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I


THE BOX







THE RAW INGREDIENTS


I could tell from the expression on her face that this wasn’t what she was expecting. When I told the editor of the Macquarie Dictionary, Sue Butler, that I would take her out for lunch to sample one of the best halal snack packs (HSPs) in Australia, I think she was imagining a more refined establishment. Not that she said so. She was far too polite—very much part of Australia’s literary establishment—to make a ruckus. But I could see from her slightly frozen face that I had caught her off guard.


Metro One Kebabs on Liverpool Road in Ashfield, Sydney, is a traditional kebab shop. We have all been to one—usually in the early hours of the morning; often after a big night out. ‘The golden hour,’ one owner tells me, is 2 a.m. ‘That magic hour is what makes the economics of a kebab store work,’ he effuses. Metro is run by Oktay Sahin and his Turkish family. It is one of 900 kebab joints dotted throughout Sydney. And, in the wake of the creation of the halal snack pack, and the attendant media coverage in 2016 and beyond, those joints have experienced a mini-boom.


‘So are you ready to make one?’ I ask her.


‘A kebab?’ she quizzes me.


‘No. A halal snack pack.’


For someone who had requested that we meet in order to hand me the Macquarie Dictionary People’s Choice Award for helping to nudge ‘halal snack pack’ over the line as the word of the year, Sue knew worryingly little about the product. The name had overwhelmingly won Macquarie’s annual people’s poll, and the judges had put it forward for inclusion in the next edition of the dictionary.


‘Have you ever eaten one before?’ I ask.


‘Kind of,’ she replies. Which, frankly, I take to mean ‘no’.


‘OK. We start with the container, because there’ll be so much going on; things will need to be kept under control. Then there’s the base—that is, the chips—the foundation from which we build our delicacy. Next comes the cheese, a layer of salty smoothness. On top of that we pile up the meat.’


Hitting a semi-reverential tone, I conjure the snack pack’s summit. ‘Lastly, and most importantly, the holy trinity of sauces—garlic, BBQ and chilli.’


My layered monologue was greeted by a long silent look from Sue.


‘Is that it?’ Sue asks.


On reflection, this was a much more poignant question than she had intended. Sure, on the face of it, a halal snack pack is just a creative and gut-busting marriage of the English chippy and the Middle Eastern kebab. But it is so much more than that.


I could have told Sue that this assemblage of ingredients amounts to a social statement, a uniquely Aussie expression of multiculturalism. For in a multicultural setting, food has always been a critical tool for breaking down barriers between people. The embracing of this ‘halal’ food, then, is a tongue-in-cheek way of rejecting reactionary politics and divisive ignorance. I say this because while it might specifically refer to food prepared in keeping with Islamic traditions, the word ‘halal’ has come to mean much more than that. In the language of far-right politicians and social-media trolls, ‘halal’ is code for ‘Muslim’. So just as rejecting halal has become a way for bigots to nudge nudge wink wink their values to each other, tucking into a halal snack pack speaks to the embrace of a more open and pluralistic Australia. That, and a raging hangover.


I could have told Sue about the way my Twitter feed exploded on election night 2016, when I invited Pauline Hanson to share a halal snack pack with me on live television. Nearing midnight, as the counting confirmed that Pauline was soon to join me in the Senate, she responded with a firm ‘Not happening; not interested in halal’. With one sentence she set the tone for everything that was to come for One Nation’s next moment in the political spotlight: the barely veiled dislike of Muslims, the offhand dismissal of anything that didn’t fit within their narrow Anglo worldview.


I could even have told Sue that, after inadvertently sparking a social-media storm with a half-joking speech to the Senate extolling the virtues of the halal snack pack, I thought a bit more about the humble HSP and happened upon some literary inspiration. The snack pack provided the prompt for a very unconventional book on politics: the one you’re holding now.


While most political tomes are designed to lionise the subject, mine has all the layers, juiciness and spices of the snack pack. Barely contained, founded on a solid base, smooth in parts, occasionally breaking out—my book will trek some unusual paths. The snack pack provides me with a frame within which I can write about my shortcomings, my failures, my anxiety, my ability to ride a career on an upward trajectory and my misfortune in experiencing the humiliation of having to resign from the Labor front bench. My book is also about learning and pushing on. But I didn’t say any of these things to Sue. They would have sounded too far-fetched—pontifications of a foodie overheating himself at the altar of cultural symbolism; more fantastical than reasonable. I didn’t want Sue to think that I was reading way too much into the chips, cheese and meat that so splendidly jostled in the HSP.


So I just say, ‘Yes. That’s it. What do you think?’ after she takes her first bite.


‘Oh, it’s very different.’


‘Do you like it?’


‘It’s kebab and chips. What’s not to like?’ she smiles.


‘You don’t know the half of it,’ I answer her.


We kept on eating while a queue of people lined up to order their own HSPs.


It’s the evening of 3 June 2017 and I am in London for the UK elections, and explaining over dinner to three of my closest friends—Richard Angell, Andy Bagnall and Jo Milligan—about how I have structured this book like a snack pack.


‘A snack pack?’ Richard asks. ‘What on earth is a snack pack?’ I am about to explain when the conversation is interrupted by screaming in the street outside our restaurant in Borough Market. As we turn to look, a woman runs past the window clutching her neck, which is covered in blood. There is panic in the room and we all dive to hide under the tables. Some take command, directing people in whispers. Some get hysterical: ‘It’s another attack!’. I feel a great longing for my family. I want to be with my wife and my kids. I want to be back in control, and in the warmth of my parents’ house. I stay calm by starting at the beginning, and asking myself: ‘How did I get here?’.




II


THE BASE







1


THE DAY MY MOTHER LIVED


My mother, whose name is Ella, likes to tell me about the exact moment that she decided she would have me. It was 26 September 1981, and it was the day that she was not executed.


‘Oh you can’t start a book with that,’ my mother says over wine in her inner-western Sydney home. ‘It’s all so glum. How about you start your book with the story of how we came to Australia? Start on the 12th of January 1988. Write about how hot it was. How shocked we were about the temperature—coming from the snow fields in Iran.’


Naser, my father, offers an alternative. ‘Or,’ he suggests, ‘why not start with the 28th of July 1983, the date of your birth? During the Iran–Iraq War, and how we had to bring you straight home from the hospital because they were out of water and out of medicine. That the doctor told me to bring you home because you would get an infection if you stayed and they had nothing to treat it with. Start with that.’


‘No,’ I tell them. ‘I don’t think I can really tell the story without starting in 1981. How can I tell the story about living and coming to Australia if I don’t include a story about dying?’


‘Does that mean you are going to write about Hassan?’ my mother asks—this being the elephant in the room.


‘Yes,’ I answer.


My mother hesitantly agrees; but my father is less sure. I suspect that he would rather I not write about any of it, but he won’t tell me not to. He’s polite like that.


Dad finally registers his blessing with an ‘OK.’ And he assuages his reluctance with a request. ‘Just be kind to the dead.’


That day—26 September 1981—was not only the day on which my mother was not executed. It was also the day on which my father’s best friend was.


The first time Hassan nearly killed my father was in 1977. Back then, Hassan and Naser were just twenty-one years old.


My father and his three closest school friends had arranged a reunion. Two of them, Faramarz and Abbass, had moved to London to pursue university studies and were back home for the break. Hassan and my father had stayed in Iran.


The four friends had been inseparable during their schooling years. The photographs of them, those that weren’t hastily destroyed after the executions, show them laughing, playing and trying not to look like the awkward gawky teenagers that they were.


‘Hassan was very good looking,’ my father tells me. I’ve seen the photos, and he is right. Tall, with curly hair, Hassan was a leather-jacket wearing and poetry-quoting revolutionary.


For this reunion they were joined by one other person, my mother. My parents had married the year before.


My father had arranged for the group to hike to the Immortal Castle in the Clouds. This is the ancient Babah Citadel crowning the mountains in the Arasbaran forests, situated in the province of East Azarbaijan (north-western Iran). Built of sandstone and rock, the citadel looks as though it has burst through the top of the mountain, and could well belong in a Lord of the Rings movie. It provides unparalleled views of the ancient structures that were built to resist invading armies. Over a thousand years old, it was deemed ‘immortal’ by virtue of its apparent impregnability in the face of the expanding Abbasid caliphate.


There are several routes spanning out from the foot of the mountain, but only one of them will take you to the citadel. The paths are misleading, and intentionally so. There are no signs or marked steps; there are only the same weathered paths that were used thousands of years ago. As you rise, the right-hand side forms an edge, giving way to a steep drop of 400 to 600 hundred metres. On the left side of the path, you are led back into the forest.


‘We were lost. I assumed I knew the way. I had been there before but when we were presented with three different options, I took the wrong one.’ This was my father’s nonchalant recounting of what to me looked like a near-critical mishap. But then he offered a more sombre observation. ‘These were not safe places to be lost. Especially as it became dark.’


‘Politically unsafe?’ I ask, assuming that he was treating us to one of his revolutionary stories.


‘No, no … bears. Bears are worse.’ Not the response I was expecting, but I resolve to take him at his word.


‘When it became dark we stayed on the cliff face. We could hear bears in the forest and we knew they wouldn’t come too close to the cliff. So we decided we would wait there until morning light.’


The plan was to stay awake all night and, at the break of light, find a way back to the town below. Hassan, though, unexpectedly fell asleep on the precarious edge; he lost his balance and started sliding down the cliff face. My father was able to chase Hassan down before he went over the edge into the gorge—Dad grabbed him and pulled him back to safety. Both young men struggled at the cusp of disaster.


Soon after, Faramarz pronounced solemnly on what had—or hadn’t—happened. He turned to my father and said, ‘It wasn’t his time to go and it wasn’t yours. You were protected.’ Hassan, always the cynic and now wide awake, turned and dismissed this as ridiculous. Surely, as clear-sighted intellectuals, they could put these old Persian superstitions behind them. Eventually, dawn broke over the ancient citadel and they made their way home.


‘The problem,’ my father tells me, ‘is that you have a very Australian view of death.’ He has said this to me before, and every time he says it my ears are pummelled by its peculiarity.


My father doesn’t like to talk about any of this. He’s dealt with this particular period of his life mostly by pushing it away. Not until I was well out of school did my father ever speak to me about Hassan. Not to protect me, but I suspect to protect himself.


He goes quiet when the conversation ever turns to the period between the Iranian Revolution in 1979 and my birth in 1983. This four-year period matches the gap between the birth of my sister, Azadeh, and my own birth.


‘Survivor’s guilt,’ my sister tells me. Neither of us is a physician, but we have done what every child does—try to diagnose their parents.


My mother talks through her stories as though they belong to someone else. She’s as detached as he is but in a very different way. My father deals with his past by relying on denial, summed up in the question, ‘Why does any of this matter?’; and yet—despite his predictable turning away—it is quite clear that all of it matters, certainly to him. My mother talks of the past as if she were reading it from a novel. Her memories exist only as stories, full of emotion but devoid of attachment. It’s as if she, at some point, has memorised a series of short stories and can talk about them at will.


My father is seated on a deck chair on his balcony, holding a glass of New Zealand sauvignon blanc. Wearing dark brown Chino pants and a cream shirt, he looks every part the inner-city champagne socialist. Except, unlike most of them, the experiences with which he wrestles are real. Named Naser after the Egyptian leader, Abdul Nasser, he is 6 foot tall and striking. But he has absented himself from our discussion and broods, silently.


At 5 foot, my mother is dwarfed by her husband. But she’s the more trendy of the two, and she, elegantly, sits back on her seat and only occasionally takes a sip of her wine. Both of my parents are funny and gregarious, and, though different in many ways, they are bound together by their lifetime of shared experiences, and by a genuine, deep and lasting affection for each other.


‘What is so “Australian” about my view of death?’ I ask, dragging my father out of his silence and back into the conversation.


‘Perhaps not “Australian,” but certainly very western. You keep trying to find a point to death. That people have to be killed or die for a reason. When the waves of terror came, each individual death didn’t make sense—they didn’t have to.’


He is right. The indiscriminate nature of individual deaths is something I have never been able to comprehend. It’s not that I don’t understand murder as a political tool; while morally repugnant and reprehensible, it is hardly uncommon. But the death of an activist, to my way of thinking, always had to have a point. ‘Was so-and-so’s death to stop X or Y?’ I will ask my parents and they will always say ‘no’. ‘They were killed because they were there.’ That was enough.


‘The deaths were about stopping an idea. Dissent. That was it. Once you view it from that framework all of them make sense even though every individual one doesn’t.’


It’s not that Hassan’s execution came as a real surprise. While the Iranian Revolution took place in 1979, the real battle for control, the bloodbath, occurred in the years immediately after that. Many of the student activists, Hassan being one, had taken an aggressive stance in striving for the removal of the Islamic regime and pushing for a democratic alternative.


These were dangerous times. The stench of death was everywhere. The war between Iran and Iraq had begun. Thousands were being slaughtered on the battlefield daily. At the same time, there was the battle for control between different Islamist groups, the removal of the king denying them their one unifying enemy. And then there were the student activists, the least prepared, least organised, most easily liquidated.


When, during a random car stop, a semi-automatic magazine case was found in Hassan’s car, the young man’s fate was sealed. He would be summarily executed.


Of course, there was nothing random in this at all. A tip-off had led the Revolutionary Guard, those entrusted with protecting the revolution, to him. The case was perhaps planted; it didn’t matter. The decision to kill him had already been made before the arrest. They seized him and dragged him to the courtyard of the Revolutionary Guard outpost, where they would line up those who would be killed. There would have been an immediate trial of sorts, but that was just a formality, a grotesque prelude to a horrible taking of life. Dad goes quiet.


My phone beeps with a text message and I look away to check the screen. The message is from my wife, Helen, telling me ‘kids down fine’—meaning that our two daughters, 5-year-old Hannah and 3-year-old Eloise, have fallen asleep. It is 7:45 p.m.


‘It was from the paper that we found out he was dead,’ my mother goes on to say. The paper published a daily list of the names of those who had been executed.


‘We would buy the paper to see who had died. It was part of the terror, printing the names in the paper. Making you wait every day when someone had vanished. If you called the Revolutionary Guards you were just told to buy the paper the next day.’


It was Hassan’s family that pieced together what had happened. He had been picked up in his car, then taken to the Revolutionary Guard outpost.


‘They didn’t believe it at first,’ my father tells me. ‘His parents weren’t political. They were older. His brothers were, but for his parents it was too much to comprehend. They needed to be sure. So they went to his body.’


The bodies were buried in a mass grave not far from the Revolutionary Guard outpost. At night it was only chained but not guarded. So they went to find his body.


I can picture Hassan’s brother-in-law, then twenty-five years old, climbing a wire fence and searching through the bodies of the recently executed to find the remains of his brother. But it is all surreal. I picture them as I picture how my friends, at twenty-five, would have jumped a fence. But we would have done it for a laugh or part of a pub crawl.


‘He knew it was him from his shirt.’


‘What would have happened if they caught him breaking in?’ I ask.


‘At that time the threat of being killed hung over us so heavily, we didn’t think about these things.’


By the next evening my grandmother had burnt any photograph of Hassan that was in my father’s house. These were not safe things to have in your possession. Hassan was dad’s best man, meaning that only one photo from my parent’s wedding now exists. Precaution trumped sentiment.


A breeze blows on the balcony, making the silence less oppressive. Perhaps my sister is right; perhaps there is guilt in surviving. Here we sit in peace, tranquillity and middle-class opportunity. On the wall, just behind my father’s head, hang the pictures of his daughter getting her PhD and sitting at her desk at Harvard and of his son being sworn into the Senate. There is guilt in knowing that had the circumstances of a life been arrayed differently—perhaps had a different conversation been entered into at a particular juncture, or had study been undertaken at some other university, or had any of innumerable other details been different in some way—my father’s place, and fate, might have been swapped with Hassan’s.


My father’s stories are not uniquely his. They are shared by his circle of friends. When moving house he organises a painter friend of his to paint our house. A few hours into painting on a hot summer day, the man removes his shirt, something he would not normally do in front of a customer. The markings of torture on his body are clear to see. The cigarette burns, the lashings, the cuts—these have left lasting impressions on his flesh. ‘He was lucky,’ my father tells me. ‘He was put in prison for eleven years early on—he would have been killed when the terror came if they didn’t already have him facing a sentence.’ It’s a very different interpretation of ‘lucky’.


Perhaps it was while my mother was being arrested that Hassan was being executed. Perhaps it was later that afternoon, when she was dragged into the courtyard of the number three Revolutionary Guard outpost in Tehran for processing. Perhaps it was that evening. We can’t be sure. All we know is that he was killed that day. The details, the timing, the nature of the charges remain a mystery. All these things, my father would say, are insignificant. And he is right in a way. Once you know that Hassan was killed that day and that my mother wasn’t—what else matters? If I could give you the reason, or the exact time, nothing would be different. Hassan’s body would still have been found a few days later in a mass grave, and my mother would still have made her way to Australia.


In life, you are defined by moments. Increments of time add depth to your being; your experience is layered by the accumulation of years of pain, or love or suffering. But there are brief moments in time that stand still in your memory, perfectly formed. Moments that change everything. This is the part that my father doesn’t get. The details of Hassan’s death, according to him, are now insignificant. What matters is that my father, once Hassan died, was never the same again.


For my mother, it was possession of a political pamphlet that brought trouble her way. She read propaganda in the form of a newspaper. This might seem innocent enough when others are killing each other with bullets and bombs, but the regime understood that ideas mattered. What might start as a routine arrest could escalate to death in hours, depending on what the material contained.


My sister was with my mother that day. Azadeh was just two-and-a-half years old—rounded up in the street and taken with our mother when she was arrested. ‘Surely I can leave my daughter with my family,’ the desperate mother pleaded, but they wouldn’t hear any of this.


The Revolutionary Guard outpost was full and doubled as a holding space for those who would be kept at the outpost and those who would soon be executed. There was a calmness to the murder that went on. A bureaucracy had been built around it, exemplifying what philosopher Hannah Arendt once called ‘the banality of evil’. Death was normalised. The screams were no longer heard.


My mother was blindfolded and had her hands tied behind her back. My sister was free to roam.


‘They took me to the courtyard and held me there. Your sister was treated well. They were angry with me, but they weren’t angry with the children. They saw them as the future guardians of the revolution. Souls to be saved.’


My sister thinks that she can remember the courtyard. But memories of a toddler are notoriously unreliable. Later she was told what danger they were in, but at the time it was another day playing in a courtyard. She will tell you she remembers the faint smell of urine. The gritty, grey concrete walls leading to the cells, a contrast with the colours of autumn outside. The flower bed in the corner—now just a handful of weeds. She will articulate her memories as though she is describing a photograph.


She was only a child and was given sweets if she agreed to tell the authorities if any of those arrested were moving or talking while they waited for processing. And so she went from being the sweet child playing in the flower bed to unknowingly being an agent of a system that was possibly going to execute her mother that day. All within minutes.


‘Tonight you will be executed, you son-of-a-bitch.’ My mother could hear the guard yelling at someone who had been thrown into the courtyard. Her blindfold had risen enough that she caught a glimpse of a skinny 17-year-old boy wearing a bandanna of the rival Islamic faction to the regime.


‘There had been a rally that day in a different part of town. Those wearing the bandannas were the organisers; they would be killed immediately.’ So my mother tells me. ‘The regime wasn’t after information, they didn’t need to interrogate. They knew what they wanted to know and just wanted to remove them. That was all.’


A lot of questions clamour in my mind. I want to know how my father found out that the Revolutionary Guard had my mother. I want to know how deeply the news of both Hassan’s death and my mother’s arrest shocked him. I want to know why my mother was let go while the others in the courtyard were, most likely, all killed. And why, after my mother’s release, did they go into the relative obscurity of her home town? How had this move led to my being born? I want to understand the random nature of life and death.


Questions spawn further questions, but I notice that my father isn’t talking anymore. He is sitting back in his chair, quietly. I know what he is thinking: what does it matter—Hassan was killed and your mother wasn’t.


There are a few more minutes of silence. It is 8:05. ‘I think your father has had enough,’ Mum whispers to me. I leave.
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REFUGEES


For as long as I can remember, I’ve been telling people that ‘I came to Australia as a 5-year-old child with nothing more than $10 000 and a suitcase full of dreams’.


And, for as long as I can remember, my sister, Azadeh, has been telling me that my story is complete bullshit.


‘You know,’ Azadeh tells me, ‘someone will fact check that one day and you’ll be sorry.’


‘It’ll be fine,’ I respond, ‘everyone loves a migrant story.’


But, as with most things, my elder sister is right. Technically, I was four when we came to Australia. Actually, four-and-a-half; certainly not five.


But what my sister really has issue with is the ‘$10 000 and a suitcase full of dreams’ part.


‘When did our parents ever have $10 000 when we were kids?’ she reminds me. And as for the ‘suitcase full of dreams’: that part undersells the practical reality of migration. Yes, I came with a suitcase, but it was crammed with the best rip-off western brands we could get—important paraphernalia that would help us to start our new life. Not only the best ‘AT-I-DAS’ and ‘Rea-Book’ clothing, but shirts emblazoned with western brands like McDonalds and KFC. Because that is what an Iranian in the late 1980s thought children in Australia were wearing. In the Iranian’s imagination, Aussie kids were proudly sporting shirts plastered with the letters ‘KFC’.


I’m often asked, once I’ve delivered my line, if I am a refugee. It’s always asked as if refugee status is some type of agency that operates upon a person, an exotic moulder of the dimensions of personality—as if, being a stranger, your strangeness is determined by the refugeeism that counts as an explanation of what you are. The word works the alchemy of making you a being whose value hangs upon the answer to a particular question. ‘Are YOU a refugee?’ The emphasis falls on you. It’s often well meaning enough—but completely fails to recognise that there is nothing glamorous or romantic about seeking refuge in another country. Nor, as a rule, does it succeed in prompting an appreciation of the traumas that the ‘you’ of the question—or the family that nurtures the ‘you’—has endured. No one claims asylum for any reason other than desperation. The decision to leave your entire life, your family and everyone you know is not one that is taken lightly.


Everyone is shaped by their experiences. We like to think that we are masters of our own destiny, that we have some kind of control. But layers of circumstantial occurrence have their way with us. Some things, over which we have no mastery whatsoever, pull and push us here and there. Who are our parents and what have they done? And what happened to them? It may be that the lottery of birth has the largest impact on our identities and our opportunities.


For me, the single biggest event was coming to Australia, as a young child, from a small town in Northern Iran. Nothing I ever say or ever do will have a larger impact on my life than that one simple fact. This was a decision that shaped who I am but was made, fortunately, on my behalf.


And when I’m asked if I am a refugee, I always answer ‘no’—which is partly true.


My Facebook refugee relationship status is—‘It’s complicated’.


My parents met as young student activists, studying civil engineering during the 1970s. But they never completed university in Iran at the time. They were expelled for joining the revolutionary movement, along with many of their friends. Some of those friends were imprisoned and tortured, and some were even killed. Young, pro-democracy student activist: this, as my parents can testify, was a dangerous job description in the Iran of the latter 1970s.


Sadly, photographs from that time of my parents and their friends—young, enthusiastic, energetic, hopeful—are rare. My grandmother started destroying them when the arrests and killings began. Possession of a photo, then, was enough to land you in jail.


The Shah of Iran fell in 1979. But when Ayatollah Khomeini returned from exile, my parents found themselves confronted by an equally repressive regime. A secular political tyranny had been replaced by a religious one.


In the wake of the revolution and their expulsion from university, my parents moved to the small town of Sari in Northern Iran. That is where I was born. It was a smart move to keep a low profile. We lived in Sari, in relative peace, until the eruption of the Iran–Iraq War and, with it, an intensification of fear that government oppression would be ramped up. This, for my parents, signalled that it was time to move. They knew the horrors of which the strong political hand was capable, and they must have lived in dread of what could happen to themselves and their children.


I came to Australia with my sister and parents in January 1988, days before Australia’s bicentenary celebrations. We came under a family migration visa.


We fled the tyranny of Iran, but we did it without applying for refugee status. We did so because desperate people will use whatever means are available. For us, the family migration program represented the easiest path.


The refugee debate in Australia is nothing if not horrendous. Everything is placed within a binary frame: either you support an open-door migration policy (and, by implication, the death of thousands of people at sea) or you support a punitive treatment of people so inhumane as to suffocate the desire to come to Australia.


It’s as if there is no space for a third option—that you can’t support a restrictive policy that can, at the same time, treat people with humanity and dignity.


It’s a debate that has been going on since 2001, and the nation has become divided by the hate that it stirs.


It’s the punitive calculation that has always galled me. What does it say about our society if we turn a blind eye to abuse and mistreatment at detention centres on islands like Nauru and Manus? And what does it say about us as a people? There is no point pussyfooting around this. What we have been saying as a society is that we will treat one group of people so terribly that it will send a signal to others. Is that a morally justifiable act? Is there a better way?


Surely there is a more fair and just way, one in which we can have offshore processing but not destroy the hopes and aspirations of the people seeking to escape persecution.


So there I was at age four (not five), boarding the train to Tehran from our small town and turning to my 8-year-old sister to ask if she thought we were still going to come back to see my grandparents on weekends. ‘I mean, how far can Sydney really be?’


The Australia of January in 1988 was a place of hope. The multicultural project was viewed, mostly, as a startling success, and when Australians gathered to celebrate 200 years of colonial history, there was a lot to be proud of. While the almost 40 000 years of Indigenous history had been largely airbrushed out, we were celebrating a remarkable two centuries. As far as migration was concerned, there was a consensus that had held since the end of White Australia. And there was no reason, back then, to think that this would change.


‘So are you a refugee?’ The question is often asked.


‘Well, there is a difference between being a refugee and seeking refugee status.’ I go on to explain. It might be a technical difference, but it is actually a very significant one.


‘We never sought refugee status and never made a claim. So you be the judge,’ I say to them, and we often go back to drinking our expensive beverages and the conversation turns to important topics, like mobile-phone battery status.


Occasionally, I’ll sink back in my seat and ponder. Does it matter? Does it make a difference if I came here as a refugee?


And the short answer is that it would. Not if I had applied for refugee status in 1988, but certainly if I had applied for it more recently. Attitudes have changed.


And I go on to pose a question to myself. Given the circumstances that confronted my parents in Iran, would they have been any less caring people if, in their desperation, they had paid a people smuggler to get them to Australia?


The trade in people is deplorable. It is sickening. But are the desperate people who turn to the smugglers lesser people as a result? Were I to find myself facing the same challenges faced by my parents—and if being smuggled was the only way available to get my two daughters out of Iran—what choice would I make? Wouldn’t I use any means available?


Even in the midst of the federal-election campaign in 2016, I knew that I had to show up. In the middle of a long period of no sleep and endless travel, I knew that I had to be at my sister’s book launch. The subject of this, her second book, was the immigration detention centre at Guantanamo Bay. For an hour, I am to be with my parents and be a son, not a politician. For an hour, I will be someone’s little brother.


Twenty years ago, Azadeh broke my parents’ hearts by telling them that instead of intending to live the life of an impoverished musician (Dad’s dream) or a misunderstood writer of unintelligible literature (Mum’s dream), she was going to rebel and, to their horror, become their worst nightmare—a lawyer. It doesn’t really matter that she isn’t your typical lawyer. My sister has a PhD in international refugee law and has devoted her life to the plight of asylum seekers. I don’t think she’s worn a suit in her life or given legal advice to anyone that has ever had any money to pay her, but the betrayal is still raw for my parents. ‘She was so talented,’ they like to say, with a sadness that is palpable. ‘She really could have made it if she hadn’t sold out.’ ‘I always thought that selling out meant actually making money,’ my sister likes to retort. Mum and Dad may be the only Middle Eastern parents in the world mourning the fact that their successful child chose a respected field over the difficulty and uncertainty of an artistic life.


Azadeh speaks passionately about her hopes for some of the world’s most vulnerable people. She tells us how, as a law student, she would visit detention centres and step out of her law classes to take phone calls from distraught people broken by their years in immigration detention. She won’t say this in her speech later that night, but all of this nearly broke her.


She was, in those student days, too young to be taking on the responsibilities of this sort of work, and she was too emotionally involved. But the challenges that she faced didn’t stop her, and decades on she continues to campaign for more compassion. There is no oddity in Azadeh’s becoming a ‘refugee academic’. It’s not that other options weren’t available to her, but shaping influences—the tugging of familial experience, ideas absorbed, attitudes acquired and cultivated—were at work. The corporate-law scene never interested Azadeh, and, as she always put it, ‘how much good can be done when you are charging at six-minute increments?’


‘You know,’ Azadeh goes on to tell me, ‘Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca was actually a people smuggler.’ She is full of such observations and doles them out regularly.


‘So why have you come here?’ asks Kilian Kleinschmidt, fix-it man for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). He is responsible for Zaatari, the largest refugee camp in Jordan.


‘I just wanted to see the camp for myself,’ I answer.


It is August 2014, in the height of the Jordanian summer, and the temperature is searing, above 40 degrees.


In this weather, the best answers are quick ones, but Kilian will be doing most of the talking. I suspect that he’s given this spiel a few times.


He reels off a list of politicians, journalists, celebrities and UN officials who’ve made the one-hour drive across the lunar landscape from Amman to Zaatari. Harvey Weinstein had recently skipped the Cannes premiere of one of his movies to visit with cartoonist Neil Gaiman.


I realise that shepherding an Australian politician around for an hour is just another meeting that he has to undertake. Glad-handling is part of Kilian’s job. In the months after our visit, Bono, Angelina Jolie, Ban Ki-Moon and Peter Dutton will hear the same story.


A few steps away our Jordanian security detail are waiting, clearly bored with their assignment.


‘It’s more for show than real security,’ Kilian tells me. ‘If they were worried about your safety they wouldn’t have organised a five-car motorcade—they would have brought you here in secret.’


The motorcade is a sign of respect. I remind him that, being Iranian, I’m well aware of the importance of show.


I’d been convinced to visit at the urging of my sister and friends from across the world, who thought that the Australian obsession with people arriving by boat was hiding the enormity of what was going on in the world. It helped that my friend and parliamentary advisor, Cameron Sinclair, was up for the trip.


‘They will take us up to the border if we want. But I’ve said no,’ Cameron tells me.


‘No?’


‘I’m not sure that crossing into Syria is exactly what you want to be doing. The border is obviously safe, the conflict is internal. But you do realise how bad an idea it is for us to enter Syria?’


‘Bloody hell,’ I whisper under my breath, frustrated that Cameron is right.


A former New Zealand foreign affairs official, Cameron has one job, as he tells my friends over a beer. That job ‘is to try to stop Sam being Sam’. They tell him that he’s landed himself mission impossible. Cameron is tireless, thorough, unrelenting and very pleasant when he isn’t talking about CrossFit.


A year earlier, on 21 August 2013, I had been appointed to the Senate. A few hours later, in a different time zone, Syrian government forces launched surface-to-surface missiles containing Sarin gas into two neighbourhoods in eastern Damascus. Footage was uploaded to YouTube and began playing on television over the next few days, and I watched hundreds of civilians—including large numbers of children—writhing on the floor of makeshift hospitals, limbs trembling and twitching in involuntary spasms, froth building up on their lips.


Some of the kids caught up in that attack, a year earlier, were now here. They were in this camp.


By Kilian’s own admission, the Zaatari assignment should have been relatively easy. Compared to refugee camps in other parts of the world, Zaatari does have some advantages. ‘We have electricity and water. The camp is near town. The capital city, Amman, with a population exceeding four million, is just an hour away, and the roads are sealed. But nothing is easy.’


Many westerners imagine that a refugee camp consists of crowds of desperately poor people lugging sacks of flour or bottles of cooking oil. They imagine that social order has collapsed, and that a camp will be devoid of culture, of humour, of wealth. But Zaatari is as diverse as any bustling town, and people’s faces catch your eye because their personalities shine through, resistant to the difficulties of the situation in which they find themselves. Kids chase each other around buildings and run alongside our government car, about the only thing that makes our security detail uncomfortable. They have ice-cream stains on their shirts, and they play football on makeshift dirt patches. The neatly dressed woman standing next to us at the supermarket may have been a dentist, or perhaps a school teacher or a small-business owner.


‘How do they survive?’ Cameron asks, thinking out loud.


‘What do you mean?’


‘How do they get by, month after month?’


I don’t know either, so I ask Kilian.


‘Oh, they find a way.’


He tells us about the UN-funded cashless-card scheme, which allows refugees to buy staples from stores throughout the camp, and from some national chain stores.


‘These people are very enterprising and great traders. But the tank is starting to run dry,’ Kilian sighs, noting the inevitability of ‘donor fatigue’. He looks me in the eye and tells me that it makes no sense for Australia to be spending billions locking up boat arrivals when the need is here. I wonder, now, what Peter Dutton thought when this point was made to him.


As we are getting ready to leave, we hear that a new family is arriving at the camp from the Syrian border. The son is shoeless. The father has thick stubble that has been growing for at least a week. He is sunburnt and the wind has taken its toll. They tell us through a translator that they have been walking for five days. They are not sad. They are not upset. They are just exhausted. And they are more interested in eating a hot meal than recounting their ordeal to a bug-eyed politician.


Cameron and I return to our motorcade and leave in a contemplative silence. A week later we will be back in Australia and it will all seem quite unreal.


It’s interesting what you remember. For me, it’s our street in Iran—that thin dirt road in the town of Sari. Dirt roads in Iran are not like the roads here. The red dirt of Australia signifies an untouched area. The dirt roads of Iran resemble construction sites. And these are old roads, scratched into the earth in a place where to be ‘old’ is to have existed for centuries, not decades.


Our street ran off a main boulevard, and every house was enclosed by high walls. There wouldn’t have been more than a dozen houses, but, to a child’s way of thinking, the dwellings articulated along the lane seemed to stretch into an ungraspable distance. The hidden courtyards were situated in the front. You would walk through a courtyard and into the house. The idea of a ‘back yard’ was unthinkable.


We would play football with a plastic ball, trying to make sure that it was never kicked into the courtyard of the old lady who constantly complained about us to our parents.


I remember my dirty shoes. I recall my unshod neighbours—shoeless, they said, because feet were toughened by the playing of barefoot football. The reality was that each of the boys in question possessed one pair of shoes and that, for them, shoes were reserved for wearing at school. They couldn’t risk having their shoes ruined by football.


I remember the tale of the trunk of gold that an ancestor had apparently buried, generations before, in our street, right beside our house. The old shoveller had wanted to keep his bounty well hidden. We dug to unearth the treasure, not realising that the family myth had prompted others, before us, also to dig. My grandfather was one of the empty-handed diggers—he had spent his childhood searching for that elusive trunk.


And I can still see my mother saying goodbye to her family, crying uncontrollably as she loaded us into her car, heading for Tehran and then to Sydney. The likelihood was that she would never return, and would never see them again.


I remember the cold snow of January in Iran falling on the car as we drove away, my mother sobbing and my father trying to maintain a faltering composure.


I don’t remember how it made me feel. Perhaps I was too young to comprehend, perhaps I was too caught up in other people’s emotions that swirled around me and couldn’t find a way to process whatever it was that I was feeling. So maybe those feelings just washed over me, coming and going quickly, overtaken by events. It seems that, at the time, I didn’t analyse or interrogate what I felt. The affections, as it were, seemed not to affect me. But sometimes you don’t recognise the most significant moments of your life until well after they have passed.


It took two days of continuous travel to get from Tehran to Sydney. But that was nothing compared to the cultural shock we experienced when we arrived in Australia.


The Australian summer, the funny language, the unusual customs. All of this was part of a strange new land. The drive through the streets where children were playing on lawns with sprinklers, the open houses, the relaxed atmosphere—all of this was different. We had much to learn.


Time, we are told by scientists, is not linear, but relative.


It is amazing how different paths to the same destination can result in dramatically different outcomes.


Reza Berati was born in Ilam Province, half a day’s drive from my place of birth. Bordering Iraq, the region was devastated by the Iran–Iraq War of the 1980s. Reza had studied to become an architect and had graduated, but his political activity in Iran left him with the view that he had no safe option but to leave. The journey to Australia was hazardous, and I wonder if he had any understanding of the risks that he was facing.


Twenty-five years separated our common journey from Iran to Australia. We, who shared so much, were living in very different circumstances in 2013. That was when Reza Berati was adrift in the world, stuck somewhere between the danger of Iran and the relative safety of Australia.


I try to imagine Reza’s predicament in August 2013. Most likely, he was in Java, deeply anxious about his circumstances and prospects, and waiting for a boat ride to Australia. At that time, I was helping to run the campaign operation for Kevin Rudd, then in his second term as prime minister. Kevin called to tell me that he was flying out to Papua New Guinea and had a deal to establish a refugee camp there.


‘Manus Island,’ Kevin said on the phone. I was packing my bags to head down to campaign headquarters in Melbourne. ‘The PM will be standing up with me, joint announcement.’ ‘Standing up’ is political speak for holding a press conference, and the PM to whom he was referring was Peter O’Neill, the Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea.


‘I’ve never heard of it,’ I replied. But I didn’t dissuade; in fact, if anything, I was supportive of the idea. It was weeks out from an election and the ‘refugee’ issue—made so tangible by boat arrivals, deaths at sea, tales of human trauma, disagreements about how to settle asylum seekers—had haunted Labor for over a decade.
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