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INTRODUCTION

The Iranian community is fairly young in Britain. The main
feature of this recently settled community, is that they have mostly
left Iran fearing political and religious suppression and
persecution in their homeland, while women are subject to extra
pressures to observe Islamic laws and traditions. Since 1980,
Iranians have been one of the major groups of asylum seekers in
the world. Between 1980-86, Iranians have been the largest group
of those seeking asylum in the United Kingdom.

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 Total

1421 1547 2280 1862 1310 1126 865 10411
Source: Home Office
In this booklet Iranians have talked about why they have come to
Britain, life at home, the journey, life in Britain as they see it, their
feelings, reflections, perceptions and expectations. Inevitably,
their experiences of life at home, and the reason for being in this

country has become the focal point of all the recordings.

Zhila Rouhifar
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Azadeh

I was eighteen when I came to England in 1962. My father was a strict military
man and I had to live under a very severe discipline. My parents did not want
me to come to England, but I wanted to get away from my restrictive family.
When the plane flew out of Iran I felt that I was free at last. I had £200 with me
which was a lot of money at that time, I lived on it for three months. I went to
English language classes for a while, and then to be completely independent
from my parents, with the help of a family friend, I found myself a job in a
hospital laboratory. I studied Medical Laboratory Science on a day release basis
while I was working. I met my husband in London, he was a medical student
at the time and we got married. When my husband completed his studies he had
to practice outside London as a junior doctor, so we moved up to the Midlands.
We lived in the doctor’s quarters and we both worked at the same hospital. My
first child was born in the hospital we both worked for. I remember that I
walked from the laboratory, where I worked, to the labour ward to give birth
to my child. Virtually everyone in the town came to visit me in the hospital. It
was really very nice. I was overwhelmed by the amount of flowers and gifts I
received.

In the ’60s, Britain was so different to the ’80s, it was a very radical society.
We were involved in the radical movements of the ’60s in Britain, in the
Vietnam campaign and so on, at the same time we were following the events in
Iran very enthusiastically. Those days you could not see the naked racism you
can see in Britain today. Of course racism existed but in a different form, we
were patronised then.

In 1975, when our children were fivé and seven years old, we decided to
return to Iran. 1975 can be considered as the beginning of the unrest in Iran,
which eventually led to the 1979 Iranian revolution. The class discrepancies and
the contradictions between the western and traditional cultures would
immediately hit you. You could see the ‘public squalor and private opulence’
very clearly in Iran. As we were in the medical profession, we came into direct
contact with the depth of deprivation and realised the extreme anger and hatred
which had been created. We could also feel the heavy presence of the secret
police (SAVAK) everywhere. I think the explosion of such a society was
inevitable.

I was working for the Blood Transfusion Organisation in Iran. Two
months after the revolution I was one of the first people to be dismissed from
work. My dismissal came following my rejection of the compulsory veiling of
women. At first, I was prevented from entering my office without covering my




hair, but later on, following my insistence, I received my dismissal notice
accusing me of prostitution and non-observance of the Islamic teachings. My
husband was also in trouble, he was arrested for criticising the regime’s
undemocratic measures in the university. He spent one and a half years in
prison and was very lucky to be released. We were living in one of the large
towns in Iran. After his release we decided to move to Tehran. We were both
politically active against the regime, thus the threat of arrest was always there.
Whenever any of our friends or associates were arrested we had to go into hiding
for a while. While we were in hiding our parents looked after our two children.
We spent about ten months in hiding just before we finally decided that enough
was enough and we had to leave Iran. We paid 300,000 Toman (£20,000) to the
smugglers to take four of us to Turkey. It took two weeks to get from Tehran to
Istanbul, we had to cross the border on foot, it was an exhausting journey. As
my children are British citizens they came to Britain within two weeks of our
arrival in Istanbul, but my husband and I had to stay in Istanbul for five months
before we could get an entry visa to Britain. We managed it thanks to the tireless
efforts of some of our British friends. In Istanbul we stayed with thirteen other
Iranian refugees in a two room flat. We had to’economise greatly to be able to
survive on the meagre resources we had. It was November 1984 when I finally
came back to Britain, we had a good reception from our British friends, but we
had all changed. Whilst we had several years of turbulent and stormy life, they
seemed to have quietly adapted to the post ’60s peace and wisdom! Britain had
definitely changed. I could see much more affluence but many more
contradictions and problems. I could see goods everywhere in the market which
were expensive and hard to come by in the past. We had to start our lives from
scratch again. The first few months were very hard, we had no money and
nowhere to live. We stayed with a relative in a small flat for two months, then
we moved to a squat in London Bridge and lived there for another three
months. As soon as my husband started to work we started to look for a flat to
rent. But rents were very high in London and we could not afford them. We
decided to buy a small one bedroom flat with a hundred per cent mortgage. The
only expenses were the solicitor’s fees of £150. Our children shared one room
and my husband and I the other. As soon as we settled down in the flat I found
myself a job in an insurance company, it was June 1985. We have all worked
very hard since. At present,my husband is a consultant and I am still with the
same company and have been very successful in my work. Our children have
been continuing with their education and we have moved to a better and more
suitable flat.




Azar

I came to England in the early °70s, when I was only seventeen years old. In the
’60s and *70s many better off Iranians sent their children for higher education
to western countries. I began by improving my English, then I studied a few
GCE ‘A’ levels and finally a B.Sc. in a science subject.

Like most Iranians in those days I lived in west London. I either shared a
flat or lived in a bedsit. The accommodation has always been scarce, expensive
and substandard in London. I was rarely happy with my accommodation. My
bedsits were mostly overpriced, cold, damp with inadequate heating, and old
ragged furniture. Sometimes in winter I had to stay in bed to keep warm. I'had
a few ruthless landladies too. Although they didn’t like foreigners very much
they preferred to let their accommodation to us. They thought that as foreigners
wouldn’t know their rights they couldn’t make any trouble for them. It took me
some time to get used to the British food. I really missed the variety of fresh fruit
and vegetables we had at home. All that has changed now, I can get all sorts of
things in the market.

In those days there was a strong and organised Iranian students movement
in most of the western countries. The movement was against the Shah’s
dictatorship in Iran. I was involved in that movement in London. We held our
regular meetings mostly in different sites of the Imperial College. The Iranian
regime was very sensitive to our movement. The Iranian secret police, SAVAK
was actively engaged in spying on us. Our demonstrations and pickets were
secretly photographed by their agents. Some of the students used to receive
letters from their parents forbidding them from association with the non-
patriotic and subversive elements while threatening to withdraw their
allowances. My parents were forced by SAVAK to write a couple of those letters
to me.

After the completion of my studies I found myself a job in London. I was
very happy at work and enjoyed the company of my British colleagues. The
British perception of life in Iran was naive, simplistic and quite hilarious. To
most of my friends Iran was just a big desert with loads of camels and oil wells
in people’s back gardens! I suppose that perception hasn’t changed very much,
except maybe for a few mullahs in the scenario now.

Like many enthusiastic Iranians I hurried back to Iran during the 1979
revolution. I resigned from my job, sold or gave away all my belongings and left
England. I was not happy with the outcome of the revolution at all. Soon after
the revolution, the Islamic rulers started the old undemocratic practices.




ifshe could.

ST o2




l—

Iranian women became the first and main target of the attacks on civil liberties,
The most annoying and disappointing thing for me was the response of some of
the political groups to those attacks. Their initial tacit support was not only
followed by an open and active defence of the government and its abhorrent
policies, but they also slurred and reproached anyone who spoke against those
policies. I took part in a number of antigovernment demonstrations in Iran.
The biggest was against the closure of the liberal daily ‘Ayandehgun’. All sorts
of objects were hurled at the demonstrators by the governments thugs. I was
slightly injured by a flying brick in that demonstration. The outbreak of the
Iran/Iraq war in September 1980 turned everything from bad to worse. It
increased the suppression and added.to the chaos. Inflation shot up to over
100%, long queues and the black market became the prominent features of
Iranian life. The early evening blackouts and the other nerve racking war
measures took the wit out of the citizens.

In 1983, life was really unbearable for me in Iran. As a woman I felt
insulted all the time in that misogynist and sexist society. I paid 120,000 Toman
(£8,000) to the smugglers to get me out of Iran. My parents helped out with the
payment. There are many risks in that type of journey, especially for women,
it took two weeks to get out of the country. I was exhausted when we eventually
succeeded in crossing the border to Turkey on our fourth attempt. After that
luck was entirely on my side and I was in London within a week. It was a nice
Spring in London. For the first couple of weeks I just took long walks around
London. It was so enjoyable to be able to walk in the street, without being
covered from head to toe and being watched or harassed. It was really nice to
feel the touch of the sun and the cool breeze in my hair and on my skin again. I
stayed with some friends for a few weeks. I had some savings in London, but I
had to start my life right from the beginning in this country.

I married an English man two years after my return. We have a child and
both of us work full time. We have a nice flat near the river in Hammersmith.
I have lived in London for several years. I consider London as my second home,
but at the same time, I feel that an inseparable part of me belongs in Iran. There
are so many connections, language, culture, climate, friends and relatives in
Iran. Every morning I start my day by listening to the BBC World Service
because I am anxious to know what is happening in Iran. The barbaric Iran/Iraq
war has been extremely worrying. Each time I hear about the attacks on the
cities I become very distressed. This war has left over one million people dead,
thousands disabled, homeless and miserable. It has been absolutely devastating
for me and I believe to all Iranians.




Koroush

I was a research worker in one of the Iranian Universities, but because of my
opposition to the regime I was sought by them and had to leave Iran. I left Iran
with my three year old child in the winter of 1983. I paid 120,000 Toman
(£8,000) to the smugglers to get me out of the country. My journey was mostly
on foot and partly on horse through the mountains of northern Iran to Turkey.
It was freezing cold (—30°C) and heavy snow reached well above my knees, even
the horse could hardly move. We kept falling from the horse’s back and
eventually had to walk. I had to hold my child with one hand and push the snow
aside with the other to be able to move my feet. I was so cold that I thought I
would never finish the journey. At last, after twelve hours of walking and being
lost in the snow, we reached a border village in Turkey. I was almost half dead.
A couple of days later we were in the small border town of Van in Turkey. I was
detained by the Turkish Police for several weeks in that town. Turkish police
treat Iranians very harshly. Eventually, after paying them some money I was
released to go to Istanbul where I was blackmailed again by the Turkish Police
into paying another 35,000 Lire to be left alone.

I was in Turkey for three months, but it felt like ten years. I stayed in a
small hotel room with my three year old child, it was cold; I did not have enough
money; I could not speak the native language; I was very worried; I felt
extremely insecure, and I did not know what to expect. I was in suspense, I just
had to sit and wait until I received some news from one of the countries I had
applied to for asylum. It was terrible, I didn’t even know how long I had to wait,
some people had to wait as long as a year or two. I had become so exhausted,
both physically and mentally that I had to resort to taking Valium to keep myself
going. I was lucky though as my wife was already in Britain, I managed to get
an entry visa with the help of an MP in west London. Nine months after my
arrival, I was given exceptional leave to remain in Britain.

I was re-united with my family. We lived in a flat which my wife rented in
Cambridge. Our English was poor; we knew nothing about our rights and
entitlements as refugees in this country, and did not have any money. For three
months my family of five lived on the money that we borrowed from our friends
in Europe. We stayed in Cambridge for six months before we moved to London
and stayed in one of the British Refugee Council’s hostels. Our three children
went to school and nursery while my wife and I went to English Language
classes. After eight months in London we both managed to find a job which
boosted our morales immensely. Later on we moved to our present permanent
house.

At present my job involves working with refugees. As a refugee, with the
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IRAN

Iran covers 636,300 square miles (1,648,000 square kilometres) in
Southern Asia. It is bordered on the north by the Soviet Union and
the Caspian Sea, on the east by Pakistan and Afghanistan, on the
south by the Gulf and on the west by Turkey and Iraq.

Population: 46,600,000.

Climate: Ranges from subtropical to sub-polar. Temperature
extremes vary from a summer high near the Gulf of 131°F (55°C),

to a winter low recorded in Azerbayjan in the north west of -35°F
(=37°C).

Main resources: Oil and natural gas.
Iran is a multinational, multi-lingual and diverse cultural society.
People living in Iran are: Persians, Azerbayjanies, Kurds, Lurs,
Baluchies, Turkmen, Armenians, Assyrians, Arabs, Jews,
Qashqais and Bakhtyari tribes.

Persian is the only official language. Other ethnic groups’
languages and cultures are not recognised in Iran.

benefit of hindsight, I can tell you that refugees suffer enormously when they
first arrive to their sanctuary. Although there are some organisations which help
refugees in this country, because of the sheer volume of work and fundamental
organisation problems; lack of trained and dedicated personnel; lack of any
comprehensive plan or programme in response to the refugees needs, they
cannot provide the help and attention refugees require. The majority of
refugees are left in bewilderment to help themselves. Many of them have to
resort to asking their friends to sort out some of their numerous problems.
Councils could help refugees a great deal by providing them with homes,
educational grants, language classes, professional ethnic personnel,and grants
for beneficial projects.
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Tara

I come from the province of Fars and have had all my schooling and
undergraduate studies in Iran. I met my husband in Iran, at the time he was a
student in Britain and had come to Iran for a year of study related work
experience. We got married in Iran and in 1977, when he had to return to
England to complete his studies, I came to England with him. I decided to take
up a postgraduate course in the University of London.

By 1981, we had both completed our studies and had our first child. Our
intention had always been to return to Iran after completion of our studies, but
we were advised by our families not to go back to Iran because some of our close
relatives were executed and some others were imprisoned by the new regime.
Under the circumstances we had to plan for our long term stay in Britain.
Fortunately, my husband was offered a job and we started our new family life
in England. I miss my relatives in Iran very much. When I was giving birth to
my children I wished that I had my parents with me; I felt very lonely without
them.

I think ethnic minorities miss out a lot because of unfamiliarity with the
fabric of British Society. Cultural and language barriers and a lack of
information about their rights are the main handicaps. When I had my first
child, I didn’t even know that I was entitled to maternity benefit and I didn’t
claim child benefit for a long time.

Fortunately, London is a cosmopolitan town and no-one sticks out like a
sore thumb. My children go to a multi-racial school and they have no problems,
but they are still very young and not sufficiently conscious of what goes on
around them. A significant part of the child’s socialisation is within the family.
The parents usually have an active role in deciding who their children choose to
play with or invite for tea. I cannot help noticing that English kids have mostly
English kids for tea! I consciously encourage my children to have a mixture of
friends.

Since 1977, I have been to Iran several times. My last trip was a year and
a half ago. My intentions were to see my relatives and study the possibilities of
our return to Iran. My experiences of travelling to Iran have always been
unpleasant, because according to Iranian and Islamic law, a married woman has
to have her husband’s consent to travel. Each time, my husband had to go to the
Iranian Embassy with all his documents and sign a form to allow me to travel.

Nowadays, the life in Iran is very difficult, especially for women, and in
particular for women who want to work and be active in society. There is very
little chance for women like me to find a suitable job. Some of my friends who
are very highly qualified and experienced have been dismissed from their jobs.




At present, the Islamic Government does not even accept job applications from
women for important or better grade jobs. This is one of the main reasons I do
not go back to Iran; I would never be able to find my real place in the present
Iranian society.

Women cannot even freely move around in the town because of the strong
anti-woman climate. On my last trip when I wanted to see a film I was advised
by friends not to bother. Women are harassed and attacked in the streets all the
time, either for their improper veiling or having worn make-up. Once when I
was at the Tehran Fun Fair, female revolutionary guards attacked a woman,
and rubbed her make-up off her face with a piece of cotton wool. Women’s
Islamic outfits are carefully checked for conformity before entrance to any
public building. One day I had to go to a Government office to get some papers
certified. The office was far away from where I stayed, I made sure that my
Islamic outfit was flawless, but to my horror and surprise I failed the test at the
entrance. A female revolutionary guard told me that my slacks were rather tight
and refused to let me in. She suggested that I should get a pair of thick stockings
and wear them on top of my slacks. It was Ramadan (fasting month) and there
was no shop around the office. As I had to get the work done that day I had no
choice but to take a taxi to the centre of the town and buy myself a pair of thick
stockings, wear them on top of my slacks, and return to that office again by taxi.
You can imagine how frustrating life can be for a woman in Iran.

10
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Yadollah

Yadollah is a worker from Iran. He was one of Amnesty International’s
prisoners of conscience when he was in Iranian prisons. I interviewed
Yadollah at length. This is only a short extract of a very long interview. His
purposeful and stormy life has been full of the most extraordinary
experiences. His high morale and incredible sense of humour during the
interview, and while he was recounting the most harrowing experiences he
had been through left me astonished and inspired. My very special thanks to
him. '

I am from the oil rich province of Khuzistan. I was fourteen when I started to
work as an apprentice in the oil refinery of Abadan. The apprentices did not
receive any wages for two years: We were only given work clothes, a bar of soap
and a mid-day meal. In general, the conditions of the working classes was very
poor in those days. The discrepancies in life styles of the different classes, the
I natives and the foreigners (western people working in Iran, especially the
British) were enormous. It was like South Africa is today. There was a system
of apartheid in the region. The foreigners and the white collar workers lived in
a separate and exclusive part of the town. They had their own separate buses,
offices, toilets, clubs, cinemas and restaurants. If the workers weré caught
trespassing in their part of the town, they were kept in detention for some time.
The best of everything was always given to the foreigners and the worst to the
| workers. For instance, in the extreme heat of Khuzistan, where we constantly
had to drink to prevent dehydration; the foreigners’offices had cooling systems;
white collar workers’ offices had water containers with ice blocks in them, and
the shop floor only had buckets of water left in the shade.

There was po considerable working class movement until 1967, because of
the existence of the dictatorship and its suppression. But after 1967 despite the
coercion, the workers’ struggle took a new turn. I was a shop steward then.
Eventually, our strikes and actions led to the partial abolition of the apartheid
system, we also managed to secure some of our economic demands. Qur annual
holiday was extended from eight to twelve days, work accident insurance was
extended to the commuting time to and from work, and we were given grocery
vouchers.

In 1968 when the Tehran oil refinery was opened, I was one of the workers
who was transferred to Tehran without their consent. We worked very hard to
establish the North Iran Oil Workers’ Syndicate in 1971. In 1973, during major
repair work in the Tehran refinery, we went on strike for two weeks, it was a
major success. We managed to achieve 90% of our demands, the most important
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being the reduction of the working week from 48 hours to 40, two days off per
week instead of one, and an extra 25% wages for overtime.

In 1973, while I was a shop steward at the Tehran refinery and the leader
of the oil syndicate, a series of workers’ actions started because of the death of
a worker in an accident at work. I was arrested by the Iranian secret police
(SAVAK), but I was released after a short time. SAVAK had a special workers
section which monitored all the movements of the workers. They had an
elaborate operation to prevent the workers’ true representatives to be elected to
the union. Any worker who stood for election had to sign a form undertaking
not to cause any disturbances in the oil industry, otherwise they would be
imprisoned for 10-15 years. However, we always managed to confuse the
SAVAK and elect some of our own friends.

In 1973, I was arrested for a second time with seven other shop stewards.
I was released after a week following a workers’ strike and demands for my
release. After my release, the workers were still very angry and demanded a
formal apology from the regime for my arrest. This angered the regime. They
not only re-arrested me but also beat and tortured me for a week. While I was
in detention, workers issued a statement demanding my release. The statement
was fatal for me. The printing material ysed for the production of the statement
led the SAVAK to find out about my activities with a print worker in the.
refinery’s print-room. We had been printing some politically prohibited books
for two years. He used to get the books from his friend who worked in the book
shop. We printed the books and returned them for him to sell. I did not even
know his friend. Apparently, SAVAK had been after those books for some
time. The whole thing blew out of proportion. SAVAK thought that they had
discovered a major clandestine group. They arrested the printworker and the
book shop worker. I was put under extreme pressure to give them information.
They wanted to know why we were printing those books, and who were the
people behind it all. We tried to convince SAVAK that the reason was only
financial, and we were only trying to top up our wages with an extra income.
Once when they were torturing and questioning the print worker over and over
again, they asked him “If the only gain for you was financial, why didn’t you
print the Shah’s photographs?” The print worker innocently replied: “Nobody
would have bought those photographs, whereas we sold the books for a good
price”. His reply cost him four days of being kept in ice cold water.

While I was in prison the workers continued with their strike. The regime
was anxious to put an end to it so they called a workers meeting and I was to
read a SAVAK prepared speech, confessing to my crimes and inviting the
workers to return to work. My feet were completely crushed while being
tortured and they could not show me to the workers in that state. I was rushed
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to a hospital and plastic surgery was performed on my feet. On the day, I was
given several pairs of socks and a large pair of shoes to put on. They took me to
the workers meeting in the refinery, my feet were still bleeding. While I was
reading the speech I deliberately took off my shoes and placed my feet on the
floor, so that the workers could see the blood stains. When I was leaving the
meeting the pain in my feet was so acute that I fell off the stairs. Obviously, the
workers were not deceived by the sham and refused to return to work for some
time. They actually managed to force the regime to pay all my wages to my
family, during the time I was in prison.

When the farce was over I was taken back to prison and the SAVAK started
the “real interrogation” this time I was tortured savagely. Apart from being
beaten by a cable whip and given electric shocks, my fingers and toes were
burned by a blow lamp. The head of the SAVAK’s workers’ section personally
melted a candle on my spine. After two months of constant torture and
interrogation, when they finally realized that what I had told them was the
whole story they stopped the torture. I was kept in the Committee prison for
nine months and then transferred to a hospital to recover from my injuries.
Later, I was taken to the Ghaser prison. I was tried and sentenced to two years
imprisonment. SAVAK tried very hard to persuade me to collaborate with the
regime. They promised my immediate release, good wages and perks, but I
refused their offer. This led to an increase in my sentence. I was given a ten
years sentence in my appeal tribunal.

I was in prison for four and a half years, and was released in the turmoil
before the revolution, and just after the Red Cross’s visit to ‘Iranian prisons’.
After my release, as a dismissed worker I was not allowed to return to work but
I became actively involved in the workers’ struggle. We established The
Committee of Oil Industry Workers before the 1979 revolution. The first
demonstration the Committee organised was in the refinery itself. Our slogan in
that demonstration was:

Who takes the oil? USA
Who takes the gas? USSR
Down with the Shah’s regime.

The white collar workers received the demonstration with flowers and
joined the Committee. From that time the Committee became a body
representing everyone working in the oil industry. The Committee led the oil
workers’ strike during the revolution and played a major role in bringing down
the Shah’s regime. We stopped the export of oil completely and refused to
provide fuel to the army during the martial law. The government tried very
hard to break the strike but to no avail. The Union’s assets were frozen, we had
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eight million Toman (£540,000) of the workers’ membership fees in the bank.
Unfortunately we never recovered that money. It was appropriated by the
Islamic dictatorship after the revolution. The Committee became the Oil
workers’ General Council just before the revolution and ran all the affairs of the
oil industry, until the middle of 1981, when the Islamic regime declared it
illegal and unislamic. I was the leader of the Iranian Oil Workers’ General
Council. Even after the abolition of the Council in 1981 we still had a great deal
of influence in the running of the industry’s affairs, because the regime didn’t
dare to cut us off completely. But unfortunately the Iran/Iraq war and the
bombing campaign by one of the opposition groups provided the excuse for the
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regime to step up its terror. To begin with, the regime established a group of
armed Revolutionary Guards in the workshops. Some of the workers fearing
arrest went into hiding. The Guards and the members of the Islamic
Association (bodies formed after the revolution in every public place
throughout the country, mainly to oppose the workers’ councils) were
harassing the workers all the time. I and some other workers continued going
to work despite the threat of arrest. The closure of the Abadan oil refinery
following the Iran/Iraq war had weakened the oil workers’ movement
enormously. The regime started to replace workers’ appointed representatives
by its own agents throughout the industry. The arrests and the dismissals of the
workers continued. Our movement virtually came to a standstill. Everything
we had gained through hard struggle over the years were taken from us, one by
one, by the Islamic regime. Our wages were reduced by 25%, our working week
was increased to six days, and our grocery vouchers and commuting expenses
were abolished.

I was arrested at home on 26th Nov 1981 (5.9.60). They arrested my son
and our visitors too, among them a pregnant woman. We were all taken to the
notorious Evin prison. They left me sitting blindfolded beside the other oil
workers in a long corridor of the prison. The corridor has cells and
interrogation/torture rooms on both sides. I could still see through the
blindfold, it was a harrowing sight. The floor was covered in blood, there were
about fifteen people left lying in one corner, with crushed or bandaged feet, still
dripping. I could hear people screaming and groaning under torture. I can still
vividly hear the screams of a woman who was tortured for four hours from 2-
6 am until she died. They left her body lying in the corridor for hours. It is
ironic that before my arrest I read in some of the opposition groups’
publications that there was no truth in the rumours spread by the anti-
revolutionary agents of imperialism, that torture was practiced in Iranian
prisons.

I was left sitting blindfolded in the corridor for eight days. After twelve
days my interrogation began. I was beaten by a cable whip severely and hung
from the ceiling by my feet. The torture was administered in such a harsh way
that many prisoners died during the interrogation. The Islamic regime was not
only after the information from the prisoners, they wanted to break us down to
the point that we denied all our beliefs. Even those who were condemned to
death were destroyed politically and psychologically before being executed.
Some of the repentant prisoners were made to take part in the execution of their
own comrades. There was no end to beating, torture and humiliation. Besides,
we were not only the prisoners of the regime, we were also the prisoners of the
individual Revolutionary Guards; they could do what they liked with us.
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I was kept in a five by six metre cell with eighty four other prisoners. There
were a few repentant prisoners among us, who spied on us. There was a closed
circuit TV in the cell showing speeches made by the mullahs. Watching the
speeches was compulsory for us. Every morning, we were taken to the prison
yard for a few minutes to sing a song in praise of the Imam (Khomeini Ay
Imam). Apart from that, we were allowed out of the cell only to wash and go to
the toilet three times in 24 hours, and each time for 20 minutes. There were only
two lavatories and wash basins to share between 84 people in that short time.
Most of the prisoners had serious injuries and wounds from their torture.
Almost everyone had crushed and infected feet, and many suffered from kidney
infections. They had to pass water frequently using plastic containers in the
cell. The cell stunk like a sewer. There was only one bunk bed in the cell and
we used to just sit on it. Because of the lack of space, some of us slept at night
and some during the day. We were kept half hungry all the time, for the first two
years of my imprisonment, the food consisted only of a small amount of bread,
butter, cheese, dates and tea. As from the’'middle of 1983 potatoes and rice were
added to our diet.

For the first two years, I was not allowed to have any visitors. As a result
of a large number of arrests the prisons were in a chaotic condition. There were
some prisoners who were in the prison for 2-3 years and there was no record of
them in the prison’s books. Many times, the guards called the names of
excecuted prisoners during visiting time. There was no judicial trial, the
prisoners were summoned to see a couple of mullahs in the prison. The mullahs
after reciting a few sentences in Arabic and inquiring about the prisoners’ faith
in Islam, announced the sentence to the prisoners.

I was tortured constantly for four years and three months to confess for
being a member of some of the opposition groups. Eventually, when they
believed that I had no organizational links, I was released on 500,000 Toman

(£34,000)bail in February 1985 (21.11.64).

After my release, I re-established my contacts with a group of workers.
Unfortunately, a few of them were arrested, and the regime started looking for
me. This was only a few months after my release. I went into hiding in the
North of Iran for a month before I escaped to Pakistan.

I was in Karachi for two and half months before I came to England. There
were about 8,000 Iranian refugees in Pakistan, many of them young men who
didn’t want to participate in the Iran/Iraq war. The situation of the Iranian
refugees in Pakistan was really appalling. There was no security for us in
Pakistan, our lives were under permanent threat from the agents of the Iranian
regime. We were continuously terrorised, followed, harassed and shot at by
these thugs. They were even using some heavy artillery in their attacks on
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refugees’ residences. Once, when we had a sit-in in front of the United Nations
building in Karachi, to protest against the plight of the refugees and the UN’s
disregard for us, we were attacked by the thugs. They kidnapped some of the
demonstrators, one Iranian was shot dead, when I was in Pakistan, and my
hotel was attacked a few times. Life in Pakistan for Iranian refugees was no
better than in Iran.

The bureaucracy has created a catch 22 situation for the refugees in
Pakistan and Turkey. The UN would not consider the refugees’ applications for
asylum, unless the refugees inform the native police as soon as they enter the
country. But when the refugees inform the police, they are arrested for illegally
entering the country and they are liable to be deported back to Iran or put in jail.
In such an absurd situation, the refugees might never have a chance to seek
asylum. It is really outrageous.

Although I was one of the small number of the UN recognized refugees in
Pakistan; I was on the run all the time. The Iranian agents had even infiltrated
the UN offices in Pakistan. Soon after the refugees passed their address to the
UN officials their residences were raided by the thugs.Once, just two days after
giving the UN my hotel address, the hotel was attacked. I managed to escape
through the roof but they took away my son and held him for a week.

As a result of adverse propaganda by the Pakistani mass media, Pakistani
public opinion was very much against the refugees. The refugees were bullied
by the police and thugs, loathed by the public, and cheated and ripped-off by
the con men, who promised them documents or visas to western countries. It
is a sad story, I saw many desperate Iranian refugees in Pakistan.

It was a risk to stay in Pakistan any longer, my life was in danger. I decided
to take my chances and left Pakistan with someone else’s passport.

I came to London on 24th August 1987 and applied for asylum at the
airport. I was kept in detention for 48 hours and released after the investigation.
When in detention the officer first asked me whether I wanted to have a cup of
tea or coffee to drink, I thought he was pulling my leg. I didn’t know what to
say. I just kept quiet and looked at him. He probably thought that I was some
kind of lunatic. But it was not my fault, my only perception of detention was the
harrowing experiences I had in Iranian prisons, so I didn’t expect any kind of
humane gesture. I was granted full refugee status two months after my arrival.
At present I am trying to settle down in this country. The language barrier, lack
of money, absence of any meaningful and adequate services to help the refugees
in this country have been my main problems since my arrival. The only help I
have received so far has been through my Iranian friends in this country.

POSTSCRIPT:Yadollah’s son mentioned in this story is now safely in Englanid. -
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ETHNIC COMMUNITIES

ORAL HISTORY
PROJECT

The Ethnic Communities Oral History Project (ECOHP)
was set up as a response to a call from members of ethnic groups
in the borough of Hammersmith and Fulham. They felt that the
experiences of ethnic people in London were not being expressed
in historical publications, exhibitions and educational resources.

ECOHP is a voluntary organisation with a management
committee composed of members from ethnic community
organisations in the borough. It is assisted by grant funding from
Hammersmith and Fulham Council and other sources.

The material in this booklet was taken from recorded
interviews from the projects community archive which includes
audio-tapes, transcripts, photographs, videos and exhibitions.
The committee welcomes enquiries from individuals or
organisations who wish to participate in the project or if you
simply wish to know more about the archive or our other booklets
please get in touch.

2 Royal Parade, Supported by

Dawes Road, &Hammersmith
London, Fullmm .
SW6 7RE. Tel. 381 3272 SIriivig our Cormmunty




In this booklet Iranians
have talked about why they
have come to Britain, their
life at home, the journey, life
in Britain as they see it,
their feelings, reflections,
perceptions and expecta-
tions.  Inevitably, their
experiences of life in Iran
and the reasons for being in
this country have become
the focal point of all the

recordings.

A DUAL LANGUAGE
PUBLICATION
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