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Introduction






BRIDGE, POEM, AWARENESS MOVING THROUGH


Rumis place in the history of religions is as a bridge between faiths. The story of his funeral in 1273 is well known. Representatives came from every religionMuslims, Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus. When questioned about this, they responded, He deepens us wherever we are. Rumi lives in the heart, the core (he might call it friendship) of our impulse to praise, to worship, to explore the mystery of union. Even his name is a bridge word.*


But his meeting with Shams Tabriz is the key to his inclusivity. Shams operated beyond form and doctrine. He once said that if the Kaaba were suddenly lifted up out of the world, we would see that each person is really bowing (five times a day) to every other person. In other words, if the icons of religions could dissolve, we would be left with the radiance of each other, the one honoring the other as the same glory. Friendship. Namaste.


My Love for Bridges



I sometimes fall in love with bridges. One lazy spring when I was staying in a house in Kanlica, across from Istanbul, it was the Sultan Mehmet Bridge, with its Bosphoric procession of boats. The Clifton Suspension Bridge near Bristol, England. The lowly San Mateo Bridge across San Francisco Bay, and all those others across that body of water. The rickety old Walnut Street Bridge we drove over every morning going to elementary school in Chattanooga. I used to imagine places to live in lodged among the girders, or especially, not on that bridge but others, in the drawbridge lift operators room. So I was psychically primed for the Khajou Bridge in Isphahan.


Rumi says:





Lovers find secret places


inside this violent world


where they make transactions


with beauty.


#15, SECRET PLACES
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 [image: image]

The Khajou Bridge during daylight.


Isphahan is world famous for its bridges, but the Khajou Bridge is different from the others in style and decoration, and in the feel of it. The tiled plaques above each alcove have lovely variations. Khajou is a honeycomb of secret places, many of them out in the open, but perfectly suited for any transaction with beauty. The Khajou Bridge over the Zanayeh River in Isphahan is a vision of what a community made of such loverly nooks might look like. It is an encouragement for those sojourning through to rest awhile and deepen. Tarrying is the specialty of the Khajou Bridge. Whitmans I loafe and invite my soul was written two centuries after this bridge took form, but it might serve as its motto. Surely no one uses this bridge just to get somewhere. It is as intricate and woven as a brain, a halved and opened labyrinth. The right brain is dominant here, with its artistic sensitivity and wisdom flow, but Khajou is also an image of balance, with its upper roadway, very practical and left-brain, and its lower level conducive to music and meditation, friendship and poetry.


On the downriver side of the high-walled upper road (see the photo below) is an arcade of rooms each capable of holding eight to ten people. Poets in recitation, philosophers arguing, family reunions, the various uses human beings might devise for the evening hours. There are octagonal pavilions on either end and a larger octagon in the center for music. At one time there may have been smaller temporary pavilions on the roof of the central space.
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The upper level of the Khajou Bridge.


An early Sufi, Ghazzali, says of the deep listening practice Sufis call sema:



When their spirits receive mystical apprehension of the unseen states and their hearts are softened by the lights of divine essence, they sit down, and he who chants, chants a light chant to bring them forth by degrees from the internal to the external.




Water music is the light chant here that brings forth soul.





The Khajou Bridge suggests we try more contemplative ways. Grotto, idyllic bench, sound studio, dissolving mirror, incubation. Our feet dangle off the benches. We relax into childhood and mature grief at once. Singers in these chambers need no audience, though they have one, scattered and deeply engaged. This bridge is a generous moment.


Hart Cranes vision of the Brooklyn Bridge is as a





harp and altar, of the fury fused,


(How could mere toil align thy choiring strings!).




We have seen night lifted in thine arms.





Cranes prayer to it is for it to





Unto us lowliest sometime sweep, descend


And out of the curveship lend a myth to God.





Khajou Bridge might be that descent. On its lower level it holds its walkers only a few feet over the water. A legend persists that the concrete of this bridge was made of limestone mixed with egg white, like a cake. This bridge was alchemically cooked, a free-for-all present. The history of experimentation with various formulae for concrete coincides, of course, with the human building of domes, arches, roads, and especially bridges, aqueducts, and canals. Any structure made to be in water for centuries must have a special stickum in it. Why egg white, I do not know. Any guesses, out there in radioland? This seventeenth-century alchemical mystery is more playful than our national monument, the imposing brickwork that walks us over to Brooklyn. Khajou revels in its sixteen watercourses, with their close-by, right down in the water, divinely human music. Plato says that music is the knowledge of that which relates to love in harmony and system. Khajou is a chrysalis, a conjugation for the verbs to flow and to flower. Like Whitmans Brooklyn Ferry this bridge is a crossover where we discover the spiked halo around our heads reflecting in the river as we lean over the railing. But there are no railings here. Khajou is everywhere open and pointed.


Nietzsche says, What is great in man is that he is a bridge, and not a goal. A human being is a going-across. Khajou is an invitation to the glory of more ordinary activity. Playfulness, stories, inner quiet. It is full of resting-spot compartments. Here is a metaphor to explore. Say the stanzas of a Rumi ghazal (ode) have the brio and lively dynamic of the sluices and alcoves of the Khajou Bridge, that they provide spaces where conversation can flourish, and silence, the deep silence we remember near water. I was impressed by the depth of solitude in those who were sitting on the steps looking downstream. The arts of poetry and music and architecture were much more closely woven in Persia in the seventeenth century than they are for us now. So say a Rumi poem is a bridge to the heart, and though the heart is a thronging caravanserai, it is not the ultimate place to live. Nor is a bridge. Pure being is that, or just being. Poetry points and persuades us there. Close, but not the place itself. Mystical poetry wants the full consciousness that is beyond words.


Nietzsche once imagined an eighty-thousand-year-old man whose character is totally alterable, who can contain an abundance of different individuals. This malleable identity easily finds a seat on Khajou and in the ghazals of Rumi. Between a beginningless beginning and an endless end, each of us is a bridge rhythm in time. A dam, a dance, a narrowing of mountain snowmelt before it is allowed to quicken and continue. A conversational music, an echoing bench with old men laughing and talking.


Great architectural forms like cathedrals and mosques, precarious Himalayan monasteries, standing stonehenges, inviting amphitheaters, and pyramids all reveal longings in the human soul, the ways it loves to express itself and simply be, under open sky, near a river, against a cliff. It may be nave to say so, but architectures speak of the joy the soul is here for. If I lived in Isphahan, I would go to the Khajou Bridge several times a week, at different times of day. I was told that there are people known as bridgemasters, who understand the soul-growth messages embedded like hidden gems by Khajous seventeenth-century Sufi architects. I did not meet anyone who admitted to being a bridgemaster, but I did ask around, and I am still looking.


On the matter of this bridge, I am the rankest amateur. I was only on it for part of an evening in May. I did not even see the upper level, with its road and alcoves. But even with such short acquaintance I feel how the bridge was made to delight in several possibilities of being alive. The same can be said of Rumis poetry. Likewise, there is a bare openness, almost a danger, about walking out on the wet surfaces of the Khajou Bridge at night. A similar nakedness lives in Rumis poetry, something not reasonable, a being drawn through/toward surrender.

Image 3
 [image: image]

The Khajou Bridge at night.


At night, the Khajou Bridge holds lighted niches and watersound together, an auditory and visual multiplicity within unity. The bridge contains several layers of human interaction, which are not concealed from each other. The Khajou Bridge and the ghazals of Rumi are similar expressions of awareness, a commonplace where we rest within restlessness. Bridges work with what flows through and away. The sound of a river running mixes like egg white with the talking, the song, of people passing across. A Rumi poem may be experienced as a series of compartments we inhabit while awash with what moves through us, luminous gold bits. In one of the alcove chambers a man is singing a Hafez poem, grieving, panning for the one not of this world who lives inside these bodies for a time. The Khajou Bridge is a humanmade shoal that people are drawn to, to enjoy the seasonal motion, to sit quietly in time. It is not a tavern, nor is it a school.


The central golden rectangle of Isphahan, the maidan, is laid out on a north-south axis, with the main mosque set at an angle to it, its axis aligned with Mecca. The symbolism is clear. Government and business are on one axis, worship on another, profoundly melded, welded, to one another, but at an angle, like a bowing figure. The centerline of the Khajou Bridge casts a vector between the two minaret verticals of the mosque. So Khajou is a call to prayer and, I would claim, a new kind of praying, the language of what happens when flow-through meets go-across.


I read recently of someones near-or after-death experience. His consciousness went all the way past the galaxies to the source of the source of light and asked a question of THAT. Which religion do you prefer on earth? The answer was a great relief. I dont care. Well, of course. So the Khajou Bridge is an excursion, an evening by the river, a poem of unaffiliated joy. Certain bridges are cathedrals for wandering and wasting time. Khajou is a jewel of the mystical imagination, full of secret ways for making the way home home. We need no railings here, no police, and nothing is being hawked. Its chancy, and subliminal.


Rumi has long been felt to be a bridge, a place for cultures and religions especially to merge and enjoy each other. During his ride with his family down the Silk Road ahead of the Mongol armies, from Balkh in central Asia to Iconium (Konya, Turkey), he accumulated a rich baggage of Taoist, Buddhist, and Zoroastrian images, along with stories from India, to add to those from his Islamic texts. It is said that ninety camels were needed just to carry Bahauddins (Rumis fathers) books. There is a caravan bridge to contemplate.

Image 4
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The spiral line through the center of the lower level is the view through the vaults 

The floor plan of the Khajou Bridge.


Thoughts upon Silence


Rumi devotes a lot of attention to silence, especially at the end of poems, where he gives the words back into the silence they came from (khamush in Persian). It is truly one of the mysteries that flow through him. No other poet pays such homage to silence. He was once asked, Isnt it strange that you talk so much about silence? He answered, The radiant one inside me has never said a word.


Here are some closing lines from this collection that include the silence after the poem as an integral part of the poem. They function as bridge links from the poem to the readers consciousness following the poem.




Now let silence speak.


As that begins, we will start out.


#5, LEAVES ABOUT TO LET GO


Now the kissing is over.


Fold your love in.


Hide it like pastry filling.





Whisper within with


a shy girls tenderness.


#9, THE TIME OF DIVULGING


Music begins.


Your silence, deepen that.





Were you to put words with this


we would not survive the song.


#18, MUSIC AND SILENCE



Enough words. Friend,


you can make the ear see.




Speak the rest of this poem


in that language.


#19, EARSIGHT


Be silent now.


Say fewer and fewer praise poems.


Let yourself become living poetry.


#28, SOUL HOUSES


I will shorten this poem,


because the rest of it


is being said in the world


within our eyes.





Do you know this silence?


It is not the same as in your room


when you have no one to talk to.




This is pure silence,


not the kind that happens


when living dogs are eating a dead one.


#32, PURE SILENCE


Be clear like a mirror


reflecting nothing.





Be clean of pictures and the worry


that comes with images.





Gaze into what is not ashamed


or afraid of any truth.





Contain all human faces in your own


without any judgment of them.





Be pure emptiness.


What is inside that? you ask.


Silence is all I can say.



Lovers have some secrets


that they keep.


#38, NO EXPECTATIONS


The last ghazal above provides a list of the qualities of this silence that Rumi serves. A clarity with no reflecting, no imagery, a courage that can acknowledge any truth or shame, infinitely multiple identities, no judgment, emptiness, and inside the emptiness secrets that will never be held in language.


More closing lines:




It is necessary for you


to experience nonbeing.





Love takes you toward that.


Asleep beside the splashing water,


let it say secrets into you.





Be a sleep and a pure listening


at the same time.


#45, ASLEEP AND LISTENING


Your love has brought us to this silence,


where the only obligation


is to walk slowly through a meadow


and look.


#52, THE ONLY OBLIGATION


A wealth you cannot imagine


flows through you.




Do not consider what strangers say.


Be secluded in your secret heart-house,


that bowl of silence.





Talking, no matter how humble-seeming,


is really a kind of bragging.



Let silence be the art


you practice.


#54, I SEE THE FACE


We grow quiet. Our souls become one another and Shams Tabriz.


#60, GONE FOR GOOD


The love-ocean roils with praise,


and that sound increases now


as I end this and wait


for your discourse to begin.


#64, FAINT LAMENT OF FORM


I want these words to stop.


Calm the chattering mind, my soul.





No more camels milk.


I want silent water to drink,


and the majesty of a clear waking.


#71, I ASK ONE MORE THING


Now a silence unweaves


the shroud of words


we have woven.


#82, ONE THING I DID WRONG


A northern wind arrives


that burnishes grief


and opens the sky.





The soul wants to walk out


in that cleansing air


and not come back.





The soul is a stranger


trying to find a home


somewhere that is not a where.


Why keep grazing on why?



Good falcon soul, you have flown


around foraging long enough.





Swing back now toward


the emperors whistling.


#83, A NORTHERN WIND


Rumis ghazals end in many different ways: bewildered, bereft, ecstatic, resigned, winsome, lost. Over five hundred close with this mention of silence. Sometimes it is felt as a waiting for a new way of speaking to begin, one that transmits the teachings that can come only in silence. And always Rumi is altering the tradition of mentioning the poets own name, or pen name (takhallus), at the end as a way of signing the poem. He never does that, that I know of. He never claims the poem as his.


Another, much longer category would be that of poems that end with a turning toward Shams, sunlight, or the sunrise (Shams means sun) or with observing some phenomenon that happens at dawn, as when most of the stars disappear and the planets brighten for a moment.





These words may not be pure truth,


but they contain an energy


that you can spend.





When the sun comes up, have you noticed


how some individual stars, by which


I mean human beings, begin to brighten?


#81, ENERGY YOU CAN SPEND


The wild presence of Shams Tabriz, Rumis teacher and friend, can make deep changes in the human psyche. Rumis poems offer the mystery of that presence to those listening, and with it a transformation as gentle and profound as that of the suns coming up on a sleeping town.





The noise of a waking town


fills my chest. Shams


is saying this.


#90, A WAKING TOWN


So perhaps the hidden subject of this collection, and the hidden purpose of the Khajou Bridge, is to give form to our longing for silence and to the listening we do within that. Nothing can be done about such longing. This silence cannot be achieved through effort or practices, and having an intellectual understanding of silence is certainly not worth anyones time. We must experience it, be it, be changed. It is a relaxation that surprises us in the evening. A dissolving of time and space, of you and me, into one timeless consciousness. It is the beauty that Rumis poems swim, what they give a taste of. It has other names, this silence. Love, freedom, enlightenment. A flotilla of ducklings paddling sixteen watercourses.







		
			
				
					
						TRAVEL NOTES
					
				
			
		

		In May 2006, Robert Bly and I visited Iran. This escapade began with a phone call from Moe, Mohammed Mohanna, an Iranian businessman who builds skyscrapers in Sacramento. He had been talking with Ayatollah Zanjani, the recently appointed chancellor of the University of Tehran. Zanjani knows of the current popularity of Rumi in America, and he particularly liked my collection The Book of Love. He had suggested that the University of Tehran award me an honorary doctorate. I was open to that, though I never thought the idea had any chance of making it through the academic committees, since I do not work from the Farsi. My collaborative versions of Rumi have no status in the scholarly world. But the process kept moving along, and when it became a definite offer, I realized that it would be much more interesting to have a companion along.

		I proposed that the university honor Robert Bly for his lifetime of poetry and poetry translation. Blys work is already well known in Iran. University administrators said they were willing to award Robert a plaque of appreciation. So here was my predicament. Robert is my mentor. He introduced me to Rumi in 1976. When I was first publishing my poetry in 1968, he was winning the National Book Award. It was not right for me to be given the doctorate and him a plaque. I could not do it. I threw a tantrum, but it did not work. They had never given two doctorates at a ceremony like this. I told Robert of my dilemma. He thought the whole thing was pretty funny, and he was game for the adventure. There was a wonderful moment in the green room before the ceremony when we were putting on our robes. They carefully explained to Robert that he would have to give his blue robe and hat back, but that I got to keep my carefully tailored black one with the gold trim and the silver wings, like Captain Americas. He gave me a wacky, tongue-out-the-side-of-the-mouth look. I love Robert Bly.
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			The Ayatollah, Coleman, and Robert in robes.
		

		I had inklings of what was going on in Iran before I went, ghastly news items from the Web. Robert was more knowledgeable, and our mutual friend, Andrew Dick, knew a whole lot about it. Andrew kept telling us, Dont go. Dont. Up until the last day he was urging us to say we had food poisoning, appendicitis, jury duty, anything. He was afraid for us. Iranian intellectuals who speak against the regime have disappeared, it is true. Sufi centers have been destroyed, and many Sufis murdered. I still dont know what the actual danger was to us, if any. I have many Iranian friends. I hope that my acceptance of a doctorate from the University of Tehran does not imply support of the regime now in power in Iran. I am told by those who have lived under it that terrible atrocities and executions have been performed over the last twenty-eight years by this group that is so supported and controlled by the mullahs and ayatollahs. I wish that there could somehow be a peaceful transition to a more democratic form of rule, but I wish that for this country too. What we have here in the United States is a global power conglomerate pretending to be a democratically elected government.

		Robert and I chose not to answer the political questions that were put to us. What do you think of our presidents letter to Bush? We deflected those by saying we were on a literary pilgrimage. Our reticence was not entirely natural. It was actually an agreement with one of the Iranian Americans who arranged the trip. He had previously taken several interfaith delegations to Iran, and he had plans for future trips. His relationship with the State Department was fragile, so he hoped we would avoid bad-mouthing Bush while we were over there. Mostly we did avoid doing that, until the last television interview, when Robert suggested to the host that we arrange a trade. We especially enjoyed Isphahan, said Robert. If you will give us Isphahan, we will give you TEXAS!

		
			
				A Sweet Morning in Shiraz
			
		

		The first morning in Shiraz, as we are heading out in the van rented for us by the University of Tehran to see the vast ruins of Persepolis, Robert has a moment of sudden clarity. No. Turn this van around. We must go first to Hafezs tomb. A masterstroke. He tells me later that he had a similar feeling of being about to make a mistake on his way to his first marriage, but he did not act on that intuition then. Hence the tone of urgency now.

		We enter the peaceful sanctuary of Hafezs walled garden. At the gate is a man with a box of cards with Hafez verses on them. A canary has been trained to stand on the edge of the box and pick a verse at random for each visitor. It is a response to a question, some advice for what one is about to do, or commentary on ones life.

		One line from mine says, This lost wanderer has tasted his pure wine.
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			Robert and Coleman at Hafezs tomb.
		

		One from Roberts says, By night I sing, and at the hour of dawn I mourn.

		We lounge against two pillars on the shady side of the high, magnificent cupola dome over the poets tomb. Class after class, flock on flock of first, second, third, and fourth graders come through, making joyful clumps around Hafezs raised catafalque, singing.

		
			Et O ces voix denfants chantant dans la cupole!
		

		Robert calls them little bits of Allah, which is exactly what they are, the schoolchildren, so free and yet orderly too. Flecks of song. Both of us are weeping and laughing and writing in our notebooks. We read each other poems. It is a deeply beautiful morning.

		Listen to this, Robert.

				Totally conscious, and apropos of nothing,

		you come to see me.

				He writes the lines down. These are published in a book, Robert.

		I know, but I like to see how they follow each other as I hear you say them.

				Lo, I am with you always means when you look for God,

		God is in the look of your eyes,
		

		in the thought of looking, nearer to you than yourself

		or things that have happened to you.

		There is no need to go outside.

		Be melting snow.

		Wash yourself of yourself.

				A white flower grows in the quietness.

		Let your tongue become that flower.

				Saadis tomb is the second stop that morning in Shiraz. Close by there are steps leading down to cool underground chambers with stone channels of swift-streaming, luminous springwater and a beautiful central fishpond with creamy gray fish. The place is full of boisterous high-school students who want to crowd close and have their pictures taken with us. Kneeling around the pool, we toss coins in and watch them wobble to the coinage floor. The coins get nosed and inspected for possible nourishment by the gray fish. No help there, they say. Such radiant arrangements for a poets grave. We Americans should have the imaginative generosity to build such facilities around Walt Whitmans grave in Camden, Emily Dickinsons in Amherst, Wallace Stevenss in Hartford. You can buy a great cup of sherbet at Hafezs place, and there is always music. We are not enjoying our poets enough. The Iranians have a lot to teach us about that.
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			Coleman and Robert at Saadis tomb.
		

		There is a Saadi poem carved in Farsi on the wall just inside the door of the United Nations building in New York. It has no title in Persian, but it might be called What It Is to Be Human:

				Human beings come

		from the same source.

		We are one family.

		If a part of the body hurts,

		all parts contract with pain.

		If you are not concerned

		with anothers suffering,

		we shall not call you human.

		
			SAADI
		

		I was told of this magnificent poem by an Iranian taxi driver in Austin, Texas, Farid Mohammadi. He went with us to Iran and made a wonderful film of the journey.
				*
			
		

		That afternoon we motor out into the thick heat and dust of Persepolis. Rockefeller Center art, says Robert, nailing every artifact ever funded and supervised by empire. No individuality allowed here. There is a fifty-yard-long bas-relief of emissaries arriving in procession with offerings from all over the worldCappadocia, Tibet, Mongolia. Each looks like a standard cookie-cutter Persian, same beard, same profile. You may be a far, strange, unique being, but here you become another cog in the great Persian empire machine.

		
			
				The Sex Police
			
		

		One of the rules printed in a 1907 American pamphlet, Guidelines for Female Schoolteachers, is: Do not get into a carriage with any man except your father or brother. That 1907 rule is still being enforced in Tehran a century later, in 2007. A young man, twenty-two, heading to law school, told us of his friend who was riding in a car on a recent afternoon with a young woman his age. They were pulled over by the police and taken in, interrogated separately and at length, humiliated, and kept overnight. A man and woman are not allowed to ride in a car together if they are not married or are not brother and sister. Beware ye cousins and ye young lovers. People are careful what they say out in the street, in bookstores, almost anywhere, about this fundamentalist regime they live under. Conversation is more open in their homes, but still cautious.

		
			
				The Women Students
			
		

		Iran is a tremendously well-educated, deeply cultured society. I was told that maybe 80 percent of the people are not practicing Muslims. They seem mostly to try to ignore this government. They certainly do not want to go through another revolution. It has been twenty-eight years since the last one. There is no telling what you get at the other end of one of those things. I was also told by young people that there is not much hope this situation will change in their lifetime. When we spoke at Isphahan University, the crowd was overwhelmingly female, all in black with hair covered. You would not call them coeds under any circumstances. These are serious adults. Only 15 percent of these bright women will find jobs when they graduate. They asked challenging questions. What makes you feel that you are able to communicate the essence of what Rumi is saying? I answer that my only credential for doing this work is that I met a true Sufi teacher, Bawa Muhaiyaddeen, in a dream on May 2, 1977, and that in some mysterious way he is helping with it. The revelation may have surprised them. I dont think many were satisfied about the question of my competence.
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			Bawa Muhaiyaddeen.
		

		A college-age woman on the Western side of passport control in the airport told us with some passion that she was never coming back. I have had it with those guys.

		
			
				A Thunderstorm Supper
			
		

		Tehran rises up a wide mountainside. The higher you go, the narrower and the more alpine the streets become. The restaurants there are spectacular and terraced. We had an alfresco meal there with a brilliant group of writers and professors. A spring thunderstorm ran us indoors or under partial shelter. The humor and depth of this gathering felt very European to me. Iranians are like goofy French intellectuals, and I mean that as the highest compliment. It would be absurd to ever go to war with these people, our brothers and sisters. But that, of course, is true of everyone. My teacher used to refer to humanity as Gods funny family. Tireless, endless diplomacy, please. Let us sit down to dinner, lamb, and listen to the rain.

		
			
				A Few Things Americans May Not Know About Iran
			
		

		
			Gas is fifteen cents a gallon.

		

		
			There is no income tax and no sales tax, only a small real estate tax.

		

		
			Tehran is a city of twelve million that does not seem to have any slums. Maybe there are some on the south side. We did not go there. It is mile after mile of twenty-story yuppie apartment buildings.

		

		
			Shiraz has three million people. Isphahan has four million. That one city lost three hundred thousand men in the Iran-Iraq war.

		

		
			Everyone drives a medium-size late-model car. All the men wear dark suits and no tie.

				
				

		
			Eighty percent of the courses at the University of Tehran are taught in English. Can that be true?

		

		
			The amazing traffic is more like a continuous concrete version of dirt-track stockcar racing in the southeastern United States. It takes unbelievable courage to participate in it. To make a left-hand turn is unthinkable. It is a chaos that somehow works, with very little, almost no, honking of horns. And Iranians do not seem to bother much about fender benders or filing insurance claims and all that. They just wave and keep going, what the hell. Most of their side mirrors are broken off.

		

		
			If you are riding a motorcycle, you do not have to wear a helmet, and you can ride against the traffic, go on the sidewalk, through the markets, anywhere. Sometimes certain cars also go against the traffic for eccentric reasons I never understood.

		

		
			
				Anti-American Feeling
			
		

		There was very little anti-American antagonism. An American flag is hanging vertically in Tehran. As you get closer, you see that the white stripes are full of bombs falling. But there were no abrasive personal encounters. Iranians are extremely courteous with visitors, hospitality being the bedrock of their culture. Many small things reveal this. Every time the van would stop, not one of the five or six men traveling with us, no matter how inconvenient it was, would get back in the van until Robert and I climbed into our middle seat.

		I am no student of history, so please forgive this next part, or skip over it. I have only the most cursory notion of what happened in 1953. But it seems to me that Iranians have good reason to be resentful and angry toward the United States. From recently released documents, I understand it is clear now that the United States, in that year, overthrew a democratically elected government in Iran and installed a dictator, the Shah. We did this because Mohammad Mossadegh, a tall, elegant, eloquent, beloved statesman with a European education decided, in 1951, to nationalize Irans oil industry. He thought it appropriate that Iran own its own resources, for Gods sake.

		Throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, oil profits went mostly to Great Britain. During that time Iran was getting about 16 percent of the money from the oil taken out of its home ground by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, which later became BP, British Petrol. Churchill wanted to invade Iran and take back the oil fields. Truman would have none of it. Then Eisenhower came to power and the CIA and the British MI6 conspired to arrange a coup. Kermit Roosevelt and Norman Schwarzkopf Sr., among others, were generously funded and sent secretly to Iran for the covert action. After it was successful and the Shah came to power, the profits were divvied up 50 percent to England, 40 percent to the United States, and 10 percent to Iran. With a storm of rigged propaganda and fake mob scenes Kermit Roosevelt and his CIA henchmen, along with the British Secret Service, managed to bring down this powerful world figure, Mohammad Mossadegh. He was on a Time magazine cover in 1951. Kermit got a medal. It was for fear of our installing the Shah again that students took hostages at the American Embassy in 1979.

		This is my sense of what happened from the little reading I have done. Some facts and percentages may be off, but I hope the general outline is accurate. It was not to prevent a Communist takeover that we intervened in the Iranian governmental process. It was so that we and Great Britain could have the oil and two giant shares of the profits from it. We were arrogant and greedy and callous, to put it mildly. Three hundred people died in the firefights we instigated in Tehran. Mossadegh spent three years in solitary, followed by exile and house arrest in his hometown of Ahmad Abad until his death in 1967. The Shah allowed no expression of grief for this national hero. When the Islamic Republic came to power in 1979, the great rallying cry was against the era of American intervention in Iranian internal affairs. In 2000 Secretary of State Madeleine Albright apologized publicly to Iran, acknowledging in a speech the significant role that the United States had played in the coup against Mossadegh.
		
		

		I am baffled as to why Robert and I did not run into anti-American sentiment. Surely it is there. Somehow in the exuberance of our celebration of their all-embracing poets, Rumi and Hafez, they did not bring up the lingering resentment they must feel for Americans. It was very kind of them. Robert likes to say that Rumi is a way for Americans to love Islam. It is also true that the current American enthusiasm for Rumi is a thing of wonder and delight to the Persian-speaking world. They respect us for that.

		
			
				Scrapwood
			
		

		One evening in Shiraz Robert and I take a walk with no cameras in attendance. We go along a side street talking of our fathers. An old man is sitting on the sidewalk ahead of us with a small foot-tall, foot-square table on which he is sawing a piece of scrapwood into kindling with a hacksaw. He sees us coming and puts table and saw aside. Holds open his arms to us, big smile. We stop at his storefront, where pieces of discarded wood are hanging by cords like skinny chickens. He has no language (a stroke perhaps), but he is obviously inviting us to sit down with him and his work. He gestures to a bulletin board on the wall. Photos from younger days when he was charismatic and strong, resembling Meher Baba somewhat. We put our hands on our chests and bow to him. But we do not sit down, which is a mistake. When you meet the scrapwood man of Shiraz, the one beyond words, stay near, sit with him on the sidewalk, at least until he closes shop. Spend time with such givens. They are our true wealth: the Zanayeh River at Khajou, the voluminous, playful motions of Rumis poetry, each others splendid company.
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			Coleman and Robert talking.
		

		Here are ninety poems for Rumis 800th birthday. There ought to be ninety million, a galaxy cluster for this Milky Way presence that has gifted us with such friendship and spontaneity.

	


End of sample
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