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Hossein Vahedi, a U.S. citizen,  
fled on horseback from Iran over 

the Zagros Mountains. 

Back home in Los Angeles, his family had 
no idea of what he was attempting. For 
months, they had been communicating with 
the U.S. State Department and the Swiss 
Embassy in Tehran, hoping to find a way to 
get him home, but he hadn’t told anyone of 
his plans, fearing that the Iranian intelligence 
service would catch wind of them. 

The path was becoming steep now, a 
series of switchbacks up a treacherous, tree-
less slope, and the horses were beginning to 
labor, their heavy breathing clearly visible 
in the frigid air. As they tromped through 
the snow, Vahedi could smell the warm scent 
of their sweat soaking their coats and saddle 
blankets.

Suddenly, something darted in front of 
them — a wolf, it appeared — and Vahedi’s 
horse reared back on its hind legs. In a wild 
panic, he madly grabbed for the reins or a 
tuft of the horse’s mane, but he fell to the 
ground and began rolling down the steep 
embankment. When he finally stopped, he 
lay in the wet, deep powder and looked up at 
the sky, which had begun to darken and fill 
with stars. In the distance, he could hear the 
grunt of his horse as it struggled to its feet 

He had agreed to pay the smugglers rid-
ing with him $8,000 to get him across this 
treacherous mountain pass and into Turkey, 
where he hoped to find refuge at the U.S. 
Embassy in Ankara. Whether Turkey would 
accept him, he didn’t know; it often sends 
back those who have entered illegally. If he 
was turned back, he would almost certainly 
die in prison. 

At dusk, he watched the shapes of the 
smugglers shift before him in the thin moun-
tain air, their long shadows dancing across 
the rumpled snow to the uneven cadence of 
the horses. They were broad-shouldered 
and thick-chested men, dressed in the tra-
ditional fur-lined boots and heavy beards 
of their Kurdish ancestors. They knew this 
route well; they used it to smuggle opium, 
liquor, and cell phones, iPods, and other 

electronics from Turkey into Iran. They had 
done it so many times the horses had the 
trail memorized. If the Iranian border guards 
spotted the horses, they would shoot them 
on sight and leave their bodies to bloat and 
rot along the web of trails that ran down the 
mountain. 

Vahedi shifted his weight in the saddle, 
trying to stay warm. As a boy, he had ridden 
horses, but that was decades ago, and already 
he could feel his joints stiffening. He realized 
he was not prepared for the arduous journey 
before him, which would take 14 hours. He 
was wearing Ferragamo shoes, two pairs of 
socks, and nothing atop his bald head. Under 
his wool pants he had pinned cash to his long 
underwear, in case one of the smugglers de-
manded it or he needed it for a bribe, but 
foolishly he had forgotten to wear gloves. 

when l.a. dentist hossein vahedi returned to his homeland 
for a last visit, he never thought he’d wind up on a  

horse, freezing and broken, as he fled into the mountains.    

by jesse hyde 

Escape from Iran

I t was nearly dusk in the mountains of northern Iran, just miles from the Turkish 
border. High along the Zagros range, Hossein Vahedi sat atop a mangy packhorse, the 
trail before him covered in snow. Before long, night would fall, and with it a bone-
numbing cold unlike anything Vahedi had ever felt. He was riding horseback through 

a lawless no-man’s-land where the borders of Iran, Iraq, and Turkey meet. A 75-year-old 
dentist from Los Angeles, Vahedi had come to Iran seven months earlier to visit relatives. 
Now he was on the run from Iranian authorities who wanted to throw him in jail.



fied that he would be sent to the notorious 
Evin prison, he enlisted the help of his friends 
and family, who alerted the U.S. State Depart-
ment of his captivity. In Tehran, he met with 
a lawyer, a bodyguard for Ahmadinejad, and 
a man claiming to be connected to the Su-
preme Leader of Iran. In exchange for infor-
mation, he performed dental work and agreed 
to pay bribes. But every avenue Vahedi ex-
plored came to a dead end.

He became convinced that Iran’s secret 
police were watching him. He began taking 
extreme precautions, meeting only in  
public places and switching out the battery 
on his cell phone after calls. He lost weight 
and became sick and depressed, his face 
taking on a haunted, emaciated look. “It 
was very hard not to lose hope,” he says. “I 
didn’t know if I was ever going to see my 
family again.”

Six months after his arrival, Vahedi was 
told that he had to come up with $50,000 
or he would be thrown in jail. Later that 
day, the fine went up to $150,000. Vahedi 
was running out of options. On television, 
he had seen public hangings of dissidents 
like himself. He had also heard stories of 
torture inside Iran’s prisons. Some were 
hung for hours at a time from their arms; 
others were beaten with electric cords.  
“Either I will die in prison or I will die on 
the run,” he thought.

in november 2008, vahedi began to 
plot his escape. Two friends who bought 
smuggled goods to sell in Tehran told him 
that they had found a way out of the country: 

and the sound of muffled footsteps as one of 
the smugglers rushed down to help him. An 
excruciating pain shot through his shoulder. 
He didn’t know if he could stand up. And he 
had never felt so cold. “And this,” he thought 
to himself, “this is where I will die.”

sev en mon ths befor e, hossein              
Vahedi left Los Angeles for a planned one-
month trip to Iran, the country of his birth, 
to visit family and friends. Short and slender, 
with a delicate build and a quiet, reserved 
manner, Vahedi had left Iran in 1982 at the 
age of 49 and had since put his three sons 
through college and built a thriving dental 
practice in Southern California. He and his 
wife lived in a condo near Beverly Hills.

He had left Iran three years after the 
revolution, which had purged the country 
of its secular professional class. But Vahedi 
had never been political, and unlike some 
of his ex-pat friends in the U.S., he harbored 
no resentment toward the clerics or ayatol-
lahs, and had visited in 1998. He missed his 
homeland and thought fondly of the things 
he had left behind: the walled garden where 
he had played soccer with his sons, the musty 
smell of the bazaar, and the gray-pink haze 
of early mornings in Tehran. 

As his flight descended into Iran, he felt 
a twinge of fear. Tehran rose from a barren, 
dusty plain — a graceless city of squat struc-
tures tethered together by telephone and 
cable wires. His fear wasn’t unwarranted: In 
little more than a year, the reelection of Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad would be hotly disputed, 
and the mass protests and bloody crackdown 
in its wake would lead to the imprisonment 
of 385 dissidents, journalists, and intellectu-
als. In 2009 alone — Vahedi’s trip was in May 
2008 — 388 prisoners were executed in Ira-
nian prisons, some on public television. By 
the time he landed, the seeds of unrest were 
already germinating. 

when vahedi arrived at the airport, 
he heard someone call out his name.  
He looked up, expecting to see a family 
member, but instead saw a man in a drab 
olive military uniform. He handed Vahedi 
a summons to appear at the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Court. When Vahedi appeared 
there, he was asked to produce information 
about his two sons, who worked in Los  
Angeles as music promoters, often hosting 
concerts in Dubai that sometimes included 
anti-regime chants.

When Vahedi refused to cooperate, his 
passport was confiscated and he was forbid-
den to leave the country. “I didn’t understand 
what was happening,” Vahedi says, “or what 
I had to do to get my passport back. No one 
could give me any answers.” For months, he 
returned time and again to the Islamic Rev-
olutionary Court, seeking an answer. Terri-

Kurdish smugglers in the city of Urmia would 
take him to Turkey. “We do business with 
them all the time,” his friends told him. “And 
we trust them completely. Make a decision, 
give us the time, and we’ll take you there.” 
To prepare, Vahedi grew out his beard and 
hiked up to eight hours a day in the Elburz 
Mountains north of Tehran. “Of course I had 
some fear,” Vahedi says now. “I had a plan 
for what I would say if I was caught: that I 
was simply traveling north to visit some 
friends.” It took two days to reach the Kurd-
ish city of Urmia, which sits about 10 miles 
west of Lake Urmia, just across the border 
from Turkey.

Vahedi was entering a criminal under-
world rarely seen by outsiders. The smugglers 
belonged to a vast, loosely knit network made 
up primarily of tribal Kurds that smuggled 
everything from Armenian whiskey to French 
wine into Iran. Vahedi and his friends were 
led upstairs to meet the leader of the opera-
tion — a brawny, mustachioed man named 
Rasheed. Standing over six feet tall, he reeked 
of opium. 

“Are you nervous?” he asked Vahedi, a 
grin on his face. Vahedi nodded.

“Don’t worry about it,” Rasheed assured 
him. “You’ll be fine.” Rasheed told Vahedi 
that he ferried liquor into Tehran all the time 
and said that if he had more time, he’d take 
Vahedi across the border himself. Vahedi paid 
Rasheed $5,000 in cash, promising the rest 
upon his arrival in Turkey, and the two men 
embraced. “Call me when you get there,” 
Rasheed said, wishing him luck. A 15-year-
old boy from the village put Vahedi on a horse 

e s c a p e  r o u t e

Vahedi was driven from Tehran to Urmia, at the base of the Zagros Mountains. There he  
got on horseback and headed west, over treacherous, snow-covered trails, until he came to the 
Turkish border. Once he reached Ankara, he was given amnesty.
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that began heading up the mountainside. 
One of Rasheed’s men, who appeared to be 
in his 30s, rode in back, while a short, older 
man with white stubble on his chin rode just 
behind, carrying a gnarled stick for beating 
back the wolves that lived along the trail.

“Where is this?” Vahedi asked. “Go,” the 
old man grunted in Farsi, ignoring him. “Go, 
go, go.”

Halfway up the trail, they stopped at a 
cluster of mud huts; inside a low-slung hovel 
with dirt floors, a fire was burning. A tall 
woman with a shawl around her shoulders 
fixed Vahedi and the two smugglers a meal 
of chicken and rice. Seeing that Vahedi was 
trembling with cold, she removed his shoes 
and slipped wool socks on his feet, covering 
them with plastic shoes to keep them dry. 
She wrapped his head with a thick wool scarf. 
“I didn’t know how cold it would be,” Vahedi 
recalls. “If I had known, I would have pro-
tected myself.” After prayers the old man 
decided they would resume their journey, 
even though it was frigid outside. “I didn’t 
ask why,” Vahedi said. “I didn’t even ask their 
names. I was too afraid.”

They got back on their horses in the pitch 
black. Vahedi could barely see in front of him. 
They had already gone several hours, but the 
temperature had dipped below freezing, and 

if they stopped, their horses might freeze to 
death. “The sky was so blue,” Vahedi remem-
bers. “And it was filled with stars, so many 
stars, more than I had ever seen.” 

When Vahedi’s horse threw him and he 
fell down the steep, snowy embankment, the 
smugglers rushed to his aid, picked him up, 
and put him back on. “Do not make a sound,” 
the old man whispered, seeing that Vahedi 
was in terrible pain. Vahedi saw a bright light 
at the top of the mountain. “That’s a station 
for the Iranian border patrol.” They were in 
a heavily militarized area, with miles of 
barbed-wire fences, deep trenches, and hun-
dreds of watchtowers. Vahedi tried to keep 
quiet, but with each jarring step his horse 
took, a searing pain shot up his shoulder, 
and he had to bite his finger to keep from 
screaming out in pain.

When the old man realized this, he took 
Vahedi from the horse and carried him on 
his back, alternating with the other smuggler 
every hundred yards or so. “I had never been 
in more pain in my life,” Vahedi recalls. “I 
wanted to just lie down and sleep.” Through 
the darkness, Vahedi saw two men on horse-
back approaching. “They are with us,” the 
old man whispered to Vahedi. “We are near 
the border.” He talked to the riders for a mo-
ment in a language Vahedi didn’t understand 

and then explained that the horsemen would 
take Vahedi to a safe house just across the 
border. “I told them you are very important 
for us,” the old man told him.

Just before dawn, a car arrived to take 
Vahedi to Ankara. For hours they drove, pass-
ing a series of checkpoints, small Turkish 
villages, and farmland. “At each stop, my heart 
was beating so fast; I was so nervous,” Vahedi 
recalls. “But I tried to remain calm because 
I felt like my life depended on it.”

When they arrived in Ankara, he made 
his way to the embassy. When he saw an 
American woman leaving the building, relief 
washed over him. “Hello,” he said, rushing 
over to her. “I need to go in there. I am an 
American citizen — I need help.” She led him 
to the door, where police checked his bags 
and let him in. Finally, he felt safe. And there 
on the embassy floor, he collapsed. 

Weeks later, the U.S. State Department 
received a classified cable from the embassy 
in Ankara: “Refused permission to return 
home to the U.S. after visiting relatives in 
Iran, Hossein Ghanbarzadeh Vahedi, 75, 
undertook a daring secret trek over the 
mountains to Turkey and turned up in An-
kara asking for help.… Although suffering 
some aches and pains, he appeared to be in 
good health.”

two years later, the pain in va-  
hedi’s shoulder is gone, as are any other linger-
ing physical effects of his escape from Iran. 

At first, Vahedi didn’t share the experi-
ence with anyone other than close friends, 
worried that if word of his escape reached 
Iran there might be repercussions for fam-
ily members there or even the smuggling 
network that helped him. Then, last fall, in 
the first batch of classified U.S. documents 
released by WikiLeaks, Vahedi’s story sur-
faced, detailed in cables between the State 
Department and the U.S. Embassy in  
Ankara. Reporters from around the world 
started calling him at his office, hoping to 
hear more. 

Even now, sharing the experience of his 
ordeal is difficult for him, but the most dif-
ficult part is the realization that the country 
of his birth has changed so much that it would 
betray him, holding him captive without 
explanation for seven months. “I was born 
in Iran. I am an Iranian person. And they 
would treat me like this?” he says, his voice 
shaking with emotion.

Today, his home in L.A. is just a few 
blocks from “Tehrangeles,” the largest com-
munity of Persians outside of Tehran. Still, 
he can’t help but think of the walled garden 
where he played as a child, the cherry blos-
soms in spring, and the sunlight shimmer-
ing on the Caspian Sea, where his cousins 
and in-laws live. Iran, for him, is home too 
— one that is now in an unreachable land 
that he will never see again. n


