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From the border crossing at Astara on the Caspian Sea coast we found a
taxi driver willing to take us up to Ardabil. He had a pronounced twitch,
which was a bit unnerving at first, as was his driving. The Iranian way of
driving is something I'd often wonder about over the following month.
Instead of abiding by a set of rules, it seemed to be based on constant
negotiation with other drivers. Ours would hang inches behind the car he
wanted to over-take and pull out whenever he thought the oncoming traffic
would let him. If there was room for four cars abreast, cars heading in
opposite directions could overtake simultaneously. If our driver saw room
to ‘undertake’ a truck by driving through the dusty car park in front of a
roadside eatery, he would do so.
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Half an hour into the trip, we saw the aftermath of our first traffic accident:
two cars with crumpled wings, and two drivers quietly pondering the
damage. The lack of road rage was another notable feature of the driver’s
life in Iran. It was mad, but since everyone was as mad as everyone else,
there was no need for blame.

The ceiling of the Bagh-e Shahzade mosque in Mahan
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Families picnicking by a river in Kardovan
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The following day was a Friday, traditionally the day of rest and worship in
Iran. It was a foreboding start to the day, with showers spilling from
overcast skies, and gusty squalls roiling through the plane trees that lined
our street. The street was deserted - we assumed everyone was in the
mosque - so we sat and drank tea in the first-floor dining room of the Hotel
Payriz. The only other guest there was a gloomy Russian in tinted shades
who had come to Ardabil for an operation on his lower back.
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A tourist in traditional garb poses for a
photo in the caravanserai in Merbod

We met Vahid while we were strolling in the Tabriz bazaar. He spoke
excellent English with a distinctly American twang that suggested that
Hollywood had been his principal teacher. He was a typically restless,
curious, opinionated, dissatisfied cosmopolitan, happiest when talking
politics in the coffee shop. He seemed to make it a point of principle to
embrace anything that might offend the mullahs. Although he stuck to the
peach-flavoured malt drink that the locals call beer when we went for
dinner, he said he’d been drinking the real thing the night before. It was all
there for those who wanted it, he told us. You could even get crystal meth.
Iranians call it shisha, which is the Farsi for ‘cut glass’.
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Wandering the streets after dinner, we passed a shop selling flashy
crocodile-skin shoes, Trilbies and shirts with winged collars. Vahid said
that such clothes were for the gypsies, who liked things flashy. Iran was
proving a much less homogenous country than I'd imagined from afar.

Mud bricks in a doorway at the citadel in Bam

It was surprising how openly people expressed their dissent from
government orthodoxy. I spoke to an old man who was selling old
banknotes on the pavement; one of them had the former shah’s head on it.
“He was my king,” he said in quiet defiance. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been
surprised: the Iranian government and its foreign foes have a shared
interest in exaggerating the mullahs’ power, so the country tends to be
depicted as being more homogenous than it really is.

In truth, the rapid globalisation of the means of communications has
created strange pockets of freedom that the government can’t do much to
arrest. While there is as yet no effective challenge to the monopoly the
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[ranian government enjoys on political and economic power, behind closed
doors young Tehranis live lives not so far removed from those enjoyed by
Londoners. They have partners before marriage, and drink and dress much
like westerners.

None of this is new - I've seen photos from the ‘60s of girls walking the
streets of Cairo in miniskirts. The Middle East was undoubtedly more,
rather than less liberal 50 years ago. In the intervening years, the liberals
have been driven out of the public eye, but this has only made for a culture
of hypocrisy. Only the simple-minded really believe that the mullahs
govern the moral life of this country.

Looking out from the ramparts of the castle
in Meybod

At around 11pm, we stopped for dinner at a service station in the middle of
nowhere. The washroom was full of people, most of whom had come to use
not the toilet, but the sinks. It was good to see so many people washing
their faces, necks and ears in the middle of the night.
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[t was one of several reminders of Japan I came across in Iran. Like the
Japanese, the Iranians are remarkable for their kindliness and gentle
manners, the delicate flavours of their food, and their love of fine, detailed
craftsmanship.

Iran is a surprisingly gentle country. We have encountered no rudeness, no
litter, no delinquency and no thievery (aside from a bit of luck-pushing by
the country’s taxi drivers). Ironically, I suspect the general civility we've
met with has a lot to do with the Islamic revival.

The Iranians also have a keen sense of tragedy. If 'd been travelling by long
distance bus in Colombia, the film on the TV might have been an action
film; in the UK, perhaps a comedy. In Iran, we were treated to a moody
drama about the relationship between a modern Tehrani couple, with lots
of night-time shots of endless rain being swept from windscreens, behind
which man and wife discussed how to rescue their romance. It was doomed
to end in tears, of course.

bathhouse in Kerman



My Iran Diary 8

In an attempt to keep costs down, as well as to meet interesting locals, Liam
has signed up to Couchsurfing. It is supposed to be a free service, but since
Air B'n’B is American, and therefore banned, Couchsurfing is the only way
[ranians have of reaching out to foreign backpackers looking for a cheap
place to stay.

We are particularly keen to stay with the host who boasts in his profile of
being “an anarchist,” who “regularly drinks vodka, smokes marijuana and
drives madly.” He invites tourists to Esfahan to join him in “doing some
sin.” But he hasn’t replied to Liam’s queries, and now we’re wondering if he
might be a government stooge, planted online to lure foreign libertines into
the clutches of Iran’s diabolically abstemious regime.
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There are no Air B'n’B spots in the troglodyte village of Kandovan (or anywhere else in
Iran for that matter)
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On Emam Khomeini Street in Yazd

The third-floor window of the Couchsurfing place we found in Esfahan
looked out over the curtained windows of several neighbouring houses and
hundreds of yards of breeze-blocked walls. The same public modesty was
evident in the lack of street-facing windows and the high walls that blocked
every private household from view.

Privacy has long been valued in Persia. When the redoubtable English
traveller Isabella Bird travelled from Bushir to Tehran in 1890, she met
people who could still remember a time when the law condemned anyone
who dared to look into a neighbour’s yard to be stoned to death.

What goes on behind the miles of walls is anyone’s guess. Private lives are
hard to discern here, as they have been in every Iranian town we’ve been
to. On the one hand, all the women on the street wear chadors; on the other
hand, every clothes shop we’ve passed has been fronted by mannequins
wearing skin-tight jeans dotted with spangles and shiny sequins.

Once in the sanctuary of her yard, our host removed her headscarf and
swapped her loose black overcoat for a tight white T-shirt, while her dad
exchanged his trousers and shirt for shorts and a vest. Leila mentioned,
with a laugh, that a foreign writer once called Tehran “a city of liars.”
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Certainly, people lead double lives here. Whether in the town or the
countryside, every house has its yard, surrounded by a high wall. No one
can look in, but no one can look out either, which makes for privacy, but
also claustrophobia. In such circumstances, the family can only grow closer
- there is no escaping them to have a pint in the pub or do a spot of
gardening, as might happen in England.

Some good advice outside a madrasa in Esfahan

[ found some fascinating second-hand stalls close to the entrance to the
bazaar at the top of Imam Square in Esfahan. They were cluttered with iron
and copper work: door knockers (one for women, another for men, so the
women of the household could tell the gender of the caller), handmade
padlocks from the Qajar era, pen knives from the 19t century and maybe
earlier, silver rings inset with turquoise and agate, and strings of tiny old
coins on necklaces. I also found an amazing early battery-powered torch,
which I'd have bought if [ could have found batteries for it, and a spectacle
case, which looked to date from the 1930s or ‘40s. Inside was a dusty pair
of wire-rimmed glasses and the yellowing business card of an optician in
Teddington.
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The Blue Mosque in Tabriz
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In the courtyard of a mosque in Esfahan we saw big signboards carrying
photos of the ‘martyrs’ who died in the war with Iraq between 1980 and
1988. There were also pictures of some of the 400 Iranian soldiers who
have died fighting Daesh in Syria in 2016. Alongside a photo of Kassem
Solimani, the Iranian general directing operations in Syria, was one of
Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah in Lebanon.

That evening, Leila’s husband asked me in broken English if people in the
West hate Daesh as much as Iranians do. The answer seemed obvious to
me: Isis has dominated international news headlines for the past five years,
and our fear of Islamic terrorism has quite overwhelmed us. But somehow
the western perspective hasn't filtered through to Shia Iran, which is left
with a familiar feeling of battling evil unaided.

[slamic State is just the latest in a long list of enemies of modern Iran - the
Zionists, the Americans, the Saudis... This is a country accustomed to war,

whose leaders have been calling for death to someone or other ever since

they came to power.

The paradox is that the Iranian government is not aggressive or
expansionist. [ran has never gone on the offensive and the Shias’ wars are
always defensive, for they have none of the love of war that characterises
the Christian soldiers of Britain, Russia and the United States.

Nonetheless, the Shia expect always to be at war, for their reading of Islam
teaches that the righteous will always have to contend with the injustice
and brutality of those who claim to be their rightful leaders. Like the
Puritans who led England into civil war in the 1640s, Iran’s Shias are
natural, if reluctant, rebels. Kourosh and I agreed that Anglo-Iranian
relations have long been characterised by mutual misunderstanding.
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A mural in Tehran commemorating the
Iran-Iraq War of 1980-88

In Vank Cathedral, in the heart of the Armenian neighbourhood of New Julfa, Esfahan
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A face on the ceiling of Vank Cathedral, New Julfa, Esfahan
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While having a walk around Esfahan’s Armenian quarter late one
afternoon, we were accosted on the street by a young man who invited us
to his English conversation club. The venue was an upstairs coffee shop on
one of the smart shopping streets of New Julfa. The members of the club
were 12 or so young men, and just one woman.

We ordered expensive lattes and cappuccinos and settled down to chat
with these eager graduates and highflyers, students of accounting, IT,
computing and engineering. [ was looking forward to talking to the
members of the English club. One of them was home for the holidays from
university in Italy. He had a face reminiscent of the last shah and looked to
have had a nose job.

But the organiser had a scheme of his own in mind and asked each of them
to give his thoughts on ‘the generation gap.’ Their beautiful manners,
courtesy and gentleness were touching, but it was all very boring for us
foreigners. The gathering was obviously the closest they could get to a
student politics society, but instead of organic, youthful bonhomie, we had
to listen to lots of well-meaning platitudes about respecting your
opponent’s opinions. For the first time in a long time, I felt like [ was back
at school.

My attention drifted around the coffee shop. It was marked by lots of ill-
advised attempts to ape western-style interior décor - recessed lighting,
and generic photos of western landmarks like Big Ben and the Empire State
building. You could call them nods to the aspirations of the liberal
constitutionalists who have been struggling to modernise Iran since 1906.

Still the banal homilies went on. I tried to restrain my disruptive urges but
couldn’t help milking the comic potential of noisily sucking the last of my
iced coffee through a straw. The only smile I got was from Ormazd. He was
the only man in the room with long hair, let alone tattoos, so I struck up a
low-key conversation.

[ asked him about the tattoo on his little finger, which was of a pair of
scissors. He was a barber, he told me. He also had tattoos of small birds
running over the back of his hand, each of which represented a mistake he
had made in his life.

Ormazd looked terribly young to be so consumed by regrets, but that was
the price he had paid for Iran’s ‘generation gap.’ He told me that he was a
guitarist and thrash metal lover, but couldn’t form a band, much less get a
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gig, because the authorities wouldn’t let him. The last time the police had
picked him up, they’d kept him in a cell overnight and warned him that he’d
go to jail if they caught him playing ‘degenerate’ music again.

We concocted an excuse to leave the conversation club, and the four of us
went down the street to the barbershop where Ormazd worked, where we
all got haircuts, apart from Evelien. Ormazd was happy to cut women’s hair,
including his mum’s, in the privacy of his own home, but he wasn’t allowed
to do so in his shop.

The other barbers were in their early 20s and looked more boy band than
greebo. We made their day and were on the receiving end of lots of simple,
good-natured communication (a bit too simple at times: the cockiest of
Ormazd’s mates told me that he loved me and gave me a peck on the
cheek).

Since he couldn’t play thrash metal in public, Ormazd regaled us with the
next best thing: our first taste of western pop in Iran. It was only Adele, but
her ballads of heartbreak and regret were made especially poignant by
where we were, and by knowing that Ormazd was the only Iranian in the
room who understood what she was singing about. Despite his taste in
morbid music, Ormazd was a sweet natured type. When the time came to
part, he asked me to pray for him, “in the hope that one day I will be able to
escape the prison that is Iran.”

A woman consulting an imam at a mosque in Esfahan
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Reading descriptions of how westernised Tehran became under the Shah,
and how left behind the poor and uneducated felt, [ could see why
Ayatollah Khomeini was so venerated. For the first time, an Iranian was
suggesting that the western model was not worth following - indeed,
Khomeini insisted that it was a sin to follow the West, and that the solution
to Iran’s problems lay in a return to the theocratic authority of old. No
country has spurned the modern age with such determination.

Outside the House of Strength — zurkhaneh gymnasium - in Yazd
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A phot(; of a family of zurkhaneh wrestlers in the House of Strength in Yazd

Looking at the door handles in the back of Kamran’s car, [ had a strange
flashback; I realised that we’d had one of these cars when I was a kid. Aside
from the Raleigh bicycles, the number of Hillman Avengers on the roads is
another reminder of the broken link with Britain. Presumably the Hillman
factory was nationalised after 1979, for they go by the name ‘Paykan’ these
days. I suspect most Iranians aren’t even aware that they began life as
British cars. They’re obviously hardy machines, as they all look to be pretty
old, and we would see plenty of battered Paykans on the rough mountain
roads that lay ahead.
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A Paykan aka Hlllman Avenger - in Yazd



My Iran Diary 20

Iran’s Qashqai nomads are divided into tribes, each of which is in turn
divided into families. Marriage partners are chosen by the groom’s parents,
and it is customary for Qashqai to marry their cousins - Kamran had done
the same. Over the following days, we came across several people with
health problems resulting from such close consanguinity.

Kamran'’s brother, for example, had some kind of mental handicap. He sat
muttering to himself and smiling, whether in amusement or bemusement I
couldn’t say. I smiled at him to let him know that we came in peace, and he
gave me a long, unreadable look that forced me to look away. He only came
to the main tent to get a plateful of food, which he ate by himself outside his
own tent. Perhaps his parents didn’t want him upsetting the tourists.

After eating, he came back to the main tent to take his pills, which his
mother kept in a plastic bag that hung from one of the posts supporting the
family tent. In this part of the world, bread and salt are regarded as sacred.
We had seen bags of stale bread hanging from posts and railings, for even
when it’s been thrown out, bread isn’t allowed to touch the floor. Kamran’s
brother’s anti-psychotic medication seemed to enjoy the same near-sacred
status.

Later that afternoon, we hiked down the hill and along a steep-sided
canyon for several miles. It was a wonderful landscape: the light was clear,
and the stream was lined with willow and poplar trees. It was remote,
untouched country, and the rock was pocked with strange holes, like an
Aero bar.

We passed an old man who was gathering the masses of plastic bottles
bobbing on eddies in the stream. He was thin and wiry, and looked to be
fed on more bread than mutton. A generation ago, he’d have been a
shepherd, but now he had something to supplement whatever he made
from the sale of his sheep and goats. The recycling company gave him US$1
for five Kkilos of plastic, Kamran told us. It was a rubbish wage for a rubbish
job. Kamran, who had left the nomadic life for the city and English classes,
was charging each of us $50 a day just to have a wander through the old
man’s backyard.

On our way back to the nomads’ camp, Kamran pointed out a splatter of
bear shit on the rocks: matt black liquid that had dried in the sun, peppered
with what looked to be sesame seeds. The bears lived in the caves we could
see higher up, he said.
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A Qashqai woman spinning yarn in the mountains near Shiraz
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Kamran was friendly enough, and always careful to make sure we were
happy, but he was clearly a quiet, serious type. Only when we were walking
did he feel free to speak his mind. He missed the shah, he told us. In the
‘70s, Iran had been well on its way to joining the club of rich nations. The
shah’s government was negotiating better terms with the foreign oil
companies and investing the country’s oil wealth in infrastructure. The
country was industrialising and urbanising. “Iran could have become
number one,” he said sadly. But the mullahs had taken over and ruined
everything.

While I couldn’t help but sympathise, Kamran had allowed his nostalgia to
cloud the facts. Judging from what I'd read, the shah had been a profligate
tyrant, megalomaniac and coward. Most of his ‘infrastructure’ spending
went to the army, and the urbanisation he oversaw was quite chaotic.
Living standards might have risen in the ‘70s, but the shah couldn’t
countenance the demands for democracy that accompanied the country’s
rising prosperity.

Kamran couldn’t have been more than a child in 1979. Perhaps his
perspective had become more whimsical with time, coloured by his despair
at the dimming prospect of democratic change. Still, it’s certainly a great
shame that a nation that was until 1979 the most pro-western in the
Middle East should have revolted against the modern world with such
vehemence. Westernisation had been about more than just toadying. Iran
was far removed from the feudal isolationism of the sheikhdoms of Arabia.
It had been developing fast, even if its trajectory was skewed by its shah.

The shah’s attempts to revive the Persian heritage of dynastic glory might
have looked silly, but his country had real greatness to fall back on. Despite
the mullahs, there was a liberal middle class, and most working-class
Iranians showed few outward signs of piety. The things that mark Iran out
from the rest of the Middle East - not being Arab, having an Indo-European
language, being a former empire - ensure that many Iranians have a ready
affinity with westerners.

Or at least, they did until 1979. In his book, Revolutionary Iran, Michael
Axworthy mentions the Farsi word gharbzadegi: “an intoxication with the
West that prompted an abandonment of all other principles in pursuit of an
alien ideal that could not be properly understood, applied, absorbed or
assembled.” The Iranian Revolution had been a revolt against gharbzadegi.
Though Kamran regarded the revolution as a mere coup, it struck me that it
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had signalled a return to the only thing that seemed indigenous, as well as
dependable in Iran in 1979: the mosque.

~

£ et

Qashqai men inoculating goats in the mountains near Shiraz

When we got back to the tent, we found that several other guests had
arrived, and were drinking tea with fresh mint, a delicious brew. One of
them was a short, stout, smiley man, who was a veteran of the war with
Iraq. He showed me the shrapnel in his leg and when I showed him the
wartime photos in Revolutionary Iran, he nodded recognition.

Kamran translated what he said for me: he recognised the photo of the
drowned and abandoned tanks in the Shatt al-Arab, and the picture of the
[ranian frogmen who had led the night-time attacks on the Iraqis’ positions
— he had been there. “The powerful start wars, but they never do any of the
fighting,” he said.

The Persian Gulf must have been a terrible place to fight a war. I'd read
about conditions in Bushir, the town where the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company
had its refinery. Apparently, in the summer it was so hot that local
shopkeepers would sit in barrels of water to stay cool.
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The veteran started singing, first in Farsi and then in Arabic. He had
learned it during the war, for the Iraqis were victims of the war too, and
he’d wanted to be able to speak to them. Somewhere along the way, he'd
also learned Pashtun, Turkish, and even Hindi, and he sang a verse or two
in each of them. It was all good simple country fare, the kind of oompah-
loompah tune you still hear in those parts of Europe untouched by the
sounds of rock and pop, and the other guests clapped along.

Before we left the Qashqgai camp for the drive back to Shiraz, I showed the
old shepherd who had killed the sheep we had had for lunch some photos
on my laptop. I wanted to show him the picture of a herd of sheep I'd taken
while I was travelling around Wales in 2012. He liked the look of them, and
[ soon found myself showing him pictures of hill farms, set in lush valleys of
green fields and dotted with plump, well-fed sheep. He and his wife
marvelled at the sight of such fertile land. “We pray for such rain,” he said.

| felt rotten for rubbing his nose in the misfortune of being born in an arid
land. But not rotten enough to give Kamran $150 for a three-day wander
around the mountains. Before we got in the car, I pulled him aside and
pleaded poverty. He affected sympathy, but only enough to give me 10% off
the price we'd agreed back in Shiraz.
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Bas relief of cu bearers bringing tribute to Cfus the Great, Persepolis
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A huge ancient mausoleum at Naksh-e Rostam, near Persepolis
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Tirdad’s mum laid a tablecloth on the floor and put out plates for bread,
cheese, tomatoes and cucumbers. The family seemed indifferent to décor or
the comforts of home. The room was very large but practically empty, and
only lit by a solitary fluorescent strip. It was reminiscent of a medieval
manor house - the Spartan décor; the delicate manners, austere chivalry
and pervasive hush; the housebound wife who didn’t dare ask the
foreigners anything apart from how they’d slept.

Remembering the fluorescent green lights that we’d seen around the tombs
of revered saints, it occurred to me that it probably didn’t look as stark in
Iranians’ eyes as it did in mine. Tirdad was keen to reassure us that his was
not a religious household. “Look,” he said, pointing to a Zoroastrian symbol
in bas-relief on the wall, as if to imply that Islam was not the be all and end
all of Iran. He told us that he didn’t even like Arabic, saying he was a
Persian before he was a Muslim. Perhaps he was hoping that nationalism
was something we could all feel comfortable with.

[t was hard to dislike Tirdad: he was terribly earnest. But there wasn’t a lot
of common ground to wander with him, so my attention wandered to the
TV, which was showing coverage of a big prayer meeting on mute. It was
Thursday night, when all good Muslims prepare for the day of prayer to
come. The prayer leader was wailing, and the men in the congregation
were crying in response. He was wearing a jacket and no tie, as if he’d just
knocked off work at the office.

Carved alabaster table leg in
the Golestan Palace, Tehran



My Iran Diary 27

The train from Bam to Tehran passed through an amazing desert
landscape: a flat valley of grey sand and scrub, bordered on both sides by
high walls of rock, the texture of which showed how it had buckled and
twisted through time, like poured caramel gone hard. The peaks were
fearsome looking spikes, and at the foot of the chain were great piles of
morass, the result of millennia of cracking and crumbling under the
unforgiving pressure of the sun. In the middle of the day, everything was
illuminated with startling clarity, but as the sun waned the outlines grew
softer, and the mountains turned from black and gold to grey and mauve.

Since smoking wasn’t allowed on the train, as soon as it stopped, we dashed
onto the platform hoping to smoke, as well as to buy more cigarettes. But
there was no shop, for the train had stopped not at a station, but at a
solitary prayer hall in the middle of the awesome desert, where the faithful
could spend 20 minutes saying their evening prayers.

On the roof of the Friendly Hostel in Yazd
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A child in the courtyard of the Masjed e Vakil in Shiraz
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[ can’t remember which of us raised the subject of drugs, but at some point,
Farzaneh asked me which drugs I'd taken. He said he had been a regular
dope smoker when he lived in Tabriz but had given up when he moved to
Tehran.

In the course of our conversation, Farzaneh also talked about being gay in
Iran. I thought he was going to make a proposition that would embarrass
us both, but he didn’t. Two of his flatmates were gay, he said, and having
got to know them, he’d become quite vocal about gay rights - to us at least.
Both his flatmates had active sex lives, he said, and had been set upon by
thugs from the religious police on occasion.

We talked about politics a bit, but the conversation fell flat when Farzaneh
said he thought the Kurdish PKK were “too Stalinist.” [ wasn’t surprised,
much less affronted, but Liam has been defending the good name of Josef
Stalin since we first set foot in Armenia. Not knowing much about the PKK,
(or the dangers of Stalinism for that matter), he chose to keep schtum on
the subject.

From what I gathered from Farzaneh, there isn’t a lot to say about
opposition politics in Iran. The last organised opposition movement was
the MKO, which bombed and killed several leading members of the regime
back in the ‘80s, but its leaders were driven into exile a long time ago. As
for Iran’s much-vaunted ‘Green Revolution’, if anything has come of it,
nobody told us.

Like the regime he opposed, Farzaneh was preoccupied by bigger
problems, like sex and death. He had read his Freud and believed that the
root of the government’s easy recourse to violence and repression lay in
the unresolved sexual hang-ups of its leaders. Their determination to keep
men and women segregated is just one facet of their repressed sexuality,
which also expresses itself in violence towards anyone who dares to
criticise (and potentially unmask) them.
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Foreign tourists outside the former U.S. Embassy in Tehran

Before crossing the border, we stopped at a café for some breakfast. The
owner was delighted to have two foreign guests. He asked us if we were
Russian truck drivers. His morning regulars - old shepherds in battered
army surplus gear who came to his café to drink tea and eat freshly baked
bread - looked at us blankly.

[ was by then looking forward to leaving Iran; it was all too grim, too
uniform, and too lacking in variety. Perhaps a month was too long; or
perhaps we’d just spent too long in the cities, and not enough in the P&Q of
the countryside.

Not being able to read or speak Farsi didn’t help, but the estrangement |
felt went far beyond not being able to read the menu. However welcoming
the people, there’s limited pleasure to be had in meeting them if you can’t
communicate with them. The streets of a new city lose a lot of their interest
when you can’t even read the shop signs or the tattered bills pasted on the
walls - they could have been advertising call girls, late night booze
deliveries or demonstrations against the government for all I knew.

Occasionally we’d found something in English to ponder. There had been
an interesting poster on the wall of the lobby of our hotel in Mashhad. It
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depicted a faceless woman in a chador, with white light emanating from the
space where her face should have been. ‘Hijab is my personality, and the
guarantor of my serenity,’ ran the tagline.

But such insights raised more questions than they answered. What did
women need protecting from? The general beastliness of men? If so, how
come western women don’t need protecting? Is it because they have
become as beastly as western men?

Liam and I tried to muster conversation, but it was like being in an echo
chamber. He was giving voice to the same small-minded gripes - about
endless kebabs and rice, rip-off taxi drivers, the shuttered faces, and the
sheer lack of fun - that [ was trying to keep a lid on. We were tired. It was
time to leave Iran and jump feet first into the delights of Turkmenistan.

(nb: I have changed the names of the Iranians mentioned in the text to
protect their identities - just in case).



