

[image: image]







Robert Wright

Our Man in Tehran

Ken Taylor, The CIA and the Iran Hostage Crisis

[image: image]





Dedication

For Laura, Helena, Anna and Michael





Epigraph


“An ambassador is a man of virtue sent abroad to lie for his country.”

—Henry Wotton, Sr. (1568–1639)








Contents


Dedication




Epigraph




Preface




Prologue




Part One ~ Tehran




1. The Unlikely Ambassador




2. A Toast to the Shah




Part Two ~ Revolution




3. The Downward Spiral




4. The Overthrow of the Shah




5. Ayatollah Khomeini in Power



6. Fateful Decisions




Part Three ~ Hostages and Houseguests




7. Marg bar Amrika!




8. On the Run




9. Diplomatic Manoeuvres




10. Coming in from the Cold




11. Walking Laps in the Ballroom




12. Stalemate




Part Four ~ Intelligence




13. This Is War




14. A Nest of Spies





Part Five ~ Exfiltration




15. The Canadian Plan




16. Passports and Visas




17. The Flight of the Houseguests




Part Six ~ Aftershocks




18. Thanks, Canada




19. Fallout




20. Yellow Ribbons




Epilogue: Our Man in New York




Abbreviations




Notes




Select Bibliography and Filmography





Searchable Terms





About the Author




Copyright



About the Publisher







PREFACE



Our Man in Tehran recounts the exploits of Canada’s fifth ambassador to Iran, Kenneth D. Taylor, the man who, in January 1980, became the world’s most celebrated diplomat for his role in rescuing six Americans during the Iran hostage crisis.

I first met Ken Taylor in March 2008, in the restaurant of Toronto’s Park Hyatt hotel. We had agreed to conduct our first interview for this book over breakfast and, in typical fashion, Taylor was punctual, impeccably dressed and full of energy despite having underslept. While we were getting acquainted, sipping coffee and chatting casually about current affairs, a man in his mid-forties approached our table and asked politely if he could interrupt our conversation. He identified himself as an American businessman. He was dining with an older Canadian colleague, he said, who had pointed Taylor out to him and reminded him of the role he had played in rescuing the American diplomats from Tehran. “I am no groupie,” the man told Taylor, “but I just wanted to say thanks.” Taylor shook the man’s hand warmly, without so much as a hint that this scene had played out hundreds of times over the last three decades.

There is a mystique about Ken Taylor even now. Yet, like the so-called Canadian caper itself, our sense of the man remains one-dimensional, almost a caricature. When the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) allowed some of its covert operatives to step out of the shadows in 1997 and take credit for rescuing the six Americans from Tehran, it was easy to believe that the affable ambassador had exaggerated his, and by extension Canada’s, contribution. Some Canadians, in the press and even in government, turned on him, branding him an imposter. Others were quietly disillusioned. In spite of Taylor’s once-ubiquitous presence in North American popular culture, we suddenly realized that he had told us almost nothing about what had actually happened in Tehran. As it turns out, Ambassador Taylor was a master of the black art magicians call legerdemain, or misdirection. For the whole time he was cultivating his public persona as the unassuming hero of Tehran, he was concealing more about what he had actually done there than most of us could have imagined. In piecing together this story for the first time, Our Man in Tehran shines a light on the real Ken Taylor, a man we never really knew.

I first met former secretary of state for external affairs Flora MacDonald several weeks after my introduction to Ken Taylor. She graciously agreed to an interview at her home, a cozy Ottawa apartment that overlooks the Rideau Canal where she still ice-skates regularly. Her place is filled with the trophies of a life spent in Canadian and international politics—gifts from former heads of state, honorary degrees, various paintings, sculptures and tapestries from around the world. Among Ms. MacDonald’s many mementoes is a small, framed watercolour. It shows two Muslim women in full chador (veil and gown) walking down a city sidewalk, small trees in the foreground and mountains rising in the background. The painting is obviously the work of an amateur, out of place among MacDonald’s museum-quality treasures. I asked her about it. She told me that the watercolour was painted by American chargé d’affaires Bruce Laingen during his 444 days of captivity in Iran. This streetscape, she explained, had been his only window on the world for the 15 months he was imprisoned at the Iranian foreign ministry. Laingen had given MacDonald the painting as a token of his gratitude for her decisive role in rescuing his six American colleagues.

This vignette speaks to the broader pattern I encountered at every stage of my research, of enduring personal attachments forged in cruel circumstances. Ken Taylor and Bruce Laingen have remained good friends since their time in Tehran together, as have retired Canadian diplomat Roger Lucy and two of the Americans he helped to rescue, Mark and Cora Lijek. Flora MacDonald’s collaboration with U.S. secretary of state Cyrus Vance cemented a close personal bond that lasted until his death in 2002. Many of the politicians, bureaucrats, diplomats and intelligence officers connected with the hostage crisis express identical sentiments—a profound sense of camaraderie coupled with a deep reservoir of pride in what they accomplished together.

A word on sources. Like many Canadian historians, I have benefited greatly from federal access-to-information and privacy (ATIP) provisions that allow for the opening (declassifying) of archival documents upon request. Our Man in Tehran is largely based on hundreds of newly opened External Affairs cables that moved between Ottawa, Washington, Tehran and other world capitals in the period before, during and after the hostage crisis. Because these cables were written in diplomatic language—terse, declarative sentences, all in capital letters and without articles (the, an)—I have reformed them slightly for ease of reading. Articles have been inserted into cable excerpts without the use of square brackets. Thus, “MUCH OF PUBLIC REACTION HAS FOCUSED ON SPONSOR OF RESOLUTION” becomes “Much of the public reaction has focused on the sponsor of the resolution.” I have also ignored the diplomatic convention of repeating the word not. Thus, “EMBASSY HAS NOT/NOT BEEN AFFECTED” becomes “The embassy has not been affected.” In every other respect, the sources cited in the endnotes conform to established scholarly standards. There is no invented dialogue in this book.

Our Man in Tehran could not have been written without the help of others. It gives me great pleasure to acknowledge them here.

Research funding was provided by the Ontario Arts Council, for which I am indebted. For putting themselves at my disposal early on in my research, I am grateful to Rodney Moore, Mark Entwistle and James Hyndman of Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada (formerly the Department of External Affairs). My thanks go out as well to Paulette Dozois at Library and Archives Canada (LAC), Lisa Perry and Diane Simard of the Access to Information division of LAC, Patrick Bélanger and Jo-Anne Valentine at the Foreign Affairs Library in Ottawa, Trish Johns-Wilson and Jacquie Slater of the Bata Library at Trent University, and Karen Benacquista, Heather Gildner and Denise Drabkin of the Toronto Public Library. I am also grateful to James Carrick, Thomas Fischer, Les Harris, Deborah Hulley, Jean-Pierre Juneau, Ramanand Kamineni, Arthur Milnes, Dennis Molinaro, Dan Wright, R. K. Wright, James Yancy and Shirley Young.

Ken Taylor, Mark Lijek, Roger Lucy and William Daugherty took a keen interest in this project at every stage, sitting for long interviews, agreeing to an extensive correspondence and reading early drafts of the book in their entirety. For their unstinting generosity, I am deeply indebted.

For their willingness to be interviewed for this book, I am grateful to Kenneth Curtis, Louis Delvoie, Laverna Dollimore, Claude Gauthier, Allan Gotlieb, Erik Lang, Flora MacDonald, John Sheardown, Zena Sheardown, Michael Shenstone, Peter Tarnoff, Douglas Taylor and Pat Taylor. My thanks go out as well to those persons who kindly agreed to be interviewed on condition of anonymity. Special thanks to my research assistants, Helena Wright, Alex Barlow and especially Rachel Horner, and to my editor at HarperCollins Canada, Jim Gifford.

My greatest debt, as ever, is to my wife, Laura, and our children, Helena, Anna and Michael. Our Man in Tehran will be the first of my books in which Michael will be able to read his own name in the dedication. He will be disappointed to see that it is not about dinosaurs.

All writers know that words cannot express our debt to those we love. Yet we hope that our work will be read by them above all, for they are present on every page and in every line.

This book is for you, guys.









PROLOGUE



On September 11, 2001, at 10:28 a.m., the north tower of the World Trade Center crashed to the ground, its iconic 360-foot communications antenna disappearing in an almost perfect vertical drop into a monstrous column of dust and debris. The tower had been spewing black smoke into the blue Manhattan skyline since the first of al Qaeda’s hijacked planes, American Airlines Flight 11, had struck it two hours earlier. The south tower, torn asunder at 9:03 a.m. by the spectacular impact of the second hijacked plane, United Airlines Flight 175, had already been reduced to rubble.

Watching the cataclysm from New Jersey’s Communipaw ferry terminal, due east across the Hudson River from Ground Zero, were Ken Taylor and his wife of over forty years, Pat. The two were on their way back to their Manhattan home after a short visit to Goose Bay, Labrador. They had actually intended to return on September 10, but a fire at Newark International Airport had forced their mid-afternoon flight to return to Halifax. The morning of September 11, the Taylors again flew from Halifax to Newark, this time landing without incident at 9 a.m.—just moments before the second plane hit the World Trade Center. They later learned that theirs had been one of the last flights permitted to land in the New York City area before the Federal Aviation Administration closed the airports. Had their flight entered U.S. airspace just ten minutes later, it, too, would have been forced back to Halifax; twenty minutes later and the Taylors might well have ended up back at Goose Bay along with the thirteen thousand other bewildered travellers whose diverted flights had delivered them into the homespun hospitality of the local Newfoundlanders.

No sooner had the Taylors landed in Newark than they were swept up in the unfolding drama of the day. “When I went to get my baggage,” Ken Taylor later recalled, “I overheard one of the baggage handlers saying, ‘Apparently a plane flew into the World Trade towers.’ His partner said, ‘Don’t kid me.’ So we picked up our bags, we got into a cab and the driver told us what he had been hearing on the radio. We turned around the corner of the terminal, and we could see the smoke coming up from Manhattan. The driver took us to a ferry stop on the Newark side, halfway between New Jersey and New York, and he said, ‘This is as far as I can go.’ People were coming off the ferries. We couldn’t cross. Then at 10:30 we saw the second tower crumble.”1

Like all inbound NYC commuters that day, the Taylors found themselves stranded after the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey closed all bridges, tunnels and ferries in the area. They spent the day in the bar of the Sheraton Hotel in Jersey City, glued, like most North Americans, to CNN. At eight in the evening, a friend picked them up and welcomed them into his New Jersey home for the night. The Taylors took the train back to New York the next day, making their way through the eerily quiet city, past the smouldering ruins of Lower Manhattan, and finally back to their Park Avenue apartment. They had been absent for only three days, but the city they had called home for twenty years had been transformed. “It certainly was a profound moment for us,” Ken later reflected.”2

 

Like most career diplomats, Ken Taylor remains an inveterate wanderer. Since retiring from the foreign service in the mid-1980s, he has spent two decades in the boardrooms of some of North America’s leading corporations. This has meant international travel on an almost full-time basis—Calgary this week, Mexico City the next. He jokingly calls the eighteenth-floor lounge of Toronto’s Park Hyatt hotel “the office,” a picturesque space in the heart of the city where he regularly meets new acquaintances and old friends. Taylor personified the idea of globalization long before it became au courant. He has friends all over the world, and from all walks of life. He is casually multilingual, multicultural and cosmopolitan, and so are those closest to him. His wife, Pat, for example, is an Australian of Chinese descent whom he met while at graduate school in California. Their son, Douglas, bears a strong resemblance to them both. Ken Taylor has never renounced his Canadian citizenship, and he feels no less Canadian for having chosen New York as his permanent home. “Why would you want to live anywhere else?” he remarks with the sort of casual candour that makes nationalists in Canada bristle. His world is borderless.

The Taylors had gone to Goose Bay on September 9, 2001, to commemorate the death of RCAF airman Newton Van Allen exactly sixty years earlier. Accompanying them from New York was Elliott Roosevelt III, great-grandson of U.S. president Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The memorial service was organized by the Taylors’ friend Dr. Traer Van Allen, who had been a child of ten when his brother “Newty” was killed in action. In words that resonated personally for Ken Taylor, Van Allen eulogized his late brother’s heroism during a sombre ceremony at the 5 Wing military cemetery. “He was so dedicated to Canada, democracy and the war effort. He wanted to do something important.”3 Taylor’s presence at this modest memorial service amounts to little more than a tiny vignette in a lifetime of adventurous globe-trotting. Yet it somehow encapsulates the man’s entire world view. He could have been anywhere on that magnificent autumn day, but he went to Goose Bay with Pat and some expatriate Canadian friends to honour a fallen soldier he had never known. It was a quiet display of personal loyalty from a man rightly famous for his civic generosity.

 

Standing with Pat amid the crowd of stranded commuters two days later, watching Lower Manhattan burn, Ken Taylor was sickened by what he saw but he was not surprised. As Canada’s ambassador to Iran in the late 1970s, he had borne witness to the first incarnation of modern Islamic politics,* and he knew its power. He had watched as Iranian zealots—elderly holy men and their devoted young acolytes—fought to establish Islam’s first theocratic state, destroying their enemies and later vanquishing even some of their most prominent loyalists. He saw the innocent perish along with the guilty, and he lost many friends. Long before 9/11, Taylor understood that the lifeblood of this potent new force in the Muslim world was not merely religious fervour but an incendiary, all-consuming anti-Americanism that had cast a long shadow over the Middle East and northern Africa. It was only a matter of time before it crossed the oceans.

As he watched the World Trade Center collapse in a heap of ash and twisted steel, so obviously the handiwork of the terrorist known to American intelligence authorities as UBL (Osama bin Laden), Taylor recalled with visceral intensity how two decades earlier a band of nameless students had become national heroes in Iran for taking one hundred American diplomats hostage. September 11 would usher in a brave new world of stateless, lawless terrorism, but for Taylor, the true catalyst had come on November 5, 1979, the day Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini gave his blessing to the students’ occupation of the U.S. embassy compound in Tehran, transforming a short-term “set-in” into an interminable international crisis. “March forward bravely and deal with devilish American power!” the ayatollah told his young followers.4 With this pronouncement, Taylor knew that Khomeini had set in motion “a war with no holds barred.”5 It would be a war with many enemies—liberals, secularists, Marxists, ethnic minorities—but none greater than the “Great Satan,” the United States.

Many members of the diplomatic corps in Tehran waffled on the 1979 hostage-taking, but there was never any doubt about where the Canadian ambassador stood. He took the view that the armed occupation of a foreign embassy marked “the death knell of diplomacy,” and this he took personally.6 From the outset of the crisis, Taylor and his colleagues at the Canadian embassy would do everything in their power to help their beleaguered American counterparts. For their role in spiriting six U.S. diplomats out of Iran in January 1980, the Canadians would be celebrated as heroes on both sides of the forty-ninth parallel. Taylor’s face, framed by a mop of greying hair and sporting Coke-bottle glasses, became one of the most recognizable in North America at the time. He was christened the Canadian “Scarlet Pimpernel” for his heroics. Countless photographs were taken, movies were made, honours bestowed. Yet while he and his colleagues enjoyed the accolades, never did they forget that among the fifty-three American hostages left behind in Tehran, and, indeed, among the millions of Iranians swept up in Khomeini’s grand design, were some of their closest friends.

The hostages remained front-page news for 444 days, an intensely personal drama that engrossed millions of North Americans. Yet practically from the moment the Iranians finally freed them, in January 1981, the crisis faded from public view. “Somehow, the country did not want to ask many questions,” a New York Times report later observed. “The homecoming seemed enough.”7 Ken Taylor’s moment in the spotlight came and went, as he knew it would. Life went on. Yet even today, thirty years later, he can recall his experience of the hostage crisis with a clarity and an intensity undiminished by the passage of time. Never has he second-guessed his decision to take a tough stand during the crisis, and never has he softened in his conviction that he and his Canadian colleagues were on the right side of history.

These recollections and a hundred others flooded into Ken Taylor’s consciousness as he stood with Pat on that New Jersey wharf and watched the north tower of the World Trade Center vanish into dust. It was already obvious that for most North Americans the attack on America on September 11 was a watershed event. But not for Taylor and the handful of Canadians posted to Tehran all those years ago.

 

Our Man in Tehran tells the story of the two and a half years that Ken Taylor served as Canada’s top diplomat in Iran. When he first arrived, in September 1977, the country was firmly in the grip of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, an authoritarian monarch whom everyone expected to rule into the 1980s and beyond. “Unless the Shah becomes clearly incapable either physically or mentally of making decisions,” the CIA had concluded just a month before Taylor’s arrival, “no one is likely to be challenging him overtly for any portion of his power.”8 Nobody—not U.S. intelligence or the KGB or even Ayatollah Khomeini—anticipated how quickly the shah’s regime would collapse. By the time Ambassador Taylor left Tehran, in January 1980, the shah was in exile, Khomeini was approaching the first anniversary of his triumphant homecoming, his Islamic revolution was an accomplished fact, and fifty-three American diplomats were entering their fourth month of captivity as prisoners of Iranian militants.

Like virtually all other foreigners in Tehran after the fall of the shah, Ken Taylor and his Canadian colleagues found themselves reacting to events that they could neither anticipate nor fully comprehend. “Who is in charge in Tehran?” was the refrain from the world’s capitals as they tried to make sense of Iran’s secretive, Byzantine new power structure. Posted initially to Iran to promote Canadian trade, Taylor might easily have imagined spending his ambassadorial tenure on Tehran’s well-established diplomatic cocktail circuit. Instead he was drawn inexorably into the paroxysms of the revolution, becoming Canada’s principal crisis manager there. When Ottawa directed Taylor to organize the evacuation of Canadian nationals from Iran, in January 1979, he and his embassy colleagues exceeded their superiors’ expectations by a long measure. The ambassador was, all agreed, a man who could lead under pressure. When asked in February 1979 to quietly coordinate Canada’s assumption of Israel’s diplomatic interests in Iran, Taylor demonstrated his penchant for efficiency and discretion.

With each new challenge, the Canadian ambassador worked closely with others in the diplomatic corps, but particularly with the Americans, Ambassador William Sullivan and, later, Chargé d’Affaires Bruce Laingen. By the time the U.S. embassy compound was seized, in November 1979, demolishing the Americans’ diplomatic and intelligence capability, Ken Taylor was one of the only Westerners in Iran trusted by Washington. Within weeks, he became the Americans’ most valuable asset there.

Ken Taylor did not set out to be the hero of Tehran. As he lamented repeatedly over the course of his ambassadorial tenure, Iran’s tragedy was that so many talented and dedicated individuals turned out to be “the wrong person at the wrong time.”9 Taylor himself was not one of them. As his American friends attest even now, it was their good fortune that a man of Taylor’s élan was posted to the Iranian capital just as the storm was breaking.










PART ONE

TEHRAN









Chapter 1

THE UNLIKELY AMBASSADOR




On Thursday, November 10, 1977, Kenneth Douglas Taylor awakened early, alone in his North Tehran villa save for one or two of the eight household staff he had inherited along with the house. He groomed himself, perused the English-language Tehran newspapers and put on his finest Francesco Smalto suit. After six weeks of serving unofficially as the head of the Canadian government mission in Iran, the day had finally arrived when he would officially be accredited as ambassador.

The forty-three-year-old Taylor had spent almost twenty years—his entire working life—climbing the ranks of the Trade Commissioner Service, the rough-and-tumble branch of the diplomatic corps responsible for cutting Canada’s foreign-trade deals and managing its international commerce. Taylor had worked alongside many a Canadian ambassador and high commissioner, but never before had he been appointed head of mission (HOM) himself. This morning Taylor would present his credentials as Canada’s fifth ambassador to the Imperial State of Iran. And he would do so before the country’s reigning sovereign, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the Shahanshah Aryamehr (King of Kings), Light of the Aryans.

Coiffed and confident, Taylor left his house and climbed into the back seat of a waiting limousine. Flanked by two rows of police cars, his was one of six cars dispatched by the shah to carry a group of newly appointed ambassadors to the morning ceremony. Taylor was accompanied by three colleagues from the Canadian embassy, all of them, like him, decked out in white tie. Their driver had been instructed to take them to “the palace,” an address that required no elaboration. The Niavaran Palace complex in the Shemiranat district of North Tehran was the permanent home of the shah and his entourage, the seat of Western power in the Middle East and the nerve centre of one of the most security-obsessed regimes in the world. As the regal cortège passed through the massive wrought-iron gates and onto the palace grounds, past the heavily armed sentries, the imperial troops at the honour guard and the impeccably manicured gardens, Taylor mused to himself that this was not an occasion he had ever envisaged as a young boy growing up in Calgary.

His instincts were more prescient than he could ever have imagined. Nothing in his foreign-service training could have prepared him, in fact, for the thirty extraordinary months he would serve as Canada’s ambassador to Iran. It would be an exciting ride, and it would start the first day he was on the job.

 

Richard Taylor was a first-generation Welsh immigrant who ran a commercial printing shop in Calgary, initially with his father and later with his three brothers. His wife, Nancy Taylor, was born in Ontario and trained as a nurse. An only child, Ken, born in Calgary in 1934, excelled in virtually all areas of life: academic, athletic, social. He developed an abiding attachment to his hometown, yet he knew well before leaving high school that there was a world beyond Calgary that he had to see. “There was no better place to be brought up,” he later remarked, “but I knew that if I could get in elsewhere, I was not going to go to university in Alberta.”1 Taylor got his wish, completing a BA at the University of Toronto and a master’s degree in administration at Berkeley. He went straight from grad school into the Canadian foreign service in 1959, serving as a trade counsellor in Guatemala, Pakistan and the UK. In 1971 he returned to Ottawa, rising quickly through the ranks of the civil service. By 1974 he was general director of the Canadian Trade Commissioner Service, the top job in the foreign-service section of the Department of Industry, Trade and Commerce.

After seven years, it was again time for Taylor to go abroad. He put the word out early in 1977 that he would like an ambassadorial posting. He could have had his pick of any number of embassies, but he asked for Iran because he had an instinct that it was on the verge of becoming one of the world’s most exciting hot spots. “He was a very skilled and well-regarded diplomat,” Prime Minister Joe Clark would later say of Taylor. “No one without those qualities would have gone to a situation like Tehran. That was a wild time, and one couldn’t be sure that normal diplomatic niceties—protocols—would be followed.”2 Michael Shenstone, the Ottawa mandarin who would become Taylor’s closest comrade at the Department of External Affairs during the hostage crisis, agreed. “I wasn’t involved in the decision to send Ken to Tehran, but it was an excellent one,” Shenstone later recalled. “He was the top trade person. It was apparent that he was right on top of things.”3

External Affairs approved Taylor’s appointment; putting some teeth in Canada’s trade relationship with Iran, an OPEC country, had assumed a new urgency after the oil shock of 1973–4. Prior to that, Tehran was a rather undistinguished outpost for a Canadian diplomat. Canada had not bothered sending an ambassador to Iran before 1958, and after that the bilateral relationship seldom rose above “cordial if limited,” as one Canadian HOM put it.4 Although Iran was routinely heralded as Canada’s second-largest export market in the Middle East, behind Israel, the value of those exports was a paltry $4 million* annually. Fewer than one hundred Iranians emigrated to Canada each year, and only a slightly larger number studied at Canadian universities. “Tehran was even considered a possible candidate for closure under austerity pressures,” an External Affairs memo later noted flatly.5

The one bright spot in Iranian–Canadian relations prior to the energy crisis had come in the form of high-level visits. Shah Pahlavi and his wife, Empress Farah Diba, visited Canada together in 1965, touring Ottawa, Quebec, Montreal and Toronto. Two years later, the shah returned to Montreal to attend Expo 67. In 1971 the empress also visited Montreal to inaugurate the Iranian pavilion at Terre des Hommes. Farah’s visit was reciprocated later the same year when Governor General Roland Michener and his wife attended the shah’s celebration at Persepolis of the 2,500th anniversary of the Persian Empire, a $200 million affair described by the shah’s critics as “a meaningless extravaganza staged by an ostentatious monarch.”6 In January 1971, Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau made a one-day stop in Tehran. Three years later Iranian prime minister Amir Abbas Hoveyda reciprocated with a state visit to Ottawa, where he cemented an enduring personal friendship with Trudeau.

One person who understood that the political was personal in imperial Iran was Taylor’s predecessor as Canadian ambassador, the former Rhodes Scholar and career diplomat James (Jim) George. By his own admission, George had fawned breathlessly over the shah and his retinue when he arrived in Tehran in 1972. “My first impressions of Iran and of the Shah were highly favourable,” he later recalled. “An Iranian renaissance was underway thanks to rapidly increasing oil revenues but also thanks to the vision and efforts of a remarkable man, the Shahanshah Aryamehr.”7

Ambassador George was not the only Western observer to be seduced by the shah’s imperial mystique in those days. Before the mid-1970s, when the very phrase “shah of Iran” became synonymous worldwide with repressive dictatorship and human-rights atrocities on a monstrous scale, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had cultivated an aura of divine untouchability, part sun king and part tabloid jet-setter. Film footage of the shah in mid-life reveals a confident, regal face and a taut, athletic physique. His bodily movements and speech were well rehearsed—subtle, understated, calibrated to impart an impression of serene self-importance. In addition to his native Persian (Iranians prefer the term Persian to Farsi), the shah spoke English and French fluently, always with a European rather than a Persian lilt. Strangely for a man who would come to personify iron-fisted authoritarianism, there was warmth and kindness in his eyes. His face and voice bore almost nothing of the angry intensity of some of the twentieth century’s better-known tyrants. “The Shah’s father was a dictator pretending to be a nice man,” Jim George liked to say. “The Shah himself is a nice man pretending to be a dictator.”8

Ambassador George discovered early on that the palace was the seat of Iranian power, prestige and glamour. Everyone from movie stars to business tycoons revelled in their proximity to the shah. “My predecessor was a learned and respected man, a scholar in his own right,” Ken Taylor would later say of George, noting that he had brought to the post a solid grasp of Iranian culture and politics.9 But George was not above punctuating his official dispatches from Tehran with gossip about the shah’s inner circle. In January 1973, for example, he cabled Ottawa with a report that the shah was rumoured to have fallen in love with an “18 year old beauty,” whom he had installed in one of his palaces.10 Empress Farah, the shah’s third wife and official shahbanou (empress) because she had borne him an heir, was said to be so upset by the affair that she had flown off to Switzerland. George speculated that the shah would not likely take the teenager as his fourth wife, if only because King Hussein of Jordan had set the respectable limit on the number of wives for Muslim heads of state at three. Six months later, however, George conceded to his superiors at External that he had misjudged the situation. The shah had indeed married the girl, Gilda Soufi. She was not eighteen but twenty-five years old, and their marriage remained a state secret. George cautioned his colleagues against leaking the story. “The political consequences for the shah at home and abroad are likely to be rather negative,” the ambassador cabled Ottawa. “Please protect this info carefully.”11 Ottawa obliged. Not even the KGB knew that the shah had taken a fourth wife.12

Though Ambassador George was not considered aggressive in his pursuit of Canadian trade with Iran, the bilateral relationship took flight during his tenure; the oil boom had made Iran fabulously rich, inflating the country’s per capita GNP from $200 to $1000 in one fell swoop.13 All of a sudden, Tehran was the place to be. Trade ministers exchanged visits, and the value of Iranian–Canadian trade vaulted. By 1975 Canadian imports from Iran—almost entirely oil—were valued at $758 million, and exports at $145 million.14 The largest Canadian enterprise in Iran was a forest-industries program developed as a joint venture between Stadler Herter of Montreal and an Iranian Crown corporation. Situated on the Caspian Sea, less than one hundred miles from the Soviet border, this $500 million venture included a sawmill, a plywood plant and the massive Gilan pulp and paper mill, with 103 Canadian employees. Other firms doing business in Iran included Massey Ferguson, Canada Wire and Cable, Canadian General Electric, Acres International and Ircan Corporation, virtually all of them involved in large resource-management projects. Iran expressed interest in CANDU reactor technology. There was even talk of Iran buying the Come By Chance oil refinery in Newfoundland.

Despite these prospects, snags persisted in Canada’s trade with Iran. In February 1977, Ambassador George appealed to the shah to invite Canadian firms into offshore oil exploration in the Caspian Sea but was rebuffed because Iran’s commercial agreements with the Soviet Union precluded either country from striking outside deals unilaterally. George also pitched Canadian firms involved in petro-chemical refining but was told by the shah that Iran already had excess refinery capacity from its European and Japanese partners. On the crucial matter of oil pricing, the shah said only that he would extend to Canada the same deal he had given the Europeans, namely, that it could pay for a certain portion of its petroleum purchases in goods and services. The shah invited George to consider Canadian participation in Iranian railway development, but the idea went nowhere after it became clear that Canada had little expertise in railway electrification, the only form of rail development in which the shah had any interest.15

On September 10, 1977, the shah received Ambassador George for a farewell call. His Imperial Majesty seldom said goodbye in person to exiting ambassadors, but he had made an exception in George’s case, as “a gesture to Canada.”16 Summarizing the current state of Iranian politics for the benefit of his successor, George speculated that the new prime minister, Dr. Jamshid Amuzegar, would “wait for orders from the shah” rather than taking his own initiative. “It is now too complex a country for one man to take all the decisions, but psychologically [the shah] has conditioned his people to believe that it can be dangerous to take initiative from below.” George concluded his tenure as ambassador with a prognostication typical of almost all Western observers in those years. “The difficulties inherent in the system cannot be gainsaid,” he wrote, “but I feel that the basic strength of the Iran economy will pull them through and that they will be on another euphoric upswing in about two years.”17

 

By the time he was called to present his credentials in November 1977, Ken Taylor had been in Iran six weeks, long enough to imbibe his predecessors’ cardinal rule of political success there. “If you really wanted something done,” he would say, “you had to have connections with the palace.” Iranian government ministers were highly regarded among Western diplomats in Tehran: well educated, competent and dedicated. But alongside the official Majlis (parliament) ran a parallel system. “You had the classic public service and, on the other hand, you had the palace and the minister of court,” Taylor later recalled. “You really had to, one way or the other, have a sensitivity to both of their functions but also have some degree of access.” Canada’s new ambassador began charting his own course as soon as he arrived in Tehran. “I got to know some people, some friends of the palace,” said Taylor. “I had my own relationship with the shah. It was quite different from George’s, but I was on equally good terms. I was also active in the community, active socially.”18

When Taylor took over, the Canadian diplomatic mission was composed of nine foreign-service officers—the ambassador, three External Affairs officers, three Trade and Commerce officers, an immigration officer, and an attaché from the Canadian Forces. (The attaché would be recalled in May 1978 as a cost-saving measure.) The mission also employed twenty-five Iranian staff. The chancery building, at 57 Darya-e-Noor Street in downtown Tehran, was a squat three-storey building fronting directly onto the sidewalk. Unlike the twenty-seven-acre U.S. embassy compound, whose lush grounds and classical architecture symbolized the special status Americans enjoyed in Tehran, the Canadian embassy was an inelegant, practical building with little more to distinguish it than the Canadian coat of arms at the main entrance.


Not so the new ambassador. Naturally gregarious, Taylor was a good fit for Tehran, and he knew it. “To me, this wasn’t a scholarly post in Tehran. I’m sure there were other avenues, but I wasn’t necessarily well suited to them, nor was I inclined to pursue them.” Because he had come out of Trade and Commerce, Taylor was already on a first-name basis with the trade commissioners of all the Middle Eastern countries. It was obvious to his superiors at External Affairs that he had the talent and drive for promoting Canadian business in Iran. “I got a good response from Ottawa,” Taylor said of his appointment. “We’d had our wars between the departments [External Affairs, and Trade and Commerce], but everyone was now fully behind a trade-oriented push. My predecessor hadn’t pursued that, so in a program sense we knew we would have a different emphasis.”19 It was the great irony of Ken Taylor’s foreign-service career that he should be sent to a virtually unknown corner of the world to flog Canadian exports and end up instead the most celebrated Canadian diplomat since Lester Pearson. It still makes him smile.

From the outset, Taylor was well liked by those who worked with him. “Mr. Taylor was the best boss I ever had,” his secretary in Tehran, Laverna Dollimore, later recalled. Starting with her first posting to Egypt in 1955, Dollimore had spent most of her adult life working in Canada’s embassies abroad, almost always as secretary to the Canadian HOM. Her “bosses” had included Ambassador Robert Ford in Moscow and General Stewart Cooper of the International Commission of Control and Supervision (ICCS) in Laos. Recalling Taylor’s take-charge attitude during the Iranian revolution and the hostage crisis, Dollimore surmised that it was the Americans’ good luck that they had somebody at the Canadian embassy who was not cut from the typical diplomatic cloth. “I don’t think anyone else would have acted first and informed Ottawa later,” said Dollimore. “And if they had gone by the book, nothing would ever have happened.”20


Dollimore is exactly right. Though charming and affable, Taylor brought other qualities to the ambassador’s office that would prove at least as important to his management of the myriad crises he encountered in Iran. Three character traits stand out. The first is what then undersecretary of state for external affairs Allan Gotlieb identified as shrewdness. “[Taylor] is so cool he is difficult to read,” wrote Gotlieb in his book The Washington Diaries. “There is this vacant air about him, this sort of aw-shucks, Li’l Abner quality that makes him very appealing and makes people interested in knowing what is going on beneath the surface. One mustn’t be deceived. He is very shrewd.”21

The second is courage. Like many foreign-service officers, Taylor is cool under pressure. He evinces not simply the fortitude to stand tall in the face of threats or imminent danger, but the courage of his convictions. The cable traffic between Taylor and Ottawa during his thirty months in Tehran reveals a man utterly confident in his own ability to anticipate events, analyze them thoroughly and navigate his way around this most foreign of locales, even when it was spiralling into chaos. More than once, Taylor knowingly broke the chain of command back in Ottawa—sometimes even acting against the direct orders of the Canadian prime minister. He took matters into his own hands in the knowledge that he and his colleagues in Tehran knew better than their superiors in Canada what was happening on the ground. Yet rather than precipitating a painful breach with his political masters—the fate of his friend U.S. ambassador William Sullivan after he challenged the orders of President Carter—Taylor’s solid judgment won him the support of his colleagues at External Affairs, who more than once had to run interference for him against the PMO.

As ambassador, Taylor was eminently capable of consultation. His door was always open, say those who worked with him in Tehran, and he was a good listener. He welcomed contrarian views and judged the contributions of his subordinates on their merits. But this willingness to collaborate, combined with his “aw-shucks” personal style, to borrow Gotlieb’s phrase, belied the third and most important personal attribute that Taylor brought to the job: decisiveness. Taylor gave his co-workers ample opportunity to state their views, but rarely did he delegate decision-making powers to them. And never did he allow his colleagues, some of whom were also friends, to challenge his authority when command decisions had to be made.

 

The Iran that welcomed Ken Taylor in 1977 was a dynamic mix of the fourteenth and twentieth centuries. Foreign travellers remarked on Iran’s breathtaking antiquities—the Bastan archaeological museum and Iranian Crown jewels—and the miles of vaulted streets that made up the Tehran bazaar. They remarked as well on the geography of the city’s class structure, the rich, including the shah, comfortably ensconced in the city’s cool, mountainous north; the poor, in the hot, dense south. Tehran’s nightlife had become equally legendary, with its discos filling in at about midnight and churning until dawn. “It didn’t matter if I was out every night until two o’clock,” Taylor later recalled. “Tehran was a wide-open city. There were times when I had two drivers because they just got too tired. We’d start early, and then there’d be parties and dinners. I don’t remember sleeping too much from the time I arrived in Tehran until I left, for good reasons or bad!”22

Ken Taylor’s friend CBC journalist Joe Schlesinger, recalled Tehran in those days as a boom town, a place where “just about every snake-oil salesman in the world had come through town trying to pick up a few crumbs from Iran’s hoard of billions of petro dollars.”23 The most noteworthy feature of daily life in Tehran, then as now, was the traffic. “Tehran has one million cars and most of them seem to be making a U-turn at full speed,” wrote one breathless Canadian travel reporter. “Tehran is often described as one huge traffic jam, but it’s far worse than that—it’s more like one vast head-on collision.”24


Ken Taylor, ushered into the Niavaran Palace to present his credentials, along with several other newly posted foreign ambassadors, quickly gauged that the ceremony was going to exceed even his own expectations. He had already been through two dress rehearsals. The palace was “resplendent with pomp and circumstance,” he later recalled of his initiation into the shah’s inner sanctum. The shah appeared in white military dress, his field marshal’s uniform adorned with a gold, red and blue sash. Officials of the Imperial Court, including Minister of Court Amir Abbas Hoveyda, wore gold-braided diplomatic attire. “It put the British to shame,” Taylor later recalled of the ninety-minute ceremony. “I’d been in London, and I’d been in Buckingham Palace. Buckingham Palace looked positively thread-bare in relation to the shah’s palace. Here, you had the most beautiful carpets ever woven, and artwork worthy of the Louvre.”25 The presentation concluded with a meeting between the shah and the newly accredited ambassador.

Along with the shah and Hoveyda, Taylor’s first round of get-acquainted visits included talks with Prime Minister Amuzegar and top officials from Iran’s economic ministries. Although Taylor was by his own admission somewhat star-struck by the heady atmospherics of these first visits, they did not prevent him from coldly assessing what he saw as systemic weaknesses in the Iranian economy. “The cost of Iran’s search for immediate and evident industrial maturity is appalling,” he cabled Ottawa after his first meeting with the shah. “A veneer of managerial capability exists, massive projects often threaten to topple fragile infrastructure and [Iran’s] inexhaustible appetite for modern weaponry has priority.”26 On one point he found himself in agreement with his Iranian hosts, however. Both Amuzegar and Hoveyda had extended invitations for Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau to come to Iran, even indicating that they had set aside a week in March 1978 for a state visit. Taylor endorsed the idea. “The visit of the prime minister,” he told his superiors,” would underline Canada’s determination to achieve an important new relationship with Iran.”27

Within days of presenting his credentials, Taylor began lobbying Ottawa for a “Canada Week” trade fair in Tehran, topped off with a visit by Trudeau. He was particularly bullish on defence equipment. Iran needed aircraft simulators, tank transporters, naval supply ships and even frigates. Canada should redouble its efforts to “seize Iranian interest,” Taylor urged Ottawa, which really meant courting the Iranian general in charge of procurement, Hasan Toufanian. “A high level visit from Canadian Forces would be of great assistance in this respect.”28

When External officials met to discuss Taylor’s “Canada Week” proposal, it became clear that “only a few of Ambassador Taylor’s proposals are likely to be acceptable.” With a federal election looming in Canada, there was almost no chance of even a ministerial-level visit, let alone a visit from Trudeau. “Lack of funds” was also a problem.29 Taylor took this lukewarm reaction in stride but knew that Ottawa had missed a great opportunity. “A visit by Trudeau would really have put the Iranian–Canadian relationship on the map,” he later said. “It would have meant a big commercial relationship. We were looking for dollars, exports. I started this because I saw what the Americans and the British were doing. I said, we’ve got to change this. Trudeau had been to Iran before, and the Iranians liked him.”30

 

As Ken Taylor settled into his new role as Canada’s pre-eminent booster in the Imperial State of Iran, he could not help but notice that beneath the gilded facade of the shah’s absolute authority seethed political dissidence on a vast scale. Ottawa noticed it too. “We would be grateful for a brief assessment from you on the prospects of the Iranian regime staying in power,” External Affairs queried the new ambassador. “We realize the difficulties of such crystal ball gazing, but would appreciate it if you would get out on a limb and tell us what you see.”31 Taylor responded with a prognosis typical of virtually every Western Iran-watcher in those days. “Within the obvious limits of ‘crystal ball gazing’ we would register optimism about the long run stability of the Iranian regime,” the ambassador informed his superiors. “With the exercise of reasonable political judgement, change should prove evolutionary rather than revolutionary.”32

Ambassador Taylor’s optimism would not survive his first winter in Tehran. For before long, there would be little room for “reasonable political judgment” on either side of Iran’s great political divide.







Chapter 2

A TOAST TO THE SHAH




Ambassador Taylor was correct about the predominance of the Americans and the British in postwar Iran. Their influence was pervasive. The Anglo-American allies had planned and executed the 1953 coup that had made the shah the unrivalled master of Iran. And in the twenty-five years that followed, the shah had reciprocated by making Iran the bastion of Western strength in the Middle East. One of the Ottawa mandarins to visit Taylor in Tehran early in his tenure described Iranian society as “very ancien régime.”1 Decades of autocratic rule underwritten by British and American largesse had led to profligate corruption, decadence and waste. Just below the surface of imperial stability lay economic and social pressures that, by the late 1970s, could be contained only by the worst sort of repression.

William Daugherty, retired CIA officer, former hostage and the author of one of the finest books on the hostage crisis, In the Shadow of the Ayatollah, has described Iran as “a fish between two cats.”2 Both as ancient Persia and as modern Iran (the name was changed officially in 1935), it has been the country’s geopolitical fate to be coveted by rival foreign empires. In the mid-twentieth century those imperial centres were London and Moscow. Thrown together as allies after the German invasion of Russia in June 1941, Britain and the Soviet Union occupied Iran during World War II in order to protect the vital shipping route through Iran to the USSR. They deposed the reigning monarch, Reza Shah, ostensibly for his Nazi sympathies, and replaced him on the throne with his own son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.

It was inevitable that Iran would end up a flashpoint for the Cold War rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. For one thing, it shared a 1,500-mile border with the USSR (the territory that became Turkmenistan after 1991). For another, Iran’s southern coast runs along the entirety of the Persian Gulf, the Strait of Hormuz and the Gulf of Oman—the waterway through which roughly half of the world’s crude-oil supply was shipped after World War II. The Red Army pulled out of Iran in 1946, but this did not assuage American Cold Warriors at the embassy in Tehran. They believed that the Soviets would invade Iran on the slightest pretext. The CIA took a different view, advising President Harry S. Truman that the Russians were far more likely to act clandestinely in Iran. Truman agreed. In 1951, he authorized U.S. covert operations against the Soviets in Iran while simultaneously using American funds to prop up the Iranian government. Over the next six years, Iran would receive $60 million in American economic and military assistance.3

Meanwhile, the continuing presence of the British, symbolized by the British-controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), inspired fierce antagonisms in Iran. By early 1951, Iranian nationalists led by Mohammad Mossadeq had turned the nationalization of the AIOC into a highly popular crusade against Western imperialism more generally. Mossadeq was a European-educated aristocrat and scholar who had first served in the Iranian Majlis in 1920. He had no love for the shah, and even less for the British. Yet unlike many of the left-leaning anti-colonial leaders then stepping onto the world stage, he remained a democrat. Seeing that Mossadeq enjoyed massive support from the Majlis and from the Iranian people, the shah reluctantly appointed him prime minister on April 19, 1951. Mossadeq moved immediately to nationalize the AIOC, promising that one-quarter of the company’s revenues would be used to compensate the British. This was not good enough for AIOC executives, who promptly withdrew their refinery employees and imposed a blockade on Iranian oil. Iran’s petroleum revenues dropped by more than half, precipitating a national economic crisis.

Mass strikes and demonstrations followed. Iranians’ support for Mossadeq began to waver, and his behaviour became increasingly eccentric. He took to meeting foreign dignitaries in his pyjamas. Both the Truman and later the Eisenhower administrations, watching from the sidelines, were anxious about Mossadeq’s continuing refusal to work out his differences with the British. The Iranian prime minister was no communist, all could agree, but the mounting political instability caused by his policies played to the advantage of the Soviets. Mossadeq might, in desperation, turn to the communist Tudeh party to shore up his government, which in turn might precipitate a Soviet-sponsored coup. In the intensely anti-Soviet Cold War climate of the early 1950s, this was a scenario Washington could not abide, in Iran or anywhere else.

In April 1953, Eisenhower’s director of central intelligence (DCI) Allen Dulles authorized the CIA to work with British intelligence to remove Mossadeq from office. Kermit “Kim” Roosevelt, head of the Near East (NE) Division of the CIA’s Clandestine Service, was put in charge of coup operations, code-named “TPAjax,” with a budget of $1 million. Roosevelt wooed the reluctant young shah into backing the coup, offering him both real power in Iran and an ironclad alliance with the United States. Thugs were paid to lead anti-Mossadeq demonstrations. Iranian military officers were bribed. The shah went to Rome to await the outcome of the uprising as chaos engulfed the streets of Tehran.

Finally, on August 19, 1953, tanks commanded by army officers loyal to the shah shelled the prime minister’s residence. Mossadeq fled and went into hiding. From Washington, the coup was pronounced a resounding success. The shah returned to Iran three days later, accompanied on his royal jet by CIA chief Allen Dulles. The shah immediately worked out a new royalty-sharing agreement with British and American oil companies and began building the promised alliance with the Unites States. Mossadeq surrendered and was later tried for high treason, imprisoned for three years and then placed under house arrest, where he died in 1967. Tudeh party members who had supported Mossadeq were arrested by the thousands. For the remainder of his term as president, Eisenhower would reward the shah’s loyalty with aid and military assistance to Iran totalling over a billion dollars.4

A view apparently widely held within the United States foreign-policy elite is that Iranians did not harbour hard feelings about the 1953 coup until the late 1970s, when it gave them a useful grievance against the United States.5 In truth, there is a good deal of evidence to suggest that Iranians were deeply affronted by Mossadeq’s overthrow and that they carried this grudge directly into both the revolution and the hostage-taking of November 1979. The revolutionary leader Sadegh Ghotbzadeh, for example, later recalled sitting at Mossadeq’s feet after his release from prison, where he fully imbibed the old man’s nationalist distrust of the West.6 Many of the students who would later occupy the U.S. embassy spoke of similar formative experiences. One American who correctly gauged Iranians’ resentment was Richard Cottam, political officer at the U.S. embassy in Tehran between 1956 and 1958 and later an adviser to the Carter White House. “The widespread awareness of the American role in aborting nationalist leadership is the basis for the distrust of U.S. policy in Iran today,” Cottam wrote in 1979.7 Tim Weiner drew the same conclusion in Legacy of Ashes, his history of the CIA (a book that is loathed at Langley). “The taking of the hostages was an ‘act of vengeance’ for the CIA’s 1953 coup in Iran,” Weiner writes. “A blaze of glory for the covert operators of the CIA’s greatest generation became a tragic conflagration for their heirs.”8

 

In the wake of the coup, the shah fashioned policies custom-made for American approval. He adopted an aggressively anti-Soviet foreign and defence policy, and he launched a crash modernization program in the Western image. He put himself at the centre of Iranian politics and life, inventing new titles for himself, including “Shahanshah” and “Light of the Aryans.”

The shah’s program of reforms came to be known as the White Revolution—to distinguish it from anything influenced by the communist Reds. Land was redistributed, education and health care were enlarged and the rights of women were extended. Such a program was by definition Western and secular. It challenged Iran’s Muslim elites on many levels, thus providing fuel for the clerical dissidents who were rising to prominence after the 1953 coup. The White Revolution was also accompanied by corruption on a vast scale, and by the heavy-handed stifling of political dissent. The students who seized the U.S. embassy compound in November 1979 called it “a colossal scheme for enriching the royal family and its cronies.”9

The year 1963 was a decisive turning point in the rise of domestic opposition to the shah, for it brought to the forefront of the dissident movement the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the shah’s nemesis and the man who would literally personify the revolution that was to drive the shah from power. Born in 1902, Khomeini was a direct descendant of the prophet Mohammed. Both his father and grandfather had been ayatollahs. Ruhollah studied Islam in the Iranian cities of Isfahan and Qom. He began teaching philosophy at the age of twenty-seven, earning a reputation as a devout Shiite Muslim and a courageous Iranian nationalist. In 1941, he wrote a book challenging the “dictatorial state of Reza Shah.”10 In 1953, the year of the coup, Khomeini won fame throughout Iran as the man who would not rise and bow in the presence of the shah. “The king is a usurper,” said Khomeini then. “Any respect for him is an anti-religious act.”11 In 1960 Khomeini became an ayatollah himself, an elite designation within Shiite Islam that confers not merely religious status but social standing. The ayatollahs’ authority was so widely revered within Iran, and their status so elevated, that they were all but untouchable politically. As the only opposition group the shah was unwilling to crush mercilessly, the clergy led by Khomeini would emerge as the natural rallying point for virtually all of the dissidents arrayed against the regime. As the New York Times’ Nicholas Gage observed, “Denied the outlets of free newspapers, political parties, student organization or free speech, the opponents of the shah gravitated toward the only forum that remained open to them: approximately 80,000 mosques and holy shrines, under the supervision of an estimated 180,000 mullahs.*”12

In July 1963, Ayatollah Khomeini made a bold anti-shah speech before 100,000 people at a mosque in Qom, after which he was arrested and imprisoned. He was not physically abused but he was reportedly made to listen to recordings of other prisoners being tortured. Released from jail a few months later, an unrepentant Khomeini openly criticized the Majlis for passing a bill exempting American military personnel from the jurisdiction of Iranian courts. “If an Iranian kills an American’s dog,” said Khomeini, “he goes before a court. But if an American shoots the Shah, we cannot try him.”13 In October 1964, Khomeini gave another major speech, this time fusing Islam to Iranian nationalism and appealing to Iranians to fight for a clerical form of government. “If the religious leaders have influence,” he said, “they will not permit this nation to be the slaves of Britain one day, and America the next…. Let the American president know that in the eyes of the Iranian people he is the most repulsive member of the human race.”14 For these remarks Khomeini was again arrested. This time the shah had him exiled, first to Turkey and then to the southern Iraqi city of Najaf. For the next fourteen years, while Khomeini himself lived in relative seclusion in Iraq, hundreds of thousands of cassette tapes of his sermons were circulated covertly throughout the network of mosques of Iran, building the revolutionary movement that would later bring down the shah.15

 

Practically from the day of his return to Iran after the 1953 coup, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi pursued an iron-fisted security policy, which meant surveilling threats to Iran and also to his own authority. In 1955, with the help of the CIA and the Israeli intelligence agency, Mossad, he created the Sazman-e Ettela’at Va Amniyat-e Keshvar (SAVAK), a vast intelligence and security organization that operated unchecked in Iran for the next twenty-four years. By 1977, when Ken Taylor arrived in Tehran, SAVAK had approximately 5,300 employees, 55,000 informers and an annual budget of $225 million.16 “No matter which town, village or city I went to,” Taylor later recalled, “there was always a local SAVAK official there who was seen to be at the same level as the local administrator. They were everywhere.”17

The scale of SAVAK’s human-rights atrocities in the 1970s remains almost unfathomable. To the dominant liberal-democratic sensibility in Canada—where a single tortured Canadian today inspires public outrage, a judicial inquiry and generous compensation—the apparatus of state-sanctioned torture and murder in imperial Iran seems a world away. Yet this apparatus is the starting point for any serious understanding of the Iranian revolution, of Iranians’ devotion to Ayatollah Khomeini, of their seething hatred for the shah and his U.S. protectors, and even of their willingness to take American hostages to extort the shah’s return to Iran to face justice.

Plausible estimates of the number of political prisoners jailed in Iran in the 1970s range from 25,000 to 100,000. (Iran’s population, according to the 1976 national census, was 33.7 million—roughly the same as Canada’s population today.) In 1980, the Pakistani journalist Eqbal Ahmed estimated that the number of Iranians killed under torture or execution since the 1953 coup totalled 125,000. “Iranians believe it was 150,000 or more,” wrote Ahmed, “but God only knows. Iran’s best poets died under torture. Iran’s finest writers lived in prisons.”18 Writing in 1979, the Iranian-born history professor Ervand Abrahamian asserted that “[o]ver 90 per cent of the victims have been members of the intelligentsia—teachers, engineers, office employees, and undergraduates and high school students.”19

Illuminating SAVAK atrocities put Amnesty International on the map in the 1970s, which in turn helped to make human rights “the idea of our time.”20 “The shah of Iran retains his benevolent image despite the highest rate of death penalties in the world, no valid system of civilian courts, and a history of torture which is beyond belief,” wrote Amnesty’s Martin Ennals in 1975 after talking to hundreds of SAVAK’s victims.21 Among the cruelties listed in Ennals’ groundbreaking report were “whipping and beating, electric shocks, the extraction of nails and teeth, boiling water pumped into the rectum, heavy weights hung on the testicles, tying prisoners to a metal table heated to a white heat, inserting broken bottles in the anus, and rape.”22 Iranian poet Reza Baraheni later recounted to William J. Butler, a New York lawyer who investigated SAVAK for the International Commission of Jurists, how he had been imprisoned by SAVAK for 102 days in 1973. “They hang you upside down,” said Baraheni, “and then someone beats you with a mace on your legs or on your genitals, or they lower you down, pull your pants up and then one of them tries to rape you while you are still hanging upside down.” Baraheni was released only when he agreed to make a televised confession denouncing communism. “I was told that if I didn’t confess,” he said, “my wife and 13-year-old daughter would be raped in front of my eyes.”23

In an interview for 60 Minutes in October 1976, one year after the explosive Amnesty International revelations, the shah denied that torture took place in Iran—“torture in the old sense of torturing people—twisting their arms and doing this and that. But there are intelligent ways of questioning now.”24 Two years later he was again questioned on television about torture, this time by a French journalist. “Well, this is a question that was put to me more than once,” he replied in English, “and which I don’t like at all. We don’t have to torture people. This is the way that unsophisticated organizations were doing things. We are as sophisticated as you are now.”

Some American officials, including former U.S. ambassador to Iran Richard Helms, speculated that the shah did not know about SAVAK’s methods. “In suppressing dissidence and active resistance to the Shah’s rule, SAVAK, the Iranian security and intelligence service, inflicted its power ruthlessly,” Helms wrote in his 2003 memoir. “I was never sure whether the Shah knew the extent of SAVAK’s brutality.”25 American historian Nikki R. Keddie rejects such claims. “It is not credible,” she wrote of the shah in 2006, “that he did not know of the tortures he often denied.”26 In 1979, former SAVAK officers Bahman Naderipour and Fereidoun Tavangari testified in a revolutionary court that the shah had given them explicit orders four years earlier to hide evidence of torture. “Don’t take any prisoners,” the shah had said, “kill them.”27 Naderipour described taking nine political prisoners out of their Evin Prison cells, blind-folding them and machine-gunning them. Tavangari confirmed that he and Naderipour had also killed other prisoners in their cells, telling medical examiners that they had died resisting arrest.

The shah’s opponents would later charge the United States with training and equipping SAVAK and with educating its officers in the ways of torture. A delegation of Americans was invited to Tehran in February 1980, for example, the fourth month of the hostage crisis, and given a tour by one of the hostage-takers, Massoumeh Ebtekar. “They even met some imprisoned SAVAK members,” Ebtekar later wrote, “who explained how they had been trained in Israel by Mossad specialists in torture methods while in close ‘professional’ cooperation with the CIA.”28 There was a kernel of truth in such charges. Until 1961, the FBI and CIA had trained SAVAK officers, in the belief that the Soviets had never relinquished their designs on Iraq and maintained an ever-present clandestine force there. But after 1961 Mossad alone had coached SAVAK. When the CIA’s four officers at the U.S. embassy were taken hostage on November 4, 1979, they were specifically accused of training SAVAK in torture. “There was no truth to this,” William Daugherty later wrote. “As I repeated many times to my captors, not only is systematic torture not a part of the American tradition, certainly no one needed to teach
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