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A 444-day ordeal for American diplomats taken 
hostage in Tehran, 444 days of humiliation for the 
world’s greatest power, the United States, and 444 
days of fanaticism for the Iranian Islamists who were 
imposing their will on their country and the world.

This film tells the story of events which unfolded 
from 4 November 1979 to 20 January 1981, a defining 
episode of the last half of the 20th century, and one 
which marked the beginning of the conflict between 
the United States and its former ally, Iran.

The American hostage crisis in Iran was an episode 
of heightened tension in international relations 
between the United States and Iran, which began on 
4 November 1979 and ended on 20 January 1981. For 
444 days, or nearly 15 months, 56 American diplomats 
and civilians were held hostage by Iranian students in 
the U.S. Embassy in Tehran.

This hostage-taking was part of a long series of events 
that reshaped first the Arab-Muslim world, and then 
later the rest of the world. In this context, 1979 was 
the annus horribilis for the Middle East. Four events in 
that year upset major regional and global balances. 
These upheavals still leave their mark today on the 
geopolitical equilibrium in this part of the world.

The first thunderbolt came on 1 February of that 
fateful year: The triumphant return of Ayatollah 
Khomeini to Iran and the creation of an Islamic 
Republic in the world’s most oil-rich land. Khomeini 
arrived in Tehran backed by a motley coalition of 
communists, progressives, liberals, merchants, and 
clerics. It was the attack on the American compound 
followed by the taking of diplomat hostages that 
would, over time, radicalize the situation in Iran and 
provide the opportunity for Shiite fundamentalists to 

seize exclusive political power.

The second event was the signing of the Camp David 
Accords on 26 March between Egypt and Israel 
– the date on which Egyptian Islamists turned to 
radical struggle against Anwar Al-Sadat. The latter 
was assassinated in October 1981 in a spectacular 
operation, whose mastermind was none other than 
Ayman Al-Zawahiri, the current leader of Al Qaeda.

On 20 November 1979, hostages were seized in 
the Great Mosque of Mecca, known in Arabic as Al-
Masjid al-Harâm, literally the Sacred Mosque. A unit 
of 200 men, most of them Saudi nationals, stormed 
the holiest place in Islam. This unprecedented 
hostage-taking lasted several days and required 
the intervention of French special forces – a detail 
which was naturally enough denied by the Saud 
family. Christians in the heart of Mecca would be a 
far more serious sacrilege than the hostage-taking 
itself. In reality, the French soldiers went through a 
quick conversion to Islam in order to be able to enter 
the sacred mosque. It was this precedent that led to 
the rapid acceptance of the presence of hundreds of 
thousands of American and European soldiers in the 
holy land of Saudi Arabia during the first Gulf War.

Writers’ note

Summary
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The fourth event was the invasion of Afghanistan by 
Soviet troops on 24 December. The wave of Islamic 
solidarity unleashed by Moscow’s aggression against 
Kabul would make that country the primary breeding 
ground for international jihadism fueled with Saudi 
money, Wahhabi rhetoric, and American weapons. 
Tens of thousands of Muslims from different countries 
were joining Osama Bin Laden and his allies. Al 
Qaeda was taking shape to structure these jihadists 
who had come to fight the Soviet invader. Later, they 

would declare war on the whole world on September 
11.

Forty years later, America has still not turned the 
page on the humiliation of its diplomat hostages. 
This 15-month crisis, which was not resolved until 
January 1981, has subsequently developed into a 
latent conflict between the United States and Iran, 
which is part of the current chaos in the Middle East.

Ben Salama and Naoufel Brahimi El Mili

Director’s note
The story of the American hostages in Tehran is a 
genuine thriller, with many twists and turns, shadowy 
characters and official emissaries.

The film will revolve around two main characters: The 
victor, Ayatollah Khomeini; and the loser, President 
Jimmy Carter. One had just overthrown the Shah of 
Iran and was preparing to eliminate all those factions 
that had helped him rise to power and establish his 
personal supremacy in the name of Islam. The other 
was the leader of the world’s superpower, the United 
States, a man who feared that this hostage situation 
could ruin his chances of re-election.

This Khomeini/Carter face-off was enriched by 
secondary characters in each camp, as well as 
intermediaries who sought to use their influence to 
find a favorable conclusion to this crisis.

The tragedy of the hostage-taking came at a crucial 
time for both countries. Both Iran and the United 
States were entering an election period. In Iran, 
these were the first elections after the fall of the 
Shah, and clerics were maneuvering to consolidate 
power through the ballot box. In the United States, 
the campaign for the presidential election unfolded 
during the 444-day ordeal for the hostages.

The story will be told mainly through the plentiful 
archives of the time, since this Iranian-American crisis 
was very widely covered by the many US networks, of 
course, but also by Iranian television, the Western 
media, and that of mediating countries (Algeria, 
Switzerland, Germany). It is one of the events of the 
20th century with the most media coverage.

The shadowy actions and secret meetings carried out 
by certain emissaries will be the subject of animated 
scenes, combined with photos of the characters and 
locations in question, using simple 2D animation 
in black-and-white, created in association with 
an illustrator used to sketching realistic scenes. 
I’m thinking of Jacques Ferrandez, with whom I’ve 
worked in the past.

The interviewees in the film will all be witnesses to the 
events that took place throughout this drama. They 
will tell us about their role, and their feelings at the 
time, allowing the viewer to relive these events. These 
interviews will be shot using back-lighting to create 
the thriller atmosphere of those 444 days, which still 
haunt the memory of Iranians and Americans.

Ben Salama
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The United States and Iran have been in conflict for 
the past 40 years, a conflict that began in 1979. This 
was a dark year for the American administration. 
It began with the downfall of their staunch ally, the 
Shah of Iran, in February. That marked the end of a 
ruler who had always obeyed the directives of his 
American protectors. In his place, a cleric, Ayatollah 
Khomeini, arrived at the head of this great Middle 
Eastern land after several months of huge popular 
demonstrations.

A few months later, on 4 November 1979, Khomeini-

supporting students stormed the US embassy in 
Tehran, sequestering all the American diplomats and 
military personnel within.

This was the start of a hostage-taking that lasted 444 
days, until their release in January 1981, a few hours 
before a change of president in Washington.

Since then, Iran has become an obsession for the 
Americans, who have never forgotten the images 
coming from Tehran, broadcast daily by their 
television channels, and the powerlessness of their 
great country to free their compatriots.

Synopsis

November 1979 in Tehran, a city rocked by almost daily 
demonstrations. The departure of the Shah did not 
put an end to the agitation of all kinds to definitively 
establish the power of the Islamist fundamentalists. 
In that year, a broad coalition ranging from the left to 
the Islamists ruled the country.

On the morning of 4 November, around 10:00am, 
more than 400 excited students demonstrated 

noisily in front of the American embassy. They all had 
Khomeini’s portrait on their T-shirts. They demanded 
the extradition of the Shah, who had taken refuge in 
the United States, shouting «Death to America». The 
morning ended with a sit-in, which could have lasted 
several days. But things heated up after the midday 
prayer. Led by a radical cleric, Ezzatollah Zarghmani, 
they climbed the high gates of the chancellery, armed 
with sticks, iron bars and other weapons.  

The assault  



Behind the thick windowpanes, American diplomats 
watch this spectacle unfold. The mission chief ordered 
the marines inside the compound to get to work 
around the shredders. Thousands of compromising 
documents must be destroyed.

At the end of the embassy’s lawn, the marines tried to 
stop the students leading their assault to the cries of: 
«La Ilah Illallah!» (God is One). The 10 hectares of this 
vast property were difficult to defend. The face-off 
between the marines and the attackers lasted more 
than two hours, the tension reaching its peak in front 
of the imposing building.

Inside, the shredders could not keep up; time was 
running out. Passports, telegrams, and secret 
documents were burned in garbage cans. On the lawn, 
a student spotted thick black smoke coming out of a 
window and yelled” «They’re burning documents!”

«Let’s occupy this nest of spies right now!» shouted 
another. Coming under attack, the marines threw 
tear gas canisters, but this could not stop the rush 
of students, now with wet handkerchiefs over their 
faces. The confrontation lasted more than an hour.

The marines had orders not to fire, but the balance 
of power was turning against them. Suddenly, the 
big assault came. The embassy was quickly overrun, 

without a single shot being fired. The attackers 
claimed to belong to «Muslim Students Supporting 
Imam Khomeini», a hitherto unknown organization. 
But there was no doubt that it had the support of the 
top leaders of the Shiite clergy.

The assault was carried out amidst chaos, with six 
American diplomats managing to slip away and take 
refuge in the Canadian ambassador’s residence. They 
were exfiltrated in early 1980 by the CIA with the help 
of the Canadians, under the cover of preparations 
for a film shoot. This episode of would be the subject 
of several «real» films, the most famous of which is 
«Argo», directed by and starring Ben Affleck.
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An unprecedented crisis was unfolding in Tehran. All 
Western embassies were on alert. The crisis was also 
affecting the new Iranian political class. Very quickly, 
it emerged that the occupation of the American 
embassy was mainly directed against the new head 
of the Iranian government, whom the radicals of the 
Revolution found too moderate. Mehdi Bazargan 
was appointed Prime Minister by Ayatollah Khomeini 
soon after his return from exile in February. Bazargan 
resigned the day after the hostage-taking because 
he was directly blamed by the hostage-takers for his 
links with the Americans.

The episode that disqualified him in the eyes of 
the hostage-takers took place in Algiers. Invited to 
the celebrations to mark the 25th anniversary of 
the outbreak of the Algerian war on 1 November 
1979, Bazargan openly met Zbigniew Brzezinski, 
Jimmy Carter’s National Security Advisor. Television 
footage shows them together. They spoke to each 
other without Khomeini’s prior consent. This was 
a challenge to his moral and political authority. In 
Algiers, 

Bazargan took it upon himself to make promises to 
his interlocutor, on condition that the United States 
showed cooperation on all levels. When Brzezinski 
returned home, he was all the more optimistic 
because the talks have been endorsed by Algeria, 
which was held in high regard among Khomeini’s 
entourage.

This short stay in Algiers proved very costly for the 
liberal wing of the Iranian regime. No sooner had 

he returned than Bazargan was accused of wanting 
to restore the Shah’s regime without the Shah. In 
the feverish anti-American climate that reigned 
in Tehran, the meeting between Bazargan and 
Brzezinski was felt as a provocation – all the more so 
since the Iranian premier was accompanied by two 
figures considered by the Islamic revolutionaries to 
be pro-American. They were in fact his Foreign and 
Defense Ministers. In a further misstep, Bazargan 
failed to demand the Shah’s extradition, but merely 
reported the assurances he had received from the 
US presidential Adviser that the deposed ruler had 
no intention of engaging in political activities in the 
United States. Apparently unsuspecting, Bazargan 
delightedly announced that the conversation had 
been “cordial”, while Brzezinski added that it had 
been “constructive”.  Both on the American side and 
on the moderate wing of the Iranian government, 
there was a wide-held belief in that early November 
that it was still possible to normalize relations 
between the two countries.

Two days after the Algiers meeting, the Islamic 
Republican Party, which backed Khomeini, 
published a communiqué demanding that Mehdi 
Bazargan “report to the Revolutionary Council on 
his conversation with the representative of the 
satanic superpower”. The radical machine was on 
the move. Khomeini wanted to strengthen control 
and impose his authority over civil power. The anti-
Shah coalition that brought him to power was too 
scattered, encompassing religious, secular, liberal 
and communist elements.

Khomeini’s absolute power 
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The hostage-takers and Khomeini were surfing on 
the anti-American feelings of the Iranians, which 
dated back to the 1950s. Memories were still vivid 
of the superpower’s numerous interferences in the 
country’s affairs.

In Tehran, no one had forgotten the coup fomented 
by the CIA and the British secret service, which 
overthrew the Prime Minister elected in Iran’s first 
free elections: Mohammad Mossadegh was trying to 
build a secular democracy and sought to extricate 
his country from the grip of foreign powers, when 
he was overthrown in 1953. The United States and 
Great Britain reinstated the Shah to his throne in 
a “Operation Ajax”. From 1953 until the Islamic 
revolution of 1979, Iran was under America’s sphere 
of influence and a central pawn of its policy in the 
Middle East in the midst of the Cold War. All means 
were good to preserve Western oil interests and keep 
Iranian territory safe from communism. The CIA was 
working closely with the dreaded SAVAK, the Iranian 
secret service which imprisoned and tortured any 
opponents of the regime.

By the end of 1979, Iranian public opinion was in 
turmoil and welcomed the hostage-taking. This time, 
the Americans must be driven out of the country, and 
the Shiite clergy was determined to achieve this. A 

counter-revolution remained possible: The imperial 
system was still rooted in the country and had allies 
abroad, starting with the neighboring monarchies. 
The Revolution could only be cemented by the trial 
of the Shah in Iran, and above all the ousting of his 
sympathizers dotted throughout the new Iranian 
power structures.

Anti-Americanism among the Iranian 
people  
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The resignation of Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan on 
6 November 1979 did not spell an end to ties with the 
Americans. The Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, was 
regularly in phone contact with Ebrahim Yazdi, the 
former Iranian Foreign Minister. He still had the ear 
of many members of the Revolutionary Council. This 
body ended up accepting the principle of negotiation: 
The hostages would be released in exchange for 
the Shah’s departure for another country where 
he could continue his treatment. On the American 
side, emissaries were appointed. Ramsey Clark and 
William Miller were charged by Jimmy Carter to 
negotiate with the Revolutionary Council for the 
release of the hostages held at the American embassy. 
In Washington, people were beginning to believe in 
an end to the crisis, and journalists were leaving for 
Tehran. But it was not to be. The 11 Western special 
envoys were turned back as soon as they arrive at 
the airport. On Wednesday 7 November, the evening 
radio bulletin announced the Ayatollah’s ban on any 
meetings with the American envoys. If anyone were to 
meet them, it would be Khomeini and no one else. The 
Revolutionary Council was quickly sidelined.

Mistrust was growing on both sides. The CIA was 
leaking the information that hostages were being 
tortured and that some of them would be executed. 
Iran, for its part, reported the arrival of American 
paratroopers in Bahrain. The thread of direct 
negotiation was broken.

From Beirut, the leader of the PLO, Yasser Arafat, 
offers his help to settle this delicate matter. He sent 
an exploratory delegation to Tehran. But the clergy 
refused any Palestinian mediation, even though it was 
acknowledged and encouraged by the Americans.

France was also involved. The new Iranian Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Bani Sadr, was known to the French 
having spent 15 years in France as a student. He was 
also a prime contact with the French government 
during Khomeini’s exile in Neauphle-le-Château, 
in the Paris region. France could play a key role, the 
Americans believed, since it had welcomed many of 
the Shah’s opponents and all the Ayatollah’s close 
guard. This entire network is solicited by French 
diplomats and services. But the Shiite clergy wanted 
to keep any Western secular influences away from 
power. Inflaming the crisis with the United States 
was, for the radical wing, the best way to eliminate 
those Iranian democrats who forgot that the young 
republic was first and foremost Islamic.

Initial attempts at mediation
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The Americans made secret approaches to the 
Algerians. Since Algiers had been able to bring 
together representatives of Washington and Tehran 
for the first time, the solution could be found in this 
capital which played a leading role in the Third 
World. The American Ambassador to Algiers invited 
a senior English-speaking security officer and his 
wife to lunch. This officer was Brzezinski’s escort 
during his Algerian stays. Before starting dessert, 
the Ambassador discussed the hostage crisis with his 
guest. The discreet request did not fall on deaf ears. 
But the Algerians remained cautious as long as the 
Iranians showed no interest in such mediation.

At the end of November, the Revolutionary Guard, a 
paramilitary militia in Khomeini’s service, released 
a document indicating that the US Embassy in 
Tehran provided a fake passport in July to the former 
commander-in-chief of the Navy, Admiral Kamel 
Habilollah, allowing him to escape revolutionary 
justice and join his family in the United States. They 
claimed this was not an isolated case. Patiently, the 
shredded documents were being reconstructed and 
would reveal many secrets such as the existence 
of the Safari Club, an alliance of five intelligence 
services – French, Moroccan, Egyptian, Saudi, and 
Iran’s SAVAK – that worked closely with the CIA. This 
latest discovery definitively removed France from any 
role as an intermediary, especially since the country 
also gave asylum to the Shah’s last Prime Minister, 

Shapour Bakhtiar.

The evidence was mounting. Documents classified as 
defense secrets mentioned negotiations between the 
American secret service and Bakhtiar, who was said 
to have asked Washington for funds and information 
to be used to foment an uprising in Iran and thereby 
return to power. He enjoyed a certain support among 
the tribes, in the army, in Kurdistan and in various 
other provinces.

After several assassination attempts from which he 
escaped, Bakhtiar was stabbed to death in August 
1991 in his home in Suresnes, outside Paris, by a unit 
sent from Tehran.

Algeria brought in 
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UN Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim was directly 
involved. He informed the Iranians of the possible 
appointment of a commission of international legal 
experts to determine the ex-Shah’s guilt towards 
the Iranian people, in exchange for the immediate 
release of the American hostages.

On Sunday 18 November, revolutionary students 
presented three hostages to foreign journalists: 
an embassy secretary, Cathy Gross, and two Afro-
American Marine sergeants, Ladell Maples and 
William Farels. The spokesman for the Muslim 
Students Supporting Imam Khomeini announced 
their imminent release.

The next day, the three Americans left Tehran for 

Copenhagen, a first gesture towards the UN. At the 
same time, the Iranian authorities authorized the 
arrival of Irishman Sean MacBride, Nobel Peace Prize 
winner and Lenin Prize winner, who, in the name of 
UNESCO, was seeking a humanitarian solution to the 
crisis. But there would be no way out of the crisis, only 
gestures of “clemency”, in the terminology of Iranian 
students. On 23 November, around noon, a heavy 
security force was deployed at Orly airport near 
Paris. Ten other freed hostages (four women and six 
men) were welcomed by the American Ambassador in 
Paris. The West saw Iran’s attitude of openness as the 
beginning of a détente that would lead to an overall 
solution.

In New York, the UN Security Council was meeting. Its 
president called in the strongest possible terms for the 
immediate release of diplomatic personnel detained 
in Iran. The violation of diplomatic immunity was 
intolerable for the international organization.

American public opinion was also hardening. The 
dockers’ union decided to stop loading Iranian ships. 
Iran Air’s premises on New York’s Madison Avenue 
was ransacked. Iranian diplomats and students were 

expelled. In the vicinity of the Iranian Embassy in 
Washington, demonstrations against the Ayatollah 
were organized, but the American police protected 
the building. Carter froze Iranian assets in the United 
States, as economic war was declared. In reaction, 
Iran decided to no longer accept the dollar in 
payment for its oil; a basket of three currencies was 
formed, the French franc, the Swiss franc, the German 
mark (plus the yen for Japan), which would now be 
used to pay for shipments.

Tension rises in the United States  

An illusory lull 
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Austria, Kurt Waldheim’s native country, engaged in 
mediation. Accustomed to settling sensitive issues 
between the Soviet bloc and the United States, this 
country, through its Chancellor, Bruno Kreisky, 
announced on 27 November that it would participate 
in efforts to save the hostages at the US embassy in 
Tehran. Without revealing what this intermediation 
might consist of, the Austrian Chancellor stated that 
there were still peaceful solutions to the Iranian-
American conflict.

America tearing itself apart 

The unified American front was slowly cracking up. 
The presidential election campaign was underway. 
The Democrats chose outgoing President Jimmy 
Carter as its candidate for election in November 
1980. The Republican camp had chosen its champion, 
the former Governor of California, Ronald Reagan. 
Against the backdrop of the hostage situation, the 
gloves were off between the candidates.

Washington made an initial gesture to the Tehran 

hostage-takers by asking the Shah and his wife to 
leave US soil for Panama on 15 December. It seemed a 
judicious choice: A residence on an island, Contadora, 
which should not be too difficult to protect, and with 
a series of American military hospitals in the former 
canal zone, his treatment begun in the United States 
could be continued. Another significant detail was 
that the dollar is the country’s second currency, and 
87 international banks, including most of those 
managing the Shah’s fortune, had branches in 
Panama. 

But that didn’t change anything, since everyone knew 
that Panama was under American rule. In return, the 
Revolutionary Council decided not to bring to trial 
those hostages accused of being spies. On Christmas 
Eve 1979, the Revolutionary Council authorized 
four ambassadors in Tehran to visit the hostages. 
Representatives of Algeria, Switzerland, Germany, 
and the Red Cross visited the American embassy. 
Their accounts were devastating for Iran’s image. The 
52 Americans were tied up almost all day and were 
only allowed three cigarettes a day, and were also 
subject to psychological pressure and interrogations.
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Escalation
Neither the economic sanctions nor the UN mediation 
missions were having any effect on the Iranian clerics, 
who were primarily concerned about their internal 
struggle against the liberals. The election of Bani Sadr 
as the first President of the young Islamic republic 
in February 1980 suggested that moderation would 
prevail. But the March parliamentary elections gave 
a clear victory to the Party of the Islamic Republic, 
the regime’s hardest wing.

At the beginning of April, the United States broke off 
all relations with Iran. Algiers was now responsible 
for representing Iranian interests in Washington, 

while Switzerland represented the interests of 
America in Tehran. In mid-April, the country of 
perpetual neutrality seized on equivocation in the 
Iranian leadership to try to get the hostages freed 
– especially since the Shah has just left New York 
to take refuge in Cairo at the home of his friend, 
Anwar Sadat. Switzerland was trying to force 
destiny. Following a tentative agreement between 
the Revolutionary Council and Bani Sadr, a Swissair 
plane was dispatched to Tehran. After a 48-hour wait 
on the tarmac at Mehrabad airport near Tehran, the 
plane returned empty to Geneva.

The liberal faction of the Iranian regime tried to 
use these arguments to bring an end to this episode, 
which was having no other effect, they argued, than 
to weaken the international influence of the Islamic 
revolution. But to no avail. The radicals who made up 
Khomeini’s entourage wanted to make the “American 
Satan” buckle and pay for its support of the Shah.
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In the spring of 1980, the American presidential 
campaign was in full swing. President Carter was 
perceived as having been weak against the Iranians by 
a large section of the public in his country. He decided 
to put an end to this crisis and to use force to free the 
US citizens who were prisoners of the mullahs. His 
re-election depended on it. A secret operation code-
named “Eagle Claw” was planned. Within his cabinet, 
this mission did not meet with unanimous approval. 
But no matter, he would assume full responsibility. 
In fact, it was his Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, 
would subsequently resign after the failure of this 
operation.

During the night of 24-25 April 1980, helicopter units 
from an American base in Egypt entered Iranian 
territory. The operation turned into a disaster. Three 
out of eight helicopters broke down, a fourth collided 
with a C130 Hercules aircraft due to a sandstorm. 
The order to abort is given, with the abandonment of 
eight dead American soldiers. This total fiasco turned 
the aggressor into the aggressed. Looking defeated, 
President Carter explained himself to the people on 
25 April in a six-minute speech, in a very sober setting. 

He took responsibility for the failure of the operation, 
but did not yet know that he was about to be the 
first outgoing US president not to be re-elected. The 
country followed the hostage crisis daily, and every 
day, a flag was planted as a reminder that diplomats 
were still being held.

It was a disaster for Jimmy Carter, who saw the 
ground crumble beneath his feet. His campaign was 
tarnished by the failed operation, undermined every 
day by images from Tehran showing his compatriots 
humiliated by the Iranian jailers. The mullahs quickly 
understood the advantage of modern media and left 
Western journalists to drip-feed news about the latest 
events staged by the Revolutionary Guards.

The real breakthrough came from Cairo on July 27. 
Egyptian radio announced the death of the Shah 
of Iran, after several weeks of long agony due to 
cancer. Iran’s demand for his extradition was no 
longer necessary. Maybe it was time for negotiation. 
The Iranians were also in contact with Reagan’s 
team, while continuing to maintain channels of 
communication with Washington.

The US President’s fiasco
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Time for negotiation 

After a summer during which Ayatollah Khomeini 
blew hot and cold, Tehran took a first step towards a 
negotiated solution. The ambassador of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, Gerhard Ritzel, received a 
phone call on 9 September from a senior dignitary 
in the Islamic regime. The message was clear: 
Tehran had authorized one of its senior officials to 
meet secretly on German territory with an emissary 
from Washington. Jimmy Carter asked his Deputy 
Secretary of State to organize the meeting, with the 
usual precautions.

Beforehand, the Americans wanted to make sure 
that the Iranians are serious. To do so, Ambassador 
Ritzel succeeded in convincing Tehran to transmit 
to Washington its conditions for the release of the 
hostages before their official announcement in a 
speech by Ayatollah Khomeini. Having been approved 
in principle by the Americans, the Ayatollah delivered 
his speech on 12 September, in which he made public 
the four main conditions to be fulfilled before the 
hostages were released: Non-intervention by the 
American administration in Iranian internal affairs; 
the unfreezing of Iranian assets in American banks; 
the withdrawal of all claims introduced in various 
American jurisdictions; and finally, the restitution of 
the Shah’s family assets.

The meeting could take place. Warren Christopher 
used the pretext of the Polish crisis to travel to 
Germany. For two days, from 15 to 17 September 
1980, he met Iranian Deputy Prime Minister Sadeq 
Tabatabaei in the utmost secrecy, in the presence of 
German Foreign Minister Hans Dietrich Gensher. A 
further meeting was scheduled a week later, again 
in Bonn, after each envoy had reported back to his 
government. It would never take place.

Iraq enters the stage 

On 22 September, Saddam Hussein attacked Iran. The 
Iraqi dictator knew he could count on the support of 
Western countries that wanted to weaken the Iranian 
Islamists. Saddam appeared as a secularist fighting 
the obscurantist regime of Ayatollah Khomeini. The 
Iraq-Iran war would last for eight years and resulted 
in nearly a million dead and many thousands of 
wounded.

Ali Rajai, the Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, was visiting the United Nations headquarters 
in New York on 16 October to discuss the Iraqi 
aggression. He refused any direct contact, even 
secretly, with envoys of the American government 
who sent him a message through the Algerian 
representative at the UN, Mohamed Bedjaoui. The 
message was nevertheless well received, since the 
Iranian premier changed his travel plans and made a 
stopover in Algiers on his way back to Tehran.

In-depth talks were held between the Iranian minister 
and Mohammed Benyahia, the Algerian Foreign 
Minister. The second phase of indirect negotiations 
began, with Algeria acting as intermediary. The 
choice of Algiers suited the antagonists. Chadli 
Bendjedid, newly elected President, sent a long 
personal message to Ayatollah Khomeini. The Iranian 
Parliament officially requests Algerian mediation 
following a meeting on 2 November. The Assistant 
Secretary of State in charge of negotiations, Warren 
Christopher, commented: “Since we could no longer 
speak directly with the Iranians, Algeria was the next 
best choice.”

In Washington, Reagan’s election in November 
changed things. The outgoing President Carter was 
weakened, but still had a few months before the 
handover of power to restore his prestige by bringing 
his compatriots back to American soil.
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The terms of the agreement were approved, and it 
was signed on 18 January in the Villa Montfeld, the 
sumptuous residence of the American Ambassadors, 
a beautiful residence with Turkish-Moorish 
architecture.

It was up to the Algerians to organize the transport 
of hostages, which was no easy task given the deep 
mistrust between the two sides. Salah Goudjil, 
the Algerian Minister of Transport, proposed 
the repatriation of the hostages by the national 
airline. Two Boeing 727 aircraft of Air Algérie were 
mobilized, but a stopover would be necessary on both 

the outward and return journey. There were three 
options: Malta, Ankara, or Athens. Finally, the aircraft 
made a stopover in the Turkish capital on the outward 
journey. The Iranians preferred the Greek capital for 
the return flight.

On the evening of 18 January, the two planes landed 
in Tehran, where the Algerian delegation would 
spend the night. It was not until nightfall on the 
following day that the hostages were taken to the 
airport on two buses, while a crowd shouted, “Death 
to America”.

The Algerian government set up a complex system 
of diplomacy based in Algiers that brought together 
Washington and Tehran. Composed of a central 
nucleus around the Foreign Minister, it comprised 
the ambassadors of the capitals involved and the 
governor of the Central Bank of Algeria. Two problems 
immediately surfaced: That of the restitution of the 
fortune of the imperial family, and the financial 
calculation of the Iranian demands. Tehran claimed 
a sum of $24 billion – much higher than the amounts 
frozen. In the end, Iran reduced its financial demand 
to $9 billion.

After a number of trips and meetings, Algeria’s role 
as moderator finally brought an agreement within 

reach. Warned of an imminent resolution, Carter 
ordered the US delegation to travel for the third time 
to Algiers on 14 January 1981 and to remain there 
until the hostages were released, in the hope of an 
early settlement, at least before 20 January when 
Reagan was due to become the new President of the 
United States.

In Algiers, two agreements were on the table, 
one political and one technical. A consignment 
agreement made the Central Bank of Algeria the 
holder of the escrow account for the $9 billion 
returned by the Americans, a sum channeled through 
the Bank of England for greater discretion.

The Algiers Agreement

The liberation
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Before embarking, a Swiss diplomat had each 
hostage sign a release drawn up by the authorities of 
the country. The document began with the wording 
“In the name of God the Merciful”. Every American 
declared they had been treated well, whereas the 
truth is quite different.

The 52 hostages took their seats on board one of 
the two Algerian planes, together with the Algerian 
negotiators. The second aircraft, designed to take 
over from the first in the event of a breakdown, 
carried the accompanying personnel.

That Tuesday, 20 January 1981, was a special day 
in Tehran, Washington, and Algiers. Tehran was 
freed from the burden of hostages. Bani Sadr, the 
first Iranian President of the Khomeini era, would 
later say that “Iran had become a hostage in this 
hostage-taking”. In Washington, it was the day of the 
constitutional ceremony that inaugurated Ronald 
Reagan as the 40th American President. Twelve 
minutes after this ceremony, in the early morning, in 
the dark, the two planes coming from Tehran landed 
on the tarmac of the Houari Boumediene airport in 
Algiers.

Several dozen journalists from around the world 
were present to cover this event. The major American 
television channels broadcast live from the Algerian 
capital’s airport, as almost 15 months of diplomatic 
and military drama with worldwide repercussions 
reached its denouement. The captain of the Algerian 
Boeing 727, Fayçal Hanafi, puts his plane on the 

tarmac, relieved and happy to have participated 
in this historic event. The 52 seasoned American 
diplomats slowly come out into the spotlight of 
the television cameras and the flashes of the 
photographers. They were finally free after an ordeal 
lasting 444 days.

They would only be in Algiers for an hour and a 
half. The liberated Americans travelled from there 
to Frankfurt in US Air Force “flying hospitals” and 
arrived early Wednesday morning at the Wiesbaden 
military base, where they would rest for a few days 
and undergo medical and psychiatric tests before 
returning home. Jimmy Carter arrived in Wiesbaden 
on the evening of 21 January to greet the former 
hostages, as “personal representative” of President 
Reagan. The new President had the elegance to leave 
it to his predecessor to close this painful chapter in 
the contemporary history of the United States.

Since this hostage-taking in 1979, the United States 
has considered Iran a threat and has maintained 
sanctions continuously. There has never been any 
attempt to resume any diplomatic relations.

Following the happy outcome of the crisis of the 
American hostages in Tehran, Ronald Reagan gave 
Algeria the entire run of the television series “Dallas”, 
which was a worldwide hit that year. The Algerians 
would be kept in suspense for several seasons by 
the twists and turns of the tormented relationship 
between Sue Ellen and J.R. Ewing.
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Jimmy Carter, the 39th President of the United 
States from 1977 to 1981, a former Democratic 
Senator, has been widely criticized for his weakness 
in dealing with international crises, in particular 
his management of the American hostage-taking 
in Tehran, which occurred at the end of his term of 
office. It was a disastrous end to his mandate that put 
an end to his political career. This did not prevent him 
from being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2002 
for his mediation in many international conflicts.

Bernard Hourcade, directed the French Research 
Institute in Tehran from 1978 to 1993. In this role, 
he closely followed the Islamic Revolution and the 
hostage-taking of the American diplomats. Today, he 
is the leading French specialist on Iran, a subject on 
which he has written many books.

Louis Amigues, First Counsellor of the French Embassy 
in Tehran at the time of the hostage-taking. He met 
the American hostages during their captivity. He had 
a ring-side seat during this period and has a great 
knowledge of Iran.

Mohamed Bedjaoui, Algerian politician and 
diplomat. He was Algeria’s permanent representative 
to the United Nations from 1979 to 1982. He 
participated in the negotiations that led to the 
release of the American diplomats, and co-chaired 
the UN Commission that investigated the hostage-
taking in Tehran.

Flavio Meroni, number 2 at the Swiss Embassy in 
Tehran during the hostage crisis. He was responsible 
for the smooth departure of the Americans from 
Tehran. American interests in Iran were represented 
at the time by the Swiss Embassy.

Adelkrim Grieb, Algerian Ambassador to Tehran 
(1979-1982). He was previously the President of the 
Paris-based Amicale des Algériens en Europe. It was 
there that he forged privileged links with the Iranian 

opposition in France, including Ayatollah Khomeini.

Fayçal Hanafi, the Air Algérie pilot who ensured 
the transport of American hostages from Tehran to 
Algiers.

John Limbert was among the 52 hostages held by the 
American Embassy in Tehran in 1979. He had arrived 
in the Iranian capital three months earlier. After 
his liberation, he continued his diplomatic career, 
notably in Algeria, and then went on to an academic 
career. He has written many books on Iran, including 
“The United States and Iran: From Friendship to 
Resentment” and “Iran: At War with History”.

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, President of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran from 2005 to 2013. In the late 1970s, 
he enrolled at Tehran University of Science and 
Technology. He is one of the founders of the Islamic 
Students’ Association, which has backed Ayatollah 
Khomeini since 1978. In 1979, he took part in the 
assault on the American Embassy with other students 
and became a member of the Revolutionary Guards. 
This politico-military organization still plays an 
essential role in the survival of the Ayatollahs’ 
regime.

Abolhassan Bani Sadr, first President of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran from February 1980 to June 1981. He 
was deposed by the Revolutionary Council and fled 
his country, disguised as a woman under a chador, 
to escape trial and possible execution. He currently 
lives in France.

Ahmad Salamatian, Deputy Minister of Foreign 
Affairs in the Bazagran government, from 4 February 
to 6 November 1979. He was also Secretary of State 
for Foreign Affairs in the government of Bani Sadr 
until May 1980. Then he became a deputy in the 
first Islamic Consultative Assembly until June 1981, 
before fleeing and taking refuge in France.
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