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HORMUZ
  K A Y A K I N G  T H R O U G H

   

F R O M  
I R A N  T O  O M A N

Sir, please explain to us why you
want to cross the Strait of
Hormuz by human power?”
This is a question, which I have had to respond to on so many occasions over
the last few years regarding not only being allowed to cross the Strait of Hormuz
but also other strategic bodies of water and landmasses such as the Bering Strait,
Chukotka (Russia), the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and even currently while asking
the permission to kayak across the Gulf of Aqaba (Red Sea).

Simply put, my answer was,

Because I need to get through!”
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Our route has not only entailed the need
to obtain complex visas and permissions
to be allowed to cross restricted
countries but also the necessity to wait
for appropriate weather conditions to
cross specific regions such as the colder
arctic ones or the hotter and arid ones.

Having walked, skied, swam, and cycled my way
across Alaska, the Bering Strait, Far Eastern Russia,
Western China, Mongolia, Central Asia and the
Islamic Republic of Iran, in 2015, I had finally
landed in the southern Iranian port of Bandar
Abbas, ready to take on the Strait of Hormuz.

Up to that point, crossing Iran on a bicycle as a
French citizen and in company of my Russian Tatar
wife Gulnara Kieffer had been relatively easy.

It had been actually a very rewarding and
enriching experience to cross Persia with its
breathtaking landscape and gave us the
opportunity to explore a rich civilization
encompassing centuries of stunning architecture
and a great cuisine. 

But above all, along our way, we had truly enjoyed
the company of its very welcoming population. 

In fact, we can’t recall how many times while
cycling across Iran, we were stopped along the
side of the road by locals, eager to either invite
us to visit their abode for either a delicious
home cooked meal, a comfortable room to rest
for the night, or to kindly offer us food items
such as freshly baked bread, bags of fresh
pistachios, pomegranates or watermelons. 

Travelling as French and Russian citizens, the only
restrictions we faced while in Iran were:
l Gulnara had to wear a veil in public the entire

time. Although in large cities such as in Tehran,
it was not uncommon to see a young woman
only sporting a short veil which resembled
more a bandana that anything else. 

l No dancing in public. In fact, the dancing scene
was mostly limited to folkloric male groups.

l Not allowed to drink alcohol, except if we
were served by non-Muslim friends, such as
Zoroastrians or members of the Armenian
Christian community. 

In fact, I had to overcome this specific
hurdle (the Strait of Hormuz) to be
able to progress further with my
human powered circumnavigation of
the globe which I had started in
Anchorage, Alaska, USA in February
2005;  24,215 kilometres away. This
expedition has indeed, so far, taken a
long time, in part because of the
challenging route we have chosen.

BY DIMITRI KIEFFER
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Exact route taken
https://goo.gl/maps/3x4bHjH68sn
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Massoud Tabatabai, Captain Mahmoud Daryanavad,
myself and Gulnara
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Getting out of the country across the Strait of
Hormuz with a kayak was going to be a much more
complicated matter. 

In comparison, if one plans to kayak across the strait of
Gibraltar, there is a certain protocol to follow with the
harbour master in Gibraltar, which requires a very
detailed scheduled plan, two lifeboats and a medical
team ready to be mobilized on land. 

In the case of the Strait of Hormuz, there were absolutely
no guidelines since apparently, until my crossing, no one
was ever allowed to either kayak, row or sail across the
strait from Iran to Oman, or Oman to Iran.

However, a large amount of motorized illegal crossings
happen on a daily basis for the purpose of smuggling
goods between Iran and the Musandam peninsula (an
Omani exclave which juts into the Strait of Hormuz,
the narrow entry into the Persian Gulf, from the
Arabian Peninsula).  

Every night ‘fishing’ go-fast speedboats, mostly painted
in black, smuggle alcohol, cigarettes, phones, televisions,
clothing, shoes, household appliances, among other
items into Iran.

The lack of well established guidelines and the
potential risk to come face to face with smugglers,

quickly made everyone in the region nervous at the
idea of me undertaking this kayak crossing. 

However, when I first approached the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs in Tehran and asked permission to leave
Iranian waters by kayak to cross the 70 kilometres wide
Strait of Hormuz, I was casually told then that this
represented, “Absolutely no problem. Just call us when you
get down to the southern island of Qeshm, before you start
your crossing and everything will go smoothly.”

Mansour Tehrani
One night while visiting the charming hillside town of
Darband north of the booming megalopolis of Tehran,
we happened to randomly share a taxi ride with
Mansour Tehrani, an Iranian airline pilot whom was a
veteran of the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988), during
which he had been a helicopter pilot. He became very
interested in our expedition and kindly offered us his
help in any way he could.  

Promptly, he reminded us how much the Strait of
Hormuz represented a very strategic region for the
Iranian government and was quite concerned that, if
not taking all of the necessary precautions, we could
end up arrested by the Revolutionary Guards and
potentially convicted as spies. 

Our interaction with the local police, military
personnel and border guards was also quite positive. 

We barely spoke any words of Farsi but carried an
introduction letter translated in the language which
explained clearly our route and goal: a human
powered circumnavigation of the globe; and this
was apparently sufficient to satisfy their curiosity.

We met Iranians who could well converse
in English and finally, from time to time,
used the phone application Google
Translate to express ourselves as
well as we could. 

So, yes, cycling 2,650
kilometers across Persia
was truly the facile part.
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Training for the crossing Gulnara and Dimitri
Swimming the 4.5k from Bandar e Pol
to Bandar e Laft on the island of Qeshm
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Mansour Tehrani (left) with Dimitri Kieffer (middle) in the company of directors of the
National Iranian Search and Rescue Dept in Tehran.

Within the next few days, he consequently introduced
us to several of his senior contacts, including several
directors of national agencies who became quite
enthused with the idea of our imminent crossing.

Some of them were also veterans and had been pilots
with Mr Tehrani during the Iran-Iraq war. I discovered then
how this network of Iranian veterans were very well
respected by the general population and how much clout
they were carrying with established military personnel. It
was crucial for us to make the best use out of it. 

Sufficient permissions
With the help of Mr Tehrani, we ended up spending a
total of 24 days in Tehran to get what we thought then
were the proper and sufficient permissions to leave
Iranian waters by kayak from:
l the Iranian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
l the Ministry of Tourism 
l the Ministry of Roads
l the Sports Medicine Federation of Iran 
l the Iran Canoe and Rowing Federation
l the Omani embassy

We then returned to the northern Iranian city of Sari
where we had left our bicycles with friends and
resumed our bicycle journey progressing 1,400
additional kilometres down south, across the stunning
desert of Dasht-e-Kavir and the oases of southern Iran. 

Massoud Tabatabai
One day, on our way to the southern port of Bandar
Abbas, after having left new friends in the city of Sirjan,
we came across an avid cyclist named Massoud
Tabatabai on the top of a mountain pass. 

Mr Tabatabai, had already led several cycling
circumnavigations of Iran. He also was a veteran of the
Iraq-Iran war, where he had been critically injured and
took more than 30 bullets, including eight still lodged in
his body. A real Goliath, a ‘force de la nature’.

Mr Tabatabai was now spending a large percentage of
his life riding in the name of peace throughout Iran. We
also learned then that as an Iranian citizen, Mr Tabatabai
has faced over the years, difficulties to be able to get
foreign visas and organize cycling expeditions overseas.

He consequently, became part of our ‘team’ and we
spent the next month together in Bandar Abbas and on
Qeshm Island preparing the crossing of the Strait.

We quickly learned indeed that the permissions we had
obtained from all the different ministries in Tehran were,
by far, not sufficient. We apparently needed now to
obtain in Bandar Abbas, a whole new set of permissions
from the regional representatives associated with the

same ministries than the ones we had been in contact
with in Tehran. Apparently their regional power was
superseding the one of the ministries in Tehran.
Consequently, it took us a few weeks to obtain all of the
additional permissions in Bandar Abbas. 

Once we reached the island of Qeshm, we quickly
understood that this second set of regional permissions
obtained in Bandar Abbas was now itself not sufficient. The
power of the local administration on the island, in part
because of its strategic location, superseded in fact anyone
else’s authority at the regional level in Bandar Abbas or at
the national level in Tehran. It took an additional week to
secure this latest set of local permissions. 

From time to time, our friend Mr Tabatabai with whom we
mostly communicated with the help of Google Translate,
would exclaimed out in English, “Fifty, fifty,” which was his
way to express that he thought we had, at that specific
moment, still only 50% chances of getting our permissions
finally approved. Needless to say that this whole process
created a great amount of pressure, much more tiresome
and frustrating than the actual refreshing swimming and
kayaking experience across the strait. 

The island of Qeshm and the southern territorial waters
of Iran represent a very strategic zone for the Islamic
Republic of Iran, guarded by Revolutionary Guards,
coastguards, border guards, navy forces and most likely
additional military branches. Prior to our crossing, on
several occasions, it became very clear how strategic this
region was for multiple reasons.

Pink flamingos
Once, in Bandar Abbas, while going between meetings
with Iranian authorities across town, I saw pink flamingos
in what seemed to be unfenced and desolated wetlands.
We stopped to try to capture the moment, when I was
immediately halted by an official, who appeared on a
motorcycle and asked me why I was filming inside a
military zone. 

I then quickly explained with the help of Mr Tabatabai
that I was completely unaware of the strategic
importance of this location.“Ï just wanted to shoot these
pink flamingos!” Thanks to good local contacts, reached
over the phone, we were able to quickly get ourselves
out of the tricky situation. 

‘Pink flamingoes’ eventually became an expression that
our friend Mr Tabatabai used with us when he wanted to
explain that we were in a tense strategic zone where we
needed, at all costs, to refrain from taking pictures. 

On January 9th 2017, eight days prior to my kayaking
launch, there was a diplomatic incident where 10 US
marines were captured by the Iranian revolutionary
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The further south we went and especially once we landed
on the strategic island of Qeshm, the more the situation 

became tense

ThePADDLER 86 guards along the same southern coast. This was the
continuation of provocative and aggressive behaviour the
Iranian and US forces have demonstrated towards each other
over the years, while guarding respectively safe passages for
their fleet through Iranian and International waters.

The further south we went and especially once we landed
on the strategic island of Qeshm, the more the situation
became tense. We were no longer allowed to camp
wherever we wanted (which we had done throughout the
rest of Iran), or to take pictures along the southern shore,
near what was going to be our launching point for the
kayak crossing. 

However, thanks to Mr Tabatai’s strong influence as a
heroic war veteran and willingness to vouch for us, we
were finally able to gain all the military clearance needed
so that I could be allowed to cross the strait by kayak. 

Not being able to forecast very well how long the 70kms
crossing was going to take, my wife Gulnara and I agreed
that it might be wiser then for me to undertake the kayak
crossing without her. Furthermore, it seemed at the time
that the Iranians were not going to be willing to grant us
any permission at all.

To put this in perspective, let’s keep in mind that until that
day, sadly no Iranian citizen has ever been allowed to kayak
across because of Iranian and Omani restrictions. The
Iranian adventurer, Mohammad Amiri Roodan, attempted
to cross the strait on a homemade pedal boat a few years
ago but was intercepted and forced by the Omani coast
guards to turn around and return to the Iranian coastline.
So, it was better for me to not push my luck! 

Additionally, I had started this human powered
circumnavigation a few years before I met my wife Gulnara
and therefore she does not have to partake in every single
section of the expedition. She joins me for the sections she
wishes and wherever it makes sense, according to local
regulations. For example, more recently, Saudi Arabia did
not allow her, as a woman, to cycle across its Kingdom by
bicycle and therefore I crossed the country solo. 

Finding a proper kayak for the crossing also became a
challenge in itself. Partly because of the economic
restrictions, it is difficult to order a kayak from overseas in
Iran. As foreigners, in Iran, we were unable to use our
foreign debit and credit cards to order anything online and
also needed to have enough cash to support ourselves
during our entire time in Iran. 

The Iranian kayaking scene was and still is very limited,
logically, keeping in mind how closely watched is the
southern border. In Tehran and Bandar Abbas, the only
kayaks I could find for sale were low-grade inflatable
boats/kayaks, which are more adequate for a fishing trip on
a lake rather than for a 70kms section on open seas. 

In the end, thanks to the contacts I had made in Tehran at
the Iran Canoe and Rowing Federation, I was introduced
to the local kayaking club, which loaned me an older but
robust rudderless sit-in kayak, a heavy duty metal paddle
and a life jacket. No spraydeck was available but thankfully I
was able to get one made by a cobbler at the local bazaar. 
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While taking the time to train in this ‘gift from
god kayak’ in the little lagoon in front of the
kayaking club, I was quickly given a long yellow
short and a singlet red shirt to wear. Being in
Iran, apparently modesty was obliging me to
wear more clothing than just a swimming brief
and a life jacket.

The local kayaking club also required me to pass,
with their instructors, several kayaking aptitude
tests in the loaned kayak in daylight and night
time, in order to make sure that I had the
sufficient kayaking skills needed for the crossing. I

We chose the earlier departure time to make 
sure I would be crossing the     

crowd    
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The complex logistics involved with being able
to also kayak the first 4.5 kms water section,
became rapidly clear, especially regarding being
able to transport a kayak to this additional
location. Considering that there were only 4.5
kms to cross, and while going with the current,
we agreed that it was simpler for me to just
swim that section of muddy waters, zigzagging
between large moving barges, while being
provided free of charge, an escorting boat, with
seven persons on board, including Gulnara, Mr
Tabatabai, as well as the president of the local
ferry company (who kindly provided this escort
boat) and military personnel. 

We then cycled across the island of Qeshm and
on January 17th 2016, I was finally able to kayak
across the Strait of Hormuz between the Iranian
port of Shib Deraz and the Omani port of
Khasab. Indeed, the Iranian authorities finally
allowed me to depart from Shib Deraz beach at
02.40 Sunday morning in my loaned Iranian
kayak, accompanied by the required 24-foot
support boat. On board were Gulnara, a crew of
two Iranians (Captain Mahmoud Daryanavad
and our friend Massoud Tabatabai), as well as our
two bicycles and all of our gear. 

During the first few hours, I navigated with the help
of the moon and thereafter mostly with the help of
my Garmin GPSMAP 64S once the sun rose.

Pitch dark
We chose the earlier departure time to make
sure I would be crossing the more treacherous
international waters, crowded with supertankers,
during daylight hours. We chose a date in
agreement with the search and rescue Iranian
team during, which according to local weather
forecast, the seas were going to be calmer.
Having said that, when I first started the crossing
in the darkness, it was difficult to distinguish in
the darkness where the .5 to one metre high
waves were coming from, with currents and
wind coming from different directions along the
coastline. I felt as if I was dancing with the sea in
pitch darkness. 

The 70 kms (37 nautical miles) crossing took 16
hours to complete, spending a good amount of
time dealing with side currents and no rudder
while zig-zagging between fast moving
supertankers (who were moving perpendicularly
through the strait, a few kilometres apart),
smugglers speedboats coming out of Oman and
even a circling frigate of the US coast guards,
guarding the international waters.  

Once we entered Omani territorial waters, we
were escorted the last few kilometres by Omani
coastguards on a zodiac-milpro type of
embarkation until we landed on Omani soil.  

was very happy to comply with this request
since it gave me more time to practice. 

The plan of attack we agreed upon
with the authorities included the
following:
l Cycle 70 kms from Bandar Abbas to Bandar

e Pol.  
l Swim 4.5 kms from Bandar e Pol on the

mainland to Bandar e Laft on the island of
Qeshm.

l Cycle 40 kms from Bandar e Laft to Shib
Deraz, crossing southbound the island of
Qeshm.

l Kayak 70 kms from Shib Deraz (Qeshm
island, Iran) to Khasab (Oman). 

       
     e more treacherous international waters, 

ded with supertankers, 
during daylight hours
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During the crossing I drank a few litres of water
mixed with Nuun electrolytes and ate a few
sandwiches. I never left my kayak to get on
board the escorting boat, barely took any breaks,
feeling quite energized to finally being allowed to
do this crossing. I seriously felt an adrenalin rush,
pretty much during the entire crossing and
especially felt relieved once I realized on my GPS
that I was no longer in Iranian territorial waters
and therefore could no longer be picked up by
any Revolutionary Guards for any reason
whatsoever.   

I believe that the crossing was actually more
challenging for the others than it was for me: for
our patient two-man crew on the escort boat
and especially for my poor wife Gulnara (who
was badly suffering of motion seasickness
throughout that wavy day), burying herself on
board between our bicycles and gear.

Upon landing in the Omani port of Khasab, in
the darkness, at 18.40, the local administration
quickly welcomed us, searched our bags,
stamped our passports and escorted us to the
nearby Diwan Alamir Hotel, where the
administration kindly gave us a room to stay.  

Our crew, Captain Mahmoud Daryanavad and
Massoud Tabatabai, as Iranian citizens, were not
allowed to disembark but were kindly given food
trays by the Omani coast guards before they
were asked to return to Iran, speeding away on
their embarkation, with my loaned kayak on
board, ready to be repatriated. 

Looking back, I am now very thankful that the
Iranian and Omani authorities authorized me to
make this kayak crossing and definitely hope that
in the future, more people will now be allowed
to cross easily between these two countries
while kayaking, rowing or sailing, while following
proper safety measures. 
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Notes:
Besides our personal time spent working on all of
the needed permission, this crossing cost us $900:
l $200 spent on medical tests in Tehran so that I could
receive this official Iranian Athlete’s Medical Passport.

l $500 spent on the escort boat for the 70kms between
Qeshm Island and Oman. 

l $200 deposit for the loaned kayak, which I chose to
forego to Mr Tabatabai, to thank him in a small way for
the month of his life he had dedicated to help us sort
out all the permissions we need to, in Bandar Abbas and
on Qeshm Island.  

See the details and additional pictures on Massoud
Tabatabai’s website: http://gpg.ir/1395/01/09/post-665/

Nexus website: http://www.nexusexpedition.com/

Photos of the crossing:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nexusexpeditions/albums/721
57677584347114

Exact route followed: https://my.yb.tl/NexusExpedition/2617

The Quests
combine great looks
with comfort and efficient cruising performance.
Quests are ideal travel kayaks. Very light, yet rugged-
ly-built with space-age polyurethane materials which
contain no toxic chemicals – the planet will thank you! 

www.pakboats.com
Enfield, New Hampshire, USA

(603)632-9500 • info@pakboats.com

Quest Folding
Kayak

FOLDING
Canoes & Kayaks

PakCanoes are
excellent for remote
wilderness trips or adventures
closer to home. Light-weight, compact
for easy travel and storage, yet rugged, dependable and
easy paddling.

Puffin Kayaks
are perfect travel companions.

Great stability and paddling performance make
Puffins enjoyable on the water. With good looks and
light-weight price, they are a pleasure to own.

Puffin Saranac

PakCanoesPakCanoe 170 in the Arctic
The folding PakCanoe is your ticket to

remote wilderness travel - and is equally at home
taking your children for a spin closer to home!
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Further info…
Info on Iran-Oman smuggling:
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/09/hard-times-
oman-strait-smugglers-160926114325822.html

http://www.nytimes.com/2004/07/09/world/khasab-
journal-sightseeing-in-oman-you-mustn-t-miss-the-
smugglers.html

http://www.thenational.ae/uae/smugglers-attempted-
to-smuggle-hashish-heroin-and-crystal-meth-into-
uae

Fake US aircraft carrier for military
exercises:
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/
wp/2014/04/04/these-satellite-images-show-irans-
construction-of-a-fake-u-s-aircraft-carrier/

US Marines captured
Diplomatic incident where 10 US Marines
were captured by the Iranian revolutionary
guards along this same southern coast.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-
mix/wp/2016/01/13/iran-sends-mixed-message-on-
quick-release-of-u-s-navy-crews/

More details here:
https://www.nytimes.com/topic/destination/strait-of-
hormuz

Martyr’s memorial
Once, while in Bandar Abbas, we were given the
opportunity to come and reflect in a martyr’s
memorial, where we could see the tombs of Iran-Iraq
war and terrorist attack victims, as well as the tombs
of some of the Iran Air Flight 655 victims. It was a
poignant experience to see the actual tombs of
pilgrims who had been returning from Mecca in 1988
when their plane had been shot down while flying
over the Strait of Hormuz.

Post relating this experience:
https://web.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=1015380
8267606624&set=pcb.10153808271976624&type=
3&theater

More on Iran Air Flight 655 tragedy in 1988:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran_Air_Flight_655

More on martyrdom in Iran:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martyrdom_in_Iran

Pictures and post on the swim: 
https://web.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=1015384
4958371624&set=a.10151089316611624.464065.6
14891623&type=3&theater

http://gpg.ir/1395/01/09/post-665/
http://www.nexusexpedition.com/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nexusexpeditions/albums/72157677584347114
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nexusexpeditions/albums/72157677584347114
https://my.yb.tl/NexusExpedition/2617
http://gpg.ir/1395/01/09/post-665/
http://www.nexusexpedition.com/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nexusexpeditions/albums/721
https://my.yb.tl/NexusExpedition/2617

