

[image: Cover Image]





[image: image]




For our families.

And for all those who are forced to flee their homes;
and to those who open their arms to help them.
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Author’s Note

I first met Milad Jafari in August 2016 at the Three Monkeys Coffee and Tea House in Brisbane’s West End. It was a Friday evening, and I’d arrived to chat with Milad, and his ‘guiding angel’, Jessica Walker, about the possibilities of writing this book. Towards the end of our lengthy discussion, a man who’d been sitting at a nearby table approached us.

‘You need this more than I do,’ he said. Then he walked away, leaving $150 in front of Milad.

The man was gone before any of us absorbed what had happened. We assumed he had either overheard parts of our conversation, or had seen Milad on ‘Gone Girl’, a recent edition of the ABC television program Australian Story, that had so poignantly portrayed Milad’s and his wife Mojgan’s plight. Whatever the man’s reasons, his actions stunned us.

Two nights later, Milad and Jessica took me to meet Mojgan for the first time. She and her brother Hossein were in detention at Brisbane Immigration Transit Accommodation (BITA) near the city’s airport. It was a distressing time because there were growing concerns that neither detainee would ever be allowed to settle in Australia; if they were forced to go back to Iran, they faced the prospect of persecution. Despite this, Mojgan, dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt, greeted us with hugs and a smile. Hossein was quieter and he had a heavy, distant look in his eyes.

We all sat down together in the official meeting room, and enjoyed a traditional Iranian meal, kashk e bademjan (eggplant and curd dip) that Milad had prepared. Mojgan didn’t eat much. She was more intent on leaning up against her husband on a couch, and listening carefully to what I had to say. Occasionally, she and Milad journeyed off into their own whispering conversation. At those times, I found it difficult not to watch them. A kiss on the cheek, hands held, soft smiles. Their time together was precious.

The visit lasted an hour and a half. Quiet tears came at the end. There were many hugs. Milad and Mojgan had the last.

Now, thankfully, at the time of writing, their relationship is no longer defined by visiting hours and the swings of shutting gates. But for how long that is the case, none of us knows.

Most of the interviews for this book took place around the glass-topped dining table in the Jafaris’ home in suburban Brisbane. For hours on end, Milad, Mojgan and various members of their family took turns telling me about the lives and events that you will read about in the pages to follow. At times it was a difficult, and disturbing process; occasionally recollections led to abrupt finishes of the interviews as emotion overcame the teller.

During some of the most harrowing moments, I often found myself staring through a sliding glass door that opened onto a small balcony overlooking the backyard of another residence. This backyard, a rectangle of grass with a garage on one side and a couple of palm trees, was big enough to host a cricket match, albeit with nothing harder than a tennis ball, and some stringent six-and-out rules. In the middle of it stood a Hills hoist rotary clothesline.

As the interviews intensified, my regard for the Hills hoist changed. This was never truer than after Milad introduced me to ‘Daniel’, an ageing blue toy bear with curly hair. Daniel belonged to Mojgan but, at the time, Milad was looking after him while Mojgan was in detention.

‘Daniel has seen too much,’ Milad said to me.

He then told me why. Tears followed and we had to take a break. At that moment, my mind needed an escape from the intensity of the interview. I looked out at the Hills hoist. Soon enough I was back in my childhood, holding on between the drying Y-fronts and tank tops while my brother, with his feet firmly on the ground, launched me into a dizzying spin.

Tragically, too many people across the world will never enjoy a quality of life that matches what we have in our country. In June 2016 – only months before work began on this book – the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) released its Global Trends report that stated about 65.3 million people ‘had been displaced from their homes by conflict and persecution in 2015’. This was nearly six million more than the previous year, and larger than the estimated 60 million people displaced during World War II. Such a large figure is impossible to comprehend, and it assumes even greater gravitas when you realise this means an average of twenty-four people fled their home every minute of the day in 2015.

In short, the world has a heart-breaking problem that is as complicated as it is enormous. What can we, as citizens of the world, and of our own respective countries, do to help these people? Everyone has his or her own view, and these views have fragmented social consciences and political actions to such a degree that a uniform answer will never be found.

When discussing displaced people, there are two terms that most frequently come to mind: ‘refugees’ and ‘asylum seekers’. Despite regular interchanging and mixing of these terms, it needs to be stressed that they do not mean the same thing. The UNHCR defines a refugee as ‘someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion’. An asylum seeker is defined as ‘an individual who is seeking international protection. In countries with individualised procedures, an asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally decided on by the country in which he or she has submitted it. Not every asylum seeker will ultimately be recognised as a refugee, but every refugee is initially an asylum seeker.’

The legal foundations for refugees were laid more than sixty years ago when the United Nations introduced the multilateral treaty, the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (more commonly known as the 1951 Refugee Convention). It was established in response to the desperate flow of European refugees after World War II. Initially it related only to events prior to 1951, but these limitations were removed in 1967 under the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees.

To this very day, the Convention and Protocol remain the legal centrepieces concerning refugee protection and the obligations of states towards refugees. Australia is a signatory to both, but this hasn’t stopped our governments showing blatant disregard of the Protocol by setting their own paths. The most controversial example of this is the mandatory detention and offshore processing of asylum seekers who arrive here by boat; government policies concerning this have received widespread international criticism, including from the United Nations Human Rights Council. It is a matter of personal opinion and ongoing public debate whether Australia’s hardline stance lends weight to the argument that in today’s world – which is so very different from the one of the 1950s and 1960s – there is an urgent need for extensive reviews and reforms of the Convention.

In recent years, both conservative and Labor governments have changed Australian refugee policies in various ways. Significantly, during the research and interview phase of this book, two relevant political moments stood out. In a press conference held in Sydney in October 2016, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull went on the attack against people smugglers:

‘A generous humanitarian program, a harmonious multicultural society depends on the Australian government being in control of its borders. And it depends on us sending a united and concerted answer to the people smugglers that if they seek to bring people to Australia, those passengers will never settle in this country. That absolutely unflinching, unequivocal message has to be loud and clear. And that is why today I’m announcing that the government will introduce legislation in the next parliamentary sitting week to amend the Migration Act to prevent irregular maritime arrivals taken to a regional processing country from making a valid application for an Australian visa. The bill will apply to all taken to a regional processing country since the 19th of July 2013. The reason for that is, that is the date when Labor Prime Minister Kevin Rudd declared, and I quote: “As of today asylum seekers who come here by boat without a visa will never be settled in Australia.”’

The government’s proposal flaunted the Convention which stipulates that ‘subject to specific exceptions, refugees should not be penalised for their illegal entry or stay’.

The Migration Legislation Amendment Bill was introduced to the House of Representatives on 8 November 2016 and to the Senate on 10 November 2016. At the time of writing, it had been voted on and passed in the House of Representatives but the legislation has not yet gone through the Senate.

The other notable political moment at this time concerned the broader topic of immigration, and highlighted how emotive and explosive the issue is in Australia.

A month before Prime Minister Turnbull’s announcement, One Nation leader Pauline Hanson celebrated her political comeback with her maiden speech to the Senate:

‘Indiscriminate immigration and aggressive multiculturalism have caused crime to escalate, and trust and social cohesion to decline. Too many Australians are afraid to walk alone at night in their neighbourhoods. Too many of us live in fear of terrorism.’

Minutes later, she added:

‘Tolerance has to be shown by those who come to this country for a new way of life. If you are not prepared to become Australian and give this country your undivided loyalty, obey our laws, respect our culture and way of life, then I suggest you go back to where you came from. If it would be any help, I will take you to the airport and wave you goodbye with sincere best wishes.’

It’s in this environment that Milad, Mojgan and thousands of others from treacherous lands are attempting to rebuild their lives. Yet despite political point-scoring and social volatility, there is immeasurable goodwill and community spirit that defines the very best of the Australian character. The anonymous donor at the Three Monkeys proved that.

Milad and Mojgan know how lucky they are. Meanwhile, millions of others across the globe will never be as fortunate. They may be in Iraq, Pakistan, Nigeria, the Central African Republic, Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, Ukraine, Myanmar, Israel, Iran … the list goes on. In Syria, the bombs keep dropping, and in Afghanistan there are people nearly forty years old who have never known peace. This is the world we live in, a world that will continue to see people flee from their homes and homelands while clutching onto hope, no matter how scant it may be, that they will arrive in a place that will offer a new beginning without turmoil.

Of all the people I interviewed for this book, I doubt anyone appreciates that new beginning more than Milad’s father, Akbar. It was hard to arrange time to speak with him because he was always busy or tired, or both. He works seven days a week, holding down jobs as a cleaner, mechanic, and the proud owner of a family carwash business that opened in May 2016. Finally, one Sunday afternoon, he returned home and, despite having a sore shoulder and a toothache, he agreed to have a chat. Wearing his blue work shirt on which a Ford logo was parked across his chest, he sat with arms folded and listened attentively to my questions before mixing his answers in English and Farsi, which were interpreted for me by Milad. It was a challenging interview because Akbar didn’t want to be drawn into the reasons why he and his family left Iran.

‘I have a really bad memory of that,’ he said.

I now know some of the reasons, but not all will be mentioned in this book because the Jafaris still know people in Iran who they need to protect. It is the same with Mojgan’s story. As a result of these sensitivities, some names, places and events have also been left out.

After the interview, I thanked Akbar and we shook hands. It was a very firm shake. Then, the mood lightened and we sat down for a sprawling family dinner that was accompanied by much laughter. At one point, Akbar, no longer feeling the pressure of being interviewed, opened up about adapting to Australian life. He said that after he and his family had been released from detention in late 2011, he went to college to study English. During one lesson, he was taught about Anzac Day. Akbar needed to know more, and so when April 25th next came, Akbar went to a dawn service. He has gone every year since then.

‘I want to pay my respects to brave people,’ he said.

It is not the purpose of this book to sermonise about the rights and wrongs of the asylum seeker issue. I stress again, it is as complicated as it is enormous. Not everyone looking for a new beginning comes with the best intentions, or an honest history. However, others, such as Akbar Jafari and his extended family, shouldn’t ever be doubted. It is those people who help us realise that the simple joy of swinging on a Hills hoist should never be taken for granted.

James Knight


Prologue

My stepfather arranged for a man to come to our home to see us. My mum and I had to wear hijabs for his visit. I was not in the room when the man arrived.

‘Mojgan, bring tea,’ my stepfather called out.

When I brought the tea, I saw an older man, with a harsh face, a man about sixty. My stepfather told me to sit down, and I was thinking: ‘ This must be the father of the man who wants to marry me.’ In Iran, it can happen that older people from a family come first to talk about a proposal. I listened to my stepfather and the old man talk about land and cars. The way they were talking, I could tell the man was rich.

Then my stepfather started talking really nicely to me: ‘Dear Mojgan, come closer.’

‘What do you think?’ he asked.

‘About what?’

‘About getting married.’

‘Are you asking me if I would like to get married?’

‘No, you are getting married. We are deciding now about the engagement.’

I was shocked. A decision had already been made and I had no say. I had not even seen the man who wanted to marry me. I yelled at my stepfather: ‘No!’ My stepfather yelled back. He told me to ‘Get lost, just go’, and he called me bad names in front of the old man as I left the room. My mum started crying and told my stepfather to ‘Stop it!’ I went to the bedroom. I didn’t know what was happening and I was scared.

I heard the man leave, and I could hear my mum screaming and hitting herself in the other room. I came out and my mother was very distressed:

‘Look at what this crazy man is saying, Mojgan. That old man was your groom. He has a child who is older than you. He is older than me.’

I fell down and went numb. My mum brought me water and she whispered to me, ‘It is okay.’ My stepfather sat, unmoved; he did not say much. He knew he had all the power.


Part I

‘Dance, when you’re broken open.
Dance, if you’ve torn the bandage off.
Dance in the middle of the fighting.
Dance in your blood.
Dance when you’re perfectly free.’

JALALUDDIN RUMI
13TH CENTURY PERSIAN POET


One



‘It is tempting but foolhardy to imagine that, with the departure of the Shah of Iran, his violence-racked nation will settle down into something like stability.’

CANBERRA TIMES, THURSDAY, 18 JANUARY 1979





The Shah was gone. The streets were alive. The Shah was gone.

In the context of time, secular Muslim Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had ruled Iran for only a fragment of history. His thirty-seven years in power were the last of more than 2500 years of continuous monarchy in the Persian Empire. His supporters praised and cheered his apparent achievements: social, economic and political reforms; modernisation; global influence; women’s rights. But these were constrained and manipulated by autocracy. Those who dared to protest risked brutal suppression.

Eventually, the Shah’s reign lit the wick for revolution. In an oil-rich country of 35 million people, royal decadence and dictatorship could no longer be tolerated. Dissidence was the new king.

Riots, strikes and demonstrations brought gunfire and spilled blood.

‘Estaghlal, Azadi, Jomhuriye Eslami!’

Independence, Freedom, Islamic Republic.

With support for him dwindling, the cancer-stricken Shah fled with his wife to Egypt where they’d been offered asylum by sympathetic president Anwar el-Sadat. They left behind a provisional government, and a nation both celebrating and seething. It was 16 January 1979.

A fortnight later, a 76-year-old bearded man wearing a black ankle-length robe and turban waited for the doors of the Air France jet that had landed at Mehrabad Airport in Tehran to open. Finally, a rush of cold air welcomed him back. It had been a long time. Gripping the arm of an Air France officer, he walked slowly down the portable steps to the tarmac where he was greeted by an inner-ring of supporters. Beyond the airport, an estimated 50,000 police struggled to control the crowds. It was said up to five million people were flooding the streets.

‘Allah u Akbar, Allah u Akbar,’ they chanted. God is great.

The man was driven slowly through the masses in a blue and white Chevrolet, escorted by armed security. He was pleased. Among the press of faces, he saw his portrait in every direction, held aloft by the same hands that had pulled down statues and pictures of the Shah.

The cavalcade finally stopped at the Behesht-e Zahra cemetery where the man paid his respects to those who’d died under the Shah’s regime. He then addressed 250,000 supporters.

‘I shall appoint my own government. I shall slap this government in the mouth. I shall determine the government with the backing of this nation, because this nation accepts me.’

The crowd cheered. The man was seen as a hero, the saviour who would bring freedom and democracy to Iran. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini had returned after more than fourteen years in exile, mostly in Iraq and for a few months in France. From afar, he’d masterminded the uprising against the Shah. Now that he was home, unbeknown to the masses, he had many more plans to radically reshape Iran.

Meanwhile, a few hours’ drive from Tehran, in a village called Saaj, an eleven-year-old boy went about his days as though nothing untoward was happening. When not at school, Akbar Jafari helped his father tend to the sheep and cows on the small family farm and, in his free time, he built things. He was so skilful that he’d even made an electric kettle that was the talk of his village.

‘You are a good worker,’ said his father. ‘Your hands will take you far.’

* * *

The eldest of five children, Akbar had two brothers and two sisters. By the time he was eighteen, Akbar Jafari accepted he would have to move away from his village. He had left school, and money in the family was scarce. But this wasn’t the main reason he had to pack his bag. It was the government: Akbar had reached the age at which nearly every healthy young man in his country had to undertake two years’ compulsory military service.

‘I was ready for it,’ recalls Akbar. ‘It was time for me to grow up and learn to deal with all the hard things in my life. I had to learn to be without my family, to be independent.’

Akbar wasn’t the only one changing; his whole country was undergoing a tempestuous transformation. It had begun with Ayatollah Khomeini’s return. Just two months after that heady day in 1979, Iran was proclaimed an Islamic Republic. Although the country’s people overwhelmingly voted for the dramatic new identity in a referendum, it was Khomeini who engineered it. Operating from his Tehran headquarters in an old girls’ high school – which was in stark contrast to the salubrious palace of the Shah – Khomeini set about establishing his own iron-fisted empire in which all politicians would be answerable to the clergy, headed of course by the Ayatollah.

Khomeini, whose first name Ruhollah meant the ‘soul of God’, was considered the leader of Iran’s dominant Muslim faith, Shia. However, across the world, the other main branch of Islam, Sunni, was much more prevalent. The divide between the two sects went back to the formative years of Islam in the 7th century, when opinions differed on who was the rightful successor to the Prophet Muhammad. Regardless of the fractures that were caused, there was only one dream to be pursued in the eyes of Khomeini: he had to found and develop a fundamental Islamic state. In his opening media conference, the warning signs were clear:

‘This is not an ordinary government. It is a government based on the Sharia. Opposing this government means opposing the Sharia of Islam and revolting against the Sharia, and revolt against the government of the Sharia. Revolt against God’s government is a revolt against God. Revolt against God is blasphemy.’

Several days later, Khomeini ordered the execution of four of the Shah’s military generals. They were shot on the rooftop of the school. Footage of their bodies was broadcast that night on Iranian television.

Khomeini’s impact stretched far beyond Iran’s borders. In November 1979 a group of university students who supported Khomeini began a sit-in of the United States Embassy in Iran to protest news that the Shah was receiving medical treatment in the United States; this followed Khomeini’s ongoing calls for the Shah to be sent back to Iran to face trial for crimes against his people. Although he initially wanted the students removed, Khomeini soon changed his mind when he was told of the fervour that the sit-in had generated on the streets, and thus he pounced on the opportunity that was unwittingly presented to him. A long-time critic of the West and its ideals, he slammed the United States as ‘the great Satan’, and threw his support behind the students. The result: fifty-two Americans were held hostage in the embassy for 444 days in a morale-lifting display of pro-Iranian unity.

By the time the hostage crisis was over, the Shah was dead and buried in Egypt, and Iran had turned its attention to another enemy, Saddam Hussein. The President of Iraq launched his country into war in September 1980 when his forces invaded western Iran. Hussein was eager to claim more territorial rights to the Shatt al-Arab waterway that was part of the border between the two countries, and a passage to the Persian Gulf. He also had his sights on Iran’s oil-rich region, Khuzestan. Hussein was confident of victory. His military was better equipped, and it had the backing of the West against a nation whose protective forces were rebuilding and under-strength.

However, Hussein underestimated the zeal and commitment of those stirred by Khomeini and his revolution. And none was more strategically important to the land battles than the red headband-wearing Basij (Mobilisation Resistance Force), a militia force of thousands of volunteers, mostly boys and young men. With little or no training, and armed with Kalashnikovs and grenades, they willingly sacrificed their lives. Death meant martyrdom, sins forgiven in an afterlife in paradise. So, the Basij ran keenly towards Iraqi lines. Over minefields, on top of barbed wire, across trenches, and into gunfire; human lemmings, driven by duty and devotion, who opened the way for conventional forces to follow without taking the risks. Their actions were part of a conflict that bled for too, too long.

The war was in its final stages when Akbar Jafari left his village and family for his compulsory service. In some parts of the country, the mood towards the war was changing. There were protests, and others of similar age to Akbar either hid, or fled, to avoid conscription. But Akbar accepted his fate. He didn’t see action, however, and nearly all his time was spent at barracks in Tehran and Kazerun. The days blended into one another: marching, running, drills, down on hands and knees scrubbing floors. Away from fighting, it seemed military life was about doing things again and again and again, and then repeating them again and again and again. Despite the monotony, Akbar enjoyed it because of the friends he made.

‘They were some of the best memories of my life,’ he said.

At first, Ayatollah Khomeini may have had similar sentiments. Early in the war he’d rejected a peace deal after he’d considered what victory could possibly mean: Saddam Hussein, who led a Sunni-majority government in a Shia-majority country, could be crushed, and with the right guidance Iraq too could become an Islamic Republic and create the momentum for other states to follow. It would be a message to the world that the rise of Islam was irresistible.

Khomeini had also spread his philosophy to Lebanon following the invasion by Israel in 1982. The Ayatollah put his faith in the Army of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution, or Sepah, who were formed in Iran soon after the Ayatollah’s return from exile. Initially responsible for protecting against counter-revolution, and enforcing Islamic law, they were among the first forces to engage against the Iraqis. Then, when the chance came to exploit foreign political cracks, a contingent of the Guardians was sent to Lebanon, which was in the midst of a civil war, where it supported the Shia resistance and helped establish Hezbollah, the party of God, which would grow to become one of the world’s most notorious terrorist organisations.

In building their Lebanese arm, Iran and its Guardians sadistically hurled Islamic militancy into the face of the West. In April 1983, a delivery van, laden with nearly a tonne of explosives, crashed into the American Embassy in Beirut. Sixty-three people were killed, and the practice of suicide bombing in the modern era was born. Six months later, concurrent truck bombings in Beirut at a US Marines base, and a building that housed French soldiers, killed about 300. A pro-Iranian group, the Islamic Jihad Organization, claimed responsibility, saying it wanted to rid Lebanon of multinational peacekeeping troops. Although Iran and the Guardians denied any link, American investigations revealed they helped plan and support the attacks. Their metaphorical thumbprints came to be found at many atrocities, including the hijacking of the American commercial airlines flight, TWA 847.

But the pleasure Khomeini may have gained from such actions was countered by the war that dragged on and on with Hussein. By mid-1988 Iran and its people were beleaguered. When the conflict began the Ayatollah held the advantage in the number of fighters, but this had diminished the more time passed, and Iran was now taking on an enemy that had at least twice as many troops and many more times the hardware. Hussein had already killed thousands with chemical weapons, and was threatening to launch widescale attacks. There was also the matter of the United States, which under President Ronald Reagan had shown its muscle and growing American anger towards Iran. After a US Navy vessel was damaged by an Iranian mine in the Persian Gulf – the Americans were there to protect and escort neutral vessels in the region – Reagan approved an attack on the Iranian navy. A number of the Iranian fleet, and two oil platforms, were either destroyed or badly damaged. Less than three months later, Iran Air flight 655 en route to Dubai from Bandar Abbas International Airport was shot down after the missile cruiser USS Vincennes mistook it as an Iranian fighter jet that was potentially going to attack. All 290 people on board were killed. At the time the Vincennes was on high alert after Iranian gunboats had fired at the carrier’s helicopter. Regardless of the international fallout, the repercussions were clear to Khomeini, and in July he accepted a United Nations brokered ceasefire. By August the war was over. Speaking on national radio, the Ayatollah said to his country:

‘Happy are those who have departed through martyrdom. Happy are those who have lost their lives in this convoy of light. Unhappy am I that I still survive and have drunk the poisoned chalice.’

Over the following months, Iran’s supreme leader found other ways to exercise his republic’s might. Thousands of political prisoners – estimates vary between 5000 and 30,000 – were secretly executed. The death tolls for the war also differ significantly, but it’s commonly believed the number to be as high as one million, with many more casualties, including civilians. Then, there were the asylum seekers. Millions of them. To Iranians, the search for a new life across a border was nothing new. Opponents of the Shah had fled for decades, and since Khomeini’s return, the flow hadn’t abated; professionals, business people, academics and, most poignantly, families with women and girls who were petrified by the ruling clergy’s archaic disregard for female rights. The most disturbing revision of law concerned the age at which girls reached puberty according to Sharia, and thus could be married: nine lunar years (eight years and nine months). Boys had to be fifteen lunar years (fourteen years and seven months). Previously, under the Shah, the limits were fifteen and eighteen years, respectively. However, the reduction in age wasn’t the most alarming change; the revision also allowed the natural guardian of a girl to allow marriage even earlier than the puberty age. Such a law was supported by Khomeini who’d issued a fatwa (a ruling on a point of Islamic law) that stated:

‘Anyone who has a wife less than nine years of age is not allowed to engage in sexual intercourse, whether she is his permanent or temporary wife. However, other forms of sexual pleasures are permitted …’

The vulnerability of females in the new Iran was further highlighted by the annulment of the Shah-endorsed Family Protection Law that, among other things, introduced family courts and gave women stronger rights regarding marriage and divorce. Strict Islamic dress codes were also enforced; and some public areas and pursuits, such as beaches and playing sports, became sex-segregated.

Those of either sex who broke the laws could be warned, fined, imprisoned, lashed or, in the worst cases, executed. The sight of drug traffickers swinging from public gallows, or adulterers flinching against flung stones would never escape a humane conscience.

The Islamic Republic of Iran had become a country in which freedom promised by revolution was an illusion. Despite some stumbles, Ayatollah Khomeini thought he had much to be proud of. But, with an ailing heart, he knew future work for the good of Allah and Islam would soon be in the hands of others. In his final months, he shook his fist at the West one final time in response to the controversial novel, The Satanic Verses, by Indian-born British author, Salman Rushdie. After worldwide protests from Muslims who complained the book blasphemed Prophet Muhammad, Khomeini issued an extraordinary fatwa on Tehran Radio:

‘I inform the proud Muslim people of the world that the author of The Satanic Verses book – which is against Islam, the Prophet and the Koran – and all those involved in its publication who are aware of its content are sentenced to death.’

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini died in June 1989, and was succeeded by Iran’s President, 49-year-old Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. As Iranians and the world waited to find out how or if the Islamic Republic would change, Akbar Jafari, who’d returned to his village after the war, preferred to look down the tunnel of his own existence. Never a devout Shia, he nevertheless felt he could avoid trouble if he lived simply and did little more than follow the paths worn by his father’s sheep and cattle. But that wasn’t possible. Iran might have changed, but the Jafari family’s situation hadn’t. There was not enough money for Akbar to study as he would have liked and not enough work in the village to offer hope. So, he packed his bag again and moved to Tehran to live with an uncle who taught him how to use his hands in an intricate way that he’d never done before. Soon enough Akbar was known widely as ‘the key-maker’.

Slowly, he earned enough money to gain some independence. He even bought a car, a red Ford Hunter, known as a Peykan in Iran, which enabled him to travel regularly back to his village. It was on one such trip that Akbar realised his life had changed forever.
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