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Preface

I’m talking about torture.

I was a young man longing for freedom, deeply patriotic, and in love with literature. I thought the world could be changed. I supported the Iranian Revolution in the fervent belief that green shoots of freedom would sprout up, no one would go hungry, and dictatorship would be consigned to dusty museums.

But suddenly I found myself in hell. In 1983, arrested in a government crackdown on opposition parties, I was assigned to the care of a man who was employed as my “interrogator”. I was helpless prey, caught in the trap of the “brothers”. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, “brother” is the generic title of all male believers, and each of the interrogators were therefore called “brother” and an assumed name. My whole existence lay in the hands of one such brother, “Brother Hamid”. In defending the “holy” government, Brother Hamid saw himself as God’s representative, with absolute control over every aspect of my life. Sleep, medication, food, even going to the toilet, were impossible without his permission. His motivation was hatred based on religious ideology, his tools were a whip and handcuffs. He saw me as a traitor, a spy, the embodiment of corruption and evil. Everything he assumed about me I had to “confess” to, and eventually I did, under the onslaught of brutal whippings, my feet raw and swollen from the lash, strung up from the ceiling of my cell by a rope for days and nights on end, deprived of sleep, of every human dignity, and in torment that my wife was being tortured too. If I needed anything, I had to bark like a dog. And whenever I barked, Brother Hamid laughed.

Brother Hamid transformed me from a young idealist to the lowest form of life on earth. After 682 days in solitary confinement, subjected to every deprivation, my “confessions” were used, in a show trial lasting just six minutes, to sentence me to fifteen years in prison. In the mass killings that were carried out by the government in the summer of 1988, I came very close to being hanged – called up before another kangaroo court, I was forced to lie. Each prisoner was asked three questions: Are you a Muslim and say your prayers? Do you renounce your past? Do you believe in the Islamic Republic, and who is your point of reference. And I lied to all three questions. I said I hated my past and was devoted to Ayatollah Khomeini, and I was spared the rope. Eventually, after spending six years incarcerated in some of the most infamous jails in the Islamic Republic, I was freed to rejoin the mega-prison that is today’s Iran. I escaped in 2003, and am now forced to live in exile.

Then one day, a few years ago, someone emailed me an image. He asked if I knew the man in the photo. I did. It was Brother Hamid, by this time one of Iran’s ambassadors. Staring into his eyes, I knew I needed to confront my torturer and the living nightmare that was his legacy to me. I searched through my scattered notes, written intermittently over the years since my release from prison, but they were filled with hatred and I no longer identified with them. I didn’t wish to view the world, as my torturer had, in black and white terms. I didn’t want to respond to the whip with the sword of my pen. No, now that I was the judge, I hated the idea of taking my revenge on him. Instead, I decided to write letters to him, to convey to him in some small way the intimate cruelty of those days and their aftermath.

Writing this book was a painful struggle. Every dawn as I started work on the manuscript, I would return to Brother Hamid’s hell. I would weep and write and the soles of my feet would throb. I even had a heart attack. Every fibre of my being protested, but I forced myself to keep going. I wanted to lay bare the life of a person under torture, and to describe the effect of that torture on the mind and body of a human being. In the process, I had to overcome my inner turmoil and remove every trace of hatred, line by line. I did my best to view the scene impartially and to be true to myself, as there is nothing more frightening to me than a victim of torture becoming a torturer himself. In the end, I began to see something of myself in my torturer, and found myself recognizing him as a human being too, as another person born in the same autocratic culture. And finally I gathered up my letters in this book, which I hope will eventually reach Brother Hamid’s hands, sooner or later. Perhaps he will recognise himself in these pages.

During my long years in prison, I realised that thousands of men and women, before me, alongside me, and after me, were tortured to death. I wish the story of torture and imprisonment could end with my story, and that of Brother Hamid. I wish the history of torture, which follows in the footsteps of the inquisitions of the Middle Ages, would end with the Islamic Republic of Iran. But even in recent times, from the valleys of Afghanistan to the prison camp of Guantánamo Bay, prisoners have been interrogated using techniques that, just fifty years earlier, the US military had condemned for eliciting false confessions. And we are all familiar with the sexual degradation and torture of Iraqi prisoners that was captured in chilling photographs, and appeared on our television screens and in newspapers around the world.

As I finished the first draft of this book in 2009, Iran descended into political unrest and chaos once again. And the people who are protesting against Iran’sautocracy today are sadly being subjected to the same treatment we were a generation ago, as hundreds of new Brother Hamids keep the torture chambers busy. Young men and women are being tormented using ever more refined techniques of physical and psychological manipulation and the application of pain so that they will “confess” to being spies for the USA and Israel.

In the era when my “Brother Hamid” and his fellow interrogators were torturing political prisoners mercilessly, no one knew about it. It took many years for our stories to leak out and be heard. Today, torture is still being practised in many parts of the world, but the news travels more quickly. In the current political climate, then, Letters to My Torturer is more than the account of one man’s experience of torture. It is the exploration of an issue that sits heavily on humanity’s conscience.

At the height of one of his torture sessions, Brother Hamid asked me: If one day things change and we end up being your captives, what will you do to us? My answer is this: we will demolish all the world’s infamous prisons of torture and we will sentence the intelligence officers and interrogators to go to their ruins to plant flowers and sing love songs. And the sham trials, the torture, and all forms of degrading and inhuman treatment that went with them will at last be a thing of the past.

Paris, March 2010

hooasadh@yahoo.fr



Chapter 1


Two Articles of the Constitution

And I see stars. No, that’s an old-fashioned way of putting it. Fireworks go off in my head.

You say: “That was the first article of the constitution. Now lift up your blindfold slightly.” I do as I’m told. You open your military coat. I see the vague outline of a pistol. “And this is the final article, but before we get to this one there will be lots of other articles along the way ...”

Dear Brother Hamid,

Greetings again, this time after an absence of twenty-five years. At this moment, as I begin to write, exactly a quarter of a century has passed since the night your first slap made me see stars. I don’t know what you are up to these days at eleven o’clock at night now that you have become an ambassador. I don’t know whether you remember the slap or not. But I go to bed at exactly eleven o’clock and most nights I can still hear the sound of that slap in my ears.

Every night, yes, every night, my day ends at eleven o’clock, my life reaches its limit and I enter a dark tunnel. I find myself in pitch blackness and I never know whether I’ll manage to get out of the tunnel or not.

Moshtarek Prison, Tehran, Sunday 6 February 1983

It’s exactly eleven o’clock in the evening. I’m lying in the corridor, facing the wall. I’ve loosened my blindfold and put on my glasses. Since around eleven o’clock this morning, my life has been reduced to the width and length of the blanket. I’ve learned a number of rules; the most important ones are about the blindfold. When I’m facing the wall, I’m allowed to pull up the blindfold. The damn thing is very coarse, pulling out my eyeballs. Under all other circumstances, I have to tighten it up again.

A hand touches my shoulder. It makes me jolt against my will. Quickly I grab hold of my glasses. I sit up. I place the glasses inside my shirt pocket. I put on my brown jumper – it was a birthday present. I’m exactly thirty-two years old. No, thirty-two years and one month. I’m at the beginning of the thirty-third year of my life. I adjust the blindfold. A voice shouts my name into my ear. It makes me jump again. The voice says: “Come on.” I stand up. I put on my slippers, which I had placed by the side of the blanket. My spirits lift: “They’re going to release me. They’re going to release me ...” We walk along the corridor and I stumble on something. Someone has come to collect and release me. That someone pulls at my shirtsleeve and announces yet another rule: “Pull up your blindfold just enough so you can see what’s underneath your feet.”

I do as I’m told. I see everything in a slightly darker shade. I see the ground. I see a pair of military boots and trousers. “It’s the Revolutionary Guards Corps. Yes, it’s them.” My hope grows. The Corps was basically set up to defend the revolution. I myself have written a number of complimentary articles about them. We go through the “Under the Eight”,1 which is a triangular courtyard. I recognize this courtyard. I’ve passed through it many times during earlier detentions. The guard accompanying me says: “Be careful. There’s a step.”

I can’t see the step. I find it with my foot. There are two of them. I don’t know yet that for years to come I’ll have to watch out for these steps when passing through the courtyard. My companion has a kind voice. My heart lights up. “The Revolutionary Guards must have spent the entire morning defeating the American coup and are now freeing us.” My optimism is based on the analysis of Iran’s Communist Party,2 of which I was a member. Like many political analyses, it is rooted in a particular worldview. “The revolutionary democrats are our allies; the government is in their hands. If the Party were ever crushed, it could only be as a result of an American coup.”

We hadn’t yet reached the other side of the courtyard when my mind finds the question that I must ask the guard: “Excuse me. Is my wife coming?”

My wife was also arrested that morning. I am trying to figure out her situation as well as my own. “God willing, she’ll come to pick you up tomorrow morning.”

I feel a sweet sensation in the pit of my stomach. “In the morning, in the morning, in the morning. They’ve freed my wife. She is coming to pick me up tomorrow morning.”

We enter another triangular courtyard to the left. I hear the sound of the guard’s tramping boots but to me they sound like the drums of freedom. He opens a door. I enter. It’s a narrow corridor and turns left.

“Pick up the iron rods and follow me.”

I pick up the iron rods. It’s cold. We walk up the stairs to the first floor.

“Turn around.”

I turn around.

“Remove your blindfold and sit down, facing the wall.”

I do as I’m told. A chair is placed in the middle of the room. I sit on it. It’s wooden, a pale brown school chair.

I look around me. The room is large. The windows, framed on both sides by iron bars, have been painted over. I position myself on the chair and wait. There is silence.

Then I hear the sound of shuffling feet. The sound is coming from a long way off and is moving in my direction. The door opens. The shuffling sound has entered the room. The door closes and you, Brother Hamid, enter my life for good. You who didn’t believe a single word I said.

You must at least acknowledge after twenty-five years, as your picture gradually builds up on my computer monitor, that I did hear the shuffling of your slippers that day. Living abroad, in a foreign country – this fact in itself represents a continuation of your presence in my life – I was simply sitting in front of my computer when the messenger alert pinged and the following message appeared: “Have a look. Have you seen this picture?”

And the picture slowly materialized. I had a feeling deep in my gut that it would be you, and that once again you were about to enter my life, as if you were tired of having spent twenty-five years away from me. I’m sure you’d be happy to know that when your photograph finally emerged in full, my body began to shake. A sharp pain went through my back. The soles of my feet started burning. Surely you remember me?

I used to say: “Hello.”

You used to respond: “Fuck you.”

You used to make me lie on the bed. Face down. You used to ask me whether I had performed my ablution.3 You used to say “Remember, not performing it is a punishable offence.” You used to say that your name was Hamid, but we all called you “The Torturer”. And then you would start: “In the name of the Heavenly Fatimeh ...”4 And you whipped me. First strike. Second strike. The harder you beat my feet,5 the louder your voice became. After you had tired yourself out, you would switch on the tape machine:

“Karbala, Karbala ... We are on our way ...”6

Twenty-five years later, my scars are still stinging and that night, when I saw your photograph, they caught fire. Praise be to Allah a million times, you’ve grown fat. Your double chin sticks out above your official embassy uniform. Apparently this photo was taken at a dinner party at the Iranian Embassy in Tajikistan. In it, you are looking viciously at someone who’s not visible in the photo. And I was shaking. The soles of my feet were on fire.

A new message popped up on my screen.

“Do you know him?”

“Yes.”

“Who is he?”

“Brother Hamid, my interrogator.”

“Are you sure it’s him?”

Yes, I’m sure. I have seen you. I’ve seen you three times, Brother Hamid. You were very careful to ensure I wouldn’t see you. But I did. The first time was when you had taken the prisoner in the cell next to mine outside – the one who was working for you and who had used Morse code to try to get information out of me. You were talking to him and I saw you. On the upper part of all the prison cell doors there were little round openings made of metal that were locked from the outside. By chance, the opening in my cell door had been broken and covered with cardboard. Someone had used a needle to make a little hole and I could see out through that hole.

I saw you through that hole. You had positioned the prisoner against the wall. He was blindfolded. He was talking and you were listening. You used to be slim back then. A guard’s uniform and slippers. Those damn slippers. And the second and the third time? Do not rush me, Brother Hamid. We are still at the beginning of the story. A story that turned into a horror film. A film that you directed. I was obliged to write the script for the role that you made me play, and then to act it out.

I am sitting on that brown school chair, facing the wall. The guard orders me to put my blindfold back on. I hear the sound of shuffling feet. The sound stops behind me. A hand is placed on my shoulder. Your voice is authoritarian but young. Much younger than mine.

“We know everything.”

Then you step in front of me. I see your military uniform from under the blindfold. From the waist down and slightly obscured. I have described you in detail in my novel The Cat.7 Get the novel and read it. You see, you have even entered literature with me. That was a novel, but this is the truth.

You said: “Spying. Coup d’etat. No beating about the bush. Tell us everything you know.”

I adjust myself on the seat. I follow the Party’s instruction; I have come to believe it myself: “Firstly, we are not spies ... and then ... I am not going to answer these questions. They are against the constitution.”

And I see stars. No, that’s an old-fashioned way of putting it. Fireworks go off in my head. You say: “That was the first article of the constitution. Now lift up your blindfold slightly.” I do as I’m told. You open your military coat. I see the vague outline of a pistol. “And this is the final article, but before we get to this one there will be lots of other articles along the way ...”

I understand that your constitution is different from the Islamic Republic’s. As you utter these words you position yourself behind me: “Now get up. Think about it ... until tomorrow morning. Remember, we know everything. Spying. Coup d’etat. Just write about those.”

The sound of shuffling feet moves away. The door opens and then closes. Complete silence.

A pigeon is cooing outside the window. I take off my blindfold and put on my glasses. The cream-coloured walls and I have been left alone. I don’t know yet that years will pass and the walls and I will be alone. I hear a blowing sound in my head. My cheek is burning. Someone inside me keeps asking questions but is not given any answers.

“There’s been a coup? But he was wearing the uniform of the Revolutionary Guards Corps? Could they be working for the Americans? Could it be that the Party’s analysis of the situation, its instructions, have been mistaken? Could it be? A coup? Have they staged a coup themselves and are now trying to stick it on us? Me, a spy? This must be the work of the CIA ...”

My ears, which have been learning to do the job of my eyes, are waiting for a voice to come for me and take me away. My heart is naïve, it is still waiting for me to be released.

“By the way, where is my wife right now?”

The silence is complete. That pigeon is cooing again, or maybe it’s a different pigeon, one of the many pigeons I become acquainted with during my three-year stay in Moshtarek prison.8 These pigeons build their nests in one of the most horrifying torture chambers of the world. When spring arrives, they pay no attention to the cries from the torture chambers, or to the men and women who are taken away at dawn to be hanged. They lay eggs. The eggs hatch.

The only sound that breaks the silence is the bird’s cooing. For the first time, I stand up cautiously and walk a few steps. I learn to listen out for his voice so that when I hear it approach I can throw myself on to the chair and sit down, facing the wall. As I sit there waiting, in my mind I keep replaying the morning of my arrest.

Early in the morning, the doorbell rang. Three short rings, one long one. I looked out of the window. It was Fereydoun, the man in charge of my Party cell. I opened the door and went down the steps. He was frightened. Pale. He was trembling while we talked.

“The arrests have started. Inform everyone you can,” he said, and left. His shoulders were shaking, either out of fright or because he was crying.

I had seen him a few days earlier. When I had rung his bell the usual three times, two short rings and one long one, I was surprised to find that he didn’t come down as soon as he heard that special ring. Instead one of his daughters opened the door. She went back inside and it took a long time for him to appear. He called me into the courtyard. We talked next to his parked Toyota. His daughters were watching us from the balcony. I was surprised. He gave me a package and said: “Don’t come back here. They’re going to arrest us. They are going to kill us. All of us.”

And now he had come to my home. I stepped out into the street and watched him as he walked away. He was out of breath walking up the steep road, and that four-wheel-drive car was still parked on the other side of the street, right in front of our house. Later, I realized that from very early on they had been watching our home from inside that car. Did Rahman, the deputy editor-in-chief of Kayhan9 newspaper and one of the leaders of our clandestine Party, know about this? Is that why he didn’t come himself? What had happened during this last month? Why didn’t he warn us? He had always worried for my wife. I went upstairs. I woke my wife; she slept late and only after taking sleeping pills.

I gave her the news. Waves of worry washed over her face and have never left since. She jumped up, quick as lightning.

“What time is it? Manuchehr Khan might be stranded.”

Nooshabeh, my wife was very fond of that calm, kind, likeable man, and even though she was neither interested in politics nor a Party member, she was always ready to help him. The bell rang again. This time it was one of the members of the Party Central Committee. He had assumed that Manuchehr Behzadi, a fellow member of the Central Committee and editor-in-chief of Mardom, The People’s Letter, the Party’s official newspaper, would be with us and had come to let him know that the Guards had gone down early that morning to the building where Manuchehr lived. I said: “We have to collect Manuchehr Khan at eight o’clock, so we will let him know what is happening. But you shouldn’t go home. Stay somewhere else for a few days.”

He left, and I heard later that he had managed to get out of the country. I told my wife that we had better leave the house.

Nooshabeh was rushing to get ready to collect Manuchehr. “Pack up everything we need,” she said, “I’ll be back very quickly.”

I insisted that she stayed so that we could go together, but she was worried about Manuchehr, and left the house in a hurry. First of all, I tore up Party paperwork, and threw it into the toilet. I grabbed a small bag into which I put any books that I thought might appear compromising, and my passport, which had a stamp from my trip to the Soviet Union. I put the bag in the cellar. I went back upstairs. I picked up another small bag. I tried to make sure that my wife’s mother, who was living with us, wouldn’t notice. I threw in basic necessities. I considered phoning the Mardom office, but instead quietly left the house with the bag in my hand and phoned the Mardom office from a public phone box nearby. Usually, one of the guys I knew well picked up the phone, but this time an unfamiliar voice answered. I realized from the way he spoke that the authorities had already taken over the office. I put down the phone. I didn’t know what to do. For a while I waited at the side of the street for Nooshabeh to get back, but there was no sign of her. I couldn’t leave without her. I went back into the house. Since then, I’ve asked myself a thousand times whether I was stupid to do that.

Whatever the answer, that return changed the course of my life. Or perhaps it moved it in a predetermined direction.

Back home, I paced up and down, waiting for my wife. I remember the time exactly. It was precisely twenty to ten on the morning of 6 February 1983 when they knocked on the door. Whoever they were, they hadn’t been able to find the doorbell and had come into the hallway and knocked on the inner door instead. I went down and opened the door. Three people were standing there in civilian clothing. One was holding my photograph, and asked: “Are you Houshang Asadi?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go to the third floor.”

They knew that we lived on the third floor. Together we went upstairs. My mother-in-law was busy with some housework. They closed the door behind them and one of them said: “We’ve been ordered to arrest you. Your wife is already under arrest.” They showed me a piece of paper with my wife’s name, Nooshabeh Amiri, on it.

I was already dressed and ready. A pair of brown velvet trousers and a light brown jumper, a birthday present from my wife. I have kept that jumper ever since. It’s too tight for me now and is unfashionable, but it’s always hanging among my shirts in the wardrobe. And boots. So I was left with nothing else to do. The last thing I did, which I later realized was a mistake, was to take my wallet out of my trouser pocket and place it on the table. That money would have been very useful where I was going. They threw a quick glance around the room and together we proceeded to the little library that my wife and I were using as our office. The room’s window opened on to a building where Shirin Ebadi10 and her mother lived. Shirin’s mother was close friends with my mother-in-law and they used to talk to each other through the window. Next door to their building was some open ground where a wild fig tree had sprouted and subsequently grown to full size. The tree was leafless at that time of year, and I could see the Hillman car that had been parked nearby and several men walking around. They were the officials who had surrounded the building and blocked all the escape routes. One of the men in our flat, who must have been the leader of the arrest team, asked: “Where are the weapons?” I laughed.

“Are you making fun of us?” he asked.

“No. The weapons are there,” I replied, and pointed to the penholder on the desk.

He said: “We’ll find the weapons. If you want to collect some stuff, do it now so we can leave.”

I picked up my wife’s pills, as I knew she couldn’t sleep without them. My mother-in-law was standing by the door. She blocked their way and asked: “Where are you taking my child?”

The man who had spoken before said: “We’re going to ask him one or two questions. He’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

I said: “Mother, dear, if they turn out to be the boys from the Revolutionary Guards, then I’ll return. If they are putchists, then I won’t be coming back. Tell my wife that I’ll die shouting ‘Death to America!’ ”

My mother-in-law burst into tears. I kissed her wet eyes and threw one last glance around my home. We walked down the stairs and left the building. On the street, a couple of Hillmans had been parked in front of the carpark. One of them was full. The men from the second car had got out and were walking about. They put me in the middle of the back seat with someone sitting on either side of me. Apart from the people from the Hillmans the street was deserted. When the car started moving, I saw another Hillman setting off from the bottom of the street and when we reached the end of the street, the fourth Hillman, which had been stationed in a guarding position, also started to move. When we made a turn into the side street, I saw my younger brother drive into our street.

I watched the crowds of people who were getting on with their lives on that wintry morning, looking at the passengers of this Hillman with their tired eyes. This wasn’t the first time I had been arrested, but somehow the experience was completely different. We were defenders of the revolution. This arrest must either be at the orders of the clerics in charge, and hence would be over in one or two days because, according to the Party’s analysis, the clerics were our allies in the struggle against imperialism. Or the Americans had masterminded a coup, which would mean that I’d be saying “Death to America!” while facing a firing squad alongside all the other staunch supporters of the revolution. These thoughts were going round and round in my head while I was looking at the walls, on which were written the fashionable slogans of the time. The last slogan I saw before we turned into a main street said: “Death to the Dashnaks, the agents of ...”

The leader of the arrest team who was sitting next to the driver, suddenly asked: “Are you familiar with the Dashnaks?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Armenian fascists!”

He turned and placed his hand on my head. He said: “Now shut up and lower your head.” And he pressed my head down, mustering as much force as he could, and threw a blanket over me. Everything went black.

I could hear his voice: “We do this so the public won’t see you. If they knew who you were, they would tear you into pieces ...”

From beneath the blanket, I said: “We are defenders of the revolution. I’m not aware who you people are ...”

I heard the sound of their laughter. A hand pressed my head down even harder.

I later found out that all the people who had been arrested that morning were taken to the army base in the centre of Tehran. On 11 February 1979, the day the Islamic revolution took power, I had held a gun and helped guard this important post alongside the people who had captured it. That base had become one of the main centres of the Revolutionary Guards Corps.

We reached our destination very quickly. The car stopped. They pulled the blanket off my head and put a blindfold on me. Someone took the bag with my wife’s pills from me, tugged at the edge of my brown jumper, and we walked up two or three steps and entered a courtyard, which I sensed was quite spacious. There was the sound of many people, subdued to a general humming. We passed a significant number of bags and bundles. The guard made me sit against a wall and left. I heard the voice of Rahman Hatefi over the humming. He was speaking loudly, answering questions. He was being asked about a typewriter and he was saying: “I’m a journalist. It’s my own typewriter.”

I realized that the arrests were extremely widespread. It wasn’t long before my name was called. I stood up. Someone grabbed the corner of my jumper and pulled me along. We walked down the same stairs. I wasn’t alone. I recognized the voices of a number of the Party’s cadres. I was put into a car, a blanket was thrown over my head, and the car set off. I tried to figure out from the car’s movement where I was being taken. I suspected our destination was Evin prison but I soon lost all sense of direction. After a short while, the car stopped and I realized we had arrived. So it wasn’t Evin, it had to be Moshtarek prison. Ironically, back in 1979, I had been one of the people who had helped to capture this notorious prison. Unlike everyone else, I hadn’t been looking for weapons or torture instruments that sunny February day, I was looking for the cells where I had been held prisoner during the Shah’s time. I had searched almost the entire prison building, and was very familiar with it.

It took a few minutes for the large main gate to the east of the prison to open. We drove through, and the car stopped on the long, cobbled road. They made us step out, one by one. They took me to a room and pulled the blanket off my head.

I am asked for my name, my nickname, my father’s name and the number on my identity card. I’m handed a pair of trousers, a grey vest, and regulation prison slippers. I put them on. They collect my trousers, my shoes, my socks and my jacket. I put my own shirt and jumper back on over the vest. The trousers are baggy and falling down. The slippers are old and about two sizes too big for my feet.

They take me into another room. I take off the blindfold. A chubby man with a bushy beard places a placard around my neck and photographs me a few times. Around fifteen years later, when I went to the Islamic court to ask for permission to leave the county and the judge’s assistant brought over my file, I saw one of those pictures again. I was a young man in the photograph, thirty-two years of age with a full head of black hair, a thick moustache, a plump, happy face, and a curious smile on my lips. What was I laughing at?

The same chubby man puts his hand into a large basket and selects another blindfold and hands it to me. It’s brown and very coarse. The blindfold completely covers my eyes. I tie it up and the man tightens it. I am blind. The Islamic Republic’s greatest invention, its most dangerous weapon, is the blindfold, Brother Hamid. I don’t know whether you copied the blindfold from some foreign security service, or whether it’s an achievement of the “Glorious Islamic Revolution”. Either way, it’s the most horrifying instrument of torture. Deprived of vision the prisoner is disarmed. Your other senses strive to replace your lost sight. Your hearing is the first to rush to your rescue.

Your interrogator watches every tiny movement you make. Anything you think shows in a movement somewhere in your body. Even the rhythm of your feet translates into something meaningful. When you’re blindfolded, you’re unable to see the impact of your lies in the eyes of your interrogator, to catch in his movements something that might be useful or to your advantage.

On this battlefield, where the struggle between life and death is being played out, the blindfold removes all advantage from the prisoner. The interrogator has all the weapons at his disposal. He can see you and he can beat you. The prisoner doesn’t even know from which direction the next blow will come. Watching an approaching blow, the body automatically prepares for defence. Blinded, you are defenceless. The blindfolded prisoner is deprived of the ability to sense the moment that is vital in all interrogations, and so takes part in a ghastly, one-sided chess game in which the interrogator controls all the pieces. He scrutinizes the prisoner’s slightest movements. He watches the impact of his words and whips, and is well placed to move a fresh piece to break the prisoner. His opponent, of course, blindfolded, doesn’t even know which piece he has moved.

Someone grabs at the corner of my jumper. I’m not yet familiar with the meaning of this action. During the Shah’s time, in this same prison, the guards would grab hold of our hands to lead us away. The blindfold is tight and I can’t see a thing. I, who have never had good hearing, am losing all sense of direction in the darkness. I suddenly fall over and hit the floor. I stand up again with difficulty. My guard says: “Pull up your blindfold just so you can see what’s under your feet.”

I do as I’m told. We are now walking again and I see what’s under my feet – that is, with as much sight as I can conjure up without my glasses. I lift up my head and see the vague contours of the landing. He hands me over to another guard. We enter the Under the Eight. We pass through a metal door and enter the detention centre. I’m expecting them to take me into a cell, but we stop by a blanket that has been thrown onto the floor just a few steps ahead of us.

“Stay on the blanket,” the guard barks. “Lift your hand anytime you need something.”

Then he walks away. I take off the slippers and stand on the blanket. Then, I sit down. I lift up the blindfold and look at the wall . The cream coloured wall is familiar. I have no doubt that I’m in Moshtarek prison. I want to be sure. I lift my hand. The guard comes.

“What’s up?”

“Toilet.”

“Stand up.”

I stand up. The guard tightens my blindfold, tugs at the corner of my jumper and takes me with him. The toilets in Moshtarek prison are at the end of a corridor. They’re a filthy green colour. We arrive and enter.

“Take off your blindfold. When you finish your business, knock on the door.”

I take off my blindfold. I put on my glasses. I spot several large rats, which make a run for it. I look at the toilet door, the window and the sink. Yes, I’m seeing Moshtarek prison for the umpteenth time. Three arrests during the Shah’s time, once the day the crowds overran it during the revolution, and now. I wash my face. I dry it with the corner of my shirt. I put on my glasses.

At that moment, the door opens and I see the guard. He’s a boy, very young, with plump red cheeks. I ask: “Where are we?”

He says: “Block 2000, Evin ...”

I laugh: “When did Evin prison move from the outskirts into the centre of Tehran?”

The guard becomes irritated and shouts: “Shut your mouth. Put on your blindfold.”

I put on the blindfold and we return to the detention area. I hear the muezzin’s voice as we walk back and I see, from beneath my blindfold, that the entire floor of the detention area has been covered with blankets. All the blankets are occupied. I discover later that the arrests had started at four in the morning. It is now afternoon and all the cells and blankets of Moshtarek prison’s block 1 are occupied. I sit down and hold my head between my hands. I have to collect my thoughts.

The call to prayer and the prayer finishes. I hear the voice of one of the other prisoners shouting loudly: “We are not spies!”

There’s a smell of food and they bring in the first meal. It’s very tasty, rice with chicken, served in a plastic container, accompanied by a red plastic spoon and cup. As always, when I’m angry, I start eating fiercely. I sit down, facing the wall. I lift up my blindfold and demolish the food.

There’s a sound. I tighten the blindfold. It’s the sound of boots. Not the shuffling noise of slippers. The two sounds have not yet developed different meanings for me. Later on, I will always be hoping for the sound of boots. The sound of boots meant something else, it was only the shuffling that meant the torture chamber: the twodoor cells with blood-splattered walls and a rope hanging from the ceiling.

“Stand up.”

It’s the guard.

I stand up. He pulls at the corner of my jumper and takes me away. We walk down the stairs; we turn left. We pass a door. The air is freezing cold. We pass through a triangular courtyard. By the two steps.

“Be careful.”

How kind they are. They make sure I don’t fall. I, who am still dizzy, with stars circling inside my head and burning cheeks. I, who am still hopeful in my heart of hearts.

“The Party’s take on the situation ... The Party’s analysis of the situation ...”

We enter the Under the Eight. The guard in charge takes over. He pulls on the corner of my jumper and leads me away.

“If you need the toilet, go now. There’ll be no toilet time until tomorrow morning.”

I shake my head to say no. He leaves me beside the blanket and walks out. I take off the slippers. I sit down on the blanket. The tight blindfold is making my eyes ache. I turn towards the wall and pull up the blindfold.

Where’s my wife right now? Is she on one of these blankets?

But she’s never been a Party member.

When Americans carry out a coup, they arrest everybody.

I recall Chile. Those films. The stadium massacres. Victor Jara.

Everywhere that the coarse blindfold has touched is burning. I rub the area with my hands and close my eyes. I must try to sleep. I make a pile with my jumper and slippers, put my head on the pile and close my eyes. Clinging to a faint hope, and imagining my wife’s smile, I remember:

“If they’ve told the truth and these men belong to the Revolutionary Guards Corps, they’ll free us tomorrow. They’re our allies in the struggle against imperialism. The Corps ... our allies ... the revolutionary democrats ... release ... my wife’s smile ...”

Something is playing with my earlobe. I twist and turn, half-way between sleep and wakefulness. It feels like my earlobe is being chewed. I jump up. A huge rat is nibbling my ear. Another rat is about to walk over me. I shout out. The rats run away. I hear the guard’s voice. A hand hits my shoulder. I’m thrown from dream into reality.

“Tighten your blindfold.”

I tighten my blindfold and sit up.

“Stand up. Go to the bathroom. Hurry up if you don’t want to miss the prayer time.”

It must be morning. I put on my jumper and go to the bathroom. I wash my face and dry it with the corner of my shirt. I take off my glasses. I put on the blindfold and exit. The guard says:

“So, you’re not into praying.”

I don’t answer. We walk towards the blanket. I’ve just reached the blanket and am about to take off the slippers when someone grabs my jumper and pulls me after him. In the years to come, I will have no choice but to walk back and forth on this path.

A metal barrier. Under the Eight. The second metal barrier. Courtyard. Icy winter. My feet freeze. My heart sinks. Two stairs. All the Brothers are worried about these two stairs: “Be careful.”

I’m being careful. A metal door. Left turn. The stairs. Right turn. Door. A large room.

“Go, sit down and wait for your interrogator.”

I lift up the blindfold. I’ve not yet seated myself when I hear the shuffling of slippers. I sit down and put on the blindfold. The door opens. And in you come, you, Brother Hamid: “Ready?”

I say: “Hello.”

You answer: “Hello and fuck you. You must have slept well.”

You don’t wait for my answer.

“I didn’t sleep a wink. I spent the whole night reading your file and waiting for you.”

You put a pile of paper and a blue biro on the arm of the chair. I’ve never liked writing with a blue biro.

“You are going to write about everything, from the day you were born. Don’t leave out any details. We know everything, but you still have to write it down yourself.”

You walk to stand behind me. You place your hand on my shoulder. I have not yet seen you and I’m trying to imagine you. You take your hand away. There’s the shuffling sound of slippers. The door opens. The door closes. You have left. I take off my blindfold. Put on my glasses. Once again, there’s me and a pile of paper that I have to fill.

“As to who you are, that’s obvious. From the day you were born ...”

That was the first and also the last time that you told the truth, Brother Hamid. “Who I am” is clear, as clear as daylight. I was one of the millions of young people who had grown up under a dictatorship. We wanted freedom, but didn’t know that we were sacrificing our lives only to replace one dictator with another. Like the rest, I wanted freedom, but there were only two options open to me in the monarchist dictatorship that was the Iran of my youth: Soviet-style Marxism, or religion. Iran shared its long border in the north with Russia, a country that for decades radiated with Tsarist dictatorial ideology. But the 1917 October Revolution changed all that. Like millions of other young people around the world, we were hungry for freedom and justice, and for us that revolution seemed to carry a beautiful message of hope for humanity. A message that reached the farthest corners of the world.

Yet all that we knew about this Marxist-Leninist ideal of human society was that one day a world order would emerge in which there would be no hunger, no one would be homeless, discrimination would be a thing of the past, and human beings would be in charge of their collective destiny. Censorship didn’t allow us to know what went on behind the Iron Curtain. We had a road map that we thought would liberate our country, but we actually knew very little about it. We didn’t know then that the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics only seemed ideal from a distance.

And the religion that the progressive religious people spoke of was another idealized world filled with beautiful sentiments of equality, brotherhood, freedom and purpose. And all of us – the communist and the religious – believed that the main barrier to our arrival at this Promised Land was imperialism and the governments that promoted it.

So it was that by the late 1970s the Iranians living under the dictatorial regime of the Shah (who was supported by the West) chose to stand alongside those who opposed the West and the key Western powers. We were all victims of this battle, both religious and Marxists. We who didn’t have the right to know either what went on in Russia, or the true nature of the Islamic Republic that we were called upon to embrace.



Chapter 2


Iran of Those Days: The Age of Compassion

Dear Brother Hamid. This is my second letter to you. I am sitting down, going through the story of my life. It’s a good opportunity to review all the things that I still remember. Who knows, maybe one day I might get trapped in your claws again, with you forcing me to confess that Sonia, who looked so like my childhood sweetheart Angie, had been a Mossad agent, or that the rest of our neighbours were spying for this or that country.

Iran, 1958

“Abgie! Abgie!”11

We called her Abgie. It would piss her off and she would chase us around the pool, saying: “I’m Angie, not Abgie!”

The house in Tehran where my father rented a room for us was spacious, like Iran. It had two storeys, and in the courtyard there was a pool filled with goldfish. They would come up to the surface of the water and nudge the overhanging geranium leaves and brush past our bare feet dangling in the water, and then dive deep into the water again for fear of cats. The cold water, which arrived in the middle of the night, was accompanied by the neighbours’ excited shouts. It filled up the terrifying, ancient reservoir and spilled into the pool. The edges around the pool were slippery and I didn’t understand how the neighbour’s daughter, thinner and smaller than me, could slide into the water like a fish on moonlit nights. I’d slide towards the edge of the flat rooftop where we all slept on hot summer nights to watch out for her. Lying on the coolness of the mattress surface, I’d look up at the stars, and wait for her to arrive. First I would smell her. Jasmine, accompanied by the rattling of a chubak12 branch. I’d smell her scent even when asleep, and would wake up. I’d be careful not wake up Aqa Sayyed, one of our neighbours. Both his wives’ mattresses were placed right next to ours. Aqa Sayyed, whom people said went begging in the nearby Armenian fort during the daytime, would wrap himself up in a green shawl, throw on a cloak and go to the minaret when the religious mourning season arrived. They said that every night his wives fought over whom he was going to spend the night with. The victorious wife would display a pair of underpants above her bed, so all the occupants of the house could see that she was the chosen one.

The water surface shimmered with stars. Angie would slide naked into the cool water and become a fish. I would try to figure out her colouring in the moonlight, but she was colourless. Maybe she was the colour of the moon and I had failed to understand it. Maybe she was the colour of the fish, and she merged with them, becoming one with them. The rooftops were jam-packed with sleeping people and the lights were off. I was worried that someone might wake up and see me and notice her. She who was different from everyone else; she whose name was unlike anyone else’s name.

When the rooster crowed at daybreak, the young watchman, who used to sit in the corner of the courtyard, would squat by the pool in his underpants and perform the ablution. The water must have smelled of fish. His father, dressed in a baggy suit with his shirt always buttoned-up to his neck, was the first to leave the house. He never raised his head. Next, it would be the guard’s turn. And as if following a strict hierarchical order, the poet, who limped on one leg, would make a round of the courtyard before reaching the gate. It was said that he used to be a communist and that after leaving prison, he had taken a job in a cafe to pay for his son to study in America. And Monsieur, well he would leave around midday; he had a liquor store somewhere. Last of all, my father would leave the house, cutting a dash, wearing a tie. He would shout “Ya Allah!” and polish his shoes against the side of the pool.

The men would leave and the women would stay behind in the house. My mother always sat next to Afaq Khanum, her uncle’s wife. Together they would wash the dishes beside the well. Once, when one of the neighbourhood women objected to their friendship, because Afaq Khanum was a Baha’i, my mother tied her chador around her waist, and making sure that everyone could hear her, she shouted: “To Jesus his faith, and to Moses his. We are all Iranians – whether Baha’i, Jew or Shaykhi, it doesn’t matter.”

The two of them giggled and whispered conspiratorially together. They would grab hold of the lapis-coloured quilts, shake them out and throw them over the washing line. I would set off, running into the scented wetness.

The house was big and was like Iran. Every time visitors came to see the poet who lived in one of the neighbouring rooms, he would shout out loud: “This house may not have the grandeur of a palace, but what it does have is purity of heart.”

Everybody had become accustomed to Monsieur’s sudden appearances in the middle of the afternoon. He never bothered to say “Ya Allah” to warn the household about his intention to step out of his room. So the women would shriek, pull their outer skirts over their heads to hide their faces from him, and make a run for it. And I would notice that the women used thin and colourful fabrics to cover themselves down there.

Come sunset, wooden platforms would be brought out and placed next to the pool. My father would turn up the radio. The presenter would abuse the “Russians”. The poet would leave for his room. The presenter’s shouting made you feel sick in the pit of your stomach. The canaries would fall silent. The grapevines would shake, releasing bunches of grapes. Everybody would be listening and shaking their heads. My family spent seven years living in this house.

My mother, Fatimeh, was the only daughter of a major landowner in the village of Hesar. She came from the Torbat-e Haidariya region, in the Khorasan province, where apparently a walnut tree at the head of a spring still bears my name. A place located in the realm of dreams, the kind that one is not allowed to see close up in the real world.

Khorasan, which means “where the sun rises”, was a province in the east of Iran, now divided into three separate provinces. It was the size of France and bordered three countries: Afghanistan and Turkmenistan, which used to be part of Iran until a hundred years ago, and Pakistan, which, when it was part of India, had been conquered three hundred years ago by Nadir Shah, the last of Iran’s world conquerors. My mother’s birthplace is located in the southernmost part of Khorasan, the place where the pleasant gardens of Khorasan end and one of the world’s largest arid regions begins.

A split had taken place in my maternal grandfather’s household. One of his brothers (my mother’s uncle) had joined the Baha’i faith, and changed his family name. His eldest son later became a prominent member of the Baha’i community, and was one of the first people to be sent to the gallows by the Islamic Republic after the revolution. I haven’t even seen a photograph of my grandfather, but he had a free spirit and a lover’s reputation, being something of a Casanova. And so it was that one day, right in the middle of work, he grabbed my grandmother (his wife) by the hand and took her to the threshing floor, covering her with a thin, cotton sheet. My mother, their only daughter, was the result of this passionate tryst. She learned basic literacy from her father, as the village had no school for girls in those days. She loved poetry, and often recited poems that she had memorized. Poetry was her way of reasoning, especially the poetry of Iran’s three great poets, Ferdowsi, Khayyam and Hafez.13

One summer night, when my grandfather was climbing the wooden stairs to get to the rooftop where he was going to sleep, he suddenly slipped, and fell heavily to the ground. The fall of his large body made the house shake. In Iran’s deserts, the air at night is heavenly, in contrast to the daytime when the heat is infernal. A cool breeze blows and the sky is so low and filled with stars that you believe you can reach out and grab one. Even today the people who live on the outskirts of deserts spend the nights sleeping on rooftops. My oldest uncle, who later drowned in the Zayendehrood, one of Iran’s three largest rivers, which has now dried up, grabbed his younger brother and sister (my mother) and fled the village that night. In the morning, when the news of my grandfather’s death had spread and rumours that he had been poisoned began to make the rounds, bandits came to loot the house, but the children were already on their way to Mashhad, in the centre of Khorasan, on foot and empty-handed. My mother never forgot that terrible night, and would repeatedly tell us about how they entered Mashhad alone and utterly unprotected. The image of the Russian soldiers, who occupied Mashhad at the time, would always remain with her.

Ameneh, my paternal grandmother, had fled to Tehran with her two sons and two daughters from the opposite side of Iran. Iran is like a big sleeping cat lying in the heart of Asia. She is the remnant of the grand and ancient Persian Empire that, 2,500 years ago, ruled almost two thirds of the known world. Azerbaijan, my father’s birthplace, is in the northwest; on a map of Iran it is by the cat’s ears. Its high peaks are covered with snow, and the valleys that spread out between the mountains look like a mini Switzerland. In this dream-like landscape, my maternal grandfather owned land and water that had been handed down to him by his ancestors. Ameneh Khanum, his first legally wedded spouse, who died many years later in Tehran at the age of 103, recalled her husband carrying a gun over his shoulder, leaving home to help Sattar Khan, one of the heroes of the constitutional revolution of Iran14 in the first decade of the twentieth century. Sattar Khan was an ordinary man, a horse thief, who ended up saving the revolution. An era of revolution had begun, and my birth coincided with its final years.

When my paternal grandfather, Isa Khan, died fighting Reza Shah’s troops, Ameneh took charge of his affairs. She gave both his lawful wives and concubines their share and even provided his mistresses, who had suddenly turned up from left, right and centre, with their share. Since the rest of Isa Khan’s possessions had been confiscated by the government, Ameneh hid her children inside sacks of wheat and descended from the high mountains in a carriage bound for Tehran.

Iran was going through a period of turmoil in the year of my birth. The very night of my birth, 13 January 1950, was cold and terrifying. My mother, worried that she may not be able to feed her newly born child, wanted to smother me with a pillow. My father talked her out of it. A few nights later my father, who had become exasperated by my ceaseless crying, lost his temper and threw my swaddled body into the cold pool water. My mother saved me and rushed me to a doctor. I was blue and shivering uncontrollably. The doctor said: “He’s finished. Give him some watermelon juice. If that doesn’t work, put him in a corner and leave him to die.”

My mother and father set off in search of a watermelon in the icy coldness of the winter night. My father eventually broke into a fruit shop and stole one. They dribbled the juice into my mouth and waited for me to die. But death didn’t come. Death, who had prepared himself to accompany this about-to-die-child, would only clear the pathway to life at the very last minute. A child whose mother, against her husband’s wishes, had picked a name for him from Ferdowsi’s epic Shahnameh, a classic similar to Homer’s Odyssey. My father had intended me to become a Muhammad, but my mother’s resistance ensured that I became a Houshang. Again and again this child would find himself inhaling the air of death. The reason why this death, which had seemed so certain, had been delayed, would remain unclear.

One day, I asked my mother: “Why did you name me Houshang?”

She laughed and said: “Because you are a smart boy.”

She was referring to the meaning of my name. I, who had just become interested in reading and books, replied: “Houshang is the name of the second of the ancient Iranian kings. He discovered fire, and the Iranians are his descendants.”

Overwhelmed with joy, my mother started kissing my face, never imagining that years after her death I’d be forced to account for my name in one of Iran’s most horrifying prisons.

Unlike my mother, my father was bad-tempered. In the 1920s, he was an active member of the shoemakers’ syndicate in Tehran. At home, he followed the established patriarchal traditions of the time. On Friday nights, he recited the Qur’an15 in a loud voice until the early hours of the morning. During the rest of the week, he read us the catchlines that were printed at the bottom of the newspaper’s pages.
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