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Welcome to

Iran

Welcome to what could be the friendliest
country on earth. Iran is the jewel in
Islam’s crown, combining glorious
architecture with a warm-hearted

In the Footsteps of Empire

Echoes of ancient civilisations resonate
down through the ages in Iran. Some of
history’s biggest names - Cyrus and Darius,
Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan - all
left their mark here and the cities they
conquered or over which they ruled are
among the finest in a region rich with such
storied ruins. Walking around the awesome
and beautiful ancient capital at Persepolis,
experiencing the remote power of Susa
(Shush), and taking in the wonderfully
immense Elamite ziggurat at Choqa Zanbil
will carry you all the way back to the glory
days of Ancient Persia.

The Beauty of Islam

Iran is a treasure house for some of the
most beautiful Islamic architecture on the
planet. The sublime, turquoise-tiled domes
and minarets of Esfahan’s Nagsh-e Jahan
(Imam) Square gets so many appreciative
gasps of wonder, and rightly so, but there
are utterly magnificent rivals elsewhere,
in Yazd and Shiraz among others. And it’s
not just the mosques - the palaces (espe-
cially in Tehran), gardens (everywhere, but
Kashan really shines) and artfully con-
ceived bridges and other public buildings
all lend grace and beauty to cities across
the country

welcome.

Modern & Sophisticated

This is your chance to get to grips with Iran’s
modern history, too, particularly in Tehran.
Enter part of the former US embassy, now
called the US Den of Espionage; gaze up

at Tehran’s beautiful Azadi Tower, where
hundreds of thousands of people gathered

to mark the 1979 revolution and, in 2009,

to protest against the regime the revolution
delivered; and visit the haunting Iran Holy
Defense Museum to learn all about the Iran
Iraq war that so traumatised the country.
Tehran is also where you can take Iran’s con-
temporary pulse at creative contemporary
art galleries and liberal cafe spaces.

Redefining Hospitality

Across Iran, a nation made up of numerous
ethnic groups and influenced over thou-
sands of years by Greek, Arab, Turkic and
Mongol occupiers, you'll find the people
are endlessly welcoming. Offers to sit down
for tea will be an everyday occurrence, and
if you spend any time at all with Iranians,
you’ll often find yourself invited to share a
meal in someone’s home. Say yes whenever
you can, and through it experience first-
hand, Iranian culture, ancient, sophisti-
cated and warm. It’s these experiences that
will live longest in the memory.
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By Anthony Ham, Writer

What's not to love? The landscapes here are wonderful, from high mountains to deep
deserts where the soulful presence of the Asiatic cheetah still roams. There's the archi-
tecture and the magic of the bazaars. There's the utterly civilised appeal of taking teain a
teahouse overlooking the river in Esfahan or with nomads out in the Zagros Mountains. Or
wandering the mud-brick alleyways of Yazd then venturing to a Zoroastrian fire temple on
the cusp of the desert. Yes, | love all of these things. But Iran’s greatest gift is its people.

For more about our writers, see p384

Above: Masjed-e Shah mosque, Esfahan (p159)
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Meet the People

In any competition for the title of the
world’s friendliest people, Iranians
would be definite finalists. It's the people

that leave the most lasting impressions
from any journey to Iran, their warmth
and their hospitality, their willingness to
set aside enmities between countries and
welcome you with open arms and doors.
Whoever you meet, you will regularly be
asked what you think of Iran, told “You
are our guest’ and brought tea and food.
Meeting Iranians is, quite simply, the best
experience in Iran. Below left: Spice merchant,
Bazar-e Bozorg (p160), Esfahan

© SIOVNIALLID / Q¥VHID IL

Esfahan, Half of the World

There are moments in travel that

will long stay with you, and your first
sight of Esfahan’s majestic Nagsh-e Jahan
(Imam) Square (p159) is one of them. This
square is home to arguably the most ma-
jestic collection of buildings in the Islamic
world: the perfectly proportioned blue-tiled
dome of the Masjed-e Shah, the supremely
elegant Masjed-e Sheikh Lotfollah and the
indulgent and lavishly decorated Ali Qapu
Palace. Far from being a static architectural
attraction, the square and the nearby tea-
houses overlooking the river throng with
life. Below right: Nagsh-e Jahan (Imam) Square
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Yazd

3 Few places have adapted to their en-
vironment as well as the desert city of
Yazd (p182). It's a gem of winding lanes, blue-
tiled domes, soaring minarets, bazaars, and
courtyard homes topped by badgirs (wind-
towers) and watered by ganats (underground
water channels). Several of these homes have
been restored and converted into evocative
traditional hotels. Many travellers declare
Yazd to be their favourite city inIran, and it's
not difficult to see why, combining as it does a
whiff of magic on the cusp of the desert.

Top: Amir Chakhmag Mosque Complex (p183)

More than Kabab

Iranian food (p302) is one delicious

surprise after another. Once you've
tried several varieties of kabab, khoresht
(stew), ash (soup) and flat bread, ask for
fesenjun (chicken in walnut and pomegran-
ate sauce) or anything with bademjan
(eggplant), or try Gilan cuisine with its
predominantly sour flavours. Then you can
try the shirini (sweets)... As exquisite as so
many Iranian flavours are, it's the buzz that
surrounds eating, the primacy of food in so
many social encounters that makes it truly
one of life's great pleasures. Bottom: Khoresht
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Nomads of the Zagros

About two million Iranians from sev-

eral different ethnic groups still live
anomadic existence, travelling with their
goats in spring and autumn in search of
pasture. Qashga'i and Bakhtiyari nomads
spend the summer months in the Zagros
Mountains, before heading down to the
coast for the winter. You can get a taste
of nomad life on a day trip from Shiraz,
or stay with the Khamseh (and eat their
delicious hand-made yoghurt) in the hills
above Bavanat (p211).

11

9T 401 S.NVYI dI¥L1 ¥NOA NVid

Ancient Persepolis

The artistic harmony of the monu-

mental staircases, imposing gateways
and exquisite reliefs leaves you in little
doubt that in its prime, Persepolis (p207)
was at the centre of the known world.
These days it's Iran’s premier ancient
city. Built by kings Darius and Xerxes as
the ceremonial capital of the Achaemenid
empire, a visit to the World Heritage-listed
ruins of the city also testifies to Alexander
the Great's merciless destruction of that
empire. Don’'t miss the monolithic tombs
at nearby Nagsh-e Rostam.
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Skiing the Alborz
Mountains

Think Iran and ski-

ing is hardly the first
thing that springs to mind.
But Iran has more than
20 ski fields and most of
the action is conveniently
concentrated around Teh-
ran. The Dizin (p72) and
Shemshak resorts are the
pick, with steep downhills
and plenty of untracked
powder to keep skiers of all
levels interested. Chalets
and ski passes are inex-
pensive compared with
Western countries, and
the slopes are relatively
liberal, beloved as they are
by Tehran's upper middle
class.

© SIDVINIALLID / ANNTSY NYILSIHHO

Choga Zanbil,
Susa & Shushtar

Even if you don't nor-

mally seek out ancient
ruins, these three World
Heritage sites will make
you reconsider. The great
bulk and fascinating back
story make the Choga
Zanbil Ziggurat (pl142),
which dates back a mere
34 centuries, one of the
most impressive histori-
cal sites in a region full of
them. Now excavated,
some of the bricks look as
if they came out of the kiln
last week. Susa (Shush) is
afabulous ruin of a place
with a castle, acropolis and
palace remnants, while
Shushtar impressively
rounds things out. Topright
Choga Zanbil Ziggurat

Tehran Art Scene

The capital’s excellent

museums and palaces
provide great insights into
Iran’s past. However, to
gain a handle onits pre-
sent, don’t miss the city's
range of hip cafes and
contemporary art galleries
(p64). These provide an
entree into a side of mod-
ern Iranian life — creative,
challenging and liberal —
that you seldom hear much
about in the media. Even
government sponsored
institutions such as the
Iran Holy Defence Museum
and Qsar Garden Museum
make inventive use of con-
temporary art.
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Mashhad’s Haram-e Razavi

10 Iranis an Islamic Republic and while
most travellers find Islam is not
nearly as all-pervasive as they had expect-
ed, the Shiite faith remains an important
part of Iranian life. It is at its most obvious
in the passionate devotion seen at monu-
ments such as the huge Haram-e Razavi
(p258) in Mashhad. The main draw here

is the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza, the only
Shiite imam buried in Iran. The passion and
warmth you'll encounter here lends a pow-
erful sense of Islam as a force for good in
the world. Top: Holy Shine of Imam Reza

Desert Oases

11 The welcome is rarely warmer than in
the vast, empty silence of Iran’s two
great deserts. Garmeh (p180) is the oasis
village of your dreams, with a crumbling
castle, swaying date palms and the sound
of spring water. It's the sort of place you
come for one night and stay four. Nearby
Farahzad and tiny Toudeshk Cho, between
Esfahan and Na'in, also offer memorable
desert-style family homestays; think beds
on the floor, basic bathrooms, fresh, deli-
cious home-cooked food and endless hori-
zons just outside your door. Bottom: Garmeh
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Bazaar Shopping

12 In the age of the superstore, most
Iranians rely on these mazes of
covered lanes, madrasehs and caravan-
serais for much of their shopping. Tehran,
Esfahan, Shiraz, Kerman and Kashan all
have atmospheric bazaars where you can
browse beneath domed ceilings, dodge
motorcycles and stop in teahouses for a
brew. But perhaps the greatest is the World
Heritage—listed Tabriz Bazaar (p85), the
world’s largest covered bazaar and once
among the most important trading centres
on the Silk Road. Top: Tabriz Bazaar

Scenic Western Iran

13 With the slowdown in overland trav-
el, few make it out west, but that's
just the way we like it. Track down Unesco
World Heritage—listed Armenian churches.
Follow the route through Howraman on your
way between Marivan and Paveh. Explore
the Aras Valley. Or spend time getting to
know the Kurds around Howraman, the
Azeris in the northwest, the Gilan on the
Caspian Coast, the Arabs of Khuzestan. Put
them together and Western Iran (p77) is
worth building your entire trip around.
Bottom: Bridge on the Karun River
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Hiking in the
Alamut Valley

14' The fabled Alamut
Valley (p118) offers a
tempting invitation to hike,
explore and reflect among
the fabled Castles of the As-
sassins. Nestled on widely
spread rocky knolls and
pinnacles lie the shattered
remnants of more than

50 fortresses that were
once home to the medi-
eval world’s most feared
religious cult. Choose a

day hike from Qazvin or
more extensive wanderings
from Gazor Khan - a full
trans-Alborz crossing to the
Caspian hinterland. Either
way, this is some of the
most rewarding hiking to be
found in the Middle East.
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The Poets of
Shiraz

15 Iranians like to say
that evenin the
poorest home you'll find
two books: a Quran and
the poetry of Hafez. It's
appropriate for a country
whose most celebrated
sons are poets, and where
almost every person

can quote their favourite
millennium-old man of
words. In Shiraz (p195),
the city of nightingales
and gardens, the tombs
of Hafez and Sa'di draw
pilgrims from around the
country. Join them as they
linger over tea, reciting the
works of their heroes. Top
right: Aramgah-e Hafez (Tomb of
Hafez), Shiraz (p201)

15

9T 401 S.NVYI dI¥L ¥4NOA NVid

Zoroastrian Fire
Temples

16 Iran may be an Is-
lamic Republic, but
its Zoroastrian sites have
an otherworldly charm.
Chak Chak (p194), outin

a deliciously remote loca-
tionin the Yazd hinterland,
has a superb fire temple
with a stunning brass door,
even more stunning views,
and an air of ritual, ancient
and deep. This was the
Zoroastrian heartland and
remains its most significant
pilgrimage site. It's difficult
to come here and notim-
agine yourself in the days
before Islam arrived in Iran.
There are other fire temples
in Kerman and Yazd. Bottom
right: Worshippers at Pir-e-Sabz
Fire Temple, Chak Chak
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Need to Know

For more information, see Survival Guide (p331)

Currency
Iranian rial (IR)

Language

Farsi (Persian) and eth-
nic languages, primarily
Azari Turkish.

Money

Bring enough cash (in
US dollars or euros) for
the duration of your trip.
You cannot use credit or
debit cards, travellers
cheques or ATMs.

Visas

Avalid Iranian visa

is required. Start the
process at least two
months before you

plan to arrive. Some
nationalities can get a
visa on arrival if arriving
by air.

Mobile Phones
You will need a local

SIM card for cheap local
and pricey international
calls. Your home SIM will
not work.

Time

GMT/UTC +3% hours;
daylight saving observed
between No Ruz (around
21 March) and 22
September

‘When to Go

LB

®GO Mar-Jun

Desert, dry climate

- Dry climate
Warm to hot summers, mild winters
Warm to hot summers, cold winters

High Season
(Mar-May)

= |deal temperatures
in most of Iran.

= Prices are highest
and crowds biggest
during No Ruz (21
March to 3 April),
especially at Esfahan,
Shiraz, Yazd and the
Persian Gulf coast.

= Prices in hotels

go up and availability
goes down in April.

: Shoulder
i (Jun-Oct)

» Warmer weather

: in June means fewer
: travellers.

= September and
: especially October
i temperatures

: moderate; good for
i mountain trekking.
: » Prices slightly

i lower than March

: toMay.

i Low Season

i (Nov-Feb)

i » Extreme cold,

: especially in the

i northeast and west,
: but good for skiing.
i ® Some mountain
: roads can be
impassable.

i » Hotel prices are
: discounted by 10%
i t050% and there are
: fewer crowds.



Useful Websites

Lonely Planet (www.lonely
planet.com/iran) Destination
information, hotel bookings,
traveller forum and more.

Iran Tourism & Touring Online
(www.itto.org) As close as Iran

some informative links.

Iran Chamber Society (www.
iranchamber.com) Good for
high-level coverage of the arts.

com) Iran’s English-language
news site and newspaper.

See You In Iran (www.facebook.
com/SeeYouinlran/) This FB

group posts all kinds of useful
stuff for Iran travellers.

Important
Numbers

Drop the [Z]0 when dialling an
area code from abroad.
Ambulance (V115

Fire (21125
Police (21110

Iran country (198

code

International (200
access code

Local /118
directory

Exchange Rates
Australia A$1  IR29,700
Canada C$1 IR30,200
Euro €1 IR42,200
zone

Japan ¥100 IR33400
New NZ$1 IR23,643
Zealand

Turkey 1TKL  IR10,450
UK UKE1l  IR48,100
USA US$1  IR38,180

For official exchange rates, see
Central Bank of Iran (www.cbi.ir).

i Daily Costs

i Budget: less than
{ US$50

=» One-way bus Tehran—
i Esfahan: US$9

= Entrance fees to most
) slran ¢ sights: US$4
comes to a tourism website with = Dorm bed or basic room

i with bathroom: US$10-40

= Meal in local restaurant:
: US$5-10

Tehran Times (www.tehrantimes. | Midrange: US$50-200 :
i = One-way flight Shiraz-

: Tehran: US$70

i ®» Half-day trip from Shiraz to

i Persepolis by taxi/driver-cum-

guide: US$40/50

= Double room with bathroom:
US$40-149

=» Meal in midrange

i restaurant: US$8-15

Top end: More than

: US$200

= Four-star hotel in Tehran or
: Esfahan: US$150 plus

= Main meal in top Tehran
: restaurant: US$25-50

= Guide and/or driver for day:
: US$70-100

: Opening Hours
Opening and closing times

i can be erratic, but you can rely

i on most businesses closing
Thursday afternoons and Friday
 (the Iranian weekend).

Banks & Government Offices
i 8am-2pm Sat-Wed, 8am-noon
: Thu.

i Museums 9am-6pm summer,

 until 4pm or 5pm winter, some
: closed on Mon.

Restaurants noon-3pm, 6-10pm.

i Shops 9am-8pm Sat-Thu, but
: likely to have a siesta between
¢ 1-3.30pm and possibly close

i Thursday afternoon.

Travel Agencies 9am-5pm Sat-
Wednesday, 7.30am-noon Thu.

Shiraz International Airport
i (p206) Taxi into town: US$5

: Turkish border at Bazargan

¢ Onward bus to Tabriz: US$2

i Getting Around
Services on most forms of

¢ public transport are frequent,
fairly punctual and very cheap;
i airlines are often delayed. Book
¢ ahead if you're travelling on
aweekend or, especially, any

i public holiday.
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: Arriving in Iran

{ Imam Khomeini International
¢ Airport (Tehran; p68) Fixed
 price taxi into town: IR750,000,
i depending on vehicle type; rip-
¢ offs are unusual if you use the

{ official taxi queue. Bus to Metro
¢ station: IR75,000, plus IR7000
: for Metro ticket to city centre

(p81)Taxi to Maku: US$10.

MONX OL Q33N dIdL ¥4NOA NV1d

¢ Air An extensive network of
generally reliable domestic

: flights is a great way to avoid
some really long drives.

Bus You can get almost

¢ anywhere by bus. Most buses
i are comfortable rather than

¢ luxurious; speed checks have
dramatically improved safety.

Savari Shared taxis that are
usually quicker than buses; far
: less comfortable.

Train Links most major cities
but departures are much less
: frequent.

For much more on
getting around,
see p353

=
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First Time
Iran

For more information, see Survival Guide (p331)

Checklist Top Tips for Your Trip

= Make sure your passport = Plan your trip (including visa application process) well in advance.
is valid for at least six months = Don't be too ambitious - Iran is big and trying to see everything
past your arrival date. can lead to frustration.

= Inform your debit-/credit- = Learn some Farsi before you go - a sure way to make local friends.
card company. =» Take some small gifts from home to repay the many small acts of
= Arrange for appropriate kindness and hospitality you're likely to receive while in Iran.

travel insurance.

» Ch_eck government travel What to Wear

warnings and make sure . . . . .
you're not travelling to any Few questions occupy the minds of first-time female visi-
areas that will void your tors to Iran quite like the question of what to wear. Like all
insurance. females aged nine and older, women travellers will need to

wear hejab while in Iran. That means covering hair, arms
and legs and wearing clothes that disguise your body shape
when in public. Bring something long and loose from home
and, if you want to look less like a tourist, shop for a man-
teau (an overcoat that covers your bottom, at least) once
What to Pack you arrive. Ditto for scarves, which will require constant
attention lest you expose too much hair. As for men, the
main dress restrictions are that you shouldn’t wear shorts,
= Some pictures of your or singlets that show your shoulders.

family to better communicate
with your new Iranian friends

=» Check if you can use your
mobile/cell phone.

= Farsi phrasebook

Sleeping
Choice is limited to fairly uninspiring hotels and basic local
lodging houses away from the main tourist circuit and larger

=» Sturdy walking shoes
= Warm clothes in winter

#» Hat, sunglasses and cities.

sunscreen Hotels Runs the full gamut from budget cheapies to top-end

= Water bottle behemoths; the upmarket end of things is limited but improving all
= Electrical adapter the time.

(European, two round-pin Mosaferkhanehs Basic lodging houses or very basic hotels with dorm

type) beds, shared bathrooms, and a predominantly local male clientele.
=» Small gifts from home for

Iy Camping With few official camping areas, camping is rarely appropriate.



Bargaining

In general prices in shops
are fixed. But virtually all
prices in the bazaar are
negotiable, particularly for
souvenirs and always for
carpets. In heavily tour-
isted areas, such as Imam
Sq in Esfahan, bargaining
is essential.

Bargaining tips include
not showing too much
interest at first when you
find something you like.
And don’t buy the first one
you see. Check out a few
alternatives to get an idea
of quality and price.

Remember that bargain-
ing is not a life and death
battle. A good bargain
is when both parties are
happy and doesn’t require
you to screw every last
toman out of the vendor. As

long as you're happy, it was :

a good deal.

Tipping

Tipping is not a big deal in
Iran. In upmarket restau-
rants (mainly in Tehran)
a10% gratuity might be
expected - on top of the
10% service charge that’s
often built into the bill.
But in most other places
any money you leave will
be a pleasant surprise. It’s
normal to offer a small tip
to anyone who guides you
or opens a building that

is normally closed. If your
offer is initially refused,
persist. There is no culture
of baksheesh (alms or tips)
in Iran.

Grilled kubideh (minced lamb kabab)

! Etiquette
Iranians are generally quite forgiving of Westerners for

i any minor cultural transgressions - they don’t expect you
¢ to know all of the rules. Some useful things to remember:

=» When invited to dinner take a tin of the local sweets (eg gaz in
i Esfahan).

= Never use the thumbs up sign, which is the equivalent of the
i middle finger ‘up yours'.

=» Men should not offer to shake awoman'’s hand unless she
offers first.

= Take off your shoes when entering a home or a mosque.

i Eating
Iran is an excellent place to eat out (or in, if you're lucky
enough to be invited to a meal in a local family home).

Teahouses Traditionally where Iranians would go to socialise and
eat, with tea, galyan (water pipe) and food.

Kebabis Simple kababis tend to be found around major meydans
i (squares) and serve, yes, kababs. Eat where the locals eat.

Take-away Fast food is popular and begins (and often ends) with
: bread-roll ‘sandwiches.

Restaurants Found across the country; most serve ash-e jo (pearly-
barley soup) and salad as standard starters

©®M00LS¥ILLNHS / OLOHTH
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If You Like...

: piece of modern architecture

Architecture

Church of St Stephanos, Jolfa
One of three splendid Armenian
churches that together form a
Unesco World Heritage listing.
(p96)

Oljeitu Mausoleum, Soltaniyeh :
Avast 14th-century mausoleum
with the world's tallest brick
dome is the most magnificent
surviving Mongol structure in
Iran. (p103)

Naranjestan, Shiraz Take the
ultimate selfie in the exquisite
winter iwan (vaulted hall),
repeated ad infinitum in the
mirror. (p197)

Mil-e Gonbad, Gonbad-e Kavus :
A soaring, almost unfeasibly :
bold 11th-century brick tower.
(p256)

 housing a fabulous but rarely
¢ seen collection. (p46)

i Iranian Food
¢ Ardabil Possibly the sweetest

town in Iran, famous for its hon-

Hezardestan Traditional Tea-
¢ house, Mashhad Fabulous food, :
i amemorable teahouse setting

i and live music make this the top
 choice for Mashhadis. (p265)

Haj Khalifeh Ali Rahbar, Yazd
The mind- and taste-bud-blowing
: array of Iranian shirini (sweets) is

the best in town. (p192)

i people eat it for breakfast.

Museums

Treasury of National Jewels,
Tehran Home to the Peacock
Throne and a Shah'’s ransom of
bling. (p40)

Isfahan Music Museum, Esfa-
han Stunning new museum that
plays to the city’s fine musical
traditions. (p167)

Carpet Museum, Mashhad
Admire exquisite carpets while
on a pilgrimage to Mashhad's
holy shrine. (p263)

Tehran Museum of Contem-
porary Art, Tehran Striking

E(p172)

! Ancient

i Civilisations

¢ Persepolis The full glory of

i the Achaemenid period in one
i magnificent former summer
i capital. (p207)

Shushtar The Sassanian-era

: structures here include water-
¢ mills, a 45-span bridge and a

: cliff-top castle. (p12)

Takht-e Soleiman History's
foremost Zoroastrian fire-

temple complex is set in a high,
i lonely bowl of mountains beside
: acrater lake. (p340)

i Ardashir’s Palace South of
 Shiraz, Ardashir's monumental

i palace was one of the earliest
Sassanian architectural tri-

i umphs, and the most impressive
: i of what's left. (p312)

¢ eycomb, black halva (‘pest’) and :

i myriad confectioners. (p99) :

i Village Life
i Ateshooni, one of Iran’s original
i and best homestays in the clas-

: sic mid-desert oasis village of
i Garmeh. (p180)

¢ Tak-Taku Guesthouse Experi-
i ence desert family life with

: Mohammad and his family in
 Fereni Hafez, Esfahan Fereniis ::)Er}:eait:}zzztrt:ﬁ C(mi;tg)a rd
: aclassic Iranian dessert and this : P
¢ Esfahan institution is so popular i Bavanat Stay in a living mu-
seum of village life where profits
¢ return to the community. (p211)

Qeshm Island Experience the

: fast-disappearing Bandari Arab
i way of life in the coastal villages
: of Tabl or Shibderaz (p32)

i Getting Active
Alborz trekking Iran’s best
hiking with trails possible from

: both the Karaj and Alamut sides.
i (p119)

i Mt Damavand Trek to the sum-
i mit of the Middle East's highest
i mountain. (p74)
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Top: Carpet-seller's stall in Bazar-e Bozorg (p160), Esfahan
Bottom: Ruins of Persepolis (p207)

Desert trekking Venture into the
sands by camel or on foot from
the desert villages of Farahzad or
Mesr. (p181)

Rock climbing Tackle one of the
region’s classic climbing chal-
lenges at Farhad Tarash, in the
shadow of the historic Bisotun
rock inscriptions. (p339)

Bazaars

Bazar-e Bozorg, Esfahan
Sprawling, historic and endlessly
fascinating; feels like a Persian
fairy tale. (p160)

Bazar-e Vakil, Shiraz One of
Iran’s best with brick-vaulted ceil-
ings and a marvellously chaotic
early evening vibe. (p196)

Grand Bazaar, Tehran Begin in

the copper section, move on to

carpets and inhale deeply in the
nut-and-spice section. (p39)

Bazar-e Sartasari, Kerman

Classic east Iranian bazaar with
commercial lanes overlooked by
mosques and museums. (p232)

Cultural
Encounters

Kurdish hospitality, Howra-
man Valley Journey among the
Kurds to experience singing and
dancing in this ancient Kurdish
bastion. (p125)

Zurkhaneh, Yazd Uniquely Iranian
show of male strength with mysti-
cal undertones. (p183)

Religious pilgrimage, Mash-
had Observe the passionate
reverence for Shiite Islam that
is nowhere more fully displayed
than at the major holy shrines,
particularly the huge shrine of
Imam Reza in Mashhad. (p258)

Persian Food Tours, Tehran
Learn how to cook Iranian-style
and shop with locals to buy the
ingredients. (p53)
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Month by Month

TOP EVENTS

Chahar shanbe-soori,
March

No Ruz, March

Fajr International Film
Festival, April

Ashura, August/
September

Eid al-Fitr, May/June

January

You'll see few travellers

in mid-winter. Much of
western Iran will be under
snow and mountain roads
can be cut off. Desert nights
are very cold, but days are
pleasant and sunny.

& skiing the Alborz
Mountains

January and February are
the ideal months for ski-
ing. There are more than
20 ski fields in Iran but the
best are Dizin (p72) and
Shemshak (p73), near Teh-
ran. The snow is great and
skiing is cheap.

February

February is often the
coldest month, which

is good for skiing but
otherwise not the most
pleasant time to travel the

i country. The month also
i has a couple of stand-out
i events.

ﬁ International
i Fadjr Theatre Festival ;| ,
: o o %% NoR

: The highlight of the Iranian : ¥~ NO Ruz
i theatre year centres around
i Teatre Shahr (City Theatre)
i and Iranshahr Theatre in

i Tehran.

> Magnificent

: Victory of the Islamic
i Revolution of Iran
February 1 to 11 is known

i as Dahe-ye Fajr (‘the 10
Days of Dawn’), a celebra-

¢ tion of the days in 1979 be-
i tween Ayatollah Khomeini
i returning to Iran and the

i fall of the Shah’s govern-
ment. Expect speeches and
i nationalist demonstrations
across the country.

i March

i The whole country hits the
 road for No Ruz, the Iranian !
i New Year, which is also

i the start of spring. For two
weeks Iran virtually shuts

¢ down. Hotels are packed

i and travelling is tricky.

;ﬁ Chahar

i shanbe-soori

i The Tuesday night before

: the last Wednesday of the
i Tranian year sees Iranians

¢ sing, dance and jump over
{ fires to burn off bad luck

i as part of the controversial
: ‘pagan’ tradition of Chahar
i shanbe-soori.

i The pre-Islamic celebration

¢ of No Ruz falls on the spring
i equinox on 21 March. It's a

i huge family celebration on

i a par with Christmas in the
: West and many people take

i two weeks off. Tehran is

i empty at this time.

i April

¢ It's spring, the

i temperatures rise, flowers

i bloom, Iranians return to
work and weather-wise it’s

i the best time to visit. April

¢ and May is peak season
 for foreign travellers; book

i ahead for rooms and flights.

POk
: %2 Islamic
: Republic Day

The 1 April is a public holi-

i day for the anniversary of

i the referendum that official-
i ly established the Islamic

i Republic of Iran in 1979. It’s
marked by rallies, speeches
and military parades.

. #% Sizdah be Dah

¢ Sizdah be Dar (‘13th day
of the year’; 2 April) is a
i public holiday when the



entire population heads to
the countryside for a picnic.
It’s a pre-Islamic tradition
that symbolises making a
fresh start.

ﬁ Fajr International
Film Festival

Iran’s premier film festi-
val features Iranian and
international films and
red-carpet events in more
than 20 cinemas across
Tehran. It has been held in
February in previous years,
so check the website for
details.

May

With mild temperatures,
May is a good month to
travel in Iran but it’s still
high season. Wildflowers
bloom from the west to the
northeast, while anywhere
close to the Persian Gulf
coast temperatures are
really starting to heat up.

**:) Ramazan
(Ramadan)

During the month of
Ramazan, Muslims are ex-
pected to perform a dawn-
to-dusk fast that includes
abstaining from all drinks
(including water) and from
smoking. Tempers can be
shorter, but life goes on. In
coming years it falls in May
or April.

June

It's late spring and getting
warmer and more humid,
but as it’s not crazy hot
(except along the Persian
Gulf littoral or the lowlands
around Shush) and few

are travelling, this is still a
good time to visit.

;ﬁ Kashan Rose

i Festival

¢ Kashan is lovely at any
time, but the rose festival
¢ in and around town in

i June, celebrates the pick-
i ing of rose petals as a

i precursor to rose-water
production.

S .

: % Eid al-Fitr

The Festival of the Break-
i ing of the Fast marks the

i end of Ramazan and, after :

: sunset, is celebrated with
i huge meals across the

i country. Depending on
the year, it can also fall
in May.

: September

: As summer segues into

¢ fall/autumn, the sun loses
the worst of its sting (only
i the worst — much of Iran

i still bakes) and it's a good
: month to go hiking in the

{ mountains.

*% Ashura

i Ashura marks the mar-

{ tyrdom of Imam Hossein

i and is the most intense,

i passionate date on the Shia
i Muslim calendar. Tt is cel-

i ebrated with religious thea-
i tre and sombre parades in

{ which men self-flagellate.

¢ In coming years it falls in

i September and August.

i October

¢ With moderate tempe-
ratures and no snow to

i block roads, October is a
¢ pleasant time to travel,

i and many Iranians take

: a break. Fierce summer
temperatures are a thing
: of the past.

. 23
-1‘ Nomadic
i migration
With summer over, nomads
: are on the move, heading
: downhill to warmer climes.
{ The hills and back roads
¢ of the Zagros Mountains
¢ around Shiraz are a good
place to find them.

: November

i Winter is coming and

i with it the cold and snow.

i Travel in the mountains of

i western Iran can be tough,
¢ but the desert, coast and

i cities of central Iran can be
quite pleasant.

HLNOW A9 HLNOW dI¥L ¥4NOA NV1d

1:4 Martyrdom of

i Imam Reza

i The anniversary of Imam
i Reza’s death is a huge deal
i in Mashhad, with Shiite

¢ pilgrims flocking from

i around the region to pay
¢ their respects at the vast
i Haram-e Razavi. It’s in

i November or October in
coming years.

i December

: A cold time to visit as the
i winter chill really kicks

i in (except on the Persian
¢ Gulf). Expect cold, clear
skies, low golden light

i and snow-dusted hills -
Western Iran in particular
: is at its most photogenic

| #% Yalda

i Iran celebrates Yalda, the

¢ longest night of the year.

i It’s a big deal as family and
¢ friends gather in homes to

i eat pomegranates, water-

{ melon and recite Hafez and
i other poets.
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Itineraries

TURKMENISTAN

AFGHANISTAN

IRAQ . Yazd
- Fahraj
Pasargadae
Persepolis .
hiraz Y
»
3
PERSIAN .y
SAUDI ARABIA GULF UNITED® Ak
ATAR ARAB 7t {RABIAN SEA
Q EMIRATES < OMAN  °

Classic Iran

In two weeks it’s possible to see the jewels of Iran’s rich history, but you’ll need to keep
moving.

Start in Tehran and spend two days seeing the sights, including the Golestan Palace, the
Treasury of National Jewels and Grand Bazaar. Take a bus to Kashan, where you can ex-
plore the bazaar, check out the Qajar-era traditional houses and chill out in the Fin Garden.

Make a pit stop at the mosque and tomb in Natanz en route to architecturally mag-
nificent Esfahan and spend three days exploring the blue-tiled mosques of Nagsh-e
Jahan (Imam) Square, the bustling Bazar-e Bozorg, the sublime bridges across the Zay-
andeh River and the Armenian community at Jolfa.

Head to the desert trading city of Yazd for three days wandering the maze of lanes,
gaping at the Masjed-e Jameh (Jameh Mosque) and climbing to the Zoroastrian Towers
of Silence. For a change of pace, stop in the desert village of Fahraj before spending a
day visiting ancient Pasargadae and Persepolis on the way to Shiraz. Spend two days
in Shiraz, where you can see the Zand-era gardens and bazaar, and wander the old city.
Fly back to Tehran.
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Khorramabad

Andimeshk

Shush @ Shushtar
Choga Zanbil

Go West

This intriguing meander west is ideal for those who’ve seen the main desert city sights or
are confident in navigating through areas often unaccustomed to foreigners. The route
over mountains and valleys boasts nine World Heritage sites. The remotest sections will
require charter taxis. Note that in winter, mountain roads can be cut off by snow.

Starting in Tehran, head west to Qazvin and spend the afternoon exploring the
historic city, before driving into the Alamut Valley and hiking for two days among the
ruined Castles of the Assassins. Continue across to the Caspian, recovering at a homestay
near Ramsar, then onto vibrant Rasht, conquering the mountain fortress of Qal’eh
Rudkhan before spending a pleasant afternoon strolling the teashops of photogenic
Masuleh. Forsake the dull coast and jump a savari inland, up through nomad country
to Khal Khal, then onto Ardabil to visit the magnificent Sheikh Safi-od-Din Mau-
soleum. Savari-hop the scenic back route to Kaleybar via Meshgin Shahr. Climb the
breathtaking Babak Castle, then hire a driver for the sublime Aras River Valley run to
Jolfa and the magnificent Church of St Stephanos.

Complete the Armenian church trifecta of Qareh Kalisa and Dzor Dzor Chapel on
your way to Maku, via Khoy and Chaldoran. An easy half day to Tabriz and its bazaar
leaves the afternoon for exploring troglodyte Kandovan. More savari-hopping across high
landscapes due south to Takab and the starkly beautiful Takht-e Soleiman, once the
world’s greatest Zoroastrian fire-temple complex. Continue on across the incredible land-
scape to Zanjan. Hire a driver for the trip to Hamadan via the magnificent Mongol-era
Oljeitu Mausoleum at Soltaniyeh and the remarkable Katale Khor Caves. Check out the
BuAli Sina Mausoleum in Hamadan before taking a speedy savari to hospitable Sanandaj.

Spend an afternoon in Palangan before heading to Marivan and the scenic road thru
Howraman to Paveh, via Kurdish mountain villages. At Kermanshah, sneak a peak at
Tag-e Bustan’s stone carvings and the scaffolding at Bisotun before you cross the mighty
Zagros Mountains to Khorramabad and its fortress. Savari to Shush to wander ancient
Susa, then hire a car to the 3000-year-old ziggurat of Choqga Zanbil and the Sassanian-
cum-Roman engineering of the Shushtar hydraulic system. Take a savari to Andimeshk
and your evening train back to Tehran.
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==—mm Desert Detour
Mashhad Pilgrimage

REIE Deh Salm

Kerman

Rayen

Mashhad
Pilgrimage

Take the train or bus from Tehran to
Gorgan, nestled attractively in the Alborz
Mountains. Gorgan makes a great base
for visiting the Turkmen steppe and the
remote Mil-e Radkan tower. If you're im-
pressed by this tower, you’ll want to visit
the incredible 1000-year-old tomb-tower
of Mil-e Gonbad, in Gonbad-e Kavus,
before visiting the forested mountains of
Golestan National Park, perhaps staying :
at the Turkmen Ecolodge. :

Next up, travel to Iran’s holiest city of
Mashhad, where you can revel in the ec-
stasy of pilgrims in the stunning and mas-
sive Haram-e Razavi complex and visit the
beautifully proportioned Boq’eh-ye Khajeh
Rabi mausoleum. Mashhad is a great base
for exploring the hinterlands by foot, bicy-
cle or horseback. Nearby Kang is a photo-
genic stepped village of stacked mud-brick
homes. The mausoleum of 11th-century
poet, Ferdosi is found in Tus, while Omar
Khayyam has his tomb in Neishabur.
The impressive mountain cliffs of Kalat
Naderi lie to the north.

Mashhad is a gateway to Central Asia;
otherwise fly back to Tehran or continue
south by bus or train into the desert.

Desert Detour

i If you've ever dreamt of the oasis towns

i of The Thousand and One Nights or are
drawn to hospitable homestays, this trip

i is for you. It’s doable by taking infrequent

¢ buses, but the odd taxi dar bast can reduce
waiting time. Avoid the summer heat by

i travelling between October and April.

Start in Esfahan and take a bus to

| Toudeshk for a night and a morning in

the shifting sands of the Varzaneh Desert,

: before continuing to see the traditional

¢ houses of Na’in. From Na’in take the
bus east to Khur, where you get a taxi

i to Farahzad and/or Garmeh for desert
¢ homestays that redefine hospitality; plan
for three days all up.

From Garmeh, head west via Tabas and

i the remarkable ‘forgotten’ villages of Old
{ Deyhuk and Esfandiar, continuing on

i to Birjand with its impressive fortress-

! restaurant. From there don’t miss an oasis
¢ night at Deh Salm before crossing the
Lut Desert with its extraordinaty Kaluts

: (giant ‘sandcastles’). After bazaaring Ker-
: man and daytripping to Rayen fortress,
i end your trip in a traditional hotel in

: Yazd, perhaps with a side trip to the fire

i temple at Chak Chak.
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Plan Your Trip

Visas & Planning

Assuming you have a visa, most immigration and border officials are
efficient and tourists rarely get too much hassle. Land borders can
take longer if you're on a bus or train. Women need to be adequately
covered from the moment they get off the plane or arrive at the
border. Arriving without a visa is risky, as the visa-on-arrival process

sees a lot of people turned away.

Who Needs A Visa?

Passport-holders of Turkey, Lebanon, Azer-
baijan, Georgia, Bolivia, Egypt and Syria
can travel to Iran and stay in the country
without a visa from between 15 to 90 days.

Everyone else needs to arrange a visa in
advance or seek a 30-day visa on arrival
(VOA) at an airport. VOAs are not available
to citizens of the USA, Somalia, the UK,
Canada, Bangladesh, Jordan, Iraq, Afghani-
stan and Pakistan. If you hold a passport of
one of these countries you will need to pre-
arrange a tour or specially qualified private
guide, or be sponsored by a friend or relative
in Iran (who will take legal responsibility for
you) to obtain a visa.

Israeli passport holders, and anyone with
an Israeli stamp in their passport (or exit
stamps at the Jordanian or Egyptian cross-
ings into Israel), will not get a visa.

Which Visa? Pros & Cons

First, it’s important to understand the pro-
cess. Except with transit visas, all visa ap-
plicants must be ‘approved’ by the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs (MFA) in Tehran. This
includes those seeking a visa on arrival, who
can be approved either in advance or, with a
longer wait, on arrival.

If you’re approved, the MFA sends an
authorisation number to the consulate,
which takes your application form, passport

Types of Visa

Tourist visa Issued for up to 30 days and extend-
able. Must be obtained before coming to Iran and
valid to enter for 90 days from the issue date. This
is the surest option.

Tourist visa on arrival (VOA) Issued for 30 days
on arrival at any Iranian international airport.
Convenient but relatively risky, as you may be
denied entry. Not available to US, UK or Canadian
nationals.

Transit visa Issued for five to seven days, this is
the last resort. You must enter and exit via dif-
ferent countries, and have a visa or a ticket to an
onward country. Transit visas are not available to
US passport holders. To most other nationalities,
the visas can be obtained in one or two days and
no authorisation number is required.

How Do | Do It?

DIY Deal with an Iranian embassy or consulate
directly.

Agency Pay an agency to obtain a visa authorisa-
tion number, which is sent to an embassy where
you pay for and pick up the visa. Recommended.

VOA Works best if you get a visa authorisation
number in advance and have at least your first
night’s accommodation confirmed.
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photos and fee and issues the visa. Fees vary
depending on your country of origin; see the
Iran embassy website.

Transit visas are only fractionally cheaper
than tourist visas and, while they don’t re-
quire authorisation from Tehran, only give
you up to seven days. The choice is whether
to get a tourist visa in advance or on arrival.

Tourist Visa
There are two ways to get a tourist visa.

= Do It Yourself You can go through a consulate,
which saves an agency fee but takes three weeks
and often longer. In theory, you download and fill
out the application form from the Iran consulate
in your home country; you then take or send the
forms and your passport, photos, money and
proof of your travel insurance to the embassy and
they will send your details to Tehran for approval.
Several weeks later you might be contacted with
the result. Otherwise you'll need to contact them,
which is not always easy. If all goes to plan, you will
eventually either pick up the visa in person (some
embassies require women to cover their hair), or
have your passport returned in a registered-mail
envelope. Exceptions abound. In rare cases this
method can take just a few days. However, we've
also heard of cases where weeks after submission
the consul has directed applicants to a visa agency
to get the visa authorisation number. With so
much uncertainty, if you choose this option, give
yourself six weeks or longer to be sure.

=» Use an Agency Visa agencies charge from €30
to UK£120 to get you an authorisation number.

In most cases you fill out an electronic form with
details of your itinerary and where you'd like to
collect your visa, attach digital copies of photo and
passport, and the agency sends this to Tehran.
The MFA claims that for most nationalities it takes
between five and 10 working days to assess the
application. When it does take longer, the visa
agency often won't know why, which might explain
(if not excuse) the agency being slow to reply to
your follow-up emails. There is no refund if your
application fails, but few are rejected. Once the
authorisation number is received, the agency

will forward it to you and your nominated Iranian
embassy/consulate. You then need to go through
the application process as a formality, and in most
consulates the visa is issued on the spot.

If you're British, Canadian or American, ex-
pect both methods to be slower, more costly
and more arduous. When it’s open, the Ira-
nian Embassy in London will often request
an interview and requires fingerprints from
British applicants. For US citizens, allow
three months to be safe.

Tourist Visa on Arrival

Iran usually issues 30-day tourist visas on
arrival to people from about 65 countries,
including most European, ASEAN, Gulf
Arab and Central Asian countries, several
South American countries, Australia, China,
India, Japan, New Zealand and South Korea.
Notable absentees are Britain, Canada and
the USA.

Tourist visas are available at all interna-
tional airports, but it is recommend to fly
into Tehran’s Imam Khomeini International
Airport to avoid problems. At the time of
writing, to obtain the visa on arrival the
following were required:

= aprintout of your travel insurance. If the
printout doesn’t specifically mention Iran, you
may need to purchase insurance at the airport;

= insurance can be purchased (US$16) at the
counter opposite the visa desk; it is strongly
recommended that you purchase your insurance
before starting the visa process;

= the name and telephone of a sponsor.

In practice this can be a hotel; it is strongly
recommend you have a night booked at the hotel
you name and that you carry a printout of an
email from the hotel confirming your reservation,
although this is not an official requirement to get
the visa;

= the requisite fee. For most Western
nationalities, the fee is €75 (Australians pay €145)
or the US dollar equivalent. Visa fees can be paid
ineuros or US dollars.

Entry Visa (Business Visa)

To get a 30-day (extendable) business visa
you must obtain an invitation letter from
the company or organisation you plan to
visit. The process is otherwise the same as
getting a tourist visa (DIY or using an agen-
cy). People coming for a conference or to
play in a sporting event need an ‘entry visa’.

Sponsors & Visa Agencies

Any Iranian can sponsor your application,
which means they submit the paperwork for
an authorisation code. But in most cases it’s
easier to use a travel agency or a specialist
visa agency. Keep in mind, though, that even
with an agency there are no guarantees, and
the visa agent will take their fee regardless
of whether a visa is issued or not. Seek up-
to-date recommendations from other travel-
lers before you choose one - Lonely Planet’s
Thorn Tree forum (www.lonelyplanet.com/
thorntree) is a good place to start.



Two recommended visa agencies include:
= Persian Voyages (p30)

eminently doable regardless of your sex. Air,
rail and bus transport is efficient and safe,
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sights are cheap and enough people speak
English, or are willing to help, that it’s hard
to get into too much trouble. To top it all, as
a visitor most Iranians consider you a ‘gift
from God’ and you will be bowled over by
the kindness of strangers.

= Iran Visa Authorization Code (www.
iranvisacode.com)

Before You Go

One of the main considerations when plan-
ning a trip to Iran is whether to travel inde-
pendently, take a tour or do a bit of both.

Private Guides & Drivers

Freelance drivers and guides are a cheaper,
more flexible alternative to group tours and
plenty of readers have written to recom-
mend this way of travelling - some for a
month or more.

Check that your guide is a qualified one.
It takes years of study to become a fully
licensed guide. The experience, knowledge

To Tour or Not to Tour
Independent Travel

Travelling independently in Iran has more
ups than downs. It’s easier as a man or as
part of a couple than as a woman, but is

VISA EXTENSIONS

First the good news: there is usually little difficulty in extending a 30-day tourist visa to
60 days. It's possible, but harder, to extend again, up to a maximum of 90 days. The
following summary of how the process works is notoriously prone to change. Check the
Thorn Tree (lonelyplanet.com/thorntree) or a specialist visa agency for the latest.
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Choose Your City

If you want a long extension it's worth planning your itinerary to be somewhere
friendly when the extension is needed. In general, cities familiar with tourists are best:
Shiraz has for years been the city of choice, with Esfahan also getting positive reports.
Second-string options include Kerman, Yazd and Tabriz, but these don't always issue
the full 30-day extension. Tehran, Mashhad and other cities are less reliable. Check
the Thorn Tree (www.lonelyplanet.com/thorntree) for recent reports.

The Process

Head for the Police Department of Aliens Affairs (edareh gozannameh). Note that the
office might have changed name to the Passport & Immigration Police by the time you
arrive. You'll need:

= your passport and two or three mug shots;

= two photocopies of the picture page of your passport, your current visa, entry
stamp and any other extensions you've had (most offices have a photocopy service);

= fee for the extension (check the current fee with the office in question, but
IR500,000 at the time of research), plus small notes for forms.

Pay for two copies of the appropriate forms. You'll then be directed to a Bank Melli
branch to deposit the cash —just say ‘visa' and the bank staff will fill in the forms for
you. Return with your bank receipt and the visa extension will be issued within an hour
or two, though in some cases (hello Tehran) it can take several days.

Timing & Overstaying

Intheory, you can only apply for an extension two or three days before your existing
visais due to expire, and your extension starts on the day it's issued, not the end of
your original visa. Cross-check the Persian calendar dates so you know exactly when
your visa expires.

If things go awry, a doctor’s note on official stationery stating you were unwell might
act as a quasi-extension at the border, or be used for a short extension in the nearest
Aliens Bureau. But don't rely on this. If you do overstay, even by a few hours, expect to
be detained.



32

JONVID V LV SNOID3IY dI¥L 4NOA NV1d

Central Iran

History
Architecture
Deserts

Footsteps of
Empire

Empires have
bloomed and
withered here.

Top sights are the
Achaemenid capitol
of Persepolis, the
Sassanian centre at
Firuz Abad, Safavid
glories in Esfahan
and the preserved
desert city of Yazd.

Beautiful
Buildings
Architectural gems
include: Esfahan’s
wondrous Nagshe
Jahan (Imam)
Square, the Jameh
Mosque and bridges;
Kashan boasts
extravagant Qajar
mansions; and in
Yazd there are court-
yard homes turned
hotels.

Desert
Hospitality
Experience desert
hospitality: Garmeh
is a classic oasis,
Zein-o-din a re-
stored caravanserai
and Bavanat a
somnolent town. Or
stay with a family
in Farahzad.

pl46

‘

Persian Gulf

Islands
Environment
Activities

Qeshm Island
Dolphin-shaped
Qeshm is home to
60 Bandari villages,
including photo-
genic Laft with

its wind towers

and minarets, and
homestays in Tabl
and Shibderaz.

Geology &
Wildlife

Qeshm’s geology is
so exotic it’s recog-
nised as a Unesco
Geopark, and in
season you can spot
hawksbill and green
turtles at Shibderaz
village and migrat-
ing birds in the
Harra Sea Forest.
Go to Hengham
Island for dolphins
and gazelles.

Island
Adventures

Up the heart rate
by diving the reefs
around Larak,
taking a boat tour
through the Harra
Sea Forest, cycling
around Kish and
taking a ferry to
Hormoz.

p213

Southeastern
Iran

History
Deserts
Adventure

Northeastern
Iran

Architecture
Adventure
Culture

Tracing Trade
Routes

The ancient Silk
Route city of Ker-
man is a big draw.
Kerman’s bazaar,
with its teahouse
and caravanserai,
evokes millennia of
trade and is bathed
in the clear light of
Iran’s southeast.

Arid
Landscapes
The whole southeast
is desert or semi-
desert. Highlights
include the huge
natural ‘sandcas-
tles’ of the Kaluts,
nearby desert camp-
sites and Mahan’s
famous gardens at
Bagh-e Shahzde.

Off-the-track
Travel

This is frontier
territory and it’s
easy to get off the
beaten track. Stay
in a centuries old
cave village at Mey-
mand or explore the
careworn but rather
beautiful mud-built
villages of South
Khorasan.

p230

Architectural
Wonders

The Haram-e Razavi
shrine has a profu-
sion of architec-
tural styles and the
1000-year-old brick
tower at Gonbad-e
Kavus is a mag-
nificent, significant
landmark. Watch
also for fine caravan-
serais dating back
to the Silk Road’s
heyday.

Journeys

Take a 4WD over
mountain roads to
the ‘secret valley’
hiding Mil-e Radkan
or hike over the Bi-
nalud mountains to
the stepped village
of Kang,.

Poetic
Pilgrimages

Tus is linked with
epic poet Abulgasim
Ferdosi, while
Neishabur is the
birthplace of poet
and mathematician
Omar Khayyam. At
their tombs, expect
Iranian pilgrims

to recite poems of
their heroes.

p246
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Tehran
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Includes »
Tehran .............. 34
Around Tehran ....... 72
Alborz Ski Resorts .. ..72
Mt Damavand........ 74
Rey ...ttt 75
Best Places to
Eat
= Divan (p61)
= Dizi (p60)

= Gilaneh (p61)

= Khoone (p59)

= S.P.URestaurant (p61)

= Azari Traditional Teahouse
(p59)
I
Best Places to
Sleep

= See You In Iran Hostel
(p55)

= Howeyzeh Hotel (p56)

= Sepehr Apartment Hotel
(p58)

= Firouzeh Hotel (p54)

= Ferdowsi International
Grand Hotel (p55)

Why Go?

Hugging the lower slopes of the magnificent, snowcapped
Alborz Mountains, Tehran is Iran’s most secular and liberal
city. Spend time here - as you should - and you’ll soon re-
alise that the city is so much more than a chaotic jumble
of concrete and crazy traffic blanketed by a miasma of air
pollution. This is the nation’s dynamic beating heart and the
place to get a handle on modern Iran and what its future
will likely be.

Exploring this fascinating metropolis will transport you
on a journey through more than 250 years of Iranian his-
tory - from the glittering Golestan Palace and the adjacent
Grand Bazaar to the beautiful Azadi Tower and the notorious
former US embassy. Then there are the city’s many excellent
museums and serene gardens. In such places, as well as in
contemporary cafes, traditional teahouses and on the walk-
ing trails in the mountains, you can relax and enjoy all that’s
good about Tehran.

‘When to Go

The best time to visit Tehran is during the two-week No Ruz
(Iranian New Year) holiday from 21 March. Given more than
60% of Tehranis come from somewhere else and head for
home for the holiday, the usual traffic chaos is replaced by
relative calm.

During April and May, and September to early November,
the weather is relatively mild. Summer is hot and can be
very humid, and while winter isn’t as cold as some places,
air pollution tends to be at its worst during December and
January.



Peacock Throne and a shah’s
ransom of bling.

@ Tochal Telecabin (p50)
Riding the gondola to near the
summit of Mt Tochal, where
there’s a small ski resort.

© Persian Food Tours (p53)
Getting a hands-on experience
of making an Iranian meal with
an expertly run cooking class.

@ Golestan Palace (p37)
Taking in the opulence of this
monument to Qajar excess.
© Grand Bazaar (p39)
Exploring the mother of all
Iranian markets, which sells it
all - from skimpy knickers to
antique carpets.

© Treasury of National
Jewels (p40) Gazing at the
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Tehran Highlights

@ Darband (p51) Enjoying a
gentle hike up into the foothills
of the Alborz Mountains at this
north Tehran village packed
with teahouses.

@ Islamic Museum (p40)
Feasting your eyes on a
gorgeous collection of arts and
crafts from down the ages.
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History

Back in ancient times, the village of Tehran
was overshadowed by Rey, now a suburb of
the city, but then one of the capitals of the
Seljuk dynasty. In 1220 the Mongols sacked
Rey as they swept across Persia, executing
thousands in the process. Most who es-
caped wound up in Tehran, and the future
capital’s first population explosion turned
the village into a prosperous trading centre.

In the mid-16th century Tehran’s natural
setting, numerous trees, clear rivers and
good hunting brought it to the attention
of the early Safavid king, Tahmasp I. Un-
der his patronage, gardens were laid out,
brick houses and caravanserais built and
the town fortified by a wall with 114 towers.
As Tehran continued to grow under later
Safavid kings, European visitors wrote of
the town’s many enchanting vineyards and
gardens.

Threatened by the encroaching Qajars, re-
gent Karim Khan Zand moved his army from
Shiraz to Tehran in 1758. At the same time, he
refortified the city and began constructing a
royal residence. Perhaps he had intended to
move his capital here, but when Qajar chief-
tain Mohammad Hasan Khan was killed and
his young son Agha Mohammad Khan taken
hostage, Karim Khan decided the threat was
over and abandoned the unfinished palace to
return to Shiraz.

TEHRAN IN...

Two Days

But things didn’t work out quite as Ka-
rim Khan would have liked. By 1789 he was
long dead and his one-time prisoner, Agha
Mohammed Khan, was shah. The new
shah declared this dusty town of 15,000 his
capital.

As the centre of Qajar Persia, Tehran
steadily expanded. By 1900 it had grown
to 250,000 people, and in the 20th century
it became one of the most populous cities
on earth. Iran’s capital has fomented and
hosted two revolutions, two coups d’état
and much intrigue. As the setting for the
CIA’s first coup in 1953, it had a profound
impact on post-WWII world politics. And
as pronouncements from Tehran have been
the driving force behind the growth of rad-
ical Islam since 1979, that influence has not
waned.

Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf has served
three terms as Tehran’s first elected may-
or since 2005. Under the stewardship of
this conservative politician (who lost out
to the more moderate Hassan Rouhani in
the 2013 presidential election), Tehran has
undergone many redevelopment and beau-
tification projects. However, Ghalibaf’s ad-
ministration has also faced criticism for its
woeful neglect of the environment: of the
15,000 plane trees that once lined Valiasr
Ave only 7000 remain and many of them
are suffering due to lack of water.

Explore the Grand Bazaar (p39), Iran’s biggest market. Stop in Imam Khomeini
Mosque (p39) to watch Islam in action, then join the line for lunch at Dizi (p60). Spend
the afternoon admiring ancient wonders at the National Museum of Iran (p40) and
splendid Islamic Museum (p40). As the sun sets, join locals promenading on the
Tabiat Bridge (p41) and grab dinner at the charming restaurant Khoone (p59).

On day two, check out the Golestan Palace (p37), take lunch at either Khayyam
(p59) or the teahouse Timcheh Akbarian (p62), keeping the afternoon free for the
bling-tastic Treasury of National Jewels (p40). Round the day out with drinks at
Sam Cafe (p63) and dinner at Divan (p61) in northern Tehran.

Four Days

On day three, go hiking in the mountains at Darband (p51), followed by lunch at
Koohpayeh (p61). Spend the afternoon exploring the leafy Sa’d Abad Museum

Complex (p48), with its many palaces and galleries. Sample regional Iranian cuisine at
Gilaneh (p61).

If the weather’s fine, use your last day to ride the Tochal Telecabin (p50). If not,
then spend a relaxed morning in the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art
(p46) and Carpet Museum (p47), perhaps take in a show at a commercial art gal-
lery (p64) or wander around the Qsar Garden Museum (p42). Or go shopping at
Tajrish Bazaar (p66).



© sights

Tehran is vast and many neighbourhoods
are never visited by other Tehranis, let
alone foreign travellers. Most streets have
signs in English, but getting lost is still easy.
It’'s worth remembering the Alborz Moun-
tains are known locally as the North Star of
Tehran because they are, yes, in the north.
And as the whole city slopes down from
these mountains, if you're walking uphill
that usually means you're going north.
Valiasr Ave, running for 17km from the
posh suburbs around Tajrish in the foothills
of the Alborz Mountains to Tehran train sta-
tion in the south, is Tehran’s most famous
street. Before the revolution it was known as
Pahlavi Ave, a name which is now part of the
city’s history. However, another major north
Tehran road - Afriga Blvd - continues to be
referred to by its pre-revolutionary name of
Jordan. To complicate matters further Afri-
qa Blvd was renamed Nelson Mandela Blvd
in 2015, even though you’ll still mainly see
many street signs calling it Afriga Blvd!

Southern Tehran

This was the city centre until the mid-20th
century, and the area south of Jomhuri-ye
Eslami Ave is home to many of Tehran’s best
museums, as well as the Golestan Palace
and the Grand Bazaar.

*Golestan Palace PALACE
(BB 1S, Map p38; [4021-3311 3335; www.
golestanpalace.ir; Arg Sq; general admission
IR150,000, main halls IR150,000, other galleries &
halls IR80,000; & 9am-5pm; (M Panzdah-e Khor-
dad) The glories and excesses of the Qajar
rulers are played out across this complex of
grand buildings decorated with beautiful-
ly painted tiles and set around an elegant
garden that’s worth visiting in its own right.
There are separate tickets for nine differ-
ent sections, which you need to buy at the
gate: the ones worth paying extra for are the
Main Halls, which includes the spectacular
Mirror Hall, and the Negar Khaneh (Iranian
Painting Gallery).

Although there was a Safavid-era citadel
on this site, it was Nasser al-Din Shah (r
1848-96), impressed by what he’d seen of
European palaces, who created the ‘Palace
of Flowers’ you see today. Originally it was
much bigger, with inner and outer sections to
encompass offices, ministries and private liv-
ing quarters, but several surrounding build-
ings were pulled down under the Pahlavis.

» Takht-e Marmar

Heading in a clockwise direction around
the courtyard from the ticket office, a long
reflecting pool to leads to the Takht-e Mar-
mar (Marble Throne Verandah), a mirrored,
open-fronted audience hall dominated by a
magnificent throne. Made in the early 1800s
for Fath Ali Shah (r 1797-1834), the throne
is constructed from alabaster mined in Yazd
and supported by carved human figures.
This hall was used on ceremonial occasions,
including the Napoleon-style self-coronation
of Reza Shah in 1925.

= Khalvate-e Karim Khani

On the corner of the same building is the
gorgeous Khalvate-e Karim Khani (Karim
Khan Nook), all that remains of a 1759 struc-
ture that served as the Terhan residence of
Karim Khan Zand (r 1751-79). But it was
Nasser al-Din Shah who enjoyed this ele-
vated terrace most, smoking qalyan (water
pipe) and perhaps contemplating his next
asset sale as ganat (underground channel)
water bubbled out of the marble fountain
nearby. His marble tombstone now stands
on the terrace.

» Negar Khaneh

Next is the Negar Khaneh (Iranian Painting
Gallery), which displays a fine collection of
Qajar-era art. Especially interesting are the
portraits of the shahs wearing the jewels
and crowns you can see in the National Jew-
els Museum, and pictures of everyday life in
19th-century Iran.

% Royal Museum

The next set of rooms comprises the Royal
Museum (also called the Special Museum),
a fascinating treasure trove of decorative art
pieces and objects amassed by the shahs.

= Main Halls

The palace’s highlight are the Main Halls, in-
cluding the dazzling Talar-e Ayaheh (Mir-
ror Hall). Built between 1874 and 1877 the
Peacock Throne was housed here before it
was moved to the National Jewels Museum.
It was used for the coronation of Moham-
mad Reza Shah in 1967 (25 years after he
came to power) and royal weddings. Today
it and two adjoining halls house gifts, in-
cluding a set of green malachite table deco-
rations from Russia and fine porcelain from
France, Germany and the UK.

=» Howze Khaneh

Further east is the Howze Khaneh (Pool
Room), named for the small pool and
fountain in its centre. It houses a collection
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of paintings and sculptures of 19th-century ® Emarat-e Badgir
European royalty given to their Qajar coun- Next door stand four soaring badgirs (wind
terparts by the same European monarchs. towers; used to catch breezes and funnel
» Talar-e Berelian them down into a building to cool it), rising
Next door is the aptly named Talar-e Bere- above the restored Emarat-e Badgir, first
lian (Brilliant Hall), where the use of mir- crected in the reign of Fath Ali Shah. The in-
rored glass on all surfaces and twinkling terior has typically ostentatious mirror work
chandeliers reaches its apogee. and is worth a quick look.
» Shams-Al Emarat » Aks Khaneh . .
At the east end of the garden, the impos- In the basement, the Aks Khaneh (Historic
ing Shams-Al Emarat (Edifice of the Sun) Photograph Gallery) exhibits a collection of
blends European and Persian architectur- historic photographs; one picture shows the
al traditions. Born of Nasser al-Din Shah’ inside of a Zoroastrian tower of silence, with
desire to have a palace that afforded him a bodies in varying states of decay.

panoramic view of the city, it was designed ® Talar-e Almas
by master architect Moayer al-Mamalek Next up, the small Talar-e Almas (Diamond

and built between 1865 and 1867. Only part Hall) offers more blinged-to-the-max dec-
oration. The more subdued teahouse and

restaurant underneath might well be more
appealing.

of the building’s ground floor is open for
view, showcasing yet another sequence of
mirrored and tiled rooms.



Southern Tehran

® Top Sights
1 Golestan Palace ..
2 Grand Bazaar ..
3 Islamic Museum..
4 Treasury of National Jewels....

© Sights
5 Dar ul-Funun
6 Glass & Ceramics Museum.
7 Imam Khomeini Mosque..
8 Imam Khomeini Sq....
9 Imamzadeh Zeid.
10 Iranian Majlis
11 Madraseh va Masjed-e Sepahsalar...... D2
12 Malek National Library & Museum
13 Masoudieh Palace.................
14 Ministry of Foreign Affairs
15 National Museum of Iran.
16 Park-e Shahr...............
17 Portal of Bagh-e Meli.
18 Qazaq Khaneh
19 Tejarat Bank

© Sleeping
20 Amir Kabir Hotel ....
21 Asia Hotel

22 Ferdowsi International Grand

24 Gollestan Hotel....
25 Hafez Hotel...
26 Hotel Naderi.....

27 Iran Markazi Hotel..
28 Khayyam Hotel

3 Eating
Amir Kabir Restaurant...

29 Gol-e Rezaieh...
30 Khayyam...
31 Moslem......
32 Sofre Khane Sonnati Sangalag
33 Tarighat Restaurant

@ Drinking & Nightlife
Cafe Naderi

34 Haj Ali Darvish Teahouse ..
35 Timcheh Akbarian

(& Shopping
36 Carpet Bazaar..
37 Iran Termeh..
38 Jomeh Bazaar..

© Information
39 Baharestan
40 German Embassy...
41 Turkish EMbassy.........ccoeeecvvnnnien

=» Abyaz Palace

Finally, back near the entrance, the Abyaz
Palace houses the Ethnographical Museum
featuring a range of mannequins in tradi-
tional ethnic costumes.

*Grand Bazaar BAZAAR
(=3 L34 Map p38; main entrance Panzdah-e
Khordad Ave; & 7am-5pm Sat-Wed, to noon Thu;
[M Panzdah-e Khordad) The maze of bustling
alleys and the bazaris (shopkeepers) that
fill them make this a fascinating, if some-
what daunting, place to explore. Despite
being known as the Grand Bazaar, most of
the architecture is less than 200 years old
and pedestrian, although there are some
gems to be found. Visit in the morning,
when business is brisk but not yet fran-
tic - later in the day the chance of being
run over by a piece of fast-moving haulage
equipment is high.

The bazaar’s covered stores line more
than 10km of lanes and there are several
entrances, but you get a great view down a
central artery by using the main entrance
facing the square Sabzeh Medyan. The war-
ren of people and goods is a city within a
city and includes banks, a church, a fire

station and several mosques, most notably
the impressive Imam Khomeini Mosque
(ied alal 2ase; Map p38; Panzdah-e Khordad
St), and the ornately decorated Imamzadeh
Zeid (2 o3l 3<Wl; Map p38; off Bazar-e Bozorg), a
shrine to a descendant of the prophet.

Most lanes specialise in a particular
commodity: copper, paper, gold, spices, and
carpets, among others (note though you
won't find fresh food here). The carpet, nut
and spice bazaars might be the most pho-
togenic, but the lane of stores selling fake
designer labels (literally labels, not clothes)
also catches the eye.

In our experience there are two ways to
visit the bazaar. One is to simply wander
the labyrinth of streets and alleys, taking
whichever turn you fancy and going with
the flow. If you get lost, remember to walk
uphill to the main exits on Panzdah-e
Khordad Ave.

Alternatively, allow yourself to be be-
friended by one of the carpet salesmen. Tell
them what sections of the bazaar you'd like
to see and they will lead you. When you’re
done, they will expect you to visit their car-
pet shop, drink some tea and view a few
rugs - which in itself can be fun.
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*Treasury of National Jewels MUSEUM
(sl Slmlsa o )se; Map p38; (21021-6446 3785;
www.cbiir; Ferdowsi St; IR200,000; &;2-4.30pm
Sat-Tue; M Sa'di) Owned by the Central Bank
and accessed through its front doors, the cav-
ernous vault that houses what is commonly
known as the ‘Jewels Museum’ is not to be
missed. The Safavid, Qajar and Pahlavi mon-
archs adorned themselves and their belong-
ings with an astounding range of priceless
gems and precious metals, making this col-
lection of bling quite literally jaw-dropping.
Star pieces include the Globe of Jewels and
the Peacock Throne (p41).

Pick up a guidebook (IR40,000) at the
shop as you enter, or take one of the regular
professional tours in English, French, Ger-
man or Arabic - it’s included in the ticket
price and worth waiting for as there are few
descriptions in English.

Cameras, phones, bags and guidebooks
must be left at reception. Be careful not to
touch anything or you’ll set off ear-piercing
alarms.

*Islamic Museum MUSEUM
(=Sl 053 0547 Map p38; (2/021-6670 2052;
www.nationalmuseum.ichto.ir; 30 Si Tir St; incl Na-
tional Museum IR500,000; & 9am-7pm Apr-Sep,
to 6pm Oct-Mar; M/Imam Khomeini) Next door
to the National Museum, and part of the
same complex, this museum offers a stun-
ning collection of arts and antiquities from
throughout the Islamic period, including
calligraphy, carpets, ceramics, woodcarv-
ing, sculpture, miniatures, brickwork and
textiles. The collection includes silks and
stucco-work from Rey, portraits from the
Mongol period, a collection of Sassanian
coins, and gorgeous 14th-century wooden
doors and windows.

National Museum of Iran MUSEUM
(O e o) se(Ulisls )l 054, Iran Bastan Mu-
seum; Map p38; (21021-6670 2052; www.national-
museum.ichto.ir; 30 Si Tir St; incl Islamic Museum
IR500,000; & 9am-7pm Apr-Sep, to 6pm Oct-Mar;
[M/Imam Khomeini) This modest museum is
no Louvre, but it is chock-full of Iran’s rich
history. The collection includes ceramics,
pottery, stone figures and carvings, mostly
taken from excavations at Persepolis, Ismail-
abad (near Qazvin), Shush, Rey and Turang
Tappeh. Unfortunately, the presentation of
these treasures is less than inspired, and the
lack of useful explanations underwhelming
(ask for an English ‘brochure’ when buying
the ticket).

Malek National Library & Museum MUSEUM
(Sde o350 5 4 Map p38; (2)021-6672 6613;
www.malekmuseum.org; Melal-e Mottahed (Bagh
Melli St); IR50,000; & 8.15am-4.15pm; [M/Imam
Khomeini) On display at this private museum
and library are pieces from the collection of
Hadji Hussein Agha Malek, in the 1930s one
of the richest men in Iran. The watercolour
paintings, delicate calligraphy and decorative
arts, including incredibly detailed lacquer-
ware boxes painted by 19th-century masters
of the art of the miniature, such as Moham-
mad Zaman and Abu Taleb Modaresi, are
exquisite.

Glass & Ceramics Museum MUSEUM
(Sl 5 43800 5 3 30, Musee Abghineh; Map p38;
[21021-6670 8153; www.glasswaremuseum.ir; Si
Tir St; IR150,000; & 9am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 5pm
Oct-Mar; M/ Imam Khomeini) The Glass & Ce-
ramics Museum is, like many of its exhibits,
small but perfectly formed. The galleries
walk you chronologically through the ages,
with detailed, lucid explanations in English
that chart the history of the country and
the region through the lovingly displayed
glass and ceramics that remain. The late
Qajar-era building’s graceful wooden stair-
case and classical stucco mouldings are
particularly delightful, and there are many
delicate carvings and decorative flourishes.

Masoudieh Palace HISTORIC BUILDING
(422 52me O jlee; Map p38; Ekbatan St; 1R200,000;
& 9am-4pm; M/Mellat) Built in 1879 for Naser
al-Din Shah'’s son, who was also the governor
of Esfahan, as his residence in Tehran, this
lovely building and garden is in the process
of restoration. Recently there was a cafe op-
erating in the dining hall, but it was closed
at the time of writing. It’s still worth visiting
for the building’s beautiful decoration and
peaceful grounds.

Madraseh va Masjed-e Sepahsalar Mustum
(UYlagaw 2auue 5 4w )2e, Masjed-e Motahari; Map
p38; Mostafa Khomeini St; (M Baharestan) Just
south of the Iranian majlis (parliament),
this Islamic college is arguably the most
noteworthy example of Persian architecture
of the Qajar period, as well as one of the
largest. Built between 1878 and 1890, it is
famed for its multiple minarets, high domes
and fwans, and poetry inscribed in several
ancient scripts on the beautiful tiling. It is
closed to the general public.

However, you may be lucky with the door
guards, and some local guides are able to
talk their way in (male guests only). A ban



on photography both outside and inside
the complex is vigorously enforced.

Park-e Shahr PARK
(bes SJ4y Map p38;  httpi//parks.tehran.
i, cnr Fayazbakhsh & Vahdat-e Eslami Sts;
& 5am-midnight; M/Imam Khomeini) If you're
staying in southern Tehran and need a break
from the traffic, head straight for this pleas-
ant, leafy park where you can take a boat
trip on the pond (in summer), see various
birds, including peacocks, silver pheasants
and flamingos in enclosures, and enjoy tea
or galyan at the Sofre Khane Sonnati
Sangalag (Map p38; (21021-5569 3505; mains
IR180,000-400,000; & 9am-11pm) teahouse. Or
just sit and watch Tehranis relaxing.

Central Tehran

Y Tabiat Bridge BRIDGE
(@2l Jy Nature Bridge; Map p44; WShahid
Haghani) It's easy to see why this multilevel,
sculptural pedestrian bridge, designed by
Iranian architect Leila Araghian, has won

awards and been a huge hit with locals.
The 270m long walkway connecting Park-e
Taleghani and Park-e Abo-Atash over the busy
Modarres Expwy is a fun space to relax and,
in good weather, it provides superb views of
the north Tehran skyline against the Alborz
Mountains.

There’s a decent food court (p60) at one
end and an OK restaurant at the other, as
well as plenty of places to sit and socialise,
making it a highly popular place to hang
out in the evenings.

*Iran Holy Defense Museum MUSEUM
(Map p44; (21021-8865 7026; www.iranhdm.ir;
Sarv St; IR200,000; & 9am-5pm Sat-Thu, 11am-
5pm Fri; M/Shahid Haghani) This epic-scale
museum, on a landscaped site of 21 hec-
tares, is dedicated to the Iran-Iraq War, a
bloody eight-year conflict that claimed a
million lives. The main building consists
of seven halls that commemorate the war’s
martyrs and run you through the history of
the conflict in forensic detail. It may sound
harrowing, but it is, in fact, a fascinating

THE PEACOCK THRONE & OTHER BAUBLES
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Most of the collection in the Treasury of National Jewels (p40) dates back to Safavid
times, when the shahs scoured Europe, India and the lands of the Ottoman Empire for
booty with which to decorate their capital, Esfahan. But as the Safavid empire crumbled,
the jewels became a high profile spoil of war.

When Mahmud Afghan invaded Iran in 1722, he plundered the treasury and sent
its contents to India. On ascending the throne in 1736, Nader Shah Afshar dispatched
courtiers to ask for the return of the jewels. When their powers of persuasion proved
unequal to the task, he sent an army to prove that he was serious. To get the soldiers off
his back, Mohammed Shah of India was forced to hand over several treasures including
the Darya-ye Nur (Sea of Light), a pink diamond weighing 182 carats and said to
be the largest uncut diamond in the world. This bauble remains part of the Treasury's
collection, but the Koh-i-Noor (Mountain of Light) diamond that was also part of Nader
Shah's haul has long since been part of the British crown jewels.

During the expedition Nader Shah also bagged the Moghuls’ famous Peacock Throne.
But during the trip back to Persia, this piece of booty fell into the hands of rebellious sol-
diers, who hacked it up to spread the wealth among themselves. The Peacock Throne
on display outside the vault door in the Treasury is the one ordered by Fath Ali Shah
in 1798. Taking a daybed-style takht (table in a teahouse) they adorned it with 26,733
gems, including an extravagant carved sun, studded with precious stones. Before long it
became known as the Sun Throne. Later Fath Ali married Tavous Tajodoleh, nicknamed
Tavous Khanoum or Lady Peacock, and the throne became known as the Peacock
Throne in her honour.

The Qajar and Pahlavi rulers enthusiastically added to the royal jewels collection, which
grew to be so valuable that in the 1930s it was transferred to the National Bank of Iran
(now the Central Bank of Iran) as a reserve for the national currency. Among the other
standout pieces here are the tall Kiani Crown made for Fath Ali Shah in 1797; the crowns
worn by the last shah and his wife, Farah; and the incredible 34kg Globe of Jewels,
made in 1869 using 51,366 precious stones — the seas are made from emeralds and the
land from rubies except Iran, Britain and France, which are set in diamonds.
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and imaginative response to a deeply scar-
ring episode in modern Iranian history.

At times the displays swerve into the
surreal, such as the section that depicts the
glittering vision of heavenly paradise the sol-
diers (many no more than teenagers) were
sent to their deaths believing, and the one
that places you at the heart of an aerial bom-
bardment complete with sensory effects.

Outside, huge rockets and tanks flank
the Garden Valley, at the centre of which is
a6000-sqg-metre lake where, in the summer
months, a fountain and laser-light show
plays. The complex also includes a separate
silver-sphere building where you can view
a 15-minute film shown on a panoramic
screen that depicts the besieged town of
Khorramshahr before, during and after the
conflict. Near the exit to the subway station
is a replica of the Khorramshahr mosque
covered in yellow and turquoise patterned
tiles.

*Azadi Tower (Borj-e Azadi)  MONUMENT
(33 zn, Freedom Tower; Map p56; (2021
6606 4121; www.azadi-tower.com; Azadi Sg;
IR150,000; & 9am-5pm; M Meydan-e Azadi) The
inverted-Y-shaped Azadi Tower, built in
1971 to commemorate the 2500th anniver-
sary of the first Persian empire, is one of
Tehran’s visual icons. Designed by Hossein
Amanat, it ingeniously combines modern
architecture with traditional Iranian influ-
ences, most notably the 7wan-style of the
arch, which is clad in 8000 pieces of white
marble. It’s worth going inside to see the
complex structural engineering that forms
the bones of the design and for the view
from the gallery at the top.

You can reach the top by stairs or lift. At
the base are galleries with changing exhibi-
tions and a cafe.

To reach the tower, which sits in a large
oval park, you’ll need to tentatively nego-
tiate the maelstrom of traffic that is an al-
most constant feature of the square.

Azadi Sq was the scene of much protest
during the 1979 revolution and remains a
focal point for demonstrations today, in-
cluding some huge demonstrations during
the post-election crisis in 2009.

*Qsar Garden Museum MUSEUM
(=8 §L 5505 Map pd4; (2)021-8844 3311; www.
qgasr.ir; Motahari Ave; & 9am-8pm; (M Shahid
Mofatteh, then taxi) (133 This imaginative
sculpture park and museum occupies two
former prisons, one for criminals and one

for political prisoners, and the grounds
surrounding them. The architects Experi-
mental Branch of Architecture have done
a cracking job on working with the histor-
ic site, placing quirky, contemporary art-
works in cells and around the landscaped
gardens, which include two pleasant cafes
and a mosque.

Qsar means ‘castle’ and during all of the
19th century there was a royal palace here,
but it eventually ran to ruin. In the early
20th century a prison, designed to meet in-
ternational standards by the Russian archi-
tect Nikolai Markov, was constructed and
it’s this building that forms the first part
of the museum. Lawrence of Arabia was
held in Qasr for a very short time, which
accounts for the cut outs of his image in
one cell.

A second more modern complex was
where political prisoners were housed dur-
ing the time of the last shah. This was the
first prison liberated during the Islamic
Revolution.

Tehran’s mayor Mohammad Bagher
Ghalibaf is so impressed with the project
that he now wants to turn the city’s notori-
ous Evin Prison in northwest Tehran into a
similar family-friendly park.

US Den of Espionage MUSEUM
(Boul (ouguls 4, Map p44; Taleghani Ave;
&9am-noon & 1-4pm Sat-Wed; (M Taleghani)
{33 The former US embassy was the fo-
cal point of the 1979 revolution, when it
was stormed by students who then held 52
diplomats hostage for 444 days. Today the
compound is occupied by the Student Basij
Organisation dedicated to defending the
revolution. It’s a fascinating place to visit:
the front grounds (now called the ‘Museum
Garden of Anti Arrogance’) are plastered
with colourful anti-Western propaganda
posters. Part of the chancery is a museum,
highlighting the spying which went on
there.

This is where the 1953 coup that brought
down Mohammad Mossadegh was orches-
trated, and from where the last shah was
supported. Anti-US and Israel, and pro-Islam
murals and displays decorate the corridors
and former offices. Waxwork dummies are
posed in the ‘glassy room” where top-secret
meetings were held. Step back in time as you
view the antiquated telex machines, comput-
ers and shredders used by the embassy staff
in vault-like rooms.
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#'Walking Tour

Museums to the Grand Bazaar

START METRO STATION IMAM KHOMEINI
END METRO STATION KHAYYAM
LENGTH 2KM; THREE TO FOUR HOURS

From Imam Khomeini Metro station navigate
along Imam Khomeini St west towards the
OPortaI of Bagh-e Meli, an impressive
gateway dating from 1906 and decorated
with painted tiles. Pass through the gate to
the old National Garden complex of museums
and government buildings. If you have time,
explore the lelamic Museum (p40) and
the eMalek National Library & Museum
(p40). If not, admire the grand architecture
flanking pedestrianised Melal-e Mottahed,
including Building No 9 of Iran’s OMinistry
of Foreign Affairs, and OQazaq Khaneh,
the former Cossacks’ Quarters.

Return to the maelstrom of motor vehicles
encircling Olmam Khomeini Sq. Little
Qajar-era grandeur remains although there
is still a fountain in front of the plinth that
once held up a statue of Reza Shah. On the
square’s eastern side, the OTejarat Bank,
a late 19th-century building that housed the

first public bank in Iran, has an entrance that's
decorated with traditional tiles.
Continue south along Naser Khosrow St.
Once one of Tehran’s grandest avenues it
is lined with impressive buildings, such as
© Dar ul-Funun, established in 1851 as Iran’s
first modern university. Peek into the court-
yard where there's a garden designed in the
shape of the Union Jack. Further south, Naser
Khosrow is pedestrianised and runs along the
back of ) Golestan Palace (p37).
Naser Khosrow lead you to the entrance
to the Grand Bazaar. Before exploring this
centuries-old maze, take a moment to admire
the beautifully restored interior decoration
of the @Imam Khomeini Mosque (p39). A
short walk east along Panzdah-e Khordad Ave
look for Eudlagan, a recently restored alley of
the bazaar that leads towards the teahouse
QTimcheh Akbarian (p62), occupying a
building that was a bank some 260 years ago.
Return to the Grand Bazaar (p39), where
you could happily lose yourself for several
hours of exploring and shopping. After all
that you'll be glad of a rest at the gorgeous
teahouse and restaurant Khayyam (p59), by
Khayyam metro station.
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Central Tehran

® Top Sights
1 Iran Holy Defense Museum...
2 Iranian Artists' House
3 Qsar Garden Museum ..
4 Tabiat Bridge

® Sights

5 Carpet Museum Of Iran ..
6 Mosalla Mosque
7 Park-e Laleh
8 Reza Abbasi Museum
9 Sarkis Cathedral

10 Stars & Stripes Mural
11 Tehran Museum of Contemporary

Art (TMOCA) ..o A6
12 US Den of ESpionage.......cccoovvvevvneinnns E7
© Sleeping
13 Amir Hotel....

-

4 Atlas Hotel ...
5 Eskan Hotel Forsat ...
16 Espinas Khalige Fars Hotel.
17 Howeyzeh Hotel...............
18 Laleh International Hotel
19 Parsian Enghelab Hotel...
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@ Drinking & Nightlife
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33 Cafe78........
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Cafe Opera ...
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44 Teatr-e Shahr...
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47 Alma Nuts
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50 Gita Shenasi.
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56 Asia 2000..... .D7
57 Australian Embassy .. .D3
58 Bank Melli............ .F5

59 Central Post Office....
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61 French Embassy..... .C8
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63 Iraqi Embassy ..
64 [talian Embassy ..
65 Japanese Embassy
66 Mehrad Hospital ..... .E5
67 Pakistani Embassy.
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69 Tehran Clinic....
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© Transport
71 Terminal-e Arzhantin.........ccccoceevinieins D3

Tehran Museum of

Contemporary Art (TMOCA) GALLERY
(OIS palze sl ya o)5e Map pdd; (2)021-
8898 9374; www.tmoca.com; North Kargar Ave;
IR50,000; & 10am-7pm Mon-Thu, 3-7pm Fri;
[M/Meydan-e Enghelab Eslami) In a striking con-
crete modernist building on the western
side of Park-e Laleh, this museum’s impres-
sive collection boasts works by Picasso, Ma-
tisse, Van Gogh, Mir6, Dali, Bacon, Pollock,

Monet, Munch, Moore and Warhol, among
many others. Unfortunately, they are not
always on display, but do not be put off, as
there are still some interesting exhibitions
and events to see here, including films and
performance art.

The architecture itself is impressive, as
are the surrounding sculptures. A swirling
walkway leads down to the darkly reflect-
ing oil pool Matter & Mind by Noriyuki



Haraguchi and off to the nine major galler-
ies. Art-loving Queen Farah Diba was the
driving force behind the museum, which
opened in 1977; her cousin Kamran Diba
was the architect.

Carpet Museum Of Iran MUSEUM
(0 i o554, Map p44; cnr Dr Fatemi & North
Kargar Aves; IR150,000; & 9am-5pm; M Meydan-e
Enghelab Eslami) Housing more than 100
pieces dating from the 17th century to the
present day, this is a great place to see the
full range of regional patterns and styles
found in Iran. Look out for unique de-
signs such as the Tree of Life with Kings
and Notables. The permanent collection
is downstairs, while upstairs is sometimes
open for temporary exhibitions.

Reza Abbasi Museum MUSEUM
(sl La, o)s; Map p44; www.rezaabbasi
museum.ir; 892 Shariati Ave; IR150,000; & 8am-
5pm; M Shahid Sayyad-e Shirazi) Named after
one of the great artists of the Safavid period,
this museum showcases Iranian art from
ancient times and the Safavid-era paint-
ings of Abbasi himself. If you're interested
in Iranian art, it’s one of the best and most
professionally run museums in the country.
It’s a bit of a walk from the nearest metro,
so perhaps take a taxi.

The exhibits are organised chronologi-
cally starting with the top-floor Pre-Islamic
Gallery, where you’ll find Achaemenid gold
bowls, drinking vessels, armlets and deco-
rative pieces, often with exquisite carvings
of bulls and rams. Here, too, you'll find fine
examples of Luristan bronzes.

The Islamic Gallery exhibits ceramics,
fabrics and brassware, while the Painting
Gallery shows samples of fine calligraphy
from ancient Qurans and illustrated man-
uscripts, particularly copies of Ferdowsi’s
Shahnamah and Sa’di’s Golestan.

Milad Tower TOWER
(*34« z % Map p56; [/021-8436 1000; www.teh-
ranmiladtower.ir; South Sheikh Fadlallah exit, off
Hemmat Expwy; cafe IR50,000, open observation
deck IR120,000, all areas IR350,000; ¢9am-
8.30pm Mar-Sep, 10am-9.15pm Oct-Feb; M/ Mosalla,
then taxi) Dominating the skyline of Tehran’s
western suburbs, Milad Tower is 435m high,
including 120m of antenna, making it, in
2017, the world’s sixth-tallest free-standing
tower. Bearing a striking resemblance to Me-
nara Kuala Lumpur, its octagonal concrete
shaft tapers up to a pod with 12 floors, in-
cluding both enclosed and open observation

decks, a gallery, a cafe and a revolving res-
taurant  (IR600,000/1,080,000/1,508,000
for breakfast/lunch/dinner).

Whether you should visit or not depends
largely on the weather; on a rare clear day
the views are worth it, but otherwise proba-
bly not. You need a taxi to get here.

At the base of the tower is the separate
Tehran Milad Tower International Con-
vention Centre, where concerts are occa-
sionally held.

In 2012, Zaha Hadid won the design
competition for the second phase of the
site, a plan which would involve a couple
more lower-rise towers. So far, though, con-
struction is yet to commence.

Sarkis Cathedral CHURCH
(oS LS, Map pd4; (2)021-8889 7980; cnr
Nejatollahi St & Karim Khan-e Zand Blvd; & 8am-
5.30pm Mon-Sat; M Meydan-e Valiasr) This
white, twin-spired church, a centre for
Christianity in the Islamic Republic, sits at
the southern edge of the city’s Armenian
quarter. Built between 1964 and 1970 and
paid for by benefactor Markar Sarkissian,
the cathedral’s interior is attractive, with
giant glass chandeliers hanging over the
pews.

Park-e Laleh PARK
(Y Sl Map p44; http://parks.tehran.ir; Kes-
havarz Blvd; M/Meydan-e Enghelab Eslami) Near
the centre of Tehran, Park-e Laleh is a well-
designed green space that because of its loca-
tion amid so much traffic becomes an urban
oasis. It’s a great place for people-watching.
As you wander through, perhaps on your
way to the adjoining Carpet Museum or
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art,
keep an eye out for young Tehranis refining
their flirting techniques over soft-serve ice
creams.

Northern Tehran

Almost everything in northern Tehran has
been built in the last 50 years, so aside
from the two palace complexes there are
few historic ‘sights’ Instead, this is modern
Tehran, home to hip coffee shops, fancy res-
taurants and embassies.

Given the diabolical nature of traffic in
northern Tehran, go as far as you can by
metro or the Bus Rapid Transport (BRT),
which runs in both directions the full
length of Valiasr, and then either walk or
take a taxi to your ultimate destination.
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TEHRAN’S STREET ART

Tehran's highway flyovers, high brick walls and jumble of concrete housing complexes
and towers win no awards for visual appeal. However, those same structures do provide
enormous canvases for striking, colourful and highly imaginative street art.

Such public daubings date back to the early years of the Iranian Revolution and
the anti-West propaganda public art, such as the wall fronting the US Den of Espio-
nage (p42) and the iconic Stars & Stripes mural (Map p44; Karim Khan-e Zand Blvd;
[M Meydan-e Valiasr) that towers over Karim Khan Zand Blvd in central Tehran. There are
countless stories-tall portraits of Ayatollah Khomeini and of current Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Khamenei. In the wake of the Iran—Iraq War, favourite subjects also include
that conflict's many martyrs.

In recent years, Mayor Ghalibaf's administration has stepped up its program of
beautifying Tehran by handing out gallons of paint to approved muralists such as Mehdi
Ghadyanloo (www.mehdighadyanloo.com), who painted over 100 large-scale works
across the city between 2004 and 2011. Ghadyanloo’s surreal Magritte-like murals are
typically whimsical, featuring figures walking across ceilings, twisting giant bolts or
cycling or driving through the sky.

Of course, there's also an underground army of non-approved street artists turning
out works that tackle social and political issues and which are often quickly blanked out
by the authorities. Among them is Black Hand (www.facebook.com/black.hand.graffiti),
who is often labelled as Iran’s Banksy, and the Tabriz-born brothers and stencil artists Icy

& Sot (www.icyandsot.com) now based in New York City.

*Sa’d Abad Museum Complex  MUSEUM
(L1 ass s)5e 4e sena; Map p52; (2)021-2794
0491; www.sadmu.ir; Taheri St; IR150,000;
& 9am-5pm, last entry 4pm; M Tajrish) Sprawl-
ing across the foothills of Darband, this
estate was a summer home to royals since
the Qajar dynasty, although it was the
Pahlavis who expanded it to the site you
see today. Covering 110 hectares and com-
prising 18 separate buildings, it will take
you a good three hours to see everything.
For a glimpse into the luxurious life of the
shahs, don’t miss the extravagant 54-room
White Palace, built in the 1930s. The more
classical-looking Green Palace (p49) dates
from the end of the Qajar era

All tickets must be bought at either the
front gate near Tajrish or at the northern
entrance from Darband; entering from
the north makes sense if you’ve previously
spent the morning and had lunch in Dar-
band. Ask at either ticket office for the
useful English map.

There’s a minibus (IR10,000) that shut-
tles regularly from the front gate, pausing
at the White Palace on the way up to the
Green Palace, then back again.

For refreshments, there are two pleasant
but unexceptional cafes inside the grounds.

To get to the front gate, walk or take a taxi
(IR80,000) 1.5km northwest from Tajrish Sq,
beginning on Ja'fari St and turning left and

right (ask anyone for ‘Musee Sa’d Abad’). Or
go to Darband and enter from there.

The following are the key parts of the
complex; the grounds are also a pleasant
place for strolling.

White Palace MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.sadmu.ir; Taheri St; IR150,000, incl
Nations Art Museum IR230,000; & 9am-5pm, last
entry 4pm; MTajrish) Built in the 1930s, and
one of the highlights of the Sa’d Abad Mu-
seum Complex, most of what you see in this
5000-sq-metre, 54-room palace dates from
Mohammad Reza Shah’s reign (1942-79).
Little has changed since the revolution -
the palace is filled with a hodge-podge of
extravagant furnishings, paintings, a tiger
pelt and immense made-to-measure car-
pets. In the upstairs Ceremony Hall is a
143-sq-metre carpet that is said to be one of
the largest ever woven in Iran.

The nearby Dining Hall contains a sim-
ilar carpet, and it is here that the shah,
convinced the palace was bugged, dragged
a table into the middle of the room and in-
sisted both he and the American general he
was entertaining climb on top before they
spoke.

The two bronze boots outside are all that
remain of a giant statue of Reza Shah - he
got the chop after the revolution.



Don’t miss the trippy stainless-steel
staircases at the back of the White Palace’s
ground floor, which spiral down to the Na-
tions Art Museum in the basement. This
eclectic collection of works was gathered by
Farah Diba, the last Shah’s wife, and includes
works from across the Islamic world.

Green Palace MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.sadmu.ir; Taheri St; IR150,000;
& 9am-5pm, last entry 4pm; M Tajrish) A hike
up the northwest end of the Sa’d Abad Mu-
seum Complex, the classical-looking Green
Palace was built at the end of the Qajar era
when it was known as the Shahvand Palace.
Extensively remodelled by the Pahlavis, the
building’s current name comes from the
mossy green stone that covers the exterior.
The design is over-the-top opulent, with
wall-to-wall mirrors in the appropriately
named Mirror Hall and the bedroom. Be
sure to wander around the building to take
in the view from the back.

Fine Art Museum MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.sadmu.ir; Taheri St; IR80,000;
€3 9am-5pm, last entry 4pm; (M Tajrish) Near the
front gate of the Sa’d Abad Museum Com-
plex, this museum exhibits many excellent
paintings, including a dazzling full-sized por-
trait of Fathi-Ali Shah in full regalia by the
early 19th-century artist Meh Ali Isfehani.
There are also European works from the
18th to 20th centuries, including paintings
by Salvador Dali.

Royal Costume Museum MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.sadmu.ir; Taheri St; IR80,000;
& 9am-5pm, last entry 4pm; M Tajrish) Located
at the northern end of the Sa’d Abad Mu-
seum Complex and occupying the 1939 vin-
tage Shams Palace, once the Shah’s sister’s
residences, this museum houses an exquisite
range of clothing, including colourful tribal
costumes and bejewelled evening gowns
from the 1950s and ’60s created by top Eu-
ropean couturiers. Look out for the the Yves
Saint Laurent-designed wedding dress of
Farah Diba. The building itself combines
Iranian and European architectural styles.

*Niyavaran

Cultural-Historic Complex MUSEUM
(Oosks #8 o)se Map p52; [2)021-2228 7026;
www.niavaranmu.ir; Niyavaran Ave, off Shahid Ba-
honar Sq; grounds IR15,000; & 9am-6pm Apr-Sep,
8am-4pm Oct-Mar; M/ Nobonyad, then taxi) In the
Alborz foothills is the palace where Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and his family

spent most of the last 10 years of royal rule.
It’s set in 5 hectares of landscaped gardens
and has six separate museums, the best
of which is the elegant 1960s Niyavaran
Palace, with its clean lines, opulent inte-
rior and sublime carpets. Tickets must be
bought before entering at the main gate.
There’s also a pleasant cafe with outdoor
seating.

To get here, take a shuttle taxi or bus
east of Tajrish Sq, and ask to be dropped
at Shahid Bahonar Sq, near the museum
entrance.

The following are the complex’s main el-
ements; note the Qajar-period Sahebgha-
ranieh Palace, which was once Nasser-al
Din Shah’s harem before later being trans-
formed into Mohammad Reza Shah’s office,
is closed for renovations until 2018.

Niyavaran Palace MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.niavaranmu.ir; Niyavaran Ave,
off Shahid Bahonar Sg; IR150,000; & 9am-6pm
Apr-Sep, 8am-4pm Oct-Mar; M/Nobonyad, then
taxi) Built between 1958 and 1968 this re-
markable palace contrasts clean-lined
functionality on the outside with opulent,
European-royal-style furniture and enor-
mous, intricately woven carpets inside.
Highlights include the magnificent Kerman
carpet showing Iranian kings right back to
the Achaemenids as well as some European
sovereigns, including Napoleon Bonaparte;
the shah’s walk-in wardrobe full of dozens
of uniforms; a selection of Farah Diba’s very
stylish gowns; and the retractable roof that
opened the centre of the palace to the sky.

Imperial Library Museum MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.niavaranmu.ir; Niyavaran Ave, off
Shahid Bahonar Sg; IR80,000; & 9am-6pm Apr-
Sep, 8am-4pm Oct-Mar; (M Nobonyad, then taxi)
East of the Niyavaran Palace this impres-
sive two-floor library that was for the ex-
clusive use of Farah Diba proves she had
good design taste. Floor-to-ceiling windows
throw light on a collection of 23,000 vol-
umes, comfy Knoll sofas, sculptures by the
likes of Picasso and a dazzling ceiling fea-
ture of 4356 glass rods designed by famed
interior designer Charles Sevigny. Look out
for the Cinderella picture book signed by
Walt Disney.

Jahan-Nama Museum & Gallery  MusEuM
(Queen's Private Museum; Map p52; www.nia
varanmu.ir; Niyavaran Ave, off Shahid Bahonar
Sq; IR150,000; &:9am-6pm Apr-Sep, 8am-4pm
Oct-Mar; (mM/Nobonyad, then taxi) Part of the
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sprawling Niyavaran Cultural-Historic
Complex, two rooms here are filled with a
small but well-displayed example of the ec-
lectic collection of modern and ancient art
gathered by Farah Diba, mainly during the
1970s. Works by Warhol, Picasso and Joan
Miré share space with Iranian archaeologi-
cal artefacts and finds from sites in Mexico
and Egypt, and rotating exhibits of contem-
porary Iranian art.

Ahmad Shahi Pavilion MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.niavaranmu.ir; Niyavaran Ave, off
Shahid Bahonar Sq; IR80,000; & 9am-6pm Apr-
Sep, 8am-4pm Oct-Mar; MNobonyad, then taxi)
Immediately west of Niyavaran Palace in
the cultural-historic complex, this attractive
two-storey mansion dating from the early
20th century was last used as the residence
of the crown prince Reza. The prince’s white
leather-themed living quarters are a time-
warp to the 1970s. Reza’s belongings range
from childhood drawings to model planes
(he was a pilot), a rock collection (with
a moon rock gifted by Richard Nixon) to
a polar-bear skin (a gift of the Canadian
government).

Automobile Museum MUSEUM
(Map p52; www.niavaranmu.ir; Niyavaran Ave,
off Shahid Bahonar Sq; IR80,000; & 9am-6pm
Apr-Sep, 8am-4pm Oct-Mar; (M/Nobonyad, then
taxi) Just before the exit of the Niyavaran
Cultural-Historic Complex is this small col-
lection of cars and toy motorbikes used by
Shah’s family. There are two stately Rolls
Royces but, sadly, only a photo of the scale
model Aston Martin (number plate JB0OO7)
that was a plaything of the royal Kkids.

Film Museum of Iran MUSEUM
(O ald 2354 Map p52; [21021-2271 9001; www.
cinemamuseum.ir; Bagh-e Ferdows, off Valiasr Ave;
IR200,000; ¢9am-5pm Sat-Thu, 2-5pm Fri; M Ta-
jrish) Housed in a beautiful Qajar-era man-
sion surrounded by a pleasant garden, this
interesting museum has well-displayed and
explained (in English) exhibits of equipment,
photos and posters from Iran’s century-old
movie industry. The highlight is a working
cinema, Iran’s first, with ornate moulded
plaster ceilings.

New and classic Iranian films are
screened here (usually without subtitles)
at 1pm, 3pm, 5pm, 7pm and 9pm daily; get
a Farsi-speaker to call to see what’s on. A
shop also sells hard-to-find Iranian films
on DVD.

The museum is a 10-minute walk down
Valiasr Ave from Tajrish Sq; look for the
broad street with a garden down the mid-
dle leading to the museum.

Iranian Art Museum Garden GARDENS
(Map p52; [2)021-2645 8061; Dr Hesabi St;
IR10,000; ¢ 10am-10pm; [MTajrish) Scaled-
down architectural models of famous
Iranian buildings are dotted around this
lovely, spacious walled garden surrounded
by small boutiques, cafes and a restaurant.
The models include such landmarks as the
Si-o Seh bridge in Esfahan, the Gonbad
Soltaniyeh and Tehran’s Azadi Tower. It’s a
very pleasant spot to relax, do some shop-
ping and mingle with locals.

Park-e Jamshidiyeh PARK
(wadies SO Map p52; (2)021-2228 7793,
http://parks.tehran.ir; Shahid  Omidvar ~ St;
& 7am-midnight; (M Tajrish, then taxi) Also
known as Stone Garden, Park-e Jamshidiyeh
climbs steeply up the lower reaches of the
Alborz Mountains and offers a clean, quiet
atmosphere in which to enjoy the views and
escape the smog. It’s the sort of place you
could happily while away an entire after-
noon sipping tea, chatting with random Teh-
ranis and watching the lights of this huge
city slowly come to life.

Park-e Mellat PARK
(“le SOL,; Map pb2; http://parks.tehran.ir; Val-
iasr Ave; [&BRT to Niayesh) Many Tehranis
say Park-e Mellat is their favourite in-town
getaway, and if you're here around dusk on
any spring or summer afternoon you’ll find
plenty of people enjoying the shaded areas
around a small lake. On weekend nights
you’ll find just as many young people cruis-
ing up and down Valiasr Ave, several to a
car, eyeing each other off and swapping
phone numbers through car windows.

Imamzadeh Saleh ISLAMIC SHRINE
(b= o2l j4lel; Map p52; [2)021-2274 8010; Tajrish
Sq; M Tajrish) One of Tehran’s most attrac-
tive shrines, Imamzadeh Saleh provides a
photogenic focus to Tajrish Sq with its twin
minarets and dome covered in beautiful
patterned turquoise tiles: it looks especially
stunning towards sunset.

(J
& Activities
*Tochal Telecabin CABLE CAR
(Ja 58 S als; Map p52; () 021-2387 5000; www.

tochal.org; Yaddeh-ye Telecabin, off Velenjak Ave;
one-way/return Station 2 IR100,000/150,000,



Station 5 IR130,000/270,000, Station 7
IR380,000/650,000; ;from Station 1 8.30am-
2pm Sat, Tue & Wed, to 3pm Thu, 7am-3pm Fri;
M Tajrish, then taxi) Taking 45 minutes to
run 7.5km up to within a short hike of the
summit of Mt Tochal (3933m), the Tochal
Telecabin provides a spectacular ride at any
time of year. You don’t have to go all the
way (and you’ll need to change gondolas at
Station 5 anyway), but there’s a ski resort
up top where you’ll find snow between six
and eight months of the year. The moun-
tain is also a highly popular hiking destina-
tion in the warmer months.

The telecabin is super busy on Thursday,
Friday and public holidays when Tehranis
flock here as much for the socialising as the
skiing or hiking; on such days waits of an
hour or more in line are not uncommon. On
other days, however, it’s virtually empty. Note
the telecabin doesn’t run in windy weather;
it’s worth calling ahead to check.

To get here, ask for a shuttle taxi to To-
chal Telecabin from the north side of Ta-
jrish Sq. From the entrance you can walk
(10 minutes) or catch a bus (IR10,000) to
the telecabin itself. On the way you’ll pass
several cafes, a single zip line operation and
the Alpine Coaster (Map p52; IR200,000;
& 9am-4.30pm Sat-Wed, 8am-8pm Thu & Fri), a
bob-sleigh-style ride on metal tracks. Be-
side the telecabin there’s also a chairlift
(IR100,000 return) running to Cheshmeh,
a popular hiking location not as far up the
mountains.

The telecabin stops twice en route to the
top Station 7 at 3740m - first at Station 2
(2400m), then Station 5 (2935m), where
there’s a cafe.

*Darakeh WALKING
(23 Map p56; M Tajrish, then taxi) This village,
at 1700m elevation and just north of the no-
torious Evin Prison, is one of Tehran’s most
pleasant urban escapes. From the cluster of
riverside restaurants near the central car
park, paths head up through the village
and connect with hiking trails across and
up the mountainside. It’s possible to hike
from here to Station 1 of Tochal Telecabin
and beyond.

*Darband HIKING
(w3 Map p52; MITajrish, then taxi) Three
kilometres uphill from Tajrish Sq, the
road ends, becoming a path winding up a
narrow rocky valley, with water cascading
down the slope. The trail heads up into

CLIMBING MT TOCHAL

The telecabin (p50) runs limited
hours, but you can choose to torture
your legs and climb 3933m Mt Tochal at
any time, as locals like to do on Fridays.
From Station 1 to Station 5 of the tele-
cabin will take around six hours and is
an easy route to follow. From Station 5
to the summit is more tricky and is best
done in the company of experienced
mountaineers — contact Varzesh
Kooh (p66) for details of various routes
and guides.

the hills past a picturesque succession of
teahouses, restaurants and fruit-conserve
stalls: it’s one of the most relaxing places in
Tehran to kick back with tea and a qalyan,
with a mountain-village feel.

Near the entrance to Darband village is
a chair lift (Map p52; IR70,000; & 7am-4.30pm
Thu & Fri), which will cut out some of the slog
uphill (although it was closed for renova-
tion at the time of writing). Serious hikers
can continue east across the mountain for
around 5km to Park-e Jamshidiyeh (p50).

A visit to Darband can easily be combined
with Sa’d Abad (p48): exit the palace com-
plex via the top entrance and keep going up
the hill.

Tochal Ski Resort SKIING
((2021-2387 5000; www.tochal.org; day pass incl
Tochal Telecabin IR650,000; & 5am-midnight Dec-
Apr; M Tajrish, then taxi) Hugging the peak of
Mt Tochal, and reached via the Tochal Tele-
cabin (p50), this is the easiest ski resort to
access from Tehran. The location at 3500m
is spectacular, but the gentle slopes, ac-
cessed via a couple of chair and drag lifts,
are not so long and mostly for beginners
and intermediate skiers and snowboarders.

If there’s sufficient snow it’s possible to
ski down from the top Station 7 of the tele-
cabin to Station 5.

SKi passes are sold at Station 1, where it’s
best to rent any equipment you need, too
(there is very limited equipment available
at the resort). If you book to stay at the
comfortable Tochal Hotel ([2)021-2240 8000;
www.tochal.org; Mt Tochal; s/d/ste IR2,120,000/
3,150,000/3,540,000; &; [@Tochal Telecabin),
your return telecabin journey and two days
of skiing at the summit are covered. There’s
also a self-serve cafe at the hotel as well as
another cafe at Station 5.
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Map (p44)

Tochal Ski Club SKIING
(Map p52; (2)021-240 3999; Yaddeh-ye Telecabin,

off Velenjak Ave; ski equipment rental IR750,000 per
day; & 8am-5pm; M Tajrish, then taxi) The club
runs a busy equipment rental station at the
base of Station 1 of the Tochal Telecabin; on

Thursday, Friday and holidays make sure
you get here as soon as it opens or you'll be
in a long line for service. It can also arrange
lessons at Tochal ski resort from IR350,000

per hour.
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North Tehran

® Top Sights
1 Niyavaran Cultural-Historic
Complex......
2 Sa'd Abad Museum Complex....

® Sights
Ahmad Shahi Pavilion ....
Automobile Museum...
3 Film Museum of Iran
4 Fine Art Museum..
5 Green Palace......
6 Imamzadeh Saleh....
Imperial Library Museum .. .
7 Iranian Art Museum Garden.................. B3
Jahan-Nama Museum &
Gallery
Niyavaran Palace.
8 Park-e Jamshidiyeh.
9 Park-e Mellat................
10 Royal Costume Museum ...

White Palace........ccccovvveiciiiccnns
€) Activities, Courses & Tours
11 Alpine Coaster Al
12 Darband.......... .Cl

13 Darband Chair Lift
Tochal Ski Club
14 Tochal Telecabin........cocooevcccvninian Bl

©) Sleeping
15 Media Hotel Apartment.
16 Parsian Esteghlal Hotel..
17 Sepehr Apartment Hotel
18 Tooba Boutique Hotel

3 Eating
19 Ananda Vegetarian Restaurant &
Coffee Shop ...
Cinema Cafe

20 Divan ...
21 Gilaneh.
Khaneh Azarbaijan...

22 Koohpayeh
Markazi Jamshidiyeh
Restaurant...

@ Drinking & Nightlife

ChaiBar ..o (see 24)
Sam Cafe .o (see 20)
(& Shopping

23 ARG Centre.....
24 Art Centre Galleries .
25 Gallery Mellat............
26 Palladium Shopping Centre...
27 Tajrish Bazaar.....ccccccooveeiieicicee

€ Information
28 Azerbaijani Embassy .E6
29 Dutch Embassy.........
30 New Zealand Embassy
31 Sarvineh Parvaz
32 Tajikistan Embassy
33 Turkmenistan Embassy .
34 US Interests Section of Swiss
Embassy......

35 Uzbek Embassy....

© Transport
36 Tajrish Bus Station.........ccoceeeevinnnne, c2

Because of continuing international sanc-
tions, Tehran is an Airbnb-free zone; there
are local alternatives, such as OrientStay
(www.orientstay.com/en), but it has little
in the way of budget or even midrange op-
tions for short stays.

Southern Tehran

Because it’s near most of the major sights,
southern Tehran is a good base, but it
lacks much other than budget and less-
than-sparkling midrange choices. Budget
hotels cluster Amir Kabir St (east of Imam
Khomeini Sq), where dozens of shops sell-
ing car paraphernalia and five lanes of
cacophonous traffic create a terrible din.
There are also few restaurants and little
action after dark.

*Firouzeh Hotel HOTEL$
(Map p38; (21021-3311 3508; www.firouzehhotel.
com; Dowlat Abad Alley, off Amir Kabir St; s/tw
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while the decor and service are both a bit
tired, all up it’s fair value.

The outdoor swimming pool is open late
May to late September.

Espinas Khalige Fars Hotel HOTEL $$$
(Map p44; (2)021-8899 6658; www.espinashotels.
com; 126 Keshavarz Blvd; r from US$282; (P) [ @
@ =; (MMeydan-e Valiasr) Polite service marks
out the well-located Espinas, where the
rooms and suites combine modern comforts
with an understated dash of Iranian style
in the decor. There’s an underground gym,
sauna and pool; women may be able to use
these facilities before 3pm, otherwise it’s
men only.

Raamtin Residence Hotel HOTEL $$$
(Map p44; [21021-8872 2786; www.raamtinhotel.
com; 1081 Valiasr Ave; r from US$170; (@ [=;
M Mirza-ye Shirazi) White leather couches
might not be your thing, but the Raamtin’s
55 spacious rooms are otherwise reasonably
well-equipped, and double-glazed windows
cut most of the noise of Tehran’s main com-
mercial strip. Hotel service is efficient and
the location ideal for business.

Northern Tehran

More upmarket hotels and apartment ho-
tels are found in this part of town, where
all accommodation falls into the midrange
and top-end categories. It’s too far to walk
to the museums and bazaar, but you can
take the Metro, BRT bus or brave the traf-
fic. You will be closer to more fashionable
restaurants and cafes.

AIRPORT ACCOMMODATION

Ibis Tehran ([2)021-5567 7900; www.
ibis.com; Imam Khomeini International
Airport; s/d €108/150; (P) & (@ &) [2g);
[M Imam Khomeini International Airport)
Directly opposite the airport and shar-
ing a building with the slightly more
upmarket Novotel is this slick, contem-
porary-design business hotel that takes
the sweat out of a late-night arrival or
an early-morning departure. With the
metro link up and running you could
also use it as a base for a few days in
Tehran minus the traffic!

A delicious buffet breakfast is served
in the Novotel's restaurant. Stays of
under six hours are €50.

*Sepehr Apartment Hotel  APARTMENT $$
(Map p52; (21021-2224 5050; www.melal.com; 11
Salour St, off Dr Hesabi St; studio/1-/2-bedroom
apt US$175/185/230; [# @& =; M Tajrish) In
a peaceful north Tehran neighbourhood
that’s a short walk from the metro or Val-
iasr Ave, the Sepehr is a stylish hotel made
up of good-quality self-catering apartments.
There are plenty of facilities, including a
pool and jacuzzi, that can be exclusively re-
served for private use by couples and fam-
ilies. A buffet breakfast is included in the
price.

Parsian Esteghlal Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p52; [)021-2266 0011; www.esteghlalhotel.
com; cnr Chamran Expwy & Valiasr Ave; d/tw from
US$109/136; [P @ =)[; [ BRT to Parkway)
In the pre-revolutionary era this was the
Hilton. The west tower rooms, which are
cheaper, retain a faded 1960s glamour in
the furnishings that will appeal to retro
fans. Otherwise it’s a functional and pop-
ular business hotel with good views from
the rooms and plenty of facilities including
a pool and gym.

Tooba Boutique Hotel APARTMENT $$$
(Map p52; (21021-8820 7000; www.toobahotel.
com; 17 Naseri St; studio/1-/2-bedroom apt from
US$175/229/273; [@BRT to Niayesh) As long as
you’re not expecting a boutique hotel in the
Western sense, you won’t be disappointed
by the Tooba. It’s a pleasant addition to
north Tehran’s range of apartment hotels,
although only the one- and two-bedroom
apartments have working Kitchens. Good
facilities include a roof-top restaurant, a
sauna, a jacuzzi pool and a gym.

Media Hotel Apartment APARTMENT $$$
(Map p52; [)021-2620 1610; www.hotelmediaap.
com; 58 East Armaghan St, off Afriga Blvd; s/d
from $201/232; #®; (@ BRT to Niayesh) A good
choice among the several upmarket modern
apartment hotels in northern Tehran, the
Media is tucked away in a dead-end street.
Enormous one-bedroom apartments come
fully furnished with desk and executive
chair, comfortable bed and fully equipped
kitchen. Service is good and there’s a cafe
and decent restaurant.

'\0/ Eating

Tehran’s range of foreign cuisines make
a refreshing change from the Iranian sta-
ples. The wealthier central and northern
suburbs offer more international flavours,



served in highly designed spaces by sharp-
ly dressed, English-speaking waiters. Not
surprisingly, such restaurants are relatively
expensive by Iranian standards. Nearly all
cafes serve food as well as drinks.

Southern Tehran

*Azari Traditional Teahouse IRANIAN $
(Map p56; (21021 5537 3665; 1 Valiasr Ave; mains
IR110,000-150,000; & teahouse 6am-midnight,
restaurant 1lam-5pm & 7-11pm; @); M Rahahan)
Just north of the train station, this large
and wonderfully atmospheric chaykhaneh
(teahouse) is justly popular with locals.
The dizi (Jamb, potato and chickpea stew)
and kashk-e bademjan (eggplant fried and
mashed and served with thick whey and
mint) are excellent, making it a great lunch
venue. In the evening there’s live music
from 8pm.

If you prefer a quieter atmosphere the
cosy restaurant next door offers a wider
menu including kababs.

Amir Kabir Restaurant IRANIAN $§
(Map p38; (/1021-3397 8970; 220 Naser Khosrow
St; mains IR150,000; & noon-9.30pm; M/Imam
Khomeini) Carp swim in the rectangular pool
at the centre of this atmospheric restau-
rant with wood-carved pillars holding up a
gallery floor. It’s a good choice for kababs,
chicken and rice dishes. There’s no English
menu, but there are a few pictures on the
Farsi menu you can point at, and the staff
are friendly.

Moslem IRANIAN $
(s O)osiwy Map p38; [2021-5560 2275;
Panzdah-e Khordad St, Sabzeh Meydan; mains
IR200,000; & 1lam-5.30pm;  M/Panzdah-e
Khordad) There’s almost always a long
line (which does move reasonably quick-
ly) snaking out of this famous restaurant
that’s located on a couple of upper floors
of a building overlooking the main en-
trance square to the Grand Bazaar. It’s fa-
mous crispy rice dish, tahchin, comes in
gut-busting portions along with chunky
pieces of chicken or bean stew.

Don’t want to line up? Takeaway is avail-
able at the street-level stall.

Gol-e Rezaieh IRANIAN §
(Map p38; (2)021-6670 7290; 30 Si Tir St; mains
IR80,000-100,000; & 7.30am-4pm; @[ ; (M Sa'di)
Photos of Western rock and movie royalty
(Freddie Mercury in particular) gaze down
from the walls of this compact cafe, one of

Tehran’s oldest. It’'s a favourite of intellec-
tuals, journalists, writers and artists, and a
great place to enjoy a breakfast or lunch of
traditional dishes (such as the stew khore-
sht), including vegetarian options.

Tarighat Restaurant IRANIAN $
(Map p38; (2)021-3311 3836; 482 Amir Kabir St;
mains IR115,000-195,000; &»noon-4pm Sat-Thuy;
M Mellat) Handy to the budget accommo-
dation, this lunchtime place serves reliably
good interpretations of the standard kababs,
khoresht and zereshk polo ba morgh (roast
chicken served with rice and barberry).
Look for the Chinese red lanterns hanging
above the door and you've found the place.

Khayyam IRANIAN $$
(Map p38; [21021-5580 0760; Khayyam St; mains
IR170,000-480,000; & noon-11pm; &); MKha-
yyam) This beautifully restored 300-year-
old building was originally part of the
Imamzadeh Seyyed Nasreddin shrine oppo-
site before being separated when Khayyam
St intervened. The Iranian fare (mainly
kabab, chicken and fish) is well prepared
and plentiful, though service is hit and
miss. Still, for tea, water pipes and sweets
(IR50,000) before or after an outing in the
bazaar, it’s hard to beat.

Central Tehran

*Khoone IRANIAN $
(+55; Map p44; (210912 838 3437; www.face-
book.com/restaurantkhoone; Kaman Dead End,
Shahidi St; mains IR150,000-300,000; noon-
4pm & 7-11pm; &; M Shahid Haghani) The next
best thing to getting invited to a Tehrani’s
home for a meal is sampling the lovingly
made dishes at this cute, cosy cafe. Khoone
means ‘home’ in Farsi and the place is de-
liberately designed to put guests at ease.
The short menu changes daily and features
classic Iranian dishes such tahdig (crispy
rice pies) and sweet drinks.

It’s also perfectly located beside the land-
mark Tabiat Bridge.

Khoshbin IRANIAN $
(Map p44; (2)021-3390 2194; 510 North Sa'di
St; mains IR130,000-300,000; ¢ noon-3.30pm;
M Sa'di) Tiny, no-frills Khoshbin is an insti-
tution among Tehranis, who cram onto the
fast-turnover tables for an authentic Gilaki
(food from the Gilan region) lunch. Try the
mirza ghasemi (mashed eggplant, squash,
garlic, tomato and egg), kuli (carp roe), zey-
toun parovardeh (green olives marinated in
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pomegranate molasses, walnuts and herbs)
and particularly the fried whole fish.

Usually known as Hassan Rashti, after
the restaurant’s founder, it’s next to the
Mikhak shoe shop.

Sofre Khane Ayaran IRANIAN $
(01 ke i 4la o iy Map p44; [2)021-6676 0376;
784 Enghelab Ave; mains IR150,000-300,000;
& noon-midnight; (M Ferdowsi) This subterra-
nean chaykhaneh (teahouse) is an appeal-
ing escape from the fumes of Ferdowsi Sq.
Head to the ornate restaurant area rather
than the smoky tea and water-pipe section.
The menu has some hard-to-find dishes
and some that you might not expect in your
standard Tehran basement, such as ‘sub-
missive’ (a delicious eggplant dip with fried
onions).

Coffee Shop & Veggie Restaurant

of Iranian Artists’ Forum VEGETARIAN $
(Map p44; (2)021-8831 0462; www.iaveg.com;
Park-e Honar Mandan; mains IR190,000-300,000;
@ 1lam-llpm; [#; M Taleghani) Wholesome
vegetarian meals are served in this popu-
lar place where the produce is bought fresh
each day and the Kkitchen is completely
meat-free, so there’ll be no surprises in the
salads, pizzas or khoresht (stew). There’s a
convivial, romantic indoor-outdoor terrace
plus the bright dining area.

There are several restaurants in the Iran
Artists’ Forum; the entrance is around the
right-hand side as you approach from the
front.

Pasta Charmy’s VEGETARIAN §
(Map p44; (2021-6649 8510; www.charmyspasta.
com; 2 Alborz St, off Hafez St; mains IR150,000;
& noon-4pm & 8-10.30pm Sat-Thu; @(F; M Fer-
dowsi) Cosy little Charmy’s squeezes seats
for about 20 around gingham-tableclothed
tables into a room with an open kitchen.
It dishes up simple but delicious creamy
vegetarian pastas, salads, soups and drinks.

Tabiat Food Court FOOD HALL$
(Map p44; Tabiat Bridge, Park-e Taleghani; fast
food IR120,000-300,000; &1lam-midnight Sat-
Wed, 10am-1am Thu & Fri; &); (M Shahid Haghani)
On the lower level at the eastern end of
Tehran’s showstopper pedestrian bridge is
this colourful and relaxed food court with
outlets offering the usual range of fast
foods, drinks and desserts. We liked the
look of the baked potatoes with all kinds of
toppings at the Istanbul Kumpir stall.

*Dizi IRANIAN $$
(2% Map p44; (2)021-8881 0008; 52 Kalantari
St; set meal IR450,000; & noon-4pm; @; M Haft-
e-Tir) The name gives a clue to the menu:
that’s right, it’s Iran’s favourite lamb, potato
and chickpea stew. Here they do it damn
well, served with all the trimmings includ-
ing fresh herb salad and a jug of the minty
yoghurt drink dugh. The staff will show you
how to eat it, if in doubt, and take photos
of you.

It's been around for decades and the
characterful interior is plastered with tra-
ditional paintings. Look for the bare brick
facade and get here early or be prepared to
queue.

Alborz IRANIAN $$
(Map p44; [2)021-8853 4757; www.alborzrest.com;
cnr Nikou Khadam St & Sohrevardi Ave; mains
IR300,000-600,000; % 11am-11pm; (M Shahid Be-
heshti) Popular with well-heeled Iranians for
business dinners and family celebrations,
Alborz serves beautifully presented kabab
platters with, especially, very toothsome
lamb. The salad bar is brilliant - worth the
trip in itself. There are lots of nice touches -
they ask your nationality for a reason.

Cingari INDIAN $$$
(Map p44; [2)021-8832 7075; 6 Zohreh St, off Mofat-
teh St; mains IR425,000-985,000; & noon-2.45pm
&7-10.45pm; & [#); M Shahid Beheshti) Cingari is
the pick of the Indian restaurants because
it gets the Mughlai cuisine just right, with
tasty tandoor dishes, flavourful curries and
plenty of vegetarian options. The elegant,
subdued lighting and efficient service would
be at home in Sydney or London.

Northern Tehran

Cinema Cafe INTERNATIONAL §
(Map p52; Bagh-e Ferdows, off Valiasr Ave; mains
IR200,000-300,000; & 8am-1lpm; @& BRT to
Bagh-e Ferdows) Of the two cafes that flank
the Film Museum of Iran, this one has the
more appealing food menu with a wide
range of local and international dishes in-
cluding omelettes, sandwiches, salads and
pasta. It attracts a privileged, liberal crowd
who like to hang out in the pleasant court-
yard setting.

Markazi Jamshidiyeh Restaurant IRANIANS
(Map p52; Park-e Jamshidiyeh; mains IR180,000-
380,000; & noon-midnight; M Tajrish, then taxi)
The first of several teahouses you'll see as
you head uphill from the entrance of the



park, is also the busiest, with tables offering
great views from several levels. Prices are
also relatively reasonable for the standard
menu of kababs, chicken and rice as well as
Western dishes such as pizza, burgers and
sandwiches.

*Gilaneh IRANIAN $$
(Map p52; [2)021-2205 5335; www.gilaneh.co; Saba
Blvd, off Afriga Blvd; mains IR365,000-500,000;
&noon-4pm & 8-11pm; @; & BRT to Niayesh)
Rustic wooden beams, glazed tiles and a
lively, friendly atmosphere all set the scene
for the delicious Gilan-region food served at
one of Tehran’s most popular restaurants.
Sample the mix of dips and the deep fried
zander, a type of fish, or go for either the
duck or chicken fesenjan (a dish with a rich
nut and pomegranate sauce).

*S.P.U Restaurant IRANIAN $$
(Map p56; []021-2241 9494; www.spu-restaurant.
com; Darakeh Sq, Darakeh; mains IR250,000-
640,000; & noon-4pm & 7-11pm; &; M Tajrish,
then taxi) One of the pleasures of a visit to
leafy Darakeh, high in northern Tehran, is
to enjoy a meal at its riverside restaurants.
This is the best one, with both a main din-
ing hall and private cabins where you can
sit on the carpeted floors and recline on
cushions while tucking into expertly made
kababs and freshly baked bread.

*Koohpayeh IRANIAN $$
(Map p52; (2)021-2271 2518; Khoopayeh Sq, Sar-
band, Darband Ave; mains IR250,000-680,000;
& 1lam-11pm; &; M Tajrish, then taxi) There’s
fierce competition for diners at the many
restaurants and teahouses that line the bab-
bling river that flows through Darband, but
most in-the-know locals favour this elegant
place near the start of the village. Sit on
the outdoor terrace and enjoy the view as
skilled waitstaff in red waistcoats deliver all
kinds of kababs and other local dishes.

Khaneh Azarbaijan IRANIAN $$
(Map p52; (2]021-4614 0367; Park-e Jamshidiyeh;
mains |R260,000-380,000; & 10am-midnight;
[MTajrish, then taxi) The most atmospheric
of several teahouses in the popular hillside
park at Tehran’s northern edge is based in
a cabin with stained-glass windows that’s
built into the rocks. Outdoor tables boast
amazing views. The Kkababs, ash-e reshte
(pasta and herb soup) and dizi (lamb, pota-
to and chickpea stew) are fair value.

FAST FOOD & FOOD COURTS

For fast food, cheap kababis (kabab
shops) and other burger/pizza/sand-
wich joints can be found around the
major squares and in the underground
passages of some metro stations. There
is a good food court at the Tabiat
Bridge (p60), as well as at the Palla-
dium (p66) and ARG Centre (p66)
shopping malls.

Monsoon ASIAN $$
(Map p44; (2)021-8879 1982; Gandhi Shopping
Centre, Gandhi Ave; mains IR270,000-550,000;
& noon-3pm & 7-11pm Sat-Thu, 1-3pm & 7-11pm
Fri; &; (@ BRT to Pol-e Hammat) The Monsoon
group has many restaurants across Tehran.
This, one of their first, offers decent (but
not authentic) Asian food including Thai-
style curries, Chinese noodle dishes and
sushi rolls - all of which makes a welcome
change to kababs. It’s smart, sophisticated
and very ‘new Tehran’.

Ananda Vegetarian

Restaurant & Coffee Shop VEGETARIAN $$
(Map p52; [2021-2255 6767; 18 South Ekhti-
yariyeh Ave, off Pasdaran Ave; mains IR300,000;
©845am-1045pm; @ (#; MNobonyad, then
taxi) Tofu vegan kababs, veggie pasta dishes
and excellent salads are on offer at this gem
of a restaurant. The pleasant garden court-
yard setting and good service also make it
appealing to meat-lovers.

% Divan IRANIAN $§§
(Map p52; (/)021-2265 3853; 8th fl, Sam Center,
Fereshteh St; mains IR650,000; &> noon-4, 7.30-
11pm; &; @ BRT to Mahmoodiyeh) Plush Divan
is the pick of several restaurants operated
by the Monsoon Group on the 8th floor of
the swanky Sam Center. Chic furnishings,
including striking portraits by Iranian art-
ist Fataneh Dadkhah, set the the luxe tone.
A tempting menu of traditional Persian
dishes with a modern twist delivers both on
flavour and presentation.

There’s a broad balcony with mountain
views and a boutique by the entrance sell-
ing colourful, creative jewellery, accessories
and interior design goods.

® Drinking & Nightlife

Tehran has no shortage of cafes and tra-
ditional chaykhaneh (teahouses). The
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cafe scene is particularly vibrant, with nu-
merous mod-chic places serving Tehranis
looking for European, rather than Middle
Eastern, influences. Cafes and teahouses
also serve food, are often open till late, and
are fun places to hang out and meet people.
Bars, pubs and nightclubs? Dream on.

Southern Tehran

*Haj Ali Darvish Teahouse TEAHOUSE
(Map p38; [21021-5581 8672; www.facebook.com/
kazemmab; Grand Bazaar; & 7am-5pm Sat-Wed, to
noon Thu; M Panzdah-e Khordad) There’s been a
teahouse here next to Abdollah Khan Ma-
drassa since 1917, and Haj Kazem’s father
Ali took over the business in 1962. It's now
a stand-up 2m-wide stall rather than a sit-
down teahouse, but still worth searching
out for its six types of tea (IR20,000), hot
chocolate and coffee - all lovingly prepared
by the genial Kazem.

With a very active Instagram account, he’s
no slouch when it comes to social media and
marketing, making this little gem one of the
most popular pit-stops in the bazaar.

Timcheh Akbarian TEAHOUSE
(Map p38; [)021-2291 9600; 82 Eudlagan, off
Panzdah-e Khordad Ave; M Panzdah-e Khordad)
This traditional teahouse occupies what
was the first Iranian bank some 260 years
ago during the Qajar era. Carpeted booths
on two levels look on to a long thin pool
with a fountain. The traditional lunch
of dizi (lamb, potato and chickpea stew;
IR150,000) is served 10am to 3pm, but the
rest of the time its tea and water pipes only.
You’ll find it opposite the Grand Bazaar,
down a recently restored brick-vaulted pas-
sage that’s worth a look in its own right.

Cafe Naderi CAFE
(Map p38; 520 Jomhuri-ye Eslami Ave; & 10am-
7.30pm Sat-Thu; &; MSa'di) On the ground
floor of the Hotel Naderi, this pastel-shad-
ed cafe has long been a favourite, attracting
a curious mix of students, artists and gran-
nies in a setting that is circa 1950s Paris
(unrenovated). The cafe fare is limited to
Turkish and French coffee and a cake or
two. Don’t expect much service (or change)
from the grumpy waiters.

The adjoining restaurant has a full menu
(mains IR480,000 to IR660,000) and is
known by generations of Tehranis for its
chateaubriand and schnitzel.

Central Tehran

*Cafe Upartmaan CAFE
(Map p44; (2)021-8886 0439; 48 Kalantari St;
& 8am-midnight; &; MHaft-e Tir) Although
it’s plagued by cigarette smoke, this large,
multisectioned cafe is still well worth drop-
ping by for its wide-ranging drinks and
food menu, liberal vibe and the excellent
crafts shop by the entrance selling artisan
homewares from across Iran. Upstairs are
separate galleries where you might also be
able to catch an exhibition or some kind of
show.

*Lamiz CAFE
(Map p44; (2)021-6646 2204; www.lamizcoffee.
com; 1435 Valiasr Ave; & 7am-11pm Sat-Thu, 8am-
11pm Fri; &; M Teatr-e Shahr) Lamiz has sev-
eral outlets of its Seattle-style cafes around
Tehran. This super-chic branch is the most
central and boasts a wide range of drinks,
including unusual ones such as matcha
(powdered green tea). It also offers soy
milk, a rarity in Tehran.

Baked goods and an excellent yoghurt,
granola and fruit pot make it a decent
breakfast option, too.

*Cake Studio Vorta CAFE
(Map p44; [2)021-6647 5300; 979 Enghelab Ave;
©8.30am-10pm Sat-Thu, 3-10pm Fri; &); M Te-
atr-e Shahr) Who doesn’t love a cupcake?
At this cute and buzzy cafe close by Teh-
ran University, they’re made well-slathered
with butter-cream icing, plus there’s sever-
al other sweet confections to go with the
good coffee and excellent range of herbal
and fruit teas - displayed in glass pots on
the counter.

Agha Bozorg TEAHOUSE
(Map p44; (2021-8890 0522; 40 Keshavarz Blvd;
& noon-midnight; M Meydan-e Valiasr) Tucked
away down an ornately tiled staircase, this
cosy underground teahouse is full of young
Iranians flirting, drinking tea, smoking
hookahs and eating (in that order) un-
der attractive vaulted and tiled ceilings.
The Iranian food is reliably good (mains
1R130,000 to 1R350,000), particularly the
dizi (lamb, potato and chickpea stew).

Markov Cafe Gallery CAFE
(Map p44; [2)0919 387 2207, Qsar Prison Muse-
um, Motahari Ave; & 10am-1lpm; &); M Shahid
Mofatteh, then taxi) Occupying a small wing
of the old red-brick prison at Qsar Garden
Museum, this is one of two pleasant cafes



overlooking the surrounding sculpture park.
Named after the prison’s Russian architect,
Markov has the slight edge due to its dual
use as a gallery space and its rather good
chocolate cake.

Nazdik Cafe CAFE
(Map p44; (2)021-8849 0726; www.facebook.com/
nazdikcafe; 1st fl, 134 Karim Khan-e Zand Blvd;
©8am-10.30pm Sat-Thu, 10am-10.30pm Fri; &;
[MHaft-e Tir) One of central Tehran’s most
pleasantly designed cafes, Nazdik has both
indoor and outdoor areas and a contempo-
rary vibe. It’s a popular spot for breakfast, and
there’s a good choice of herbal teas as well as
the usual coffees and other soft drinks.

Find it above the also appealing Kiosk
Cafe on the ground floor.

Godot Cafe CAFE
(Map p44; [21021-8888 3940; Enghelab Ave;
©10am-1lpm; ®&; M Teatr-e Shahr) Hanging
baskets of plants create a fresh, garden
feel to the arched entranceway to this cafe
named after one of Samuel Beckett’s most
famous characters. Whether or not you end
up waiting for eternity here for your friend to
arrive, you’ll be able to enjoy the usual range
of drinks and some light snacks and meals.

Romance Cafe CAFE
(Map p44; (2)021-6674 9574; www.cafe-romance.
com; 4 Zarrabi Alley, off Ferdowsi St; ¢ 9am-11pm;
@; MFerdowsi) Upstairs in an alley, this
charming multiroom cafe is an ideal place to
escape the traffic mayhem around Ferdowsi
Sq. The Middle European atmosphere, with
patterned wallpaper, high ceilings and dark
wood chairs and sofas, is indeed romantic.
As well as Persian teas and Turkish cof-
fee and the like it has a menu with several
vegetarian dishes.

Cafe Gallery CAFE
(Map p44; [(2)021-8834 9366; Park-e Honar
Mandan, Baroroushan St; &:10am-llpm; &;
(M Taleghani) Located above Iranshahr The-
atre in Artists’ Park, Cafe Gallery is hard to
beat in central Tehran as a place to sit and
soak up the scene. You can soak up some
art (it’s a functioning gallery) and some
sun, too, if you get a seat on the balcony.
The food menu includes pastas, salads,
burgers and soufflés (mains I1R250,000)
that satisfy without stunning.

Cafe 78 CAFE
(Cafe Haftad-o Hasht; Map p44; www.facebook.
com/cafe78iran; 38 South Shahid Azodi St; mains

IR140,000-180,000; ¢ 11am-11pm Sat-Thu, 4-11pm
Fri; @; M Meydan-e Valiasr) A good place to get
in touch with Tehran’s hip young artistic
community is this arty cafe plastered with
posters for events and a wanderlust wall of
tourist maps from across Iran. The coffee,
wide range of teas, snacks and service are
all good.

Cafe Opera CAFE
(Map p44; [21021-6673 3469; cnr Khark & Ostad
Shahriar Sts; & 8am-10pm Sat-Thu, 4-10pm Fri;
[M Teatr-e Shahr) Brick-walled and attractive-
ly decked out with old projectors, cameras
and radios, this is a cosy little place to stop
for coffee or hot chocolate, particularly if
you've been to a concert or play at nearby
Vahdat Hall.

Northern Tehran

*Sam Cafe CAFE
(Map p52; (21021-2265 3842; www.samcafe.ir; 1st fl,
Sam Center, Fereshteh St; & 9am-10pm; &); [@BRT
to Mahmoodiyeh) A coffee roaster dominates
the entrance to the slickest of north Tehran’s
many fashionable cafes and chief hang-out of
the city’s privileged. Down your third-wave
brew at the long shared table or lounging
in a low-slung comfy chair while admiring
the chic industrial interior of rough cement
walls, distressed orange-painted iron beams
and open Kitchen.

Cafe de France CAFE
(Map p44; (2)021-8879 2038; Gandhi Shopping
Centre, Gandhi Ave; &10am-llpm; &; & BRT
to Pol-e Hemmat) On Ghandi’s upper level,
Cafe de France whisks you to the Left Bank
with its dark wood, retro tables and chairs,
messy display of books and cosy ambience.
It serves all kinds of caffeinated drinks,
cakes, sandwiches, pasta and ice cream.

If the cafe is too busy or not your scene
then there several other cool little cafes
peopled largely by young and fairly liberal
Tehranis, making Ghandi a one-stop cafe-
society shop.

Chai Bar CAFE
(Map p52; [21021-2221 0313; 145 North Salimi Ave,
off Andarzgoo Blvd; mains IR200,000-300,000;
©10am-11.30pm; ®&; M Tajrish) Occupying
a pavilion in the grounds of a grand old
mansion that now houses Art Centre Gal-
leries (p64), Chai Bar blends traditional
Iranian style with a superb garden location
(outdoor seats are warmed by heaters in
winter). It’s ideal for lingering beneath the
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trees sipping the wide range of teas and Illy

CONTEMPORARY ART GALLERIES

Iran’s vibrant contemporary art scene and the growing local and international profile of
Iranian contemporary art has spawned dozens of commercial galleries across Tehran.
The following is a small selection; look for the free bi-monthly booklet Preview at the
galleries for information on others.

Iranian Artists’ House (ulxie_is 4l Map p44; [2)021-8831 0457; www.iranartists.org; Park-e
Honar Mandan; % 1-8pm; W Taleghani) [E5133 A hub for the contemporary and traditional arts
in Tehran, this complex has several gallery spaces over two levels exhibiting works in all
media on a monthly rotation. Within the building there’s also a cracking arts and crafts
shop, a cafe and two restaurants, including an Italian one on the roof and another that's
vegetarian.

Seyhoun Art Gallery (Map p44; 2)021-8871 1305; www.seyhounartgallery.com; 11 4th St,
off Khaled Eslamboli St; & 10am-6pm; (& BRT to Pelle Avval) Founded by the painter Massou-
meh Noushin Seyhoun in 1966, this is one of Tehran's longest running commercial art
spaces showcasing contemporary Iranian artists. It hosts regular exhibitions of painting,
photography, sculpture and graphic art in its original distinctive, black-fronted gallery.

Ab Anbar (Map p44; [21021-8886 0703; www.ab-anbar.com; 2 Roshanmanesh Alley, off
Khaghani St; & noon-8pm Sun-Fri; (M Darvazeh Dowlat) Established in 2014 this is one of
Tehran's more ambitious contemporary art galleries, with a focus on showcasing Irani-
an artists working outside of the country. Exhibitions change roughly every month and
you can browse catalogues of past shows at their pleasant cafe on the top floor, which
includes an outdoor terrace.

Assar Art Gallery (Map p44; 2)021-8832 6689; www.assarartgallery.com; 16 Barforoushan
Alley, off Iranshahr Ave; & Sun-Thu 11am-8pm, Fri 4-8pm; (M Taleghani) This gallery has a repu-
tation for supporting contemporary artists and has a program of exhibitions that change
every three weeks at its central Tehran space.

Art Centre Galleries (Map p52; [/)021-2665 5590; www.art-center.ir; 145 North Salimi St,
off Andarzgoo Blvd; & 11.30am-8.30pm; M Tajrish, then taxi) This gallery and crafts shop in a
handsome century-old mansion in north Tehran represents several well-established, as
well as up-and-coming, Iranian artists. Alongside canvases and sculptures, you can pick
up glazed ceramic pomegranates and bronze ornaments.

Gallery Mellat (Map p52; www.cinema-mellat.com; Mellat Cinema Complex, off Niayesh Expy;
©10am-11pm; (& BRT to Park Mellat) In the basement of the multiplex cinema that occu-
pies a sinuous contemporary building in the western corner of Park-e Mellat, this gallery
hosts regularly changing shows by local artists.

*Iranshahr Theatre

THEATRE

coffee; it also sells salads, soup and sand-
wiches (mains IR200,000 to IR300,000).

ﬁ Entertainment

Although there are restrictions on what can
be performed in public, in Tehran you will
have a chance to attend a wide variety of
entertainments, including plays, movies,
documentaries and concerts. The theatre
scene is particularly dynamic, with many
productions of local plays, as well as in-
ventive translations of regime-approved
foreign works, from Shakespeare to Arnold
Wesker. Booking website Tik8 (www.tik8.
com) lists events.

(e Ol _n) ALl Map p44; (2)021-8881 4115/6;
www.tamashakhaneh.ir; Park-e Honar Mandan,
Baroroushan St; tickets IR200,000-400,000;
[M Taleghani) One of Tehran’s oldest theatres,
this beautiful building in peaceful Park-e
Honar Mandan typically has four differ-
ent shows playing in its complex with two
stages. While most of the shows here are
performed in Farsi, some are more visual
and internationally accessible than others.
Use Google translate to see which plays are
coming up.

Teatr-e Shahr THEATRE
(e LS, Map p44; (21021-6646 0595; cnr Valiasr
& Enghelab Aves; tickets from IR160,000; (m Teatr-e



Shahr) Opened in 1968, this circular build-
ing covered in beautiful tiles is, visually,
Tehran’s most impressive playhouse. Come
here to see Iranian stage actors performing
in Farsi, of course. Some booking staff speak
English, so call to find out what’s coming
up. Performances are normally at 6.30pm
or 7.30pm.

Cinema

Movie halls, old and new, are all over town,
with a concentration along southern Lale-
hzar St and eastern Jomhuri-ye Eslami Ave,
in southern Tehran. Films screen about
every two hours between 10am and 8.30pm,
for around IR80,000 a show. All films will
be in Farsi or dubbed into Farsi, and don’t
expect anything remotely controversial.

The Film Museum of Iran (p50) has five
films a day in Iran’s oldest cinema. The best
chance of catching international cinema is
at events such as the Fajr International Film
Festival (www.fajriff.com) in April, the Teh-
ran International Short Film Festival (www.
tisff.ir) in November, and the documentary
festival Cinema Vérité (www.irandocfest.ir)
in December.

Azadi Cinema Center CINEMA
(Map p44; [J1021-84480; www.cinema-azadi.
com; cnr Dr Beheshti & Vozara Sts; & 10am-9pm;
[M Mirza-ye Shirazi) There are seven large cin-
emas at this famous multiplex, all screen-
ing Iranian movies.

Music

The tussle between moderate and conserv-
ative forces in Iran over organised public
performances of modern music continues
to plague Tehran’s live-music scene. Getting
approval for a rock concert, for example, is
prohibitively hard, but performances of tra-
ditional and classical music are becoming
more common with information on sites
such as www.iranconcert.com.

The Tehran Symphony Orchestra (www.
tehransymphony.com) has been revived un-
der world-class conductor, Alexander Rah-
bari and is performing concerts at Vahdat
Hall and the Tehran Milad Tower Interna-
tional Convention Centre.

Otherwise, musicians take to parks and
streets for free concerts. You could also
check with See You In Iran Hostel (p55)
about regular jam sessions on Wednesday
as well as other musical events.

Vahdat Hall THEATRE
(Roudaki Hall; Map p44; [.2021-6673 1419; Shahri-
ar St; M Teatr-e Shahr) The centrally located
Vahdat is a beautifully designed traditional
horseshoe-shaped theatre venue dating from
1967. Look out for classical or pop music con-
certs here as well as drama.

Sport

Iran’s favourite sport is football (soccer),
which is played at several smaller stadiums
and at the 100,000-capacity Azadi Sports
Stadium ((2)021-4473 9022; www.azadisport-
complex.com; Azadi Stadium Blvd; M Varzesh-
gah-e Azadi). Matches are normally played on
Thursday and Friday, but to find out where,
your best bet is to ask a man working in
your hotel. If the big Tehran derby between
Esteghlal and Persepolis is on, go - assum-
ing you are not a woman, as only men are
allowed in.

ﬁ Shopping

Souvenir shopping in Tehran doesn’t com-
pare to working your way through the at-
mospheric bazaars of Esfahan and Shiraz.
However, the range is bigger and the prices
usually lower. As well as at the Grand Ba-
zaar, plenty of souvenir shops can be found
along Ferdowsi St and Taleghani Ave. Pric-
es are ‘fixed’ but fall fast if you show any
bargaining form.

Southern Tehran

*Iran Termeh GIFTS & SOUVENIRS
(Map p38; www.irantermeh.com; Grand Bazaar;
& 7am-5pm Sat-Wed, to noon Thu; M Panzdah-e
Khordad) Head upstairs from the ground
floor stall on the main artery of the bazaar
to discover women creating gorgeous table
runners and other decorative fabric pieces
from termeh, local handwoven cloth in daz-
zling floral patterns. You can buy the cloth
by the metre here, too, as well as souvenir
products made from it.

Carpet Bazaar HOMEWARES
(Map p38; Grand Bazaar, Panzdah-e Khordad St;
& 7am-5pm Sat-Wed, to noon Thu; M Panzdah-e
Khordad) There are carpet stores all over
Tehran, but nowhere is the experience as
memorable, and the price as negotiable,
as in the bazaar. There are literally thou-
sands of merchants to choose from selling
carpets from luggage-friendly prayer mats
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to gigantic antique pieces that you’ll need
to ship home.

Don’t worry about finding the stalls -
there’s a high probability that at least one
merchant will approach you soon after you
arrive. Go with it, remembering you are un-
der no obligation to buy.

Central Tehran

*Jomeh Bazaar MARKET
(U104 4=, Friday Market; Map p38; Jomhuri-ye Es-
lami Ave; & 8.30am-2pm Fri; M Sa'di) All levels of
this car park are transformed every Friday
morning when traders from across Iran and
Central Asia and members of the general
public lay out their stalls to sell whatever
they can. It’s a lively, social scene, where you
can find almost anything, from old gramo-
phones, radios and books to tribal costumes,
colourful carpets and trendy bags.

Come early to snap up the best bargains
and unique souvenirs and crafts. Later in
the day it can get really busy.

% Tanedorost FASHION & ACCESSORIES
(Map p44; [2021-66718101; www.tanedorost.com;
1000 Enghelab Ave; ©&10am-10pm; (M Teatr-e
Shahr) Organic cotton and other fabrics are
used for clothes at this rustically stylish
Iranian fashion store serving both men and
women. It does good shirts, trousers and
jackets, as well as colourful head scarves
and fabric bags.

*Bottejeghe FASHION & ACCESSORIES
(s 4 Gyl @iy o855 Map pdd; www.
bottejeghe; 972 Enghelab Ave; & 10am-9pm Sat-
Thu, 11am-9pm Fri; (M Teatr-e Shahr) Nailing a
trendy Iranian fashion look with attractive
shirts, gilets and jackets in cotton, linen
and soft wool, Bottejeghe also sells a rain-
bow selection of scarves and an attractive
selection of cushion covers and other local
crafts and knick-knacks - all great as gifts.

Alma Nuts FOOD
(Map p44; www.almanuts.com; 21 Nejatollahi St;
& 9am-9pm; M Ferdowsi) Shops selling nuts,
dried fruit and sweets are popular across
the city. This centrally located one has an
excellent, appealing selection of all these
nibbles, which you can buy by the Kkilo or
already packaged up.

Varzesh Kooh SPORTS & OUTDOORS
(oS )5 Map p4d; (2)021-8882 6642; 1st fl,
595 Enghelab Ave; (mFerdowsi) Look for the
green door next to the Tourism Bank and

go upstairs to the first floor to find this
mountaineering and trekking gear shop
selling the basics of what you need to tackle
Iran’s great outdoors. The English-speaking
climbers who run the shop are super help-
ful and can put you in touch with guides
and the local climbing community.

Moses Baba ARTS & CRAFTS
(Map p44; (2)021-6671 3146; 213 Ferdowsi St;
&;10am-5pm; M Ferdowsi) Moses Baba, found-
er of this atmospheric old curiosity shop,
is long gone, but his relatives (members of
Tehran’s small Jewish community) still run
the shop. They’ll do their best to ensure
you don’t leave without having purchased
a dusty item, including lacquerwork, old

coins, jewellery, enamels, pottery and
paintings.

Northern Tehran
*Tajrish Bazaar MARKET

(Uas 10k Map p52; Tajrish Sq; €3 9am-10pm;
[M Tajrish) When it comes to classic Iranian
shopping experiences, browsing the food
stalls at this photogenic bazaar in upmar-
ket Tajrish pretty much nails it. It’s ideal for
ingredients for Iranian cooking, including
all kinds of nuts, dates, spices (such as saf-
fron) and tea. You can also pick up a pretty
teapot or some other souvenir while you're
at it.

ARG Centre MALL
(Map p52; [21021-2239 6121; www.argetejari.com;
1 Sa'dabad St; &; M Tajrish) Easily accessi-
ble from Tajrish Sq and one of the more
modern and well designed of Tehran’s new
breed of shopping malls, Arg offers plenty
of trendy local and overseas fashions, jew-
ellery, homewares etc.

There’s an excellent food court, too,
with a seating area that provides a pano-
ramic view of the Alborz Mountains.

Palladium Shopping Centre MALL
(Map p52; [2)021-2201 0600; www.palladiummall.
com; Alef Sq, Mogadas Ardabili Ave; & 9am-11pm;
&; &BRT to Mahmoodiyeh) Come mingle with
well-off Tehranis at one of north Tehran’s
most popular malls. It’s a slick consumer
experience, packed with international fash-
ion brands, such as Mango and Superdry,
a supermarket, a sports centre, an amuse-
ment arcade, cafes, restaurants, and a
pricey food court serving everything from
freshly pressed juices to tacos and sushi
rolls.



ﬁ Information

DANGERS & ANNOYANCES

Tehran is a very safe place for travellers, with
low levels of street crime. It’s generally OK to
walk down most central and northern Tehran
streets late at night, but be more careful in the
southern areas of the city, where drug use is
prevalent.

Traffic

Tehran'’s chaotic traffic is likely to come as
quite a shock. It is normal to see motorcycles
weaving between pedestrians on the footpath
in an attempt to escape the gridlock; cars re-
versing at speed along an expressway to reach
that missed exit; and all manner of automobiles
hurtling towards each other in a Darwinian
game of chicken.

The sheer volume of traffic can be over-
whelming and makes crossing the street seem
like Russian roulette. As a pedestrian, the best
way to ensure a safe crossing is to do what
the locals do. Safety in numbers is the usual
tactic — wait for one or two other road-crossers
to appear and, with them between you and the
traffic, step boldly out into the flow. Although
you will be sorely tempted to run, the best
tactic is to proceed slowly so that drivers have
time to react to you crossing their path. Be
aware of contra-flow bus lanes, which turn
relatively harmless one-way streets into a more
dangerous street-crossing challenge.

Visitors are often surprised there are not
more accidents. You might feel as if you've had
three near-death experiences in the course of a
single cab ride, but in reality drivers are adept
at getting you near to death without actually
killing you.

Pollution

Tehranis have to deal with some of the worst
air pollution on earth. Around 80% of the smog
that covers Tehran for about 200 days a year
comes straight out of the exhaust pipes of the
millions of vehicles that course through the
city. It doesn’t help that most of them run on
poor-quality fuel.

When pollution levels reach crisis point (as
they did in November 2016 when it was claimed
that they had directly led to the deaths of 421
citizens over 23 days) schools are closed and
there are radio warnings for the old and unwell
to stay indoors. The worst time of year for such
crises is winter, when the Alborz Mountains and
alack of wind prevent the air from clearing.

A 10-year plan to curb pollution has seen traf-
fic restrictions introduced and billions pumped
into the Metro network, so far with little impact
on air quality. When the pollution really starts to
hurt your throat, head for the hills and relative

purity of northern Tehran villages such as Dar-
band and Darakeh.

EMERGENCY

If your emergency is not life threatening, ask your

hotel's front desk for the most appropriate hospi-
tal or police station and help with translation.

Ambulance 115
Fire (21125
Police 110

INTERNET ACCESS

All hotels and many restaurants and cafes offer
free wi-fi. For a map showing hot spots, see
https://wifispc.com/iran.

LEFT LUGGAGE

Most hotels are happy to hold luggage at no
cost.

MEDICAL SERVICES
Hospitals

The quality of care in Tehran's hospitals is reason-
ably high by international standards. Many doc-
tors are Western trained, with English-, French-
and German-speakers among them. Embassies
and hotels can recommend a doctor or hospital.
Alternatively, Mehrad Hospital (Map p44; () 021-
8874 7401; www.mehradgeneralhospital.ir; Mir-
emad St, off Motahhari Ave; M Shahid Mofatteh)
and Tehran Clinic (Map p44; [2)021-8871 2931,
www.tehranclinic.ir; Farahani St; M Mirza-ye
Shirazi) are accessible, clean and reputable.

Pharmacies

Tehran is well stocked with pharmacies, and
medications (often generic brands) are cheap.
For the nearest 24-hour pharmacy ask your
hotel to phone the pharmacy line ((//191), or
head for Ramin Drug Store (Map p44; (2] 021-
6673 8080; Ferdowsi Sq; & 24hr; (M Ferdowsi).

MONEY

Overseas cards cannot be used in local ATMs;
instead, exchange money at the official mon-
ey-exchange bureaux on Ferdowsi St south of
Ferdowsi Sq.

Tehranis littered with bank branches - perhaps
more than any other comparable city on earth.
However the rates of exchange (the Central Bank
rates) are usually poor — use money-exchange
bureaux instead.

Avoid the black-market money changers who
ask you to ‘change’ on the street before you
reach an official shop.

POST

Central Post Office (Map p44; (1021-8853
2387; www.post.ir; 267 Abbas Abad St;

& 8am-2.30pm Sat-Wed; M Mirza-ye Shirazi)
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TELEPHONE

SIM cards are widely available, but best pur-
chased on arrival at the international airport,
where you can quickly sort out a package
covering data for a smart phone and calls for
around IR500,000.

Recharging is easy: a friendly local will be
able to do it for you via their own phone, or by
buying credit via a bank ATM - you can then
repay them.

TRAVEL AGENCIES

Travel agencies abound, with several on Neja-
tollahi St in central Tehran. For domestic and
international ticketing, reliable agencies with
English-speaking staff include the following:
Asia 2000 (Map p44; (/) 021-8889 6949; www.
asia2000.ir; 36 Nejatollahi St; & 8.30am-
5.30pm Sat-Wed, to 1pm Thu; M Ferdowsi)
Baharestan (Map p38; (.7/021-3395 4243; par-
vazebaharestan@yahoo.com; 986 Baharestan
Sq; 9am-7pm Sat-Wed, to 2pm Thu; M Baha-
restan) Can handle bookings for flights, buses
and trains; handy to budget accommodation.
Sarvineh Parvaz (Map p52; [21021-2274 4017;
www.welcometoiran.com; 1983 Qods Sq, off
Shariati Ave; & 8am-5pm Sat-Thu; M Tajrish)
In business since 1973, this full-service travel
agency is a handy place to sort out travel
plans in northern Tehran. It also organises

ski tours and packages with full details under
www.iranskitours.ir.

VISA EXTENSIONS

Try not to extend your visa in Tehran, unless you
cannot avoid it - the process tends to get more
difficult whenever there is an international-
relations issue. If you must, head for the For-
eign Intelligence Office (Map p44; Soroush

St, near Shariati Ave; & 8am-1.30pm Sat-Wed,
to 11.45am Thu; M Shahid Mofatteh, then taxi),
go through the gate and get your forms from
the building on the left, and make photocopies
if necessary. Pay the fee at the Bank Melli
(Map p44; Shariati Ave) five minutes away down
Hamid Alley and across Shariati Ave. Return for
security check and, insh’Allah, the extension.

ﬁ Getting There & Away

Tehranis Iran’s transport hub and every town
and city of any size is directly linked to the
capital — always by bus, usually by air and
sometimes by train. Tickets from Tehran can
sell fast, so book ahead if you can.

AIR

Imam Khomeini International Airport

Allinternational services use Imam Khomeini
International Airport (IKIA, IKA; www.ikia.
airport.ir; M/ Imam Khomeini International
Airport), 35km south of Tehran.

Customs and immigration procedures at
IKIA are slow but generally hassle-free if your
papers are in order. Bags are X-rayed as you
leave the baggage hall, but tourists are seldom
hassled.

You'll need cash to leave the airport and
several banks in the arrivals hall can change
money at poor rates. However, it will get you an
official exchange receipt, which is worth having
should you wish to exchange any unused rials
back into foreign currency before you leave.
Otherwise, you'll get a better rate from the
money-changer booths at the departure level
of the airport.

Mobile phone operator MTN has two booths
selling Irancell SIM cards more cheaply than
you'll get them in town, and with less hassle
(staff can register the SIM while you wait). All
these services are open 24 hours (in theory).

Unless your flight is very early or very late (as
many are), give yourself well over an hour to get
to IKIA from central Tehran, then an hour to get
through customs and immigration. If you have
changed money legally at a bank, and have a
receipt, you can, in theory, convert unused
rials into cash euros or US dollars. However,
some travellers have reported being unable to
do this.

International Departures

Mehrabad Airport (Map p56; [/)021-61021,
flight information 199; http://mehrabad.
airport.ir; M Mehrabad Airport Terminal 1&2),
south of Azadi Sq in the west of Tehran, is
used for domestic flights. Every day there

are flights between here and almost every
provincial capital in Iran. Iran Air (p351) flies
most routes and is complemented by a num-
ber of smaller airlines. Domestic flight prices
are fixed by the government so with no price
differential between airlines, it's best to buy
tickets from travel agencies where you'll have
more options.

BUS

Tehran has four bus terminals, each generally
serving different parts of the country, so you'll
need to work out which one you will either be
arriving at or leaving from:

Terminal-e Arzhantin (Terminal-e Beyhaghi,
Central Terminal; Map p44; [2)021-8874 2622;
http://terminals.tehran.ir; Arzhantin Sq;

[M Mosalla, then taxi) The most central bus
terminal; easily accessible by either public
transport or taxi. Many VIP services start and
finish here.

Terminal-e Shargh (Eastern Terminal; (2] 021-
7770 0590; http://terminals.tehran.ir; Dama-
vand Rd; [@IBRT to Tehran Pars) Has buses to
Khorasan province and the Caspian region. To
get there, take the BRT east from Enghelab Ave,
or take a taxi (IR325,000 from central Tehran).



Terminal-e Jonub (Southern Terminal; Map
p56; [2)021-5518 5556; http://terminals.tehran.
ir; Abassi St; M Terminal-e Jonub) Has buses
heading to all points south and southeast. To
get here take Metro Line 1 to Terminal-e Jonub
then walk about 300m through a tunnel, or grab
a taxi heading south.

Terminal-e Gharb (Terminal-e Azadi, Western
Terminal; Map p56; [2/021-4464 6269; http://
terminals.tehran.ir; M/ Meydan-e Azadi) Teh-
ran’s busiest terminal; caters for the Caspian
region and western Iran, as well as interna-
tional destinations including Ankara and Istan-
bul (Turkey) and Baku (Azerbaijan). To get here
take Metro Line 4 to Meydan-e Azadi and walk
the last 250m, or from central Tehran ask any
westbound shuttle taxi for ‘Meydan-e Azadi'.

Services typically run from around 7am to
11pm with the exception of Esfahan, which
has hourly departures around the clock from
Arzhantin.

Tickets are usually bought at the bus terminal.
Services to major destinations leave so frequently
you usually won't need to book ahead (peak holi-
day periods such as No Ruz being the exception).

TAXI

Most towns within a three- to four-hour drive of
Tehran are linked by savari (shared taxi), includ-
ing Amol, Sari, Kashan, Qom, Qazvin, Zanjan,
Rasht, and anywhere along the way. Savaris
leave from designated areas at the appropriate
bus terminals. For example, for Kashan and
Esfahan they leave from near the southern
entrance to Terminal-e Jonub (southern bus
terminal); savaris to Sari and Amol leave from
outside the eastern terminal; and anything west
to Qazvin or Zanjan from the western (Azadi)
terminal. Just say your destination and ‘savari’
and you'll be pointed in the right direction.

TRAIN

Tehranis Iran’s rail hub and many services start
and finish at the impressive train station (Map
p56; (21021-5149, 139; www.raja.ir; Rah-Ahan
Sq; (M Rahahan) at the south end of Valiasr Ave.
Destinations and arrival and departure times
are listed in English, and staff at the information
counter are walking timetables. Departures are
punctual.

It's advisable to book tickets (which you can
do a month in advance) either via a local travel
agency, online via at www.iranrail.net, or at the
station itself.

Schedules

Prices and days of departure are liable to
change; in particular, daily services in summer
usually become less frequent in winter.

There are many services along the dual
tracks between Tehran and Mashhad. They
range from the Zendegi, with four-bed 1st-class

berths and food (IR800,000), to the slow,
all-seat bus train (IR400,000). Services often
arrive at their destinations in the middle of the
night - check before you book.

Itis also be possible to buy tickets to interme-
diary stops, such as Yazd, on the Bandar Abbas
or Kerman trains.

© Getting Around

TO/FROM THE AIRPORT
Imam Khomeini International Airport

Metro Line 1 (red) between IKIA and the city is
the cheapest and fastest route (IR7000, 30 to
55 minutes) into or out of Tehran.

Otherwise take a taxi from IKIA for a set price
of IR750,000. Going to IKIA you'll probably pay
IR1,000,000 from northern Tehran, but from
the south it should cost less.

Mehrabad Airport

Metro Line 4 (yellow) runs to Mehrabad: there
are two stops serving different terminals so
check which one you will need if you're heading
here for a domestic flight.

Taxi fares are fixed: to southern or central
Tehran costs about IR300,000, rising to about
IR450,000 to northern and eastern Tehran. If
it's peak hour, the price will be higher, which is
fair considering the trip will probably take twice
as long.

You can also opt for a shuttle taxi - tell a taxi
driver na dar baste (no closed door) and he will
look for other passengers going the same way -
or public buses to Enghelab and Vanak Sgs.

BUS

Tehran has an extensive local bus network, but
given buses are segregated by sex, crowded,
slow compared with the Metro, and that there
are relatively cheap taxis, few travellers bother.
If you do, you'll find buses run from roughly
6am to 10pm or 11pm, finishing earlier on Fri-
day and public holidays. Tickets cost slightly
more than nothing and you buy them from
ticket booths near bus stops or at bus termi-
nals, and then give them to the driver when you
board the bus. Buses never show their destina-
tions in English; ask your hotel for route details
or anyone at the bus stop.

Bus Rapid Transport (BRT)

More useful than local buses is the BRT system
of rapid buses along 10 routes with dedicated
lanes. On most routes buses depart every two
or three minutes (although that still doesn’'t
stop them becoming packed at peak times).
Tickets cost IR7000. Two lines are particularly
useful to travellers:

Rah-Ahan (train station) to Tajrish Good for
hops along Valiasr up to Tajrish bus station
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You can buy these and have them topped up
at metro stations; using them, each trip fare is
significantly cheaper.

Stored value cards can also be used on the
buses, including BRT services. Be sure to tap in
and tap out with these cards: at some stations,
the place to tap out is on the wall not at the tick-
et barrier — watch what other passengers do.

Trains start at about 6am (7am on Fridays
and holidays) and stop by 11pm. Services are
most frequent and crowded during peak hours
(7am to 9am and 3pm to 5pm). The first and last
carriages of every service are for women only,
though women are free to travel in any other
carriage. Station announcements are in Farsi
only, so keep an eye on the English maps inside
the trains.

Line 1 (Red)

Line Lis the most useful for travellers. It runs be-
tween Imam Khomeini International Airport and
Tajrishin the far north. Tajrish is the jumping-off
point for Darband, Tochal and the Sa'd Abad and
Niyavaran palaces. Heading south, Line 1 stops
at Terminal-e Jonub, Rey and Haram-e Motahar
for both the Holy Shrine of Imam Khomeini and
the Behesht-e Zahra martyrs cemetery.

Line 2 (Dark Blue)

Line 2 runs between Tehran (Sadeghieh) in the
west — where it connects with Line 5 (Green)

to Karaj — and Farhangsara in the city’'s east.

It connects to Line 1 at Imam Khomeini, and is
handy to the Amir Kabir St cheap hotels (Mellat
station).

Line 3 (Light Blue)

Line 3 runs from Azadegan in the southwestern
suburbs to the far northeastern suburb of
Ghaem. Useful stops include Rah Ahan for Teh-
ran Train Station; Teatr-e Shahr and Meydan-e

Valiasr for central Tehran; and Nobonyad for
Niyavaran Cultural-Historic Complex in the
northeast.

Line 4 (Yellow)

Line 4 runs between Mehrabad airport in the
west and Shahid Kolahdooz in the southeast-
ern suburbs. It's also useful as a link between
central Tehran and Meydan-e Azadi, for Azadi
Tower and Terminal-e Gharb.

Line 5 (Green)

Line 5is largely above ground and is, in effect,
an extension of Line 2. It runs from Tehran
(Sadeghieh) to the west passing via Karaj to
Golshahr.

TAXI

Taxi fares in Tehran are higher than elsewhere
inIran, and no taxis offer metered fares.

Motorcycle Taxi

Motorcycle taxis loiter on major corners all over
town and make an adrenalin-inducing way to
get across townin a hurry. They cost as much
as taxis but take half the time. Don't expect a
spare helmet to wear!

Private Taxi

If hailing a taxi, yellow and green cars are
typically official private taxis. However, many
locals use the app Snapp (https://snapp.ir) to
arrange rides with any driver who's part of the
service — it works similarly to Uber, but you will
be given a fare estimate when you confirm the
ride and can pay in cash.

Alternatively, get your hotel to call a Wireless
Taxi ((2)133), which cost a little more. You could
also call the Women'’s Taxi Company ((./1814),
whose green taxis are for female passengers
only.

DESTINATION FARE (IR) DURATION (HR) FREQUENCY

Bandar Abbas 4/6 bed 800,000/600,000 20 2 daily (1.35pm &
2.45pm)

Esfahan 6 bed 350,000 72 every 2 days (11pm)

Gorgan 4/6 bed 500,000/300,000 10 daily (10pm)

Kerman 4/6 bed 700,000/500,000 14 daily (11.55am)

Mashhad 4/6 bed & seat 10-12 16 daily

800,000/500,000/400,000

Qom seat 40,000 2 3 daily (6am, 3.15pm &
5.45pm)

Sari seat 180,000 6 daily (9.20am)

Tabriz 4 & 6 bed 500,000 12 2 daily (4pm & 5.45pm)

Yazd 6 bed 400,000 6-8 3 daily (6.15am, 4.35pm

&10pm)

71

ANNOYY ONILLID NVYHIL



72

S1Y0S3IY INS 24087V NVHUHIL

Unless you're familiar with the going taxi
rates, agree to a price before getting in the
vehicle. Most drivers won't go anywhere for less
than IR100,000. Negotiation is encouraged.

To get from southern Tehran to the north
takes a minimum of half an hour, much longer in
peak hour, when prices rise accordingly. Sample
fares include Imam Khomeini Sq to Valiasr Sq
(about IR100,000/150,000 in off-peak/peak
hour), and Imam Khomeini Sq to Tajrish Sq
(about IR250,000/500,000). Around town you
can charter a taxi for about IR400,000 an hour.

Shuttle Taxi

Shuttle taxis ply main thoroughfares between
major meydans (squares) and the best way to
use them is to learn the names of the meydans
and know which one you want to go to. Mey-
dans such as Imam Khomeini, Vanak, Valiasr,
Tajrish, Arzhantin, Azadi, Ferdowsi, Enghelab,
Haft-e Tir, Rah-Ahan and Imam Hossein are
major shuttle-taxi hubs. However, even these
may have several ministations for shuttle taxis
heading in different directions. For longer trips
you will usually need to change shuttles.

AROUND TEHRAN

Alborz SKki Resorts

Between December and March, Tehran is
blessed with five ski resorts within day-trip
distance. The easiest to access is Tochal
(p51), connected directly to northern Teh-
ran via the Tochal Telecabin (p50). In good
weather, even if you’re not skiing, Tochal is
a delight to visit, providing a spectacular,
scenic escape from the city.

The next closest resorts are Abali (Cwsy
sl (S chair lift per ride IR150,000, drag lifts per
day IR250,000; ¢38am-6pm Dec-Mar), around
50km northeast of Tehran on the way to Mt
Damavand, then the neighbouring villages
of Shemshak and Darbansar, 62km north of
the city. The largest resort, and the pick of
the bunch, is Dizin. It is, however, the fur-
thest away - sitting 125km north of Tehran
via the Chalus road - the only route usually
possible during the ski season.

Dizin G
026[J) / ELEVATION 2700M

Iran’s largest ski field, Dizin (S Gy
Gy (210912 818 3454; www.dizinskiresort.com;
lift pass IR1,060,000; & 8am-4pm Dec-May) is
an international standard resort with three
gondolas and numerous chair and drag lifts

(note the full system of lifts is usually only
open on Thursday and Friday). With base
camp at about 2700m and a vertical drop of
about 900m, it will appeal to anyone feel-
ing the need for speed, although overall the
slopes are not so challenging.

Dizin’s ski season can stretch from
December to May, but it’s usually safest
to plan your visit between January and
March. Pistes are sometimes groomed and
there is plenty of scope for off-piste if you
get a fresh snowfall. Apart from Thursday
and Friday, waiting for the gondolas and ski
lifts is not really an issue. SKki instructors
can be hired for US$100 a day.

It’s possible to rent all equipment, in-
cluding snowboards and clothing, at ski
hire shops both at the resort and in nearby
Velayat Rud. A set of skis, boots and poles
starts at IR450,000 per day.

|2= Sleeping

*Seven Hostel in Dizin HOSTEL $
((2021-6696 0192; www.sevenhostels.com; Ve-
layat Rud; dm/r US$20/45; @) A brilliant deal
for backpackers wishing to hit the slopes at
Dizin, this cosy chalet-style hostel in the vil-
lage of Velayat Rud, around 5km from the
ski resort, is a winner. Managed by a friend-
ly couple who can also cook you meals (ex-
tra cost), rates include a basic breakfast,
drinks throughout the day and transfers to
Dizin.

Dizin Hotel HOTEL $$
(Hotel Jahangardi; [1026-3521 2978; www.ho-
teldizin.ir; r/cabin/chalet from US$130/295/355;
[P/@) Right at the bottom of the ski field,
the comfortable Dizin Hotel is split over
two complexes. The rooms aren’t bad and
those in the main building (Dizin 1) have
better views. Four- and five-bed cabins and
chalets are also available. Prices are very
negotiable in low season.

€ Getting There & Away

The main way to reach Dizin is via the road
to Chalus from Tehran. This route is around
125km and in winter you'll need chains or a
4WD for the last 10km or so. A taxi to/from
Tehranis around IR1.5 million one way.
Alternatively you can take a bus bound for
Chalus (VIP/mahmooly IR350,000/270,000)
from Tehran’s Terminal-e Gharb (Western
Terminal); ask to be dropped at the ‘Dizin slop’
turn-off from where you'll have to hitch a ride
for the remaining 15km.



Dizin can also be accessed from its upper
parking lot (7am to 5pm) on the road from
Shemshak and only 52km to Tehran. However
you should check weather reports before using
this access point at 3010m as you might be
blocked by snow or snowed in. From June to
October only there's also a treacherous zigzag
road connecting this upper parking lot with the
main lower one next to the Dizin Hotel.

Tehran travel agencies sell packages that
include transport, accommodation and lift
passes.

Shemshak
& Darbansar
021 / ELEVATION 2550M
The neighbouring ski resorts of Shemshak
and Darbansar, in a steep-sided valley
around 50km north of Tehran, both boast
slopes that will get hardcore skiers and
snowboarders most excited. Outside of the
ski season (late December to March) the
villages here are also a popular quick es-
cape from the pollution, heat and stress of
Tehran.

In winter, on the way to Shemshak, look
out for the frozen waterfall at Meygoon,
where it’s possible to go ice-climbing.

(J
& Activities
Boots, skis and poles can be hired in both
villages from 1R450,000 a day.

The resorts’ proximity to Tehran mean

that the slopes can get very busy here on
Thursday, Friday and public holidays.

el ) Sl

Shemshak Ski Resort SKIING
(Shed Se) Gy [J1021-2652 7445, www.
skicomplex.ir; lift pass Sat-Wed/Thu & Fri
IR600,000/660,000; ¢ 8am-3pm late Dec-Apr)
Government-operated Shemshak, Iran’s
second-largest ski field after Dizin, offers
challenging terrain with mainly black-rated
runs. Vertical descents are about 500m
(some of it at an adrenalin-inducing
45-degree angle) and there are plenty of
moguls. There are no gondolas, just two
chair lifts and four drag lifts to get you up
its two main slopes.

Darbansar Ski Resort SKIING
(i) (Seud Cass [J)021-2652 5175; www.dar-
bandsarski.ir; lift pass all day/8am-3pm/4-9pm
IR1,200,000/ 940,000/710,000; ¢ 8am-9pm
late Dec-Mar) At an elevation of 2650m, ris-
ing to 3150m, Darbansar is privately run
and more modern than nearby Shemshak.
The runs are moderately challenging and

there’s plenty of scope for off-piste skiing,
including across to Dizin on the other side
of Mt Kashoolak. There’s also a ski school
and night skiing here.

|2= Sleeping

The Shemshak Tourist Inn (Hotel Ja-
hangardi; (21021-2652 6912; www.ittic.com; s/tw
IR1,800,000/2,600,000; @) is a small cha-
let-style hotel about 400m downhill from
Shemshak’s ski lifts. It’s pleasant enough,
but note that in ski season there is no direct
car access to the hotel - you’ll need to climb
up 300 steps from the main road.

Ask around both villages about apart-
ment rentals (summer/winter from
US$50/70); Saturday to Wednesday will be
cheaper and less busy at both resorts.

N Eating & Drinking

Chillax Cafe & White Lounge

Restaurant INTERNATIONAL §
((2)021-2652 7936; www.facebook.com/chillax
cafe.ir; 3rd fl, Sierra Bldg, Shemshak; mains
IR180,000-320,000; > 8am-midnight; &) As
chic as it gets when it comes to dining in
Shemshak and Darbansar, this is the place
to see and be seen by Tehran’s liberal ski
set. Waiters in fashionable black-and-grey
outfits, Vogue-ish interiors and reasonably
well-prepared local and international dish-
es and drinks hit the mark.

Siavash CAFE
((21021-2652 4109; Darbansar; < 8am-11pm; &)
This pleasant cafe, a short walk downhill
from Darbansar Ski Resort, is where locals
hang out, sipping coffee or tea, tucking into
cakes and puffing on water pipes. It’s also
a good spot for enquiring about short-term
rental accommodation in the area.

€ Getting There & Away

Shemshak and Darbansar are about 55km
north of Tehran. A taxi here from Tajrish in
northern Tehran will cost between IR400,000
and IR600,000 depending on your bargaining
skills.

From Shemshak the road continues to the
upper parking lot at Dizin and, from June to
October only, down to the main Dizin resort
area itself. Check with locals about whether
this road is open, as part of it is unsealed and
travelling safely along it depends on the weath-
er and if you driving in a 4WD or a car with snow
chains.
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Mt Damavand i glad o 5S
Zou
The dormant volcano Mt Damavand
(5671m), northeast of Tehran, is the highest
mountain in the Middle East. Shaped a lit-
tle like Mt Fuji, it is one of Iran’s most rec-
ognisable icons, appearing on the IR10,000
note, on bottles of Damavand spring water
and on numerous other commercial items.
In good weather, the dramatic mountain-
ous vistas around Damavand are attraction
enough, and there are pleasant hot springs
for a soak in nearby Abgarm village, and
skiing in season at Abali, on the way from
Tehran. Most people who head out this way,
however, will do so to climb the peak. Start
by heading to the large, comfortable Polour
Mountain Complex (2270m), built by the
Iran Mountaineering Federation - the best
place to acclimatise before attempting the
south and west face routes. The climbing
season is from June to September, or May
to October for experienced climbers.

Climbing the Mountain

There are 16 routes up Damavand, but the
vast majority of people take the classic south-
ern route. For information on the northern
route, talk to the English-speaking owners of
Varzesh Kooh (p66), who are happy to share
their knowledge and put you in touch with
guides.

From a technical point of view, Dama-
vand is basically a walk-up. Climbing so
far so quickly is its most dangerous aspect,
with altitude sickness (watch for dizziness,
headaches, nausea and swollen fingers)
claiming lives every year. The volcano last
erupted about 7300 years ago, but it still
belches out sulphuric fumes from near the
summit, strong enough to kill unfortunate
stray sheep and ward off mountaineers.

Most first-timers use a guide and you can
expect to pay about US$550 for an all-inclu-
sive (guide, transport, food, lodgings, don-
key etc) three-day tour from Tehran. This
includes the US$50 fee foreigners must pay
to the government to climb the mountain.
A guide alone for a two-day climb will cost
about US$100 per day.

Damavand is best climbed in three days,
starting at Polour Mountain Complex and
going 11km by road to Camp 2, then trek-
king from there to Camp 3 or Base Camp,
before making the ascent; www.damawand.
de has maps and details of the various

routes. There’s no water en route and no
way of booking the hut; on Thursday nights
and holidays it is packed with students
from Tehran. Bringing a tent, sleeping bag
and perhaps a stove (and leaving it in camp
during the final ascent) is recommended.
Even in July, nights are freezing, and it can
be -10°C at the summit. It’s recommended
to fill water bottles during the day, as the
water will be frozen when you first get up.

In August you should be able to climb to
the peak without special equipment. The
summit doesn’t require any technical gear,
but it does require fitness, warm clothes
and hiking boots for the loose rocks. Bear
in mind that the weather can change sud-
denly and snowfalls are a possibility, even
in summer. Most people return from the
summit to Tehran in one day.

Hot Springs

After expending all that energy climbing Mt
Damavand, you’ll be pleased to know that
in the upper part of Abgarm village, about
6km east of Rineh, several hotels have been
built around hot springs. Almase Shargh
Spa Complex (East Diamond Spa Complex;
[2)0911 220 0025; www.larijanhotwater.ir; Ab-
garm-e bala, Larijan; IR150,000; & 8am-midnight)
is a modern public complex open to men;
women have to hire the place as a group.
Alternatively, ask around about renting a
room for the night in the village, for around
US$25, which will including breakfast, tea
and a dip in a private hot-spring bath.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

Polour Mountain Complex HOSTEL$
((2)011-4334 2802; www.msfi.ir; Polour; dm/r from
IR940,000/1,100,000) Run by the Iran Moun-
taineering Association, this large utilitarian
hostel is base camp for many of those aim-
ing to summit Mt Damavand. Bunk beds in
the simply decorated rooms are comforta-
ble. It’s IR50,000 extra for a shower, but if
you rent a room (which has six bunk beds
in it) there’s an attached shower. No cafe,
but there’s a Kitchen for self-catering.

This is also where you will have to pay
US$50 for the permit to climb Damavand.
The association also has a smaller dormito-
ry complex in the nearby village of Rineh.

*Koohestan IRANIAN $§
(210912 318 9437; camp.polur@gmail.com; Man-
zarieh, Polour; meals IR350,000; #)) Run by
clued-up, English-speaking mountaineer
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HOLY SHRINE OF IMAM KHOMEINI & BEHESHT-E ZAHRA

The mausoleum of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (s ol ek 5 5 (J)021-5522
7578; www.harammotahar.ir; & 24hr; i Haram-e Motahar) is one the grandest architectural
endeavours of the Islamic Republic. Built on an enormous scale — which necessitated
the moving of many existing graves at the giant Behesht-e Zahra (1s ) e www.
beheshtezahra.tehran.ir; (M Haram-e Motahar) cemetery — the Holy Shrine also contains the
tombs of Khomeini's wife, second son and several other important political figures; in
2017, former president Akbar Rafsanjani was buried here.

The shrine is flanked by four 91m-high towers symbolising Khomeini's age when he
died. The huge gold central dome is adorned with 72 tulips, which symbolise the 72 mar-
tyrs who fought and died with Imam Hossein in Karbala.

Inside the vast main hall, covered with 12,000 carpets each 12 sq metres, Khomeini's
tomb itself is enclosed in a stainless steel zarih, a cage-like casing through which pilgrims
pay their respects and no small number of bank notes. Men and women approach re-
spectfully from different sides.

Construction of the complex, covering 20 sq km, began in 1989 following Khomeini's
chaotic funeral which devolved in a riot of some 10 million inconsolable mourners. It is
yet to be completed, with the plan for the ceiling of the interior to be covered with tiny
mirrors, as is the case with many other Shia shrines.

Avoid the shrine on or around 4 June, the anniversary of the Ayatollah’'s death, when
hundreds of thousands of mourners visit the shrine. During the holy month of Muhar-
ram, the fountains surrounding the shrine run with red dyed water.

If you have time, wander over to Behesht-e Zahra. Tehran's biggest cemetery is inter-
esting primarily because it's the main resting place for those who died in the Iran-Iraq
War (1980-88). Like windows into another time, roughly 200,000 small glass boxes on
stilts each contain a small memento - a watch, a knife, a letter — that once belonged to
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the lost father/son/husband staring out from a yellowed photograph.

Amir, this cosy log-cabin-style restaurant
serves up excellent kababs, braised lamb
shanks and vegetable dishes. It’s on your left
near the top of the hill as you enter the vil-
lage, with an English sign and a grill outside.
You can stay here, too, for free - as long as
you pay for food and the shower (IR100,000).

Amir can also arrange a house in the vil-
lage, sleeping up to five people and including
dinner for IR2,000,000.

0 Getting There & Away

The easiest way to get to Polour village and

on to the Polour Mountain Complex is by taxi
(IR2,000,000 dar baste, two hours, 80km).
Alternatively, take a bus (IR200,000) from
Tehran’s Terminal-e Shargh and get off at Polour,
then take a local taxi to the camp.

Rey
(021

In the 11th and 12th centuries Rey (also
known as Shahr-e Rey) was one of the cap-
itals of the Seljuk empire. It was devastated
in the 13th century when the Mongols swept

)

through and, these days, has been swal-
lowed up by the urban sprawl of Tehran.

Rey, however, retains enough history to
give it a different sensibility, its key sight
being the elaborately decorated shrine of
a 9th-century Muslim saint. Beside the
shrine complex is a lively bazaar, while fur-
ther afield are a couple of minor historical
attractions.

Rey can easily be combined with a visit to
the Holy Shrine of Imam Khomeini and the
neighbouring cemetery Behesht-e Zahra.

© sights

Rey’s main attraction is the Imamzadeh
Shah-e Abdal-Azim (aballye ol http:/
abdolazim.com; & 24hrs; M Shahr-e Rey) [ZIE3.
This mausoleum was originally built for a
9th-century descendant of Imam Hossein
and has elaborate tilework; a golden dome;
a pool in the courtyard; a 14th-century
sarcophagus with intricate carvings, con-
structed from betel wood; and enough
mirror tiles to make you dizzy. In the same
complex is a shrine to Imam Hamzeh
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(brother of Imam Reza). Women need to
wear a chador, available at the entrance.

Part of the complex is a small museum
where you can see models of how the com-
plex has evolved over the centuries and old
photos of what the place looked like back in
the 19th century.

The adjacent Rey Bazaar (s a3 ik
Tabrizi St; & 8.30am-7pm; M Shahr-e Rey) is live-
ly, compact and architecturally attractive.
If you have more time, hop in a taxi to see
the natural mineral spring Cheshmeh Ali
(le 4ada 4g Tagaviniya St; (M Shahr-e Rey, then
taxi). In the past, locals used to clean their
carpets in the pool here. On the rocks above
is an elaborate inscription made during the
reign of Fati Ali Shah (r 1797-1834), while
higher up the hill are the ruins of Rey’s
ancient fortress wall, Qal’-e Tabarak. Not
too far away is the 12th century Toghoral
Tower (Jdoxh z s 38 Nabi Pour St; IR100,000;
& 9am-5pm Tue-Sun; M Shahr-e Rey, then taxi).
This brick structure rises up 20m and was

originally topped by a conical dome that has
long since collapsed. The tower, surrounded
by a small walled garden, also marks the
tomb of the Seljuk king Toghoral Beg.

,\0 Eating

Bam-e Rey IRANIAN $$
((21021-5596 7000; Fadaiyan St; mains IR160,000-
560,000; :10.30am-10.30pm; MShahr-e Rey)
Rey’s fanciest dining option combines both
a restaurant and casual cafe. The waiters
will bring the flag of your nation to the ta-
ble along with your kababs, deep-fried fish,
pasta and the like. There’s also a roof-top
dining area with a view towards the bazaar
and the minarets of the mausoleum.

ﬂ Getting There & Away

Shahr-e Rey (City of Rey) station is on Metro
Line 1. Taxis can be hired in Rey for a negotiable
IR300,000 per hour.



©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd

Western Iran < O

Includes »
Orumiyeh ........... 82
Tabriz............... 84
Jolfa................ 94
Ardabil .............. 97
Soltaniyeh ......... 103
Rasht .............. 105
Alamut Valley ....... 118
Shushtar ........... 141
Best Places to
Eat

= Paradisa Ahura Daniel
(pl41)

= Mostofi Restauant (p143)
= Negarossaltaneh (p117)
= Doorchin (p102)

= Shabhriar (p91)

Best Places to
Sleep

= Shushtar Traditional Hotel
(pl43)

= Gileboom Eco Lodge
(p111)

= Hotel Anza (p97)

=» Bam-e Sabz (p112)
= Navizar Hotel (p121)

Why Go?

A land of wild extremes and wilder history, Western Iran
is the independent traveller’s adventure playground. From
the fecund Caspian coast to the stark, mountainous north-
ern borders and the crumbling desert ruins of the southern
plains, the region hosts everything from paddy fields to bliz-
zards to the original Garden of Eden. Bordering Mesopota-
mia, Ottoman Turkey and Czarist Russia, its fortunes have
oscillated with the rise and fall of many great empires. This
deeply historic, starkly beautiful and incredibly hospitable
place is also home to almost half of Iran’s Unesco sites.

The region is a linguistic and cultural patchwork: Kurds
predominate in Kordestan and Kermanshah; Lors in Ilam
and Lorestan; Arabs inhabit southern Khuzestan; Talesh
and Gilaki are the traditional languages of Gilan; and Azeris,
whose language is more Turkish than Persian, predominate
in the northwest. In remote regions, and in Kurdish towns,
traditional dress is still worn.

‘When to Go

The craggy peaks of the Zagros Mountains from Hamadan
northwards see snow arrive early and leave late - falls are
from about November to March, while the sweltering low-
lands around Shush begin to boil in June.

To make the most of the region, try visiting for the spring
flowers, which bloom in April or May, or the autumn harvest
of juicy grapes and delicious mulberries in September or early
October.

The crisp, clear air and low, golden light of winter make
it the best time for photographing those epic landscapes.
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Bazargan oS0k
[Z]044 / POPULATION 11,500 / ELEVATION 1417M
Car-repair yards, shops and a string of
hotels line Bazargan’s Imam St, a gun-barrel-
straight strip fired towards the striking sil-
houette of Mt Ararat. About 2km short of
the immigration posts, the village ends at
the outer border gate.

Most visitors don’t stay the night, but if
you do, Shahriyar Hotel ((21044-3437 2618;
Imam St; d/tr $60/70; (P @) is the pick of the
basic hotels and has the best restaurant.

Maku, where you can get onward buses,
is only 20 minutes away, so look for a savari
and bargain hard - expect to pay at least
US$3. The price drops the further you walk
from the custom gates.

Maku & Around Sk
[2)044 / POPULATION 46,000 / ELEVATION 1218M
Scattered like rubble at the bottom of a tow-
ering ravine, Maku makes an atmospheric
overnight stop and a good base for hunting
Armenian churches in the austere, lonely
countryside. Long a key fortress guarding
the Ottoman-Persian frontier, Maku was
one of many Azerbaijani Khanates that
gained semi-independence in the chaotic
period following the death of Nader Shah in
1749. Although it rejoined Iran in 1829, the
khanate was only finally abolished a century
later. There’s a handful of interesting sites.

Chahara Sq on Imam Khomeini St is the
heart of town, and everything you’ll need is
close by. The bazaar is off Taleqani St one
block north, while the bus terminal is 3km
southeast. The wind blows a dust storm
through town most afternoons.

O sights

*Qareh Kalisa CHURCH
(Black Church, Church of St Thaddaeus;
IR200,000; (P)) Sitting photogenically aloof
on a barren knoll, 8km off the lonely Shot-
Chaldoran road in the middle of nowhere,
behind the low-rise village of the same
name, Qareh Kalisa is the best maintained
of all Iran’s medieval churches. Mostly
rebuilt after an earthquake, the smaller
black-and-white-striped chapel section
dates from 1319-29, and the whole site is
Unesco listed. Ring the bell if it’s locked.

There’s no public transport. Taxis from
Maku via Shot ask US$25 return including
waiting time.

Maku Fortress FORTRESS
Above the town, under the huge over-
hanging cliff, lie the ruins of Maku’s for-
mer citadel, where the Baha’i faith’s Bab
was imprisoned for nine months in 1848.
Head north from the bazaar on Taleqani
St and follow the footpaths and steps up
past the Abu Fazl Mosque. The walk will
take around 25 minutes, but the views are
stunning.

Dzor Dzor Chapel CHAPEL
(Chapel of the Virgin Mary) Amazingly photo-
genic, this Unesco-listed Armenian chapel
was relocated to higher ground once the
nearby dam filled up. It’s a hilly, some-
times snow-covered 40km from Maku; an
agency taxi from the Tourist Inn will cost
around US$17 return. Take care which way
you point your camera as the dam is con-
sidered sensitive.

Baghcheh Juq Palace Museum MUSEUM
Built for the sardar (military governor) of
Qajar Shah Muzaffar al-Din (r 1896-1907),
this striking two-storey mansion sits amid
11 hectares of orchards and walled gardens
in the village of Baghcheh Juq, 7km from
Maku along the Bazargan road. With a nod
to Versailles, the interior rooms, halls and
atrium glisten and sparkle. Savaris from
Maku’s Chahara Sq charge US$2 one way.

(J
& Activities
Rock-Climbing Wall CLIMBING
There’s a load of routes (both sport and

trad) on the big overhanging wall about
100m west of ruined Maku Fortress.

2= Sleeping

Hotel Alvand HOSTEL$
((21044-3422 3491; Imam Khomeini St; s/tw with-
out bathroom IR400,000/600,000) Just west
of Chahara Sq, the Alvand is probably the
best of Maku’s cheapies. The rooms are OK,
but the shared facilities are not so flash.

Maku Tourist Inn HOTEL $$
(Mehmansara Jahangardi; [(2044-3422 3212;
Imam Khomeini St; s/d IR980,000/1,340,000;
[P/ @) By far Maku’s classiest option, the
Tourist Inn has comfortable rooms, hot
water, friendly English-speaking staff and
a reasonable restaurant. Staff will also or-
ganise agency taxis to surrounding sites,
including Qareh Kalisa church and Dzor
Dzor Chapel.



CROSSING THE TURKISH BORDER AT BAZARGAN

If you're travelling solo, crossing this 24-hour border usually takes under an hour. The
hilltop immigration posts (& 24hr) are 2km above Bazargan, IR50,000 (plus IR50,000
for bags) by shared taxi or minibus. The posts are just 600m from Giirbulak in Turkey
(no facilities). The nearest Turkish-side accommodation is 40km east in Dogubayazit,
famous for its 1784 Isak Pasa palace and not a lot else.

Eastbound from Dogubayazit to Gurbulak, take a do/mus (minibus; 25 minutes,
last service 5pm) from the junction of Agri and Sehiltik Sts, 100m east of the Kara-
han Petrol Ofisi station (where Agri do/muslar wait). That's about five minutes’ walk
from Dogubayazit’s little bus terminal and cheap hotels. Westbound buses go from

Dogubayazit.

Arriving in Iran during office hours, you're likely to be welcomed by a charming
Iranian tourist officer. The bank within the Iran-side customs building offers full rial
rates for US dollars and euros. It won't change UK pounds or Turkish lira, for which
you'll have to risk the scam-a-lot guys outside or, more safely, ask hoteliers in Ba-
zargan village. Be aware that Turkish lira are effectively worthless anywhere else in

Iran, except Orumiyeh.

Well-connected Tabriz guide-fixer Hossein Ravanyar (p87) is experienced at sorting

out motorists’ border-formality problems.

,\@ Eating & Drinking

Dr Nadim IRANIAN $
(2)044-3422 7771; Taleqgani St; meals from
IR150,000) The good doctor’s traditional
dishes are a cut above the local fast food.
Set back from the street in a courtyard
near the corner of Saadi St.

Cafe Ido CAFE
(Imam Khomeini St; & noon-10pm) The most
upmarket caffeine and nicotine den in
town has huge windows as dark as its cof-
fee. It’s in front of Maku Tourist Inn (p80).

Khoy EEs
044 / POPULATION 210,000 / ELEVATION 1149M
The ancient town of Khoy (Salt), named for
the salt mines that once made it an important
spur along the Silk Road, sits at the cross-
roads of several alluring secondary routes
and you may end up here needing a bed for
the night. The most interesting road heads
northeast up winding curves and across a
high alpine plateau ringed by mountains to
the lonely town of Chaldoran (Siah Chesh-
meh) and nearby Qareh Kalisa (p80) church.

In the west of Khoy is the tomb of the
dervish-philosopher Shams Tabrizi (Shams
Tabrizi Blvd), one of Iran’s inspirational Mus-
lim thinkers whose brief relationship (1244
to 1246) with the poet Rumi was arguably as
significant to Sufi history as Jesus’ encoun-
ter with John the Baptist was to Christianity.

Dependable places to stay and eat in
Khoy include the comfortable Zomorod
Apartments (21044-3634 3733; Amir Beyk
Sq; s/d/tr IR1,150,000/1,520,000/1,920,000; (P)
# @) and the slightly worn Tourist Inn
(Hotel Jahangardi; (2]044-3644 03552; www.
ittic.com; Golestan Gardens, Engelab St; tw/tr
IR1,450,000/2,550,000; (P ®)).

ﬁ Getting There & Away

Iran Aseman () 044-3622 2499) flies to
Tehran (US$40).

All buses, minibuses and savaris leave from
the main terminal, on the ring road south of
the city, near Ghorubi Blvd. There's an 11am
minibus direct to Van (p91) in Turkey; look for
Turkish licence plates. Buses leave frequently
for Tabriz (IR110,000, 2% hours) and Orumiyeh
(IR80,000, two hours), less frequently for
Maku.

Savaris leave for Tabriz (IR150,000, two
hours) and Salmas (IR50,000, 40 minutes);
change at the latter for Orumiyeh. While some
maps place Khoy on the road between Tabriz
and Maku, it's actually 25km from the motor-
way; the junction is a good place to pick up
unofficial savaris heading to Tabriz and Maku,
and even to catch through buses.

To visit Qareh Kalisa church via the haunt-
ingly beautiful Chaldoran road (and, ideally, go
on to Maku), you'll need to hire a private taxi
(US$20 to US$30).
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044 / POPULATION 669,000 / ELEVATION 1380M
Known as Rezayeh during the Pahlavi era,
Orumiyeh (Urmia, Urumiyeh) is a logical
stop en route to southeastern Turkey. It’s a
large, very historic city but offers no must-
see sights. The main commercial streets,
Imam Ave and Kashani St, form a ‘T’ at
attractive Engelab Sq. Beheshti St, unani-
mously known as Daneshkadeh St, contin-
ues west to Pol-e-Qoyum junction, around
3km beyond the museum (Map p82; [/)044-
3344 6520; Daneshkadeh St; IR150,000; & 8am-
5pm Tue-Sun).

If you have time to Kill, you could check
out the Seh Gonbad (Map p82), a two-storey
tomb tower dating from 1115; the impres-
sively large brick-domed Masjed-e Jameh
(Masjed-e Rezayieh, Friday Mosque; Map p82) be-
side the bazaar; and St Mary’s (Kalisa Neneh
Mariyam; Map p82; off Kalisa Lane; & 8am-4pm or

church - even though it doesn’t look that
old. Around 6km from town in the hillside
hamlet of Sir is the atmospheric Marsarjis
Church (Sir; [P]).

|2= Sleeping

Khorram Hotel HOTEL$
(Map p82; [/)044-3322 5444; Sardar Camii Lane;
s/tw IR600,000/900,000; &) In the peaceful
laneway behind Sardar Mosque, the Khor-
ram has clean, simple rooms. It’s just a
short stroll from the delights of Imam Ave.

Orumiyeh Tourist Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p82; [2)044-3222 3085; www.ittic.com;
Kashani St; d IR2,345,000; (P # &) At the fast-
food end of Kashani St, this reliable place,
with its friendly, English-speaking staff,
large, very comfortable rooms, satellite TV
and on-site restaurant, is a step up from



Orumiyeh
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most other midrange options and is just
the spot to erase memories of that epic 36-
hour Turkish bus trip.

Aria Hotel BUSINESS HOTEL $$
([2)044-3332 2222; http://ariahotel.ir/; Taleqani St;
d/tr IR2,360,000/2,980,000; (P)[#/®)) A newer
hotel on upper Taleqani St, the friendly Aria
has very comfortable rooms with a slight
“70s psychedelic vibe. Try to get an upper
room with a view. Its restaurant is good,
though expect surcharges.

Park International Hotel BUSINESS HOTEL $$$
(Map p82; [/1044-3224 5927; www.parkhotel.co/
en; Imam Ave; d/tr/apt IR3,330,000/4,430,000
/5,390,000; (PI#®)) In a fantastic central
location opposite the bazaar, this opulent
lair has heavy, almost baroque rooms with
Jacuzzis. The staff is professional, and
there’s even a money-exchange service.

X Eating & Drinking

Kashkool IRANIAN $
((2)044-3345 6666; Bargh St; meals from
IR150,000; & 8am-4pm) Traditional home-
style Persian comfort food such as dizi
(fatty lamb, potato, chickpea and tomato

dish that comes with its own pestle to grind
into paste) and abgusht (hearty lamb stew)
really hits the spot at this small, family-run
restaurant with muted, stylish decor.

Reza Restaurant IRANIAN §
(Map p82; meals IR250,000; & 1lam-late) This
place dishes up cheap and cheerful kababs
without a surcharge in sight. It’s just off
Daneshkadeh St.

Noghl Torabi SWEETS
(Map p82; Imam Ave; & 8am-10pm) Sells fab-
ulous carrot-and-walnut halva (a sweet
made of sesame flour and honey) and noghl
(icing-sugar-coated nuts or fruit), the latter
made in big, copper cement mixers.

Asal Coffee JUICE BAR
(Map p82; [)044-3222 9988; cnr Imam Ave &
Besat St; espresso IR50,000) Best espresso in
town, and the juices aren’t bad either.

0 Information

Exchange Reyhani (Map p82; ()044-3544
7044; Kashani St; ©10am-10pm Sun-Thu)
Miras Ferhangi (Map p82; (/)044-3340
7040; Daneshkadeh St; & 8am-2pm Sat-Thu)
West Azerbaijan's keen, English-speaking
tourist-information office is beside the
museum.

Turkish Consulate (Map p82; [/)044-3347
8770; http://urumiye.bk.mfa.gov.tr/; Danesh-
kadeh St; & 9am-noon Sun-Thu) Very security
conscious.

Telephone Office (Map p82; Imam Ave;
&7am-7pm)

ﬁ Getting There & Away

Espoota Travel (Map p82; [)044-3345 5555;
espoota@espootatravel.com; Daneshkadeh
St; € 8am-8pm Sat-Thu, 9am-noon Fri) and
Donyaye Faraz Air Travel (Map p82; Danesh-
kadeh St; & 8am-6pm Sun-Thu) sell air and
train tickets.

AIR

Istanbul US$120, weekly with Iran Aseman
((21044-3343 4242).

Tehran IR1,925,000, daily with Qeshm Alr
(2)021-4764 0000; www.geshm-air.com) and
Iran Air ((2)044-3344 0530; Daneshkadeh
St), several times weekly with ATA (www.
ataair.ir).

Mashhad IR2,225,000, weekly with Iran Air
and ATA.

BUS, MINIBUS & SAVARI

All long-distance buses leave from the termi-
nal (Haft-e Tir Blvd). Seiro Safar (Map p82;
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[21044-3222 8399), Hamsafar (Map p82;
[21044-3224 4562) and Iran Peyma (Map p82;
[21044-3222 2954; www.iranpeyma.info) have
central booking offices on Imam Ave. Hamsafar
and Vangolu ([ +90 850 650 6565; www.
vangoluturizm.com.tr) both operate 9am ser-
vices to Van (Turkey; IR120,000, eight hours)
- expect long border waits.

Savaris and buses to Tabriz cross Lake Oru-
miyeh by bridge - there are great views.

From the Sero terminal (Mirza Shirazi St),
3km northwest of Fagiyeh Sq, minibuses run
to villages of the Gonbadchay Valley, strung
along the loop road that leads up to the dam
reservoir and beyond, turning north 6km before
the border. Taxis to Sero cost IR400,000 from
outside the terminal.

ﬁ Getting Around

The airport is 13km up the Salmas Hwy (taxi
IR200,000, 20 minutes). The most useful
shuttle-taxi routes run from Fagiyeh Sq, either
along Imam Ave then along Modarres Ave or up
Taleqani St to the terminal.

Marageh 48] ya
[Z1041 / POPULATION 165,000 / ELEVATION 1470M
Just east of Lake Orumiyeh lies the historic
city of Marageh (Maragheh, Maraga), which
was briefly the capital of Ilkhanid Iran. It’s
famous for five distinctive 12th-century
tomb towers, and for the ruins of the Mara-
qeh Observatory (Rasad Khaneh), the world’s
greatest medieval observatory, located on a
windswept hill 3km northwest of town, and
protected by a white golf ball-like geodesic
dome.

You might struggle to find a cheap room,
though you could try the student dormito-
ries at either end of long Ohmid St. Other-
wise recommended places to stay include
the comfortable Alliance Hotel (2]041-3725
4477, Tarbiat Blvd; d/tr IR1,500,000/2,000,000;

DESTINATION FARE

Ardabil IR250,000 VIP
Esfahan IR532,000 VIP
Sanadaj IR310,000 VIP

Maku IR 275,000 mahmooly
Tehran (western IR330,000 VIP
terminal)

Tabriz IR95,000 VIP

[P @) and Darya Hotel ([)041-3325 0304;
Shekari Blvd; s/d/ste 1R1,490,000/1,980,000/
2,720,000) and the Grand Hotel (/041
3745 7650; www.maraghehotel.net; Shekari
Blvd; s/d/tr IR2,040,000/3,140,000/4,040,000;
P &), Marageh’s top digs.

Lilipar Traditional Restaurant (Pas-
daran Sq; & meals from IR150,000) is a hip spot
where where Marageh’s young gather to eye
each other over some qgalyans (water pipes).

ﬂ Getting There & Away

Savaris (IR100,000, 134 hours) and buses
(IR60,000, 2%2 hours) go to Tabriz. For the
Takht-e Soleiman ruins, savari-hop via Bon-
ab (IR15,000, 25 minutes) or Miyando'ab
(IR30,000, 45 minutes) to Shahin Dezh
(IR30,000, 45 minutes) and then to Takab
(IR50,000, one hour).

Tabriz 8
[Z1041 / POPULATION 1.6 MILLION / ELEVATION 1397M
Biblical clues point to the Ajichay River flow-
ing out of the Garden of Eden, which places
Tabriz at the gates of paradise. Long a buffer
between empires, Tabriz’ historical heritage
and Silk Road pedigree is no more evident
than in its thriving bazaar, one of the world’s
best. This sprawling city, rich in Azeri cul-
ture, with its famous carpets, teahouse ham-
mams, love of music and excellent transport
links, makes a perfect introduction to Iran.
Situated on a high plateau between Lake
Orumiyeh and lofty Mt Sahand, and bound-
ed by stark, eroded hills, Tabriz has milder
summers than cities further east, though its
winters can be formidable.

History

Tabriz was a Sassanian-period trade hub
and came to eclipse Marageh as a later
IIkhanid Mongol capital of Azerbaijan.

DURATION DEPARTURES

5hr frequent

16hr 3.30pm

7%hr 7am, 10am, 1lam

4Yohr 6am, 8am, 10am,1pm,
3pm

10hr 10am, 6-9pm

2Y%hr frequent



LAKE ORUMIYEH

Like the Dead Sea, huge Lake Orumiyeh (6000 sq km) is so super salty that you just
can't sink. A Unesco Biosphere Reserve since 1976, it's become increasingly shallow
(with a maximum seasonal depth of 16m) since the Zarrinehrud, a major feeder river,
was diverted to slake Tabriz' growing thirst. Some worry that the lake will soon be

as dead as the Aral Sea. Currently the only life form it supports directly is the very
primitive, virtually transparent Artemia shrimp. But that's enough to attract plenty of
seasonal migratory birds, notably flamingos (in spring). And the shrimp are commer-

cially harvested for fishmeal.

With a continuing downturn in precipitation, the lake is now around 10% of its former
size, which has sparked environmental protests as authorities seem baffled as to how
to reverse its shrinking. Crazy plans like diverting water from the Aras River (rejected
by Iran’s neighbours) or relocating the population from the western shore (rejected by
the inhabitants) have been put forward. A new dam at Silveh on the Lavin River hopes to
channel water back into the Orumiyeh Basin. A bridge linking the eastern and western
shores that carries the main highway between Orumiyeh and Tabriz effectively cuts the

lake in two.

The lake’s hard-to-access, though very photogenic, eastern coastline is starkly
barren; the vivid blue waters contrast with jagged, sun-blasted rocks and parched
mud-flat islands. The western coast is slightly greener, but the orchards stop well
short of the shore. Several travel agencies in Tabriz organise lake trips, including to
Kabudi Island, the last resting place of Hulagu Khan, Genghis’ grandson. But there
is no reason to make a special trip to the lake, as you'll get excellent views of it from a

Tabriz-bound bus.

Tt recovered remarkably rapidly from Ta-
merlane’s 1392 ravages and, while the rest
of Iran was vassal to the Timurids, Tabriz
became the capital of a local Turkmen Qa-
reh Koyunlu (Black Sheep) dynasty. That
dynasty’s greatest monarch was Jahan Shah
(no, not the Taj Mahal’s Shah Jahan), under
whose rule (1439-67) the city saw a remark-
able flowering of arts and architecture, cul-
minating in the fabulous Blue Mosque.
Shah Ismail, the first Safavid ruler,
briefly made Tabriz Persia’s national capi-
tal. However, after the battle of Chaldoran
against the advancing Ottomans, Tabriz
suddenly seemed far too vulnerable to Otto-
man attack, so Ismail’s successor, Tahmasp
(1524-75), moved his capital to safer Qaz-
vin. Fought over by Persians, Ottomans and
(later) Russians, Tabriz went into a lengthy
decline, exacerbated by disease and one of
the world’s worst ever earthquakes, which
killed 77,000 Tabrizis in November 1727.
The city recovered its prosperity during
the 19th century. Shahgoli (now Elgoli)
on Tabriz’ southeastern outskirts became
the residence of the Qajar crown prince,
but heavy-handed Qajar attempts to Per-
sianise the Azeri region caused resentment.
The 1906 constitutional revolution briefly
allowed Azeri Turkish speakers to regain

their linguistic rights (schools, newspapers
etc) and Tabriz held out valiantly in 1908
when the liberal constitution was promptly
revoked again. For its pains it was brutally
besieged by Russian troops.

Russians popped up again during both
world wars and built a railway line to Jolfa
(then the Soviet border) before withdraw-
ing in 1945. This left Tabriz as capital of
Pisheveri’s short-lived separatist provincial
government (of autonomous south Azerbai-
jan), which tried to barter threats of seces-
sion for better Azeri rights within Iran. The
provincial government was crushed in De-
cember 1946 and, far from encouraging the
Azeris, the shah did the opposite, restrict-
ing the use of their mother tongue. Reaction
against this discrimination put Tabriz at the
forefront of the 1979 revolution well before
the anti-shah struggle was railroaded by
more fundamentalist Muslim clerics.

© sights

Central Tabriz
*Tabriz Bazaar

BAZAAR
(o8 D% Map p88; &roughly 8am-9pm
Sat-Thu) The magnificent, labyrinthine,

Unesco-listed Tabriz bazaar covers some 7

85

Z14av1l NVYl NY3ILSIM



86

Z148V1L NVYl NY3ILSIM

sq km, with 24 caravanserais (sets of rooms
arrranged around a courtyard) and 22 im-
pressive timches (domed halls). Construc-
tion began over a millennium ago, though
much of the fine brick vaulting dates to the
15th century. Hidden behind innocuous
shopfronts, it’s surprisingly easy to miss,
but the open Ferdosi mall is a good entry
point. Take a GPS waypoint below the tour-
ist information office (p92), then abandon
yourself to the closest laneway.

There are several mozaffareth (carpet
(Map p88) sections) according to knot size
(Map p88) and type. The Amir bazaar, (Jewel-
lery Bazaar; Map p88) with gold and jewellery, is
immediately behind the tourist information
office. The spice bazaar (Map p88) has a few
shops selling herbal remedies, henna and
natural perfumes. A couple of hat shops (in
the Kolahdozan bazaar (Hat Bazaar; Map p88))
sell traditional papakh (Azeri hats) made of
tight-curled astrakhan wool. Other quarters
specialise in leather (Deri Bazaar; Map p88), sil-
ver and copper (Saffar Bazaar, Bakir Bazaar; Map
p88), general household goods and fruit (Safi
Bazaar; Map p88) and vegetables (Sabz Bazaar;
Map p88).

Masjed-e Jameh MOSQUE
(Friday Mosque; Map p88) At the bazaar’s western
end an exit passage hidden by a curtain leads
to Tabriz impressive Seljuk-era Masjed-e
Jameh, with a magnificent brick-vaulted inte-
rior and twin, multiturreted minarets.

Blue Mosque MOSQUE
(Masjed-e Kabud, 258 s Map p88; Imam
Khomeini St; IR150,000; & 8am-5.30pm Sat-Thu)
When constructed for ruler Jahan Shah in
1465, the Blue Mosque with its intricate tur-
quoise mosaics was one of the most famous
buildings of its era. Unfortunately, it was
badly damaged in an earthquake in 1773,
leaving only the main iwan (entrance hall)
and Jahan Shah’s tomb intact. Restoration
has been slow, and though the main struc-
ture is complete again, the once-brilliant
external mosaics are only visible on the
original twan.

Once the mosque was built, artists took
a further 25 years to cover every surface
with the blue majolica tiles and intricate
calligraphy for which it was nicknamed.
The interior is also blue, and missing pat-
terns have been laboriously painted onto
many lower sections around the few re-
maining patches of original tiles. A smaller
domed chamber away from the entrance

once served as a private mosque for the
Qareh Koyunlu shahs.

Azarbaijan Museum MUSEUM
(03 o3 34 Map p88; [7)041-3526 1696; Imam
Khomeini St; IR200,000; & 8am-5.30pm Tue-Sun)
This museum’s entrance is a great brick por-
tal with big wooden doors guarded by two
stone rams. Ground-floor exhibits include
finds from Hasanlu (an Iron Age town that
developed into a citadel over 4000 years),
a superb 3000-year-old copper helmet and
curious stone ‘handbags’ from the 3rd mil-
lennium BC. Found near Kerman, these are
understood to be symbols of wealth once
carried by provincial treasurers.

The basement features Ahad Hossein’s
powerful and disturbing sculptural allego-
ries of life and war. The top floor displays
a re-weave of the famous ‘Ardebil’ carpet,
reckoned to be one of the best ever made;
the original is beautifully displayed in Lon-
don’s Victoria & Albert Museum.

Arg-e Tabriz HISTORIC BUILDING
(o5 Ll Map p88) This huge brick edifice
off Imam Khomeini St is a chunky remnant
of Tabriz’ early-14th-century citadel (known
as ‘the Ark’). Criminals were once executed
by being hurled from the top of the citadel
walls. The Russians used it as a command
post during their 1911 invasion. Unfortu-
nately, it’s being dwarfed by the even more
humongous Imam Khomeini Mosalla (Map
p88; Imam St) being built next door and the
whole area is presently closed off.

Municipal Hall HISTORIC BUILDING
(City Museum; Map p88; (21041-3553 9198; www.
tabriz.ir; Sa'at Sq; & 8am-6pm Sat-Thu, to 1pm Fri;
(#)) ({53 The iconic 1930s German-designed
Municipal Hall, still the bastion of city pow-
er, dominates Sa’at Sq. There’s a museum in
the basement with various city-related col-
lections, such as old maps, photos, carpets
and even antique vehicles.

Qajar Museum MUSEUM
(Amir Nezam House; Map p88; (2] 041-3523 6568;
Farhang St, Sheshgelan; IR150,000; ;8am-6pm
Tue-Sun) The elegant Qajar Museum is with-
in the palatial 1881 Amir Nezam House,
TabrizZ most impressive Qajar mansion,
with a split-level facade.

Architecture Faculty,

Islamic Arts University HISTORIC BUILDING
(Map p88; Walman St; tours IR50,000) A trio
of impressive 230-year-old mansions with



ARMENIAN MONASTIC ENSEMBLES OF IRAN

Three ancient churches scattered across the northern Azerbaijan province — Qareh
Kalisa (p80), St Stephanos (p96) and Dzor Dzor Chapel (p80) — constitute the
Armenian Monastic Ensembles of Iran Unesco site. Armenian tradition says that two of
the biblical 12 apostles — St Thaddeus (or Jude) and St Bartholomew — brought Chris-
tianity to the area in the 1st century. The earliest remains of the current churches date
from the 7th century, though each has been partly rebuilt a number of times over the
intervening years due to damage caused by earthquakes and various warring factions.
They are important pilgrimage sites for members of the Armenian church.

Each photogenic church is in a remote, starkly beautiful setting and the journey alone

is reward for the effort of tracking them down.

two-storey colonnades, inner courtyards
and decorative ponds makes up the Ar-
chitecture Faculty of the Islamic Arts Uni-
versity. You might be lucky enough to find
someone willing to show you around, but
be prepared to tip them.

Shahriyar House Museum MUSEUM
(Map p88; [/)041-3555 8847, Magsoudieh Alley,
off Tabazan St; IR80,000; &7.30am-7.30pm Sat-
Thu, to Ipm Fri) Enter a time warp to late-70s
Tabriz in the preserved house of much-
loved poet Ostad Shahriyar (1906-88). Sur-
rounded by his everyday belongings, you
almost expect the late poet to wander out
of the bedroom. He is buried in the Poets’
Mausoleum.

St Mary’s Church CHURCH
(Kalisa-ye Maryam-e Mogaddas; Map p88) Dat-
ing from the 12th century, St Mary’s is a
still-functioning Armenian church that
was mentioned by Marco Polo. It was once
the seat of the regional archbishop. Ring
the bell if you want to look inside.

Outer Tabriz

Poets’ Mausoleum MAUSOLEUM
(Maghbarat al-Shoara, Magbar al-Shoara; Map
p88; Seyid Hamzeh St) Poet Ostad Shahriyar
is ostentatiously commemorated by the
strikingly modernist Poets’ Mausoleum. Its
angular, interlocking concrete arches are
best viewed across the reflecting pool from
the south. The complex also commemo-
rates more than 400 other scholars whose
tombs were lost in the city’s various earth-
quakes. Take bus 116.

Elgoli Park PARK
(Shahgoli; M Elgoli) Elgoli Park, 8km south-
east of the centre, is popular with sum-
mer strollers and courting couples. Its

fairground surrounds an artificial lake,
in the middle of which a photogenic
restaurant-pavilion  ((21041-3380 5263;
meals US$5) occupies the reconstruction
of a Qajar-era palace. The park can be
reached by metro line 1.

(J

& Activities

Mt Sahand TREKKING
(Kamal Dag) Mt Sahand (3707m) is the gigan-
tic volcanic lump south of Tabriz; Kamal is
its highest peak. Access is via Sahand Ski
Resort, about 60km by road from down-
town Tabriz. You should be able to see
the summit from the resort: it’s 5km and

a 900m ascent along a well-defined ridge.
BYO taxi.

(& Tours

Nasser Khan TOURS
(Map p88; (210914 116 0149; amicodelmondo@
yahoo.com) A legendary polyglot pillar of
the tourist-information office, Nasser of-
ten takes small groups on people-watching
trips and cultural experiences. He can often
get you into officially closed buildings, such
as churches and zurkhaneh (traditional
body-buildling, wrestling and martial-arts
gyms).

ALP Tours & Travel Agency TOURS
(2)041-3331 0340; www.facebook.com/alptour;
Karimkhan Sq, Valiasr; < 8am-5pm Sat-Thu) De-
pendent on numbers, this outfit can arrange
Friday sightseeing trips around the prov-
ince, and skiing or snowboarding trips to
Mt Sahand. It’s a good contact for climbing
guides.

Hossein Ravanyar TOURS
((210935-299 2296; www.iranoverland.com) Ec-
centric fixer Hossein has been organising
tours and helping overlanders with their
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Central Tabriz

® Top Sights
1 Tabriz Bazaar.......coeevecniccnieens D2

@ Sights
2 Amir Bazaar......coooviiiccinc D2
3 Architecture Faculty, Islamic Arts

University

4 Arg-e Tabriz.....

5 Azarbaijan Museum

6 Blue Mosque....

7 Carpet Bazaar ..... D2

8 Coppersmith Bazaar.

9 Fruit Bazaar

10 Imam Khomeini Mosalla..
11 Masjed-e Jameh..
12 Municipal Hall......
13 Poets' Mausoleum.
14 Qajar Museum............
15 Shahriyar House Museum
16 Spice Bazaar
17 St Mary's Church...
18 Vegetable Bazaar...

€ Activities, Courses & Tours
19 Nasser Khan ..., D2

©) Sleeping
20 Darya Guesthouse
21 Hotel Sahand...
22 Hotel Sina.........
23 Khorshid Guesthouse.
24 Kosar Hotel........ccc.....
25 Mashhad Guesthouse
26 Morvarid Hotel
27 Ramsar Guesthouse.......cccccovvrvviniecenns B3

3 Eating
28 Emarat Restaurant
29 Haji Mahid.....
30 Koran Restauran
31 Rahnama Dairy .......
32 Tabriz Modern Restaurant...

@ Drinking & Nightlife
Emarat Cafe
33 Shahriar Restaurant

(& Shopping
34 Kolahdozan Bazaar.......ccccoevevevivennnnas D2
35 Leather Market
36 Small-Knot Carpet Bazaar ...

€ Information

37 Afagh Seir Tabriz
38 Armenian Prelacy Office
39 Azar Parand Gasht Travel....
40 Hitvan Hivan

Mahmud Abidan Exchange..
41 Mahnavard Travel ..
42 Nasr Clinic....
43 Ramin Exchange..
44 Tourist Information Office.

© Transport

45 Aram Safar
46 City Bus 110..
47 City Bus 111...

City Bus 115...
48 City Bus 136.
49 City Bus 160
50 Mihan Safar
51 Shuttle Taxis to Bus Terminal

vehicle paperwork for years. He routinely
drops off the grid, but he’s just as likely to
bob up again.

2= Sleeping

Summer camping is possible at designat-
ed sites, such as in Elgoli Park and near
Tabriz University. Tabriz has a wealth of
hotels; most of the cheapies are near the
bazaar on Ferdosi St, while the Fajr Sq end
of Imam Khomeini St has some good mid-
range options. The top-end hotels domi-
nate the Abresan district.

Khorshid Guesthouse HOTEL $
(Map p88; (21041-3553 9981; Ferdosi St; s/tw
IR690,000/870,000; &) Cheap and cheerful
Khorshid has clean, basic rooms on busy
Fedorsi St, a block from the bazaar.

Ramsar Guesthouse HOTEL$
(Map p88; [/)041-3551 2417; Imam Khomeini St;
s/tw IR690,000/870,000; # &) Clean, sim-
ple rooms come in a range of sizes at this
cheerful cheapie down the Farj Sq end of
Imam Khomeini St. Cheaper rooms with-
out bathroom are also available.

Darya Guesthouse GUESTHOUSE $
(Map p88; [(]041-3554 0008; www.darya-
guesthouse.com; Mohaqgeqi  St; s/tw/tr
IR690,000/870,000/1,210,000; (P)F)) A favour-
ite budget-traveller’s dosser, Darya has a
variety of clean, basic, thin-walled rooms. It
can be chaotic, but the friendly English-savvy
owner pulls it all together. There’s a useful
travellers’ tip book. The rooms without bath-
room are cheaper still. Don’t confuse it with
the totally unrelated Darya Hotel.
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Mashhad Guesthouse HOSTEL $
(Mosaferkhaneh Mashhad; Map p88; (/) 041-3555
8255; Ferdosi St; dm/s/tw without bathroom
IR250,000/350,000/520,000) Rooms (includ-
ing five-bed dorms), set above and below a
restaurant, are reasonable, with washbasin
and flat-screen TV. Bathroom standards
vary according to time of day and showers
cost a little extra. It’s ideally central, and
the rooftop terrace has a good view.

Kosar Hotel HOTEL $
(Map p88;  (2041-3553 7691,  info@ko-
sarhotel.com;  Imam Khomeini St;  s/tw

IR600,000/900,000; @ @) Centrally locat-
ed on Imam Khomeini St, the Kosar has a
variety of basic rooms; cheaper ones with-
out bathroom are also available. Cleanli-
ness can be iffy and service a bit random,
but if you've been travelling a while you
probably won’t care.

Hotel Sahand HOTEL $$
(Map p88; [21041-3555 2545; www.hotelsahand.
com; Imam Khomeini St; s/d US$43/65; (P # &)
Centrally located, the Sahand has spacious,
clean, comfortable tiled rooms, some over-
looking the mosque opposite. Staff mem-
bers are friendly. It’s worth bargaining for
a multiday discount.

Hotel Sina HOTEL $$
(Map p88; ()041-3551 6211; Fajr Sq; s/tw
IR1,100,000/1,500,000; [P ®E) Calm yet
central, this relatively plush option has
bright corridors with strip carpets over
clean tiled floors. Rooms are neat and fully
equipped. Enter from Felestin St. Parking
is limited.

Morvarid Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p88; [/041-3551 3336; www.hotel
morvarid.com; Fajr Sqg; s/tw/tr IR860,000/
1,200,000/1,500,000; #®)) Right on Fajr Sq,
opposite Golestan Gardens, the historic,
central Morvarid has been serving travel-
lers for decades, with tidy rooms, dependa-
ble bathrooms and smiling service.

Behboud Apartments APARTMENT $$
((2)041-3557 6647, http://behboudhotel.com/;
Shoar St; 4-person apt IR4,200,000; (PI[#®&)
These swish two-bedroom, four-berth
apartments in a newish block off Artesh St
near the stadium in the southern part of
the city are perfect for families or groups.
The apartments are huge, and there’s an
on-site restaurant and coffee shop. Buffet
brekkie included.

Tabriz International Hotel BUSINESS HOTEL $$$
((2)041-3334 1081; www.tabrizhotel.ir; Daneshgah
Sq, Imam Khomeini St, Abresan Crossing; s/d/tr
$82/116/148; [P)# @@); M Daneshgah) The
rooms are large, comfy and well appoint-
ed, the staff courteous and helpful, and the
restaurant pretty good, as you'd expect in
this price range. Share taxis pass right by
to get you into the centre, though the sub-
way to Sa’at Sq may have opened by the
time you visit.

Pars Elgoli Hotel HOTEL $$$
((2)041-3380 7820; www.pars-hotels.com; Elgo-
li Park; s/d/ste US$81/118/217, P @@ (;
[MElgoli) Three convex walls of gleaming
blue glass overlook the city’s favourite park,
8km from the centre. It has everything
you’d expect from a top business hotel, ex-
cept for alcohol in the minibar beers. The
atrium is airy and there’s a revolving res-
taurant (meals IR250,000-500,000; :7.30-
11pm) on top. It’s only a 500m dawdle from
the Elgoli metro station.

,\@ Eating

On winter evenings, sweet potatoes are sold
roasted or boiled from carts along Imam
Khomeini St, as well as baghla (boiled
broad beans), which are eaten as a snack
with vinegar and paprika. Imam St has
loads of juice bars and fast-food options,
mostly between Shari’ati St and the Tarbi-
at St pedestrian mall. Try the dizi in the
historically atmospheric Nobar Hammam,
now called Shahriar Restaurant (p91).

Central Tabriz

Rahnama Dairy SWEETS §
(Map p88; Ferdosi St; snacks from IR30,000;
& 7am-9pm Sat-Thu, to 2pm Fri) This simple
dairy-cafe at the main bazaar entrance
serves unbeatable breakfasts of must-
asal (yogurt and honey) and khame-asal
(cream and honeycomb).

Emarat Restaurant IRANIAN §
(Map p88; Shari'ati St; meals IR190,000) Car-
peted booths in a wide, airy space, English
menus and a plaster waterfall complete
with monkeys and goats complement the
excellent traditional Iranian food here.
Service is friendly; the English-speaking
manager sits behind a pirate galleon. From
the street, ignore the stairs that lead up to
the cafe and head straight through to the
restaurant.



Koran Restaurant IRANIAN §
(Qurani Chelokababi; Map p88; meals from
IR180,000; & 1lam-late Sat-Thu) This Tabriz
institution opposite the bazaar has the best
kababs in town, according to locals.

Haji Mahid FASTFOOD $
(Map p88; Tarbiat St; meals IR100,000; & 11am-
10pm; #)) Don’t bother looking for a menu
- there isn’t one; just say chelo murgh or
point at anybody else’s plate, as the only
dish here is chicken and rice. It’s upstairs
and the window seats have a good view of
the pedestrian mall.

Tabriz Modern Restaurant IRANIAN $$
(Map p88; [/)041-3556 3841; Imam Khomeini St;
full-service meals IR240,000-400,000; < noon-
llpm; &) Go the excellent fried trout
(IR270,000) at this friendly, rather ornate
basement dining hall. Prices include ‘full
service’: salad bar, mast (yogurt), soft
drink and delicious barley-and-barberry
soup. And, of course, there are kababs too.

Abresan Crossing & Valiasr
District

En route to the Valiasr or Elgoli Districts
youw’ll usually need to change shared taxis
at Abresan Crossing, where there are fast-
food options around the junction. Valiasr’s
latest fad is coffee and cake, ice cream or
an outrageous dessert. New cafes pop up
every day; wander and try a few out, or
consult http://foursquare.com.

BORDER CROSSINGS

Abdi PIZZAS
((21041-3336 6245; 29 Bahman St, Abresan Cross-
ing; pizza IR120,000-180,000; 5-10.30pm)
These guys have been churning out pizza
forever. Check out the black decor and real
flames over the doorway.

KhoshZaban Kalleh Pacheh BREAKFAST $
(Azadi St, Abresan Crossing; meals IR50,000;
&early) Locals rate the kalleh pache
(‘head and hoof’ soup) here as the best
in Tabriz. The soup is a traditional winter
heart-starter and is made by boiling up
an entire sheep’s head (brain intact) and
hooves. You've been warned.

Delestan AZERBAIJANI $$
([2)041-1333 8507; www.delestanfoods.com; Dane-
shgah Sq, 29 Bahman St, Abresan Crossing; mains
from IR220,000; & 1lam-11pm; (M Daneshgah) In
Daneshgah, east of the centre near the uni
entrance, this is a tale of two restaurants.
The scary day-glo fast-food section is pop-
ular with students, so head right for the
calmer restaurant area, notable for Azer-
baijani and Persian dishes. Each dish has a
handy photo on the website.

® Drinking & Nightlife

*Shahriar Restaurant TEAHOUSE
(Nobar Hammam; Map p88; [2)041-3554 0057,
Imam Khomeini St; chay IR50,000) There are
several interesting rooms in this convert-
ed subterranean 19th-century bathhouse,
though the galyan-wafting chaykhaneh
(teahouse) is the most exotic. The other,

Two border crossings from western Iran lead to Van in Turkey.

Sero—Esendere Through buses operate daily from Orumiyeh’s terminal to Van and take
around eight hours. Or you can take a savari to Sero ($US10, 45 minutes), skip the bus
border queues, then either pick up the regular Yuksekova—Esendere do/mus (minibus) or
the hourly Vangolt Turizm (p84) Esendere—Van service (TTL30, 4% hours). Taxi drivers,
bless them, will deny the do/imus exists. Yuksekova, 40km away, offers the closest ac-
commodation on the Turkish side. Vangélt Turizm also runs hourly Ytiksekova—Van buses
(TTL20, 3%2 hours) between 7am and 6pm, passing the magnificent ruins of Hosap Castle

in Guzelsu village (64km before Van).

Razi—-Kapik®oy This crossing follows the route of the Tabriz—Van rail link and is popular
with travellers in their own vehicles. Through buses run from Khoy to Van ($US20, four
hours), or you could string together minibuses. Take a savari from Khoy to Razi (about
US$10, 30 minutes), another to Kapikdy (or walk the road between border posts) and
then a do/mus on to Van ($10, 1%z to two hours). From Khoy you can also head to Tabriz,

Tehran or anywhere else in Iran.

Both crossings are only open 8am to 6pm local time. Iran is 1% hours ahead of Turkey,
so you need to cross out of Turkey by 4pm (allowing 30 minutes for paperwork). Heading
the other way, you shouldn't exit Razi before 9.30am Iranian time.
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larger room, popular with groups, is a res-
taurant (meals from IR200,000) with ta-
bles and chairs as well as carpeted booths;
it does very good dizi and kababs.

Radio Cafe CAFE
(210914 412 6645; Valiasr; coffee/cake from
IR100,000/80,000; :1lam-11pm) The coffee’s
first class and the light meals are very
moreish, but it’s the signature red-velvet
cake that really draws the crowds at week-
ends. It’s at the western end of Valiasr, past
the evil flyover.

Gr8 Cafe CAFE
(Mokhaberat Blvd, Valiasr; coffee/cake from
IR80,000/80,000; &10am-11pm) One of the
hippest new caffeine fuelling stations along
the Valiasr strip, Gr8 has tasteful wooden
panelling, herbal teas and cakes to die for.
Oh, and awesome coffee!

Emarat Cafe CAFE
(Map  p88; Shariati ~ St; coffee/cake
IR80,000/80,000; & 1lam-midnight)  Turn

south into Shari’ati St from Imam Khomeini
St and immediately follow the coffee sign
upstairs. The boys do a deft espresso and
chocolate-ripple cake in the smoke haze.

0 Information

CONSULATES

Azerbaijani Consulate (p342) Citizens of
most countries can now get an e-visa (US$23,
valid for 30 days) online in three working
days.

Turkish Consulate (/) 041-3327 18 82;
http://tebriz.bk.mfa.gov.tr; Homafar Sq,
Valiasr; & 9.30am-noon Sun-Thu)

MEDICAL SERVICES

Nasr Clinic (Map p88; [2)041-3553 8701; Ar-
tesh St; & 24hr) This clinic is next to Behboud
Hospital.

MONEY

Hitvan Hivan (Map p88; Imam Khomeini St;
& 8am-8pm Sat-Thu), near Tarbiat St, offers
quick and easy exchanges. Otherwise, try
these two, both in the jewellery bazaar (they
can be hard to find, so ask around or get the
nearby tourist office to guide you):

Mahmud Abidan Exchange (Map p88; (/1523
1077; araye Amir, Timche Amirno 11; & 9am-
6pm Sat-Wed, to 3pm Thu) Good rates and no
queue (but no sign).

Ramin Exchange (Map p88; (/] 041-3526
2016; ramin.chalani@hotmail.co.uk; 69 Saraie

Amir, Passage Farsh; & 9am-6pm Sat-Thu)
Reliable exchange office with decent rates.

POST

Main Post Office (Artesh St) Helpful for
shipping parcels.

TOURIST INFORMATION

Armenian Prelacy Office (Map p88; [2)041-
3555 3532; archtab@itm.co.ir) Contact the
prelacy for the dates of services at Qareh
Kalisa (p80) and other Armenian churches in
the Azerbaijan provinces.

Information Office (&7am-8pm) These guys
know all the schedules. The office is inside
the main bus terminal.

Tourist Information Office (Map p88;
[21041-3524 6235; www.tabriz.ir; Ferdosi St;
& 9am-2pm & 4-7pm Sat-Thu) Nasser Khan
has excellent free maps and is a mine of infor-
mation on Tabriz and the surrounding area.
He'll create bespoke tours to whatever you
want to see. It's upstairs in a building on the
eastern side of the the main bazaar entrance,
and signposted.

TRAVEL AGENCIES

A number of agencies have English-speaking
staff and offer train and plane bookings.
Afagh Seir Tabriz (Map p88; (/] 041-3554
8080; afaghseirtabriz@yahoo.com; Imam
Khomeini St; & 8.30am-8.30pm Sat-Thu)
Azar Parand Gasht Travel (Map p88; (] 041-
35511730; azar-parand@yahoo.com; Imam
Khomeini St; & 9am-6pm Sat-Thu)
Mahnavard Travel (Map p88; [./)041-3553
9444; www.mahnavard.com; West Tarbiat St;
€ 8.30am-6pm Sat-Thu)

Mihan Safar (Map p88; [.2)041-5534 4488;
Imam Khomeini St; & 9am-8pm Sat-Thu, to
noon Fri)

VISA EXTENSIONS

Passport Office ((2)041-3477 6666; Saeb St;
& 8am-1.30pm Sat-Wed, to 11.30pm Thu) Visa
extensions currently cost IR375,000. No Eng-
lish is spoken, and they may want you to pay
with an Iranian credit card, so you might need
to find an agreeable Iranian and pay them back.

€ Getting There & Away

AIR

Istanbul US$183, daily with Turkish Airlines
((21041-1329 6353; www.turkishairlines.com;
57 Nasim St, Valiasr; & 9am-5pm Sat-Wed, to
1pm Thu).

Dubai US$125, weekly in summer with Kish
(www.kishairlines.ir) and Caspian Airlines
(www.caspian.aero).



Tehran IR1,766,000, almost hourly between
7am and midnight with local airline ATA (p83)
and at least daily with Caspian, Kish, Iran Air
((21041-3655 4002) and Qeshm (p83).
Mashhad IR1,880,000, daily with ATA and Iran
Air Tour ([ 021-8931 7711; www.iat.aero),
Tuesday and Friday to Sunday with Meraj (As-
cension; (2)021-63 266; http://merajairlines.
ir/en) and Sunday with Iran Air.

Esfahan IR1,9250,000, Monday, Wednesday
and Saturday with Mahan Air. (www.mahan.
aero)

Bandar Abbas IR3,444,000, Monday with
Iran Air Tour and Tuesday with Qeshm.

BUS, MINIBUS & SAVARI

A couple of bus companies have offices on
Imam Khomeini St. Agency Mihan Safar (p92)
pre-sells tickets for many domestic long-
distance bus companies.

Most long-distance buses depart from the
huge, modern main bus terminal, 3km south
of the centre. There's a handy information
office (p92) inside.

Between 10pm and midnight cheaper buses
to Tehran (IR280,000) leave from near the
train station.

Savaris to most destinations (but not Ahar or
Marand) depart from the terminal’s northwest-
ern corner. Prepay at one of two ticket booths.

Other Terminals

Use the Rahahan terminal (Rahahan Sq) near
the railway station for Osku and thence Kand-
ovan. Out towards the airport, the Marand
terminal (Azerbaijan Sq) serves Marand and
Hadiyshahr (for Jolfa). Buses to Ahar depart
from the Ahar Terminal (East Terminal; 29
Bahman St).

DESTINATION FARE (IR)
Ahvaz 540,000
Ardabil 220,000
Esfahan 520,000
Kermanshah 370,000
Maku 80,000
Qazvin 290,000*
Rasht 335,000
Shiraz 950,000
Tehran (west) 330,000*
Tehran (south) 350,000
Zanjan 250,000*

* signifies VIP

International Buses

Bus services to Yerevan (Armenia; US$48, 15
hours), and with Aram Safar (Map p88; (2] 041-
3556 0597; Imam Khomeini St) for Istanbul
(IR1,400,000, 30 hours) and Baku (Azerbaijan;
IR800,000IR, 13 to 17 hours) all typically leave
around 10pm from outside the relevant ticket
offices on Imam Khomeini Ave.

Services sometimes leave from the train-
station concourse, so double-check.

TRAIN

Overnight trains to Tehran (12 hours) depart
at 4.40pm (from IR442,500) and 6pm (from
IR372,500), running via Maraqeh (2% hours),
Zanjan (8%2 hours, arriving antisocially early)
and Qazvin. There's also at least one daily train
to Mashhad (IR920,000, 24 hours), leaving at
12.25pm, which could be used for Zanjan and
Qazvin. The train station (/) 041-3444 4419;
Rahahan Sq) is 4.5km west of Farj Sq. Shuttle
taxis and city bus 111 drop off at the junction of
Mellat Blvd and 22 Bahman St.

The 8.20am local train to Jolfa (IR25,000,
three hours) operates Tuesday, Thursday and
Sunday only.

The only international train service currently
running is Tabriz to Nakhchivan twice a week.

ﬁ Getting Around

TO/FROM THE AIRPORT

Tabriz International Airport Airport bus 136
(Map p88) runs from Motahhari St every 40
minutes. Taxis (with blue stripe) should cost
IR60,000.

BUS & MINIBUS

City buses are relatively infrequent. Pre-buy
IR10,000 tickets. Useful routes from the major

DURATION (HR) DEPARTURES

15 1.30pm, 4pm

4 twice hourly 5am-6pm
12 4-5.30pm

10 6pm

3 daily

6 use Tehran (west) bus
7 8.30pm

22 1.30-2pm

8 frequent till 10pm

8% 8.30am, 11am

3 10am, 3pm
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city-bus terminal include bus 160 (Map p88) to
the main bus terminal and bus 110 (Map p88)
to Valiasr. Several services run the length of 22
Bahman St (for the train station), including bus
111 (Map p88). Buses 136 (p93), to the airport,
and 115 (Map p88), to the Marand terminal,
leave from the western side of the bazaar. Bus
101 runs to Elgoli from near Saat Sq.

SHUTTLE TAXI

A key route runs along Imam Khomeini St from
Fajr Sq to Abresan Crossing (IR20,000) but

on returning diverts onto Jomhuri-e Eslami St
when passing the bazaar. At Abresan Crossing,
walk under the flyover to continue to Valiasr
(IR10,000) or go to Rahnamae (IR10,000),
where you'll change again for Elgoli (IR10,000),
though you're better off taking the metro.

For the train station, start from Qonaga Sq
(IR10,000). To the bus terminal, shuttle taxis
take Shari’ati St (Map p88) southbound,
returning via Taleqani St. Dar bast to/from the
terminal will cost IR60,000.

TRAM & METRO

Metro line Lis open from Elgoli to Ostad
Shahriar and will soon be extended to Sa’at Sq.
Three more lines (and a commuter rail line) are
planned. Line 3 will link the airport to the bus
terminals, and line 4 will loop around the older
core of Tabriz. See http://tabrizmetro.ir/ for
updates.

CAR & MOTORCYCLE

Europcar ((2)041-3260 1565; Tabriz Inter-
national Airport) has rental cars for hire at
Tabriz Airport from US$60 per day.

Kandovan Ol sas
[Z1041 / POPULATION 740 / ELEVATION 1575M
Channelling Turkey’s Cappadocia and
looking like the cover of a fantasy novel,
Kandovan’s curious troglodyte cliff dwell-
ings have been carved into eroded volcanic
lahar pillars. These cones sit above a new-
er, lower village, which has spread exten-
sively around their base. Beat the incessant
crowds by coming late in the day, when the
light is soft and the rocks have a warm
glow. The village has an admission fee of
IR30,000. The area also has interesting
hiking possibilities.

Beyond Kandovan, smooth, steep foot-
hills mask a full view of Mt Sahand, whose
hidden volcanic summit rises to 3707m.
David Rohl’s book Legend suggests that Sa-
hand was the Bible’s ‘Mountain of God’. If
true, that would place Kandovan slap bang
in the original Garden of Eden.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

In Kandovan, several homes and shops at
the village base offer very basic rooms to
rent (IR300,000), mostly May to Septem-
ber only. You’ll usually get an unfurnished
room with a carpeted floor, so consider
bringing a sleeping bag. Standards vary.

Jamshid HOMESTAY $
((21041-3323 0016; r IR350,000) Has slightly
tatty rooms but offers a hot-water shower
and indoor squat toilet.

*Kandovan Laleh
Rocky Hotel BOUTIQUE HOTEL $$$
((2041-3323 0191; http://kandovan.lalehhotels.
com; r without/with Jacuzzi US$118/145, ste
US$188-252; (P@)) The Laleh’s 10 remark-
able rooms have been carved out of ‘fairy
chimney’ rock knolls. Inside theyre lux-
urious affairs, with stylish lighting, futon
beds, underfloor heating and (in many)
deep-stepped Jacuzzis as well as fully
equipped bathrooms.

The hotel’s restaurant is the best option
for a meal while in town.

ﬂ Getting There & Away

Minibuses from central Tabriz run regularly to
Osku (IR30,000, 50 minutes) till around 6pm.
From Osku to Kandovan (25km) taxis charge
US$10 return, plus US$3 per hour of waiting
time. Minibuses are extremely rare. A private
taxi from Tabriz to Kandovan costs around
US$22 return.

Jolfa Ll

[2)041 / POPULATION 7500 / ELEVATION 723M
The original Jolfa was once a major Ar-
menian settlement famous for its skilled
artisans. They were so skilled, in fact, that
in 1604 Shah Abbas kidnapped the entire
population, whisking them off to build
him a new capital at Esfahan, where their
descendants still live. Jolfa is now a busy
little border town centred on Ashura Sq, a
sizeable roundabout directly south of the
Azerbaijan immigration post.

There’s little to see in town, but it makes
a good budget base for crossing into Arme-
nia or visiting the Unesco-listed Church of
St Stephanos (p96) on a wooded hill above
the Aras River, 17km west of Jolfa. The
church’s well-preserved exterior reliefs in-
clude Armenian crosses, saints and angels.
The interior is still under restoration. A taxi
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Culfa, in Azerbaijan's disconnected Nakhchivan exclave, is a short walk across the Aras River
from central Jolfa. Use up your rials or exchange them for Azerbaijani manats (AZN1 equals
US$1.30) before leaving Iran. Note that in Azerbaijan ‘one shirvan’ confusingly means AZN2.
Be aware that Culfa’s police tend to be extremely suspicious of travellers. Jump into a
taxi or minibus to Nakhchivan city (about 35 minutes away), which is contrastingly relaxed

and cosmopolitan. From Nakhchivan city there are direct buses to istanbul (five daily,

around 30 hours via Igdir).

The exclave is separated from the rest of Azerbaijan by firmly closed Armenian borders.
You'd have to fly to reach Baku (five daily) or Ganca (three weekly), but tickets often sell

out a week ahead.

A new train service linking Nakhchivan to Mashhad (via Jolfa, Tabriz and Tehran) leaves

Nakhchivan Sunday and Thursday.

from Jolfa (25 minutes) to St Stephanos
costs around IR500,000 return with stops.
Bring your passport with you, as there’s a
checkpoint just as you leave Jolfa and you
may be stopped.

Other reasons to hang around including
exploring the sublime Aras River Valley or
the enclave of Nakhchivan.

Recommended hotels include the
budget Hotel Durna ((J]041-4302 3812;
Vilaete-Fagih St; tw/tr/q without bathroom
IR350,000/430,000/510,000) and the super
friendly Jolfa Tourist Inn (Mehmansara
Jahangardi; (2)041-4202 2220; www.ittic.com;
Shahid Beheshti Sg, Imam St; tw IR1,090,000;
PI# &), Jolfa’s nicest option with a good
restaurant. The atmospheric Fanous
Aras Traditional Restaurant (meals from
IR220,000) is another good place for a meal.

€ Getting There & Away

Savaris gather just north of Ashura Sq for Ma-
rand (IR80,000, one hour), Hadiyshahr (Alam-
dar; IR20,000, 15 minutes) and occasionally
Tabriz (IR400,000, 2%z hours). Minibuses to
Marand (IR40,000, 1% hours) run from Hadi-
yshahr, but not from Jolfa itself.

Some traffic uses the new sealed, very sce-
nic, direct road to Khoy, but you'll probably
need a private hire. If you're heading for Maku,
jump out at the motorway 25km before Khoy;
there’s an obvious pickup spot.

A taxi charter along the stunning Aras River
road to Kaleybar will take three to four hours
($40), which includes a couple of short stops.
A full-day tour costs $80.

Atrain leaves at 4.20pm (IR25,000, three
hours) for Tabriz on Sunday, Tuesday and
Thursday. There's also a train twice a week
between Nakhchivan and Mashhad that stops
here, but tickets may be scarce.

Aras River Valley

A taxi trip from either Jolfa or Kaleybar
through the sublime mountain scenery of
the Aras River Valley should not be missed.
Rarely in the world can you travel along
such a sensitive international frontier so
steeped in history and riven by geology.

The Aras River is the Bible’s River Gi-
hon. For millennia its valley formed a thor-
oughfare for traders, armies and holy men.
Only with the treaties of 1813 and 1828 did
Russia and Persia turn it into a border line,
and mud fortifications remain from the
18th-century conflicts that led to its division.

But today the tension is east-west, not
north-south. Clearly visible on the Aras’
northern bank are ruined villages, sad
signs of the still-unresolved 1989-94 Arme-
nia-Azerbaijan war. What a difference 50m
makes: it’s fine to drive along the southern
(ie Iranian) riverbank as a casual tourist
(though taking photos isn't advised), but
travelling along the parallel northern bank’s
now severed train line would be unthinkable
folly. That line crosses two globally forgotten
front lines: from Nakhchivan (Azerbaijan) to
its mortal enemy Armenia, on through Kara-
bagh (Armenian-occupied Azeri territory),
and then back through minefields to Azer-
baijan again. There’s not been active fight-
ing for over a decade, but the guard posts,
bombed-out trains and barricaded tunnels
add a considerable geopolitical frisson to the
valley’s great natural beauty.

West of Jolfa

On the Azerbaijani riverbank 7km west of
Jolfa, a truncated tomb stub and broken
bridge are all that mark the original site

AITIVA 43IAIY SYHY NVYl N43ILSIM



96

AFTTVA 43IATY SYHY NVUI NY3ILSIM

of ancient Jolfa (view it across the Aras
from near a police ‘fort’; leave the camera
in the taxi). About 1km further west, just
before the police checkpoint where the
dual highway ends, is the restored Cara-
vanserai Khaje Nazar, which overlooks
the Aras beautifully. Just after the check-
point, as you enter a spectacular red-rock
canyon, you’ll see the tiny Chupan Chape
(P)1 above you on the left. Ten kilometres
further on you’ll come to the turnoff for
St Stephanos church (Kalisa Darreh Sham;
IR150,000; & 8am-5pm; [P)).

Jolfa to Kaleybar

Travelling east from Jolfa, the horizon
is a tableau of eroded red cliffs backed
by snow-streaked Armenian peaks. In
the middle distance is the rocky cleft of
Nakhchivan’s abrupt llan Dag (Snake
Mountain), through which Noah’s Ark
supposedly crashed en route to Ararat.
Just beyond attractive Marazad, the sinu-
ous mud wall of Javer Castle rises on a
craggy shoulder. Four kilometres further,
take a short detour to the picturesque
stacked village of Ahmadabad, on a rise
overlooking the Aras. Another 2.5km along
the main road, a turning east leads steeply
up to the popular Asiyab Khurabe (Xaraba
Dayirman) spring and picnic area. The side
trip is justified mainly by the valley views
as you drive back down.

Siyah Rud’s farmers produce the
raw silk for Tabriz’s weaving villages of
Khanemu and Osku. Locals are usually
happy to show you the cocoon-extraction
process if youre passing through during
May or June. Further east, the road pass-
es through canyons with glimpses of spiky,

crested ridges leading up to Kuh-e Kamtal
(Chamtal Dagh, Tiger Mountain).

Sixty kilometres from Jolfa, the canyon
widens slightly at Norduz, the modern
Iranian-Armenian border post.

Four kilometres east of Norduz, pictur-
esque Duzal village rises on a hillock domi-
nated by a distinctive octagonal tomb tower
and imamzadeh-ye (shrine or mausoleum
to a descendant of an imam). Behind the
next rocky bluff the road passes through the
gate towers and sturdy mud-topped stone
walls of the once huge Abbas Mirza Cas-
tel (Kordasht Castle). When viewed from the
east, the walls frame an impressive spire
of eroded rock on the Armenian side. One
kilometre further east is a large, lovingly
renovated historic hammam (Kordasht)
with newly marbled floors and attractive
ceiling patterns. Two Kkilometres further, at
the end of Kordasht village, look west for
a particularly inspiring view of saw-toothed
craggy ridges.

After another 25km, a side road rises
steeply to the south beside a police post.
This leads to Ushtebin (Oshtabin, Oshto-
beyin) village (entry IR30,000) after 5km.
This photogenic stacked huddle of mud
and stone homes, in a ‘secret valley’ known
for its white pomegranates, has been tout-
ed as a ‘new Masuleh’, yet it remains virtu-
ally unvisited.

The main road continues via the pho-
togenically stepped village of Qarachilar
(7km from Ushtebin junction) to a road
junction at Junanlu (88km). The right turn
climbs steeply away from the Aras, follow-
ing a narrow gorge up through orchards
and nomad summer pastures to Kaleybar.
Instead of turning, if you continue straight
past the fork for another 10km you will see

() IRAN-ARMENIA BORDER CROSSING

The Norduz (Iran) customs yards occupy an otherwise unpopulated sweep of rural
valley. Moneychangers on the Iranian side buy and sell Armenian dram (US$1 equals
390 dram) as well as dollars and rials for around 5% below bank rates. One or two taxis
usually wait outside the Iranian border compound asking US$10 to Jolfa. From within the

compound you'll pay US$5 more.

Walking distance from customs on the Armenian side is Agarak village. Armenian
14-day tourist visas (US$50) or three-day transit visas (US$40) are available at the bor-
der, but the process might take a while — annoying if you're on one of the through buses
(Yerevan—Tehran via Tabriz). Hopefully, the bus driver will wait for you. On the Armenian
side Aries Travel (Aries Liber; [2)+374 10-26 39 73; www.bedandbreakfast.am) coordinates
pleasant homestays in Meghri, a 15-minute, 4000-dram taxi ride away. From Hotel
Meghri, near central Meghri, there's a 9am minibus to Yerevan (9000 dram, nine to 11
hours) and a 7.30am bus to Kapan (2000 dram, two hours).



a crumbling Khodaafarin Bridge crossing
the Aras to a bombed-out village. Pho-
tography is forbidden.

The drive between Jolfa and Kaleybar
takes around 3% hours with minimum
stops - six to eight hours with side trips
and lunch - and costs around US$40 for a
private taxi. Expect to pay US$80 for a full-
day excursion. The trip is equally stunning
in either direction.

Kaleybar oul
[Z1041 / POPULATION 12,000 / ELEVATION 1314M
Set attractively in a wide, steep-sided moun-
tain valley, modest Kaleybar makes a great
starting point for random hikes and visiting
nomad camps en route to the upper Aras
River Valley. But by far its biggest draw is
the breathtaking crag-top ruin of Qal’eh
Babak (Babak Castle; IR150,000). This exten-
sive fortress, the lair of 9th-century Azeri
hero Babak Khorramdin, looms above a des-
perately sheer chasm as you edge through a
narrow cleft to the final traverse. The ascent
will take one to two hours.

Beware of visiting Kaleybar during Bab-
ak’s controversial ‘birthday celebrations’ (in
the last week of June). While it’s a culturally
fascinating time, all accommodation will be
packed and authorities might suspect you
of being involved in stirring up political un-
rest among Azeri nationalists.

The nicest place to stay in Kaleybar is
Hotel Anza ((2)041-4444 4202; www.anzaho-
tel.com; off Farmandari St; d US$40; #/®&)). The
restaurant (when open) does excellent local
and Western dishes. Manager Manouche
can organise tours of the surrounding vil-
lages (US$80) and transport for the Arras
Valley trip to Jolfa. Chelokababi (Far-
mandari St; meals from IR120,000; € noon-10pm)
serves up tasty, fresh, no-frills kababs.

€ Getting There & Away

There are direct buses to Tabriz (IR200,000,
three hours) at 8am and 11.30pm. A taxi to
Jolfa along the Aras River will cost from US$40
and take 3%z hours with minimum stops. For
Ardabil, take a savari (IR50,000) to Ahar, then
change for Meshgin Shahr (IR60,000) and
then travel on to Ardabil (IR80,000).

Taxis to the Babak Hotel for the start of the
normal route to Babak Castle charge IR70,000;
for transport to the nomad camp, much closer
to the castle, expect to pay a lot more.

Ardabil dua))
[Z1045 / POPULATION 490,000 / ELEVATION 1374M
Long a gateway to the historic cities and
dry mountains of eastern Azerbaijan from
the low-lying, fecund Caspian, Ardabil
makes for an interesting stopover. The
Unesco-listed Sheikh Safi-od-Din Mauso-
leum is by far its greatest attraction, but
there’s a scattering of other minor sights.
On crisp, clear days, Mt Sabalan’s snow-
topped peak rises dramatically above Ard-
abil’s Shurabil Lake.

Ardabil sits on a high, windswept pla-
teau. The weather is pleasantly cool in sum-
mer but can turn somewhat nasty by year’s
end. While snow is possible from Novem-
ber, white winters are becoming shorter.

History

A military outpost for millennia, Ardabil was
the capital of the Sajid-dynasty Azerbaijan
from 871 to 929, and it saw independence
as a khanate from 1747 to 1808. However,
Ardabil is best remembered for spawning
two great leaders: the Safavid patriarch and
great dervish-Sufi mystic Sheikh Safi-od-Din
(1253-1354), and his descendant Ismail Safa-
vi. The latter expanded the clan domains so
successfully that by 1502 Ismail had become
shah of all Persia. His Safavid dynasty was to
rule Iran for over two centuries.

O Sights

% Sheikh Safi-od-Din
Mausoleum MAUSOLEUM
(Map p98; Sheikh Safi St; IR200,000; &8am-
5pm Tue-Sun winter, 8am-noon & 3.30-7pm sum-
mer) Western Iran’s most dazzling Safavid
monument, and a World Heritage Site, the
Sheikh Safi-od-Din Mausoleum is relatively
compact. The patriarch is buried with less-
er notables in an iconic 1334 Allah-Allah
tower, so named because the apparently
geometrical motif in blue-glazed brick is
actually the endlessly repeated name of
God. Much of the area around the complex
is being excavated and an attractive walled
garden makes a peaceful reading refuge.
To see the beautiful wooden sarcopha-
gi, enter a small turquoise-tiled courtyard,
then the Ghandil Khaneh (lantern house),
where the intensity of the gold and indigo
decoration is quite striking. The delicate
1612 Chini Khaneh (China Room), off to
the left, is honeycombed with vaulted gilt
niches originally designed to display the
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royal porcelain collection, most of which
Russia took home with it after the 1828 in-
vasion - it now resides in St Petersburg’s
Hermitage.

Other Sights

Ardabil has at least five restored bridges
across the Baligli Chay (Fishy River). Nick-
named Yeddi GOz (Seven Eyes), the sev-
en-span Pol-e Jajim (Yeddi Goz, Seven Eyes)
is the most famous, but the cute, three-
arch Pol-e Ebrahimabad (Map p98) is more
appealing.

The covered bazaar (pll4) is extensive
and attractive, covering the triangle be-
tween Imam Khomeini and Beheshti Sts.

Stroll the back alleys to find the hand-
some little Haji Fakr Mosque (Map p98)
with its squat, Bukharan-style pepper-mill
minaret and the attractively brick-vaulted
Mirza Ali Akbar Mosque (Map p98; Sa'at-Noh
Sq) decorated with a blue Kufic-tiled exteri-
or frieze and a lighthouse-style minaret.

The Jameh Mosque (gel> 23sa; Map p98;
Madani St) was once a truly gigantic brick
edifice. It’s built on the site of a Sassani-
an fire temple, while the Maryam Church
(Maryam Moghadas; Map p98) has an unusual
old stone pyramid as its central dome.

At Khalkhoran, a village-suburb 3km
northeast of the centre, is the mildly attrac-
tive 16th-century Sheik Jebra’il Shrine.

(J
& Activities
Mt Sabalan TREKKING
At 4811m, Mt Sabalan is Iran’s third-highest
mountain and, apart from in winter, can
be climbed by any experienced walker. The
northeastern ridge route departs from the
village of Shabil. Turn off the Meshgin
Shahr Rd to Lahrood (Lahroud) and con-
tinue to Shabil. From there you can take an
early 4WD up to a shelter at 3660m, then
start walking.

Iran Climbing Guide CLIMBING
(210912 344 5298; www.iranclimbingguide.
com) This outfit’s website has good info on
climbing Mt Sabalan, and it can also put
together climbing packages.

Alvares Ski Resort SKIING, TREKKING
A ski lift operates in the winter months at
Alvares, but the area makes a good base
for trekking outside this time. Alvares is
about 25km from the hot-springs resort of
Sar’eyn (Sarein, o= ), which is served by
frequent savaris from Ardabil (IR25,000).
A private taxi from Sar’eyn will cost
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around US$8 to US$12 return, depending
on waiting time.

|2= Sleeping

Most of Ardabil’s inner cheapies are pretty
dire.

Mosaferkhaneh Ideal HOSTEL$
(Ideal Hotel; Map p98; [2045-3336 8508; cnr
Madani & Kashani Sts, Pir Abdolmaleh Sq; s/tw/
tr IR520,000/820,000/1,060,000; # &) On a
busy intersection behind the bazaar.

% Hotel Shorabil HOTEL$$
((21045-3351 3096; www.hotelshorabil.ir; Shura-
bil Lakeside; s/d IR720,000/1,200,000; (P) /=)
Surrounded by wasteland at the edge of an
artificial lake, 4.5km southwest of the cen-
tre, this hotel might prompt you to won-
der what the attraction is, but the small,
modern rooms are well appointed, very
comfortable and the best value in town. If
youre coming from Astara, get out at the
first roundabout on the ring road.

Hotel Negin HOTEL $$
(Map p98; [21045-3323 5671; Talegani St; s/tw
IR950,000/1,300,000; [#/®)) Cheap, comfort-
able rooms in the northern end of town
but still within walking distance of most
sights. Staff can be hit or miss.

,\0/ Eating

There are lots of pizza and other fast-food
places along Moallam St between Shohada
St and Pol-e Jajim.

Numerous confectionary shops facing
the Safi-od-Din Mausoleum (p97) or along
Imam Khomeini St sell helva siyah (black
halva, or ‘pest’), a rich local speciality. It

costs around IR250,000 per kilogram, but
a small plateful sprinkled with coconut,
grated nuts and cinnamon is only IR15,000.
Ardabil’s famous honey is sold throughout
the city.

Shah Abbas Restaurant TEAHOUSE $
(Map p98; (210914 351 6676; Moadi St; meals
IR180,000) This hidden, tastefully renovat-
ed 640-year-old former hammam oozes
atmosphere, with vaulted ceilings and
rabbit-warren chambers. Try local pichag
geimeh (tender lamb, diced almonds, cara-
melised onions and soft-boiled egg stranded
with saffron) in the restaurant area before
retiring to one of the other chambers for
chay (IR35,000) and galyan (IR100,000);
local women smoke quite freely here.

ﬂ Shopping

Himalaya SPORTS & OUTDOORS
((2)0914 151 2871; Pasdaran St; & 9am-11pm Sat-
Thu) Good gear shop for camping supplies.

© Information

AnarNet (Map p98; Imam Khomeini Sq; per
hour IR50,000; & 8am-midnight)

Aryana Currency Exchange (Map p98;
[21045-3323 8747; Sheikh Safi St; & 9am-
2pm & 4-8pm)

Miras Ferhangi (Map p98; (/)045-3325 2708;
Khane Ershadeh St; €7.30am-2pm Sat-Thu)
Excellent free maps of Ardabil, Sara’eyn and
the region from a charming little brick court-
yard house.

ﬁ Getting There & Away

AIR

Tehran IR1,470,000, daily with Iran Air
(2)045-3225 2040; Imam Khomeini St),
weekly with Iran Aseman ([/)045-3325 1525)
and ATA (p83).

Mashhad IR2,020,000, several times weekly
with Iran Air.

Helpful Homai Travel (Map p98; (/) 045-
3323 3233; Sa'at-Noh Sq; & 8.30am-7.30pm
Sat-Thu, 9am-1pm Fri) sells air tickets and train
tickets ex-Tabriz.

BUS & SAVARI

From the main terminal (Mogaddas-e-Ardabili
St), 5km northeast of the centre, Tehran buses
(from IR350,00,000, 10 hours) leave hourly
(7am to 11pm) via Astara (IR50,000, two hours),
Rasht (IR175,000, five hours) and Qazvin
(IR260,000, eight hours). Buses run to Tabriz
(IR220,000, four hours) via Sarab half-hourly
till 6pm.
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Savari services to Astara (IR80,000, 1%2
hours) use Istgah Astara (Jam'e-Jam St), a
small yard with a green sign 100m northeast
of Jahad Sq. For Kaleybar, take a savari to
Meshgin Shahr (Vahdat Sq; IR80,000, 1%
hours) from Vahdat Sq, then change for Ahar
(IR60,000, one hour) and finally Kaleybar
(IR60,000, 40 minutes). Savaris to Tabriz
(IR250,000) leave 1.3km southwest of town.

€ Getting Around

The airport is 1km off the Astara road, 11km
northeast of Ardabil (IR300,000 by taxi). From
Imam Khomeini Sq shuttle taxis run to Baho-
nar Sq (for Sara’eyn minibuses) and to Besat
Sq. Minibuses to Khalkhoran (for the Sheik
Jebra'il Shrine) start near Imam Hossein Sq.

Khal Khal Jdala

[Z]045 / POPULATION 46,000 / ELEVATION 1800M
Khal Khal’s attraction is its ‘three ways’
location right in the centre of a haunting
nomadic landscape. It makes a good base
for treks and exploration of the surround-
ing photogenic countryside, and it’s a great
alternative route to Ardabil from Rasht,
avoiding the overdeveloped Caspian coast.
The lonely road south to Zanjan via Aqkand
along the Qezel Owzan valley is incredibly
scenic.

Imam St is the main drag, running
northeast to southwest for about 4km. If
you need a place to stay, try Khal Khal
Tourist Inn (Mehmansara Jahangardi; (.2 045-
3245 3991; www.ittic.com; Khujin Rd; s/tw/
tr IR830,000/1,300,000/1,470,000; PI#®),
400m east of the bus terminal, just behind
Valiasr Sq.

It’s possible to trek all the way down to
Asalem on the Caspian coast using a series
of backcountry tracks, traversing nomadic
grasslands, mountains and traditional Gi-
lani villages. Start from Andabil, a small
village a few kilometres north of Khal Khal,
then just head east. Theoretically, you can
camp anywhere, though you’ll probably be
invited for a homestay more than once.

€@ Getting There & Away

Direct savaris depart from Rasht's Pol-e Busar,
leaving the coast near Asalem for the very
scenic climb to Khal Khal.

Private taxis for the Qezel Owzan route via
Agkand to Zanjan (US$40-60) can be hired
outside the bus terminal. Expect to pay at least
US$100 to go to Takab via Mahneshan and Be-
hestan (if you can find anyone willing to do so).

Zanjan o)
[Z1024 / POPULATION 387,000 / ELEVATION 1653M
On a high plain, surrounded by stark, erod-
ed hills, the modest city of Zanjan makes
the perfect base for wider explorations. The
architectural wonder of Soltaniyeh is near-
by, while the battered hoodoos of Behestan
Castle and the bizarrely striped Colourful
Mountains lie further afield. Enticingly
scenic roads radiate to Khal Khal and the
Caspian, the subterranean delights of the
Katale Khor Caves, and Takht-e Soleiman
ruins.

Zanjan’s moment of infamy came in 1851
with a bloody siege ordered by Persian
prime minister Amir Kabir. The resulting
massacre was part of the relatively success-
ful campaign to crush the nascent Baha’i re-
ligion. Baha’ism had only broken away from
Islam three years before, but it was spread-
ing much too rapidly for Tehran’s liking.

O Sights

Central Zanjan

Zanjan Archaeology Museum MUSEUM
(Saltman Museum; Map pl01; (2)024-3333 4717,
Zeinabieh St, cnr Talegani St; IR150,000; & 9am-1pm
& 3.30-8pm Tue-Sun) The archaeology museum
is home to four of the fascinating ‘Saltmen’
mummies discovered over the years in the
Chehrabad Salt Mine (now an archaeo-
logical site). The effect of the salt and the
extremely dry air of the mine has preserved
whole corpses, some with skin, hair and var-
ious organs intact. Three are on display in
sealed glass cases on the museum’s 2nd floor,
where a guide will share their story.

Zanjan Bazaar BAZAAR
(Map pl0l) This intriguing long, nar-
row, mostly brick-vaulted bazaar hides
abandoned caravanserai, subterranean
chaykhanehs (teahouses), historic mosques
and just about every homeware and person-
al accoutrement you can think of. The east-
ern end is wilder.

Hosseiniyeh Mosque MOSQUE
(Map p101) This beautiful mosque dedicated
to Hossein catches the setting sun perfectly
from its western face. It’s off Ferdosi St.

Masjed-e Jameh MOSQUE
(Friday Mosque; Map p101) Madraseh cells line
the inner courtyard of this sizeable 1826



mosque, accessed through a spired portal
on Imam St.

Seyyed Ibrahim Shrine ISLAMIC SHRINE
(Imamzadeh Seyid Ibrahim; Map p101) A delicate
shrine to Seyyed Ibrahim set inside peace-
ful grounds right in the centre of the city.

Soravardi’s Bust STATUE
(Map pl0O1; Sa'di St) Philosopher Soravardi’s
bust can be seen on a library wall. The 1851
Baha’i massacres were perpetrated in lanes
behind the wall.

Rakhatshor-Khaneh MUSEUM
(Laundry House, Zanjan Anthropological Museum.;
Map pl01; [21024-3332 6020; Rakhatshorkhaneh
Alley; IR150,000; ¢38am-5.30pm Tue-Sun) A
traditional Qajar subterranean wash house
full of female mannequins, in the clothing
of the era, showing how it used to be done.
There’s also a small garden courtyard and
an above-ground workshop where people
make elf shoes.

Khanum Mosque MOSQUE
(Women's Mosque; Map pl01) Hidden in a
back lane, this cute mosque has a pair of
pepper-grinder-like turrets. To find it, head
north up Ferdosi St from Sabz Sq, then
turn left into the car park and head up
the laneway. A few more turns and you’re
there.

Rasul-Ullah Mosque MOSQUE
(Mosque of the Prophet Mohammad; Map pl01)
Grandly tiled, the mosque’s dome and min-
aret appear best at dawn and dusk, when
they’re framed by the giant revolutionary
‘organ-pipes’ monument of Engelab Sq.

Mir Baha-e Din Bridge BRIDGE
This attractive three-arched Qajar bridge
over the Zanjan Rud river is visible west of
the road to Bijar, southwest of the railway
station.

Around Zanjan

Katale Khor Caves CAVE
(Ghar Katalehkhor; [.2)024-2482 2188; info@katal-
ekhourcave.com; IR150,000; & 8.30am-7.30pm,
last entry 6pm; [P]) The extensive Katale
Khor cave system, rated by locals as the
best in western Iran, is 150km south of
Zanjan, off the Soltaniyeh-Hamadan road
near Garmab. Less touristed than the more
famous Ali Sadr caves (p131), which it is
thought to eventually join, Katale Khor has
3km open to the public and another 4km

Zanjan
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available for experienced cavers. There are
six recorded levels and a visit takes one to
two hours. There’s no public transport to
the site; hire a taxi.

Colourful Mountains MOUNTAIN
(Aladargh) Similar to the ‘painted deserts’ of
outback Australia and badlands America,
but on a much larger scale, these incred-
ibly coloured hills are visible to anyone

101

NVINVZ NVdl NY43ILSIM



102

NVINVZ NVYl N4ILSIM

travelling between Tabriz and Zanjan in
daylight. Banded in red, white and var-
ious shades of ochre, the fantastically
alien-looking shapes loom up either side of
Hwy 2 around the Zanjan 125km mark and
extend for about 20km.

Behestan Castle CASTLE
(Demon’s Throne, Qal'eh Behestan; [P]) This
wild-looking, incredibly eroded, cave-ridden
mesa soars above (or, more accurately, falls
into) the Qezel Owzan river in the ribbed
and riven badlands 120km northwest of
Zanjan. Reduced to a collection of tottering
hollow hoodoos, the mesa’s human-made
caves were part of a Sassanid-era fortress.
You’'ll need a full day’s car hire from Zan-
jan to explore the area properly. The closest
town is Mahneshan, 14km to the north.

|2= Sleeping

Amir Kabir Hotel HOSTEL$
(Map p101; [J)024-3332 4922; Sabz Sq, Imam St;
s/d/tr IR600,000/950,000/1,350,000; &)
Centrally located cheapie with basic rooms
(some with bathrooms).

Park Hotel HOTEL $$
([21024-3333 3533; www.parkhotel-zanjan.com;
Imam St; s/tw/tr US$50/70/90; # &) Light,
comfortable and overpriced rooms here are
complemented by friendly, English-speak-
ing staff and a good breakfast spread. The
restaurant has quality meals (IR450,000),
real coffee and a 25% surcharge. The wi-
fi works downstairs and in the hallways,
but not in the rooms. It’s probably the best
compromise you’ll get in terms of comfort,
location and price.

Zanjan Grand Hotel HOTEL $$$
(Hotel Bozorg Zanjan; (2)024-3378 8190; http://
zanjangrandhotel.com;  Basij Sq;  s/tw/ste
US$75/115/150; (PI#@)) At the edge of the
city by a busy roundabout, Zanjan’s top op-
tion has stylishly spacious business-stand-
ard rooms with bathrooms you could sleep
in. Staff try hard to please, but the noisy lo-
cation is inconvenient if youre not driving.

,\0 Eating
Haji Dadash IRANIAN $
(Map pl0L; (2)024-3322 2020; meals from

IR50,000; &10am-11pm) This family-oriented
tea cavern overflows with character, espe-
cially in its carpet-draped front cellar. The
good dizi sangi (stew of lamb, chickpeas
and potato) comes with a plate of fresh

herbs to fine-tune the flavour, but tea and
qalyan for four costs a hefty IR280,000.
Enter opposite the portal of Mirza Mehdi
mosque within the main bazaar.

*Restaurant Doorchin  MODERN IRANIAN $$
((21024-3336 2783; Azardi Sq, Imam St; meals
IR225,000) Nice and airy, the Doorchin has
a delicious modern take on Iranian fa-
vourites. The soup is elegantly spiced, the
yogurt fresh and piquant, and the service
friendly. Try the khoresht gheymeh (lamb
stew with yellow split peas and preserved
lemon).

Restaurant Golrizan IRANIAN $$
((21024-3377 9262; Imam St; meals IR270,000; (+# )
Near Honarestan Sq, the family-oriented
Golrizan offers an extensive salad bar to
complement all your Iranian favourites.
Staff are friendly and there’s not a surcharge
in sight.

® Drinking & Nightlife
City Coffee CAFE

(Imam St; & noon-10pm Sat-Thu) Espresso-lover’s
nirvana.

Eloglu Teahouse TEAHOUSE
(Map  plOL; Ferdosi ~ St; chai/qalyan
IR20,000/40,000; ¢ 8am-9.30pm) Old-school
subterranean teahouse. Look for chai signs
and a down staircase not far from the cor-
ner of Imam St.

ﬂ Information

Exchange Company ([.//024-3333 8682; unit
8, basement, Noor Bldg, Imam St; & 11am-
11pm Sat-Thu) If you can get past the dude out
the front with the machine gun, these guys are
in the basement of the Noor shopping centre.
Miras Farhangi (Cultural Heritage, Handicraft
& Tourism Organization; (/]024-3378 5010;
www.miraszanjan.ir; Honarestan, Imam St;

& 8am-4pm) You might be able to score a
free city map and some brochures here.

ﬂ Getting There & Away

Buses to Esfahan (IR350,000, 6.30pm), Rasht
(IR250,000, 8.30am) and Tehran (IR250,000,
frequent) use the big, empty terminal, five
minutes’ walk south of Shilat Sq.

Savaris and some buses for Tehran, Qazvin
and Tabriz pick up at the Behesti (Khayyam)/
Ferdosi St junction. If arriving on a Tehran-
Tabriz bus that's bypassing Zanjan on the mo-
torway, ask to get off at the tollgate just before
the Bijar junction (NOT at the ‘Zanjan’ exit,



which is 10km further east). There are plenty of
waiting taxis (IR100,000), which are a better
option than legging it 4km into town.

Savaris (IR30,000) and occasional mini-
buses (IR20,000) to Soltaniyeh leave from
Honarestan Sq.

The direct bus (Map p101; () 0914 482 4011)
to Takab (IR120,000, 3%z hours) leaves at
10.30am daily from the small yard on Behesti
St near the corner of Ferdosi St and goes via
Qam Chegay. You can hire savaris outside for
the run from Takab to the Tahkt-e Soleiman
ruins.

The train station is beyond a Dali-esque
gateway of winged wheels. The best-timed de-
partures for Tehran (IR128,000 to IR200,000,
four hours) via Qazvin (two hours) are at
6.20am and 8.06am, though there are several
afternoon trains as well. Buy tickets the day
before for the 8.57pm and 10.33pm sleepers
to Tabriz (IR375,000, eight hours) via Marageh
(five hours).

O Getting Around

Useful shuttle taxis run from Engelab Sq to
Honarestan Sq, passing near the bus terminal.
Others go from Sabz Sq to Esteqlal Sq.

Soltaniyeh 4ol
[]024 / POPULATION 6000 / ELEVATION 1803M
Soltaniyeh (‘“Town of the Sultans’) was
purpose built by the Ilkhanid Mongols as
their Persian capital from 1302. But less
than a century later, in 1384, it was large-
ly destroyed by Mongol invader Tamerlane.
Today, the tiny town hosts day-tripping
tourists eager to glimpse the Unesco-listed
Oljeitu Mausoleum (Gonbad-e Soltaniyeh;
024-3582 2850; http://soltaniyeh.ir; IR200,000;
& 8am-5pm), rising dramatically 48m above
the surrounding dusty archaeological digs
and crumbling city walls. This eight-tow-
ered octagonal building, built for a Mongol
sultan, supports a brilliant turquoise-brick
dome, one of the world’s largest. The interi-
or is full of scaffolding, but spiral stairs lead
up through thick walls to airy terraces with
exceptional views, beautiful vaulted ceilings
and fine mosaics.

Oljeitu was a Mongol ruler who, after
dabbling in various religions, adopted the
Shia name Mohammed Khodabandeh. He
had planned to rehouse in his mausoleum
the remains of Imam Ali, son-in-law of the
Prophet Mohammed. That would have
made the mausoleum Shiite Islam’s holiest
pilgrimage site outside Mecca (instead of

Najaf, Iraq). However, Oljeitu couldn’t per-
suade the Najaf ulema (religious leaders)
to give him Ali’s relics, and eventually he
was buried here himself in 1317.

Around the main site also look for the
Chalapi Oghli Mausoleum (Sheikh Borag;
Hamadan Hwy; & 8am-5pm) [{33 an una-
dorned Ilkhanid Mongol-period brick shrine
to Sufi mystic Sheikh Boraq, surrounded by
the courtyard of a khangah (dervish mon-
astery); and the turquoise-topped tomb of
Mullah Hasan Kashi [{33, a 14th-century
mystic whose recasting of Islam’s histori-
cal sagas as Persian-language poetic epics
unwittingly had a vast influence over Shia
Islam’s future direction.

Near the village of Vier (Viyar) lies
Dashkasan Temple (Dragon Temple, Stone
Carved Temple; IR150,000; & 8am-5pm), a cu-
rious collection of ‘stone quarry’ inscrip-
tions, the most renowned being those of
two 3.5m facing dragons. Take a taxi from
Soltaniyeh (IR200,000 return) to see them.

ﬁ Getting There & Away

Soltaniyeh is 5km south of the old Zanjan-Qazvin
road. It's easily visited as a half-day trip from
Zanjan's Honarestan Sq: direct savaris (IR30,000,
30 minutes) and irregular minibuses (IR20,000,
40 minutes) drop you an obvious 10-minute stroll
north of Oljeitu Mausoleum.

It's possible to combine Soltaniyeh with
a visit to Katale Khor Caves (p101), 150km
south of Zanjan, and then continue on to
Hamedan (or return to Zanjan) in one long
day. Private taxis from Zanjan start at around
US$80 return, though you could try stringing
savaris together, at least as far as Ghydar.

Takab @l
[Z1044 / POPULATION 48,000 / ELEVATION 1838M
Nestled high up among rolling hills with
air untainted by motorway diesel, this
modest market town makes a pleasant
base to explore some interesting sights in
the surrounding spectacular countryside.
The main drags are Imam Khomeini St,
running northwest to southwest, and Eng-
helab St, bisecting the town southwest to
northwest.

O sights
Takht-e Soleiman Ruins HISTORIC SITE
(Throne of Solomon;  (J]044-4545 3311,

IR200,000; & 8am-sunset) Sitting in a lonely
bowl of mountains, ringed by 1500-year-
old walls, these Unesco-listed ruins are one
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of the most memorable sights of western
Iran. In the 3rd century the state religion
of Sassanian Persia was Zoroastrianism,
and Takht-e Soleiman (then called Azer-
goshnasb) was its spiritual centre. Today
only fragments remain: you shouldn’t
expect Persepolis-style carvings. None-
theless, the site’s sheer age and magnifi-
cent setting are attractions enough. Taxis
(US$18 return including waiting time) can
be negotiated in Takab’s Ghalam Sq.

The site was perfect. Zoroastrianism
had by this stage incorporated many magi-
inspired elements, including the venera-
tion of earth, wind (plenty here), water and
fire. Water (albeit undrinkably poisonous)
was provided in abundance by the limpid-
ly beautiful, ‘bottomless’ crater lake that
still forms the centre of the site. This pours
forth 90L per second and would have been
channelled through an Anahita-style wa-
ter temple. Fire was provided thanks to a
natural volcanic gas channelled through
ceramic pipes to sustain an ‘eternal flame’
in the ateshkadeh (fire temple).

Takht-e Soleiman’s name isn’'t based on
real historical links to the Old Testament King
Solomon, but was a cunning 7th-century in-
vention by the temple’s Persian guardians
in the face of the Arab invasion. Realising
Islam’s reverence for biblical prophets, they
fabricated a tale of Solomon’s one-time resi-
dence here to avert the site’s certain destruc-
tion. The ruse worked, the complex survived
and the name stuck.

In the 13th century Takht-e Soleiman
became a summer retreat for the Mongol
Ilkhanid Kkhans. The remnants of their
hunting palace are now covered with a dis-
cordant modern roof forming a storeroom
(often locked) for amphorae, unlabelled
column fragments, photos and a couple of
ceramic sections of those ancient gas pipes.

A guide is often available at the site
gate, and can help you make sense of all
the piles of stone if you share enough lan-
guage. Alternatively, navigate on your own
using a glossy bilingual Farsi and English
map-brochure (US$1), which is sold at the
ticket booth but not displayed - ask.

Takht-e Soleiman is 2km from Nos-
ratabad. Archaeologists believe that be-
neath that mud-and-haystack village is
the site of Shiz, once a Nestorian-Christian
centre of Greco-Persian learning. Savaris
and minibuses run sporadically to the vil-
lage, but traffic is often very thin, making

hitchhiking beyond it difficult. It’s worth
checking to see whether a rumoured guest
house has opened in Nosratabad.

Karaftu Caves CAVE
(58S Jle; IR150,000) Set in the side of a
large cliff, 42km from Takab in neighbour-
ing Kordestan, this mixture of natural and
human-made caverns was used for habita-
tion from early Sassanid times. In one room,
an ancient Greek inscription references
Hercules, while other more modern scrawls
pay homage to Reza and Hossein, who were
both ‘here’ The drive from Takab is par-
ticularly scenic. There’s no public transport
to the caves; a taxi will cost around US$18
return including waiting time. Ask around
Takab’s bazaar.

Zendan-e Soleiman MOUNTAIN
This dramatic 97m conical peak dominates
the valley landscape for miles around. If
you're reasonably fit, climbing to the cra-
ter’s edge should take less than 15 minutes.
The path is muddy but obvious, zigzagging
up from the Takab road about 4km south
of the main Takht-e Soleiman ruins (p103).

(& Tours

Ayob Jahani TOURS
((210935 726 8851) Ayob speaks great English
and is a font of local knowledge. He knows
all the attractions, and how to get there and
be back in time for a departing bus. You'll
usually find him at the Hotel Ranji.

|2= Sleeping
Hotel Ranji HOTEL$
((21044-4552  3179; ayobjahani_90@yahoo.

com; Englelab St N; d IR1,340,000; ®)) Takab’s
only decent hotel has friendly staff, ade-
quate rooms, working wi-fi, hot water and
a reasonable restaurant (meals around
IR240,000). Effusive, knowledgeable Ayob
speaks excellent English and can arrange
transport to the Takht-e Soleiman ruins and
the Karaftu Caves (each US$20 return). The
hotel’s on top of the hill; the direct bus from
Zanjan will drop you at its door.

ﬂ Getting There & Away

Buses and minibuses leave from the terminal
(Resalt Sq) at the northeastern edge of town.
There's a 4am direct bus to Zanjan (IR120,000,
3% hours, 0914 487 4011) via Qom Cheqay,
which departs Zanjan at 10.30am for the re-
turn. The 10am Tehran bus (IR400,000, eight
hours) goes via Bijar and drops off outside



VISITING TAKHT-E SOLEIMAN

An interesting, if expensive, way to visit the Takht-e Soleiman ruins (pl03) is by char-
tering a taxi from Zanjan (US$80 for a full day with stops) and asking to be dropped off in
Takab or Bijar. Once past the mining town of Dandy, the route passes some truly timeless
villages. Shikhlar, 20km from Dandy, is dramatically backed by the pyramidal peak of
Tozludagh (Dusty Mountain). Qaravolkhana, 20km further (10km before Takht-e
Soleiman), has particularly picturesque mud-brick homes rising between spindly trees
and a green, igloo-shaped shrine at its southern end. Rolling grasslands offer great hikes
and the possible ascent of Mt Belqeis, topped by the fragmentary ruins of a Sassanid

line-of-sight fortress.

A cheaper option is to take the direct Zanjan-Takab bus (10.30am), which uses the
Qam Cheqay road to arrive in Takab in time to hire a taxi to Takht-e Soleiman ($18

return).

Zanjan (IR150,000, four hours) and Qazvin
(IR250,000, six hours).

There are hourly morning minibuses to Bijar
(for Sanandaj) and Shahin Dezh (for Miyan-
do’ab and points further north). Savaris for
Bijar (IR30,000, one hour) and Shahin Dezh
(IR40,000, 1% hours) leave from opposite ends
of Imam Khomeini St.

Rasht sl )
[2]013 / POPULATION 680,000 / ELEVATION 4M
Sophisticated Rasht, capital of Gilan prov-
ince, has long been a weekend escape for
Tehranis looking to sample the famous
local cuisine (p108) and hoping for some
pluvial action - it’s the largest, and wettest,
town in the Shomal region. Travellers use
it as a base to explore the amazing Qal’eh
Rudhkan and photogenic Masuleh, but
if they linger they’ll discover a vibrancy
among its young population that’s quite
infectious.

The rapidly expanding town has em-
barked on a bold urban-planning experi-
ment, the first in Iran, called ‘My Rasht’: the
streets surrounding Shohoda Sq have been
blocked off, creating an amazing people-filled
space that has reinvigorated the city centre.
Small electric vehicles transfer the less agile
between the road ends. Eventually the pedes-
trian malls will stretch 7km.

Rasht has had extended periods of inde-
pendence, and the lispy local Gilaki dialect
remains noticeably distinct from Farsi - its
reversed adjective-noun order causes other
Iranians much amusement.

History

Rasht (previously Resht) developed in
the 14th century, but the population was

massacred in 1668 by the forces of Cos-
sack brigand Stepan ‘Stenka’ Razin, who
also sank Persia’s entire Caspian navy. The
Russians, a constant in the region there-
after, were back in 1723 clearing space in
the then-impenetrable forest to allow Re-
sht’s growth. In 1899 a Russian company
cut the road to Qazvin, diminishing Gilan’s
isolation from the rest of Iran. By WWI the
town boasted 60,000 inhabitants and four
international consulates.

From 1917 Rasht was the centre of Ku-
chuk Khan’s Jangali (‘Forest’) Movement,
an Islamic, Robin Hood-style rebellion.
Among its grievances with collapsing Qa-
jar Iran was the shah’s perceived sell-out to
oil-hungry Britain. Courting the Bolsheviks
who’d just taken control of Russia, Kuchuk
Khan joined forces with communist ag-
itators and, on 4 June 1920, set up Gilan
as the ‘Soviet Socialist Republic of Iran’
However, radical leftists and land-owning
Muslim nationalists made very prickly bed-
fellows. Once Kuchuk Khan had ejected the
infidel communists from his ‘government’,
his Russian backers slipped away, leaving
Gilan prey to the efficient new regime of
Reza Khan (later Shah Reza Pahlavi), who'd
taken over Persia in a February 1921 coup.
Reza Khan dealt first with temporarily
independent Tabriz/Azerbaijan, and then
he attacked Gilan. Most of Rasht’s pretty
wooden houses were burnt and Kuchuk
Khan was executed - his severed head was
brought to Tehran for public display.

These days any enemy of the Pahlavis
has become a friend of the current Islamic
republic. Thus Kuchuk Khan has ridden
back into favour on many a horseback stat-
ue across Gilan.
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Gilan Rural Heritage Museum MUSEUM
((21013-3369 0970;  http://gecomuseum.com;
Fuman-Saravan Rd; IR150,000; &3 9am-6pm;
PI#) Many traditional Gilani cottages
have been reassembled in the grounds
of this fascinating open-air museum that
strives to represent the different cultural
and architectural areas of Gilan. On 45
hectares within the Saravan Forest Park,
18km south of Rasht (2km off the Qazvin
highway), seven full villages have so far
been reconstructed. Events showcasing
past traditions are held during the year.
You can tuck into some traditions yourself
at the museum’s cafe.

Shahrdari MONUMENT
(Map pl06; Municipality Bldg, Shahrdari Sq)
Rasht’s most identifiable landmark sits at
the western end of the vast, central Sho-
hoda Sq. The Shahrdari’s colonial style is

a severe block-like clock tower. The whole
area is floodlit at night and the square is a
popular people-watching viewpoint.

Rasht Museum MUSEUM
(Map plO6; Talegani St; IR80,000; & 8am-
5.30pm Tue-Sun, 9am-lpm Fri) While small,
this museum is well presented in a 1930s
house. Its mannequin displays illustrate
the Gilaki lifestyle, amid a selection of
3000-year-old terracotta riton drinking
horns in the shape of bulls, rams and deer.
It was believed that supping from such ves-
sels endowed the drinker with the powers
and skills of the animal depicted.

(& Tours

Fatimeh Norouzi TOURS
(210911 833 0142; faatima_ice@hotmail.com; full
day with/without car $150/80) Fatima speaks
good English and is very knowledgeable



Rasht

® Sights
1 Rasht Museum
2 Shahrdari

© Sleeping
3 Hotel Ordibehesht ..o Cl
4 Mehmanpazir Kenareh ..o D1

3 Eating
5 Kourosh....

@ Drinking & Nightlife

6 Cafe Negative ... Cl
© Transport
7 Savaris to Bandar-e Anzali.................. Cl
Shuttle Taxis to Golsar................. (see?)
8 Shuttle Taxis to Lahijan
Terminal ..o Cl

about the Gilan area, including Masuleh.
She can also help with accommodation.

Hassan Mohit OUTDOORS
(210911 136 7796; www.aryantour.com; daily with/
without car US$150/80) Affable, knowledgeable,
English-speaking Hassan is a good choice for
a driver-guide. He can also provide accom-
modation and meals at his homestay, Titi
(‘blossom’) Cottage, in the semi-rural village
of Ebrahim Sara, 25km east of Rasht.

2= Sleeping

There are many accommodation options,
but occupancy is high in the peak summer
season (May to September), when over-
whelming humidity makes air-con virtu-
ally essential. Most of the inner cheaper
hotels are signposted in English from the
pedestrian mall. More expensive rooms are
found in the concrete monoliths out by the
ring road to the south. There’s also a camp-
ground northeast of town.

Mehmanpazir Kenareh HOSTEL $
(Map pl06; (2013-3322 2412; Ferdosi Alley,
off Shari'ati St; s/tw/tr without bathroom
IR400,000/600,000/750,000; &) The most
appealing of the central cheapies, with
clean, basic rooms and friendly staff who
speak no English. There’s no breakfast, but
the wi-fi works. It’s opposite the bazaar;
there’s an English sign pointing the way.

Hotel Ordibehesht HOTEL $$
(Map pl06; (»)013-3322 9210; d IR1,290,000;
[PI ) The nicest central option, set back

from Shohoda Sq, the Ordibehesht has
comfortable, quiet, clean rooms, proper
hot water and staff who are friendly and
helpful. Breakfast is extra.

Hotel Pamchal HOTEL $$
(21013-3366 3822; Mosalla Sq; d/ste US$62/80;
#]) The large, comfy rooms, clean linen
and friendly smiles are nice, but the hotel’s
3.5km down Imam Khomeini St from the
centre, by the ring road.

Kadus Hotel HOTEL $$$
((2013-3336 5075; www.kadus-hotel.ir; Azadi
Blvd; d/tr IR3,750,000/4,700,000; (P )
Very nice rooms are well appointed, and
the management speaks good English, but
it’s hard to justify the price, especially so
far from the action.

,\"’ Eating

There are stalls around the bazaar selling
desserts, nuts and snacks. Many cheap ka-
bab barbecues appear at night on Imam
Khomeini St and Toshiba Sq. Most of the
trendy cafes and restaurants are in blinged-
up Golsar, 2.5km north of Shohoda Sq.

*Kourosh IRANIAN $$
(Map pl06; [21013-3322 8299; Gilantur Lane;
meals IR380,000; & 1lam-4pm & 7.30-1lpm)
The easiest place to sample the delights
of Gilani cuisine is the centrally located
Kourosh. Start with the murky-looking but
very tasty zeitun parvardeh (olives in wal-
nut paste) and share some mirza ghasemi
(dip-like pureed charcoal eggplant with
garlic and tomato) before hoeing into a
torche kebab (lamb and/or chicken coated
in a sour marinade). Then waddle home.

Haj Hossein Kabab IRANIAN $$
(2)013-3333 2860; Keivani St; meals from
IR220,000) Don’t even think about order-
ing the stew: you come here to go to kabab
heaven via its signature torche (sour) ka-
bab. (Just eat salad for a week afterwards.)
It’s in a laneway off Shariati St to the right
just before you cross the river.

Shour Kooli IRANIAN $$
((2)013-3311 7871; cnr 78th St & Golsar Blvd, Gol-
sar; & noon-4pm & 7.30pm-midnight Sat-Thu, to
4pm Fri) A local Golsar favourite, and a good
place to sample Gilani cuisine, Shour Kooli
specialises in sour stews and fish.
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LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

GILAN CUISINE

The Caspian Sea produces 95% of the world’s caviar. But don't count on seeing any.
Iran’s caviar is virtually all for export. In fact, Gilan's cuisine largely ignores the sea and
focusses on the local wealth of fruit, nuts, olives and vegetables. Typical dishes are packed
with garlic and turmeric, which can be rather shocking for the sensitive taste buds of
central Iranian tourists. Sirabi is essentially fried garlic leaves with egg, shami Rashti are
deep-fried lentil-and-meat patties, baghilah qotoq are dill-and-garlic-flavoured broad
beans, while anarbij (meatballs in walnut and pomegranate sauce) are a variant of fesen-
jun (chicken with walnuts). Torche (sour) kabab is another favourite. Easier to find than
any of the above is mirza ghasemi, a vegetarian marvel of mashed aubergine, squash,
garlic and egg. Although often listed as a starter, it makes a delicious meal when served

with rice or bread.

Restaurant Tak IRANIAN $$
((21013-3333 2147; Azadi Blvd, Manzarieh; meals
from IR280,000; 11.30am-4pm & 7-10.30pm)
Three floors of smart Gilani dining pres-
ent such options as torshe tareh (a citrusy
dish of local sorrel and egg) and amazing
oven-baked sardines.

Pizza Pizza
(Gilan Blvd, at 149th St, Golsar; pizzas from
IR250,000; #:6.30pm-midnight; ) This
family-friendly establishment is unusual for
its female waitstaff and children’s play area.
The pizzas are typically Iranian style, with
lots of cheese. Order downstairs; the menu
is in English. It’s 3km north of Shohoda Sq.

PIZZA$$

Razeghi IRANIAN $$$
((2)013-3372 3322; 123 St, cnr Sameyeh, Golsar;
meals from IR350,000) At the Paris end of Gol-
sar, this swanky diner is a good place to sam-
ple Gilani dishes, fish in particular. There’s a
live piano player, so go ahead and dress up.

® prinking & Nightlife

Cafe Negative CAFE
(Map plO6; upstairs, Sa'di St Mall; coffee
IR100,000; &> noon-midnight) In this funky-
town smoke haze women can light up and
not get hassled. Negative also does cakes
and good, strong coffee.

Babak CAFE
(Golsar Ave, at 102nd St, Golsar; coffee from
IR100,000; ¢ 10am-midnight) A stylish green,
cream and chrome coffee bar serving sundaes
and shakes. It’s 2km north of Shohoda Sq.

@ Information

MONEY

Mehrpouya Currency Exchange (Map pl06;
(210939 131 0026; Sa'di Alley; & 9am-8pm

Sat-Wed, to 1pm Thu) In an alley off pedes-
trian Imam near Shohoda Sq.

Vase Exchange (Map p106; (/] 013-3324 0597;
1st fl, Moravid Close; € 9.30am-8pm Sat-
Wed, to 1.30pm Thu) Free chockies while you
change money. Good rates.

Bank Melli has branches on 22 Bahman St
(Map p106) and 17 Shahrivar St (Map p106)
that are mostly useful for deposits.

If you need to change money and the ex-
change offices are closed, head for the jewel-
lery section of the bazaar and ask around.

POST

There's a central post office (Map p106) on
Shohoda Sq, but for parcel service use the
main post office in Golsar, on Bentolhoda St
just off Golsar Ave.

TOURIST INFORMATION

Gilan Miras Ferhangi (Map p106; [7/013-3775
4664; Ehtesab Alley, off Sabz Sq; & 8am-
2pm Sat-Thu) A historic brick building and
attractive garden host the tourist-information
office.

VISA EXTENSIONS

Police Headquarters (Map pl06; [7)013-218
3481; room 8, 1st fl, Shohada Sq; & 8am-
1.30pm Sat-Thu) To extend your visa, apply
before 10am. Previously you had to deposit
IR375,000 to the specified Bank Melli branch
(either 22 Bahman St or 17 Shahrivar St), re-
turn with the receipt and pay a further US$1 to
a uniformed officer. However, you may now be
requested to pay up front with an Iranian credit
card, in which case you will need to enlist an
obliging Iranian to help you.

€ Getting There & Away

AIR

Mashhad IR2,080,000, at least one daily
flight on Caspian (www.caspian.aero), Iran
Air ([2)013-3311 2125; Golsar Ave, nr 97th St;



&7.30am-7pm Sat-Thu, 9am-1pm Fri), Taban
((21061-3338 6269; http://taban.aero/en) or
Kish (http://en kishairlines.ir/).

Tehran IR1,490,000, daily flights on Iran Air
and Iran Aseman ((2]013-3375 6353; Rasht
airport).

Ahvaz IR2,500,000, several flights weekly
on Naft (.2 021-4469 1083; www.naftairline.
com).

Shiraz (IR2,5000,000, Tuesday, Thursday
and Saturday) on Iran Aseman.

Bandar Abbas (IR2,920,000, Tuesday, Friday
and Sunday) on Iran Aseman.

BUS, MINIBUS & SAVARI

The main bus terminal is 2km south of ‘Toshi-
ba’ (Mosallah) Sq, near Gil Sq. Several bus
companies have handy central booking offices.

Savaris to Tehran leave from five points
along Imam Khomeini St. Informal Tehran and
Qazvin savaris pick up at Toshiba and Gil Sgs,
southeast of the city centre.

Savaris to Bandar-e Anzali (Map pl106) The
Anzali touts stand at the corner of Nehest St
(from the Ordibehest Hotel) and Shahrdari
Sq, then lead you to the savari outside the
pedestrian precinct.

Many buses to Ardabil (IR300,000-450,000,
five hours) via Astara start from Tehran and
pick up at Istgah Anzali (Valiasr Sq).

Savaris to Astara (IR210,000, 2% hours), Asa-
lem and Khal Khal (IR150,000, two hours) start
at Pol-e Busar, just over the bridge on Sa'di St,
an easy 15-minute walk from Shohoda Sq.

For Fuman, and thence Masuleh, savaris/
minibuses (IR60,000/40,000) depart from
Yakhsazi Sq (Shohaday Gomnam Sq).

Informal Lahijan savaris pick up on Shari’ati
St (Map pl106), but the official Lahijan terminal
is 500m east of Janbazan Sq, hidden oppo-
site a Saipa showroom. Minibus/savari fares
to Lahijan are IR50,000/30,000, to Chalus
IR150,000/60,000; durations vary widely
according to traffic conditions.

FARE (IR, VIP/

DESTINATION MAHMOOLY)
Ahvaz 545,000

Esfahan 420,000

Gorgan 380,000/275,000
Hamadan 350,000
Mashhad 750,000/600,000
Tabriz 550,000

Tehran 300,000-450,000

© Getting Around

With the centre of town now blocked off, traffic
grinds to a halt daily on the outer roads. Shut-
tle taxis still run on the main routes but termi-
nate at the pedestrian-precinct barriers. Free
electric buses carry the less mobile around the
central pedestrian precinct.

Many shuttle-taxi routes run the length of
Imam Khomeini St from Shohada Sq, or along
Shohada St to the Lahijan terminal. North-
bound, many shuttle taxis go up Sa'di St via
Shahid Ansari Sq, where some swing left up
to Golsar (Map p106) and others continue to
Valiasr Sq (Istgah Anzali). These return south-
bound down Takhti St.

Around Rasht

Lahijan Clanay
014 / POPULATION 83,000 / ELEVATION 5M
Famed for its tea, Lahijan is one of Gilan’s
oldest towns, with a tree-lined charm to its
main streets and some interesting rounda-
bout statues.

Several minor sights, including the
Masjed-e Jameh (Friday Mosque), pierced
by a blue-tipped brick minaret, and the
Qajar-era Akbariyeh Mosque (4th West
Kashef Alley) with a two-storey octagonal
tower, are found around Vahdat Sq. Cha-
har Padeshah Mosque (Four Kings; Vahdat
Sq) is rumoured to be the resting place
of four Gilani kings, although its famous
carved wooden doors are now on display
in Tehran’s National Museum.

Visible from the Ramsar motorway,
2.5km from Lahijan’s Golestan Sq, is the
beautiful Sheikh Zahed Mausoleum
(Boq'eh Sheikh Zahed Gilani; admission by dona-
tion). Dedicated to a Sufi mystic, Sheikh
Zahed Gilani (1236-1301), the mausoleum,

DURATION (HR) DEPARTURES

15 11am, 2.30pm

9 6pm

8 hourly 7am-2pm &
7-10pm

7 9am, 11am, 6pm

16 2.30pm

9 4-8pm

4 frequent
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with its distinctive blue, pyramidal roof, is
an important pilgrimage site.

The easternmost 800m of Kashef St climbs
Sheitan Kuh (Satan's Mountain), a tree-covered
ridge fringed with tea gardens. It’s crowded
on Friday with local tourists enjoying fine
views over Lahijan’s lake. The telecabine
(IR200,000; &9am-dusk) here takes you across
to another, slightly higher hill.

Near the village of Soustan (Sistan), 4km
southeast of Lahijan, a lagoon is an impor-
tant habitat for migratory birds, and is most
attractive in the late-afternoon light, when
the nearby peaks are mirrored in its waters.

Of several attractive villages in the ap-
pealing semi-alpine mountain hinterland,
the best known is Deilaman, 60km away.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

Tourist Inn HOTEL $$
(Mehmansara Jahangardi; []013-4223 3051;
www.ittic.com; off Sepah Sq; tw US$45; P &)
Comfortable, well-equipped rooms with a
perfect central location and a restaurant
that offers good food and a lovely ambi-
ence right on the lake.

Arash Hotel HOTEL $$
(2)013-4234  3383;  http://arashhotel.com/;
Shohoda Sg; tw IRL100,000, 1-/2-bed apt

IR2,150,000/2,870,000; [P/@F) Comfortable
twin rooms and great-value, fully kitted-out
apartments are offered at the humble
Arash, just north of Shohoda Sq. Walk up
Shohoda St north from the square, then
take the next right.

PERSIAN TEA

Gilan province produces 90% of Iran’s
tea. The deep-green manicured tea
bushes are now so emblematic that it's
hard to believe they were introduced
only a century ago. In fact, tea didn't
reach Persia until the 17th century,
when it became an expensive luxury.
Qajar-period attempts to grow the

stuff were unsuccessful until Kashef-
ol-Saltaneh, an Iranian consul in India,
managed to learn the secret art. Around
1900 he slipped home to Lahijan with
some 4000 tea plants and the rest is his-
tory. Strangely, it's not that easy to find
a glass of the fair Persian brew either:
most of the chay in cafes and restau-
rants (and even in souvenir shops) is
cheaper black leaves from Ceylon.

Mahtab IRANIAN $$
(Imam St; meals from [R250,000; & noon-
4.30pm & 7.30-11pm) Great traditional Irani-
an restaurant doing Gilani cuisine. Try the
fish or the wonderfully sour torche kabab.
Just east of Golestan Sq, it’s the place with
the big sculpture of a jar of roses.

ﬂ Getting There & Away

Savaris from Rasht (IR40,000, 45 minutes)
arrive at Vahdat Sq and leave (unofficially)
from near Shohoda Sq. Minibuses (IR20,000)
and official savaris use Entezam Sq, about
1.5km further west. For Ramsar and Chalus,
transport leaves from near Basij Sq, a junction
200m northeast of the Tourist Inn.

Masuleh Agula

Q]OH / POPULATION 850 / ELEVATION 1051M

At least a millennium old, Masuleh is one
of Iran’s most famous villages - and hence
one of its most touristed. Picture-postcard
perfect, the earth-coloured houses are
stacked photogenically on top of one an-
other like giant Lego blocks, clinging to a
mountainside so steep that the roof of one
house forms the pathway for the next. In
summer, local and foreign tourists swarm
like ants across the village’s rooftops and
through its narrow passageways. To avoid
the coach-tour hordes, stay overnight, hike
the surrounding mountains, or visit in win-
ter when few others come. Note that there
is an IR30,0000 ‘tax’ to enter the village.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

Almost every villager rents out a room
(IR700,000-1,000,000), and quality can
vary dramatically. Look around and bargain
hard, as you may not even be dealing with
the owner. Prices are cheaper midweek.

Abbas Bamdad APARTMENT $
(20911 332 5227, ste weekday/weekend
IR700,000/900,000) These renovated suites
are worth the climb, with Western bath-
rooms and views to die for. It’s hard to find,
so ring first.

Mehran Hotel HOTEL$
(Mehran  Suites;  [2013-2757 2096;  apt
IR800,000) The Mehran has definitely seen
better days, and if you like everything to
work, then turn back now. But the rooms
are clean, with Kkitchenettes (though not
necessarily hot water), up to six beds, and
terraces with excellent village views. The
owner is friendly and speaks good English.



QAL'EH RUDKHAN

The incredible Seljuk-era walled fortress of Qal’eh Rudkhan (ot325, 42%; village/fortress
IR40,000/150,000; & 8am-5pm:; [P]) defends a steep, wooded spur of the Alborz Moun-
tains some 50km south of Rasht and makes a lovely day trip, especially when coupled
with a visit to nearby Masuleh. From spring to autumn, the winding, vertiginous ascent
through lush forests, moss-clad streams and evenly spaced teahouses should take
about an hour. Start early in peak season, as the fortress is popular with locals and

foreigners alike.

In winter the views of the snow-capped towers and intact ramparts are even more
stunning, but be aware that the steep, icy steps can turn quite treacherous, so take your
time. When passing through Fuman on the way, look out for its signature cookie, klucheh
fuman, filled with walnut paste, available hot from bakeries all over town.

Expect to pay from $US50 for a private taxi return from Rasht (including waiting
time). By savari, head first to Fuman (IR60,000), cross town to where the Masuleh and
Qal'eh Rudkhan roads fork, then grab another savari (IR60,000, 20 minutes) to Qal'eh
Rudhkan village; the final 7km to the Qal’eh Daneh trailhead will cost another IR60,000.
Don't leave your return too late as you may get stuck in Fuman.

There’s no breakfast. Head towards the
back of the village.

Mehmanpazir Navid HOTEL $$
(210936 168 1977, 0911 239 6459; apt from
IR1,250,000) This place has surprisingly
sizeable studio apartments with fold-out
couches and kitchenette.

Khaneh Mo’allem Restaurant IRANIAN $$
(2)013-2757 2122; meals from IR200,000;
©12.30-3.30pm & 7.30-9.30pm) On sunny
days, the nicest places for mirza ghasem?i
(dip-like pureed charcoal eggplant with
garlic and tomato) or torche kabab (lamb
and/or chicken coated in a sour marinade)
are the terraces here.

€@ Transport

From Rasht, head first to Fuman (savari
IR60,000), then cross town to the

Masuleh road where minibuses/savaris
(IR22,000/37,000, 45 minutes) depart regu-
larly in summer, less often in winter. A private
taxi (half-/full-day hire US$40/80) charter
from Rasht could include a side trip to Qal’eh
Rudkhan fortress.

Ramsar el
[Z)011 / POPULATION 34,500 / ELEVATION -15M
Possibly the most scenic spot on the Caspian
coast and a nice place to Kick back for a few
days, Ramsar is where the jungle-clad low-
er ridges of the snow-topped Alborz tumble
into the sea. It’s a verdant, photogenic area,
lush with orange groves, and there are walk-
ing trails into the nearby hills.

The Ramsar Telecabine (www.telecab-
inramsar.com; [R300,000; #) provides a
short, steep ride up the side of a hill and
over the highway, amusement parks and
orange groves. There are incredible views
of the Caspian, and the top beckons with
lookouts, cafes and walking trails.

Ramsar Palace Museum ((J)011-5522
5374; Rajaei St; IR150,000; & 8am-6pm) is an
ornately furnished 1937 building, set in a
walled garden, that was once the summer
palace of Reza Shah. Gilded, over-the-top
rooms mix guillotine-era French furniture
with distinctly Persian motifs of cheetahs
and fine carpets. This is where the Ramsar
Convention, an international treaty for the
protection and conservation of the world’s
wetlands, was signed in 1971.

(& Tours

Mr Mahdi TOURS
(210911 144 1442; infl20290@gmail.com) A
safe, reliable driver-guide with very good
English, Mr Mahdi knows Mazandaran
and Gilan provinces really well.

|2= Sleeping

*Gileboom Eco Lodge GUESTHOUSE $$
((210919 639 6185; www.gileboom.ir; 69 Sand Rd,
Ghasemabad; B&B without bathroom per person
IR750,000; @) @ Brainchild of young
Tehrani adventurers, this lodge nestled in
the verdant Ramsar hinterland provides
cultural, musical, gastronomic and adven-
ture activities for all ages. Run on sound
environmental principles, Gileboom offers
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WORTH A TRIP

JAVAHERDEH

High in the hills above Ramsar lies the picturesque mountain village of Javaherdeh
(s2,#152) which makes for a pleasant day trip or a good base for further exploration. The
views are stunning, and, at around 2000m, the air is deliciously cool in summer. It's
frozen but quite clear the rest of the time: in winter you'll need crampons just to traverse

the vertiginous main street.

Apart from the two decent hotels — Motel Javaher (Jewel Motel; [)011-5533 2031,
www.en.ramsarjavaherhotel.ir; cabins from IR1,200,000; (P} &) and Hotel Mahtab (Moonlight
Hotel; (21011-5533 4000; tw/tr IR1,300,000/1,600,00; (P} &) — there are usually homestays
available, but check in Ramsar before coming up. Your taxi driver should be able to find
one. There's food at the hotels, but self-catering might be your best option. A bakery hid-
den in a back alley produces beautiful zataar (herb)-dusted flat bread. Ask at the small
tea shop—grocer on the main street for directions — and buy some halva (a sweetmeat
made from sesame flour and honey) to go with your bread!

Take a private taxi from Ramsar’s Imam Sq (from IR600,000, 90 minutes) and enjoy
the stunning views from the crazily switchbacked road. You'll pay considerably more for

a day excursion.

traditional guesthouse accommodation
(on roll-up mattresses) as well as a sepa-
rate self-contained cottage. Look for the
Shohada St turnoff from the Caspian Hwy
about 16km northwest of Ramsar, just past
Chaboksar.

The lodge is a fantastic place to sample
the deliciously varied and seasonal Gilan
cuisine. Tours (from IR300,000) include
farm visits, fruit and tea picking, peak bag-
ging, overnight treks and swimming in the
Caspian.

Bam-e Sabz CABIN $$
(Ramsar Forest Resort; [2]011-5526 6519; www.
telecabinramsar.com; Ramsar Telecabine; cabins
from IR1,950,000; #@®) For something
a bit different, try these modern, comfy,
hexagonal cabins atop a mountain you can
only approach by telecabine (cable car).
There are plenty of nearby forest paths to
explore, Caspian views without the humid-
ity and, in winter, snow-lathered peaks.
Cabins fit two to four people. The attached
restaurant (meals from IR250,000) is ade-
quate if rather bland.

Ramsar Grand Hotel HOTEL $$$
(Parsian Azadi Ramsar; (210192-522 3592; Rajael
St; new wing s/d/ste US$75/90/120; (P ®))
Sitting aloof on the hill above Ramsar, the
Grand is an oasis of luxury away from the
exhausts of Rte 22. Surrounded by gardens
and orange groves, the older wing drips
with Pahlavi-era opulence, while the newer
modern rooms are just the place to unwind
after a trek across the Alborz. The attached

restaurant is excellent and breakfasts are
sumptuous.

Try to get a room with a Caspian view,
and don’t miss the sculptured rear garden.
If the old wing is closed, ask the staff if you
can sneak a look at the lobby. Be sure to
ask for a discount.

© Getting There & Away

Iran Aseman ([J)011-5522 4525) flies daily to
Tehran (IR1,490,000).

Westbound savaris use Imam Khomeini
Sq. Eastbound (from Basij Sq) you'll usually
have to change savaris in Tonekabon (aka
Shahsavar) for Chalus via Abbasabad, where a
forest road shortcuts to Kelardasht.

Kelardasht Gula S

011 / POPULATION 14,000 / ELEVATION 1248M
Cupped between towering, broad-shoul-
dered peaks, Kelardasht is nicknamed
the ‘Paradise of Iran’ - it’s probably the
most popular Caspian-area getaway for
nature-loving Tehranis. Surrounding areas
offer trout fishing, cross-country skiing,
trekking, mountain climbing and plenty of
cool, fresh summer air. The panorama as
you approach Kelardasht from Marzana-
bad is particularly impressive, with several
spectacular views of snow-toothed Alam
Kuh soaring behind the town. At Kaleno
an 11km part-paved road leads up to Val-
asht Mountain Lake.

Kelardasht’'s commercial centre is
Hasankeif, where most of the shops,



banks and an internet cafe are clustered
close to Hasankeif Sq. More traditional
Rudbarak starts around 5km south of
Hasankeif. It’s closer to the mountains and
is the starting point for most hikes, though
it has fewer direct views. Here, amid the
holiday homes, you can still find a few old
log-framed barns and houses with slate
or wood-slat roofs anchored with rocks.
(J

X Activities

Mountaineering Federation CLIMBING
(Federasion-e-Kuh Navardi; [2)011-3264 2626,
0935 486 4066; http://msfi.ir/; Tohid St, Rud-
barak) Staff here can show you climbing
maps and help arrange mules and guides.
The office also sells a great set of postcards
with suggested routes marked onto pho-
tos of various peaks. Check in here before
climbing Alam Kuh (p115); it’s 7.4km from
Hasankeif Sq. Pay your 1R1,000,000 peak
fees here. Call ahead for opening hours.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

Kelardasht Ghasr

Apartment Hotel HOTEL $$
((210911 391 8795; www.kelarhotel.com; opposite
Khondan St, Mahestan; d IR1,600,000; (Pl@)
Fully decked-out suites have separate
bedrooms, balconies and bathrooms and
would suit self-caterers. It’s a 15-minute
hike south up the small street coming off
Hasankeif Sq. Veer left where there’s an
obvious choice, turn right at the end and
keep going uphill.

Hotel Maral HOTEL $$
((2)011-5262 1130; Kelardasht-Rudbarak Rd; d
from IR2,000,000; (P & =) New and total-
ly blinged up, the Maral offers balconied
rooms and well-appointed suites a 300m
stroll west of Hassankeif Sq. There’s a pool,
a billiards room and a sheesha bar. Bear
in mind that this is also the disco wedding
venue of choice.

Arash Restaurant IRANIAN $
(2)011-3262 8312; Hasankeif Sq; meals US$3-
7, ©1lam-3.30pm & 7.30-10pm) This bright,
clean, pine-ceilinged restaurant offers
Iranian and Caspian favourites right on
Hasankeif Sq.

€ Getting There & Away

Savaris to Chalus (IR80,000, one hour) and
Tehran (IR520,000, four hours) leave from a
hidden yard 3km east of Hasankeif Sq. Shuttle
taxis from the square to the terminal cost

IR10,000. Buses (IR320,000, five hours) to
Tehran's western terminal depart nearby (at
8am and 2pm in both directions).

If you're heading north, consider hiring a taxi
(IR450,000) for the very scenic ‘jungle’ road
to Abbasabad, bypassing the traffic snarls of
Chalus altogether.

Transport within Kelardasht usually requires
chartering a taxi at IR300,000 to IR400,000
per hour.

Qazvin s R
[Z1028 / POPULATION 395,000 / ELEVATION 1301M
Qazvin is a pleasant city with a wonderfully
restored caravanserai-turned-arts precinct,
some quirky museums and a handful of de-
cent eating options. Famed for carpets and
seedless grapes, it was once the capital of
all Tran, but for most foreign travellers it’s
primarily the staging point for excursions
to the famous Castles of the Assassins and
trekking in the sensational Alamut Valley.
The city centre is Azadi Sq, widely known
as Sabz Meydan. The bazaar and alleys to
its southeast are the most atmospheric ar-
eas for random strolling.

History

Founded by the Sassanian King Shapur I
in the 3rd century, Qazvin prospered un-
der the Seljuk rulers, who erected many
fine buildings. It had a second, much later
burst of prominence when the second Sa-
favid shah, Tahmasp I (r 1524-76), trans-
ferred the Persian capital here from Tabriz.
A great patron of the arts, his ambitious
architectural plan for Qazvin proved to be
only a dress rehearsal for Esfahan, where
his successor, Shah Abbas I, set up court
in 1598.

O Sights

*Sa‘d-al Saltaneh Caravanserai  BAZAAR
(Map pll6; < 8am-10pm) This huge, beau-
tifully restored Qajar-era caravanserai is
now the design centre of Qazvin. The long,
vaulted passages house independent art-
ists showcasing exquisitely crafted wares
(jewellery, paintings, ceramics, carpets
etc) as well as galleries, coffee shops, res-
taurants and quiet, hidden courtyards per-
fect for relaxing. Vazir Laneway is now the
bazaar’s western corridor.

Chehel Sotun MUSEUM
(055 ey Map pl16; [.2)028-3323 3320; Azadi Sq;
IR80,000; & 9am-5.30pm) When Qazvin took
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its turn as Iran’s capital, this attractive, col-
onnaded cube was Shah Tahmasp’s royal
palace. Built in 1510, it was greatly remod-
elled in the Qajar era. Set in the town’s cen-
tral park, it looks especially photogenic at
night, with its delicate balustrades floodlit
and its back-lit coloured-glass windows
glowing through the foliage. It now serves
as a calligraphy museum.

Anthroplogy Museum MUSEUM
(Qajar Bath; Map pll6; [(2028-3323 3155;
Obeyd-e Zarani St; IR50,000; & 8am-6pm) In
a beautifully restored, multichambered
subterranean bathhouse dating from the
Sassanian period, lifelike mannequins doc-
ument the different cultural traditions of
the province.

Covered Bazaar BAZAAR
(Old Bazaar; Map pl16; & 9am-10pm) Now that
the Sa’d-al Saltaneh caravanserai (p113)
has been transformed into a modern arts-
and-crafts precinct, the remains of Qaz-
vin’s original covered bazaar deals mainly
in clothes, jewellery, textiles, homewares
and wet, dead things. It’s still worth a wan-
der, especially in its furthest reaches.

Nabi Mosque MOSQUE
(Shah Mosque; Map pll6; Imam Khomeini St)
This Qajar-era mosque has a distinctive
long, narrow courtyard that acts as the de-
marcation line between the old bazaar and
the renovated Sa’d-al Saltaneh caravanse-
rai (p113). The mogul-style dome catches
the evening light perfectly.

Masjed-e Jameh MOSQUE
(Jameh Mosque; Map p116) Built in 1115, but
extensively remodelled in the early 17th
century, the Masjed-e Jameh has huge
iwans (vaulted three-walled halls) and a
fine marble mihrab (wall niche indicating
the direction of Mecca).

Imamzadeh-ye Hossein ISLAMIC SHRINE
(Map pll6) This large, well-proportioned
shrine has a Qajar facade, a 16th-century
blue dome and plenty of mirror tiling. Set
in a big, fountained courtyard surrounded
by coloured-brick alcoves, it commemorates
Hossein, son of Imam Reza. Behind are
a martyrs’ graveyard and an aged fighter
plane on a pole.

Aminiha Hosseiniyeh HISTORIC BUILDING
(Map p116; Molavi St, at Amin Deadend; IR50,000;
& 9am-lpm & 4-6pm) Behind an unassum-
ing brick wall is this well-preserved Qajar

mansion built by a rich merchant in 1773.
The courtyard garden is a pleasant place to
linger after being dazzled by the mirrored,
glittery interior, with its coloured glass
windows and vaulted basement.

Qazvin Museum MUSEUM
(Map pl116; (2)028-3324 7898; Helel-e-Ahmar St;
IR150,000; 9am-12.30pm & 4-6.30pm win-
ter, 9am-12.30pm & 5-7.30pm summer, closed
Mon) This spacious modern museum pre-
dominantly features 19th-century decora-
tive arts, but the bottom floor has some
3000-year-old bronzes and ceramics from
the Alamut Valley.

Kantur Church CHURCH
(Borj-e-Naghus; Map pll6; Daraee Lane) The
20th-century Kantur Church has a blue-
brick belfry dome and sits in a tiny Russian
graveyard.

Ali Qapu HISTORIC BUILDING
(Map pl116; Helel-e-Ahmar St) The massive Ali
Qapu was originally a 16th-century gate-
way to the royal precinct, a kind of forbid-
den inner city. Today it’s a police post, so
don’t take photographs.

Cisterns

Qazvin has some of Iran’s best-preserved
domed cisterns, where water was stored
underground and cooled by wind towers.
Sadly, getting in is rarely possible, so don’t
make a special trip, but if you're passing
the most impressive from outside are the
Sardar cisterns Kuchak (Map pll6), and
especially Bozorg (Map pl16), and the Haji
Kazem Cistern with its well-preserved
wind tower.

Gates

Tehran Gate (Darvazeh-e-Qadim-e-Tehran; Map
pl16; Tehran Ghadim Sq) and Darbe Khoushk
Gate (Naderi St) are two scattered Qajar
decorative remnants of Qazvin’s once-vast
city walls.

Tourist maps mark dozens of histor-
ic buildings, but few are visually excit-
ing. Even the fine 14th-century Amineh
Khatun shrine (Map pl16; off Malekabad St)
seems forlorn amid a warren of modern
backstreets.

(J
& Activities
Qazvin is a good place to prepare for hikes
in the Alamut area.



Mehdi Babayi HIKING
(210912 682 3228) Mehdi Babayi is an expe-
rienced trekking and climbing guide and
driver who, despite his advancing years,
displays an enviable level of fitness.

Safa Hammam BATHHOUSE
(Map p116; Molavi St, at Tagavi Alley; bath IR50,000;
& 7am-7pm Sat-Thu, to 2pm Fri) Safa Hammam
is the best known of Qazvin’s traditional
subterranean bathhouses to remain active.
The domed central rest area is attractive.

CF Tours

*Yousef Shariyat TOURS
(210919 180 7076; yousef.sh.khoo@gmail.com;
day trip with 2/3/4 passengers $US60/70/80)
Yousef’s in-depth knowledge of the Alamut
Valley, excellent English, intelligent, eclec-
tic conversation and safe, relaxed driving
make him the first choice for guided day
trips in the region. He can also organise

Alamut camping treks; the cost is the same
per day as that of his day trips. Book sever-
al days in advance if possible.

|2= Sleeping

Mosaferkhaneh Abrisham MOSAFERKHANEH $
(Abrisham Guesthouse; Map pll6; [21028-
3357 8181L; Molavi St, off Montazeri Sq; tw/tr
without bathroom IR610,000/800,000; [ &)
This friendly guesthouse offers clean,
budget-savvy rooms with shared bath-
rooms above a supermarket. The staff can
help arrange Alamut trips.

Miremad Hotel HOTEL $
((2)028-3356 0610; www.mehotel.ir; Asadaba-
di Bivd; d IR900,000; &) With good, cheap
rooms and friendly staff, the Miremad is sit-
uated on the busy inner ring rd. It’s around
a 25-minute hike to the centre, though there
are plenty of taxis.

CLIMBING IN THE ALBORZ MOUNTAINS

The Alborz offers climbers a selection of 4000m-plus peaks plus routes to suit trekkers
and climbers of all capabilities. Many routes are documented on summitpost.org including
the following. If you're looking for guides consider contacting the Tehran-based Iranian
Mountain Guides ([.2/0912 190 2326, 021-4487 0132; http://mountainguide.ir/).

Alam Kuh

This 4850m mountain is Iran’s second tallest and its most technical. An 800m near-vertical
granite wall makes the mountain’s north face a special challenge for climbers, though there
are much easier alternative routes to the top. Ascents start 20km from Rudbarak (which is
just south of Kelardasht). Before starting you should sign in (and pay IR1,000,000 in peak
fees) at the Mountaineering Federation (p113) in Kelardasht.

For Alam Kubh, it takes at least a day to trek to one of two base-camp huts. Hesar-
chal offers the easier summit approach. For the wall, use the climbers’ hut at Sarchal
(3900m) and continue to a cwm called Alamchal (4150m). Climbing the wall itself is a
very serious undertaking even for highly experienced mountaineers.

Mt Takht-e Soleiman

From Sarchal it's also possible to climb Mt Takht-e Soleiman, at the other end of the main
knife-edge ridge, but there’s a lot of boulder-jumping on the glacier and plenty of slippery
scree. Note: this is the peak that Freya Stark wandered up almost by mistake, as described
in her book Castles of the Assassins. It is not the Takht-e Soleiman citadel near Takab.

Shah Alborz

Shah (King) Alborz (4125m) is the highest peak in the western Alborz range and can be
climbed in two (long) or three (shorter) days by a number of routes, the most popular via
the easy southern flanks from the Talegani Valley north of Karaj. The route isn't obvious,
so consider taking a guide. The climb starts above Hasan Jun hamlet.

The southern slopes of the Alborz are undulating and covered with soft soil or grass,
while the northern slopes are steeper, rockier and glaciated. A northern approach from
Garmarud in the Alamut Valley would be epic indeed, though the gentler western ridge
from Aveh looks more trekking friendly. A tent is essential regardless. Watch out for

bears, cheetahs and sheepdogs.

115

NIAZYD NVYl N¥3LSIM



116

NIAZYD NVl N4ZLSIM

. A
QaZVIII ® o —— 0.25 mites.
s Istgah Razmiyan 4 o=  Mahdis Gasht f Cafe Voraza (500m) o)
s (22km)[ 5 (200m); Darbe Shar e, Sz S
< w  Khoushk Gate i Allgy, o) o
ol BualiSt: " (350m); Tourist & L 24 S i
: Information S Fi’g 2 © p
(400m) @ 3 I= 0
3 NI 532 2
= 5 & L 5
Darvazeh & ® P = Mellat
Rasht (80m) ¥ < ] Pk
) hezri .
Imam Khome- . ©1s8 S Shahrdarli Khalegi Al
i St Sa'd-al Saltaneh o
Caravanserai ;. sq /@25 53 S o
1 9 ©
7 @822 6@ Do G5
4 u D {1-=) Tale
& 12 g.ze 7 8anj
5 Mar; < Valiasr
I % Sq
2 kel |
~ @ S©3 27 e
1 Ansari o S
& ® g
<
5 g5 ¢
Haji Kazem o o
Il = &
Cistern (300m) 16 g A 9 &
g 53 § o EIRS
$/7@ 19 55 @R =L
] @10
Wiremah Montazeri s Shohoda Sq
I-Izootg/ ~—Tehran Qagim =
i Jo § Darvazeh @15
3
L /710,; % ® ,% ] : Tehran Sq
+ g 745, 13
+ 6:9/6 "8 b @
"y + + F 5
+/ [+ 48, + +
T + Neasm
I - S I B

Taleghani Inn HOSTEL $
(Map pl16; (21028-3322 4239; Khalegi Alley, off
Talegani St; d IR600,000; &) Safe, cheap and
central, this renovated guesthouse up an
alley (the one past Yas Alley) presents ba-
sic, clean rooms. Some English is spoken
and staff can organise Alamut trips.

Alborz Hotel BUSINESS HOTEL $$
(Map pl16; [21028-3323 6631; info@alborzhotel.
com; Talegani St; tw US$60; PI@ &) It’s in
a great central location, but the clean, com-
fortable rooms are fairly expensive given
that the hallways are worn out and the wi-
fi’s patchy (it works best in the coffee shop).
Friendly staff speak good English and can
organise Alamut trips (for a premium).

Behrouzi Traditional Hotel HISTORIC HOTEL $$$
(Khane Sonatti Behrouzi; Map pl116; Ashgari Lane;
s/d/tr $US48/95/145; &) You'll never want
to leave this exquisitely restored Qajar-era
traditional house, right in the centre of the

old town opposite the covered bazaar. The
rooms, graceful yet sumptuous, are arranged
around a central courtyard. The beds are so
huge you’ll need to take a GPS with you.
There’s also a fantastic private hammam.
It’s the perfect apres-trek reward.

It’s in the sixth dead end off Ashgari
Lane.

,\é’ Eating

Qazvin’s speciality is gimeh nasar (also
spelt gheymeh nasser), a tangy lamb stew
made with diced pistachios.

Sib Restaurant IRANIAN $$
(Map pll6; Sa'd-al Saltaneh caravanserai; meals
IR250,000; & 11am-10pm) Come to this bright
new place in a hidden courtyard towards
the back of Sa’d-al Saltaneh caravanserai
for the airy ambience and the tasty Persian
favourites.



Qazvin
® Top Sights
1 Sa'd-al Saltaneh Caravanserai............ B2

® Sights
2 AliQapu
3 Amineh Khatun Shrine.
4 Aminiha Hosseiniyeh....
5 Anthroplogy Museum ..
6 Chehel Sotun.........
7 Covered Bazaar ....

8 Imamzadeh-ye Hossein .

9 Kantur Church... .C2
10 Masjed-e Jameh .B3
11 Nabi Mosque ..... .B2
12 Qazvin Museum .... .C2
13 Sardar-e Bozorg Cistern.. c4

14 Sardar-e Kuchak Cistern.
15 Tehran Gate

€ Activities, Courses & Tours
16 Safa Hammam ..., A3

©) Sleeping
17 Alborz Hotel.....ooovoviiiiiiicce
18 Behrouzi Traditional Hotel
19 Mosaferkhaneh Abrisham..
20 TaleghaniInn

3 Eating
21 Nemooneh

@ Drinking & Nightlife
24 Cafe Voraza
Negarossaltaneh...

( Shopping
25 Nakhajir Camping Shop.......ccccccveeine c2

© Information
26 Arash Safar Travel

27 Kandovan Travel ... D3
Meraj....cccovevennnns see 23)
Tourist Information Booth............ (seel)

© Transport

28 Main Bus Terminal.... D4
Safar Talaei

Nemooneh IRANIAN $$

(Map pl16; (2)028-3332 8448; cnr Buali & Ferdo-
si Sts; meals from IR280,000; & noon-3.30pm &
7-10.30pm; [#)) Locals rate this the best feed
in Qazvin, and it’s hard to argue. The handy
picture menu helps visitors explore beyond
kababs and try some Iranian specialties,
such as khoresht fesenjan (chicken and
walnut stew) or the succulent butter-fried
salmon. It's down the glittering stairs

on the northeastern corner of Buali and
Ferdosi Sts.

Yas IRANIAN $$
(Map pl16; (2)028-3322 2853; Yas Alley, off Tale-
gani St; IR230,000; & noon-3pm & 7.30-10pm)
In the alley of the same name, the Yas is
cheap and cheerful and does a fine rendi-
tion of the local gimeh nimeh (succulent
stewed lamb on rice).

® prinking & Nightlife

*Negarossaltaneh CAFE
(Map pl16; 34 Vazir Bazaar; coffee & snacks from
IR50,000; ¢310am-10pm Sat-Thu, 5-10pm Fri)
Deep within the Sa’d-al Saltaneh caravan-
serai is this hipster favourite. An English
menu reveals heart-starting espressos and
lattes, exotic teas and trippy herbal con-
coctions, deliciously wicked petit fours
and even breakfast eggs, all in a relaxing,
intimate space. Try the nan charie (carda-
mom-flavoured biscuits shaped like Christ-
mas trees) and zamin megar (a drink made
from honey, condensed milk and saffron).

Cafe Voraza CAFE
(Map pll6; (2)028-3333 3001; http://cof-
feeshopvozara.com/; Khayyam St, cnr Adl Blvd;
& 10am-late) Locals and tourists alike
cram this tiny hole-in-the-wall cafe at the
northern end of Khayyam St for its eclectic
range of coffees (included iced), cakes and
ice creams (the chocolate ice-cream cake is
the best!).

ﬂ Shopping

Nakhajir Camping Shop  SPORTS & OUTDOORS
(Map pl116; [21028-3222 4551; Ferdosi St; & 8am-
1pm & 4-9pm Sat-Thu) Tool up here for your
Alborz trek.

ﬁ Information

TOURIST INFORMATION

Tourist Information ([ 028-3335 4708;
http://qazvin.ir; Naderi St; & 9am-6pm) The
helpful staff at this office facing the historic
Darbe Khoushk Gate dispense great free
maps and useful brochures and are only too
happy to design a walking tour taking in all
the major sights.

Tourist Information Booth (Map pl16;
(210912 282 9049; www.qazvin.ir; Sa'd-al
Saltaneh caravanserai; & theoretically 8am-
12.30pm & 5-7pm Sat-Thu) Should you find it
open, you might be able to grab a map or two
from this office at the Imam St entrance to
the Sa'd-al Saltaneh caravanserai.
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Sanandaj food, especially the house khoresht sabzi
vegetable, meat and bean stew). Other
® Sights (veg )

1 Asef Mansion
2 Khan Hammam...

3 Lotfolla Sheik-al-Islam Mansion .. A2

4 Masjed-e Jameh........ccccoovvvieeeriinenns A2

5 Moshir Divan.........cccocevnnniccnnnn. Bl
© Sleeping

6 Hotel Hedayat ... B4

7 Hotel Kaj. oo B4
3 Eating

8 Jahannama ..C2

9 Morvarid Restaurant

@ Drinking & Nightlife
10 ToranjBook Cafe.......ccccceeeieiirirennan D4

© Information
11 Cultural Heritage Organisation
of Kordestan ..., A2

dishes to try include juje pofaki (mari-
nated chicken bits) and the tangy tahchin
agusht (a rice-cake stack of meat, raisins
and barberries).

Morvarid Restaurant IRANIAN $$
(Map pl24; (J)087-3323 8444; Namaki Blvd;
meals I1R230,000; & noon-4pm & 7.30-10pm)
Just off crowded Ferdosi St is the reliable
Morvarid with its eye-searingly red interi-
or. Try the Kurdish kofte (meatballs).

Kaal Book Cafe CAFE
(2)087-3371  7375; coffee/cake  from
IR80,000/50,000; &:10am-10pm) A grungy,
narrow doorway leads to a refined, inti-
mate courtyard that’s perfect for a coffee
or exotic chay and cake fix on the way back
from Abidar Park. It’s behind Molavi Sq.
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WORTH A TRIP

PALANGAN

In postcard-perfect Palangan (0%L; population 900), brightly dressed Kurdish children
drive donkeys up the near-vertical pathways while old men in baggy black trousers sit
and chew the (goat) fat outside the village hall. Women spread grains out to dry on the
flat roofs of the haphazardly stacked stone houses, which tumble down both sides of a
rocky cleft, ceasing just above the dark waters running in between. Unlike the more tour-
isted villages of Masuleh and Kandovan, Palangan feels refreshingly authentic. Everybody
is smiling. Nobody is in a hurry.

There's no official hotel, but ask around, as somebody may have a room to rent. While
there are a couple of simple grocery shops, you're better off bringing your own food.

The easiest way to get to Palangan is by private taxi from Sanandaj (US$34 return).
Otherwise, take a savari to Kamyaran, halfway between Sanandaj (IR80,000) and
Kermanshah (IR70,000); savaris for Palangan (IR50,000) start from Kamyaran's Sala-
haddin St (2km southwest of the main bus terminal), but expect to pay dar bast (US$15
return, plus waiting time). The asphalted 45km road passes some other interesting mud-
and-stone Kurdish villages en route, and you'll usually get a lift in either direction. Getting
out of Kamyaran to a city late in the day or on holidays could be a problem. If you're
heading to Paveh, take a savari directly to Ravansar (IR50,000, 35km) and you can avoid

Kermanshah altogether.

it fills with Iranian tourists. There’s also a
restaurant.

O Getting There & Away

Snow allowing, Howraman-at-Takht makes a
relatively easy day trip by taxi from Marivan (or
even Sanandaj). There are also shared 4WDs
between Biyakara and Howraman-at-Takht
(IR300,000, 134 hours, 50km), but you can't be
sure of finding a ride back again the same day. A
greatideais to engage a taxi or 4WD at Biyakara
or Marivan and continue all the way to Paveh.
Dar bast, expect to pay US$90 via Belbar. Shar-
ing aride, prices will vary enormously according
to vehicle, driver and the co-passengers you can
find for intermediate points.

Paveh o5l
[2)083 / POPULATION 24,500 / ELEVATION 1564M
Strung along narrow terraces above a pic-
turesque valley, rapidly developing and
Hurami-speaking Paveh (Pawa in Kurdish)
makes an accessible introduction and gate-
way to the Howraman region.

Paveh runs long and thin from a small
bazaar and bus station in the south, wind-
ing through the town centre (Maolavi Sq)
in the valley ‘elbow’ before petering out in
the north below the Eram Hotel. Several
higher roads mirror the route and offer
fine viewpoints.

Only the first 400m of Quri Qaleh Cave
(IR45,000; & dawn-dusk; (P)), 25km east of
Paveh, is open to the public, but there are still

some nice features. Beyond the locked gate,
the system extends for at least another 2.7km.

On a hill above the northern edge of
town, Eram Hotel ([2)083-4612 4695; tw
IR1,750,000; (PI#/®) has adequate rooms
and fine views of the surrounding moun-
tains. It’s a 4km slog from the bus terminal,
but if you're coming in from Howraman,
ask to be dropped at the first mosque.

The traditional-style Restaurant
Sonatti (meals IR250,000) has views of the
whole valley - reach it from the upper
road above the town centre, via a zigzag
staircase.

ﬂ Getting There & Away

From the main terminal, 2.5km south of
Moalavi Sq, minibuses and savaris depart for
Kermanshah (IR200,000, 13 hours) and Ra-
vansar (IR100,000). For Sanandaj, change at
Ravansar for a Kamyaran-bound savari.

For Marivan and Howraman, shared Toyota
(pronounced ‘tweeter’) pickups gather outside
a trio of orange container huts 1Ikm north
of Shohoda Sq. Departure times are highly
unpredictable, typically before dawn to How-
raman-at-Takht (US$10, five hours), if at all. To
allow plenty of photo stops, consider renting a
taxi dar bast to Marivan from Kurd Taxi Agen-
cy (Janbazan Blvd) via Howraman-at-Takht
(IR2,600,000, along a very rough road that’s
passable in perfectly dry weather only). Note
that the sealed road via Nosud close to the
Iraqi Kurdistan border is not recommended
and should be avoided.



Kermanshah oLl S

[Z1083 / POPULATION 887,500 / ELEVATION 1330M
Kermanshah developed in the 4th centu-
ry AD under the patronage of Sassanian
kings. The city squats astride the former
Royal Rd to Baghdad, and such strategic
positioning has brought both prosperity
and attack: Kermanshah suffered brutal
damage during the Iran-Iraq War. Briefly
renamed Bakhtaran in the 1980s, the city
is a melting pot of Kurds, Lori and other
Iranians, many on pilgrimage west to the
holy cities of Najaf (Iraq) and Kerbala.

Large, sprawling and often bewildering,
Kermanshah can be a hard city to love. The
centre, if there is one, feels strangely empty
of people, yet traffic snarls along its main
arteries. The city’s proximity to the Achae-
manid and Sassanid carvings of Bisotun
(p130) and Tag-e Bustanis is the main tourist
drawcard.

O Sights

The main street changes names (Ashraf-
ti to Kashani to Modarres to Beheshti to
Sheikh Shiroodi) as it stretches over 10km
from the busy commercial centre (the
southern third) to the foot of the magnif-
icent rocky Parom massif. Here the Tag-e
Bustan carvings, ringed by parks and out-
door restaurants, form the city’s foremost
attraction.

Taq-e Bustan HISTORIC SITE
(IR200,000; [#)) Inscribed into the base of a
towering cliff, these extraordinary Sassani-
an bas-reliefs of ancient victorious Kkings
divide opinions. Some travellers feel dis-
appointed by the Tag-e Bustan experience,
as there’s a relatively high admission price
for a few stone carvings and a duck pond,
both of which are viewed easily from out-
side the fence. For Iranians, a visit is a joy-
ous celebration of their incredible Persian
heritage. Whether you immerse yourself or
crank up the zoom lens is up to you.

Tag-e Bustan was originally the site of
a Parthian royal hunting garden, but the
Sassanians later added their own regal
stamp. The biggest alcove features ele-
phant-mounted hunting scenes on the
side walls and highlights the coronation
of Khosrow II (r 590-628), beneath which
the king rides off in full armour and chain
mail (half a millennium before the Europe-
an Black Prince made it fashionable). The

second niche shows kings Shapur III and
his Roman-stomping grandfather Shapur
II. To the right of the niches is a fine tab-
leau again showing Shapur IT (r 379-383),
in which he is depicted trampling over
the Roman emperor Julian the Apostate
(whom he defeated in 363) and receiving
a crown of blessings from the Zoroastrian
god Mithras.

Late afternoon is the best time to visit,
as the cliff turns a brilliant orange in the
setting sun, which then dies poetically on
the far side of the duck pond. The sur-
rounding open-air restaurants rock out till
late in the evening, and the carvings are
warmly floodlit. The site is 10km north of
Kermanshah’s city centre.

Takieh Mo’aven ol-Molk ISLAMIC SHRINE
(Map p129; Hadad Abil St; IR150,000; &:10am-
noon & 4-7.30pm Sat-Thu) The Takieh Mo’aven
ol-Molk is Iran’s finest Hosseinieh, a dis-
tinctively Shiite shrine where plays are
acted out during the Islamic month of
Moharram to commemorate the martyr-
dom in 680 of Imam Hossein at Karbala.
Enter downstairs, through a courtyard and
a domed central chamber decorated with
grisly scenes from the Karbala battle.

The shrine remains very much active,
with pilgrims kissing the doors and being
genuinely moved by the footprint of Ali
(Hossein’s father) on the wall of the second
courtyard. This is set amid tiles depict-
ing a wild gamut of images, from Quran-
ic scenes to pre-Islamic motifs including
Shahnameh kings, European villages and
local notables in 19th-century costumes.

The building to the right is now an eth-
nographic museum displaying regional
costumes.

HURAMI KURDISH LANGUAGE

The Hurami Kurdish language is quite
distinct from Sorani Kurdish, which
replaced it in Sanandaj, though Hurami
was once the dialect of choice for re-
gional Kurdish poets. Knowing even a
few words will flabbergast and delight
the locals you meet. Fere-washa and
zarif mean beautiful, wazhmaze means
delicious, deset wazhbu (literally ‘hand
good') means thank you, to which one
replies sarat wazhbu (‘head good’),
which means you're welcome.
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Biglar Beigi Tekyeh ISLAMIC SHRINE
(Map p129; (2)083-3372 6597; IR80,000; & 8am-
7pm Sat-Thu) 133 The Biglar Beigi Tekyeh
Hosseinieh is worth visiting for its daz-
zling mirror-tiled central dome room. It
also houses a fairly cursory calligraphy
museum. Go down the lane opposite the
fine Masjed-e Jameh (Friday Mosque; Map
p129; Modarres St), then take the first alley
left.

Covered Bazaar MARKET
(Map pl29) The extensive, much-restored
covered bazaar slopes up from Modarres
St. With a couple of dilapidated old cara-
vanserai courtyards at the western end, it’s
well worth exploring.

(& Tours

Mohammad Puurr TOURS
([2)0918 855 6840) A very safe, reliable driv-
er in Kermanshah, Mohammad will take
you wherever you want to go, including Bi-
sotun, Paveh, Palangan and further afield.

Shapur Ataee TOURS
(210918 856 6220; shapurataee@yahoo.com; per
day plus tips US$25) Shapur is an extremely
learned and interesting guide with good
English and decent French.

2= Sleeping

Most of the cheap dossers lie around Azadi
Sq, many marked only in Farsi. The further
from the square, the quieter it will be; look
for hidden stairways.

Shahed Park Campground CAMPGROUND
(Shahed Park, Beheshti Blvd) [EI33 You can
camp in Shahed Park, near the Kharkeh
River and with views of the oil refinery.

Meraj Hotel HOTEL$
(Map p129; (1083-3823 3288; Modarres St; s/
tw/tr IR460,000/610,000/760,000; # @) This
hotel’s right in the centre above Azadi Sq.
Don’t expect much and you won’t be dis-
appointed.

Resalat Hotel HOTEL $$
((21083-3724 6365; Ferdosi Sq; s/tw/tr IR1,030,0
00/1,400,000/1,700,000; # ®&)) A reasonable
traveller’s option in the south of the city,
close to Laleh Park. The rooms are ade-
quate; the wi-fi mostly works in the lobby.

Hotel Khourosh BUSINESS HOTEL $$
(Cyrus Apartments; (2] 083-3839 0417, http://hotel
kourosh.com/; Golrizan St; s/tw/tr IR1,530,000/

1,830,000/2,260,000, apt from IR3,050,000;
P®®) The Khourosh is an island-
tower of single rooms and multibedroom
apartments in the city’s northeast.

Hotel-Apartment Lizhan APARTMENT $$
(Map p129; [2)083-3721 0102; Motahhari Blvd; apt
US$78; (%) Great for self-catering families,
these apartments (with kitchens) sleep up
to six in two bedrooms. It’s conveniently
located within walking distance of the ba-
zaar, but nearby parking is limited.

Parsian Kermanshah HOTEL $$$
((21083-3421 9151; www.parsianhotels.com; Sha-
hid Keshavari Blvd; s/d IR2,590,000/2,820,000;
[P# @) The most comfortable rooms in
town are in this Parsian tower 8km from
the centre and walking distance to Taq-e
Bustan (p127). The 6th-floor restaurant,
with its expansive views and local speciali-
ties, makes for a pleasant lunch spot (meals
1R280,000). Staff will organise agency taxis
for Bisotun, Palangan and Khorramabad.
The hotel’s next to a mind-numbingly con-
voluted flyover near Velayat Bridge.

Jamshid Hotel HOTEL $$$
((2083-3429 6002; Kuhnavand Sq; tw/tr
IR2,400,000/2,950,000; (PJ[#/®) Next door
to Tag-e Bustan (p127), the Jamshid has
an eccentric white-stone castle facade that
could easily be mistaken for the entrance
to an amusement park. The basement
restaurant (meals from IR350,000) does
nothing to dispel this impression, with
wacKky ‘river cave’ and mini-Tag-e Bustan
features. The rooms are large and comfort-
able, but theyre overpriced and showing
their age.

There are plenty of other (cheaper) food
options in the surrounding area, which is
lucky because youre a long way from the
rest of town.

,\@ Eating

Around Azadi Sq and on Motahhari Blvd
at the junction of Kaangar Blvd there are
snack stalls and confectioners selling Ker-
manshah’s archetypal nan berenji cookies
(literally ‘bread-rice’; a round semi-sweet
confection that’s usually yellow and fla-
voured with saffron). There’s a great con-
centration of kabab cafes and open-air
teahouses near the Tag-e Bustan (p127)
carvings and several restaurants around
Kashani Sq.



Homa IRANIAN §
(Map p129; (2)083-3723 4246; Kashani St; meals
IR180,000) At this downstairs eatery, the
friendly staff churn out tasty kababs and
a reasonable khoresht khalal (lamb stew
with almonds), though it’s not the sort of
place to dress up for or even to linger in.

Arg IRANIAN $$
(Map p129; 2)083-3729 9410; Kashani Sg; meals
from IR250,000; & noon-1lpm) A favourite
special night out for the locals, the Arg
is up an elevator from Kashani Sq (above
the shopping centre) and has great views
of the surrounding hills. Try the khoresht
khalal.

ﬂ Information

Cultural Heritage Office of Kermanshah
(2)083-3838 0045; &7.30am-2.30pm
Sun-Wed, to 1pm Thu) Hard to find, this office
is north on Beheshti near Shahed Park. It
produces a useful city map (in Farsi only) that
the better hotels will stock.

Khadivi House (Map p129; (/)083-3721 2696;
Ma'adem St; <& 8am-3pm Sat-Thu) This more
conveniently located outlet of the Cultural
Heritage Office info centre operates at a
beautifully restored Qajar mansion and gar-
den used as an occasional exhibition place.
Sepehr Exchange Co (Map p129; Bank Sepah
Bldg, Kashani Sq) Changes money, unlike the
big Bank Melli on Azadi Sq.

€ Getting There & Away

AIR
Tehran IR1,330,000 to IR2,000,000, daily
with Iran Air (/) 083-3824 8814; Beheshti St;
©7.30am-2.30pm Sat-Thu, to 1pm Fri) and Iran
Aseman ((.7)083-3431 0650), several times
weekly with Qeshm (p83), Meraj (p93) and
Caspian (p92).
Mashhad IR2,230,000, Wednesday, Thursday
and Sunday with Meraj (p93).

Tickets are sold by Setareh Soheil (Map
pl29; [)083-3727 1115; Kashani St; 5 9.30am-
7pm Sat-Thu) and other travel agencies.

BUS, MINIBUS & SAVARI

The huge Kaviyani Terminal (Keshvari Blvd),
7km northeast of Azadi Sq (within walking
distance of the Parsian Hotel), handles most
transport — take a savari or bus 2 from Aza-
di Sq. Several offices sell advance tickets,
including Iran Peyma (Map p129; Jahad Sq)
and very handy Pars Peyma (Map p129;
Modarres St) beside Hotel Nobovat, which
offers tickets to almost anywhere. Savaris to
Sanandaj (IR150,000, 1%2 hours) and Hamadan
(IR200,000) depart from this terminal.
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Savaris to Paveh (IR150,000, dar bast
IR600,000) depart from Gumruk St close to
Azadi Sq. Savaris to Bisotun (IR30,000, 25
minutes) start from Imam Sq near the airport.
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DESTINATION FARE (IR)
Ahvaz 430,000
Esfahan 450,000
Orumiyeh 477000
Qazvin 220,000
Tabriz 435,000
Tehran (western) 250,000

The highway to Khorramabad is especially
scenic as you climb over the Zagros moun-
tains. You can savari hop via Harsin (IR60,000,
45 minutes) and Nurabad (IR50,000, 40
minutes), where a final savari (IR80,000, 1%
hours) will take you to Khorramabad. Or make
the most of photo stops and take a private taxi
(via Bisotun if you like) for IR1,200,000.

TRAIN

A new railway is planned, which will link Tehran
to Baghdad (Iraq) via Kermanshah and Qasr-e-
Shirin, but construction will take years.

ﬂ Getting Around

Kermanshahis spread out and has a one-way sys-
tem that does nothing to alleviate traffic snarls.
Bisotun-bound shuttle taxis from 15 Khordat Sq
pass the airport gates. Shuttle taxis from Azadi
Sq head in all directions, most usefully to the
terminals and to Moallem Sq for Tag-e Bustan.
On Modarres St, city buses drive the ‘wrong way’
(northbound), but northbound shuttle taxis have
to wind around the one-way system until 8.30pm.
A 12-station monorail is currently under
construction...and has been for years.

Bisotun O S
[2)083 / POPULATION 2800 / ELEVATION 1350M
Bisotun sits on the old Royal Rd that once
linked Babylon to Medea (ie Hamadan), in
the shadow of its 2500m namesake peak.
Huge eroded cliffs line the northern flank
of the road and look especially stunning
when you approach from Sahneh.

Bas-Relief Carvings

Carved into the side of Kuh-e Bisotun
(Mt Bisotun) is a series of bas-reliefs and
cuneiform inscriptions (IR200,000) dating
from 521 BC. The inscriptions, written in
three ‘lost’ languages (Elamite, Akkadian
and Old Persian) provided a key for decrypt-
ing cuneiform scripts, just as the Rosetta
Stone did for Egyptian hieroglyphics. Unfor-

DURATION (HR) DEPARTURES

8 8am, 9pm via Andimeshk
9 5pm

10 5pm

7 2pm

10 6am, 6-10pm

8 frequent

tunately, the inscriptions and the key figure
of Darius remain hidden behind scaffolding.
However, the site is quite scenic to explore,
with other scattered carvings, a crumbling
caravanserai and the extremely cutesy tea-
house Bisotun Sherbet Khane.

From the entrance gate you’ll pass a
club-wielding little Hercules statue from
148 BC (albeit with recently replaced head).
A little further is a very eroded Parthian re-
lief of Mithrades I, partly overwritten by
a 17th-century Arabic inscription by Sheikh
Alikhan. The main relief (which you aren’t
able to see) is 100m up the cliff and has
Darius holding his bow and standing on the
chest of a vanquished figure. Other bound
figures are on his right and a farohar - a
winged Zoroastrian ‘angel’ denoting purity
- hovers overhead. The cuneiform inscrip-
tions surround the Darius figure and detail
the history of his conquests.

In 1835, eccentric British Army officer
Henry Rawlinson bemused locals by dan-
gling for months over the abyss to make
papier-maché casts of the cuneiform. It
was these casts that allowed the eventual
breakthrough in deciphering the inscrip-
tions. Unesco recognised the importance
of the texts by listing Bisotun in 2006.

Farhad Tarash

Some 200m past the main bas-relief site
is Farhad Tarash (p339), a 1200m verti-
cal limestone wall that’'s home to some of
Iran’s most epic climbs. With more than
100 sport and trad multipitch routes,
there’s a grade here for everyone, and there
are three shelters perched high on ledges if
you want to stay overnight.

|2= Sleeping

Laleh Bistoon Hotel BOUTIQUE HOTEL $$$
((2)083-4538 3812;  http://kermanshah.laleh
hotels.com/; d €161) Beautifully exotic, this
modern-day caravanserai, set against the



imposing backdrop of Kuh-e Bisotun (Mt
Bisotun), perfectly conjures the ambience
of The Thousand and One Nights Persia.
The thick-walled, brick-vaulted rooms are
simply but luxuriously decorated, with
large beds and larger carpets.

0 Getting There & Away

The savari stop for Kermanshah and for Sahneh
(and thence Hamadan) is a 10-minute walk east
through Bisotun, just beyond Bank Keshvari.

Hamadan Ol
081 / POPULATION 580,000 / ELEVATION 1860M
Known in classical times as Ecbatana,
Hamadan was one of the ancient world’s
greatest cities. Pitifully little remains from
antiquity, but significant parts of the city
centre are given over to excavations, and
there’s a scattering of historical curiosi-
ties. Sitting on a high plain, Hamadan is
graciously cool in August but snow prone
and freezing from December to March.
In summer the air is often hazy, but on
a rare, clear spring day there are impres-
sive glimpses of snow-capped Alvand Kuh
(3580m), sitting aloof above the ragged
neocolonial cupolas of Imam Khomeini Sq.

History

According to ancient Greek historians, Me-
dian king Deiokes fortified a palace here in
728 BC, and over succeeding decades the
Median capital of Ecbatana grew into an
opulent city. Its massive walls were said to
have had seven layers, the inner two coated
in gold and silver, the outer one as long as
that of classical Athens. By 550 BC it had
fallen to the Achaemenid Persians, and King
Cyrus was using it for his summer court.

ALI SADR CAVES

The Medes retook the city in 521 BC but
were Kicked out again within six months
by Darius, who was so pleased with himself
that he recorded his achievements in stone
beside the Royal Rd at Bisotun (p130).

After centuries of pre-eminence and
wealth under Parthian and Sassanian dy-
nasties alike, Ecbatana/Hamadan faded
somewhat after the Arab conquest in the
mid-7th century, but it became the regional
capital under the Seljuks for some 60 years
in the late 12th century. Known as Hegma-
taneh (Meeting Place) in Old Persian, Ham-
adan suffered devastation by the Mongols
in 1220 and again in 1386 (by Tamerlane),
but it only hit a major decline in the 18th
century following a Turkish invasion.

The city began to recover in the mid-19th
century and was redesigned to a modern
city plan in 1929 by German engineer Karl
Frisch; Frisch’s master plan is a cartwheel
design with six avenues radiating from
Imam Khomeini Sq, referred to simply as
‘meydan’. The wheel distorts to the north-
east around the hill of Tappeh-ye Mosallah
and the excavation site of Hegmataneh Hill.

© sights

Hegmataneh Hill ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
(ks 45 Map pl32; [1081-3822 4005; site
incl museum IR200,000; & museum 8am-4pm
Tue-Sun, to noon Mon; ) The view of distant
mountains from the top of this low, open
hill is pleasantly rewarding, especially in
the late afternoon, but it’s what lies below
that excites archaeologists: an ancient Me-
dian and Achaemenid city. Small sections
have been excavated over the last century,
most extensively in the 1990s. You can wan-
der above several shed-covered trenches on
wobbly plank scaffolding. There’s a smart

Ali Sadr Caves (4440 [2)081-3544 ; ,xaile je; www.alisadr.com; Gol Tappeh; IR700,000; & 8am-
4pm winter, to 9pm summer; [P)[s#)) This massive river-cave system 70km north of Hamadan
is normally visited as a day trip. It's popular with Iranian tourists, but foreigners usually have
mixed feelings, most stemming from the cost (10 times what locals pay) and the perceived
commercialisation. However, traversing darkened caverns by paddle boat and walking
across subterranean islands is pretty special. Treat it as a cultural experience as well as a
scenic one. A tour takes 45 to 90 minutes. Avoid (crowded) weekends and tip your guide.
Ignore the sign saying ‘$25" and insist on paying in rial — it will work out more cheaply.
Ask for the (free) map in your language. The caves are a constant 16°C, so bring more
than one layer. The caverns are up to 40m high and the river 14m deep; the system is
thought to connect to the Katale Khor system (p101) in Zanjan province. There's a
Tourist Inn (pl34) nearby if you feel like staying on and exploring the surrounding area.
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museum nearby, as well as two Armenian
churches, now part of Hamadan University.
The ancient walls’ gold and silver coat-
ings are long gone and it’s hard to envisage
the lumpy remnants as having once con-
stituted one of the world’s great cities. The
museum tries to fill the mental gap, show-
casing archaeological finds such as large
amphorae, Seljuk fountains, Achaemenid
pillar bases and Parthian coffins. The main
site entrance is to the north, but there’s a
handy ‘back-door’ staircase from the city
bus terminal behind the bazaar that climbs

directly to the churches.

BuAli Sina Mausoleum  MAUSOLEUM, MUSEUM
(Aramgah-e Buali Sina; Avicenna Tomb; Map p132;
[21081-3826 1008; Buali Sina Sg; IR200,000;
& 9am-5pm) Hamadan’s iconic 1954 BuAli
Sina (Avicenna) Mausoleum dominates his
namesake square and resembles a concrete
crayon pointing to the heavens. It was
loosely modelled on Qabus’ 1000-year-old
tower in Gonbad-e Kavus. Only aficiona-
dos will want to pay the entry fee, which
gives you access to a single-room museum
of Avicenna memorabilia, his tombstone,
a small library and a display on medicinal
herbs. Entry is from the east.
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Alaviyan Dome MAUSOLEUM
(Gonbad-e Alaviyan; Map p132; Shahdad Lane;
IR150,000; & 8am-7pm) The 12th-century
green dome, immortalised by a reference
to it in the poet Khagani’s work, has long
since been removed, but the untopped
brick tower remains famous for the whirl-
ing floral stucco added in the Ilkhanid
Mongol era; this ornamentation is de-
scribed by an enraptured Robert Byron in
Road to Oxiana. In the crypt (steps down
from the rear interior) is the plain-blue-
tiled Alaviyan family tomb, covered with
votive Islamic embroidery.

St Stephanos Gregorian Church  CHURCH
(Map p132; Tappeh Hegmataneh) A church
dedicated to Armenian saints Stephen and
Gregory has existed on this site since the
1600s, though this latest incarnation dates
from the early 20th century.

Armenian Evangelical

Church CHURCH, MUSEUM
(Map p132; Tappeh Hegmataneh) Squatter and
slightly older than St Stephanos Gregorian
church next door, the Armenian Evangelical
Church was built in 1886 and now serves as
a museum of Armenian migration.

Masjed-e Jameh MOSQUE
(Jameh Mosque; Map p132; Imam Sq) EE3 A
vaulted passage of the bazaar leads into the
courtyard of the large Qajar-era Masjed-e
Jameh. The disused south iwan (entrance)
leads into a hall over which there’s an im-
pressively large brick dome. The north iwan
is lavished with patterned blue tile work that
continues on four of the mosque’s six mina-
rets. Some areas are restricted to men only.

Borj-e Qorban TOMB
(Map pl32) In a back alley surrounded by
apartment blocks sits this 13th-century
classic 12-sided, pyramid-roofed tomb tower
that was once used to defend the city.

Imamzadeh-ye Hossein ISLAMIC SHRINE
(Map p132) Worth a look is the Qajar-era
Imamzadeh-ye Hossein, tucked behind Ho-
tel Yass in a little courtyard with an ancient
mulberry tree.

(J
& Activities
Alvand Kuh TREKKING
(Mt Alvand) In good weather, Alvand Kuh
(3580m) makes an excellent day walk.
From Ganjnameh (p137), Skm from Ham-
adan, head above the river (or take the
telecabine!) to Mishin Plateau (14 hours),
where there are two shelters. From there
it’s another hour to Takhteh Nader Plateau,
an alpine meadow with a spring, probably
snow covered. The summit is a further
hour through a boulder field.

Paragliding PARAGLIDING
(www.facebook.com/hamedanparagliding)  Get
some altitude with the local wing crew
at Shahrestaneh, 4km on from the Tarik
Dare ski resort (& Thu & Fri winter) along
the Tuyserkan road, on the other side of
Ganjnameh Pass - the views are incredible!

|2= Sleeping

Farshchi Guest House HOSTEL$
(Mosaferkhaneh-ye Farsi; Map pl132; (2)081-3252
4895; Shohada St; dm without bathroom from
IR250,000) By mosaferkhaneh (lodging
house) standards the Farshchi is a cosy,
friendly place with something of a family
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atmosphere. Most of the rooms are large,
with four to five beds and no bathrooms,
but there are some smaller twins and triples
with bathrooms.

Ordibesht Hotel HOSTEL$
(Map p132; (21081-3252 2056; Shohada St; s/
tw IR500,000/800,000; @) At ground zero
next to the bazaar, this cheap and cheer-
ful mosaferkhaneh has clean, comfortable,
noisy rooms.

Yas Hotel HOSTEL $$
(Map p132; [21081-3252 3464; Shohada St, Imam
Sq; s/tw IR1,300,00/1,490,000) This overland-
er’s favourite has seen better days, but the
adequate, affordable rooms are where the
action is.

Ali Sadr Tourist Inn HOTEL $$
(Hotel Jahangardi; (2] 081-3544 4312; Ali Sadr, Ka-
budarahang; tw/tr/q 1R1,830,000/2,300,000/2,8
00,000; P @) A short walk from the Ali
Sadr caves (p131) is this reliable inn, with
comfortable rooms, functional bathrooms,
restaurant with a view and opportune
wallpaper. The quads are good value for
groups planning to explore the local hills.

Buali Hotel HOTEL $$$
(Parsian Buali; Map p132; (2] 081-3825 2822; Buali
St; s/d US$58/88; & [@ ) The excellent rooms
here are fully appointed, and the compli-
mentary breakfast includes a wide selec-
tion of hot and cold fare, including freshly
baked naan straight from the hotel’s own
tandoor. There’s a ground-level cafe doing
real espresso, and a downstairs restaurant
with a good selection of traditional and
international dishes. The only blemish is
annoying disconnecting wi-fi.

Baba Taher Hotel HOTEL $$$
(Map p132; [2)081-3422 6517; babataher_hotel@
yahoo.com; Baba Taher Sq; s/tw US$105/137;
[P/#/) Lavishly overpriced business-class
rooms are compensated for by friendly,
English-speaking staff, though watch for
the Hamadan up-sell. Ask for a discount
and you’ll usually get at least 25%. The res-
taurant is reasonable, though expect sur-
charges. The hotel’s in the city’s north, next
door to the park housing its namesake’s
wacky mausoleum.

X Eating

Aria’ian Teahouse IRANIAN $
(Home of the Aryans; Map pl32; [21081-3253
1779; Buali St; dizi from IR180,000; & noon-4pm)

With caravanserai-style vaulted ceilings,
mood lighting and lovingly prepared fresh
dizi, why would you go anywhere else for
lunch? It’s opposite Melli Bank.

Falafel Bros FELAFELS
(Map pl32; Eshgi St; IR25,000; ¢ noon-11pm)
If you’ve overdone the kababs, the cheeky
Bros have just the remedy: a foot-long
bread-roll felafel-fest! These puppies are
the best in town.

Naghshe Jahan Restaurant IRANIAN §
(Map p132; Eshqi St; meals from IR120,000) This
cheap and cheerful small restaurant does
tasty takes on the usual kababs, stews and
rice dishes.

Kaktus IRANIAN §
(Map p132; Buali Sina Sqg; meals from IR180,000;
& noon-3pm & 7-10.30pm) Down easy-to-miss
stairs, Kaktus, with its clean, modern de-
cor, remains one of Hamadan’s most popu-
lar kabab restaurants.

Dareta Sardashi IRANIAN $$
(Map pl32; (2081-3423 6740; Baba Taher
Sq; ©meals from IR200,000; (#) This tiny
two-storey cafe pays homage to the hum-
ble bademjan (eggplant) with a variety of
dishes, mostly stews and roasts. Service
can be a bit hit and miss, and for some rea-
son a lot of dishes come out unnaturally
square. There’s a cafe (aka smoking room)
upstairs.

Delta Restaurant IRANIAN $$
(Map p132; [2/081-3826 1813; Eshgi St; meals
IR220,000-400,000; & 7-10pm) Relocated
from its old location on Pastor St, the
Delta is in a hard-to-find new basement
opposite Saidiyeh St (look for the food
picture; there’s no English sign). Carpet-
ed platforms ring chair-and-table seating,
though the vibe is strangely subdued. Both
kababs and stews are tasty and the local
kashka bademjan (eggplant dip) makes a
fine starter.

Hezaroyek Shab IRANIAN $$
(1001 Nights; [2)081-3821 4545; Farhang St;
meals from IR200,000; ¢ noon-3pm & 7.30-11pm)
Almost out on the ring road, this cosy res-
taurant has a wide selection of Iranian and
Western favourites. Owner Pari Bakhtiyari
speaks fluent English, so call ahead to
check if it’s open. A taxi dar bast should
be IR50,000.
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BUALI SINA MAUSOLEUM

Had you studied advanced medicine in 17th-century Europe, your ‘textbook’ would have
been the great medical encyclopaedia Canon Medicinae. Incredibly, this book was writ-
ten 600 years earlier. Its author, remembered in the West as Avicenna, was in fact the
great Iranian philosopher, physicist and poet Abu Ali Ibn Sina (980-1037), ‘BuAli’ Sina for
short. If you're a fan of aromatherapy you can thank BuAli for the development of steam
distillation, with which essential oils are extracted. His ideas on momentum and inertia
were centuries ahead of Newton's. And (following al-Kindi and al-Farabi), his blending of
Aristotle’s ideas with Persian philosophy helped inspire a golden age of Islamic scholar-
ship. However, this philosophy rapidly led to a polarisation of views about the man whose
ego was reputedly as great as his intellect.

Born in what is today Uzbekistan, BuAli studied medicine in Bukhara, where his sharp
mind and photographic memory had him running rings around his teachers. Political
intrigues in Bukhara meant BuAli fled westwards to Gonbad-e Kavus, only to arrive as
Qabus, his illustrious prospective sponsor, dropped dead. Initially BuAli proved luckier
in Hamadan, where he successfully treated the ailments of the ruling emir and was
promoted to vizier. However, when his patron died, BuAli was thrown into prison for cor-
responding with Abu Jafar, a rival ruler based in Esfahan. Four months later the Esfahanis
stormed Hamadan, releasing BuAli, who went on to work with Abu Jafar for the rest of his

life, coincidentally dying while on a return trip to Hamadan some 14 years later.

® Drinking & Nightlife

* Kaghazi Coffee CAFE
(Map p132; (2)081-3825 3870; Pastor St; coffee/
cake IR80,000/80,000; 5 10am-10pm) Funky
laid-back meeting place bedecked with
Pink Floyd lyrics and local hipsters listen-
ing to *70s Western rock. Yes, you're still in
Iran.

ﬁ Shopping

Hamadan province is famous for its leath-
erwork, wooden-inlay work, ceramics
and carpets. Several shops sell colourful,
locally famous pottery from Lalejin. The
pedestrian-only section of Buali St leading
into Imam Khomeini Sq is destined to be-
come a major shopping strip.

0 Information

MONEY

Daghoughi Exchange (Map p132; (/) 081-3827
7424; safir_exchange@yahoo.com; Buali St;
©9.30am-9.30pm) Fast and easy exchange
office on Buali St.

TOURIST INFORMATION

Ali Sadr Travel Agency (Map p132; []091-
3828 2001; hamedan_alisadr@yahoo.com;
Khaje Rashid Blvd; & 9am-1pm & 4-7.30pm
Sat-Thu, 10am-noon Fri) Although it's a com-
mercial agency, the English-speaking staff are
super friendly and happy to answer general
questions.

Hamadan Cultural Heritage Organisation
(Sazemane Jahangardi; [21081-3827 4771,
www.hamedan.ichto.ir; Gagh-e Nazari, Aref
Qazvini St; & 8.30am-noon & 2-5pm Sat-Thu,
8-11am Fri) Staff members speak minimal
English but merrily load up visitors with beau-
tiful books and pamphlets as though it were
Christmas. It's located in a delightful Qajar
mansion with gardens.

VISA EXTENSTIONS

Passport Office (Edareh Gozannameh; Map
p132; () 081-3826 2025; 1st fl, Khaje Rashid
Blvd; & 8.30am-2.30pm Sat-Thu) Walk past
the young, bored, machine-gun-toting guards
into the concrete bunker with your fingers
crossed. Extensions (IR375,000) should now
be granted routinely, though not if you have
more than just a few days left on your current
visa. Good luck!

© Getting There & Away

AIR

Kish Air (p92) flies to Tehran (IR1,292,000,
twice weekly). ATA (p83) flies to Mashhad
(IR2,020,000). Tickets are sold by Ali Sadr
Travel Agency.

BUS

All long-distance bus services start from the
Tehran terminal (Engelab Blvd), but some
companies have city-centre ticket offices
(generally open 7am to noon and 3pm to 7pm)
near Imam Khomeini Sq: Seiro Safar (Map
p132; 2)081-3252 2860; Shohada St) is next to
the Ordibesht Hotel, Iran Alvand (Map p132;
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[2)0831-3252 5763; Ekbatan St) around the
corner.

Tehran buses take the expressway via Take-
stan or the more direct road via Saveh, but few
go via Qazvin. Expect delays after fresh snow.

MINIBUS & SAVARI
There are two minibus terminals. Use the Main
Minibus Terminal (Zaman-e-Hamadani Blvd),
northeast of the centre, for Kermanshah,
Sanandaj (maybe changing in Qorveh), Bijar
(at 11am and noon via Qorveh) and the Ali Sadr
caves (several daily). Use Terminal Qadim
(Map p132; Ekbatan St) for hourly minibuses to
Tuyserkan, more frequent services to Malayer
(and thence Nahavand or Borujerd and on to
Khorramabad), and to Asadabad (for Kan-
gavar). Savaris to Malayer wait outside.
Savaris to Kermanshah (IR200,000),
Sanandaj (IR200,000) and Tehran
(IR700,000) leave from relevant points near
Sepah Sq. The Tehran savaris are well organ-
ised by a sign-up booth ([.21081-3423 8669).
Savaris for Ali Sadr (IR150,00) are harder to
come by midweek, so, unless you like crowds,
you might have to go dar bast (IR1,000,000
return including waiting time).

GETTING AROUND

Shuttle taxis run along the spokes of Ham-
adan’s cartographic wheel for IR10,000 to
IR20,0000 or IR80,000 (dar bast). Shuttle
taxis to the bus and minibus terminals leave
from Ekbatan St.

Bijar DOl
[/)087 / POPULATION 53,000 / ELEVATION 1947M
As a destination, Bijar makes an interest-
ing alternative to Takab, though while the
scenery and size are similar, Bijar has more
transport options.

The town is dominated by crumbling
Nesar Kuh (Mt Nesar), at whose base a

DESTINATION FARE (IR)
Ahvaz 520,000
Esfahan 440,000
Mashhad 950,000
Orumiyeh 350,000
Qazvin 140,000
Rasht 240,000
Tehran 220,000
Zanjan 150,000

small ski resort (210901103 5303) runs in
winter. You can also grass-ski here in sum-
mer and all gear can be hired on site.

Bijar also makes a good base for visiting
Katale Khor Caves (p101) and the crum-
bling ruins of the ancient Median fortress
Qam Cheqay; their location, high above a
hairpin bend of the Shahan River (a tribu-
tary of the Qezel Owzan), is magnificent.
The direct Zanjan-Takab bus passes right
through the village of Qam Cheqay, though
private taxis can also be arranged from Bi-
jar (45km) or Takab (76km). The ruins are
5km west of the village.

x:ﬁ Festivals & Events

Ashura Mud Ritual RELIGIOUS
Ashura for Shiites is a time of intense
mourning and of re-enactment of Imam
Hossein’s massacre. Self-flagellation and
animal blood sacrifices are common, but
in Bijar Shiites cover themselves in mud to
represent their insignificance in relation to
God. Emotions run high, so if you witness
this (the timing varies with Ashura itself)
be respectful and keep a low profile.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

Hotel Bam HOTEL$
((2)087-3823 3160; Imam Sg; tw IR640,000;
[P)&) This big brick and blue-glass place
has clean, comfortable rooms that are the
best in Bijar. It’s about 3km from the cen-
tre, at the roundabout marking the junc-
tion of the Takab and Sanandaj roads.

Mosaferkhaneh Mogadam HOSTEL $
(Ardalon St; tw without bathroom IR620,000) Ba-
sic rooms are attached to the restaurant of
the same name. It’s near the bazaar; ask
around, as it’s hard to find.

DURATION (HR) DEPARTURES

1 6-7pm

8 8am, 10.30am, 9pm,
10pm

21 9.30am

9 1.30pm

3% 2pm

7 9.15am

5 frequent

4 3.30pm
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GANJNAMEH

Ganjnameh («U zX; literally ‘Treasure Book'), 8km from Hamadan's centre, is so named
because its cuneiform rock carvings were once thought to be cryptic clues leading to
caches of Median treasure. These days it's selfie central as groups of locals pose next to
the inscriptions or in front of a nearby waterfall. Take a savari (IR30,000) from Shari'ati
St; dar bast will cost IR150,000.

Belatedly translated, the texts are in fact a hubris-laden suck-up to the Zoroastrian god
Ahura Mazda from the Achaemenid monarch Xerxes (r 486-466 BC) for making him such

a stellar king. To emphasise the point, the message is repeated in three languages (Old
Persian, Elamite and neo-Babylonian) on rock faces some 2m high. A second panel simi-
larly commemorates his father, Darius. All this is rather ironic considering the modern-day

fetish for social-media immortality.

The 9m-high waterfall nearby becomes a popular ice-climbing spot in winter. At
weekends the site gets crowded, but escape is possible on the hiking trails towards
Alvand Kuh, whose 3580m summit can be reached as a day trip in summer. A narrow
lane continues 4km from the car park to the Tarik Dare ski slopes (p133) and in
summer a scenic road winds right across Alvand Kuh's lower slopes to Oshtoran near

Tuyserkan.

Mogadam Restaurant IRANIAN $§
(Ardalon  St; meals  from  IR80,000)
Better-than-average rice and kabab dishes
from the restaurant below the mosaf-
erkhaneh (lodging house) near the bazaar.

€@ Getting There & Away

The main bus terminal is on the Zanjan road,
3km northeast of the centre, and handles all
transport to Zanjan (plenty) and Hamadan
(rarer).

Savaris to Takab (IR60,000, one hour) and
Sanandaj (IR100,000, 1% hours) leave from
outside Hotel Bam.

Marivan Os2e
[Z1087 / POPULATION 115,000 / ELEVATION 1305M
Pretty Marivan, perched at the edge of the
beautiful Lake Zarivar, makes a pleasant
place to kick back for a couple of days or to
use as a base camp for further exploration,
particularly to Howraman. The lake is an
important habitat for local and migratory
birds and local fauna.

down the alley on the left, just past a cross
lane. Look for the building with zigzag
brickwork inside a small courtyard.

The wonderfully friendly staff members
have not a word of English.

Hotel Zarivar HOTEL $$
((2)087-3454 0777, www.zarivarhotel.com; tw/
tr/4-bed ste IR1,800,000/2,500,000/4,500,00
0; P)# @) This hotel is beautifully situat-
ed overlooking the eastern shore of Lake
Zarivar, and it’s worth bargaining hard
for a room with a view. Only the four-bed
suites have balconies. The restaurant is
OK; otherwise it’s a pleasant 2km stroll to
the bazaar.

Tourism Hotel MOTEL $$
(Hotel Jahangardi; [.2/087-3453 2020; http://en.it-
tic.com; 3-/4-person bungalows from US$45/60;
[Pl @ =)) Too far out of town unless you
have your own wheels, these ’70s-era,
free-standing brick bungalows sit right
above Lake Zarivar and would suit families
and groups. The restaurant has nice water
views, and the sunsets are stunning when
there’s no haze. It’s 4km from Marivan’s ba-
zaar, just off the road to Bashmaq.

2= Sleepin
ping \@ )
Teachers Hotel norecs o\ Eating
(Hotel Ostad: ~s/tw/tr IR500000/750000/ e Fish Restaurant SEAFOOD S

900,000; (P)##) This tiny, unsignposted gem
has simple, clean rooms. Head west down
23 Tir Blvd from Imam St and turn left at
the first alley (there’s a small shop run by
brothers on the corner). The hotel is 100m

(cnr 23 Tir Blvd & Shahrdari St; whole fish
IR200,000; & noon-5pm & 7-10pm) Fresh
whole fish are chargrilled over a small
footpath brazier outside a tiny, no-name
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restaurant. The smell of succulent roasting
fish will lead you straight to it.

Jazireh Pizza PIZZAS
(Shahrdari St; pizza & drink from IR115,000) This
cheerful, clean and modern fast-food place
is in an area where there’s not much choice.
The pizzas, though small, come quick, cheap
and tasty. It’s near the corner of 23 Tir Blvd.

@ Getting There & Away

Buses and savaris for Sanandaj (dar bast
IR30,000) leave from the terminal south of
town.

Dorud 2999
[Z)066 / POPULATION 180,000 / ELEVATION 1448M
Most travellers arrive in the industrial city
of Dorud (also spelled Dorood) to hike the
remotely beautiful Oshtoran Kuh Range to
the exquisite alpine Lake Gahar, nestling
under the southern wall of the range in a
protected nature reserve. Beginning at the
ranger hut and car park at Haft Cheshmeh,
23km from Dorud, the walk in skirts the
mountain flanks and takes four hours.
Bring all supplies, including a tent. The
track can sometimes close for any reason.
There is talk that a permit and/or guide is
now required from the Department of En-
vironment (DOE; []066-3343 9195; www.doe.
ir; Street Alley, Shariati Judge Abad I). Check the
situation before heading out.

At 4150m Oshtoran Kuh (San Boran) is
the highest peak of the range of the same
name. In summer it can be climbed with-
out technical gear, but, as the area is re-
mote and in a protected zone, a guide is a
good idea. The eastern approach is usually
the easiest.

Even if you don’t hike, great views justify
the car journey as far as Darb-e-Astaneh,
a mud-house village 18km from Dorud.

The other reason that you may end up in
the area is by riding the incredibly scenic
Dorud—Andimeshk railway through the
rugged Zagros mountains.

There’s little other reason to linger in
Dorud, but if you are stuck, Mehmansara
Shahrdari ((2)066-4422 0020; Beheshti Blvd;
tw/tr IR1,200,000/1,450,000) has spacious,
very comfortable rooms and a decent
restaurant featuring great photos of local
beauty spots.

© Getting There & Away

Minibuses and faster savaris run from the
bus station to Khorramabad and Borujerd.
Esfahan-bound buses pick up passengers
around midnight from the Taavoni bus company
offices on Beheshti Blvd.

Dorud is on the main Tehran—-Ahvaz rail-
way and sees several trains a day in both
directions, plus the sightseeing train to
Andimeshk. All trains are met at the station by
savaris for both Khorramabad and Borujerd.

The Dorud-Andimeshk
Railway

This super-scenic railway traverses remote
valleys, skirting Lorestan’s peaks and nav-
igating dozens of tunnels. Most trains run
in the evening, but a day service departs
Andimeshk at 5.30am, returning from
Dorud at 2pm. The journey is a cultural ex-
perience but also an endurance test, with
the train often overcrowded to the point of
mayhem and the timetabled 5%-hour trip
taking nearer seven hours.

Bisheh Waterfalls

The tiny village of Bisheh (Bishehpuran)
hides one of Iran’s prettiest waterfalls. It
cascades in 30m chutes off a tree-topped
gully, then trickles in rivulets into the
river below. In summer many local tour-
ists make the scenic day trip from Dorud
(train only at 2pm, 30 minutes) or Khor-
ramabad (new road, no public transport).
By autumn only their litter remains and
you’ll have the village to yourself, with
the entire population of children follow-
ing you Pied Piper style. The best water-
fall views are from across the river using
a new footbridge at the northern edge of
the village. The day train offers fabulous
glimpses of ziggurat-shaped Mt Parvis en
route. If the trains are on time, you’ll have
an ample 4% hours in Bisheh before the
7pm Tehran-bound train arrives to take
you back to Dorud.

Sepid Dasht

The railway does a switchback at Sepid
Dasht, the biggest village along the way.
Sepid Dasht itself isn’t architecturally at-
tractive, but its mountain backdrop is
spectacularly spiky. Rare savaris bump



their way to Khorramabad on a scenic road
that passes close to the Gerit Falls.

Talezang

Of anywhere along the line, isolated
Talezang, three hours north of Andi-
meshk, is the most tempting hop-off point
for trekking into the mountain wilderness.
One hiking challenge is to make for She-
vi Waterfall, which emerges directly as a
spring from a cliff, then falls around 100m
in a wide sweep. The waterfall is reported-
ly around five hours’ walk from Talezang
with some climbing involved. You can
camp here; bring food and a tent.

Andimeshk EIRSERY]
AREA 061 / POPULATION 134,000 / ELEVATION 176M
Flat, uninteresting Andimeshk has useful
transport connections to Shush, Dezful and
Shushtar. You’ll need to sleep here if you're
taking the scenic day train to Dorud. The best
choice is the centrally located and friendly
Hotel Rostan ([/061-4264 1818; Imam St; s/
tw/tr IR700,000/800,000/900,000; &), while
for a meal Pars Restaurant ([2)061-4262
6121; Beheshti Sq; meals from IR250,000) does all
your favourite kababs and stews in blinged-
up old Persian surrounds.

€@ Getting There & Away

AIR
The airport in neighbouring Dezful is actually
closer to Andimeshk.
Tehran IR1,810,000, daily with Iran Aseman
(2)061-4424 2491) and Caspian (p92).

Less regular flights travel to Esfahan and
Mashhad.

BUS, MINIBUS & SAVARI

Almost any service from Ahvaz can also be
booked ex Andimeshk at the new main bus
terminal (Azadegan Sq), 1.5km south of
Beheshti Sq on the southern ring road. Iran
Peyma runs two morning and three late-night
services to Esfahan (IR540,000). Tehran
(IR700,000) buses leave in the evening, but
you're better off catching the train. There are
also overnight Volvos to Tabriz (IR420,000,
2.30pm) and Shiraz (4pm).

Savaris to Dezful (IR20,000, 15 minutes)
leave frequently from Sa'at Sq. Savaris for
Ahvaz depart from Beheshti Sq. Minibuses
(Imam St) for Shush (IR40,000, 45 minutes)

use a hidden yard off a lane directly west of
Beheshti Sq.

For Khorramabad, direct savaris (IR200,000,
1% hours) depart from Engelab St, 2km north of
the centre, and zoom up into the Zagros moun-
tains on a new, very scenic motorway in no time
at all. Make sure you don't take the much longer
old route via Pol-e Dokhtar (Virgin Bridge),
unless you dig crumbling brickwork. A single
remaining arch of the 3rd-century bridge spans
the windy road north of town.

TRAIN

The central train station (Talegani St) is one
short block west of Sa'at Sq. Beheshti Sq is
one big block south of Sa'at. Arrive way before
the 5.30am departure time if you want a seat
on the brilliantly scenic but appallingly over-
crowded day train to Dorud via Bisheh. A handy
3.50am train originating in Andimeshk runs
overnight to Tehran (IR465,500, 12 hours).

Shush BT
[2]061 / POPULATION 53,000 / ELEVATION 72M
Susa was among the greatest cities of
ancient Persia. Built on its embers,
modern-day Shush is modestly small and
relaxed, home to a vast Unesco-listed ar-
chaeological site, a compact museum, a
crowning castle and the enigmatic Tomb of
Daniel. An afternoon is usually enough to
see all the sights.

History

An important Elamite city from about the
middle of the 3rd millennium BC, Susa was
burnt by the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal
around 640 BC but regained prominence
in 521 BC when Darius I set it up as the
Achaemenids’ fortified winter capital. At
that time it was probably similar in gran-
deur to Persepolis.

The palace survived the city’s fall to Al-
exander the Great in 331 BC, and indeed
Alexander married one of Darius IIT’s
daughters here. Still prosperous in the Se-
leucid and Parthian eras, Susa re-emerged
as a Sassanian capital. During Shapur II's
long reign (AD 310-379), it regained re-
nown as a Jewish pilgrimage site and be-
came a centre of Nestorian Christian study.
Evacuated in the face of Mongol raids,
Shush disappeared into the sands of time,
only re-emerging after 1852, when British
archaeologist WK Loftus became the first
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to survey the site. His work was continued
by the French Archaeological Service from
1891 more or less continuously until the Is-
lamic Revolution of 1979.

O Sights

Susa ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
(Ancient Shush; incl museum IR350,000; & 8am-
7pm, closes after heavy rain) On the hill be-
hind the Susa Museum, ancient Persia is
unearthed at this fascinating Unesco-listed
archaeological site occupying the whole
southern flank of modern Shush. Origi-
nally similar in scale to Persepolis, the city
saw countless invasions and sackings (the
Mongols were particularly thorough), and
little upright evidence remains of Darius
the Great’s once grand capital (p139). The
site is over 6000 years old. Take plenty of
sunscreen.

Exit the Susa Museum gardens via the left
gate and ascend the ramp. Dominating the
landscape on the right is the fortress-like
Chateau de Morgan (Shush Castle), built
on the bones of an Elamite acropolis by
the French in the early 20th century to pro-
tect their loot from marauding tribesmen.
It’'s not open to the public, but there are
fine views from the path around the base,
including a view of the Tomb of Daniel from
the southern side.

To the left of the entrance ramp, follow
the self-guided signage past date palms
into the excavation site of the 521 BC Pal-
ace of Darius. Old Darius loved his apa-
danas (open columned halls), and the one
here had six by six 22m-high columns in the
inner section, ringed by three 12-columned
verandas. All the columns were topped with
animal figures, such as flying bulls. Now
only the bases and the odd earthbound
animal remain.

To the east lies the Royal City, an area
of deep excavations through 15 strata;
south of the castle is an eroded earthen
watchtower overlooking teenagers riding
dirt bikes.

Susa Museum MUSEUM
(Susa Park, Imam Khomeini St; incl archaeological
site IR350,000; & 7.30am-1pm & 3.30-7pm Tue-
Sun) This gem of a small museum displays
ancient stone and pottery from archaeolog-
ical sites in the region. Highlights include
a giant double-headed bull capital from
Susa’s apadana (open columned hall), a

lion-hugging Hercules from Masjid-i Solei-
man (home of Iran’s first commercial oil
well) and some spooky clay death masks
from Haft Tappeh. The replica mosaics
(the originals are in the Louvre) are col-
ourful and poignant. The manager speaks
English.

Tomb of Daniel TOMB
(Aramgah-e Danyal; Imam Khomeini St; & dawn-
late) While several cities lay claim to the
biblical Daniel’s last resting place, within
Iran both Jews and Muslims agree that
this ornate Khuzestani ourchin dome
(pine-cone-shaped tower) marks the spot.
Pilgrims come from across the country
to kiss the zarih (mesh grate) inside the
gilded interior of what is a traditionally
mosaic-clad imamszadeh (shrine). The
current structure dates from 1871, though
the tradition surrounding Daniel’s relics is
over 1000 years old.

In the Bible, Daniel’s claim to fame was
surviving the lions’ den in Babylon, though
there’s no mention of his burial. The first
accounts placing his remains in Susa
(Shush) pop up around the 12th century,
and proximity to the relics was thought
to bring health and good fortune. With
an influx of lucrative pilgrims, this caused
jealousy on the part of the less fortunate
on the other side of the river, so the grave
was shunted back and forth between the
two sides on alternate years. Eventually
someone decided to lash it to the bridge
in between.

Haft Tappeh Archaeological
Site & Museum ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
(www.mpr-khuz.ir; museum [R150,000; & mu-
seum 8am-5pm Sat-Thu; (P)) You need to be
a tomb junkie or have an animated guide
to get the most out of this dusty, partially
excavated Elamite burial site. In stark con-
trast, the nearby, tiny Unesco-sponsored
museum, sitting oasis-like among palms
and tended gardens, is definitely worth a
look, and not only for its delicious air-con.
The small room contains interesting arte-
facts, local fertility figurines, skeletons in
‘burial muffins, and a model of Choqa Zan-
bil (p142), with detailed documentation of
its discovery and subsequent restoration.
Haft Tappeh is 3km off the Ahvaz-
Andimeshk Hwy, and 18km south of Shush.
It’s usually the first stop when heading
to the more visually stimulating Choqa



Zanbil. Beyond the museum, cross the
Ahvaz-Andimeshk train tracks, then turn
right and follow the 1km short cut south to
the Choqa Zanbil road. Or jump on a train
back to Shush (15 minutes).

(& Tours

Mahmood Kasir TOURS
(210916 342 3962; kasirmahmood60@yahoo.com;
half-day tours IR1,200,000) Recommended lo-
cal guide and driver with very good English
who can do the Shush-Haft Tappeh-Choga
Zanbil-Shushtar run in half a day.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

Apadana Hotel HOTEL $$
((21061-4251 3131; s/tw IR1,020,000/1,417,000;
[PI#) Central, though rather soulless, the
Apadana is within easy walking distance
of most of the sights, and the downstairs
restaurant is reliable. Staff can organise a
driver-guide for Haft Tappeh and Choqa
Zanbil (p142). It’s on the canal between
two bridges.

*Paradisa Ahura Daniel IRANIAN $§
(210913 136 6315; meals from IR160,000) Deli-
cious traditional food served on carpeted
platforms makes this relaxed, modern car-
avanserai the best eating option in town.
There’s also a limited number of rooms
(from IR800,000; outside bathroom only)
around the perimeter. Look for the English
sign in the alley directly opposite the mu-
seum (p140) entrance gate.

ﬂ Getting There & Away

Long-distance buses to Ahvaz drop passengers
on the highway 2km east of town, usually at
insanely-early o'clock when you'll struggle to
find a taxi. A better option is to take a savari
from Khorramabad to Andimeshk, then get
your driver to continue on to Shush dar bast
(IR200,000, 1%2 hours). Heading out of Shush,
you'll usually need to go first to Andimeshk,
Dezful or Ahvaz.

Minibuses to Ahvaz depart frequently from
Khomeini Blvd, 800m northeast of the archae-
ological site. For Andimeshk (IR20,000, 38km)
and Dezful they use small, separate yards
across the road.

Shush'’s train station is 6km east of the cen-
tre, and theoretically you could book a ticket
from here to Tehran. Haft Tappeh also has a
station, and you could take a train from Ahvaz
(IR44,500, 1% hours), see the site, then either

jump back on the next train to Shush (15 min-
utes) or walk the 1km to the highway and flag
down a savari.

€ Getting Around

The Apadana Hotel can arrange agency taxis
from Shush to Shushtar via Haft Tappeh and
Choqa Zanbi (p142) for US$35-40. There's no
public transport, though the road is hitchable.

Shushtar A sl
[2]061 / POPULATION 198,000 / ELEVATION 65M
Out on the baking plains of southern
Khuzestan lies the deeply historic oasis
of Shushtar, strategically located on the
Karun River, where fascinating ancient
hydraulic engineering provided water for
surrounding irrigation and industry. Ex-
ploring the bridges, dams, canals and wa-
termills that compose the Unesco-listed
system make for an intriguing stay, and
there’s also a smattering of imamzadehs
(shrines) and lovely restored Qajar build-
ings if you get sick of all the water action.
The town centre is 17 Shahrivar Sq.

History

The ancient inhabitants of proto-Iran
attached great religious importance to
mountains. Where they had no mountains,
they made their own. This was the origin
of distinctive pyramidal, tiered temples
known as ziggurats. Choqa Zanbil’s ziggu-
rat was the raison d’étre of the town of Dur
Untash, founded by King Untash Gal in the
mid-13th century BC. Dur Untash bloomed
especially in the early 12th century BC,
when it had a large number of temples and
priests. The town was eventually sacked by
Ashurbanipal around 640 BC and, incred-
ibly, remained ‘lost’ for more than 2500
years. It was accidentally rediscovered dur-
ing a 1935 aerial survey by the Anglo-Irani-
an Oil Company, the forerunner of BP.
Some of Shushtar’s then state-of-the-art
irrigation systems, now designated a Une-
sco World Heritage Site, were built using
Roman technology and labour: legion-
naires defeated at the 259 battle of Edessa
(today’s Sanliurfa in Turkey). Their leader,
vanquished Valerian, became the only Ro-
man emperor ever to be captured alive.
Sassanian king Shahpur I was so proud
of his victory over the Romans that he
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recorded the event with boastful carved
reliefs at Nagsh-e Rostam and Bishapur.
Stories vary as to Valerian’s fate, but
Shushtaris insist that he was imprisoned
in Qal’eh Salosel. In some versions he was
systematically insulted and then brutally
killed by being force fed a ‘soup’ of molten
gold.

© sights

*Choqa Zanbil Ziggurat RUINS
(Jsi3lxs; IR200,000; & 7am-6pm, guarded 24hr)
Choga Zanbil’s magnificent, Unesco-listed
brick ziggurat is the world’s best surviving
example of Elamite architecture. Even if
you’re not a fan of ancient ruins, the great
bulk and splendid semi-desert isolation of
the site can’t fail to impress. Try to catch it
in the soft, golden light of late afternoon
rather than the harsh midday sun. A pri-
vate taxi tour from Shush to Shushtar via
Haft Tappeh will cost $US35. The ziggurat
is floodlit at night - and closed.

The ziggurat was dedicated to Inshushi-
nak, the chief god of the Elamite pantheon
and patron of Shush. In those days the area
was fertile and forested, and the ziggurat
was built on a slightly raised base to guard
against flooding. It has a square plan with
sides measuring 105m. The original five
storeys were erected vertically from the
foundation level as a series of concentric
towers, not one on top of another as was
the custom in neighbouring Mesopotamia.
At the summit (now lost) was a temple ac-
cessible only to the highest elite of Elamite
society. Even now the taboo remains and
you’re not allowed to climb the remnant
stairways that rise on each of the four
sides.

The structure is made of red bricks so
well preserved that an observer could be-
lieve they’re brand new. However, if you
look very closely, a brick-wide strip at
eye level is intricately inscribed with cu-
neiform, the world’s first alphabet, which
looks like a spilt box of tin tacks. The in-
scriptions are not easy to make out unless
you cross the rope cordon, which every
guide tells you he alone has permission to
do (which means he’s tipped the caretaker).
Look for the sacrifice stones (halfway along
the northwestern side) and an ancient sun-
dial (facing the southwestern central stair-
way) and, beside it, the strangely moving

footprint of an Elamite child, accidentally
preserved for three millennia.

The ziggurat was surrounded by a paved
courtyard protected by a wall. At the foot
of the northeastern steps would once have
been the Gate of Untash Gal: two rows of
seven columns where supplicants would
seek the pleasure of the king. Around the
wall was originally a complex of tomb
chambers, tunnels and ganat channels.
Once the site’s climate became drier, qa-
nats brought water an incredible 45km
from ancient rivers. Vestiges are still visi-
ble. Outside were the living quarters of the
town and 11 temples dedicated to various
Elamite gods and goddesses. Little of this
remains.

*Shushtar Historical

Hydraulic System HISTORIC SITE
(Abshari Sika; IR200,000; &38am-10pm) List-
ed by Unesco as a ‘masterpiece of creative
genius’, the Shushtar Historical Hydraulic
System has been diverting water for ir-
rigation from the Karun River for over a
millennium. The system comprises bridg-
es, weirs, canals and tunnels, but the most
impressive component is a series of an-
cient watermills powered by human-made
waterfalls. The mills are situated in a tight
ravine and the cascading waterfalls, sluic-
es and millpond are floodlit at night. The
entrance is down steps just before the
Shari’ati St bridge.

You can see the waterfalls almost as well
from the Shari’ati St bridge (300m south-
east of 17 Shahrivar Sq) or, even better, by
climbing the hill on the downstream right;
follow signs to Marashi House ((2)061-3622
3484; & loosely 8am-9pm) [EIE3. However,
nothing beats getting up close to fully ap-
preciate the force of the water and the sKkill
of the ancient engineers.

The hill is a prime cafe perch, so keep
your eyes peeled for a chay with a view.

Pol-e Shadorvan BRIDGE
(Band-e Kaisar, Valerian's Bridge, o\syxba Jy)
Running parallel to the modern Azade-
gan Bridge connecting historic Shushtar
to the New Town are the substantial re-
mains of this Sassanid-era bridge and weir.
Thought to have been designed and built
by captured Roman engineers (p141), this
bridge, along with the Band-e-Mizan weir,
raised the level of the Karun River by 2m,



providing the necessary waters for the hy-
draulic system (p142).

The bridge originally contained 45 arch-
es and only fell into disrepair at the end of
the 19th century. According to some Khuz-
estani historians, it was then deliberately
dynamited by British agents, the idea be-
ing to break Shushtar’s trade connections
and encourage locals to seek alternative
work at the new (British-owned) oilfields
of Masjid-i Soleiman. Less conspiratorial
theories blame rebellions and floods for
the bridge’s deterioration.

Qal’eh Salosel RUINS
(J=D 4218 Salosel Castle; tours IR150,000; (P])
Set on a prominent cliff overlooking the
river, historic Salosel Castle is no longer
much to look at above ground. Howev-
er, the caretaker will gladly show you the
impressive Sassanian-era subterranean
rooms and water channels. The tour also
includes the stables (now a small museum)
and a women’s weaving workshop. Look
for the English sign on Shari’ati St, about
500m northwest of Shahrivar Sq, before
Bateni Sq.

Salosel Castle is where Shapur I is said
to have imprisoned Roman emperor Vale-
rian. It’s also here that Persians held out
for two years against the invading Arab
Muslim armies until secret tunnels were
revealed to the attackers by a traitor. For
centuries Khuzestan was governed from
a palace (‘Kushk’) on this site, and an im-
pressive three-storey pyramidal building
stood here until the 1920s.

Imamzadeh Abdullah ISLAMIC SHRINE
(Shrine of Abdullah) On the southern edge of
town, this shrine is topped by a photogenic
Khuzestani ourchin dome similar to that
of Daniel’s tomb in Shush, though this one
deploys the rarer star base. A gory local
tale records a woman beheading her own
son to swap his head for the skull of a long-
dead holy man, which is now enshrined
here as a sacred relic.

At its foot is Band-e Lashkar, a small but
impressive 13-arched Sassanid bridge.

Kolah Farangi Tower TOWER
This crumbling 7.5m octagonal tower at
the river’s edge was most likely a Sassanid
navigational aid, though local lore has
Shahpur’s slave driver watching the king’s

Roman prisoners from here as they worked
on the nearby Band-e Mizan weir.

Islamic Shrines

About 2km east of the canal, the brilliant Sa-
hib-al Zaman Shrine is graced by blue mo-
saics. Devotees are said to have made sight-
ings of the Mahdi (last imam) here, hence
the ‘empty seat’ shrine box. Sheikh Allama
Shushtari Shrine entombs 20th-century
religious scholar Mohammad Taqi ‘Allama’
Shushtari, one of Shushtar’s favourite sons.

|2= Sleeping

Mehmanpazir Shushtar HOSTEL $
(Hotel Shushtar; [2]061-3622 3288; Sherafat St;
s/d/tr IR520,000/600,000/710,000) Basic but
good-value cheapie.

*Shushtar Traditional Hotel HOTEL $$
(20916 613 3212; www.shushtar-hotel.com;
Abdollah Banoo St; s/d IR810,000/1,305,000;
@) Soon to be a traveller’s favourite, the
Shushtar offers traditional-styled rooms
that open onto a private palm-fringed
courtyard. Breakfast is served in a court-
yard alcove. The friendly staff can organ-
ise agency taxis to Shush and Andimeshk.
Enter from a small alley behind Abdollah
Banoo shrine halfway along Abdollah Ba-
noo St; you'll see the signs if you look up.

Hotel Jahangardi HOTEL $$
(ShushtarTourism Hotel; (2] 061-36221690; Shera-
fat Blvd; s/tw/trIR870,000/1,100,000/1,380,000;
[PI# &) Overlooking the canal that feeds
the waterfalls, the Jahangardi has clean,
comfortable rooms that are a bit of a hike
from Shushtar’s main attractions (though
if you've got your own wheels, the off-street
parking could be a clincher). The restau-
rant is reasonable.

Afzal Traditional Residency HOTEL $$$
((2)061-3621 0908;  www.afzalhouse.ir;  r
IR2,400,000; &) This exquisitely restored
Qajar house near Imam Khomeini St has
ornate rooms surrounding an intricate
brick courtyard.

,\0 Eating & Drinking

*Mostofi

Restaurant & Museum IRANIAN $$
((2061-3621 0909; http://itsh.ir; meals from
IR220,000; & 8am-late; &) Take your shoes
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off and relax under the palms as you soak
up the view of Shadorvan Bridge (p142)
from the airy courtyard dining platforms of
this restored Qajar house. It’s definitely the
nicest eating experience in Shushtar. Enter
from the last alley heading north before the
bridge.

Khosh & Besh CAFE
(Abdollah Banoo St; & noon-10pm) Get your
caffeine and nicotine fixes here. It’s next to
the CTO building.

ﬁ Information

HenDooneh Coffeenet ([ 061-3622 5653;
Abdollah Banoo St; per hour IR50,000;
&:10am-late) Near the CTO building.
Tourist Information Office () 061-3621
0909; http://itsh.ir; Mostofi House; & 8am-
3pm) The small tourist-information office

in Mostofi House, near Bateni Sq, provides
useful brochures and maps.

6 Getting There & Away

Shushtar’s handy central bus terminal (Sheikh
Allama Shoshtari Blvd) is just south of Imam
Khomeini St. Regular buses run to Ahvaz
(IR50,000, 1% hours) and Dezful (IR50,000,
one hour), where you can transfer for Shush or
Andimeshk. Savaris to both destinations leave
from outside the terminal. There's no public
transport to Shush (90km away), but a good
asphalt road exists, passing within 5km of
Choga Zanbil and emerging near Haft Tappeh.
The train station (Imam Hussein Blvd) is
on the northern side of the river in Shushtar
New Town. There’s a sporadic service to Andi-
meshk, but a savari is infinitely easier.

Ahvaz BIEYY

[2J061 / POPULATION 1.2 MILLION / ELEVATION
17M

Ahvaz is vast, sprawling and industrial, and
its temperatures are usually life-threaten-
ing. It suffered large-scale destruction in
the Iran-Iraq War. There’s little of interest
to tourists here other than good transport
connections.

Oxin Hotel ((J1061-3447 4720; Pasdaran
Hwy; s/tw/d IR1,640,000/2,500,000/3,190,000;
[P)# @) is just 2km from the airport, if you
do need to stay over.

6 Transport

AIR

Istanbul (Turkey) US$183, Monday and
Thursday with Turkish Alrlines (p92).

Dubai (UAE) US$137, Wednesday, Friday and
Sunday with FlyDubai and Naft (www.naftair-
line.com/en).

Kuwait City (Kuwait) US$125, Monday and
Thursday with Iran Air ((2)061-3336 5684).
Tehran from IR1,330,000, frequent with all
airlines.

Shiraz IR1,434,000, daily with Iran Aseman
((21061-3445 5056; www.iaa.ir), twice weekly
with Mahan Air (p93).

Esfahan IR1,750,000, Wednesday and Friday
with Iran Air.

Mashhad IR2,080,000, daily with Taban Air
(p109), four times weekly with Iran Aseman
(21061-3445 5056; www.iaa.ir), weekly with
Caspian (p92), IAT (p93) and Iran Air.

BUS & SAVARI

The main bus terminal (Engelab Sq) is 5km
west of the centre up Engelab St. You can get
to Shush (IR100,000, two hours) and virtually
anywhere else in Iran.

Andimeshk savaris/minibuses
(IR160,000/80,000) depart from a hidden
yard 200m further north. Dezful buses
(IR80,000, 13 hours) use a different yard
100m southeast of the main terminal across
Engelab St.

Buses for Shushtar (IR50,000, 1% hours) use
Istgah Shushtar (Zagros Terminal; Pasdaran
Blvd; M Naft) way across town, 4km northeast
of the centre (halfway to the airport).

TRAIN

The main train station (M Medan-e Sa'at) is
west of the river, on the far side of Hejrat Park
beyond Sa‘at Sq. Several trains a day leave for
Tehran via Andimeshk and Dorud. There's a
handy local train to Shush (IR44,500, noon,
two hours) that goes all the way to Tehran
(IR275,000, 16 hours) — useful in summer,

as you see all of the scenic section from An-
dimeshk to Dorud in daylight. Other Tehran
trains leave at 1.53pm, 5.15pm and 7.40pm,
but these cost more (IR555,000) and have
fewer stops than the noon train.

Khorramabad la A
066 / POPULATION 351,000 / ELEVATION 1223M
Most travellers try to pass straight through
Khorramabad, but this historic city is sceni-
cally located among the sharp, jagged tors
of the Zagros mountains, a rockhound’s
nirvana: check out Yafteh Wall rated in
Iran’s top three climbing areas.

The superbly picturesque Falak-Ol-
Aflak ([21066-3333 3333; IR150,000; & 8am-
6pm, to 8pm summer) fortress overlooks the
city centre and is now a museum. Enjoy



the cooler air: it’s all downhill from here
to Khuzestan.

Most travellers seem to end up Shardari
Hotel (Shari'atiPark; s/dIR1,250,000/1,492,000;
[P/ ®) offering basic, clean, comfortable
rooms; its terrace has good views of a near-
by jagged tor. Other recommended places
to stay are budget Karoon Hotel (Shari'ati
St; s/d IR750,000/1,010,000; &), and the
Tourist Hotel (Sarabkiu; (2/066-3323 8142;
www.ittic.com; d US$56; (P)#®)), which has a
dependable restaurant.

ﬁTransport

There are daily flights to Tehran (IR1,310,000)
on Mahan Air ((2)021-4838 4838; www.ma-
han.aero/en) or Taban (p109). The airport is
5km southwest of the city.

Savaris (IR200,000, two hours) and minibus-
es (IR140,000, 3%z hours) to Andimeshk can be
found in a small yard off Baharestan Blvd, 3km
southwest of Shariati Park.
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Qom............... 147
Kashan ............ 151
Esfahan ............ 158
Dasht-e Kavir ....... 178
Yazd ............... 182
Shiraz ............. 195
Persepolis .......... 207
Pasargadae.......... 210
Best Places to
Eat

= Abbasi Teahouse &
Traditional Restaurant (p172)

= Bastani Traditional
Restaurant (p171)

= Shahrzad (pl72)
=» Ghavam (p205)
= Talar Yazd (p190)

Best Places to
Sleep

= Abbasi Hotel (p171)

= Barandaz Lodge (p181)

= Saraye Ameriha Boutique
Hotel (p155)

= Niayesh Boutique Hotel
(p202)

= Fahadan Museum Hotel
(p189)

Why Go?

Central Iran, encompassing the magnificent cities of Esfa-
han, Yazd and Shiraz, is the cultural tour-de-force of Iran.
Wedged between the Zagros Mountains to the west and the
Dasht-e Kavir to the east, it offers the quintessential Persian
experience and it’s no coincidence that it attracts the most
visitors. But in an age that celebrates getting off the beat-
en track, this is one destination where this is a redundant
quest: for centuries people have crossed this land, following
in the footsteps of ancient empire builders, their journeys
commemorated in the artistic wonders at Persepolis.

You can continue that journey today, tracing the silk
route along desert byways, through city bazaars and across
mountain passes - in much the same manner as the region’s
famous nomads. Many of the caravanserai and khans that
dot these routes have been restored and overnighting in one
of these hospitable lodgings serves as an appointment with
history.

‘When to Go

Visit in the spring when Persian gardens are in bud, mountain
orchards are full of flowers and the rose fields around Kashan
are at their fragrant best.

Although there is some difference in climate from region
to region, generally travelling in the extreme heat of summer
when temperatures can reach 50°C or more is not much fun
between June to September.

January and February can be equally challenging, not just
in the Zagros Mountains, but across the whole region as locals
hunker down against the freezing cold of midwinter.



Qom =
[Z1025 / POPULATION 1,250,000 / ELEVATION 933M
Iran’s second-holiest city after Mashhad, Qom
(Ghom) is home to both the magnificent
Hazrat-e Masumeh shrine and the hardline
clerics who have ruled the country since 1979.
Shiite scholars and students come from across
the world to study in its madrasehs (schools)
and browse in its famous religious bookshops,
pilgrims pay homage at the shrine and locals
are conspicuously pious. Travellers need to be
mindful of the city’s religious nature when
visiting and dress conservatively. Discreet be-
haviour is particularly appreciated around the
Hazrat-e Masumeh shrine.

Qom is one of Iran’s fastest-growing cities
(the population has doubled since the revolu-
tion) and the outskirts are being transformed
by a sprawl of apartment blocks. While the
new infrastructure is rather unattractive, the
population growth has at least brought new
life to the old centre. Qom can be visited in
an easy day trip from Tehran or en route to
Kashan.

O sights

* Hazrat-e Masumeh SHRINE
(4asaza O puaa; Map pl50; Astane Sq; & 24hr)
The physical and spiritual centre of Qom,
this magnificent shrine is the burial place of
Imam Reza’s sister Fatemeh, who died here
in the 9th century. Reza was the eighth of
the 12 imams who descended from Prophet
Mohammed; as the only one of the 12 to be
buried in Iran (in Mashhad), his sister’s bur-
ial site has a special resonance as a place of
pilgrimage. Non-Muslims are allowed into
the courtyards but not the shrine itself.

Much of what can be seen today was
built under Shah Abbas I and the other Sa-
favid kings in the 16th century. Anxious to
establish their Shiite credentials and prove
they could match the sect’s shrines at Kar-
bala and Najaf (in modern-day Iraq), they
lavished the site with courtyards of brilliant
tile work. For visitors, however, it is the
great golden cupola that distinguishes Haz-
rat-e Masumeh; this was an embellishment
added by the Qajar ruler Fath Ali Shah in
the early 19th century. Not to be outdone
by their predecessors, successive rulers
have lavished various embellishments on
the shrine complex over the years with the
latest addition - the construction of a grand
plaza next to Astane Sq - being contributed
by today’s Ayatollahs of Qom.

Visits by non-Muslims should officially be
in groups accompanied by a guide approved
by the shrine stewards (who are incidentally a
mine of information about the features of the
complex); in practice, however, an element
of discretion is exercised in permitting entry
to individual travellers. Women must wear a
chador, available free of charge at entrance No
1. Discreet photography by mobile phone was
permitted during our visit but large cameras
were discouraged.

Old Bazar BAZAAR
(Map p150; & 9am-8pm Sat-Thu) This lovely old
bazaar in the heart of Qom, a short stroll
from Astane Sq, is worth a visit as one of
the most authentic covered markets in Iran.
With a small khan in the middle, and the
usual labyrinth of alleyways, it is distin-
guished from other such trading places by
representing ‘business as usual’ for the local
citizens of Qom, with little if no concession
to modernity or visitors. A great place to
sense the continuity of trade over centuries.

Astane Square SQUARE
(Map p150) The city’s main square is paved
with marble and pedestrianised, offering a
grand vista of the Hazrat-e Masumeh. The
square takes on a carnivalesque quality in
the evening when robed clerics hurry by
while pilgrims and scholars congregate to
enjoy the open space, stroll the length of the
square between the shrine and the glorious
blue-domed Imam Hassan Mosque (Map
p150), and browse among the Islamic book-
shops. Catering to more worldly appetites,
the souvenir shops flanking the square sell
delicious local sweets.

A favourite confection of Qom is sohun,
a sinfully sweet brittle made with pistachio,
almond, saffron and cardamom. Buying a tin
of these from one of the shops (IR100,000)
and a glass of tea from the square’s tea stand
is part of the local experience.

Astane Sq spills into a neighbouring
pedestrianised plaza in front of the Imam
Hassan Mosque. A huge multistorey under-
ground car park under this plaza is handy
for those driving to Qom.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

During religious festivals and on Fridays
Qom is packed - be sure to book ahead if you
plan to stop over. The best place to stay is
Qom International Hotel (Map p150; [2)025-
1771 9208; www.qomhotel.com; Helal Ahmar St;
s/d/tr IR1,890,000/3,060,000/3,920,000; &),
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Central
Iran
Highlights
@ Esfahan (p158)
Watching a master at
work in this cultured
capital of handicrafts.

© Yazd (p182)
Deciphering the
calligraphy of the
magnificent Masjed-e
Jameh (Jameh
Mosque).

© Sshiraz (p198)
Scooping up the
coloured light of a
morning visit to the
Masjed-e Nasir-al-
Molk (Pink Mosque).
© Dasht-e Kavir
(p178) Learning the
importance of water
in the parched oasis
towns of Mesr and
Garmeh.

© Persepolis
(p207) Joining the
pageant of nations in
visiting the ancient
Apadana Palace with
its famous decorative
staircase.

© Kashan (pl51)
Waking up to the
music of fountains in
a traditional-house
hotel in this city of
wind catchers.

@ Zagros
Mountains (p176)
Hiking among herders
as they migrate

to their summer
pastures.

© Bagh-eFin
(p153) Enjoying the
poetic delight of
this classic Persian
garden in spring.
© Bavanat (p211)
Slipping into the
rhythm of life under
the walnut trees of
this rural valley.
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