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THE IRAN SOCIETY
OBJECTS

The objects for which the Society is established are to promote learning
and advance education in the subject of Iran, its peoples and culture (but
so that in no event should the Society take a position on, or take any part
in, contemporary politics) and particularly to advance education through the
study of the language, literature, art, history, religions, antiquities, usages,
institutions and customs of Iran.

ACTIVITIES

In fulfilment of these objects, the Society, which is registered in Great
Britain as a charity, shall, among other things:

Hold meetings and establish, promote, organise, finance and
encourage the study, writing, production and distribution of books,
periodicals, monographs and publications,

Do all such other lawful and charitable things as shall
further the attainment of the objects of the Society or any of
them.

The full text of the Rules of the Society may be inspected in the Society’s
offices.

Those wishing to apply for membership can do so through the Society’s
website, or by writing to the Hon. Secretary for an application form. Students
are encouraged to join.

JOURNAL

The aim of the Journal is to reproduce edited versions of some of the
lectures given over the year, to review books of interest to members and to
publish short articles of general interest. The editor welcomes contributions
and suggestions. The journal is financed by a benefaction from the Kathleen
Palmer-Smith Publication Fund.
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OSBORNE SAMUEL

MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY ART

Following the success of our inaugural exhibition of Contemporary
Iranian Art, the gallery will continue a programme of group and solo
shows by several leading artists, including Behrouz Rae, Fereydoun Ave,
Reza Derakshani and Mahmoud Bakhshi Moakhar.

Image: Sadegh Tirafkan Endless Series No 5, 2009

If you would like more information about the works available or to
receive an invitation to our forthcoming exhibitions of Iranian or Indian art, please
contact Barby Chhohan: Tel: 44(0) 20 7493 7939 Email:bchhohan@osbornesamuel.com

23a Bruton Street, London W1J 6QG
Tel: +44 (0)20 7493 7939 Fax: +44 (0)20 7493 7798 Email: info@osbornesamuel.com
www.osbornesamuel.com
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CHAIRMAN’S FOREWORD

There have been many changes to the Council of the Society in the last year.
Our president, chairman and treasurer have all, sadly, decided to retire. Lord
Temple-Morris had been president for fourteen years, Alick Gray had been
honorary treasurer for twenty-one years and Hugh Arbuthnott had been
chairman for two years. We are grateful to all of them for the contributions
that, each in their own way, they have made to the society. We are delighted
that Sir Richard Dalton, lately HM Ambassador to Tehran, has agreed to
become our president and that Robert Mackenzie has agreed to take over as
honorary treasurer. Marjon Esfandiari has kindly agreed to take on the mantle
of honorary secretary.

Four travel grants were awarded this year. We were pleased by the
response from the universities to the offer of grants this year and were
particularly impressed by the quality of applicants from Exeter University’s
thriving department of Middle Eastern studies. Because of recent events
in Tehran most of the recipients decided to postpone their travels until the
situation has calmed down.

It is with sadness that we record the deaths of the following members of
the society: Peter Avery of Cambridge University; Peter Willey, the author of
two books on the Castles of the Assassins; lan Bowler, pipeline builder and
poet; Hajji Mohammed Ali Barkhordar, erstwhile chairman of the Bank of
Iran and the Middle East.

The recession has led some of our corporate members to discontinue
their subscriptions, which went towards the travel grants. This is a general
trend, which has affected many societies such as ours. We are very grateful to
those companies that have remained loyal to us.

We were greatly privileged to have been offered a private viewing of the
Shah Abbas exhibition at the British Museum this year, with a guided tour by
its curator, Dr Sheila Canby, who gave us the benefit of her great erudition.

Finally I would like to record my thanks to Janet Rady, our honorary
lecture secretary, who continues to provide us with arich and varied programme
of lectures and events and has been responsible for the improvement of our
website, which is worth a look for information on the lectures, the society’s
history and for past articles of the journal. Some of the lectures have been
recorded and can be replayed from the site.

Antony Wynn
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2 IRAJ: THE POET OF LOVE AND HUMOUR

IrAJ: THE POET OF LOVE AND HUMOUR

Lecture given by Dr Homa Katouzian on 18 February 2009

Iraj Mirza Jalal al-Mamalek, popularly known as Iraj, the name and title
which he himself preferred, was the son of Gholam Hossein Mirza, son of
Malek Iraj Mirza, who was a son of Fath Ali Shah Qajar. Fath Ali Shah was
a poet of note himself, with a published divan. Both his son Malek Iraj Mirza
and many of his other numerous sons and grandsons, including the important
and influential E’tezad al-Saltaneh, Minister of Science under Naser al-Din
Shah, were private or professional poets. Iraj’s own father was a professional
poet, who had been given the title of Sadr al-Sho’ara [The Supreme of the
Poets]. Another grandson of Fath Ali Shah, son of Mohammad Qoli Mirza
Molk Ara, was a professional poet and entitled Shams al-Sho’ara [Sun of the
Poets] from whom descended the Qajar families of Shams and Shams-e Molk
Ara. Apart from Iraj, two other descendants of Fath Ali Shah became famous
poets: Abol Hasan Mirza, Sheikh al-Ra’is and Mohammad Hashem Mirza
(Sheikh al-Rais II). Both of the latter poets were contemporaries of Iraj. Iraj
was also a personal friend of Hashem Mirza. In an ekhvaniyeh' or poetical
fraternity, he says, addressing Aref: ‘ Ask Shahzadeh Hashem Mirza / Why he
does not get in touch; / If being a [Majlis] deputy changes one’s mood / Then
being a deputy is no good.’

But among all these Qajar family poets, including the two Sheikh al-
Raises, Iraj stands out as one of the most able and eloquent Persian poets
of all time. He did not write much. The whole of his poetry is no more than
4000 couplets, but everything he has written is of the highest quality and
deserves to be preserved in the annals of Persian poetry. Iraj belonged to a
generation of poets who, although not modernists, modernised neo-classical
poetry within the existing classical structures. They were not modernists, but
they were modern. They chose forms which were the most appropriate to the
expression of contemporary themes and ideas and they employed wholly new
metaphors, puns, asides, allusions, imageries and other figures of speech and
literary devices. Reading the poems that they wrote after the Constitutional
Revolution of 1905-06, it would be impossible for anyone familiar with
classical and neo-classical Persian poetry to mistake them for such, in spite
of the fact that they retained the basic neo-classical structures. There were, of
course, many other poets, such as Ebrat-e Naini, Adib-e Pishevari and Vahid-

! Ekhvan = brothers in Arabic
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IRAJ: THE POET OF LOVE AND HUMOUR 3

e Dastgerdi, who remained almost completely faithful to the classics both in
form and substance, whose works did not survive beyond their own time.

Iraj more or less shared this kind of modernity with Bahar, Dehkhoda,
Eshqi, Arefand Lahuti, at least three of whom were his friends and collocutors.
Bahar was seldom humorous, wrote only a few lampoons and his satire was
normally subtle. Many of Dehkhoda’s limited poems are more like poetical
jokes. Most of the nationalist poetry of Eshqi and Aref are either laments
for the backwardness of contemporary Iran or offensive 4ajv and lampoons
against the political establishment and foreign powers. But even, to a certain
extent, Adib al-Mamalek Farahani’s poetry of the period reflects the new
mood of politics and humour in Persian literature, for example, his humorous
qasideh’ beginning: ‘God bless the late Hajji Mirza Aqasi’s soul / And grant
the public, instead, the political parties all / Progress, Justice, Revolution and
Reaction / Democrats, Radicals and Lovers of Cash / Making ministers of
infants and deputies of the gaga ...’

The two most outstanding of the poets of the period were Iraj and the
Poet Laurete Bahar. It would be difficult and somewhat futile to try and
determine which of the two was better. Bahar is better known, probably
because he lived longer and wrote much more in more poetical forms and
on many more subjects. He was also a politician and a scholar. He was a
master of the gasideh in particular and the last of the great poets to write in
the Khorasani style. In his elegy on the death of Iraj he wrote: “Truly, Sa’di
of Shiraz has died...’

In many ways Iraj’s poetry was different from Bahar’s, particularly the
poems of the Constitutional period, which make up the most enduring part
of his works. In fact, Iraj’s political career may be divided neatly between
the period before the Constitutional Revolution when he was thirty-four and
the period after it until he died prematurely in 1924 at the age of fifty-two.
In the first part of his career, Iraj was a traditional court poet writing mainly
panegyrics for princes and notables and poems in glorification of the Prophet
Mohammad and the Shia imams and martyrs. He has a gasideh in praise of
Imam Ali in the form of reporting a conversation, which is as good as any
that has been written on the subject before or since. It is in thirty couplets and
begins: ‘I said, This sad heart of mine is bound by your love / She said, Pity
the heart which is bound by anyone’s love.’

The most remarkable art of the whole of Iraj’s poetry, both traditional
and modern, is the clarity and fluency of the poem, the art of the sakl o
motane, the easy and impossible, unsurpassed since Sa’di, who perfected it
in both his poetry and his prose. This is the art of writing so clearly and

2 Long elegy or ode.


Prinect Printready ColorCarver
Page is color controlled with Prinect Printready ColorCarver 3.0.97
Copyright 2005 Heidelberger Druckmaschinen AG
http://www.heidelberg.com

You can view actual document colors and color spaces, with the free Color Editor (Viewer), a Plug-In from the Prinect PDF Toolbox. Please request a PDF Toolbox CD from your local Heidelberg office in order to install it on your computer.

Applied Color Management Settings:
Output Intent (Press Profile): Print Gray.icm

RGB Image:
Profile: HDM sRGB Profile.icc
Rendering Intent: Perceptual
Black Point Compensation: no

RGB Graphic:
Profile: HDM sRGB Profile.icc
Rendering Intent: Saturation
Black Point Compensation: no

CMYK Image:
Profile: ISOcoated.icc
Rendering Intent: Perceptual
Black Point Compensation: no
Preserve Black: no

CMYK Graphic:
Profile: ISOcoated.icc
Rendering Intent: Saturation
Black Point Compensation: no
Preserve Black: no

Device Independent RGB/Lab Image:
Rendering Intent: Perceptual
Black Point Compensation: no

Device Independent RGB/Lab Graphic:
Rendering Intent: Saturation
Black Point Compensation: no

Device Independent CMYK/Gray Image:
Rendering Intent: Perceptual
Black Point Compensation: no

Device Independent CMYK/Gray Graphic:
Rendering Intent: Saturation
Black Point Compensation: no

Turn R=G=B (Tolerance 1.0%) Graphic into Gray: yes

Turn C=M=Y,K=0 (Tolerance 0.1%) Graphic into Gray: no
CMM for overprinting CMYK graphic: no
Gray Image: Apply CMYK Profile: no
Gray Graphic: Apply CMYK Profile: no
Treat Calibrated RGB as Device RGB: yes
Treat Calibrated Gray as Device Gray: yes
Remove embedded non-CMYK Profiles: yes
Remove embedded CMYK Profiles: yes

Applied Miscellaneous Settings:
All Colors to knockout: no
Pure black to overprint: no
Turn Overprint CMYK White to Knockout: yes
Turn Overprinting Device Gray to K: yes
CMYK Overprint mode: set to OPM1 if not set
Create "All" from 4x100% CMYK: yes
Delete "All" Colors: no
Convert "All" to K: yes



4 IRAJ: THE POET OF LOVE AND HUMOUR

concisely that that it would not be possible to condense it any further. It
looks easy because of the clarity, fluency and ready comprehensibility of
the piece, but very difficult, or virtually impossible, precisely because of the
great economy in the use of words. No one since Sa’di has perfected this art
as much as Iraj.

It was from the dawn of the Constitutional Revolution that Iraj’s poetry
became modern as well as humorous. Modern Persian humour begins with
the Constitutional Revolution; the new press, prose and poetry combined
politics with humour.

Revolutions normally escalate in tone as well as aspiration and violence.
The Constitutional Revolution led to hope, despair and discharge of emotions
lasting for almost a quarter of a century. A good deal of fashionable prose and
poetry was political or social and was humorous and often violent in tone.

Of the poets who continued, indeed advanced, the writing of harsh
political poetry in the period of post-revolutionary conflict and chaos, the most
active were Aref-e Qazvini, Mirzadeh-ye Eshqi and Farrokhi Yazdi. Much of
the humorous effect of their political lampoons is due to the coarseness of the
language, although Eshqi’s poetry is considerably more mature than the other
two and he might have made a major poet had he not fallen victim to political
assassination at the age of thirty-one. The young Abolgasem Lahuti was also
a fiery poet, but very seldom used coarse language.

Iraj did occasionally raise social and political problems in his poetry,
but he was not a political poet in the style of the others. He wrote only two
political lampoons, one in 1907 against Sheikh Fazlollah Nuri® and another
in 1907 against Qavam al-Saltaneh, when the latter had put down the revolt
of Colonel Mohammad Taqi Khan Pesyan, a personal friend of Iraj and the
highly popular head of the gendarmerie of Khorasan. At one stage of the
conflict between Sheikh Fazlollah and the constitutionalists, the sheikh took
bast [asylum] against the Majlis in the shrine of Hazrat-e Abdolazim. Iraj
wrote a light and humorous gasideh attacking the sheikh and defending the
Majlis: “The Hojjat al-Islam will beat you quick / He will beat your head with
a donkey stick.’

Despite its frequently coarse, even obscene, language, Iraj’s masterpiece
is his Arefnameh. In 1920, when he was a civil servant in the department of
finance at Mashhad, his old and close friend Aref paid a visit to that city and,
despite Iraj’s expectation that he would stay with him, was the guest of Colonel
Pesyan. Not only that, he did not even go to see Iraj and added insult to injury
by organising a concert in which he himself sang and vehemently attacked
the Qajars. It is clear from much of Iraj’s poetry, including his short lampoons

3 A prominent opponent of the constitutionalists.
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IRAJ: THE POET OF LOVE AND HUMOUR 5

about Ahmad Shah, that he did not have much family or clan prejudice, but in
the circumstances he took Aref’s attack on the Qajars personally: ‘I heard that
in the Bagh-e¢ Melli theatre / You showed how stupid you are by nature...’

That is how the Arefnameh or Aref Saga, came about. It is a long poem
and not just an attack on Aref, although Aref is somehow throughout. There
are parts of it, not least where he attacks the sejab, which cannot be repeated
in polite society even though, like the rest of the poem, they are hilariously
funny as well as poetry at its best.*

Avery interesting aspect of the Arefnameh is its ekhvaniyat or fraternities.
Ekhvaniyat are a category or genre of classical Persian poetry where the poet
writes to or about his friends. Often the addressee, or others who are mentioned
in the fraternity, were themselves poets or men of letters. In fact, much of the
Arefnameh consists of such ekhvaniyat either addressed to Aref or about their
friends. For example, Aref had been wearing a traditional headdress like a
little turban, which they used to call a mowlavi, but he had decided to become
more fashionable and replace it with a hat. Iraj makes fun of this and says that
it is too late for the likes of him and Aref to become young and good-looking
by such devices. Iraj’s direct addresses to Aref in the poem continue and
although the tone is usually one of complaint and criticism, both friendly and
unfriendly remarks follow one after the other: ‘You, Aref, were really like a
donkey / The time that you stayed aloof from me...’

Iraj goes on to write the fullest and most authentic ‘fraternity’ of the
whole poem. Addressing Aref, he asks after their friends in Tehran, nearly all
of them literati and intellectuals. The list includes Ali Akbar Dehkhoda, the
future encyclopaedist, the poet laurcate Bahar, the scholar Yusef E’tesam al-
Molk, the poet, critic and tea merchant Ahmad Kamali. He ends by advising
Aref to change his little mowlavi turban for a big white one and to become
a rowzeh-khan, a preacher who is paid to address congregations on the life
and sufferings of the Shii imams and martyrs, but who could also speak on
social or even political topics. Making fun of Aref who, like himself, was
very intolerant of clerics, he tells him to put on a big turban, mount the pulpit
and speak in high praise of ministers and deputies so that, instead of being
persecuted for his political views, he would earn a good living. ‘If you want
to get into good business / And luck to be with you always, / Add two yards
to your turban / And become a worthy preacher...’

In another Ekhvaniyat, Iraj writes to the Saba brothers, the sons of
Kamal al-Saltaneh, who was a descendant of the poet laureate to Fath Ali
Shah. He begins by addressing Abdol Hossein, making fun of his migraines

4 The text, with an English foreword, can be found on http://www.iranian.com/Arts/Sept98/Ira-
jMirza/index.html
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6 IRAJ: THE POET OF LOVE AND HUMOUR

and saying that he could be cured if only his father, a doctor, was not so lazy
and goes on to poke fun at Abol Hasan for his baldness, telling him ironically
that bald men are very important, that some of the prophets were bald and
that the Germans were winning the war against the Russians because they had
many bald soldiers.

In his later writing, Aref wrote lighter poems in the masnavi form.
One of the themes that he is noted for is the subject of Aejab, which at that
time covered the faces and hands of women. ‘Covering the hands and face,
without a doubt / Is not what the Holy Qoran talked about.” The story in the
Arefnameh against the hejab, although brilliant, is too explicit for repetition
here. Briefly, the narrator says that, as a young man, he had invited a woman
into his home on a bogus pretext and has then asked her to take off her Aejab,
for which she rebuked him. Changing his tactic, the young man then makes
physical passes at the woman, who responds positively. They end up on the
floor together, but she insists on holding on to her Aejab to cover her face,
while happy to reveal everything else. The poem concludes with the thought
that ignorant women wearing the veil are far less capable of defending their
honour than liberated women.

There is much more to Iraj’s poetry than can be discussed here. He has
a charming masnavi written on his gravestone in the grounds of the tomb of
Zahir al-Dowleh, above Darband in Shemiran: ‘Buried here is the love of the
world / A world of love is hidden in this abode.’
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SHAH ABBAS THE GREAT: TRACING HIS 1000 KM WALK 7

SHAH ABBAS THE GREAT: TRACING HIS 1000 KM WALK
FROM ISFAHAN TO MASHHAD

lustrated lecture given to the Society on 21% April 2009 by Caroline Mawer,
recipient of the Society’s Travel Grant in 2008.

Just in time to coincide with the British Museum exhibition about Shah Abbas
the Great, the Iran Society 2008 Travel Grant has allowed me to finish tracing
the route of the Shah’s famous 1000 km walk from Isfahan to Mashhad. This
report will describe my November 2008 trip to Iran — as well as telling some
tales from my earlier ‘pilot’ visit and exploring a little of what [ am now
learning about Iranian water systems and supplies, especially in Safavid
times.

I was tantalised by Professor Charles Melville’s 1996 paper on Shah
Abbas’s 1000 km walk®. Melville’s paper sets the walk in the context of other
famous kingly walks and also explores the several visits Shah Abbas made
to Mashhad during his reign. The various potential rationales for these trips
include linkages with military campaigns, Shah Abbas’s well-documented
personal piety and his own historical links with Mashhad. There was also
a need to restore Safavid ideological legitimacy after the disastrous reigns
of the two previous Shahs and the possible profaning of the tomb of Shah
Tahmasp by the Uzbeks. For the ever-practical Shah Abbas, promoting
ziyaret (religious pilgrimage) to Mashhad could not only bolster the town
and its commerce, but also reduce the flow of gold out of Iran with the annual
Meccan hajj’. Specifically for the 1601 walk, a vow (nazr’) was reportedly
taken by the Shah, although the details of this are not altogether clear.

Professor Melville helpfully summarises and critiques the two best
known contemporary accounts of the walk (by Iskander Beg and Munajjim
Yazdi). These offer quite different ideas of the duration of the walk (28 and
66 days respectively). Melville also introduces a recently discovered account,
probably by a Mirza Muhammad Salih Munshi. This, whilst not being without
its own problems, adds some support to Yazdi’s version of events. As Yazdi
was apparently charged with measuring how far the Shah walked, using a rope
(tanab) as a measuring device, he might well be expected to be more accurate

5> C Melville, Shah Abbas and the Pilgrimage to Mashhad, Pembroke Papers 4 (1996) 191-
229.

® There are various traditions about one ziyaret to Mashhad being worth more than seven — or
even one thousand — Meccan hajjs.

7 Melville says that this may be “more nearly a votive offering”. Melville 1996 p198
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8 SHAH ABBAS THE GREAT: TRACING HIS 1000 KM WALK

in his rendering of events than the potentially eulogistic version of Iskander
Munshi. Professor Melville grapples manfully with various contemporary
European descriptions of Iranian journeys and the British War Office Quarter-
Inch maps, to present summary tables of the Great Shah’s likely itinerary.
These he declared to be the most definite conclusion he could reach “short of
retracing the route on the ground, which is at present impractical™.

A retracing of the walk sounded much more ‘practical’ than some of
my previous trips to Iran!® However, I realised immediately that no-one
could even attempt to walk the 1000km until the Shah’s stopping places were
definitively found.

I planned to record the stopping places both photographically and using
GPS. Some of the locations are obvious — the plane tree at Natanz and the
ribat (fort) at Ahuan, for example. Others seemed findable — Kashan and
Damghan are well known, though it is perhaps less clear exactly where Shah
Abbas may have stayed within each of the towns. Yazdi had named other halts
which Professor Melville could not find on the maps, ‘Birka by caravanserai
of Khwaja Qasim’ and ‘Imamzadeh’ are two examples — although Melville
usually suggested possible options. I also realised that the place names in
Melville’s paper were written in English: as well as being 400 years old, there
might be difficulties with the pronunciation and so understanding — not only
because written Persian has fewer vowels than English, but also because of
what I already knew of the significant regional differences in Persian accents,
especially in rural areas.

With all this in mind, I had to set some criteria for a stopping place as
being ‘found’. It seemed clear that Shah Abbas must have always needed
shelter and, above all, water on his journeying. I also felt that — especially as
he was walking to a religious shrine — he was likely to have visited important
mosques in places that he came to. I therefore determined that if it wasn’t clear
from the names of Yazdi’s stopping places,'® I would seek out caravanserais,
water supplies and the Friday mosques at any location I was labelling as a
stopping place. I needed to focus on positions or buildings that were known
or thought to be from the time of Shah Abbas or before, whilst realising that
this would be complicated by the tendency to label all Iranian caravanserais
as ‘Shah Abbasi’ and also by the extensive building programme during the
reign of the Great Shah (edifices might truly be ‘Abbasi’, but be constructed
after the 1601 walk).

8 Melville 1996 p200

o Many thanks to the Iran Society for contributing to the funding of my 2008 photographic
exhibitions at the Brunei Gallery, related to my walking of the Bakhtiari Kuch.

10 ¢ g a specific bridge, fort, and the plane tree, still extant in Natanz.
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SHAH ABBAS THE GREAT: TRACING HIS 1000 KM WALK 9

This report is ostensibly about the Iran Society sponsored trip in
November 2008 but, as intimated above, I think it is necessary to first briefly
describe here the ‘pilot’ I carried out in March. For practical reasons, this
concentrated on the second half of the Shah’s trip.

As shown in Figure 1 below, Abbas first walked northwards from Isfahan
to Kashan. Partly because this route was so well-travelled — and therefore
had so many paths — Melville describes this part of the journey as the most
difficult to determine definitively exactly where the Shah went. After Kashan,
Abbas went north-eastwards over the salt desert towards Dehnamak (just east
of Garmsar). Melville cites contemporary reports of the “horrors of the salt
waste” in this area, and also discusses the post-walk building of a causeway
along this part of the route to help travellers along their way. After leaving
the desert, the Shah then turned eastwards along the “well-worn” road to
Mashhad.

Figure 1: The Shah's route from Isfahan to Mashhad. Only a few of the

stopping places are shown, for clarity.

I duly started in Isfahan, where the very friendly and well-informed staff
of the Miras-e Farangi (official cultural service) showed me the Daulatabad
location of Masjid Tuqtchi — now a busy roundabout — and told me that if the
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10 SHAH ABBAS THE GREAT: TRACING HIS 1000 KM WALK

Shah had been there, he must also have visited what was now a public park,
the Park of the Birds. This was where travellers entering and leaving Safavid
Isfahan had bathed, rested and changed their clothes as necessary. I suddenly
felt very close to Safavid life — the Shah washed here! I was also aware of
the continuities (and discontinuities) that are always a part of Iranian life
— Isfahanis still enjoy this place, even if it is now open to all and not just the
elite.

More importantly, I also found out that I needed a special desert permit
for the second section of the trip, from just past Kashan to Dehnamak, and that
this permit was only obtainable in Tehran. So I travelled back up to Tehran,
where the Noruz (Iranian New Year) holidays meant that the necessary stamp
was locked in an office, with the keyholder only expected back after his
vacation.

I therefore set off towards Mashhad, hoping to be able to then travel
down through Khorasan via Torbat Heydarieh and Nain back to Isfahan, to
where my elusive permit might hopefully be faxed. This also allowed me
to start with the easiest-to-find part of the journey, as the Shah’s stopping
places were all on or near the main road to Mashhad. I don’t have space here
for my serious falling out with my first driver or my brushes with the police
(understandably not expecting a lone foreign woman to be out interrogating
villagers — they always ended by being as enormously hospitable as all
Iranians always are). Suffice it to say that I learnt that Yazdi’s distances were
a huge help; that old men often knew vast amounts about their local area (if I
waited, usually around 45 minutes, for us to start to agree on pronunciations);
and that random taxi-drivers would get obsessively interested in my quest
and the history, about which I often knew much more than they did.

Most importantly of all, though, I found that tracing the journey as I
was, a stage at a time, made me look at the country and the countryside in a
completely different way. Instead of hurtling as fast as possible, enclosed in
a plane or train or coach or speeding car between Tehran and Mashhad like
most Iranian city dwellers, I was experiencing a whole different land and
quite different ways of life. [ was starting — just starting — to better understand
the world of Safavid travel in Iran.

I also became obsessed with water. The Shah’s party must have needed
it — in the fierce desert winds around Dehnamak, and in the knee high thorn
bushes in the loose sandy soils around Ahuan. There were some gorgeous little
streams and other water sources — for example right next to the caravanserai
at Mehr (with mulberries growing wild alongside the water), and just in front
of the ribat (fort) at Sangkalidar. Here a little girl persuaded me to climb with
her right over — yes, over! — the crumbling two-storey building to get to the
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front entrance. We could have simply walked around — but I didn’t know that
when I started climbing — and this has to be one of the more memorable ways
to visit a building! All too often, however, the same sad water story was told
to me: a long time ago, villagers would say, we had a spring, then there was
a ganat (traditional underground canal system), but now the ganat doesn’t
work, and we have poomp (an electric pump). What, I agonized silently, is
going to happen when the pump dries up?

By the time I got near to Mashhad, I knew how to find the stopping
places. I could spot the useful old men at fifty metres, and avoid the garrulous
timewasters. The last of my stream of taxi-drivers, himself an ‘Abbas’, didn’t
want to leave my side. He was the one I had to thank for finding Sakhdar
when night was falling and I was getting very tired indeed. This was the last
of the Shah’s recorded halts as he cut north-east across the Alborz Mountains
to Mashhad. But I knew my driver’s wife was worrying — after all, Agha
Abbas had left Sabsevar two days previously on what was supposed to be a
20km job. So I paid him off, and set off to revisit my old Timurid haunts on
the way back round to Isfahan.

At Torbat Heydarieh, I bumped into the rais (head) of Miras-e Farangi
for Mashhad. I told him about my work on the cuerda seca tiles from the
Timurid madrese in Khargird and he wanted to meet me again — but in
Mashhad, and in a few days time. Although this was going to put my whole
schedule out, I thought it was too good an opportunity to miss —and so agreed.
I resolved to use the time to follow Shah Abbas some more. Little did I know
quite how much I was about to do and see!

Although I hadn’t walked to Mashhad, I knew that Shah Abbas hadn’t
walked either, on his several visits before the 1000km pilgrimage. In 1588,
he probably rode into the town, but in 1598, 1599 and 1600 the Shah had
dismounted from his horse to walk from the place where the golden dome
of Imam Reza came into sight. Now, of course, the golden dome was only
visible from close within the busy metropolis of Mashhad, but I resolved
anyway to walk a small ziyaret (a pilgrimage) of my own, in emulation of
Shah Abbas and also out of respect for Imam Reza. I found out that Teppe
Salaam (literally the ‘hill of greeting’) was one of the places where pilgrims
to Mashhad traditionally dismounted to walk as they saw the golden dome,
so decided to walk the 20km from there up to the shrine complex. I’m a keen
walker, but this was the first time I have ever walked any distance along
a motorway. In truth, I cannot recommend it as a pleasant day out — but I
certainly felt a sense of, albeit hot and grimy, achievement when I at last
reached the shrine and donned my chador.

I have visited the shrine several times, and usually try to slip in without
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