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On 14 November 2019, Behrouz Boochani arrived in New 
Zealand, to feature in the WORD Christchurch liter-
ary festival. In so doing, Boochani, the Kurdish-Iranian 

writer, detained – or, in his words, exiled – by the Australian 
government for six years, finally escaped his ‘Manus Prison’. The 
details of his resettlement remained unclear, but it didn’t mat-
ter; he simply wanted to be ‘free for a while’. Around the world, 
on broadcast and social media, thousands celebrated Boochani’s 
‘long flight to freedom’. This followed his award-winning book 
No Friend But the Mountains (2018), an autobiographical novel 
typed on his mobile phone using WhatsApp, one passage at a 
time. Smuggled from Manus in thousands of PDF files, it was 
translated from Farsi into English by his Iranian-Australian 
collaborator, Dr Omid Tofighian. For Boochani and those con-
cerned with the plight of asylum seekers and refugees, his escape 
offered a rare moment of exultation.

Three days later, the SARS-CoV-2 virus emerged. Some 
investigations have traced the first confirmed case to 17 No-
vember 2019 in Hubei Province, China. At particular risk 
were those in captive quarters: nursing homes, prisons, de-
tention facilities. In March 2020, with more than 500,000 
Covid-19 cases worldwide, Michelle Bachelet, UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, called for detainees held 
‘without sufficient legal basis’ to be released. In Australia, the 
advice was echoed by some 1,200 medical professionals in an 
open letter to federal ministers Peter Dutton and Alan Tudge; 
the clinicians called for the release of refugees and asylum  
seekers into community-supported accommodation. The plea 
merely elicited a statement from the Department of Home Affairs 
about cleaning measures in detention centres.

In repurposed Australian hotels, hundreds of men formerly 
detained on Manus Island and Nauru were at heightened risk 
from the virus. In Brisbane’s Kangaroo Point Central Hotel, 
which accommodates more than 100 detainees, a security guard 
tested positive in March. In July, at the Mantra Hotel in Mel-
bourne, which houses around sixty men, another guard tested 
positive. ‘Everyone is panicking … they don’t want to die,’ said 
Farhad Bandesh, a detainee at the Melbourne Immigration 
Transit Accommodation. Meanwhile, the Department of Home 
Affairs reiterated that protective measures, including the provi-
sion of gloves and masks, were in place.

I know this system, its drag and grind. It is five years since I 
last worked on Manus Island and Nauru. I was there as a visiting 
ophthalmologist. What led me there was my outreach work as a 
‘FIFO eye surgeon’  visiting regional towns in Western Australia. 
As an Iranian migrant, I felt conflicted about the prospect of 
working offshore. Would I be serving asylum seekers, or just a 
lackey for ‘Operation Sovereign Borders’, Australia’s militarised 
response to refugees at sea? By August 2015, with the dilemma 
unresolved, I was 6,000km from home, on Nauru, a tiny phos-
phate speck in the Pacific Ocean. At the entrance to the Regional 
Processing Centre, an Australian security officer checked my 
credentials. I noticed his greasy hair; we were both dripping in 
the tropical heat. The place was part military camp, part colonial 
protectorate; mostly it resembled a prison, with tall inner and  
outer perimeter fences. It reminded me of jails I’d visited in 
Western Australia’s Aboriginal communities – and prior to that, 
in Iran.

The sense of déjà vu was like a cracked mirror, a distorted 
version of my past. Thirty years earlier, when I was a child, I ac-
companied my parents to Tehran’s Evin Prison to visit my jailed 
uncles. There, the inmates were arbitrarily detained, many of them 
to be tortured, some killed. Now, on Nauru and on Manus Island, 
I saw more jailed Iranians, plus Kurds, Syrians, Iraqis, Afghans, 
Rohingya, Sudanese, and Tamils. Their situations differed, but 
these inmates were mainly young and unremarkable, guilty largely 
of seeking safety and justice – a new era, a different hemisphere, 
but political prisoners all the same.

Here, too, people died. By the time of my arrival in 2015, three 
had perished. The number has now risen to thirteen, six of them 
by suicide. Three more deaths have occurred on Australian soil, in-
cluding that of Diane Parker, a former G4S security guard who wit-
nessed the 2014 Manus Island uprising. ‘I see Manus everywhere,  
I see asylum seekers everywhere,’ she wrote on 27 June 2019 in  
a suicide note addressed to Prime Minister Scott Morrison. 

One death, on 15 October 2019, was that of Sayed Mirwais 
Rohani, a thirty-two-year-old Afghan doctor who spoke six lan-
guages. Having fled the Taliban and been detained by Australian 
Border Force, he offered to provide medical care for local Manu-
sians. Australia blocked his attempts to reunite with his family. 
After four years on Manus Island, he committed suicide while in 
community detention in Brisbane. Afterwards, Australia refused 
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to help repatriate his body. His mother, Hamesha, says, ‘Mirwais 
was suffering from depression … the Australian government is 
… probably the most cruel government in the world.’

Rohani’s story cuts close to the bone, ‘there but for the grace 
of God, go I’ written along the thin blade. A doctor myself, from 
Afghanistan’s neighbouring country Iran, I was fortunate enough 
to receive Australian citizenship in 1989. I picture Rohani and 
myself abreast: one doomed, the other thriving. Like the stray 
bounce of a roulette ball, the sheer arbitrariness of fate contrasts 
with Australia’s ‘queue jumper’ rhetoric and its various subtexts: 
‘we will decide who comes to this country’; ‘boat people choose 
their own risks and consequences’; 
‘we can’t open the floodgates’; 
‘they’re here to take our jobs and 
women’, etc.

I want to scrutinise these 
voices, their context and validity.  
In beginning I need look no fur-
ther than at my own story, that of  
a migrant with a professional 
career and an Australian wife. 
It seems I have taken a job and 
a woman. Am I the bogeyman 
of Australia’s parochial anxiety? 
And how does our general ac-
ceptance of migrants sit alongside 
our harsh treatment of asylum 
seekers? Why are we among the 
few countries in the world that 
practise mandatory, indefinite 
detention of all undocumented 
– yet not illegal – non-citizens? 
With Australia’s mental health 
rattled by six months of Cov-
id-19’s lockdown, can we begin 
to imagine the limbo and isolation 
experienced by asylum seekers, 
some of them incarcerated for up 
to ten years and still counting?

In this continuing series of 
articles on refugees, statelessness, and human rights, I will con-
template my own family’s journey from Iran to Australia, as a 
gateway to addressing the broader issues – ‘in the particular lies 
the universal’, as the saying goes. In doing so, I’ll doubtless reveal 
my own background and biases. The jumping-off point is Iran in 
the 1970s, when a precarious atmosphere created the razor’s edge 
that became the 1979 Islamic Revolution, changing – radically 
and forever – the course of my family’s path and that of millions 
of other Iranians.

My family hails from Azna, a small town in the foothills of the 
Oshtoran Kuh mountain range in Lorestan Province. Our lin-
eage can be traced back 300 years, the family tree leafed with 
Islamic preachers teaching the Qur’an to local farmers. 

Fast forward to the 1950s. My father, Hashem, had lost his 

own father, and was a nine-year-old worker at his uncle’s caravan-
serai. Dad was considered gifted at school, with an aptitude for 
mathematics, enough to earn meals by tutoring other children. On 
graduating from high school, he received an air force scholarship 
to study engineering, thus fulfilling the provincial dream: leaving 
the village for a higher education.

Dad moved to Shiraz University’s campus and entered 
student politics as a teenager. Along with a close cousin,  
he joined an energetic youth movement, conscious of recent 
uprisings in Egypt, Iraq, Algeria, and Cuba. Activities included 
pamphleteering: distributing critiques of Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran. This 
Zeitgeist of people power was 
made perilous by the Shah’s SA-
VAK secret police, who routinely 
charged civilians with treason, 
punishable by imprisonment and 
even death. Recently married 
to my mother, Sakineh, with a 
frizzy-haired baby – my older 
brother, Soroosh – in tow, Dad 
accepted these risks.

In 1977, we moved to Kara-
chi, Pakistan, so that Dad could 
further his studies at the NED 
University of Engineering and 
Technology. I was nine months 
old. When not in class, Dad 
fronted the podium at anti-Shah 
rallies. For this, he was arrested, 
beaten, and imprisoned by the 
Sindh Police. (Pakistan under 
President Muhammad Zia-ul-
Haq was allied with the Shah’s 
regime.) Fortunate to be released, 
he graduated with the university’s 
gold medals in engineering and 
avionics. A pattern of ‘success  
as immunity’ had developed, 
where Dad ’s  profess ional 

achievements cloaked his activism, a ruse that would later pro-
tect us in crucial ways. 

Back in Iran, disgruntlement with the Shah intensified. The 
Iranian Revolution was predicated on a number of crises, with 
skirmishes culminating in full-blown civil resistance. By January 
1979, with the nation reaching its tipping point, the Shah fled 
Iran, never to return. Shortly afterwards, millions greeted the 
return of Ayatollah Khomeini, the exiled Islamic cleric, and in 
April 1979 the Islamic Republic was constituted. A pro-Western 
monarchy had been replaced by an anti-Western theocracy, with 
Khomeini its Supreme Leader, soon to be named, incredibly, as 
Time magazine’s Man of the Year. Dad and my uncles, devout Shia  
Muslims, were as susceptible as anyone to the popular rhetoric. 

We returned to an unsettled Tehran in early 1981. The Is-
lamic Republican Party had outlawed all other political groups, 
including its largest opponent, the Mojahedin-e Khalq (MEK; 
People’s Mojahedin Organisation of Iran). Khomeini imprisoned 

The author and his mother
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rivals, some of whom were his former friends and allies, and 
oversaw their executions. The Revolution’s paradox was coming 
home to roost: its supporters had become its victims, one brutal 
clique usurping another.

Iran’s middle class, my family included, reeled at the brutality. 
In desperation, we turned to the MEK, which had been driven 
underground into hiding. Dad, now a senior air force officer and 
academic, took the outrageous risk – mad or courageous – of 
hosting MEK meetings at our home. Mum was excluded for her 
protection, but, with two infant sons and a baby daughter on the 
way, she sensed the danger. 

Home raids and arrests were frequent. During raids, guards 
would separate the occupants and question the children alone. 
‘Who’s this person? How are they re-
lated to you?’ At school, we were used 
as informants, beguiled into confess-
ing our family’s political allegiances. 
On one occasion, I mentioned my 
imprisoned uncles at school, and like 
clockwork, the authorities followed 
up by interrogating my parents. As 
much as possible, Mum and Dad 
withheld this information, but leaks 
were inevitable. One family friend, a 
sixteen-year-old, was arrested when 
a child’s inability to identify him ex-
posed him as a fugitive. Next day, the 
teenager was executed. 

A series of book burnings swept 
through Iran. People were constantly  
vulnerable, compelled to dump ‘trans-
gressive’ material or risk arrest. Dad 
torched newsletters in our back yard, 
and carted books and cassettes to  
a local baker, who incinerated them. 
Other items were stuffed into suitcases 
and flung into rivers. Mum and Dad’s 
wedding photos, depicting bi-hijab 
(unveiled) women, were buried under  
floor tiles. The display of a woman’s 
hair was now punishable in Iran. 

As things became more precarious, senior figures in the MEK 
visited our home. One tried to lure Dad into hiding, a new and 
deadlier realm of commitment. For Mum, this was a line in the 
sand; she confronted Dad and threatened him with divorce. ‘You 
need to make a decision. We can’t keep living in this terror,’ she 
protested. Dad acceded and stopped hosting the meetings, but 
he continued to attend them, secretly and elsewhere.

In the spring of 1981, the arrests began in our hometown of 
Azna. We learned of them by word of mouth and in the lo-
cal papers. A family friend, aged twenty, was among the first to 
be executed. Fear gripped the community, and informants were  
rife. 

Our Uncle B, a hard-working public servant, fraternised with 

both MEK sympathisers, known as sympat, as well as with gov-
ernment officials. Moderate by nature, he considered himself safe 
– until he was collected by armed guards. An unmarked vehicle 
delivered him to a makeshift prison, the commandeered office 
of the Red Cross, where he was bundled in with other detainees. 
The guards were local men, mostly uneducated or unemployed, 
farmhands and labourers known to Uncle B. They had mixed 
allegiances; Uncle B broke bread with some, while others were 
more zealous, former peasants with new regalia and Kalashnikovs.

Around Uncle B, prisoners perished. Two brothers, around 
fourteen or fifteen years old, joined his shared cell. Accused of 
decrying the regime, they were defiant at their hearing. That 
night, they disappeared for ‘further questioning’. Next morning, 

an officer mumbled the news: the 
boys were driven to a hillside, tied to 
a tree, and shot. The officer, a young 
man, was their brother, in a family 
twisted to cannibalise itself. Along 
fault lines of power, society cracked 
and caved in. Clerics publicly sen-
tenced their own children to death.

Spies – poorly trained and easily 
identified – were embedded in the 
prison. The inmates toyed with them. 
‘Where does that escape hatch lead?’ 
one spy whispered conspiratorially. 
‘Straight off a cliff edge,’ replied 
Uncle B. The prisoners picked a spy’s 
pocket, to find scribbled notes that 
identified Uncle B as a ringleader. 
Despite no alleged crime, Uncle B  
was targeted. To the regime, an 
individual’s moral character seemed 
like a threat, a prima-facie cause for 
suspicion.

Occasionally, the prison’s idio-
syncrasies favoured the inmates. For 
a time, a middle-aged mule-herder 
was promoted to chief warden. Now, 
in this rural outpost, the warden 
declared himself the leader of the 

Revolution. He was lenient, partly through solidarity, partly to 
flex his newfound authority. The prisoners enjoyed the absurdity. 
The warden took them into town on the back of his bicycle to buy 
cigarettes or to visit the doctor. When prisoners were escorted 
away into their final night, he gave them something warm to wear.

In each town and province, the local radio and papers an-
nounced the tally of executions. To the dismay of the guards, 
Uncle B’s prison was found to lag behind in the homicidal stakes. 
As intended, a rivalry developed between neighbouring prisons, 
with ruthlessness the measure of their success. For the Republic’s 
officials, people’s lives were now the currency of their tournament, 
killing their means of buying their way up the ladder.

Uncle B was interrogated repeatedly. The officers mixed up 
their tactics, brandishing guns, hooding my uncle, alone or in 
front of an audience of guards. Uncle B tried to stay calm; in a 
faith-based, zealous system, a show of nerves was interpreted 

The author (right) with his brother and father in Karachi, 1979
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as a sign of guilt. Why, Uncle B was asked, did he hike in the 
mountains on the weekend, surely the ‘act of a guerrilla’? For a 
day, he was shackled in a stress position, shoulders impossibly 
twisted, unable to sit or use a toilet. Drenched in sweat and with 
nothing to confess, he divulged nothing.

It took a year for Uncle B’s trial to be held. The Revolutionary 
Court was a converted family home, the judge a twenty-year-old 
cleric. No lawyers presided, no evidence was submitted. Instead, 
Uncle B’s loyalty was tested. Would he, if called upon, execute 
other prisoners? ‘That’s not my duty, that’s the work of others’ 
was Uncle B’s reply. The hearing lasted half an hour. Uncle B was 
sentenced to ten years in prison on unspecified charges of treason. 

Another uncle, X, a known sympat, went into hiding. A twenty-
six-year-old primary school teacher, he had blond curls and an 
infectious grin. News of his movements trickled in from neigh-
bouring villages. He stayed on the run for six months using false 
names, until his capture. In front of a crowd, he was questioned 
by a visiting attorney from Tehran, known simply as the jallad, or 
hangman. When we visited him, X bounced my infant sister, also 
fair-haired, in his arms. Their yellow crowns shone in the sunlit 
prison yard. It was the last time we saw X alive. 

In a final trauma, guards returned X’s bloodied clothes to my 
grandparents, with an invoice for the spent bullets. My grand-
mother, washing his shirt by hand, found the bullet holes, one  
through a pack of cigarettes in his breast pocket. Years later, we 
located the tree he had been lashed to. We could trace the splits 
and cracks in the trunk.

The day after X was killed, his non-identical twin, Y, was 
apprehended. Y, also a teacher, had a fabulous monobrow and 
frizzy afro. He was recently married with an infant son, and his 
wife was pregnant with their second. Unlike his twin, Y was 
apolitical, but the guards took a dislike to him. On reaching the 
police station, he was hooded and beaten for two weeks. Cousins 
in an adjacent cell heard the moans of Y’s slow death. 

In his final hours, Y was transferred to a local hospital, where 
another uncle, Z, was disguised and smuggled in to see him. By the 
time my Dad arrived, Y had died. The hospital staff surrounded his 
bed; they knew he was innocent. A week later, at my uncles’ buri-
als, I watched Madar, my grandmother, wailing in the dirt. It was  
a chaotic scene, a family scattered in a field, cut and grieving. 
Iranians are an expressive lot: men wept, women howled. My 
elders, those who kept me safe, seemed powerless.

Forty days later, Y’s second son was born. Traumatised, his 
mother soon broke from the family, leaving her boys to be raised 
by our grandparents. Over the years, I have watched my orphaned 
cousins’ stumbles, their turmoil and unlikely triumphs. In their 
faces I have seen my alter-self, the cracked mirror’s image of my 
would-be Iranian life. Our parallel worlds, their ceilings of op-
portunity, have been cleaved wide apart, the gap made impassable 
by the familiar blade, blunt and unforgiving, that carves into my 
bones, punctures me with ‘there, but for the grace of God, go I’.  
I feel embarrassed, sheepish at my plum luck, feeble in my  
means to mend these walls, our rooftops now faraway yet still 
connected.

Mum describes the early 1980s as a time of unremitting fear. 
Each day my parents weren’t arrested was a relief. In late 1981, 
our greatest fears were realised: Dad was summoned for ques-
tioning. His air force status was exemplary, and we thought his 
record was clean. Still, this regime was unpredictable and cava-
lier, quite indifferent to rank and reputation. Dad’s absence that 
day was excruciating; many had never returned from a summons. 

At this point, ten family members – three generations of men 
and women – had been imprisoned, four of them killed, others 
irreparably traumatised. That night, Dad, through forces we didn’t 
completely understand – luck, scrupulousness, allies – returned 
home after being interrogated. Nobody’s fool, he sensed the 
net tightening and began to devise our escape from Iran. With 
scholarship offers from the United States, Europe, and Australia, 
he opted for a Masters degree at the University of Manchester. 
The next hurdle, convincing the air force to release him, was more 
difficult. An interview was arranged, and Dad began to prepare.

Privately, he consulted the air force’s chief intelligence officer, 
a close friend from his university days. A deep dive into his paper 
trail revealed several red flags: Dad was still a suspect in the eyes 
of the regime. Swiftly and at great peril to himself, Dad’s friend 
destroyed the incriminating records and expertly covered his 
tracks. Dad attended the interview, ostensibly unimpeded, to tell 
the necessary lie: on completing his studies he would return from 
the United Kingdom to continue to serve the Islamic Republic. 
His cloak of immunity, it turned out, would prevail again.

A month later, with only two suitcases packed, our family 
travelled light and fast. I wore mismatched sandals, my shoes 
having been lost in the rush. Mum and Dad were tense at the 
airport, glancing sideways at the guards. As we moved through 
security, Dad’s name was called on the PA. Fiercely, Mum ges-
tured towards us to keep moving. We cleared security without 
a backward glance and boarded the Iran Air flight for London. 
Coiled and vigilant, Mum and Dad relaxed only when we set foot 
on foreign soil. ‘We escaped,’ smiled Dad. ‘We escaped.’

Six years later, on 15 June 1989, we arrived in Western Australia. 
Mum and Dad, oblivious to post-traumatic stress disorder, were 
plagued by night terrors. Still, we assimilated and, as if by rite of 
passage, became the ethnic owners of a corner deli, serving Per-
sian cuisine in an Aussie bain-marie. Dad took up a lectureship 
in electrical engineering at Curtin University and became the 
chair of Perth’s first Iranian Cultural Centre, while Mum opened 
a Farsi language school and ran the deli. Our family home, bus-
tling with guests, was dubbed the ‘Iranian Embassy’. Weekends 
brought a succession of cultural events with music, food, and 
dance. 

In tandem with the Cultural Centre, Dad launched a radio 
program, to report on Iranian news and culture. If Tehran’s au-
thorities needed proof, Dad’s politics were now broadcast every 
Sunday on FM radio. To the regime, Dad was a conspicuous 
traitor, worthy of death threats in far-flung Perth. The price of 
our escape had become Dad’s permanent exile; he would never 
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see his homeland again. To this lion-hearted, fiercely loyal man, 
this may have been sufficient grief to lead to his final collapse. 
On an ordinary Monday morning in 1999, Dad died from a 
massive, unexpected heart attack. He was forty-seven years old.

Today I sit with Uncle B in Mum’s backyard in Perth. We dis-
cuss our family’s losses, and how, in Iran, so-called dissidents 
are not permitted a public burial. My late uncles, X and Y, lie 
in unmarked graves in my late grandfather’s orchard. In 2019, 

forty years after the Revolution, our family laid their gravestones 
for the first time. Relentless, the local authorities scrambled to 
destroy the markers. In its paranoia, elephantine memory, and 
hyper-surveillance, this regime’s bureaucracy seems inexorable – 
Iran’s take on the ‘banality of evil’.

Uncle B, usually stoic, weeps as I interview him. I ask him 
what torments him most. ‘To imprison and torture innocent 
people,’ he replies. We pause, giving him space. Amid the quiet, 
I contemplate the hundreds of refugees and asylum seekers still 
languishing in Papua New Guinea and Nauru, with no road to 
resettlement; the 1,200 detainees transferred to Australia, in lim-
bo without visas; the estimated $18.6 billion* spent since 2013 on 
our border protection and detention regime, supported by both of 
our major political parties, Coalition and Labor alike. In a liberal 
democracy far removed from Iran’s theocracy, it’s difficult to see 
how we, Australia’s majority, aren’t responsible for electing these 
regimes or financing their programs with our taxes.

I contemplate a state’s right to uphold its sovereignty versus 
its obligations to protect people who are seeking asylum. On this 
sliding scale of needs, I envisage the shrewdest, most hawkish 

point, where ‘human rights’ and ‘international law’ are suspended  
as irrelevant or inconvenient. Even at this end of the scale, I 
wonder whether expensive policies to ‘imprison and torture 
innocent people’, couched as saving lives at sea or deterring 
people smugglers, are really our smartest available ideas. In the 
halls of Parliament, in the homes of our conservative electorates, 
in the chambers of Australia’s most parochial hearts, can we not 
imagine brighter, less costly, more effective solutions, sans the 
limbo, isolation, and imprisonment? 

Interviewing Uncle B over several days, I keep coming back, 
almost unwittingly, to this idea of imagination. For people with 

an embodied experience of multi-
culturalism, a degree of imagination 
is essential; the need to comprehend 
various ‘sides of the fence’, if only 
to survive. From this vantage point, 
and but for the fluke of sliding 
doors, I am my cousins in Iran, I 
am Dr Rohani, I am the subject of 
this essay, not only its author. If we 
accept imagination as the natural 
precursor for empathy, it follows 
that cultivating it can provide an 
antidote to human cruelty or am-
bivalence; in other words, ‘the more 
I imagine your suffering, the less I 
am able to condone it’. The primacy 
of imagination is hardly unique to 
migrants; it animates Australia’s 
Judeo-Christian traditions and 
is valorised, when convenient, by 
Australia’s political leaders. 

In 1992, Prime Minister Paul 
Keating characterised the treatment 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples as a ‘failure to im-
agine’. Today, it is tempting to view 

our treatment of people seeking asylum in a similar light – the 
denial, if not the wilful obstruction, of imagination.

Shortly after my interviews with Uncle B, Behrouz Boochani 
was granted refugee status in New Zealand. Spookily, it came 
exactly seven years after his arrival in Australia, on his thirty- 
seventh birthday. Flowers and gifts arrived at Boochani’s door, 
another rare triumph in the microcosm of asylum seekers. 

Yet the celebration was short-lived. Not long before this 
article was written, the Morrison government announced a 
twenty-seven per cent reduction in its humanitarian intake, from 
18,750 to 13,750 refugees per year. This coincides with a forecast 
increase in spending on ‘irregular maritime arrivals and offshore 
management’, from $961 million in the last financial year to 
almost $1.19 billion in 2020–21. While Covid-19 drastically 
reduces net migration numbers and ratchets up the pressure 
on refugees, Australia hunkers down, our border walls growing 
taller and stronger. 

The author (left) with his brother, Soroosh, on Soroosh’s sixth birthday, Tehran, 1981
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ABR, details of our Patrons Program are on the ABR website under the Support menu.  

Alternatively contact us by email: development@australianbookreview.com.au 
or by phone: (03) 9699 8822. Current Patrons are listed in every issue of ABR.

ABR is a bona-fide Deductible Gift Recipient. 
All donations of $2 or more are tax deductible.

ABR Bequest Program
Have you considered making a gift in your will to ABR? Bequests help us to extend the work of 

the magazine. ABR thanks its expanding group of notified bequests.

Gillian Appleton • Ian Dickson • Kerryn Goldsworthy • Peter Rose  
Francesca Jurate Sasnaitis • Anonymous (3)

Support Australian writing
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To Hassan 
And to the other men from Afghanistan, 
and Iran and Iraq, who prepared a feast for me
one midday, years ago on my way to work,
laid the clean sheet smooth
on the worn carpet of the furnitureless house,
placed dishes of spiced rice and chickpeas,
and slid a plate towards me – 
there were not enough plates
to go around – and with upturned palms
urged me to eat first,
I want to thank you and say
I’ll always remember that meal,
your hospitality and kindness,
the cool of the empty room
as I stepped off the busy street 
and out of the sun to join you
for what I thought would be
a glass of black tea.
I want to say sorry though
that I left too soon, 
that I let my job call me away.
I’m sorry, Hassan,
that by the time I returned with the paper
and pencils and tubes of paint you needed, 
the house was boarded up, 
you’d been moved on; I’m sorry to say
I’ve forgotten your friends’ names;
I’m sorry that my imagination
could barely grasp that deep water
and fearful waves could look like hope,
most of all I’m sorry for my ignorance 
that statelessness in this country
might also look like the view 
from a small boat on a hostile ocean,
except with no coast to train the eye to.

Sarah Day

Sarah Day’s latest book is Towards Light (Puncher & Wattmann, 2018).

In Christchurch, Boochani cycles around town and the sur-
rounding hills. ‘I feel free on my bike,’ he declares, ‘but, at the same 
time, I cannot fully celebrate … Australia’s policy still exists.’  g

Hessom Razavi – a writer and doctor based in Perth – is the ABR  
Behrouz Boochani Fellow. He was born in Iran in 1976 and 
came to Australia when he was thirteen. He completed his stud-
ies as an ophthalmologist in 2015.  

I am most grateful to the following, who have assisted me in 
the creation of this article: Dr Liana Joy Christensen, Dr Omid 
Tofighian, Jon Doust, Dr Megan Neervoort, and Peter Rose 

and his colleagues at ABR. *The precise financial cost of Aus-
tralia’s asylum seeker policy is difficult to establish, as it ranges 
across multiple government programs and portfolios. The figure 
provided is based on reports from the Kaldor Centre for Inter-
national Refugee Law at the University of New South Wales, 
which can be accessed at: https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.
au/publication/cost-australias-asylum-policy. 

The ABR Behrouz Boochani Fellowship, closely associated with 
the Peter McMullin Centre on Statelessness at the University of 
Melbourne, is funded by Peter McMullin, a lawyer, philanthro-
pist, and businessman. 


