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 Iran Today
 Feeling the Pressure
 Iran is a country under intense pressure. With the Arab Spring felling re-
gimes across the region, the isolation of international sanctions, danger-
ous levels of in  ation, high unemployment and the ever-present threat of 
a targeted military strike, you could be forgiven for thinking something
has to give.

 In 2009, 18 months before Tunisia kicked o   the Arab uprisings, it 
seemed to many that change would come through the ballot box. When
that didn’t happen millions took to the streets in support of the opposi-
tion Green Movement, protesting what they claimed was a rigged elec-
tion and calling for the president to step aside. But a violent crackdown
ended the demonstrations, its leaders were put under house arrest and
thousands of regime opponents have since been jailed or disappeared.

 The Green Movement was the sort of spontaneous uprising that 
Iranians had been predicting for 10 years. That it failed, followed by 
the ruthless e   ciency shown in rounding up opponents, has left many 
people feeling hopeless and paranoid. Some Iranians we spoke with 
would remove the battery in their already-switched-o   hone before 
discussing politics. At a social level, crackdowns by the Ershad mo
rality olice  and Basij (hardline militia) on dress and hairstyles have

 »  »  Population: 
78 million
 »  » Area: 

1, 648,195 sq km
 »  » GDP: 

US$480.3 
billion
 »  » GDP 

growth: 2.5%
 »  » Budget 

surplus: US$35 
billion
 »  » Inflation: 

22.5%
 »  » Unemploy-

ment: 15.3%
 »  » Population 
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 522–486 BC
 Darius I (the Great) 

creates the  rst 
superpower through 
sword and organisa-

tion. He divides Persia 
into provinces, creates 

a uniform monetary 
system and adopts a 

common language. 

 486–465 BC
 War with the Greeks 

dominates Xerxes I’s 
reign. After burning 

Athens in 480 BC, 
the Persians lose 

control of Macedonia, 
Thrace and Ionia. The 

Apadama Palace at 
Persepolis is com-

pleted.

480 BC marked the beginning of a long, slow decline that would con
tinue, with glorious interludes, for another 150 years

 Alexander the Great & the End of Persepol
 Young and charismatic like Cyrus before him, it was Alexander the reat 
of Macedonia who  nally ended the First Persian Empire. Having de

 THE FIRST CHARTER OF HUMAN RIGHTS…OR NOT
 In 1879 Assyro-British archaeologist Hormuzd Rassam unearthed a clay cylinder dur-
ing a dig in the ancient Marduk temple of Babylon. What became known as the ‘Cyrus 
Cylinder’ bears a cuneiform inscription recording, among other things, that Cyrus ‘strove 
for peace in Babylon and in all his [the god Marduk’s] sacred sites’ and ‘abolished forced 
labour’ for those (Jews) who had been enslaved in Babylon.

 These passages have been widely interpreted as a re  ection of  Cyrus’s respect for 
human rights, and many consider it the world’s  rst charter of human rights. Indeed, a 
replica remains on permanent display at UN headquarters in New York (the original is in 
the British Museum), and in 1971 the cylinder became the symbol of the 2500th anniver-
sary of Iranian royalty. However, not everyone agrees. Some scholars argue that Meso-
potamian kings had a tradition dating back to the 3rd millennium BC of making grand 
and popular statements espousing social reform when they came to the throne, meaning 
Cyrus’s declaration was neither new nor unique.

 Whether the cylinder was the world’s  rst declaration of human rights or not, it seems 
fair to say that Cyrus was an unusually benevolent ruler for his time, and he’s well re-
membered across the faiths. In the Bible both Ezra and Isaiah speak of Cyrus as a benign 
ruler responsible for the restoration of the temple in Jerusalem. And he is the only Gen-
tile (non-Jew) designated as a divinely appointed king, or messiah, in the Tanakh.

“All you’ve got to do is decide to go and the hardest part is over. So go!”
TONY WHEELER, COFOUNDER – LONELY PLANET
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 In the Footsteps of 
Empire
 Before you come to Iran, you might be 
thinking the main reasons to visit the 
Islamic Republic are because it’s a bit ad-
venturous and there’s a lot to see from the 
years when Persia was a great world pow-
er. At some levels you’d be right. Walk-
ing around the sublime, turquoise-tiled 
domes and minarets of Esfahan’s Naqsh-
e Jahan (Imam) Square, the awesome 
power and beauty of the Achaemenid’s 
ancient capital at Persepolis, the mud-
brick alleys and rooftops in Yazd, and the 
wonderfully immense Elamite ziggurat 
at Choqa Zanbil will put you in the foot-
steps of some of history’s most outstand-

ing  gures. And certainly you won’t  nd 
yourself crowded out of any sights. Which 
is fun. 

These highlights, together with the at-
mospheric teahouses, bustling bazaars, 
deserts punctuated by historic oases and 
rugged mountain ranges, gives Iran more 
than its fair share of fantastic places to see. 
But to think of Iran only in terms of ‘sights’ 
is to miss the real story.

 Rede  ning Hospitality
 If you like people, you’ll like Iran. The 
Iranians, a nation made up of numerous 
ethnic groups and in  uenced over thou-
sands of years by Greek, Arab, Turkic and 
Mongol occupiers, are endlessly welcom-

 Welcome to 
Iran

Nomads of the 
Zagros

6 About 2 million Iranians 
 from several di  erent 

ethnic groups still live a 
 nomadic  existence, travelling 
with their goats in spring and 
autumn in search of pasture. 
 Qashqa’i and Bakhtiyari 
nomads spend the sum-
mer 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 (p 193 ), or stay 
with the Khamseh (and eat 
their delicious hand-made 
yoghurt) in the hills above 
Bavanat (p 202 ). Qashqa’i 
wedding ceremony
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 Travelling in Iran 
 Money
 Iran is a  cash economy, so bring as much 
cash as you’ll need plus a bit more for that 
must-have Persian rug. Credit cards and 
travellers cheques are not accepted; see 
p 336  for details.

 Phone & Internet
 Occasional politically motivated crackdowns 
notwithstanding, Iran is well connected. 
Prepaid SIM cards are cheap and easy to 
 nd. Internet is widely available but many 

sites are blocked; consider getting a VPN 
program loaded before you leave home; see 
p 335  and p 338 .

 Getting Around
 Iran has a cheap, very e   cient and compre-
hensive bus system, a perfectly functional 
rail schedule and a well developed network

 Questions & 
Misconceptions
  Perceptions of Iran as a land of religious 
extremists and downtrodden women mean 
that when you tell people in your home 
country you’re planning to go you’ll prob-
ably face a volley of concerns. So let’s dispel 
a few misconceptions.

 Is it Safe?
 The most commonly asked question about 
travel in Iran is the easiest to answer. Yes. 
Assuming that you avoid protests and don’t 
go snooping around nuclear facilities, Iran is 
very safe because Iranians are so keen that 
nothing untoward happens to you. While not 
unheard of, assaults and robberies are rare. 
We have hitchhiked across deserts, stayed in 
the homes of strangers and left bags in res-

iran-6-cover.indd   2iran-6-cover.indd   2 16/05/2012   1:53:55 PM16/05/2012   1:53:55 PM
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ROAD 

GETTING THERE 
& AWAY
 International sanctions have 
made  Iran increasingly iso-
lated, but it is fairly simple 
to get into the country on a 
plane, by train from Turkey 

r across numerous border 
ssings from neighbouring 

ries. 
ts and tours can be 

ine at lonelyplan
ngs.

 Arriving w
risky, as the visa
process sees a lot o
turned away (see p 24

Passport
 Iran will not issue visas to 
Israeli  passport holders, and 
people with an Israeli pass-
port will be turned away at 
the border (you won’t get on 
a  ight to Iran with an Israeli 
passport). Similarly, having 
an Israeli stamp in any other 
passport will see you turned 
away or put on the next 
 ight out.

 Air
 The vast  majority of interna-
tional  ights come to Tehran. 
However, some travellers are 
choosing to start or end their 
trip in Shiraz, saving some 
backtracking.

Airports & Airlines
 Tehran’s Imam Khomeini 
International Airport (IKIA) 
sees most of Iran’s interna-
tional air tra   c. It’s small, 
so delays are possible. 
Elsewhere, Shiraz, Esfahan, 
Bandar Abbas and Kish are
(in that order) potentiall
useful arrival or depar
points, while Abad
vaz, Mashhad, T
Zahedan ar
See th
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OUR STORY
A beat-up old car, a few dollars in the pocket and a sense of 
adventure. In 1972 that’s all Tony and Maureen Wheeler needed 
for the trip of a lifetime – across Europe and Asia overland to 
Australia. It took several months, and at the end – broke but 
inspired – they sat at their kitchen table writing and stapling 
together their fi rst travel guide, Across Asia on the Cheap. 
Within a week they’d sold 1500 copies. Lonely Planet was born. 

Today, Lonely Planet has offi  ces in Melbourne, London and 
Oakland, with more than 600 staff  and writers. We share Tony’s belief that ‘a great guidebook 
should do three things: inform, educate and amuse’.

 Andrew Burke
 Coordinating Author, Tehran, Southeastern Iran Andrew has been fascinated 
by Iran and captivated by its people since his fi rst visit in 2003, when in three 
months he was invited home to lunch more than 30 times. As well as enjoying 
endless tea and unforgettable hospitality, Andrew has photographed and written 
about Iran for three editions of this guide and for Lonely Planet’s Middle East 
guide, blogged for lonelyplanet.com and reported on the Bam earthquake and 

several elections for major newspapers. For Lonely Planet he has also covered Laos, Thailand, 
China, Burma and PNG, among others. When not 
travelling he lives in Sydney. 

 Virginia Maxwell
 Central Iran, Persian Gulf Based in Australia, Virginia spends part of every year 
in the Middle East indulging her passions for history, art, architecture and food. 
She has covered Egypt, Lebanon, Syria and the UAE for Lonely Planet, is the 
author of LP’s Istanbul and Pocket Istanbul guidebooks, and contributes to the 
Turkey guidebook. Since researching this title, she has come to the conclusion 
that Iranian people are among the 

most friendly and helpful she has ever encountered. 

 Iain Shearer
 Western Iran, Northeastern Iran Iain is an archaeologist and Research Affi  liate at 
the British Museum and the Centre For Applied Archaeology, University College 
London. He has worked extensively on the archaeology of the Persian speaking 
world and has excavated in Afghanistan, the Balkans, Central Asia, Iran & the 
Arab Middle East. He is a Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society of the United King-
dom & Ireland. Iran and its people have a special place in his heart.

 Read more about Andrew at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/andrewburke

 Read more about Virginia at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/virginiamaxwell
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 itiner-
aries

 Whether you’ve got five days or 
are aiming, with an extension, 
for 50, these   itineraries provide 
a starting point for the trip of a 
lifetime. Want more inspiration? 
Head online to lonelyplanet.
com/thorntree to chat with other 
travellers.
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 Two Weeks, Tehran to Shiraz
Classic Iran

 In two weeks it’s possible to see the jewels of Iran’s rich history. Start in Tehran 
and spend two days seeing the major sights, including the Golestan Palace, National 
Jewels Museum and Tehran Bazar. Take a bus to Kashan, where you can explore the 
bazaar, check out the Qajar-era traditional houses and chill out in the Fin Garden. 

 Stop for a couple of hours to check out the mosque and tomb in Natanz en route to ar-
chitecturally magnifi cent Esfahan and spend three days exploring the blue-tiled mosques 
of Naqsh-e Jahan (Imam) Square, the bustling Bazar-e Bozorg, the sublime bridges across 
the Zayandeh River and the Armenian community at Jolfa.

 Head to the desert trading city of Yazd for a couple of 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 for two nights 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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 One Month, Maku to Mirjaveh
Turkey to Pakistan

 Travellers with an adventurous bent have been following this 4420km overland route 
from Europe to subcontinental Asia for centuries. It’s doable in less time, but you’ll 
need a month to really appreciate Iran’s diversity without feeling you’re constantly on 
the move. The journey is serviced by regular buses and some trains.

 With its soaring canyon, Maku makes a pleasant introduction before spending three 
days in Tabriz, which has a fi ne bazaar, then checking out Jolfa and the troglodyte homes 
at Kandovan, before heading via Zanjan for a look at the remarkable Oljeitu Mausoleum 
at Soltaniyeh. Continuing east, historic Qazvin is the staging point for excursions into 
the spectacular Alamut Valleys to walk among the ruined Castles of the Assassins. Head 
north via Rasht to lush Masuleh, a charming village ideal for chilling out before dashing 
along the Caspian Coast to reach Kelardasht in a beautiful setting, then zigzag up through 
the dramatic Alborz Mountains to Tehran.

 Spend three days in Tehran seeing the museums, galleries and taking in the hustle and 
bustle, then head south for a couple of days to Kashan with its World Heritage–listed Fin 
Garden. Bus it to Esfahan where you’ll need three or four days to soak up the sights of the 
Safavid-era capital, and then head east for a village homestay in Farahzad or Garmeh in 
the vast Dasht-e Kavir desert. From the desert head south to the Silk Road trading city of 
Yazd, stopping in the spectacular Zoroastrian pilgrimage site at Chak Chak en route.

 Plan to spend three days exploring the narrow lanes and desert architecture of Yazd be-
fore heading to Shiraz via Pasargadae and Persepolis. Spend two days in Shiraz taking 
in the bazaar, gardens and poet’s shrines, and another on a day trip to Bishapur or Firuz 
Abad. Continue to Kerman, stopping for a night with nomads in Bavanat (during spring 
or autumn) or in a cave at Meymand. Using Kerman as a base, plan for three days explor-
ing Mahan, Rayen and the desert stars in the Kaluts. Stop in Bam to see what remains 
of the Arg and just rest a while in this ancient oasis town. Then blast through Zahedan to 
the Pakistan border at Mirjaveh before your visa expires.
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 18 days, Tehran to Shushtar
Go West

 This intriguing meander west is ideal for those who’ve seen the main desert city 
sites or are confi dent in navigating through areas often unaccustomed to foreigners. 
The route over   mountains and valleys boasts eight of Iran’s 13 World Heritage Sites 
(denoted here with an *), but should be just as memorable for the people you’ll meet 

on the journey. The remotest sections will require charter taxis, but rides cost only about 
US$10 per hour. Note that in winter, mountain roads can be cut by snow.

 Starting in Tehran, head west to Qazvin and spend the afternoon exploring the historic 
city, before driving into the Alamut Valley to hike among the fabled Castles of the Assas-
sins. From Qazvin go over the Alborz Mountains to Rasht, and on through paddy fi elds and 
forests to the stepped village of Masuleh. Spend a day exploring the village and surround-
ing hills, or hiking up to Qal-eh Rudkhan. Hire a taxi and, forsaking the dull coast, spend 
a memorable day climbing through nomad country to Ardabil via Khal Khal. In Ardabil 
visit the magnifi cent Sheikh Safi -od-Din Mausoleum* before settling in bustling Tabriz for a 
few days. Explore the brilliant covered bazaar* and the contrasting Valiasr District, do your 
laundry, and allow a day for an excursion to the quaint troglodyte village of Kandovan, and 
maybe another for Jolfa and the ancient Church of St Stephanos*.

 Refreshed, head southeast and use Zanjan as a base to see the magnifi cent Mongol-era 
Oljeitu Mausoleum* at Soltaniyeh. From Zanjan, take the starkly beautiful mountain road 
to lonely Takht-e Soleiman*, once the world’s greatest Zoroastrian fi re-temple complex. 
Sleep in Bijar and continue to hospitable Sanandaj, capital of Iranian Kordistan. Spend 
a day exploring the city and another for a trip to Palangan or, for adventurers, a taxi ride 
through the endless hair-pins of the Howraman Valley. Either way, fi nish the day in Ker-
manshah and spend the following day visiting the Achaemenid-era stone carvings of Taq-e 
Bostan and Bisotun*.

 Hop south for a quick stop in the charming Lurish capital of Khorramabad, with its 
picturesque hilltop fortress, before continuing to Shushtar, with its mesmerising, Roman-
built hydraulic irrigation complex*. Base yourself here for visits to the ruins of ancient 
Shush and Choqa Zanbil*, a magnifi cent 3000-year-old Elamite ziggurat.
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Desert Detour
Mashhad Pilgrimage

 10-12 Days, Esfahan to Kerman
Desert Detour

 If you’ve ever dreamt of the oasis 
towns of the 1001 Nights or are drawn 
to hospitable homestays, this trip is 
for you. It’s doable by taking infre-

quent buses, but the odd taxi dar baste can 
reduce waiting time. Avoid the summer heat 
by 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 to Farahzad and/or 
Garmeh for desert homestays that redefi ne 
hospitality; plan for three days all up.

 Continue to Yazd via Chak Chak, and 
check into an atmospheric traditional hotel 
in the old town. Spend two days exploring 
the old city, the Zoroastrian Towers of Si-
lence and a qanat, the underground water 
veins that keep these desert cities alive and 
if you’re fi t perhaps a trek into the desert. 
Heading south stop in Fahraj or the re-
stored Caravanserai Zein-o-din for one 
night, before moving on to Kerman, from 
where you can take a tour to the remarkable 
‘sand castles’ of the Kaluts.

 10 Days, Tehran to Mashhad
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 tow-
er. If you’re impressed 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 moun-
tains 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, bicycle 
or horseback. Nearby Kang is a photogenic 
stepped village of stacked mud-brick homes. 
The mausoleum of 11th-century poet, Fer-
dosi is found in Tus, while Omar Khayyam 
has his tomb in Neishabur. The impressive 
mountain cliff s of Kalat Naderi lie to the 
north, or you can take tea with the Afghans 
at Torbat-e Jam.

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