerman its first real celebrity, the first local boy who would make it. He’d be feted and known not only in the provincial center, Kerman, but in Tehran and the ancient Arab capitals that Qanat Molkis had only heard about in stories: Damascus, Beirut, Baghdad. He’d even be welcomed and honored in Moscow, then one of the two superpower capitals of the world, and his image would appear on countless magazine covers the world over, causing fear and loathing in lands far from the pleasant walnut trees of central Kerman.


The village saw dividends from this rise to power of the little boy who became Major General Qassem Soleimani. Helped by the general, Qanat Molk would get amenities sooner than other villages. It would boast a workshop to produce herbal medicine6 and a massive mosque, partially built by the proud father himself. Until his death in 2016 at the age of ninety-five, Hajj Hassan Soleimani was to never leave his small village of 300 families or so. “One feels better in one’s homeland,” he said in a video interview with a Kermani outlet a few years before this death. Qanat Molk, with its pleasant cool breezes and sturdy walnut trees, was as good as one could wish for in a “homeland.” Today he is buried there, next to his wife, who predeceased him by a few years. But the small village has entered the annals of history, due to the deeds of their first son.


The general never lost touch with this corner of the world. He’d visit as often as he could. His career would have been nothing without the sons of the area that flocked to join the military force he built in the 1980s to fight against the Iraqi invasion. One wonders how the family of Ebrahim Araste, for example, thinks of General Soleimani. Born in 1971 in the village of Mohammadabad, Ebrahim went to Qanat Molk, three kilometers away, for part of his schooling. Like many local boys, he worked hard to help his family from an early age. Life in Mohammad Abad was even harder than in the relatively rich Qanat Molk. The Shah’s grandiose development projects were yet to bring running water to the village and Halime, Mohammad’s mother, sometimes accompanied by her daughters, had to walk to a stream nearby, even in the dead of winter, to wash clothes and dishes and bring water back, just like Victor Hugo’s fictional Cosette a century and a half before her. In his early teens Mohammad, who couldn’t bear to see his mother go through this, took action. He managed to find a water pump in Qanat Molk and, not having the means to hire a car or get help, brought back the heavy piece all by himself, walking the three kilometers to Mohammad Abad. Like any good family of farmers, the parents hoped to rely on such a hardworking son for years. But this wasn’t to pass. In 1987, in the fields of Shalamcha, on the Iranian-Iraqi border and not far from the port city of Basra, Ebrahim was killed by an Iraqi bullet, one of the up to 65,000 Iranians who died in the disastrous Iranian siege of Basra. His grave is there in Mohammad Abad today but it is empty as his body has never been found. He was all of fifteen years old.7


Mohammad was one of the many Kermanis mobilized by General Soleimani to fill the ranks of the Islamic Republic, a regime built in the name of the people of the margins. Before giving these people anything, the republic needed them to perform that age-old duty: dying for the nation. This is one thing Qassem would turn out to be very good at: mobilizing people to fight and die. What he started with the tribal Kermanis, he’d repeat with astonishing success in lands far from his marginal home village. But before he could get there, he had to get out of Qanat Molk.


* * *


Qassem was born into an Iran run by a man around the age of his father. Born in 1919, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi was the first son of Reza, that very ambitious monarch who had brutalized the Iranian tribes to build his modernizing state. Reza’s project and ambitions were typical of the statesmen of the region. He followed the lead of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk of Turkey and Amanallah Khan of Afghanistan, heads of states which, like Iran, had the rare distinction of being non-European realms never to be colonized. Reza particularly cherished the reform model of Atatürk. The two had met in Reza’s first and only foreign trip during his reign, a state visit in 1934 to Turkey. In time away from interpreters, Reza had tried to converse with Atatürk in what he knew of the Turkic dialects of his native northern Persia but didn’t have much success as Atatürk’s Anatolian Turkish, soon to become a standardized language, shorn of its Arabic and Persian loanwords, was quite different. This symbolized the distance between the two men. Atatürk had been a general in the armed forces of a grand empire, the Ottomans; had fought in a world war; had defeated the British and French (under the leadership of the UK’s First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill) on the hills of Gallipoli. He had lived in Bulgaria and had seen something of the world. Reza had had to build his military career during Iran’s worst times of chaos, following the dying days of the Qajar dynasty when the country was falling prey to Russia and Britain’s “Great Game” in the region. The intrigues of London and Moscow called the shots in Iran before Reza rose to power thanks to a UK-backed coup in 1921. The British had liked his military discipline—the only field in which he had some talent. Iran’s new strongman flirted with republicanism before helping to replace the Qajars with a new dynasty with himself as the founding king. Taking the ancient Persian name Pahlavi, the uncouth general from a humble background sought entry into the annals of the Iranian dynasties.


Atatürk had inherited something of the impressive Ottoman state and traditions whereas all Reza got was the remnants of the weak Qajar regime. He also had the support of at least some of the intellectual and political elites of the Persian Constitutional Revolution of 1905–6, ranging from liberals to social democrats, but he was quick to suppress them. Like many a military man, Reza soon grew tired of his intellectual supporters. By 1941, when he was overthrown by the Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran due to Allied worries about the country falling to Hitler’s Germany, much of what the Iranian historian Touraj Atabaki was to call “authoritarian modernization” had failed to stick.8 Compared to Atatürk’s Turkey, Reza created much more chaos and disharmony with far fewer results to show for it.


In 1941, as he departed Iran for a fatal exile in British-held realms (Mauritius, then South Africa), Reza gave the reins to his Swiss-educated 21-year-old son, Mohammad Reza. The young Shah was initially overshadowed by the country’s raucous tribes, skilled politicians, and political parties, chiefly the communist Tudeh Party, in the only democratic period in Iran’s history. The democratically elected parliament occasionally returned communist MPs and cabinet ministers. It also became the base of power for Iran’s progressive prime minister, Mohammad Mossadeq. Backed by communists and a mass movement on the streets, Mossadeq took on the most powerful empire of his world, the British, but ended up becoming the first casualty of the world’s newest imperial power. In 1953, the United States helped the British organize a coup, overthrow Mossadeq, crush the communists and all other political parties, and put an end to Iran’s twelve-year experience of democracy. The young Shah, now thirty-three years of age, had a new lease on life. No longer an overshadowed monarch, he was well on his way to becoming an all-powerful autocrat like his father. In 1958, after a communist-backed revolution overthrew the young monarchy in his neighboring Iraq, the Shah’s fears grew and he cracked down further. The once vibrant parliament became a pliant rubber-stamp assembly, divided into two groups famously known as the “Yes” and “Yes, Sir” parties. The Shah emerged to become a seminal figure in the colorful tapestry of the global Cold War.


Iran had been central to the Cold War since day one. Historian Bruce R. Kuniholm even claimed that the “war” had started in the Near East, with the Soviet-US face-off in Iran being a big part of the story.9 Iran was to be a theater of the Cold War throughout its entire duration and though they might not have known it, the lives of the people of Qanat Molk, too, were deeply affected by the ebbs and flows of that global conflict. The Cold War made lives of people around the world interconnected but in deeply unequal waves. The decisions of a relatively few people in the swing states of the United States could change the lives of millions around the world, including the unsuspecting farmers of Qanat Molk. In the 1960 US presidential elections, John F. Kennedy, a young senator from the state of Massachusetts, surprised the world by defeating the Republican governor of California, Richard Nixon. Who would have known that the people of the Midwestern state of Missouri would vote for a yuppie Boston Catholic? Although Barack Obama came close in 2008, to this day no other northern Democrat has ever carried Missouri. But on that fateful day of November 8, 1960, decisions by people like the farmers in the almost all-white Osage County of Missouri affected the fate of the world. The Soleimanis of Qanat Molk, Kerman might not have known of Frankenstein, Missouri but such small communities were interconnected in the context of the global Cold War.


President Kennedy had promised to change the way the US fought the Cold War. In 1958, a political novel by Eugene Burdick and William Lederer symbolized Kennedy’s problem with the Cold War policies of his Republican predecessor, Dwight Eisenhower, the man who had approved the 1953 coup that ended democracy in Iran, three years before our Qassem was born. Burdick and Lederer had both served in the navy during the Second World War, with the latter rising to become an important captain in the Pacific theater. They were now both disillusioned with the US backing of tinpot dictators in the Southeast Asia they had so valiantly fought to free from fascist Japanese aggression in the war. The novel was called The Ugly American. It was set in the imaginary country of Sarkhan, described as somewhere akin to Thailand or Burma and obviously meant to represent that festering sore of the Cold War, Vietnam. Senator Kennedy loved the book so much that he sent a copy to all his colleagues in the Senate. The cinematic version, starring Marlon Brando, had to wait until 1963 but the book was already a phenomenon, ultimately selling four million copies, and might have had something to do with average Americans in places like Missouri turning to Kennedy. Americans don’t usually care much about foreign policy. Did they want the “Quiet American” the world knew to turn so quickly to an “Ugly American”?


Kennedy’s message was clear. If the US wanted to reduce communism’s popularity in the Third World, it had to stop backing repressive dictators and instead give the people what the communists were promising them: development and jobs. In office, President Kennedy would make this something of a priority. In 1961, he launched the Peace Corps, a significant volunteer program which sent young Americans around the world. The Peace Corps Americans were to be the ultimate counterimage of the “Ugly American” Brando portrayed in 1963: ambassadors of economic development and even justice.


Early in his post-coup rule, the Shah was more pliant to Kennedy than he would be to his successors. Thus when the liberal president pressured him to be more democratic and progressive, he gave in. But, like other liberal presidents before him, the young Bostonian was quick to find out that grandiose visions outlined on the pages of the New York journal Foreign Affairs were not always easy to translate into policy, least of all in the rocky waters of the Cold War. In 1961, under pressure from Kennedy, the Shah appointed the reform-leaning, American-educated Ali Amini as prime minister. As ambassador to the US in the post-coup years of 1955 to 1958, Amini had been so close to Washington as to irk the insecure Shah, who recalled him home. As a prime minister enforcing Kennedy’s agenda, he was never to have the full cooperation of the Shah and the imperial court. Amini also failed to get any backing from the supporters of Mossadeq and the Iranian opposition, who considered any collaboration with the US-installed Shah as political suicide, a sin they were not prepared to commit. Amini’s premiership failed miserably and, a year later, he was replaced by Asadollah Alam, his opposite in every imaginable way. Alam was a grand landowner from northeastern Iran who considered himself a humble and obedient servant of the Shah. With Alam at the helm, and Kennedy out of the reckoning after his tragic assassination in 1963, the Shah had the chance to offer his own version of state-led development — one more attempt to bring happiness to people and stave off a communist revolution.


What would this all mean for the people of Qanat Molk and Qassem’s family? How would lives change in this corner of Kerman province? Although his opponents would come to caricature him in that way, the Shah was no corrupt and nasty Cold War dictator like François Duvalier or Ferdinand Marcos. He saw himself not as a hidebound reactionary but as a revolutionary and even a socialist who knew his people’s interests better than the communists . . . and better even than his people themselves. And therein lay the problem. Writing sweepingly about different regimes around the world, anthropologist James Scott would come to criticize “seeing like a state,” in other words implementing state-led plans from above that were well-meaning but rarely took into account the priorities of the people they wanted to help.


In 1963, the benevolent autocrat of Iran declared the principles of his “Revolution of Monarch and the People,” nicknamed the White Revolution to differentiate it from the Red Revolution it was meant to prevent. Not for the first time the establishment decided to counter the opposition by adopting its agenda. Didn’t the old Prussian Otto von Bismarck introduce social reforms to stem the rise of German Social Democrats, the party meant to work for the ideas of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels? The Shah’s “revolution” had nineteen principles which read like the agenda of a progressive party. It planned to nationalize the jungles and waterways of the country, give workers a share in factories, introduce female suffrage (a proposal of the communist Tudeh in the 1940s), bring about free education and social insurance for all, and  send young teachers and doctors around the country as part of “the Knowledge Corps” and “the Health Corps.” Most consequential for our story and for the course of Iranian history was the very first item on the agenda. The White Revolution pledged to bring about “land reform and annulment of the master-subject relationship.” The Shah hadn’t declared his revolution from a farmers’ congress for nothing. He knew that his agenda for change would live or die according to how it touched the lives of farmers, the majority of Iranians.


Land reform had long been the bugbear of progressives and reactionaries alike. The plans that the Shah introduced were even more far-reaching than those of his socialist arch-nemesis in the region, President Gamal Abdul Nasser of Egypt. Large landowners held more than fifty percent of Iranian land at the time. They often controlled the lives of “their” peasants, calling the economic and political shots in the country. Just a few years before, an attempt by the Shah’s agriculture minister, Jamshid Amoozegar, to bring a land reform bill to the parliament had been defeated by strong representation from the landed interests there. This time around, the Shah brought back Hassan Arsanjani, the most dynamic minister of Amini’s cabinet. The forty-year-old Arsanjani had translated Montesquieu’s Persian Letters in his teen years and had been elected as a MP by the people of Gilan, located on the Caspian coast and perhaps Iran’s most progressive-leaning province. His appointment was alarming to the landowning class and a most obvious sign that the Shah was serious about land reform. In the power struggle that ensued, Arsanjani was forced to shelve his radical plans and found that most familiar fate of those who lose in politics: He was quietly dispatched to be Iran’s ambassador to Rome.


The half-hearted land reform that followed brought more chaos than relief. The episode has been a heated subject of debate in Iran and an inspiration to many novelists who have chronicled the lives from below, missed by those who “saw like a state.”


Hassan Soleimani lived one of those lives. When Qassem was born in 1956,10 his family barely owned any land. The White Revolution was to give them land and could have made them lifelong devotees of the Shah, Light of the Aryans, the successor to Cyrus the Great, a man who had come to help those on the margins. But its botched implementation meant that the Soleimanis went from being a landless family to one that was heavily indebted, a sign of deep shame and trouble in their surroundings. Reza Shah had caused the tribal make-up of the area to collapse with his forced resettlements. Shah the son had created another round of chaos, despite his best intentions. The old habits of villagers, disdain and suspicion toward the city and the center, had been doubly vindicated.


Qassem grew up with a father who had to live with debt and could not provide for his family the way he wanted. A bright kid by all accounts, he was intelligent enough to continue his studies and even go to a university. But like many a poor man’s son, he needed to work. He did odd construction jobs from his early teens, sojourning around the province in the summers. In 1970, at the age of fourteen, he finished primary school. He was able to go to Rabor to finish high school and get the desired diploma, a rarity known to open many doors. The White Revolution hadn’t helped his father become a sustainable farmer but the massive state built by the Shah would find Qassem a reliable source of income. The high school diploma was to prove useful. The Iranian state kept expanding as the Shah, drunk on the astronomically high oil prices in the aftermath of the Yom Kippur War of 1973, grew more confident about his grandiose plans. He now claimed to have sighted the gates of the Great Civilization soon to be reached by Iran. For the teenage Qassem, the Great Civilization meant a steady job. In 1975, at the age of eighteen, he found employment with the Kerman water organization as an aide in the public relations department. The new job necessitated a move to the city of Kerman, center of the province and several hundred kilometers away from home.


Like many villagers before him, Qassem was taking the first step in broadening his horizons: a move to the city.










Chapter 2


A Young Man in the City


With a population of around 140,000, Kerman in 1975 was no metropolis. It wasn’t one of the ten largest cities of Iran and even some less-populated cities were more open and lively than this caravan town in the middle of the grand Iranian desert. This wasn’t Tehran with its museums and restaurants, Mashhad with its ever-growing population, or even the nearby Shiraz with its charming gardens and tourist sites. Still, compared to Qassem’s little village, where even electricity was a luxury, Kerman was a new world, a window into the bustling times later fabled as the Long Global Sixties. The world was changing in every way and young people were at the forefront of that change. Established politics and social mores were coming under challenge everywhere, and the Iran of the 1970s was no exception.


Qassem hadn’t moved to Kerman alone. Excited by his new job in the provincial capital, some of his family members joined him for this new chapter. Closest among them was Ahmad Soleimani, born around the same time as Qassem in the same village. He wasn’t his brother, as many mistaken accounts would later claim, but a first cousin. But Qassem loved him like a brother. Few people would play a more decisive role in his life in this period. Unlike Qassem, Ahmad was religious and had some interest in politics. It was for him to pester Qassem and others about all that was going on around the country, things not known to most people in Qanat Molk.


As the eldest son in the family, Qassem had done his younger brother, Sohrab, a big favor by taking him to Kerman. In 1977, at the age of thirteen, Sohrab went to join Qassem, who, with his salary from the water organization, was starting to live a modest life. Despite the salary, the going was rough. Sohrab, Ahmad and Qassem, together with another cousin, lived on Kerman’s Nasseriye Street in a rented room, owned by an old lady named Assiyah. Sohrab remembers those days with excitement. In Qanat Molk, construction or agriculture were the only real avenues open to a teenager like him. In a city like Kerman, the young Soleimanis could experience so much more and Sohrab didn’t need to worry about working as Qassem insisted on him pursuing his studies for as long as he could. The new world of Kerman was theirs for the taking.


In Kerman’s ancient bazaar, there was a two-storied cafe serving Persian saffron ice cream and the Kermani version of the sorbet faloodeh, much less well known than its famous sibling from Shiraz. There, the Soleimanis would see young unmarried men and women going out and exchanging letters and promises. Many of these youngsters went to Kerman University (KU). KU had opened its doors in 1975, accepting ninety students. The founders of the university, Alireza Afzalipoor and Fakhere Saba, came from a world virtually alien to the young men of the Soleimani tribe. Afzalipoor was a French-educated chemist who had made his money by trading electronics. After finishing his studies in Bordeaux and Lille, he returned to Iran in 1938 to do what many virtuous Iranians thought proper: serve the country after a stint abroad. Philanthropy was the name of the game. Afzalipoor had married Saba, a beautiful soprano who was at the forefront in Iran of the opera world, then a most glamorous Western import. In the 1960s, Saba enchanted Tehrani audiences with her performance as Suzuki the maid in Puccini’s Madama Butterfly, an oriental tale, told by an Italian, reverberating in another corner of the orient.


Iran was by no means a regional pioneer in this field. Almost a hundred years before any opera would be staged in Iran, Egypt’s Khedive Ismail had ordered the building of an opera house in Cairo to celebrate the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Designed by Italian architects Avoscani and Rossi, Cairo’s opera house was the first in Africa and the Middle East. In 1939, when Mohammad Reza married the Egyptian princess Fawzia and brought her home, she complained about how backward Iran was, putting a chip on the shoulder of the Iranian monarch and those like Afzalipoor who wanted to tell their colleagues in places like Lille and Bordeaux that Iran was in no way inferior to any European nation.


But could a nation have an opera house but no proper sewerage system? Maybe it was a question of that kind that led to Saba quitting the stage at the height of her career to team up with her rich husband in supporting philanthropic development in places such as Kerman. Young teachers and civil servants there, as in other parts of the country, were increasingly political and critical of the Shah, his American backers, and his grandiose regime. In 1975, the monarch had stunned the country by rejecting his previous aversion to one-party states. He now banned all political parties except for his newly founded Resurgence Party (RP), which was to be the only legal party in the country. Anybody who didn’t like things could leave, the Shah said. Like many a state party, the RP opened offices all over the country, including in Kerman.


As Qassem was working on that other important and crucial national task, building and maintaining a water and sewerage system, he encountered many new worlds in Kerman: people who went to a university cofounded by a soprano, and people who critiqued the order of priorities; “yes men” of the country’s only legal party, and those who denounced it. But unlike what the revolutionary histories would later claim, this wasn’t necessarily a sharply divided country. It didn’t feel like a place pregnant with revolution. For the vast majority of Kermanis, the Shah was a fact of life, here to stay, as permanent as his piercing eyes that gazed at the populace from portraits hung in every shop.


The 1970s were an exhilarating time. Decades later, Iranians in New York would indulge in fantasies of the era by holding “Tehran Disco” nights at premier clubs in the world’s most exciting city. Many non-Iranians attended, which suggests that the allure of Seventies Iran had something to offer New Yorkers of the twenty-first century. Iranians of all generations since then have had and still have a liking for the cultural products of that exciting era. In the Kerman encountered by the Soleimanis, older people might recite the popular songs of such Persian divas as Delkash or Marzieh. Some of these songs were based on the medieval poetry of Persian bards such as Hafiz and Saadi, who hailed from nearby Shiraz, where their mausoleums had been developed as tourist sites that must have made Kerman jealous. Others would be based on the work of new songwriters such as Shahyar Ghanbari or Iraj Janati Ataei, who created some of the best masterpieces in the history of their mother tongue. There was something for everyone. The perennial Persian “sad boys” might take to the songs of Dariush, who took the traditional dignified sulking in Iranian culture and made it into material for romantic songs. Dariush’s vaguely worded critical songs irked the authorities a little and became favorites for those who, like their counterparts around the world, were revolting against the status quo. Many more might put their phonographs to use by playing records from Gogoosh, the most explosive talent of the era, a sex symbol and the shining star of the Iranian entertainment scene. In the traditional restaurants of Kerman (more or less the only type available), Iranian banquet cuisine, kebabs with rice, butter, and tomatoes, was served. There were no live appearances by popular crooners such as one could expect in bigger cities like Tehran, Isfahan, or Abadan, but, if you were lucky, you could be entertained by a most soulful Balochi performance with instruments native to southeastern Iran.


Even the relatively small Kerman had many trappings for those interested in fruits of the modern Iran. Not far from Kerman was the port of Bandar Abbas, where the middle class might go for holidays. Very few Kermani women would dare to don swimsuits, even of the conservative, long-tunic type. But everyone could flock to the port markets where dhows from the nearby Arab trading nations such as Kuwait and the newly formed United Arab Emirates would bring foreign goods of all sorts.


On television, many were glued to series such as Morad the Electrician, telling the tale of a nomadic caricature of a troubadour who fixed electrical goods instead of playing music. The protagonist fell in love with Mahboobe, played by the stunning actress Negar, the youngest in a family of seven daughters who could only marry after all the elder sisters did; this was a difficulty close to the heart of many young Iranian men struggling with building a family life in these new times. Schoolchildren like Sohrab were benefiting from the free compulsory education of the White Revolution, at least if they didn’t have to work to help their poor families. They could take part in exciting activities such as chess competitions. The winners would go to other cities such as Yazd (as at least some from Sohrab’s school did) and Tehran, and maybe even foreign countries.


Teenagers flocked to libraries like the massive private one endowed by Mohammad Hossein Meymandinejad, a local poet and writer who had risen to head Tehran University’s faculty of veterinary sciences in the 1940s and had now come to give back to his hometown. Left-leaning and Shah-skeptic teachers might guide youngsters to literature that, while legal, was a code for progressive politics and opposition to the US-aligned Shah. Some Kermanis of the time remember reading the writers of the previous generation, the pioneers of modern Persian prose. Popular was Sadeq Hedayat, known for writing what many considered the first Persian novel, Blind Owl (1936), and for acerbic criticisms of Islam which had irked many. Another popular Iranian writer was Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh, old enough to remember the revolution of 1905–6 and long since living in self-imposed Swiss exile. A young bookworm might pick up Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables, in the highly questionable but very readable translation by Hoseinqoli Mostaan, who made his name as Hugo’s translator but was once embarrassed when it turned out he couldn’t hold the simplest French conversation in real life. The more politically minded might read socialist writers such as the Kurdish-Turkish Aziz Nesin or the American Jack London, far enough from the context of immediate Iranian politics to evade the censors.


On the cinema screens, the most controversial pastime of the era, shunned and banned by many families, Kermanis enjoyed US classics such as films by Charlie Chaplin or Iranian ones with the sex symbols of the era: actor-crooners such as Mohammad Ali Fardin, who played a perennial chivalrous lover, or Pooran, who sang her own songs, such as a Persian rendition of “Bint Chalabiya” by the famous Lebanese singer Fairuz. The first rows of cinemas were reserved for rowdy urban toughs known as laat o loot. With their black-rimmed hats, donkey jackets and white shirts with the top buttons open, they mixed traditions of neighborhood chivalry with devotion to Shia Islam and the local mosques, and looked up to the screen heroes such as Fardin or especially Naser Malak Motiee, Iran’s answer to Cary Grant. Women might sometimes attend the cinema, mostly with families or with their fiancés, sitting in the back rows.


Where did Qassem Soleimani fit in this world of seventies urban Iran? Which public places did he frequent and what were his circles? The hagiographic accounts of the future war commander don’t tell us this but he surely experimented with some of these with the curiosity of a young man in a new city. Some of his choices, and his future developments, show that he had some affinity with the looti crowd. But more than movies, music or novels, an import from an industrial country did much to shape this period of his life. However, it was an import not from the West, but from the Far East.


After its defeat in the Second World War and the subsequent occupation by the Allies, Japan had re-emerged as an industrial nation and wooed the world with its soft power. Japanese martial arts, as they fit the orientalist fantasies of discipline, were quick to gain popularity around the world. Few knew that the most celebrated of these “Japanese” arts had been foreign to Japan itself not that long ago. Karate had developed in the Ryukyu Kingdom, an archipelago with its own indigenous peoples and traditions and its own independence until it fell to Japanese control in the late nineteenth century. The martial art that came to be known as a quintessential Japanese cultural export only came to Japan in the twentieth century. In the postwar years, with the spread of martial arts movies and ideas about Japanese discipline, karate found many enthusiasts around the world. On this front, Iran was in tandem with Europe. In the 1960s, just when karate clubs were starting to spread in Europe, Farhad Varaste, an Iranian who had studied physical chemistry in Switzerland before getting a PhD in political science from the University of Michigan, came back to Iran. In lieu of the habitual Western imports, he brought with him his love for karate. He opened the first karate class in his father’s basement and dedicated his life to the spread of the sport. Established in 1972, his karate academy was the first in Iran, and a year later, Iran had a national karate team which played in a world championship in Paris, gaining a bronze and a ranking of fifth worldwide. Varaste was so successful that by 1976, Tehran came to host the European Karate Championships, the first of only two occasions on which the contest has been held outside Europe.


Martial arts have long appealed to those in pursuit of martial professions. Military veterans were a natural constituency. Among the students of Varaste who became missionaries for karate was an army officer named Hashem Vaziri. He had gotten to know the sport in the 1960s but in 1971, after resigning from the army, he dedicated most of his life to the art he had learnt from his master. He had first established a club in Khorasan province in the northeast, home to Iran’s second biggest city, Mashhad. Around 1975, just when Qassem moved to Kerman, Vaziri ended up in the city and established a very successful club there. Kerman was to become a hub for Iranian karate, producing a disproportionate number of the national champions in the sport.


Like many a Kermani looti, Qassem frequented the gym. Whatever feelings of rural inadequacy he may have had around the other aspects of Kermani life and his fellow civil servants in the water organization, they evaporated in the gym. Under the weights, he, with muscles that had worked on construction jobs since his early teens, was everybody’s equal if not superior. He went several times a week, making the local gyms of Kerman a hub of his life. In addition to the modern gym at the Kerman Workers’ Club, Soleimani also worked out at two local zoorkhanes, Jahan and Atayi.1 Centers for traditional Iranian ritual athletics, zoorkhanes taught wrestling alongside the ethics of Persian chivalry. Like every other aspect of Iranian life, these supposedly ancient centers had also been touched with Western imports. Qassem watched as some young men practiced boxing there. Ali Akbar Pooriani was one such boxer. In later years, he would become a close military companion of Soleimani and his deputy as the head of a brigade.


But Qassem never got to like boxing. His serene and quiet attitude was a much better fit for another import. As Vaziri recruited in the local gyms for his nascent karate club, he found his perfect match. Kermani karate had found a most enthusiastic student and Qassem had found a pursuit that gave his life meaning, perhaps more than any other thing he had ever done. Contrary to what his hagiographies later claimed, he is unlikely to have gotten a black belt. Had it not been for the subsequent events, he might have ended up like Vaziri, known for spreading the gospel of karate and its theatrics. But there was another hub to Soleimani’s life in Kerman and, as it turned out, that proved more consequential.


* * *


Scholars of the Iranian revolution of 1979 have often looked back at the Iran of the 1960s and 1970s to seek signs of the movement that would come to bring about a revolution that shocked the world and surprised just about every observer. Where had this revolution come from? Where was it hiding among the cinema-going crowds and mosques filled with young men who would ask for forgiveness for all the alcohol they had drunk the previous night? Deterministic accounts, lamenting the disruptions that the Islamic Republic brought to Iranian society, read like whodunits. Each has a favorite actor to blame for what came to pass. Did the nineteen-year-old Qassem Soleimani of 1975, or those in his Kermani circles, know that a revolution would overthrow the imperial kingdom of Iran in four years and that their lives would be so intimately tied to this revolution? It is unlikely that they even dreamed of such things.


This or that teacher or civil servant sympathized with the old communist Tudeh Party or the brave urban guerrilla organizations that had succeeded it. But most Kermanis went about their lives unaffected, without much sense of the impending revolution’s gathering storm until it engulfed the nation and brought down the seemingly all-powerful Shah in a masterful final blow in February 1979.


In the mid-1970s, the movement of revolutionary clerics, with their charismatic leader Ayatollah Khomeini, who was in exile in Najaf, Iraq, had one big advantage over all other groups. Whereas the Shah’s stringent anti-communism had brought massive repression on all communist groups, the clerics had nationwide networks of mosques that were much harder to crack down on. Yes, the Shah and his fearsome secret police, SAVAK, did suppress the Khomeini-supporting clerics but these were relatively mild constraints and allowed the clerics to persist in their activities. Kerman province presented some of the leading lights of this clerical movement: Ayatollah Rafsanjani would rise to become one of Khomeini’s closest clerical lieutenants and a founding father of the Islamic Republic, while Kerman-born Ayatollah Movahedi Kermani, whose father had been a well-known orator in the Kerman of the Reza Shah years, was among the founders of Tehran’s Militant Clergy Society, the closest thing to a political party for Khomeinists. SAVAK had banned him from preaching in Kerman.


Qassem wasn’t particularly religious but where else would an ambitious young man who didn’t quite match with the Jack London-reading crowd fit? Taking the lead from his cousin Ahmad, who had been a regular at the mosque ever since they came to Kerman, Qassem started going to the mosque too. He briefly worked at a hotel, and often cycled to the mosque with the owner’s son, another regular at the mosque, on cheap second-hand bicycles they had acquired.


The Khomeinist clerics had formed a nationwide movement whose partisans circulated around the country. In the old caravan city of Kerman, known for its conservatism, some of the out-of-province clerics did the most to kindle the fire of the movement. SAVAK’s tactics of banishing the clerics it persecuted to places far from their hometowns inadvertently helped. It was thanks to SAVAK that Kermanis got to enjoy the presence of Mohammad Mofateh, a luminary of the clerical movement who held a PhD in philosophy. In 1969, he had been forced to stay in Kerman. His rousing speeches in the city ended up recruiting many a young Kermani.


It was another out-of-town cleric who came to shape Soleimani’s life in ways he didn’t anticipate. Born in a village in northeastern Khorasan, Seyyed Reza Kamyab was a hojjatoleslam (a level below an ayatollah) from a clerical family. Following the clerical path of social mobility, he had left the local seminary in Gonabad, the nearest town to his village, for the provincial center of Mashhad, Iran’s holiest city. Mashhad was the hometown of some of the leaders of the revolutionary movement. No less a figure than Ali Shariati, the Sorbonne-educated, charismatic orator and theoretician of the emergent leftist Islamism, hailed from the city. A lesser-known and younger figure in Mashhadi opposition circles was Ali Khamenei, a young cleric characterized by his ambition and love for literature. Kamyab had met Khamenei when both were involved in organizing relief in the aftermath of the 1978 earthquake in Tabas, Khorasan province. Recruited into the revolutionary underground, Kamyab was sent sent to the difficult province of Kerman, where much of the local clergy was too loyalist to the crown and the indigenous revolutionaries such as Rafsanjani and Movahedi were too well known to SAVAK to operate freely.


In the Muslim holy month of Ramadan in 1977, Kamyab gave one of the most memorable speeches of his life. The rising economic difficulties of the country and an apparently wobbling Shah had given the revolutionary movement a new lease of life. As the Khorasani cleric attacked the Shah and his White Revolution, the young civil servant of the water organization, the new karate athlete, confused in an emergent urban Iranian society that didn’t have an easy place for the likes of him, took heart. Qassem Soleimani would later say: “My revolutionary struggles began when I heard a speech by Martyr Kamyab.”2


But were there many “revolutionary struggles” to speak of? When the Shah left Iran, in the earliest days of 1979, Qassem was twenty-two. By all accounts, he had been mostly focused on his job and his love for karate.3 He spent much more time at the gym than he did at the mosque. He wasn’t a political activist by any stretch of imagination. But the revolution would come to engulf everybody.


The year 1978 had started auspiciously for the Shah. US president Jimmy Carter visited Iran for the New Year holidays, stressing his alliance with the Shah and calling Iran “an island of stability.” A few days after he left, an article, signed with a pseudonym but approved by the Shah, appeared in Tehran’s semi-official Ettelaat newspaper. It attacked the unholy alliance of the “Red and Black Colonialists.” With the classic conspiratorial tone of authoritarian regimes it claimed that communists of the Tudeh Party (the Red Colonialists) were allied with the feudal landowners (the Black Colonialists), united in their hatred for the White Revolution. It also involved the favorite bogeyman of Iranian conspiracy stories, the British (in reality, now a fading empire). Ayatollah Khomeini had been the focus of the article, painted as a Machiavellian figure who had gotten British help during his years in India. Worse, it said that his black turban (denoting his descent from the Family of the Prophet) was fake as he was really an Indian infidel and an agent of the British. For many, this was the worst insult imaginable.


Two days later, the holy city of Qom, the seat of the main Shia seminary, saw a demonstration brutally put down by the authorities. At least six men were killed. Even the sleepy old Kermanis had to react. Clerics organized a prayer strike, refusing to lead communal prayers, shutting down the center of community life for most people. Mass mourning ceremonies were held for those killed in the Qom crackdown, on the fortieth day after their “martyrdom,” as stipulated traditionally. More people were killed in these ceremonies and a new cycle of mourning and killing resulted. Before long, Kerman was to have its own martyrs.


A river of blood now separated the Shah from his people. Though very few knew it, the majestic King Sun was on his last legs. In less than 400 days, the Shah would be gone from Iran, destined to die shortly thereafter in exile just like his three immediate predecessors. A new Islamic republic was to replace a 2,500-year-old tradition of monarchy, giving birth to a platypus of a creature never before encountered in the annals of history. For people from the margins, this was a new opportunity. The revolutionaries had spoken in their name and on their behalf. As the revolutionary republic made a clarion call to them to bolster it against its internal and external opponents, young women and men like Qassem took the hint. Now was the time to make history, to be part of something bigger than the tribe or the village, bigger than the world of karate even. Qassem had not helped make the revolution but the revolution was sure to help make him.










Chapter 3


To Guard a Revolution


The evening of February 11, 1979, in Kerman wasn’t that special to Farid. A high school student who took karate classes just like Qassem, he didn’t care much for the tumultuous events that had catapulted Iran to the top of world news. His Imperial Majesty, the Shah of Iran, had left the country in January but his portrait still hung in many, if not most, shops in Kerman. Just ten days earlier, an Air France flight from Paris had brought home the Shah’s arch-nemesis, Ayatollah Khomeini. The 76-year-old cleric had shown a steely determination that broke the will of the famously arrogant monarch. Now he had to face Shapoor Bakhtiar, a French-educated social democrat whom the Shah had appointed as prime minister just before leaving the country. Bakhtiar had long been an opponent of the Shah and a leading member of the National Front, the banned opposition party founded by Mossadeq. But the party quickly expelled him once he was heading the new government. Credible figures couldn’t risk being seen anywhere near his cabinet since that meant serving at the pleasure of the departed Shah. The revolutionary movement had conquered the streets and it was to accept no compromise. The Shah had to go. The monarchy had to go. Everything had to change.


On his arrival, Khomeini spoke to the millions of cheering supporters gathered in Tehran’s grand cemetery and its surroundings. He promised to “slap the government in the mouth” and appoint a new one.


But what did all this mean to the people of Kerman, a thousand kilometers away from the capital? Once more, power changed hands in Tehran, and Kerman had to follow. Yes, Kermanis had also fought and died in the revolutionary movement. Yes, some from the province were among the leading lights of the revolution, not least the young and talented cleric Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who hailed from a pistachio-growing family and was famous for—uncharacteristically for Iranian men—lacking facial hair. Yes, Kerman’s police chief had been mysteriously assassinated a couple of weeks before. Yes, even Farid’s mother had deep affection for Khomeini, though this was due less to his politics than to the black turban he wore, denoting his status as a seyyed, a descendant of the Prophet Mohammad and thus bearing miraculous charismatic qualities; these same qualities led her to join many Iranians in claiming to have spotted a likeness of the Ayatollah on the moon.
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