GELARE KHOSHGOZARAN
Airgrams
1. IN
The U.S. Embassy in Iran used strip-cut paper shredders to reduce paper
pages to strips before the embassy was taken over in 1979 (though not entirely
successfully). After Colonel Oliver North told Congress that he used a Schleicher
Intimus 007S cross-cut model to shred Iran-Contra documents, sales for that
company increased nearly 20 percent in 1987.
Anticipating the takeover of the embassy, the Americans attempted to destroy
classified documents with a burn furnace. The furnace malfunctioned and the
staff was forced to use cheap paper shredders. Skilled carpet weaver women were
later employed to reconstruct the documents.
The millions of strips of paper were put back together to create an archive of
some 2,970 documents collected, translated, and preserved by the Iranian
government, most of which are available for download in PDF format.
2. T
Two responses from the former members of the Muslim Students Following
the Line of the Imam involved in the occupation of the U.S. Embassy,
regarding the reconstruction of Iran-contra documents:
2.1. Hossein Sheykholeslam, former Member of Parliament, Islamic
Republic of Iran:
Do you remember the first American (at the embassy) that you talked to?
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I don’t remember. But I can tell you the most important American figure
I talked to was (Thomas L.) Ahern, who was the CIA station chief. Ahern
and I used to talk a lot. He was a philosophy teacher. He was in his sixties
and he had been a CIA operative in Vietnam for eighteen years. Obviously
we learned about all of this later.
How did you find out he was the CIA station chief?
By questioning the other hostages. When you entered the main building (of
the embassy) there were separate parts. The people on the first floor were
not allowed on the second. Those on the second floor were not allowed to
enter the two sections at the end of hall. Those two sections were secured
vaults with locks, and no one could enter them. If you entered the building
facing north, the middle door on the upper floor would be the ambassador’s
room. At the end of the hall, on the right, would be the communication
vault, another very important section. At the end of the hall on the left was
the CIA section.
They kept the documents in both of those two vaults; CIA kept its own
documents and the other sections kept theirs.
The Americans were very alert because it was a revolutionary time in Iran.
The Den of Espionage had already been once invaded by the Iranian People’s
Fedai Guerillas. So the Americans had been sending their less talented
agents over, except Ahern who was well experienced and less recognized as a
CIA operator, and the CIA had chosen him to go to Iran. Mr. (William J.)
Daugherty was in charge of the destruction of the documents. He was not
very experienced and did not know much about working with disintegrators.
When he realizes our guys have stormed the embassy he panics, and instead
of putting the papers in the disintegrator two or five sheets at a time he
stuffs them in piles and causes the machine to jam. Their backup for that
disintegrator was a (cross-cut) paper shredder. They also had a rule for
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destroying documents. They were supposed to first get rid of the microfilms.
Later we found the tiny particles of microfilms. I have a brother who is a
physician and he was there at the Den. He worked on the documents. He
helped put the strips back together. We found some very significant CIA
documents there.
2.2. Reza Seyfollahi, former Chief of Police Force, Islamic Republic of Iran:
How did you come to realize that the shredded documents were
salvageable, and who ended up putting them back together?
One of the peculiar memories (of the occupation) is that of the strips.
When we found the safes with layers of protection and the vaults where
the activities of grinding, shredding and burning documents took place we
thought of reconstructing them. Some of the documents like microfilms
had been already destroyed. It was obvious that the documents that had
been disintegrated were of high confidentiality and it was impossible to
reconstruct them. Reconstructing and reviving the documents was the
result of the iron will of the students. It was equally possible that because of
one wrong decision, they would load the trucks with “garbage” and discard
them. However, thankfully in the end, we decided that we would do what
we had in our power to reconstruct, at least, parts of these documents.
Once that decision was made it became clear that we needed a patient
manpower that could read English and commit to working around the
clock. The Students themselves were a part of that manpower. Others were
summoned and selected from among highly talented high school students.
How much time, patience, nerve and energy did it take them to reconstruct
these papers from the scattered strips based on the tone and quality of paper,
page number, font, text size and color; documents that later got translated
and published to reveal the nature of the American manipulations in the
country’s affairs, what strategies they deployed and who was spying for them.
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Were you yourself involved in the putting strips back together?
I stopped by there a few times to observe the process and to see if I could
offer any help but soon I realized it was a process way beyond my patience
and attention span.
Do you remember who did the task?
Like I said, a group of students and a group of (university) students
who were members of the (ad hoc) Committee for the Reconstruction and
Preservation of the Documents assigned by the Committee of the Den of
Espionage.
3. I
In 2009 I was admitted into the University of Southern California’s MFA
program and decided to move to Los Angeles. Since the occupation of the
U.S. Embassy in Tehran, Iranian citizens seeking a non-immigrant U.S.
visa have to visit a U.S. embassy or consulate in another country for an
interview. Once I realized that appointments were not available at any of
the U.S. consulates in Istanbul, Ankara, and Dubai, I learned through
ApplyAbroad—a Wiki-style forum by and for Iranian students who want
to continue their studies abroad—that the U.S. Baku consulate had just
started accepting Iranian applicants for student visa interviews. In June—
the next available visa appointment I could make in March, 3 months in
advance—I traveled to Azerbaijan for an appointment at the U.S. Embassy
in Baku.
After briefly studying my application and asking a host of questions the
consul concluded he could not approve my visa because 1) my English was
too good; 2) my brother was already a doctoral student at USC and lived
in the States; and 3) compared to more marketable professions, such as
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engineering, there were going to be more work opportunities for an artist in
the US than in Iran. Looking at him through the bulletproof glass I thought
to myself “after all that I’ve gone through!”…
Iranians, along with citizens of Afghanistan, Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti,
Egypt, Eritrea, Indonesia, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Malaysia,
Morocco, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria,
Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen, are required to undergo
what is referred to as the “administrative process,” “background check,”
or “clearance”. Once (and if ) the visa gets approved they are given an
alphanumerical case number and a web address to check the status of their
case. The process is supposed to take a nominal sixty days. Some individuals
get cleared overnight, some never do. Other cases take one or two years. As
any other “standard security measure” it is a completely arbitrary process.
Nobody really knows what the criteria are that determine if the application
is accepted, and for how long it will take to be processed. Once “cleared,”
they make another appointment at the consulate or embassy where they
originally had their interview. They drop off their passports and return in a
few days to retrieve the passport, along with the visa. I went back to Baku
on August 4, 2009 to pick up my visa.
4. M
In 2011, after finishing my MFA, I was granted the Neely Macomber Travel
Award. My original proposal was to travel to Bosnia to conduct research on
the embassies of Iran and the U.S. in Sarajevo. At the time I was awarded the
travel grant I already had been granted a yearlong extension for my student
visa, otherwise referred to as Optional Practical Training (OPT). If I wanted
to leave the U.S., I would have to re-apply for a visa; if re-admitted, I would
have to redo the “administrative” process; and if I were cleared in time, I
could return to the U.S. to work on my project and exhibition.
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The risk of getting my visa application rejected was not one that I could
afford to take. However, were I to return to Iran, I did not know what
persecutions to expect, considering that many of my friends had been
persecuted in the aftermath of the post-election uprisings in 2009.
5. US
I had to modify my original research proposal because of the limiting
absence of a U.S. embassy in Iran and the restrictions of my student visa
in the U.S. I decided to travel instead to Washington D.C. and visit the
abandoned former Iranian Embassy there. I used the travel grant to inquire
into the status of former Iranian and U.S. embassies and the way that it had
affected my own mobility, and consequently my project as an artist.
The main sources by which I gathered empirical information for my project
was through visits to D.C., and from what I could recall of Tehran, in
addition to research in both English and Persian about the hostage crisis.
Unsurprisingly, the Persian and English-language sources were at times
incompatible with one another.
Among the pieces that I made for my exhibition in 2012, The Flirtatious
Pirouette of the Artist Around His Subject [sic], was a five-volume book
entitled AIRGRAMS. The books had been selected and printed from the
PDF archive of the reconstructed shredded documents. The title of each
volume, if placed in order, spells out the name of the cross-cut shredder
originally used to destroy the documents. INTIMUS: the innermost, the
most secret, the most intimate.
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