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Introduction

   By Maziar Bahari

   I don’t like clichés and I’m no fan of hyperbole. I tune out phrases like ‘Literature will set you free’, or that ‘So-and-so is a true original’, and make up my own mind. And yet here I am telling you that this book exemplifies how literature can liberate you, even while you’re behind bars in Iran. And its author, the political prisoner Sepideh Gholian, is, without a trace of a lie, a true original.

   In three decades of working as a journalist and documentary filmmaker, I’ve come to the conclusion that Iranian women are the country’s best hope for social change. They awed the world with their bravery when they tore off their hijabs in the Woman, Life, Freedom protests in 2022. But for many decades before that, in fact since the Islamic Republic was first established in 1979, women have been on the frontlines of resistance, whether through private acts of rebellion or public protest, often at great personal cost.

   Sepideh Gholian is the outstanding torchbearer of this tradition of resistance in the younger generation. Born in Dezful, Khuzestan, in 1994, as a 24-year-old student, she took a leading role in organising support for the Haft-Tappeh Sugarcane Complex strike in 2018. Since it was privatised in 2015, workers had to fight constant battles against job losses, unpaid wages and poor working conditions. Although strikes are illegal in Iran, Haft-Tappeh’s trade union leaders managed to organise effective industrial action – even after being repeatedly targeted for persecution. Sepideh was not a worker, but she took on the role of reporting on the strike, organising meetings and building solidarity for the strikers in the local community and beyond.

   Like millions of Iranians, I became fascinated by the young woman who swiftly became one of the public faces of the strike. We’d never seen an activist like Sepideh, whose bright blue hair could be glimpsed under her hijab, and whose very smile struck a blow against the Islamic Republic. That defiant and contagious smile, uncowed by any threat the regime could throw at her, seemed to make four decades of the Islamic Republic’s relentless promotion of submission and solemnity crumble at once.

   Amid the fourteen-day strike in 2018, Sepideh and other strike leaders were arrested at a peaceful protest. Months of torment ensued: detained without trial, Sepideh was brutally tortured in prison. In January 2019, the state broadcaster aired her ‘confession’, in which she ‘admitted’ to being a ‘communist and Marxist’ who somehow manipulated the striking workers into working with left-wing groups. The regime intended to shut her up. But on her release, she defied it once again.

   Seated in front of an art installation she had made herself, Sepideh told the world about the insults, humiliation and beatings she endured. She spoke frankly about the sexual harassment she faced, and the way that interrogators weaponised sexual innuendoes to pile the pressure on prisoners – to make them feel disgraced and ashamed. She was not content simply to list these violations in the abstract – another account of a repressive regime refusing to respect basic human rights. She talked about her own experiences, her own traumas: she told her story to millions of Iranians inside Iran and in the diaspora. Many could see themselves in this brilliant young woman. And even more admired her uncompromising courage.

   Sepideh has been arrested and released several times since 2018. The last time she was released in 2023, she shouted, ‘Khamenei, you tyrant, we’re going to put you in a grave,’ denouncing Iran’s ‘Supreme’ Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the highest spiritual and political authority in the country. She was arrested and jailed within a day. She is still in prison at the time of writing in August 2024.

   I got to know Sepideh when she was temporarily released in 2019. I wanted to interview her for our website, IranWire.com. She gave the interview; but she also had other ideas. She wanted us to publish her first prison diary, Tilapia Sucks the Blood of Hur al-Azim; the title refers to how imports such as tilapia fish are draining the resources of Khuzestan province is southwest Iran. The book is a series of vignettes describing the lives of women in Iranian prisons. As a fellow prison diary author, detailing 107 days in solitary confinement in Iran in 2009, I couldn’t help but be drawn to Sepideh’s writing. She did not simply want to talk about herself; she wanted to tell the world about other prisoners’ experiences, from Arab women persecuted for being Sunni to women facing unimaginable torture for crimes of survival. For many of these women, the only record of their lives is in Sepideh’s book.

   Here the activist Sepideh tries to understand the elaborate and labyrinthine system designed to oppress Iranian women and men. The women in Tilapia are not victims. Despite their harsh lives and the abuses they’ve suffered at the hands of their families and the authorities, they remain outspoken and playful.

   Her first book was an activist’s prison diary – an extended journalistic piece. But in this book, you meet Sepideh the writer. Even though Sepideh is barely thirty, it’s no overstatement to hail this as a mature, literary work. I witnessed its birth and growth from a series of inchoate ideas into a unique masterpiece that only someone with Sepideh’s creativity and resilience could write.

   It all started with a text message: ‘Maziar, I have an idea for a book: prison memoir and baking recipes.’ I immediately wanted to know more. I report on human rights abuses every day – IranWire consistently raises awareness about conditions in Iranian prisons, and has done for years. But it burns you out; you become desensitised to the real suffering in these stories; you stop seeing the people’s faces. Cooking is a new way in: it’s an expression of people’s personalities in the bitterest of circumstances. Suddenly each woman is no longer simply a victim of torture and oppression, but a rapper, a mother, a dancer.

   For security reasons, I cannot tell you exactly how I received the different chapters of this book from Sepideh. All you need to know is that it took several people and multiple phone calls with different individuals, including Sepideh, to receive separate chapters by text or photos showing scraps of paper. We then had to type them up and figure out which piece belonged to which part of the book. The process would have been much simpler if the book was in a traditional format. But Sepideh, being Sepideh, made the process more challenging (and interesting) by insisting on placing the stories, footnotes and recipes alongside each other. We published the original Persian version of the book on IranWire.com, and in paperback in March 2024. Some of Sepideh’s fellow prisoners report that even the guards enjoyed reading the book and were gripped by Sepideh’s masterful writing.

   If anyone wonders why we need literature, they need to read The Evin Prison Bakers’ Club. Sepideh’s voice breaks free from the cell, in which she still sits, and she can now introduce readers the world over to prisons full of the bravest women you will ever meet. And to their oppressors. Prisons are designed to be impenetrable, to isolate someone from the world – but Sepideh tears down the walls and lets us in.

   My involvement in drafting the final book was limited to helping Sepideh clarify some of her ideas and to making her vision of the different elements – such as footnotes, recipes and drawings – work as a whole. Publishing the book would have been impossible without the help of numerous people, especially Samaneh and Mehdi, Sepideh’s older sister and brother. Like many Iranian activists, Sepideh would not be who she is without the support of her family. Since the world came to know Sepideh, we have also become acquainted with her family, who fight alongside her and tell the world about what she has endured. Rose Jafry did an amazing job editing the Persian text. Hessam Ashrafi brilliantly translated it into English and made sure the English version reflects Sepideh’s ideas and expressions. Hannah Somerville and Mitchell Albert were superb editors of Hessam’s translation.

   I must also thank my colleagues at IranWire.com. Without their dedication to reporting news of Iran fairly but diligently, we would not be able to help writers and activists such as Sepideh find a home for their articles, videos, cartoons and books.

   Finally, thank you Sepideh-jan, for trusting me with the book. Working with you has been one of the most joyous moments of my professional life. Your dedication to fighting for the rights of the Iranian people has inspired me and millions of Iranians to follow your example however we can. I am honoured to introduce your beautiful, heartbreaking stories and recipes to English-speaking audiences.

   Woman, Life, Freedom!

   Maziar Bahari is a journalist and documentary filmmaker. He is the founder of IranWire.com, where the original Persian version of The Evin Prison Bakers’ Club was published.
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Curtain Up

  

 
  
   I am not a good baker. All right, I’m not a baker at all. Like a lot of things, I do it without being skilled at it. Like writing. I’ve never been a writer, and I doubt I’ll ever be one.

   The baking started a little while before my first arrest. Back then I was already a detainee in my own home. Baking allowed me to forget about the beatings I received for being a woman. And, naturally, I was a very rebellious woman.

   Everything took on a new meaning after I was arrested in November 2018. In the course of that single, harrowing night, I was shunted between five different detention centres. At one point, as they were moving me from one car to the next, blindfolded and surrounded by male security agents, I reached for the door handle, intending to throw myself out. Right at that moment, my dear friend Sepideh Kashani came to mind.* (I’ll tell you more about Kashi and her husband Houman in Chapter Ten.) It occurred to me that, at the end of whatever road this was, I might see her, and that together we might bake something nice for her husband Houman. The thought made me euphoric. I retracted my hand.

   You might well ask, Isn’t prison … prison? How the hell could you be making confectionery there? And you would be correct. But if baking badly is an inalienable part of who you are, then you can do it anytime, anywhere, and – yes – in any kind of prison.

   Even without gas. Boiling water goes into a flask; butter is put into a plastic bag; digestive biscuits are ground down to a powder with the back of a sieve. Mash them together, then attend to the jelly and other such things. (Much easier if there is gas, mind you.) So it was that on the women’s ward of Evin Prison, side by side with my dear Niloufar Bayani,* after a barrage of repeated requests, entreaties and follow-ups, we got our hands on our weapons of choice: culinary utensils and, crucially, a tin for tarts and pies. They were plainly not going to release us so we were going to get a tart tin out of them, at least.

   Later on, in Bushehr Prison, I also sought refuge in baking. The environment there was different. You couldn’t so much as whisper into the ears of your fellow inmates without reprisal. But I made use of my ‘privilege’ as a political prisoner to set up a kitchen. In the midst of all that suffering, I actually had a few decent days. Of course, they never lasted, and I am still haunted by nightmares from that time.

   Let’s move on.

   Ultimately, I came to realise that, baking aside, there are a lot of things you can’t do in an endemically repressive patriarchal system. I saw that I wasn’t much more than a toy. I’d been beaten, humiliated and shamed. My heart explodes whenever I remember.

   My sister Mahin died.* During my furlough, I was at the edge of an abyss. Everything would have been over for me, had it not been for her love.

   Let’s move on.

   Those bygone days and bygone lives play out now before me like a horror movie. Never could I have dreamed they would execute Somayeh, one day after we’d cried together and eaten a cake at the foot of our bed in prison.* And never could I have dreamed that after handing a cream puff to Maryam Akbari Monfared, just one day after we’d done the New Year’s house cleaning together in eager anticipation of the Nowruz festivities, they’d transfer her to another prison.

   Back then I used to call Maryam my ‘mother’. When I heard other young female inmates calling her ‘Mum’ too, I’d feel my heart, a block of ice, thawing. I could never be jealous – far from it. It was Maryam’s miracle that she was a mother to us all. But the day she was banished, I did feel my heart turn to ice again. ‘I love you so much,’ she whispered into my ear. The sorrow was fathoms deep.

   As it happened, they transferred me too, the very next day. It was a mercy. I don’t think I could have dealt with Maryam’s absence if they’d kept me there. In another absurd twist of fate, I’m now back in Evin Prison, and I still can’t even look at the spot where she and I once had our bed.

   Let’s move on.

   In Bushehr, the person I lost was Mahin. You miss each person in a different way; each loss brings a new kind of hurt, both physically and psychologically. When I touched my sister’s foot in those last moments, it was so, so cold. And right now, as I remember her and as I write this, my own hands are going ice cold.

   Let’s move on.

   

   
    
     	* Sepideh Kashani is a conservationist and activist. Together with her husband Houman Jokar and other environmentalists, including Niloufar Bayani, Sam Rajabi and Kavous Seyed-Emami, she was arrested by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ Intelligence Organisation in January 2018. All of them were subsequently jailed for ‘espionage’.



     	* Niloufar Bayani was held in solitary confinement for eight months after her arrest in January 2018. Following a trial held behind closed doors, she was jailed for ten years for ‘espionage’.



     	* Thirty-year-old Mahin Boland Karami was a full-time worker in Bushehr Prison, as punishment for working as a kolbar. Kolbars are couriers who carry goods on their backs over the Iran–Iraq border to scrape a living. The mountain route is perilous, and dozens of them are shot on sight by Iranian border guards every year. This type of work is prevalent in Iranian Kurdistan due to the high levels of unemployment. Mahin died of Covid-19.



     	* Thirty-three-year-old Somayeh Shahbazi Jahrouii was convicted of murdering a man who her relatives said had tried to rape her. She was hanged in Sepidar Women’s Prison in Ahvaz on 4 December 2019.



    

   

  

 
  
   
Recipe 1

Tres leches (‘three milks’) cake 
for Mahin Boland Karami

◆ ◆ ◆

Mahin Boland Karami works full-time in prison. The mop is broken and she has to spend hours bent double cleaning the toilets, the corridors, and everywhere else with a broken implement. When the working day is done, she twists her hips and shows off her Kurdish dancing. No wonder her blood sugar levels have dropped.

‘I want a very, very sweet cake. I don’t have enough money for a cream puff. Give me something else this time.’

‘OK. It’ll be ready in about two hours.’

This was probably the last conversation Mahin and another prisoner had about pastries. Not long afterwards, the kitchen was shut down, and Mahin froze to death.

This is a treat of Spanish origin, and easy to prepare.* If you invite someone to enjoy it with you, don’t forget to tell them that, at the first hearing of her trial, Mahin defended herself in Kurdish. Then emphasise that she was a real ‘Leyla Zana’ – a Kurdish member of the Turkish parliament who was jailed for fifteen years for doing the same thing. And don’t forget to follow this up with this poem by the Iraqi-Kurdish poet Sherko Bekas:

In the land of the gallows and ashes and spoils

you are the sister of the motherland’s evergreens,

and when you were being devoured by the whales and monsters,

from the sun of today’s women,

from the infernal orators of today,

there were none who had not tied their tongues out of fear,

there were none who had not hidden their voices under the pillow

and their courage in the closet.

Today is the shining day of your glowing hair.

Today is the eighth of March.

Each year on this day,

that beautiful dove from Kirkuk

takes to the sky

and lands on the windowsill of Leyla Zana’s prison.

This cake is indeed very sweet. But don’t let that worry you; it is delicious. Arabs are probably responsible for the high sugar content of Spanish cakes.

Cake ingredients

190g flour

1 tsp baking powder

115g butter

190g sugar

5 eggs

½ tsp vanilla essence

Milk mixture ingredients

200ml milk

200ml condensed milk

200ml clotted cream

Directions

Mix the butter and sugar until light and creamy. Add the eggs one by one, followed by the vanilla essence, flour and baking powder. Pour the mixture into greased tins. Place in a preheated oven for 30–40 minutes at 180°C. When completely cool, use a toothpick to poke little holes all over the top of the cake. Whip the double cream and mix thoroughly with the milk and condensed milk. Pour the whole lot over the top of the cake. Leave in the refrigerator for a day or so for the milk mixture to penetrate. Decorate your cake with whipped cream, fruit, or cinnamon.

◆ ◆ ◆



   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

   
    
     	* The origins of tres leches cake lie in Latin America, although there is debate about whether its genesis was in Mexico, where soaked desserts were popular in the mid-nineteenth century, or Nicaragua. When Nestlé opened up factories in Mexico in the 1930s, it printed a recipe for tres leches on the back of its cans of condensed and evaporated milk.
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