Shah Abbas the Great: tracing the 1000km walk from Isfahan to Mashhad

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
ofthe{ KI K Qa 1000k Ratkzrom Isfahan to Mashhad. This report will
describe my November 2008 trip to Iran ¢ as well as telling some tales from my

ST NI A Sibifant edpldridy & IiRtle of what | am now learning about Iranian
water systems and supplies, especially in Safavid times.

The story starts with Eleanor Sims ringing me to ask how | felt about the possibility of

teaching a new Birkbeck course about Shah Abbas. | immediately protested that, as

she was aware, my special interest was the later Timurid architecture of Khorassan ¢

YR GKIFG L O2dzZ RyQi Llaairocfte OflFAY (2 (Y:
anybody anything! Some negotiation later, and inevitably tempted by the prospect of

working with Eleanor as a supportive mentor, | started reading . . and reading . . and

reading. Much of what | read was fascinating, some was infuriating, but the most

immediately tantalizing was Professor Charles Melville in his 1996 paper on Shah

| 6 0 L0a0®m walk'.

a St @& papel sBt€xhe walk in the context of other famous kingly walks and also
explores the several visits the Shah made to Mashhad during his reign. The various
potential rationales for these trips include linkages with military campaigns; Shah
AbbasQ &ell-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 hajf’. 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

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

% There are various traditions about one ziyaretto Mashhad being worth more than seven ¢ or even one

thousand ¢ Meccan hajjs.
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some & dzLJLJ2 NJi vérdon of dvdntR AXYardi 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 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

{ K Ikelydtinerary. These he declared the most definite conclusion he could reach
GRortofretracA y 3 (G KS NRdziS 2y (GKS 3INRAY RI 6KAOK

A retracing of the walk sounded much more Practical(han some of my previous

trips to Iran’! So | was keen to be at my task as soon as possible! However, | realised

immediately that no-one could even attempttog I £ { GKS wmnnannlyY dzydaft
stopping places were definitively found. The latter therefore had to be my mission.

| 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
mapsz W. ANJ I o0& O NI g yaSNI A argthoexaiples 2l v I & .
although Melville usually suggested possible options. | also realised that the place
namesina S f @ papel @ @ritten 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 |
already knew of the significant regional differences in Persian accents, especially in
rural areas.

With all this in mind, | had to set some criteriafor & 02 LILJAYy 3 LI I OS | &

It seemed clear that Shah Abbas must have always needed shelter and, above all,

water on his journeying. | 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. |

therefore determined G K G A F A G 41 ayQd Ot SI NI FNRY (K
places®, | would seek out caravanserais, water supplies and the Friday mosques at

any location | was labelling as a stopping place. | needed to focus on positions or

buildings that were known or thought to be from the time of Shah Abbas or before,

* Melville 1996 p200

> 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.

® As for eg a specific bridge, fort, and the plane tree, still extant in Natanz.
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whilst realising that this would be complicated by the tendency to label all Iranian

Ol NI @I ya S NI A dandaldo bydhe &terfive building péodrahme during

the reign of the Great Shaho SRA FA OS&a YA 3IKG (GN¥zZH @ 6S W! 066
the 1601 walk).

This report is ostensibly about the Iran Society sponsored trip in November 2008 but,

as intimated above, | think it is necessary to firsto NA STt &8 RSaONAR 06 S KSNE
carried out in March. For practical reasons, this concentrated on the second half of

the{ KI @ a

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

O2y GSYLRZ2NINE NBLERNIa 27T (iUsiKiSbelowa2niddBnNE 2 T
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 I f 2 y Fwelidwkrs road to Mashhad.
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| duly started in Isfahan, where the very friendly and well-informed staff of the Miras
Farangii(official cultural service) showed me the Daulatabad location of Masjid
Tugtchi ¢ now a busy roundabout ¢ and told me that if the 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. | suddenly felt very close to Safavid life ¢ the
Shah washed here! | 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, | also found out that | 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 | 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.

| therefore set off towards Mashhad, hoping to be able to then travel down through
Khorassan via Torbat Heydarieh and Nain back to Esfahan, to where my elusive

permit might hopefully be faxed. This also allowed me to start with the easiest-to-
findLJF NI 2F GKS 22dz2NySeéex a GKS {KFEKQa adz2lL
NREIR (2 al &KKI R dereffor n®y fegoBsiallirly buinith ndy figdt OS K
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 | learnt that YazdiQ a

distances were a huge help; that old men often knew vast amounts about their local

area (if | 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 | often knew much more about than they did.

Most importantly of all, though, | found that tracing the journey as | 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 and enclosed in a plane or train or coach
or speeding car between Tehran and Mashhad like most Iranian city dwellers, | was
experiencing a whole different land and quite different ways of life. | was starting ¢
just starting ¢ to better understand a whole different world, that of Safavid-style
travel in Iran.

L rftaz2 o0SOIFIYS 20aSadaSR gAGK ¢ g@tad ¢KS {F
fierce desert winds around Dehnamak, and the knee high thornbushes in the loose

sandy soils around Ahuan. There were some gorgeous little streams and other water
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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 front entrance. We could have simply
walked around ¢butL R A RY Q (wheh ystaried clinfoihgi 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 qanat(traditional underground canal system), but now the
ganatR 2 StavgriQand we have poomp(an electric pump). What, | agonized
silently, is going to happen when the pump dries up?

By the time | got near to Mashhad, | knew how to find the stopping places. | could
spot the useful old men at fifty metres, and avoid the garrulous timewasters. The last

of my stream of taxi-drivers, K A Y & SAbBsQR ¥ RWQU ¢ y i .Hewast S| @S

the one | had to thank for finding Sakhdar when night was falling and | was getting
very tired indeed. Thiswas thef | & (i 2 F refoKI&l haftskad-h&cOtdorth-east
across the Alborz Mountains to Mashhad. But lknew Y & R Nkif@véaNdoriying ¢
after all, Agha Abbas had left Sabsevar two days previously on what was supposed to
be a 20km job. So | paid him off, and set off to revisit my old Timurid haunts on the
way back round to Isfahan.

At Torbat Heydarieh, | bumped into the rais(Chief) of Miras Farangifor Mashhad. |
told him about my work on the cuerda secailes from the Timurid madresen
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, | thought it was too good an
opportunity to miss ¢ and so agreed. | resolved to use the time to follow Shah Abbas
some more. Little did | know quite how much | was about to do and see!

lf §K2dAK L KIRyQid ¢Ft1SR (hady @klkekekherR =

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 | 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. | found out that
Teppe Salaam (literally the WHill of greetingQwas one of the places where pilgrims to
Mashhad traditionally dismounted to walk as they saw the golden dome, so decided
togl£1 GKS HAnlY FNRBY GKSNB dzLJ 2 GKS
was the first time | have ever walked any distance along a motorway. In truth, |
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cannot recommend it as a pleasant day out ¢ but | certainly felt a sense of, albeit hot
and grimy, achievement when | at last reached the shrine and donned my chador.

| have visited the shrine several times, and usually try to slip in without exciting
interest. Now | was too tired to avoid attention, and found myself whisked off to the
2TTAGAIOS PRNI [FRe C2NBAIYSNEQ® ¢KAa g1 a
had feared. | longed for a drink ¢ of water, of anything ¢ but all the lady guides
wanted to engage with me (simultaneously!) in what ended as two hours of intense
theological debate. They exclaimed at my initially stated disbelief in Paradise after
Resurrection. This, they told me gravely, was not one of the fundamental beliefs that
many people usually had a problem with. They were thoughtful and thought
provoking. They were very earnest, and all completely delightful. | was proud to
meet them, and they ran backwards and forwards getting the literature that they
hoped would most appropriately dispel my evident spiritual doubts. Eventually they
gave me some orange squash and insisted on lots of photo-taking. They invited me
back the next day for some of the special Holy Food of Imam Reza ¢ the family | was
staying with were unashamedly envious of this when | got home ¢ and took me off to
hear the amazing trumpet and kettledrum salute to the setting sun from the
Naghareh Khane{Drum Tower), a small pavilion over the entrance portal to the old
court of the shrine built in the time of Shah Abbas. They also advised me that
President Ahmadinejad was coming the very next day to speak in Mashhad. | had
read so much about the salutes and kingly goings-on when Shah Abbas entered a
town, that all this seemed completely appropriate. Since the Iran Society is avowedly
non-political,l L g2y Qi O2YYSyld KSNB 2y ¢KI O AG g1 a
speaking ¢ whilst listening from within a huge and very enthusiastic crowd in one of
the holiest spots in Iran.

After all that excitement, | had run out of time to get back to Isfahan and try again
for a desert permit. | had had a great Noruz but this trip had to come to an end.

In November 2008, however, and supported by my Iran Society Travel Grant (thank
you!), | was back to complete my mission.

| had chosen November as this was the time of year that Shah Abbas had himself

walked ¢ | wanted to try to walk more (preferably not along motorways this time!),

and was keen to know how amenable the winter climate and day length might be. |

also planned to try out the rope-measurement technique used by Yazdi, and find out

both how easy it was, and how accurate it might be. My biggest practical problem, |

1YySés> g1 a 0KS RSASNI LISNXYAOGY L ¢2dzZ Ry Qi
of the journey, and needed to find both a suitable vehicle and a driver with desert
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experience. | also wanted to find out more about water, and perhaps even go down a
ganatmyself.

With all this in mind, | set off to Isfahan. My first priority was the tanab (rope) for
measurement. How long should it actually be’? Did anyone know anything about the
measurement technique? Who could | get to help out with the actual rope-handling?
The Isfahan Miras Farangistaff, as ever, were ready to help out with my queries and
recommended one of the Islamic Azad (Khorasan) University lecturers, Khanom
Doctor Ghassemi Sichani, as currently responsible for teaching modern architectural
measurement techniques. She in turn suggested a master builder, Agha Mohandes
Montazer, as having the most extensive relevant historic knowledge.

Meeting Agha Mohandes Montazer was an enormous privilege. This is the man who
Is currently responsible for the renovation of the old Julfan houses. Especially for an
architectural historian, there can be no better person to walk round New Julfa with.
He knocks anywhere and everywhere and is welcomed in. He showed me some of his
works-in-progress, and his most favourite completed masterpieces.2 SQf f 2dzA 0 X K
g2dzZ R al &YX yALI Ay KSNB I yR L QffiecesirK2¢g @& 2 dz
Safavid architecture ¢ these are deliciously sparing, so much more lovely to my eyes
than the Qajar versions. Then we trotted discreetly around a university classroom,
even though it was actually in use, to view a very very special mugarnasbefore
popping into another house to gaze upon a superbly restored stucco fireplace hood,
with a whole galaxy of tiny stars dancing across its curves. A newly refurbished
wooden window screen was simultaneously huge and ethereally lacy, and we
stopped while Agha Mohandes Montazer stood back and directed the workers
hanging off the building, as they carefully put it in place. | told him | was interested in
water supply systems, so he showed me the traditional wells in Isfahani attics g
NBl OKAyYy3d R2gy -éstblishel Batesy@teny @disitutited yigh up in
houses to get enough water pressure for the courtyard fountains. Then we got down
to my real business with the tanab. Agha Mohandes Montazer explained how Iranian
measurement units (zira) are based on the standard dimensions of bricks, how
rooms (and so buildings) are worked out in terms of bricks and domes, and how
traditional rope can only be made as long as the longest buildings (twenty domes in a
row, so around 100m). He described the two different sorts of rope ¢ strong for men
being lowered down wells and into ganats, less strong for everything else. He
RSOARSR (K Itdnabfwéuld Kave be@nnéager®o 50m than the 40m
Professor Melville had suggested. We headed off together to where he thought the

" Professor Melville discusses various possible interpretations of this. See ref 38, Melville. 1996 p222
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best quality not-very-expensive rope was to be found, and got the shop assistant to
measure all the decent rope he had available, tying several lengths together to get as
near as possible to our desired length, and carefully marking measuring points near
the ends of the rope as well as recording exactly how long the new tanabwas.

| had already been out trying to find some of the stopping places just north of
Isfahan. Professor Melville had not been able to find the ribat of Qazi Ahmad in any
source or contemporary itinerary, and suggested that it might equate to Dombi. On
the ground, however, things were much more straightforward and even the
youngest of the traffic policemen knew that the village of Bagherabad was also called
Qazi Ahmad. A derelict mud-brick corner was most definitively shown to me as the
only remnant of the oldest building in the village, but just next to that was an old
mud-brick ribat. Since Siroux had documented both a caravanserai and an
impressive barracks in nearby Dombi®, | dropped in there too. The derelict
caravanserai was easy to find, the barracks less so ¢ until | showed an old shepherd
{ A NRathBi€aldayout plan. He immediately ¢ and very impressively, | thought,
especially when | found out that the man was completely illiterate, and the building
was in a state of considerable disrepair ¢ recognised this and climbed into my taxi to
show me the way.

Back in Isfahan, | had also been putting together a measuring team to help me with
the rope handling. According to Iskander Munshi, a team of six men had been
supervised by the court astrologer to measure S I O K s jdRriney. Ccould only fit
three into a taxi (along with me and the driver) and determined that this would have
to do. On the appointed morning, two of the planned team were unaccountably
replaced ¢ and the father of one of the female students helping out also turned up. |
argued that surely he was not needed. Luckily, | failed in my representations ¢ since
Agha Baktashian turned out to be easily the most sensible member of the Rope Team
(myself included!).

We set out for Sardahan. Siroux describesthisad & dzy y 2 Y (2 dgér2 dzZNB T |
of the rare places actually indicated on early maps ¢ and as giving the impression of

an Italian palace somehow transplanted to Iran, with the extravagant theatrical

effects even extending into the stables®. The Team tried to get into my methodology

of finding stopping places ¢ initially brushing me aside to ask young men (who, as

usual, knew very little), then taking part of my advice and asking old women (who

® M Siroux, Anciennes voies et monuments routiersde laNB 3 A 2y RQL & LI K| y S ppiddpt0% L C! h ¢
and p147

% Siroux 1940 pp167-170
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were quite definite, but wrong), and eventually deigning to ask me exactly who |

thought might be able to help. | pointed out an old man squatting by a courtyard

house door, and they descended on him. He vehemently denied any useful

knowledge and | just as vehemently insisted that he did know, we just had to be

patient and try different pronunciations. | think now that the Team may have

interpreted my suggestion as an insinuation that the poor man was somehow

purposely withholding information. They immediately started haranguing the old

fellow. They were all much taller than him,evenA ¥ K S K IbdRtyov@riwitho S Sy
age, and closely surrounded him. | began to fear for him. | even wondered if | could

see the tiniest glint of fear in his own eyes! Just as | was thinking | needed to call my
ravening horde of interrogators2 ¥ ¥~ KS &l ARY 52 @&2dz YSIy
1Y26 ¢ KSNB ihkTeam and thel énfortuhate Kctim all exclaimed
triumphantly, and 0 K S Yiry yif2 &laxed mightily and tried to sell us their
home-grown saffron. The whole Team were tremendously excited by their victory,

while | felt pleased that | had shared the finding process with them ¢ but determined

not to let them loose on any more innocent passers-by!

In sight of Sardahan, | asked the driver to stop at a handy (and usefully immobile)
road & A 3 yleputdd &yRa Baktashian to take the lead with the front of our tanab,
walking towards the ruin while his daughter, Mahdie, was to wait until her father
signalled that the rope was taut, when she could move forward. Khanom Doktor
Ghassemi, as the only one of us with any certificated measuring expertise, was put in
charge of the GPS, and stayed at each rope-front-place, until Khanom Mahdie caught
up (Figures 2 a,b,c below). I ran around, supervising, helping with the GPS and taking
photographs. After some very minor teething difficulties, this system was surprisingly
easy, and could be done at normal walking speed.

After we had arrived at the caravanserai, | asked Agha Baktashian to lead off up

round some nearby small hills. Professor Melville had discussed how some of the

LI NByd YSFadaNBYSyd Fy2YlLfASa GKFEG KS KI
due to Shah Abbas and his rope team having to follow the undulations of hills, and

not always being able to walk in a straight line. | wanted to check this out. Agha

Baktashian had taken my initial request to walk straight towards the distant

caravanserai impressively literally, and | now tried to get him to relax his regime.

WLYF3AAYSQ>S L adzZa3Sad SR lie dver Kcbff-SYR-IRES. (420 Kd |-(f 1
@2dzQNB ¢+t 1 Ay3 gAGK {KIK ! 00lad , 2dz ¢ 2 dz F
Heregardedmed O2 Ny Fdzf t 8 ®d W{ KI K ! 60l aQx KS &l AR
gt 1Ay3a Ay OANDES& FNRdzyR GKSasS KAffazx ys
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Figure 2a: Aga Bakhtashian Figure 2b: Agha Bakhtashian signals to his daughter, while Khanorr
sets off towards Sardahan Doktor Ghassemi takes a GPS readintage ©Caroline Mawer 2009
Image ©Caroline Mawer 2009

This was difficult to argue with. By now, his daughter had her chador tied round her

waist, and Khanom Doktor was puffing wearily up the splendid hills with her trousers

tucked dustily into her boots, so | decided to call it a day, and we all made, measuring

as we went of course, for our initial road sign. There, our picnic was waiting (Figure

2d) ¢ including some scrumptiously ripe persimmons ¥ N2 Y YKI y2Y 521 42 N

Figure 2c: Khanom Mahdie catches up Figure 2d: The Rope Teamj@y some welearned
Image ©Caroline Mawer 2009 persimmons. Image ©Cdine Mawer 2009

Tired but happy, the team dropped me in Natanz, and themselves headed back for
LAFIKIYy® alye 2F &2dz gAff KIFI@S o6SSy G2 bl
stunning 10™-14"centurya K NA y' S 2 ¥ -Hakdd &rprikthelpdnRofview df

{KIK 1'60laQ g1z (§KS AYtréinmddigtelyfadngA y 3 A &
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the shrine, as this is where the Shah reportedly camped spent some time in Natanz
and surrounds: visiting the Safavid caravanserai, with its conspicuous stone water
control system; and managing, eventually, to get a trip down a ganat(see Figures 3
a,b below). | was also introduced to the immensely impressive desert culture of
nearby Badroud. Here, | learnt about the ancient Pahlavi-related language of Baadi.
This is still used on the desert edge from here round to Semnan and | wondered if it
was going to be another complicating factor in my search for the named stopping
places. I also marvelled at the desert navigation of the splendidly knowledgeable ex-
mayor of Badroud. He even managed to drive across unmarked desert in the dark
with the car lights on: whilst this meant we avoided dunes and ditches, there was no
chance of seeingthe stars 0 K I 0  { K gréup rhust bakedised to guide their way.

Figure 3 a: Theiial section of the ganat | went Figure ®: After the initial section, we entered a

down. The lower part is old, the upper reinforce: narrower section, supported with traditionally

by concrete block$mage ©Caroline Mawer 200¢ shaped hoopsThis mugann(ganat worker)is
20cm shorter than me so you can see it was a
tight squeezelmage ©Caroline Mawer 2009

' FGSNIbEFGlLYyT =S {KIK !'00laQ ySEG adz2L) g1 a
Melville could not be sure about, but suggested might be near the village of
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Dehabad. That was therefore my first port of call, and | was pleased to not only

admire the most enormous field of solar LJ- Yy St & L Qoewerih@itBeNutali S Sy

hamam but also to meet a man who suggested that maybe | meant Hajji Qasem ¢
whose name was associated with at least one of the two ribats in the village (Figure
4a below). Even more excitingly, he was himself a Qasem, as were twenty of the
families in the village. We naturally needed to share tea and gaz(one of the most
delicious Isfahani sweets) after this discovery, and as he and his wife showed me

0

LK2G2a 2F GKSANI GoAy o02easx L SEOfIAYSR (¢

though he was traditionally reserved, and had not looked me in the face at all whilst
S 6 SNB { |efedthegamecolaui(iazéSis yous (Figure 4b below). He
gla NAIKIGZ FYyR G02fR YS GKFG FE€t GKS
only the place and the family, but even the eye colour of a man from 400 years ago!
Agha Qasem is not Hajji, but was, he told me, a Mashti'® and proud of it.

S

Figure 4aThe ribat at Dehabad. Agha Qasim is standing at left F'igure 4b: Agha Q'asim./it.h
Image ©Caroline Mawer 2009 his hazel eyesnly just visible

Image ©Caroline Mawer 200¢
After Dehabad, my driver (a gentlemanly retired coachdriver from Badroud) and |
quickly found the likely imamzadetstopping place (out of more than 40 in the
surrounding region) and then made itinto Y | & K Iy @hink AghR @hgs€mipour
often came into the city, as he was both intimidated by and lost in the traffic. We had
to hoot at (and stop for) any Badroudi he recognised, but we eventually met up with
the man who had faithfully sworn that he had a permit, desert driving experience
and a suitable vehicle. None of these three assertions were in any way true, and as
GKAE ¢l a GKS F2d2NIK WRNAGSNDR 6K2 KIFR

19 A Mashti is someone who has visited Mashhad.
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patience was sorely tried. | agreed, however, to finish the day by knocking three
more stops off my list, working my way up to the boundary of the permit area.

| therefore headed off withmé& Y S ¢ |, i iRNaRo& tiUSty Peykan, towards

the desert area. Khosh Ab (f A (i Sgddd fvdte@Furngd out to be a dip in the

ground where watermelons still grow in season, as the water table is so high, while

Dastkan (Figure 5) is a trough, with a bucket-well of supersweet water, surrounded

by the crusty white beginnings of the DaryaNamalo f A § SNI f f 8 = Wal € 4 € |
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Figure 5: Dastkan: A sweetwater well on the edge of the Darya Namatle the whitecrust ofthe
Darya Namak in the backgrounidhage ©Caroline Mawer 2009

Just before Dastkan, however, is Maranjab. This impressive desert castle was almost

certainly built in the reign of Shah Abbas, although after his walk. As it was a Friday,

it was packed with daytrippers from Tehran and other cities, trying their luck with

GKS I NBIFQa OFYSta | yR Tef2lnddacgriactwithd Ay SOA (
proper desert driver, with a proper desert vehicle. Now, we agreed, | just needed a

permit. He told me that this would take him a week or two to sort out, whereupon |

declared | was going that very night to Tehran to get the permit for myself. Back to

Kashan we went, with just enough time in hand before the coach for a quick, but

very exclusive, late-night wander around the sublime Baghe Fin(Fin Gardens).
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In Tehran, Mehri, always my hostess-with-the-mostest, has known me for many
yearsand & | & gt &l8urprised to see my clothes and me somewhat the worse for
wear for scrabbling around underground in a ganator two. She was, however, more
concerned with the desert idea ¢ reasoning that if it was dangerous enough to
require a special permit, perhaps | & K 2 dzf Ro@ { of @Bse, brushed these
concerns aside, and set off to find the right person in the Department of the
Environment.

In no other country than Iran could the bureaucrats in a central government Ministry

insist, partway through our lengthy negotiations, on giving me a full (and delicious)

kebab lunch. After this, we all eventually agreed that | could not only have a permit,

but that they would introduce metoamucho S 4§ SNJ RNA @SNk 3dzA RS (K
find for myself.

Meeting up with Agha Reza Chahkanouei* was a huge stroke of luck ¢ he lectures on
ancient caravan routes, and has an intimate knowledge of the deserts of Iran
alongside a great interest in history.

The next day, we started back down the road to Kashan, stopping off for an idyllic

breakfast at a tea-house perched in the traditional manner over a very cute stream.

Whilst the man frying our super-fresh eggs was asking Reza if it was alright to offer

me some fresh roses, | started to get the idea that this part of my trip was going to

Ay @2t @S YdzOK fSaa WNRdAzZAKAY3I AGQ GKFEYy L K&

We skipped through Kashan ¢ stopping off for me to have an unexpected but very

welcome dip in the Spring of Solomon, the 2000+ year old stream that waters the Fin

Gardens ¢ and made for the desert area. Agha Reza and | had been swapping facts

and ideas about Shah Abbas and ancient water systems ¢ and he wanted to show me

Nooshabad, a small town near Kashan which has an amazing four storey

dzy RSNANR dzy R Wg I (G SN OAil&aqids 127G SWNI T i Kada 3O 2LY LE
delicious camp-cooking. Never before have | eaten so well when camping! Never, to

be honest, had | thought that an Iranian man might be such an excellent cook! Never

have | ever travelled with such a completely stocked store of fresh fruit, vegetables,

nuts, meat and everything that | might ever imagine wanting to eat! Not the slightest

AA3dYy 2F WNRAAKAY3I A0Q SAGKSNI LIK@aAOlt 21

As dusk fell, we passed Dastkan, and | at last got out of the vehicle and started
walking. Reza had brought along a colleague of his, a superfit if diminutive ski
instructor, so two of us could walk and the other drive the vehicle. | was keen to see

Y Email info@irannaturetours.com if you want to use his excellent services.
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how easy it might be to walk across the forbidding salt desert area (see Figure 6

below),f AAG§SR Ay T RAQ&a NBOl2yAy3da lora AyOf dz
66km) of the walk. Somewhat to my surprise, it was immensely easy. The salt crust

was firm, and as dusk fell and the whole of the Milky Way came out to light the track,

it was difficult to imagine a better place to be. Eventually | was coaxed into halting,

we devoured another huge and scrumptious meal, and tumbled into our tents (with

the treat for me of a home-made hot water bottle to fend off the nocturnal desert

cold).

Figure 6: The Darya Namak. Figure 7: Sefid Ab caranseraig with
Image© Agha Rez&hahkanoueiinfo@naturetours.com  the remnants othe overground water
supply system
Image ©Caroline Mawer 2009

¢tKS ySEG ¥S¢6 RIeda AyOft dzRSR Y2NiBe 61 f 1 Ay3IZ
scheduled check-ins to the guards of the game reserve we were now in, a trip to the
two caravanserais at Sefid Ab (with small overground water canals from nearby
springs ¢ see Figure 7), a wander round the oyster (yes, we must somehow be on an
ancient sea floor!) fossil beds of the area, and . . . . what must be the most beautiful
hills in the world. These are a smaller, concentrated version of all the gorgeous multi-
coloured mountains of Iran. With all the game animals in the vicinity, | could
iImmediately understand why Shah Abbas would want to build a hunting lodge in the
area. As Yazdi does not include any of the three Safavid buildings in the environs
(each around 5km apart) within his list of stopping places, it seems likely that they
were not yet built when Shah Abbas did his 1601 walk. | mused that the Shah might
perhaps have decided on their construction as he walked through the wonders of the
surrounding area.
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Of course, | took the opportunity of visiting the architectural remains, in their various
states of preservation. TK S NI @EBRastid\(tife caravanserai for commoners), Qasr-
e-Bahram (called Abbasabad/Siahkuh in the literature ¢ this is where the Shah is
supposed to have stayed with his entourage, and where | slept) and the Haramsera
Olidzh NISNE F2NJ 0KS { KI KQadr hadclaiSpiessiveyvdter OK A f R I
system: Qasr-e-Bahram and the Haramseraare served by a small overground canal
(see Figure 9 below), similar to that at Sefid Ab but running over 10km from the
nearby hills, while Ain-ol-Rashid even has underground water pipes. In the evening,
the game rangers based at Qasr-e-Bahram told me about their work. As well as all
the animals | had myself seen (various gazelle, lots of jackals, and a large and very
purposeful snake), there are still some of the very rare Asiatic Cheetah in the area.
These are the animals seen in Safavid book paintings perched, ready to make a kill,
onthebacks2 T K dzy U SaNdit@as éxdtiNgtcdhaar that the rangers had seen
pawprints of three juveniles in this last year.

Figure 8: The entry into QasiBahram CA3Idz2NBE Y ¢KS mnlyYy 2¢
caravanserag thiswas shut behind us at night Qasre-Balram. Image ©Caroline Mawer 2009
Image ©Caroline Mawer 2009

All too soon, | had to leave. Northwest of the desert WastleCzomplex is 40km of salty
mud. This is crossed by the remnants of the Rah eSang Farsh i KS Wwa 2y S O N1
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causeway that Shah Abbas ordered constructed sometime after his 1601 walk, to
help travellers along their way (see Figure 10 below). Luckily for us, there had not
been enough rain to make the mud really muddy, but | was still impressed by the
labour and skill which had traversed such a large area of boggy mire with a paved
road lasting over 400 years. The mud is criss-crossed by rivers which, leaching salt
from the ground they pass through, are edged with white crusts (see Figure 11
below) and we quickly found the remains of the bridge where Yazdi recorded that
the Shah had passed by.

Figure 10Me on theRahe-SangFarsh: the Figure 11Shurab: one of the salt rivers
stone causeway crossing the salt mud Image ©Caroline Mawer 2009
Image ©Caroline Mawe2009

la GKS {ly3a CFINaAK OIFIYS G2 +y SyRzZ ¢S
stopping place out of the kavir(W& R § & S NJiLocal agticttralists pointed us at
the now-dry site of Shahi Cheshra (the ¥ K I K Q &p wailktihh#mgeRes using
pumped irrigation to (successfully, if perhaps temporarily) reclaim the salty local soil.

Dehnamak, the first stopping place | had found on my Noruztrip to Mashhad, was
now almost on the horizon, and there was only one more stopping place to find
before then. This involved some heated discussion ¢ Reza said the Shah would have
gone to the nearby town of Garmsar, | pointed out that this was out of his way and
that the ShahwasnQ & | Y I-tyack{E&ntually vzelgot more used to local
(Turkic) pronunciationsand place-y  YS& FyR FF3INBSR GKI G
suggestion of a local village ¢ now uninhabited, with the drying up of the local ganat
¢ might well be just what we were looking for.

2 SQR R2yS AlH

Ol Ay 'YX LQ@S LX204GSR Ittt Y& Danf
checked my distances against Yazdi (report being drafted)®  lsubngitted a proposal
to a Paris conference on caravanserais. L Q@S & LJ& dro8pg of sluglentsiaad
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will be talking at the British Museum about the trip.L QY | QG A @St & Ay @Sai.
architectural and historical reports of the desert buildings, in the context of the

{IFI OAR Ww2elf 2| &QNoWNRY §RBrafuslishefcli 2 CI NI ¢
0KAY 1l GKS a2 Nhasdany jeufmeyitigh Songgide th&n@taric and |

current issues around water, would make a great book!

Many, many thanks to the Iran Society for their support with my November trip.
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