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The 2010 London Book Fair focused on South Africa. Due 

to the fallout of ash from the Icelandic volcano, many 
writers from South Africa and other parts of the world 

were unable to attend. However, we were not so affected and 
contributions have flowed in from many countries. In the section, 
Exiled South Africa, we have Beverley Naidoo’s graphic and 
chilling poem, ‘Collateral Damage’ and a revealing glimpse of 
life’s struggles in Philippa Rees’s story ‘Looking for Lucas’. The 
Worlds Apart: Mothers and Daughters section was stimulated 
by an event created by Exiled Writers Ink for the Wisewords 
Festival. Here, Shereen Pandit articulates a poignant tribute to 
her remarkable mother. From the section, Literature by Turkish 
language writers from Kurdistan, Cyprus and Turkey, the notion 
of a uniform identity can be interrogated.

In the section, Encounter with the Other, Ivy Vernon analyses 
the exilic space in which she identifies with her ex-compatriots 
and, despite her efforts to integrate, becomes aware that an ac-
cent is ‘the émigré’s fall’. Almog Behar, Language of the Other 
section, writes of being plagued by the authorities for having 
a foreign accent, the accent of his Iraqi grandparents. He sup-
presses the layer of that hidden language lying deep within him. 
He does not feel that he truly belongs and so constructs himself 
and is constructed as the Other. The themes explored in Writing 
Human Rights tell of helplessness and resignation in the face of 
tyranny and also of courage and fortitude. 
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Literature by Turkish 
Language Writers

Ignorant People are 
Easier to Rule

Ayha n  Mimta s

Like many of their colleagues, Turkish writers have to overcome many 
obstacles to reach the minimal number of readers awaiting their books. Tur-
key once was a country where books were treated with the greatest respect. 
Knowledge and science were contained in books and reading meant you 
would become wise. 

The iron fist of the Army, especially after the 1980 Military Coup, changed 
many views and shifted the culture of its people towards fear and illiteracy. 
Books were the reason for arrest and torture. Therefore many books were 
buried or more likely, burnt by their owners. Mainly democrat and socialist 
writers were targeted although, because of its secular system, religious fun-
damentalists were also banned. Tragically the military government opened 
the gates to a mild form of Islam. It was in this period just after 1980, that a 
record number of Koranic courses and Islamic colleges opened. They as-
sumed that this would stop the progressive movements before they could 
erupt again. Within a few years, reading started to signify confusion and the 
notion was that it would lead to dangerous ideas which could be bad for you! 
This long-term policy of turning people into ignorant and careless individuals 
naturally caused the dramatic decline of book sales. The publishers are more 
interested in the business prospect which meant that authors were required 
to write on subjects not harmful to the system. Nowadays this means to writ-
ing within the boundaries of mild Islam. Thanks to this long-term programme 
people have become incurious creatures. It is very sad that the rich literature 
of Turkey is turning into a dull and one-centred business.

To elucidate, here are some facts. There are only about 1400 libraries in Tur-
key compared to the 4900 in England. Half of England’s population is member 
of a public library whereas in Turkey its only 6%.  Taking into account the fact 
that England’s population is less than Turkey’s, a conclusion can be reached. 
In 1996 approximately 130,000 books were sold in Turkey but five years later 
it had dropped by nearly a tenth to 13,860.  The number of books borrowed 
from libraries also halved within this period. Between 2000 and 2005 about 
230 books were censored and removed from the shelves.

In contrast to reading, it is a different situation in terms of TV viewing. We 
as a nation are second in the world after the US, which is a shame really!

Turkish (or Kurdish) writers have paid a high price for putting their views 
onto paper. There are still hundreds of books banned in Turkey whilst the au-
thors and publishers await their trials. This banning culture also affects web 
sites and it is a fallacy to believe that the internet can help us out. Meanwhile, 
there is still reluctance to writing independent books and views, whilst des-
perate and curious readers try by all means to access information and litera-
ture. We still have famous, good writers and who are able to win Noble prices. 
Orhan Pamuk won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2006. Our main problem 
is ignorant and stereotypical publishers. Turkey’s development in the area 
of books and reading is similar to other countries’ statistics, but writing and 
reading will not succumb to darkness. Boundaries will be overcome one way 
or the other.

3

This section includes work by Turkish speaking writers from Turkey, 
Cyprus and Turkey Kurdistan. Romany Turks are also represented.

What’s That?
Fatma Durmush

When 8 I found a mark
On me a stain
So deep, 
That parents looked
With hatred at me.
They did not know 
What to do with me.
My precociousness,
My asking questions 
Which frightened them.
Did incest happen?
Well no because we were 
All playacting
Happy families even when
Rocked the boat
Clinched fists but we were 
Such good actors that 
Unconsciously we might hate
But consciously 
What nice manners
What sweet delight
Misery is seeing no reflection 
In loved ones eyes
When they turn round
When you try to meet their gaze.
Misery is being told over and over
What bad deeds you are to avoid 
When you don’t know.
Misery is seeing futility
Hopelessness written
With laughter.
Misery is when strangers 
Become mums, dads
But your own flesh 
Want to kill you.
Misery is when trust is over
Comfort is over
When your poverty is such
That strangers shun you.
Where people look
What depths 
Don’t want to be like her.
Misery is when life 
Closes into who did what
To whom 
 When nothing matters
When you can’t leave 
Because there’s nowhere 
To go
Because you’ve run away too often.

Image: Nasim Sadeg
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The Mid-wife
Aydin  Mehmet-Al i

They came to get her in the middle of the night. There was a loud 
knock on the door. She froze. She was so scared. She waited. After a 
while there was another knock, louder she heard a voice shout, “Kyria 
Yiannoulla ime ego.” 

But she didn’t recognise the voice although the caller addressed her 
by name. She blinked pulling the bedclothes closer to her chin desper-
ately trying to pierce the darkness, as though it would yield the identity 
of the caller. In those days people just disappeared. They would take 
people in the middle of the night and no one would find them again. 
It was the late 1960s. They had heard in the village that Cypriotturkish 
families had been found dead. Buried, some while still alive, they said. 
In one of the villages the other side of the island, in the Famagusta 
district, to the East. Mothers, children and elderly people. Lysos was in 
the West. But news travelled fast. They knew there would be reprisals. 
Cypriotgreeks would be killed for revenge. For sure. You couldn’t trust 
even people you knew. Unseen faces would threaten them or their 
wives and children. They would order them to get the victim out of 
their house on some pretext and on a deserted street, road or in a field 
outside the village a body would be found by a child or someone going 
to work in the early hours of the morning. There was terror everywhere 
and fear of terror. As her mind raced from one possibility to the next 
she wondered how anyone could do that? How could a human being 
do that to another? What monsters! And all in the name of love for the 
motherland. “Animals!” she says almost spitting it out.

“Ime ego, o Hasanis.” She hears the desperate voice coming from 
the street, telling her his name; she senses he is trying to reassure her. 
She notices he has added “–is” to Hasan to accommodate to Greek 
grammar; a common device for bilingual people switching between 
languages. The night was cold. The wind blowing from the sea. Seep-
ing through the cracks of the door with a big black metal bolt drawn 
across it. Blue paint flaking off in sections. A February night when all 
the mountains around Lysos were covered in snow. No moon. Pitched 
dark. The roads between the villages blocked or iced over. She realised 
she was trembling not because of the cold but from fear. ‘Bios Hasanis?’ 
she manages to ask, trying to steady her shaking voice and body.

The man begins to tell her about his wife. She is pregnant. “She is in 
labour Kyria Yiannoulla. She needs you. Please. I am afraid something 
will go wrong. Please come.” He apologises and pleads as best he can, 
not so much in words but with the tone of his voice allowed within the 
rules of social relations as a man. A man calling outside the door of a 
woman in the middle of the night. She recognises his voice.  He lives in 
Melandra. The Turkish village four or five miles further into the moun-
tains.

She jumps out of bed. Puts on the light. Electricity had just come to 
the village. The surrounding Cypriotturkish villages were still waiting, 
she knew. There was a deliberate policy of those in authority not to con-
nect those villages to the national grid. They were punishing whole vil-
lages and innocent people for the actions of their self-selected political 
leaders. She grabs her clothes from the chair next to her bed and the 
thickest socks and moves towards the fireplace seeking the remains 
of warmth from the previous night’s dying embers while she dresses 
quickly. Goes to the kitchen and grabs her bag, draws the bolt and she 
is out of the door.

She finds Hasan sheltering from the cold wind, leaning on the wall 
by the door, trying to warm up his fingers with his breath. He smiles 
anxiously, relieved to see her. But he is worried about the journey back. 
He helps her climb on his tractor. She finds a place to perch on the 
mudguard over the huge tyre as tall as her. She feels the coldness of 
the metal penetrate the folds of her skirts reaching her buttocks. He 
jumps onto the single seat. He looks shyly to make sure she is alright 
but doesn’t speak. She indicates with a slight blink of the eyes that she 
is fine. They can go. The engine roars. She ties her headscarf tighter 
covering her ears and pulls her scarf up to her mouth. She places her 
bag on her lap and holds it tightly, one hand holding the mudguard. 
They travel in silence. He is humbled by her courage and the level of 
trust signified by her presence.

***
The roads were treacherous. He couldn’t go fast. They could end 

up skidding off the road and roll down to the bottom of the ravine. It 

was so slow. And dark. She kept 
thinking of that poor young 
woman in labour all on her 
own in that house… They 
got the village about four 
in the morning. It must’ve 
been three when he had 
arrived to get her. She was 
with the young woman for 
four hours. There was no 
electricity in the village, they 
had to work in the light of a par-
affin lamp. It was a difficult birth. 
The poor woman. She was exhausted. 
After Yiannoulla ‘birthed” her, she took and 
showed him his daughter. His eyes were full of tears. And he thanked 
her and thanked her. He was really in love with his wife. He was wor-
ried sick about her. She comforted him and assured him she was alright 
and not to worry. After she made the new Mum comfortable she went 
out to see the father. He was nowhere to be seen. He’d disappeared! 
She thought it was very strange. It was an old custom around there for 
the father to treat the midwife and everyone in the village and even 
beyond, offer them a drink to celebrate the birth. She joked with the 
wife saying, ‘I see o Hasanis disappeared to avoid treating us…’ She 
was too tired, she just smiled. Someone else took her back to Lysos 
later that morning.

She went regularly to tend to the logusa, the new mother. She no-
ticed the new father was still not around. When she asked the villagers 
no one would say. She was annoyed that he wasn’t around to help the 
new mother who was struggling on her own although the village wom-
en had gathered around her, some washing the cloth nappies of the 
baby and others the blood soaked towels between her legs. It was her 
first child after all. Typical of men she kept saying. They think it’s easy, 
have their pleasure, you get pregnant, you have all the pain of giving 
birth and they can’t even stick around to share the work afterwards. He 
should have been there!

On the twelfth day of the birth, she was in the village again making 
sure the new mum knew how to suckle the child, look after her breasts 
and eat properly. She heard a commotion and the roar of a tractor. She 
went out of the mud-brick house and saw the father coming along the 
road singing at the top of his voice, a bottle in hand, swinging around 
on top of his tractor. His clothes were dirty and he was unshaven. She 
was relieved. She waited for him to come to the door of the house,

“So here you are Hasani! At last…you have decided to grace us with 
your presence… my, my, my… we are privileged!” then her voice scolds 
him, “You come and get me out of my bed in the middle of the night. 
I ride along on that God forsaken tractor of yours, freezing to death, 
fearing for my life just in case we roll over into some ravine, I come and 
help your wife give birth to your first child, we struggle for four hours… 
and what do you do? You disappear! Puff, into thin air! You didn’t have 
to go to such lengths to avoid treating me you know…” 

He hears the playful sarcasm in her voice but ignores it. He comes 
up to her with a merry gesture takes her hand, “I kiss your hands Kyria 
Yianoulla. Health to these hands that delivered my first-born. And don’t 
worry, your wish is my command… whatever your heart desires, it’s 
yours.”

“Where have you been? Your wife needed you…” she says gently.
“In prison,” he replies.
She thinks he is joking. He realises she doesn’t believe him. “They’ve 
put me in prison,’ he repeats, looking her straight in the face.
“What have you done?” she asks, worried.

“They’ve put me in prison for calling you to help my wife give birth 
to my child. The pimps!” angrily, swinging the bottle, “I pezevengi!” 
he shouts towards the village crowd who had gathered, daring them 
to hear and report it if they so wished that he was swearing at those 
“above”, calling them pimps. Then he turns and sees her look of amaze-
ment, “They’ve put me in prison for twelve days because I refused to 
bring a Turkish midwife to my wife. They ordered me to do that. That, 
I went and got you. You, a Greek mid-wife! That I was a traitor to the 
‘national cause’ because I refused to obey their orders… and their cam-
paign of ‘From Turk to Turk’. I shit on their campaign!” he hisses. Then 
he smiles and turns to shout for everyone to hear, “And you know what? 
When my wife gets pregnant again and when she needs a midwife 
again, I will come and get you again! They want to put me in prison? Let 
them! The pezevengis!”

Image: Fatma Durmush
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An Afternoon in the Park of Frankfurt on Main  
Erg i n Günçe

Translated by Gulay Yurdal-Michaels with Richard McKane

Many years ago, while collecting material, in the Horn of Africa, 
for my novel, The Last of Days, I met an Italian septuagenarian in 
the Eritrean port of Assab which, at the time, was still part of Ethio-
pia. 

Tio, “Uncle”, as everybody lovingly called him, declared himself 
an insabbiati. The word means, “caught in the sand”, and depicts 
fish who have run aground on a beach. It was coined for those Ital-
ians who, having participated in Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia, 
in 1936, chose to stay behind after Italy’s defeat at the end of World 
War II. 

Though he barely eked out a living as a receptionist in Assab’s 
only hotel for tourists, Tio relished his deracination. He had been 
captivated by Ethiopia’s rich culture and by the beauty of her di-
verse peoples, particularly the women. 

Tio and I spent many euphoric days and nights in the company 
of his ladies. During sober moments, we talked about the caste - 
surely the largest in the world - to which we both belonged: that 
of “the other”, exiles, immigrants, refugees, displaced people and 
others with no designation. Outsiders who, if lucky, were allowed 
to pursue a new life but who, more often than not, had to endure 
distrust, discrimination, xenophobia, even persecution. 

Since then the figure of the insabbiati has dominated my imagi-
nation. This particular caste, I came to believe, acquired, like the 
stranded fish, a greater knowledge of both the sea and the land 
than the natives of those realms. And somehow, during their span 
of life, many of its members preserved their innate freshness and 
offered themselves as a gift to those who had the insight to per-

ceive their different, yet beautiful, exotic essence. More important-
ly, as people who, for political or economic reasons, had to aban-
don their native matrix, they faced the vagaries of life with a deeper 
awareness of the shadow of death – an awareness that intensified 
their determination to survive. Even as they struggled against the 
depression of the exilic condition, weathered the harsh realities 
of exclusion, repressed the longings for their native habitat and 
endured the free-floating angst of worthlessness because of the 
difficulties of integration and acceptance, they managed to forge 
commendable lives and invariably enriched their host country. 

This conception might strike the readers as romanticism. Per-
haps. Nevertheless who can deny the fact that much of our histo-
ries and cultures have been delivered by displaced peoples. 

Taking that apperception as my point of departure I can best de-
scribe Young Turk, as the reminiscences of an exile who is trying to 
live out the rest of his life as he waits for Charon to row him across 
the river Styx. Composed of thirteen interlinked stories, the novel 
endeavours to provide an impressionistic portrait of Turkey during 
my formative years - 1935-1956 - when the Turkish Republic, newly 
arisen from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire, was still labouring to 
construct itself as a modern European state. The obstacles that lay 
ahead appeared insurmountable. 

Demographically, the Ottoman Empire had been a crucible of 
diverse peoples, races, cultures and religions. Its virtual dissolution 
after the First World War and the subsequent War of Independence 
which founded the Republic – nine years of bitter warfare - had tak-
en a heavy toll of both the country’s resources and of its populace. 

The famed deity greets you
By this wind so becoming to your hair
It’s an afternoon of foreign nationality
Geese are on the water and ducks clack in the air

The bell-sounds are far
They rest on the pond and fly away

Even if you find a child crying in Turkish
You’ve become a whistle far from yourself
It’s you who’s really lost if you ask me
But don’t be sad or happy about this
The bell-sounds get wet
And dry with the towels of the park

Carry the dream of this hope on your forehead
You too greet this famed deity
Since writing on water the sound of a lute
“I’m ill but still alive” with the brown pencil of your eyes

The ducks are quiet, the geese are still
The bell-sounds grown cool

Many Years Ago  
Mori s  Farhi

The Preface to the Hebrew translation of Moris Farhi’s novel, Young Turk, to be published by Carmel Publishing 
House in the Spring of 2010.

Image: Fatma Durmush
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The two successive wars had also precipitated the diminution of the 
minorities. Many of these remained rooted in the territories lost by 
the Ottoman Empire and vast numbers of those that had stayed on 
eventually emigrated to other lands. 

 Politically, there was a fierce rift between the secular Eu-
rophiles determined to consolidate Ataturk’s reforms and the re-
gressive Islamic theocrats in alliance with those still hankering af-
ter Imperial rule. In the penumbra of this discord a third ideology, 
communism, sought to make its own headway. Yet, despite these 
adverse conditions, the progressive cadre and the generation they 
raised - known as “Ataturk’s children” -, brought Turkey, by the 1950s, 
into the Twentieth Century.  

Theories abound as to how this achievement became possible. 
The most pertinent, in my judgement, suggests that it was the very 
coexistence of all races, cultures and religions that had brought 
splendour to the Ottoman Empire. This had prevailed in the new Re-
public, albeit with some unconscionable tribulations. Despite some 
very dark hours for the minorities, secularism and equality for all 
peoples prevailed as a sacrosanct canon of the constitution.

Born in 1935 into that unsettled Turkey, I felt myself to be one of 
“Ataturk’s children”. It was only in the late 1950s, after I had come to 
the UK to study drama that my self-imposed exile started. Two rea-
sons, both political, contributed to this decision. 

The first concerned the suppression of certain basic freedoms, 
particularly the freedom of expression - already much abused dur-
ing the Second World War – pursued, in some cases brutally, by 
the government of the 1950s under Adnan Menderes. The worst 
example of this suppression were the schemes devised to silence 
Nâzım Hikmet, one of the greatest poets of the 20th century, who 
had just been amnestied after more than a decade of imprisonment 
for being a Communist. Though Hikmet escaped further persecu-
tion by fleeing to the USSR, his predicament haunted those young 
Turks such as myself who aspired to careers in the arts. Worshipping 
Hikmet, as the epitome of the cultural – and patriotic – god, we 
maintained that by devoting our lives to art and literature we would 
create a golden age of enlightenment and thus elevate Turkey to 
its rightful high stratum in the Western World. If Turkey had forced 
Hikmet, “The Master”, into exile, we could not do otherwise than 
follow his example.

The other reason was a corollary of the first. The 1950s was also a 
time when Turkish Jews began to feel undercurrents of discrimina-
tion from the predominantly Muslim populace. As the country, pur-
suing policies of industrialisation and urbanisation, enjoyed consid-
erable economic growth – a development through which many of 
the non-Muslims engaged in commerce prospered – the erstwhile 
reactionary resentments re-emerged. Jews began to fear that the 

government and, through them, the people might regress to the 
xenophobia that had unleashed the traumatic years of 1942-44 when 
together with Sabbateans (often known as dönme), Armenians and 
Greeks, they had been subjected to the iniquitous Wealth Tax (Varlık 
Vergisi) – a tax of such huge proportions that only a few individuals 
managed to pay it while the rest either had all their belongings con-
fiscated or had been sent to labour camps – as was my father. This 
fear impelled many Jews to emigrate to Europe, the USA and to the 
newly-born Jewish State, Israel. The rest, like my family, stayed put. 
They averred that history was on their side, that Jews had lived in 
that part of the world for some 2000 years, that the present commu-
nity comprised the descendents of the Romaniotes of Byzantium as 
well as those Jews who had settled in the Middle East after the Fall of 
Jerusalem in 70 C.E.; above all, they were the progeny of those Jews 
– now collectively known as Sephardim - who, having survived the 
Spanish Inquisition, had settled in the Ottoman Empire on Sultan 
Bayazıt II’s invitation. Some even pointed out that they had been na-
tives of these lands much longer than the Turks since the latter had 
migrated from Central Asia less than a thousand years ago. 

The historical arguments failed to impress me. Hikmet’s exile 
and my abhorrence of any form of discrimination had angered and 
confounded me. Consequently, like many purblind youths, I com-
mitted myself to my own exile. Since I knew some English and was 
familiar with its literature, I convinced myself that I could, in the long 
run, make the language my own. So I settled in England.

In retrospect, I believe it was cowardice that forced me into that 
decision. The guilt of abandoning my culture and my country and, 
not least, the Jews of Turkey, remains with me to this day.

That feeling, in turn, further fuelled the imperative for the coex-
istence of multi-cultural and multi-ethnic communities that Turkey 
epitomised for me. That summum bonum provides the ethos of 
Young Turk.  

Each interlinked episode in the novel tells the story of someone 
from a different background. And every protagonist serves to high-
light the joys of pluralism, the way diverse cultures, religions and 
peoples could achieve solidarity, even, and indeed particularly, in 
times of strife and conflict. Whatever their failures or successes, the 
men and women in Young Turk are fervent believers that diversity 
not only makes life richer but also elevates their country to greater 
prosperity, happiness and achievement. They avow to rejoice “in 
the infinite plurality of people as [they] rejoice in the infinite mul-
tiplicity of nature”. They renounce the pursuit of “single cultures, 
single flags, single countries, single gods.” They embrace and pre-
serve “every culture, every race, every faith, every flag, every coun-
try, every god for its difference and uniqueness.” They endeavour 
to be “both a Turk and a citizen of the world, both an individual and 
everybody!”

Denis Soezen is an art-
ist who negotiates a 
position of excess and 
refusal out of the as-

sumptions of identity in a multicul-
tural society. Her work is complex 
and does not offer easy answers 
but keeps the viewer guessing of-
ten uncertain about who they are 
dealing with in the work. 

Be longing: Deniz Soezen
Rachel  Garf i eld
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But what is at stake in uncertainty, why fox the viewer in this 
way? Sara Ahmed in her book Strange Encounter: Embodied Oth-
ers in Post-Coloniality, posits that the figure of the stranger is al-
ways already known and is given specific attributes in discourse 
of making the Other; citing Neighborhood Watch schemes that 
makes strange ‘the loiterer’ for example. Ahmed continues that 
nationhood is produced through the differentiation between 
what is familiar and strange, therefore the proximity of strangers 
within the nation state is crucial to the production of national 
selfhood. In short, to have a sense of belonging, we (in all our 
manifestations of community), need strangers amongst us to 
make us feel a sense of belonging: in the case of the hegemony 
this would be to the nation state. In the light of this I would argue 
that for a progressive view on Otherness there has to be a radi-
cal break with the idea of the visual determining difference so 
that vision should not be equated with knowledge. In too many 
instances the visual is still the over determined marker of iden-
tity and the site of knowledge and containment both in the mul-
ticultural debates as well as in racist accusations. Doubt in the 
visual, is therefore an important counter to bigotry. Furthermore, 
by bringing both the visual and the textual into collision, the cer-
tainty of the viewer as to who the subject is, can be undermined. 
Work that refuses the visual subject and asks questions about 
who we think we are looking at can do some work to insert that 
doubt. And with doubt perhaps the borders of “us” and “them” or 
friend and stranger can be eroded.

This is what Deniz does. She inserts doubt through a range of 
devices. Often, in the videos, the voice is mutated, or there are 
several voices speaking, without direct references or any clear 
indication from the images as who is talking.  The viewer can only 
guess at what anyone looks like or use their own imagined peo-
ple to fill in the gaps, thus any stereotype is of the viewers own 
making and the disjunctions in the work generally help to make 
the viewer aware of this. 

For example, in “My visit of Azizye mosque” the video opens 
with a photograph of a building. The narrator tells us that she is 
visiting a mosque. It is thus implied that the image is of a mosque 
covered with ‘industrially fabricated tiles, which depict traditional 
Turkish tile design’ and that it is situated in Stoke Newington. De-
spite this certainty in the telling the visual evidence is of a photo 
of the Astra cinema showing a Bruce Lee film that signals a time 
other than the present (with no tiles to be seen) as do the clothes 
of the bystanders in the photo. The protagonist then plays more 
with the viewer: a chance encounter is described that seems to 
serve no purpose. The bystanders in the image that we are still 
looking at, are mirrored by that chance encounter with passers-
by in the garage opposite. However, whereas the bystanders are 
all wearing “Western” clothes, the passers-by we hear about are 
described as wearing black headscarves.  In the collapse of time 
between the narrative and the visual, subjectivity is all. Initially 
authenticity is emphasized through the narrator’s disclosure of 
her father’s origin to the women in the car, those “wearing black 
headscarves”, itself a different signal to authenticity, telling them 
that she was interested in Islamic arts. This seeming innocent 
encounter, though, is undermined through an erotic dream that 
makes explicit the desire that charges through ethnic insiderism. 
The narrator dreams about the veiled woman and has an erotic 
dream. Deniz aka Suzan Dennis, the narrator is split in her desire 
for her exotic other, who is more visibly other, more present in 
difference that she, from the narration, can be assumed to be. 
Moreover, through this dreamlike erotic encounter we are invit-
ed to revise our image of the narrator’s voice as itself erotic. 

And so a merging of private and public: the secret desire and 
the public longing for wholeness that is never to be, a longing 
that is shot through diasporic art and writing for an impossible 
home. The narrative that fans out into multiple echoes and the 
different languages, Turkish and English, signal a turn away from 
the singular, certain subject that knows who they are and who 

knows where they are from. In the multiple languages and the 
mistranslations such easy notions of self and origin do not exist. 

In the work of Deniz Soezen, Home Stories, each vignette, re-
lies on the absurdity of global cultural flux for example in Pitfield 
Street, the narrator describes how Doener Kebabs are sold in 
China as a German delicacy. The second sequence however is of 
a woman, the artist, dressed up as a generic other, who could be 
Chinese or Japanese, dancing ritually but awkwardly in a London 
Kebab shop, while everyone around being served is presented 
as normal. Into this absurd mix is again posed the question of 
‘Where are you from’ and the narrator’s refusal to answer. This 
piece does not just use the voice of the artist but three different 
characters, all giving personal anecdotes in a range of languag-
es. In the third section we have the fractured voice again telling 
an anecdote of being thrown off a bus due to a misunderstand-
ing about how to buy a ticket. The story moves on to a rumination 
of the untranslatability of the term inat. Many examples are given 
of its meaning from dictionaries and academics that testify to the 
difficulty of living through another culture or language.

It is as Judith Butler says in ‘Undoing Gender”: Butler talks of 
undoing the self through the telling of a story, “where the very I 
who seeks to tell the story is stopped in the midst of the telling”. 
Deniz’s work produces gaps in the struggle to listen through mul-
tiple voices and through the different languages. Through it all 
we are undone and what we are told undermines what we see. 
The emphasis is on the experience rather than knowing. If the 
self is performed and not fixed then identity is not about origin or 
colour: we are formed through discourse, which is a sea of shift-
ing valences. And yet, in this maelstrom, there is often no inter-
pretive mechanism that mediates or contextualizes how subjec-
tivity forms through it. In this instance the very agency that was 
curtailed through fixing is lost through a complete unfixing. 

Deniz’s work, however, does not lose us in the unfixed pick 
and mix of, say, Nikki S Lea who infiltrates many communities 
for a short time, inserting herself as part of them for a while. By 
contrast her work is embedded in the culture of her lived expe-
rience. Deniz works with the dialectic of experience and inter-
pretation that Miwon Kwon argues for. If we shift from the video 
work to the drawing, ‘Deniz, Deniz and Deniz, (blond/ brunette/ 
dark-haired)’ from 1987/88 for example, the viewer is again con-
fronted with evidence and disjunction; tension between what we 
see and what we are told.  These works operate as artworks and 
therefore as artifice: a childlike drawing of the fractured subject. 
Three Deniz in profile, three names, three Deniz from behind all 
drawn naively in felt tip pen. This drawing, in its multiple selves 
acknowledges the coercive nature of cultural norms of perfor-
mativity in the everyday. It signals, on the one hand, the desire 
to choose for oneself what to look like, while on the other, it is 
a whimsical fashioning of “what ifs?” that children experiment 
with. There is an equality to all the selves of Deniz in this depic-
tion that reminds us that children do not fix themselves: while at 
the same time reminding us of hegemonic norms that prevail 
through representation. 

 
If I have any agency, it is opened up by the fact that I am con-
stituted by a social world I never chose. That my agency is riven 
with paradox does not mean it is impossible. It means only that 
paradox is the condition of its possibility (Butler:2004)

Deniz Soezen’s work reminds us that in the encounter we are 
undone and it is in our undoing that new possibilities arise. Her 
work allows for the supplementarity of the visual to insert doubt 
and uncertainty into the reading of the pieces that in an age of 
renewed division through simplistic and cynical demonisation, 
takes on a new urgency.

‘Be longing’, at the Austrian Cultural Forum, is Deniz Soezen’s first solo 
exhibition in the UK.
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It was Abdul’s seventh birthday. He was woken by the smell 
of cardoman and coffee and the rumble of low voices from the 
kitchen. Creeping from the bed he shared with Hakim, he tip-
toed to the bead curtain and listened to what his grandfather and 
mother were saying. His mother was weeping. “Our people have 
lived here for generations! Where will we go?  Why are they doing 
this to us?  Is it because we are Romanlar, or because we’re poor?” 
Grandfather cleared his throat. “They’re just trying to frighten 
us! They won’t do anything!  Nothing’s going to happen!  You’ll 
see.”  Abdul pushed through the curtain and ran to his mother.  
Her tears were falling on the pitta she was making, while grand-
father calmly continued preparing coffee.  “Why is my mother cry-
ing?  Why are you frightened?” Grandfather gave the ibrigi a final 
swirl and poured the coffee into glasses. “Your mother is crying 
because you are so grownup now!” He sank down heavily in his 
wicker chair, and pointed to the old wooden casket on the floor. 
“Abdul, my precious grandson. This is your birthday gift from me.  
When I was seven, my own grandfather gave me this casket.  To-
day, I’m an old man, and you are seven.  So I’m passing it on to 
you.” Grandfather opened the box, releasing the sharp smell of 
polish.  He coughed and spoke again.  “Take care of these tools, 
with these you will make money for your family.” Abdul nodded. 
He felt different from yesterday, more important, taller, stronger. 
He was a man.  He was starting work. Tonight there would be a 
party.  

The sun was just rising as Abdul, face washed, black curls 
combed, wearing a patched white shirt and his father’s cut off 
trousers, followed the other boys down the narrow paths of  
Sulukule. From every house came the sound of shouting and 
laughter, with music blaring from radios. Neighbours were wav-
ing from windows, calling to friends across the street.  The heavy 
box banged against Abdul’s thigh as he walked. The Sulukule girls 
teased him, dancing and laughing behind him. Amina, his next 
door neighbour, squealed out, “Hail, the mini-hero!  The little 
shoeshine boy with a big casket!  How many shoes will he brush?”  
Her shrill voice mingled with the call of seagulls from the port. 
Hakim chased Amina away, pretending to shove the wooden 
footrest slung across his shoulders into her face. “Get away, or I’ll 
scrub your dirty mouth with my brush!”  Still jeering, Amina ran 
past, swinging her bright skirt. As they turned into the cobbled 
lane, Abdul heard a rumbling. The street shook as three bulldoz-
ers, groaning and screeching like angry monsters, shuddered up 
the path, keeping to the middle of the narrow track.  The children 
flattened themselves against the wall as the vehicles squeezed 
past. “Where are you going?” Hakim called to one of the drivers. 
“You’ll find out soon enough, lad!” the man answered sullenly. Ab-
dul tried to keep up with the older boys, hoisting his box higher 
as he stumbled down the steep alleys. The sky was turning deep 
blue and shopkeepers were opening their stores by the time the 

Expatriates
Alev Adi l

Last night I dreamt
I kissed you in a way
that I’m not allowed to.
You disappeared: not by magic
but by geometry,
through the silver brown bones
Of an olive tree.
Your outstretched hand
held an orange carelessly
dropped it in my lap.
Let the sun set
into Girne’s bloody sea.
Your eyes further darkened
lost in a landscape of nostalgia.
If not my birthplace
then my memory
is an occupied country.
I have no home but now.
There must be no looking back.
Last night I dreamt we kissed.
The salty taste said,
“Eurydice, the Mediterranean could take you,
throw you to the other shore
the carcass of a cuttlefish.”
Don’t look back.
Waking exiles us
all over again.

The Romani People
The Romani people in Turkey (Romanlar), sees itself increasingly exposed to hostility from the rest of Turkish society. The most recent incident resulting from 
the hostile atmosphere towards the Romanies in Turkey has been the devastation of the Romani estate in Selendi in the western province of Manisa by about 
1000 people and the consequent resettlement of 74 Romanies. In May 2009, the thousand-year-old Romani quarter of Sulukule was destroyed by the Turk-
ish government. This suburb of Istanbul, home to the Roma minority since 1054, was bulldozed to make way for high-priced, quality homes. The “urban 
renewal” forced 3,500 citizens out of their ancient community. 

The Kid from Sulukule
Janna El i ot
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children reached the centre of Istanbul.  By the taxi rank, Hakim 
lowered his footrest and showed Abdul where to stand. “This is 
my pitch.  Today you’ll work with me, learn what to do. Tomor-
row you’ll get your own place.” Spreading an old newspaper on 
the ground, Hakim started the lesson.  “Arrange the brushes on 
the paper, next to the rags.  It’s important to keep everything 
tidy!  Then open some tins of polish.”  Carefully, Abdul placed the 
brushes and rags on top of the newspaper.  There was a photo 
of the Galiati football team on the back page, and Abdul ran his 
finger over the headline, wondering what it said.  

A taxi pulled up, and as passengers in business suits got out, 
Hakim gave a piercing yell. “Wanna impress your boss? Let me 
clean your shoes!  Wanna lady friend?  All the women love a man 
with shiny boots! Come to Hakim, the best shoe polisher in Istan-
bul!” A middle-aged man stopped, placed his foot on the mount, 
and pulled up a trouser leg, revealing a black sock and dusty shoe. 
He opened a fresh morning paper, ignoring the boys. “Look, Hak-
im! That’s where we live!” Abdul exclaimed, pointing to the pic-
ture of Sulukule on the front page. “And there’s a picture of that 
man grandfather likes, the one who speaks out for the Roman-
lar.” “No time for news!” said Hakim. “Hand me the black polish.” 
Abdul obeyed, sneaking another look at the man’s paper, proud 
to see Sulukule on the front page. Rhythmically, Hakim rubbed 
polish into the leather with circular strokes, and began buffing the 
shoe.  Then he took a brush. “You must brush up and down, firm 
but gentle. If the leather’s a bit worn, leave that bit, otherwise the 
effendi will sting you for a new pair of shoes.  Rich people are the 
worst!” Hakim gave a final swish to the gleaming leather.  As the 
customer tossed a coin into Hakim’s tin, the sound of the muez-
zin echoed round the street. Hakim sighed.  “That’s the best place 
to be, by the mosque. But you’ll never get that pitch unless you’re 
related to the big fish!” Abdul nodded.  His family and neighbours 
were always complaining about the richer, more powerful fami-
lies who lived in Sulukule. The big fish ran the gangs of shoe pol-
ishers and flower sellers who worked the city. They kept the best 
pitches for their own sons and daughters, leaving the side alleys 
for the poorer children.

Another customer stopped and pulled up his trouser leg, and 
Hakim bent over the man’s highlaced boot.  “This is a busy time, 
Abdul, everyone’s going to work. You get all sorts, bankers, office 
workers, policemen - you have to be polite and work hard.  Be es-
pecially careful with policemen!” Abdul looked at Hakim admir-
ingly.  Although his brother was only nine, he sounded like a pro-
fessor. “Here, you try, Abdul!”  Abdul cautiously worked the brush 
into the seam of the shoe, where the upper was stitched to the 
sole.  As he worked, he hummed a popular tune.  Laughing, the 
customer joined in.  “Nice voice!” the man said.  “And you’ve done 
a great job, son!”It’s my first day!” Abdul told him. “In that case, 
have a drink on me!” The man pushed some coins into Abdul’s 
hand. He stood up and folded his paper, his eyes resting on the 
photo of Sulukule.  Frowning, he patted Abdul’s head. “It’s terrible 
what they’re planning to do to your community. Ripping the heart 
out of the city! Destroying a thousand years of heritage!  Sheer 
vandalism!  Shouldn’t be allowed!  Just to build houses for a load 
of rich people! Urban renewal they call it. I call it wanton destruc-
tion!” “What’s he on about?” whispered Abdul. “Dunno!” Hakim 
replied, “Just nod and smile. You often get clients talking in big 
words.  If you pretend to listen, they leave a good tip!” Hakim was 
right.  The man took a note from his wallet and pushed it into the 
money tin.

During the rush hour, Abdul polished another ten pairs of 
shoes.  “Easy round the tongue and laces!” warned Hakim.  “Don’t 
get polish on the socks!” Abdul’s arms were beginning to ache, 
the polish stung his fingers. Hakim smiled sympathetically. “Once 
the rush is over, we’ll have breakfast.” Half an hour later, the broth-
ers were sitting on the grass near the waterfront, with two sesame 
seed rolls and a bottle of water.  Hakim gently cleaned Abdul’s 
fingers. “We all get blisters at first. Your skin’ll grow harder in a few 
days.” Abdul ran his thumb over his fingers. The blisters throbbed 
like a heart beat. He thought of his father working far away some-
where in Germany. He thought of his mother making baklava for 

his birthday. “Shoeshine boys, Cingene,” jeered some schoolkids, 
swinging their satchels at Abdul as they ran by.  Hakim chased 
them off.  “Posh rich gits!” he screamed. “Lazy swots!” shouted 
Abdul.  The boys swerved away out of sight. “I wonder what it’s 
like to go to school,” he said. Hakim shuddered. “They have to sit 
inside all day, reading boring books and writing long essays. They 
get blisters too, from holding their pens too tight. And no one 
pays them. I feel sorry for them, they’re like babies. Like tourist 
children!” “What are tourist children?”Hakim smiled.  “Come on, 
I’ll show you.” Picking up his foot-mount, he led the way along 
busy pavements, stopping outside a huge building. “Hotel Cen-
net,” said Hakim. “For people who come to Istanbul on holiday.  
Rich Turks, as well as visitors from other countries.  They’re called 
tourists. They have lots of money.  I try to guess where they’re 
from. Then, if I talk to them in their language, I get a good tip. 
Watch this!” A  family was walking down the hotel steps. “French!” 
hissed Hakim. “Smart clothes, hair clean and tidy, woman in very 
high heels. Look at the kids, see how neat their clothes are!” 
Abdul giggled. The woman’s purple hair was short and covered 
with shiny lacquer. The two little girls were dressed in short pink 
dresses with white belts, their spotless socks sparkled in the sun. 
Hakim approached the man. “Bonjour monsieur, je netwoiyer sul-
ier.” The man smiled. “Ah, mon gosse, tu parles francais?  Va-s-y!”  
Lifting his beige linen trouser leg, he stuck out a tan shoe. “What’s 
he saying?” asked Abdul, impressed at his brother’s command 
of French. Hakim grinned.”He wants his shoes cleaning!  He’s 
pleased I speak French. Bet he gives a big tip.” Hakim gave Abdul 
a share of the coins the man threw into the tin. Abdul watched the 
girls, both older than him, skip off behind their elegant parents. 
He thought of his sisters working at the flower market, returning 
home hoarse after calling out to customers all day. He thought 
of his mother in her worn sandals and faded headscarf, cooking 
and cleaning, sewing dresses to sell in town. At lunchtime, Abdul 
bought a bottle of juice with his tips. Finding a gap between the 
fisherman on the bridge, the brothers watched the huge ferries 
sailing on the Bosphorus. From the deck of a yacht, a woman in 
shorts and a bikini top waved at them.  Abdul gaped at her bare 
legs and arms till Hakim slapped his head and told him not to look. 
For the rest of the afternoon, the boys worked in Meydan Cocuk, 
polishing the shoes of the wealthy pensioners sitting in the sun. 
Then they rested in the courtyard of Sultanahmet Camin, watch-
ing the people flooding into the mosque.

Twilight fell over Istanbul. Pigeons swarmed back to minna-
rets, music blared from cafes and pavement stalls. Hakim closed 
Abdul’s box and straightened up.”Come on. Time to go home!” 
“This has been the best day of my life,” Abdul said.”I’ve earned 
some money. I’ve been to the big mosque.  I’ve seen boats going 
to far-off places. I’ve met people from France and Germany.”  He 
could feel his life unfolding before him with endless possibilities. 
“And there’ll be a special meal when we get home,” Hakim re-
minded him. “A birthday cake for you, with candles, like rich peo-
ple have.” Abdul imagined a blue cake, with seven candles stuck 
into the icing. His hands throbbed as he trudged home. Pain ham-
mered his shoulders like a battering ram, and his feet dragged 
over the track. The box weighed him down, thudding against his 
thigh. Before him ran groups of  Sulukule girls, shouting and gig-
gling. Suddenly, the girls stopped, frozen with shock. The evening 
breeze blew Amina’s hair across her face, her skinny hand flew to 
her mouth. Abdul’s aching body  turned to stone. The stars trem-
bled in the sky.  The moon paled. At first he thought he could hear 
a muezzin calling, but it was the wailing of women. He began run-
ning to Sulukule, back to his home.  There were mounds of bro-
ken bricks and rubble. His street had gone. His house had gone. 
The twisting ancient walkways had been destroyed. The music 
and laughter had disappeared.  Ghostly eddies of dust danced 
around him, stinging his eyes.  

Sulukule had been razed to the ground. Like metal monsters, 
gleaming faintly in the moonlight, the bulldozers stood in front of 
the few remaining houses. The shoebox thudded onto the crum-
bling ground. Abdul sat on the earth and wept.
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Child of Exile
Munzur  Ç em

Translated from the Turkish  
by Ruth Christie

The wagon-load of people were star-
tled as the door creaked shut with a grat-
ing noise. Their eyelids flickered, and their 
tired, feeble looks searched for one another 
in vain, for everything was instantly lost, bur-
ied in darkness.

Then accompanied by a long whistle, 
and hissing sharply, the train began to 
move. And with that the last fragments of 
hope that had protected them till then van-
ished completely. Their hearts were heavy 
and sad, their wits numbed as though be-
witched, their bodies unable to function. 
The melancholy and loss of morale which 
had followed their abandonment of Elaziz 
after Dersim, was turning the wagon into 
a graveyard, and even the tears trickling 
down their cheeks also retained the silence 
of a graveyard.

Zeyne, hands clasped on her knees, was 
waiting motionless as though nailed to the 
wooden floor. She was so deep in thought 
that she noticed neither movements around 
her nor Fatē’s moaning beside her. She didn’t 
even hear the sighs of her old neighbour 
coughing repeatedly a little way off. And 
her preoccupation continued until she felt 
a hand pressing her arm. Recovering, she 
turned quickly but could not make out the 
owner of the hand. Who was pressing her 
arm? she wondered. A little later she asked 
softly:

‘Who is it? Is there something you want 
to tell me?’

‘I’m the one who squeezed your arm, 
Zeyne abla1, ’ Fatē replied.
‘Ah, so it was you,’ said Zeyne, but there 

was no need to ask why, for the voice and 
heavy panting explained everything. Still, 
she bent down to look more closely. Now 
her eyes, used to the darkness, could distin-
guish some things although not very clearly. 
Fatē’s back leant against the wall, her legs 
stretched out before her and her hand was 
on her belly. She was shuddering, biting her 
lips in pain, and her head kept rolling from 
side to side.

When Zeyne saw her condition she 
straightened up, raised her head and 
opened her hands wide:

‘Dear God, don’t do this to the poor 
woman. How can she give birth among so 
many people, in this dark, filthy wagon? 
Did you make a mistake? There isn’t even a 
clean piece of rag to wrap round the baby. 
At least if she can only wait until she gets off 
the train’, she begged. Then she turned to 
Fatē again and laid her hand on her forehead, 
bathed in cold sweat. Fatē’s breathing came 
and went like a bellows. Zeyne was about to 
speak when the other stirred and said:

1 ‘Abla’. Literally ‘older sister’, a term of respect for an older 
woman.

‘Zeyne abla.’
‘Yes.’
At that moment Fatē held her hand tightly.

‘You know, I like you so much; you’re just 
like an elder sister to me. Ever since I can 
remember we’ve been like sisters. You see 
how I am, Zeyne, I’m not well. I know it! This 
business will kill me. And to tell the truth I 
wouldn’t care much, for death comes to us 
all, – except for those two children! If I die 
what do you think will happen to them? If 
only their father was alive, I wouldn’t worry 
any more. How terrible that he’s not alive. 
Curse the bullets that found their way to him 
and did nothing to us. But we all had to die 
there or leave. We couldn’t possibly have 
lived with that grief and shame. If anything 
happens to me I ask you to look after those 
two orphans. Promise me you won’t aban-
don them,’ she said.

When Zeyne heard her neighbour’s 
words she struck her knee with her free 
hand:

‘Oh ho! Just look at this business! For 
heaven’s sake, see what you’ve been saying 
– where did that word death come from, Fatē? 
It’s going to be a topsy-turvy kind of birth, 
anyway, isn’t it? Would the situation be any 
different if you’d been at home? I don’t want 
to hear that kind of talk from you any more, 
Fatē; OK?’ she exclaimed.

‘No matter what you say, I know what will 
happen.’

‘And I tell you, clear death completely out 
of your mind and hang on to your morale. 
You’ll see everything will turn out all right,’ 
replied Zeyne.

‘Apart from anything else, Zeyne, won’t 
I die of shame? How can a birth take place 
before so many people? Wouldn’t it be bet-
ter for a woman to die before such a thing 
could happen to her?’

In answer Zeyne clasped her hand tight-
er and caressed Fatē’s hair as though petting 
a child. In fact what Fatē had said had some 
truth in it and the same things had occurred 
to her. When she was waiting to be exiled, in 
the building in Elaziz belonging to the mili-
tary, her eyes had often travelled between 
Fatē’s swollen belly and the Turkish officers. 
She had kept hoping that one of them would 
say: ‘Let’s not send this woman who is about 
to give birth; let’s leave her till later,’ but her 
hope was unfulfilled and her wish denied. 
And so now birth has arrived in the wagon 
and was suddenly knocking at the door.

With these thoughts a lightning explo-
sion flashed through her head – her feel-
ings were in revolt; then her lips trembled 
and words poured out in a stream.

‘Is all this any fault of yours, you unlucky 
woman? What wrong have you ever done? 
Were you the one responsible for all that 
happened? What harm have you ever done 
to anyone? Did you tell the soldiers, “Come 
in and set my house on fire and send me 
into exile”? You never did anything to feel 
guilty about, poor little woman.’

Everyone heard what Zeyne was saying 
and the silence in the truck grew even deep-
er. Those who knew of Fatē’s plight acknowl-

edged the truth of Zeyne’s words, but those 
further away were pondering the reasons 
for this harsh outburst. But Fatē’s scream gave 
them their answer. Then a shift took place in 
two directions. The women moved nearer 
Fatē, and the men moved further away, as far 
as they could go. Not satisfied with just mov-
ing away, they sat so that their backs were 
turned to her. Even if the interior was dark 
and little could be seen, this made every-
one comfortable. And the children made up 
a third group. Some were waiting together 
silent as death; some were whispering to 
each other, some were laughing under 
their breath. But it was Fatē’s two children 
who were undoubtedly in the worst state. 
They clung to one another and waited. They 
didn’t know whether they should grieve for 
their mother’s pain, or find ways to avoid 
the mocking glances of some of the other 
children, or share in the excitement of their 
sibling’s birth. They were confused by their 
many conflicting emotions.

Minutes and hours succeeded each 
other like this; then a flurry of movement ar-
rived among the women who had lifted Fatē 
to her feet and, making a circle around her, 
walked her up and down, to and fro, moving 
and pausing.

Now Zeyne was seen to break from the 
group and approach the men. Several peo-
ple looked at her as if to inquire, ‘What is it? 
What do you want?’

‘The floor is very hard. If you could give 
up some of your outer garments we could 
spread them out and get her to lie down.’

No one uttered a sound. Instead, hands 
and arms were busy, jackets and shawls 
were removed and handed to Zeyne, while 
Hacer was also doing the same among the 
women. And so all was ready and prepared 
for the birth and after it. But there were still 
difficulties, for the birth was not under way; 
neither an older woman’s skilful hands, nor 
Fatē’s strenuous efforts nor prayers for a con-
clusion, were of any help, and time limped 
slowly on, burdened by increasing anxiety.

Long after, no one knew how long, Fatē’s 
screams were accompanied at last by the 
new sound of a baby’s cry. Then everyone 
drew a deep breath and for the first time for 
days, faces were really smiling and eyes glis-
tened.

While two of the women were busy with 
the baby, Zeyne knelt by Fatē and wiped away 
her sweat, and tried to cool her by blowing 
on her. When Fatē opened her eyes Zeyne 
took the baby from Zere’s arms and held it 
out to Fatē.

‘A beautiful little girl,’ she murmured.

As soon as Fatē held the baby in her arms 
the pain and weariness in her face imme-
diately vanished and was replaced by pro-
found joy. As though she had never suffered 
all that pain. As she tried to get the child to 
suckle, on the other side amongst the men, 
a discussion was going on about a suitable 
name for the child of exile.
Note: The subject-matter of this story derives from an actual event 
that took place among a group of Kurds sent into exile to Turkish 
western regions, at the time of the 1938 Dersim massacre.
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Exiled South Africa

Thoughts on South Africans Living Abroad
C a ther in e Tchi tembo

The number of post-1994 (i.e. post multi-racial government) white South Africans living abroad is estimated 
at between 500,000 and 1,000,000. That is between 10% and 20% of white South Africans residing in mostly the 
UK and, to a lesser extent, the States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. White South Africans have typically 
not been shunned, shamed or refused visas in these destination countries, but have usually been able to settle 
and work. Why would they want to declare themselves to be refugees under such welcoming conditions? Well 
there’s always someone prepared to buck the trend. Enter Brandon Huntley, the South African granted refugee 
status in Canada for being white. 

Huntley claimed that he deserved sanctuary in Canada as a victim of racial persecution, on the basis that he 
had been stabbed on multiple occasions by non-whites because of the colour of his skin. It seems likely that 
after the international furor that the decision will be repealed and Huntley may yet be deported but at least ini-
tially Canada accepted his claim in spite of the fact that no other countries have yet recognised South Africans 
as refugees post-1994. UK Immigration officials would have dismissed Huntley’s claim and not allowed him to 
remain in the UK long enough to appeal the decision because he comes from a country on the “White List” (a list 
of countries deemed to be free from systemic human rights abuses)1.  The UK is eager to restrict asylum and the 
White List makes it clear that certain applicants should apply elsewhere. The Huntley affair suggests that Canada 
is the place to go for asylum even when the rest of the world views your claim as laughable.

The UK is no longer eager to accept vast numbers of South Africans who usually seek work in over-populated 
London. Current immigration policy differentiates between the highly skilled (welcome) and everyone else (not 
welcome). Those who hoped to sneak in via the student visa route have found it all but closed, and asylum is 
particularly restricted.  Australia, New Zealand and the USA have implemented equally strict immigration regula-
tions over the last 5-10 years. Canada may be the last developed country to view itself as a country of immigra-
tion, and maintain a relatively liberal approach to providing sanctuary to those fleeing persecution.

To be recognised as a refugee in the UK (I’m not sure about Canada) it is necessary to prove that the applicant 
has a reasonable fear of persecution not only in one part of his country of origin, but in ANY part of it. While this 
loads refugee applicants with a heavy burden of proof, the rule holds some merit. One wonders whether Hunt-
ley first sought sanctuary in a less racist or less violent part of South Africa before flying all the way to Canada. 
There is no denying that certain parts of South Africa are more dangerous than others, and South Africans of 
any racial category would avoid particular “no-go areas”. It is disturbing how frequently South Africans abroad 
and at home discuss the crime problem on a national level, rather than on a local or regional level. In spite of 
the national crime discourse, white South Africans at home are not all living in constant fear, nor are they house 
bound, but rather take precautions to avoid making themselves vulnerable to crime.

I wish I could calmly tut over the case of Huntley but it touches a nerve: I come from Mowbray, Huntley’s 
home town. Having lived in that area for a number of years, I have to say that Mowbray is multi-racial, pleasant, 
well-serviced and certainly not a crime hotspot. I consider myself lucky to have lived there, regularly return on 
vacation, and hope to return permanently within a few years. Huntley told the press that he never bothered 
to report to the police after being stabbed, and I feel peeved about that too, because I have found the staff at 
the Mowbray Police Station polite and competent. I would never deny that crime is a serious problem in South 
Africa, but having lived as a white South African in Mowbray I can confirm that Huntley’s tale is suspect. But let 
us not get bogged down in the specifics – the issue that has caught our attention is the idea that crime can be 
considered racial persecution.

On average there are more than 50 people murdered each day in South Africa, and South Africa is also the 
most unequal society in the world (having surpassed Brazil to capture this esteemed title in 2009). There is 
plenty of evidence for the direct causal link between crime and inequality around the world, and no denying 
that South Africa’s extreme inequality is the product of Apartheid. In my own research I found that the people 
who are most likely to suffer crime in South Africa are black African immigrants, not white people. The gov-
ernment has poured funds into policing and private sector security firms also make a valuable contribution to 
fighting crime, but policies to redistribute of wealth to uplift the poorest of the poor have made little difference 
to the underlying problem of social inequality. Average income in white households is thought to be five times 
higher than the average income in black households. In spite of national policies of affirmative action, the of-
ficial unemployment rate in the country is 4.6% for whites compared to 27.9% for blacks. But these inequality 
statistics are not discussed over the braai (barbeque) when South African ex-pats gather –anecdotes of violent 
crimes are the preferred horror stories. Many present a refugee narrative over dinner - the story of how they 
fled the crime. Huntley is not alone. But surely the solution to the crime lies not in air-lifting South Africa’s white 
population to Canada!

1   This list originally included ten EU accession countries: Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, the Slovak Republic 
and Slovenia (October 2002), was extended to include Albania, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Moldova, Romania and Serbia and Montenegro (February 2003) and was 
extended controversially once more to include Brazil, Equador, Bolivia, South Africa, Ukraine, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh (June 2003).

Images: Francis Akpata
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So what should we make of the thousands of South Africans leaving to live abroad? People feel pushed 
to go by many factors, not just the fear of crime: there are concerns over affirmative action, unstable job 
markets, soaring house prices, unstable currency & inflation, popular homophobia and xenophobia. At the 
same time many travel out of the desire to see the world (South Africans were cut off from the world during 
Apartheid so many people are passionate about travel and exploring), there are opportunities in global job 
markets, and there are extended family ties that make settling abroad an attractive option. I’ve met people 
who left in search of better support for managing a disability, and others who fled because they could not 
shake the fear of being raped or hijacked. But there are also very powerful ties that bind South Africans to 
their motherland – family and community ties, patriotism, the extraordinary natural beauty of the landscape, 
and a sense of belonging. 

On Return
What of those South Africans who return to their motherland from years of globe-trotting or exile? Will 

they be welcomed home by those communities for which they longed whilst abroad? Will they slot back into 
the puzzle of South African life like a missing puzzle-piece? The longer people stay away, the weaker their 
social networks become. The odd phone call or email to a friend does not make the exile someone to whom 
a rooted South African would turn for help. South Africans living abroad frequently complain that no one 
calls them from home and they must always be the ones initiating contact. This suggests that relationships 
of reciprocity have broken down. Without a popular culture of remitting earnings, the ties between ex-pats 
and home often become backward-looking, nostalgic, and weak. During their years abroad it is likely that a 
large proportion of their social networks in South Africa would have moved away in search of work, to travel 
abroad, fleeing the crime etc, or may remain but under very different circumstances (married, divorced, hav-
ing children, changed careers, retired, or even dead). This means that any South African ex-pat considering 
return must take off the retro rose-tinted glasses and be prepared to be disillusioned. Their return is not to 
razed villages and a war-torn country needing them to rebuild from the ruins, but rather to a country that has 
developed unevenly and imperfectly, and needs systematic redistribution of wealth more than anything.

Every winter in London it is summer in Cape Town. This results in a tendency to spend the months sur-
rounding Christmas utterly homesick if the ex-pat is unable to return, like a captured swallow unable to fly to 
warmer climes. Many ex-pats in London maintain links strong enough to constitute trans-nationalism: apart 
from flying home to South Africa frequently, they invest in property there, might have children in boarding 
school there, have strong ties with their countrymen in London, watch South African news, etc. The same is 
less true of South Africans who settle in Australia or New Zealand, who are largely written off by folks back 
home as if they fell off the edge of the world. The distance between South Africa and Australia (measured in 
flying hours or time zones) is vast, and inhibits trans-nationalism. We should be sceptical of those South Af-
rican ex-pats who broadcast refugee narratives, and continue to frame their departure from the motherland 
as fleeing the crime but return for regular holidays in South Africa.

Collateral Damage
B everley  Nai doo

When Abu Ziad,
Baghdad accountant,
saw the ankles
of women and children
scored with blood-bracelets
from climbing 
over red-hot mattress springs
to escape the inferno 
and boiling water 
from the tank 
sliced by the first bomb
that pierced the roof
of Amiryia shelter,
the bottom had already fallen out
of his profit and loss account.

It was the second bomb
that deprived him
of identifying 
Zena (14)
Fuad (12)

Lena (7)
Sadaad (6)

and his wife.
 
With thanks to journalist Maggie O’Kane who reported meeting Abu Ziad, 
an elderly accountant in Baghdad, seven years after his family was killed in 
the first Gulf war. 
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Tiekiedraai
Ma r ion  Ba r a its er

From a novel in progress

My father Wolf doesn’t worship Johannesburg, he worships 
London, England. My mother Binkie says he even thinks he 
looks like the English Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan. She 
could be right – he wears a moustache like Harold’s and he 
drives an old Rover too, with leather seats and a shiny wooden 
dashboard, only he doesn’t have a driver like Harold does, 
though Granny Fanny has a white chauffeur who drives her 
in her white Humber Super Snipe from the block of flats she 
owns, to anywhere she wants to go in the whole of Johannes-
burg.

My father worships Harold, and Binkie worships Wolf. 
Maybe she believes Wolf is the English Prime Minister. She 
would never want him to be the South African Prime Minister 
because he isn’t a Liberal, like Wolf, who believes in being 
kind to blacks, especially servants, though he doesn’t seem to 
know much about them. Wolf, who is a psychologist, says the 
blacks use witchdoctors to cure sick minds and he says that 
there might be something in this.  

Binkie says this is nonsense because Wolf knows all about 
scientific cures. Take being gay, for instance, which, as a psy-
chologist, Wolf thinks is a kind of illness. He calls them ‘these 
people’. He says he tries to cure  ‘these people’ by showing 
them pictures of beautiful boys, then shocking them with elec-
tricity, bit by bit, so they won’t like to look at them any more. It 
sounds like something out of Batman, which, sadly, I don’t get 
to read too often as Binkie thinks comics are bad for me. 

So when I found my brother Benjy and Adrien, his best 
friend from private school, in Binkie’s clothes cupboard, which 
is so big you can stand up in it, trying on Binkie’s dresses and 
her stockings and smearing their lips with her red lipstick and 
swirling themselves around and laughing, I just went to Wolf 
and asked: ‘Why do you think Benjy is in Binkie’s cupboard 
dressing up in her clothes and putting on her lipstick with Adr-
ien?’ And my father turned a strange grey colour and shouted 
‘What? What did you say?’ even though he is usually, as Binkie 
always says, a quiet, calm sort of person. ‘What have you just 
seen Benjy do? Tell me again!’ and so I told him again and he 
threw up his hands in the air, saying ‘Ag!’ and he walked out of 
the room and I saw him walking round and round the garden 
with his head low and his hands behind his back, with our dog 
Pooch, who is so fat he can hardly breathe anymore, following 
him, thinking he was going on a walk. I could see that Wolf 
had a real problem, which I didn’t mean to give him. And Benjy 
was having such a good time anyway.

My best picture of Wolf is when he actually asked me to 
dance with him at my cousin’s wedding. I was fifteen, and Wolf 
had never asked me to dance before, and never did again, so 
it stuck in my mind. I was wearing my best dress with the tiny 
flowers all over it and tiny covered buttons all the way up the 
back. I thought for the first time in my life I felt … well… pretty, 
and grown-up and I felt so light like I could just… take off with 
happiness. Except I had on my brown flat shoes, because I 
didn’t have another pair except for my school shoes.

Wolf said: ‘Now put this arm up around my neck and this 
other one on my arm’ 

Then he said, when the band started playing, ’That’s my 
girl. Up two three, turn two three. See, this is called waltzing. 
No tiekiedraai here. Tiekiedraai is for Boers.’ 

And he sort of guided me with his leg between mine, and 
his arm round my waist all warm and pleasant and I tried to 
concentrate where to put my feet so that we moved together 
and suddenly it felt that I was walking on air and I could sense 

that Wolf thought that too and was even a little proud of me, 
which was a strange and new feeling, and I began to enjoy 
myself. As we waltzed to the live band, I began to realise that 
my mother Binkie was standing at the side, watching us as we 
moved together, our shoes making lovely patterns in the pow-
der scattered on the floor so no one would slip. And I saw her 
looking at my feet in the flat brown ‘practical’ shoes Binkie had 
insisted we buy earlier. Suddenly, as I danced, I remembered 
the clumsiness of those shoes and I began to falter and the joy 
went out of me like air out of a balloon and I stopped dancing 
and Wolf lost interest and went off to speak to our cousins at 
the bar. I somehow knew this would happen because of the 
incident with Binkie and those brown shoes.

Binkie said I needed new shoes for the school term. I really, 
really wanted to buy the shoes I saw in the shop window in 
the arcade. They were shiny white patent leather with a tiny 
heel and sling-backs, and they were oh so delicate. But Binkie 
decided the pair of flat brown shoes on the other side of the 
window were the right ones to buy.

‘But what about the wedding?’ I pleaded.
‘Do you think we’re made of money?  One pair of shoes is 
quite enough.’
‘But you’ve just bought Benjy two pairs of shoes because 
he’s going on the  world tour with his school.’
‘What’s that got to do with the price of eggs?’
She wrote out a cheque, signalled to the assistant who put 
the brown shoes in their box and passed it to me. Without 
another word, we left the shop.

When we got home, I remembered that Binkie had always 
bought herself shoes for every occasion. She loved them al-
most as much as she did the matching handbags she bought 
to go with them in every shape, colour and size. She went to 
endless trouble to track down English shoes for herself, which 
she loved for their cut and finish, even though they cost a for-
tune.  I decided that when I got home, I would simply go up to 
her bedroom and count the number of pairs of shoes she had 
bought for herself, and come down and tell her, as a fact. Now 
Binkie respects facts. Everything that was not a fact was an ex-
aggeration or a lie or a fantasy or a fairy tale. And that, she 
always said was what I dealt in.  She and Wolf agreed on this, 
because, Binkie told me, scientists depend on facts, and Wolf 
was a scientist.  Mostly I wasn’t very good at giving only facts. 
My mind seemed to take over and give facts colour and life, 
and Binkie would point out to me how untrustworthy I was, or 
how I lived in a twisty world of my own fantasy that made me 
unreliable to talk to, and worse, often even downright dishon-
est. This time, I thought, I would prove to Binkie the facts about 
her shoes, so she would see that I wasn’t asking for that much 
in comparison. She might even buy me the party shoes.

I snuck up to her bedroom (taking the stairs two at a time 
because of the ghost under the stairs who tried to get me) as 
soon as we got home, still clutching my brown shoes in their 
box, and I opened her cupboard door. There, neatly hanging 
in shoe bags all down the inside of the door, were pair after 
pair of shoes. I counted them. There were exactly 30. That 
was a fact. Feeling excited and pleased with myself I rushed 
downstairs again and found Binkie being served a cup of 
tea by the maid Christine on the veranda next to the tennis 
court. I couldn’t look at those courts without Binkie telling me 
how she played tennis from morning to night when she was 
pregnant with my brother Benjy, day after day and didn’t feel 
a thing, she was so strong. Sometimes I think she must be an 
animal, like a dog or a horse, and not a human being, as I’d al-
ways been led to believe. I don’t know why, but my right wrist 
is so weak I can hardly hold up a tennis racket and when I do 
return a ball, it tingles and my grip slips and I either miss, or 
the ball goes all over the court.

‘Binkie,’ I said. ‘I have just found out a fact you will be very 
interested to hear,’ I said.
‘Oh? And what’s that, may I ask?’
‘I counted the number of shoes in your cupboard, and the 
fact is, you have thirty.’
Binkie slowly replaced her cup in its saucer.

Images: Francis Akpata
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‘What was that you said?’
‘Well… I just thought, that if you… if I could tell you that… the fact is you 
have 30 pairs of shoes so I thought I could…’
‘Are you telling me you went into my cupboard and – .’

She turned to my brother Benjy who was making up tunes on the piano, 
because, though he couldn’t sight read like Binkie, and though he didn’t 
have perfect pitch like she had, he was natural with music. Usually Binkie and 
Benjy are sitting on the swing in the garden together, talking and gigling, 
with Binkie’s arm right around him so they are pretty close together.

‘Did you hear that?’
‘Ye-es,’ he said but his mind was still on fiddling with the notes. 

Then Binkie got up and came towards me. There was something in her 
face that made me scared. I realised that Christine had come to clear the 
cups and was listening, though she kept her head down.

‘How dare you!’ said Binkie in a low voice that came from between her 
teeth.
She came nearer. Then she started to push me ahead of her, up the 
stairs.

‘Who do you think you are?’ she said, digging her red nails into my ribs as 
she pushed me ever upwards. I fell backwards but she just grabbed me by 
my blouse and heaved me up again.

‘I run this house and -.’
She pushed me towards her bedroom cupboard.
‘—I have the right to as many pairs of shoes as I like.’  

Binkie took me by my shoulder and shoved me in front of her right the 
way up the stairs. When we got to the bedroom, she was breathing hard and 
red in the face, even though I didn’t struggle because she was that much 
stronger than me, and I had never disobeyed her, ever, because she always 
won anyway. She marched me to the cupboard, pulled open the door and 
pushed me in. I heard the doors pulled together, shut and locked, then her 
footsteps muffled by the thick white bedroom carpet.  Then there was si-
lence. 

I could not draw breath in that dreadful dark space that pressed in on 
me I tried to scream, but I only made a rasping sound. The bodiless weight 
of my mother’s clothes in the dark was suffocating me and I was drawing 
in great gulps of the smell of her sweat mixed with her perfume and the 
strong smell of leather. My stomach churned and I went dizzy.  I retched, 
pale grainy vomit shooting through my fingers. I tried to hold myself up 
leaning my clenched fists against the rows of her knobbly shoes.  Then I 
sank down amid her piles of hard handbags and tears coursed down my 
cheeks. A terrible weight of hopelessness and wretchedness weighed me 
down.  I lay there like a dog, smelling my own vomit.

Hours seemed to pass and no one came and I fell into a strange place. 
It was neither dark nor light, just empty and there was no sound except for 
a high howling from a distance. Perhaps it was coming from me. Pictures 
floated through my mind: Benjy’s face shrunken like an old insect shell with 
wicked slits of light for his eyes and lips wide with red; Wolf moving round 
and round him on his knees like a witchdoctor saying ‘Tiekiedraai, tiekie-
draai, tiekiedraai’; the beggar’s face like an old brown shoe, begging for his 
life under the policeman’s hand in the supermarket.

Suddenly I heard the cupboard key being unlocked. Light burst in and I 
saw Christine’s brown bending over me.

‘Come out of there. Quick, before she is coming back.’
And she reached in and lifted me out and up so I could once more, draw 

breath. 
‘Gawd! What a stink! What you done? Your mother will kill you!’

I curled up on the floor while she went to the bathroom and came back 
with a wet towel started to roughly clean up the streaks of dried vomit on 
my face and clothing.

‘Why can’t you learn to hold your tongue, like me. That way you stay 
out of trouble. Now look at this mess you are making here for me. It’s too 
much!’

She flung open the cupboard and wiped down my mothers’ shoes one 
by one, returning to the bathroom again and again to wash out the towel. 
Finally she took the bathroom spray and sprayed short bursts into the cup-
board so it wouldn’t smell of my vomit.

Then she took my hands and pulled me to my feet.

‘Come,’ she said. ‘You want tea, milk and two sugars?’

I nodded weakly and she led me roughly downstairs to the kitchen.

In Our Time
 

For All Our Children

Beverley  Naidoo 

Assault assail annihilate assassinate
Destroy despoil devastate desecrate

Deface defile decimate detonate
Explode execute eliminate eradicate
Murder massacre maim mutilate 
Wound waste vandalise violate
Ravage wreck ransack raid

Pillage plunder rout raze

Syllables spurt, bright with rage;
The charge of hate ignites the page.

Revive refresh restore repair
Nurse nurture cherish care 

Our words are few and too genteel, 
Unequal match for striking steel.

Sing a song of innocence
Three babes lie open-eyed;
Thirty thousand men with knives
Shall soon come marching by.

When the babes are hungry
And they begin to sing,
Who will stay the butchering hands,
Restrain the hatchets’ ring?

Is it very different
When death screams from the sky?
When those in suits press buttons, 
Plot charts as victims die?

Sing a song of innocence lost
Of hate unleashing lust;
What kind of species pulps its own
Grinds life and love to dust? 

In 2003, the Barbican in London held an exhibition of pho-
tographs by the great Sebastião Salgado. Called Exodus, it 
took place during the invasion of Iraq by the US army, backed 
by British troops. The Barbican’s education department asked 
writers to respond to any of the photographs that ‘spoke to 
them’. Many of Salgado’s images are of children caught up 
in wars and histories that they did not make… like the three 
Rwandan baby orphans at Kibumba Number One Camp, 
Zaire 1994. I couldn’t get that picture out of my head. It 
made me think about the savagery of all our wars and what 
they do to our children. Do all children not have the right to 
life, to live in freedom and safety?    
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Looking for Lucas
P hil ip p a  R ees

he problem of South Africa has always been black and white. I’m not 
talking about skin colour here. I’m talking about reputation. When it 
was governed by Whites it was labelled as black as sin; after Mandela, 
when the Blacks got to punch air it was pure as the driven... Nobody 
realises that it wasn’t ever all black and it sure as hell isn’t all white 
now.

I should know because I am a Black living in a White skin, an albino with a 
dusky complexion and krilletjie hair dusted with ash. So I fit nowhere which gives 
me a unique view on the matter. There was once hope, and in the darkening days 
hope was oil that lit fires, and kept laughter and penny-whistles alive. That was 
before I could write, or I couldn’t be telling you this.

Writing was the problem and I should have kept my ambitions under wraps, 
because ambition got me hooked. That day I swung out, that careless Sunday, 
Special Branch was there when I came through the gate. It wasn’t until I was walk-
ing in full light that I realized a car was cruising...by then it was too late.

‘Hey Kaapse, Kom hierdie. Waar gaan jy?’
No point running. The ‘Kaapse’ tells you why they noticed me. Wrong colour, 

wrong hair, wrong place. Not that I’m a coloured, but I was neither decently black, 
nor white enough for that sleeping white suburb. The driver was an ugly brute; 
the other a jackal grinning like he’d spotted the day’s sport. 

‘Waar werk jy?’
‘Ah...ah...ah....’
‘Spitut out. Waar gaan jy?’
‘Mm...mm..mm...’ The driver raised his fist, but the other said  ‘Hy’se stammer-

er. Hy kannie spraak’ and then he said ‘Can you write?’ and I stupidly nodded, so 
he gave me his note book and said ‘OK write the answers’

‘Where are you going?’ So I wrote ‘To see mother. Day off’
‘Day off where?’ So I pointed down the road, and jabbed a left turn; lucky they 

didn’t make me go and show them. I haven’t got a mother.
‘So where do you sleep?’
‘Sss...sss.....Sophiatown’ I couldn’t write Sophiatown.
 ‘Where’s your pass?’ I patted my shirt to show I did not have a pass. The big 

nearly got out but the other one asked ‘How old are you?’ So I wrote a ‘14’ like I 
was really seven. That time they let me go. If I was fourteen I did not need a pass. 
They drove off, slowly. I was really seventeen but small and stick thin.T

Image: Zita Holbourne
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In fact the writing was why I was coming out of that gate. I was 
there for lessons. If you can’t speak then writing is another country. 
The people who lived there let me sleep in the back room and just 
being around them taught me other things, like chess and food I 
never knew existed, olives and those salty fish in a tin, anchovies. 
They were supposed to be a luxury, but salt you can get anytime.

I’ll tell you about that odd collection because they were  like a 
tuning fork before any music. They showed what life might have 
been under improvisation; not black, not white, maybe not even 
special. Just everybody different. Max was just back from USA, an 
architect. With shaven black hair, his face carved in soap, straight 
nose, short lip, eyes like raisins, always moving; restless as a consti-
pated cat.  Something about him made me suppose he was clever, 
and boy, he certainly agreed with that. Minette, the only girl in the 
house used to tease him by beating him at chess. Another thing, he 
always wore white socks; I’d never seen American socks before.

Minette didn’t always sleep there because she was a student 
and not supposed to ‘fraternise’ with the lecturers. I never said. 
They were all from the University. She was nearer my age, maybe 
eighteen; best of all she liked to kwela on the grass after supper. 
Somebody once said ‘Honey. What’s in your blood? You dance like 
you got six toes!’ She laughed, and took my hand to dance again. 
But I was shy, so she dropped it. Her boyfriend Petrus taught Psy-
chology and I couldn’t take to him. I don’t know why. I remember 
how he sat, one foot on top of the other, in case it got an idea to 
walk. 

The one who had taken me there and who taught me was Oscar. 
Now Oscar was the really clever one, with a nose like a bird’s beak, 
whip thin and fast as a lizard. I had noticed him walking with Lucas 
down Market Street, the two of them talking in Zulu, and laughing; 
man I mean really laughing. In those days you never saw a black 
and a white sharing a joke till laughing smacked a leg. Lucas was 
as black as a hole in the sky, and he and Oscar were real friends. 
They opened new doors for each another. Oscar would take Lucas 
into white clubs and parties dressed as a waiter, or standing in the 
theatre lobby as his chauffeur in uniform and cap. Lucas had to put 
on fancy dress; Oscar had to take his trendy clothes off.

In return Lucas took Oscar to Alexandra or ‘Back of the Moon’ the 
shebeen where  Masakela played trumpet. Lucas was doring sharp; 
he worked as a reporter on Drum Magazine with ears sharper than 
a nagapie. Overhearing conversations gave him leads on what Chi-
naman shipped money, where were the latest safe-houses, and 
who was next. Drum was everyman’s latrine bible, always raided, 
always moving on, bio-degradable in every lean-to out-house.

I never knew what Oscar was after. He fooled around, making 
things. His Zulu was home-farm Zulu, not learnt out of books. Put 
him behind a wall and you couldn’t tell he was white. Often he pre-
tended deafness so as to catch black insults and black jokes like 
spiny cat-fish. Oscar and Lucas were one handy duo in those times, 
when whites and blacks were camped on opposite koppies waiting 
for a signal to start Blood River again. Chances to meet were street 
chances. That’s when I made my best move, and stopped those 
friends and asked if they could teach me to write. 

‘Better come with us now’ they said. So I did. Me in the back, 
they drove to this house in Parktown, about as swank an area as 
Jo’burg sported. Only their house was an old tin-roofed box behind 
a high hedge. Probably built by a mining speculator who kept his 
half-cast kids out of sight; but now squashed  between mansions 
with lawn sprinklers. It was my first home; maybe why those days 
still seem mostly sunshine. There were other reasons for sunshine, 
though.

Until I was forced to spoil it.
We knew the house was bugged, because Max had come from 

MIT which made him suspect. It wasn’t because of Lucas. Nobody 
knew about him. He crawled through the hedge over the neigh-
bour’s compost-heap, a deaf-mute in the house, speaking only in 
the garden. I ran errands, even going to the swank Zoo Restaurant 
for wine when they ran out. They gave me money; the cook pocket-
ed it, and wine was dumped in paper bags behind the rubbish bins. 
I can remember the cries of the monkeys and the hyenas trotting 
behind the wire while I waited for the lights to go out, so I could 
make it through the trees back onto the road. In its way that laugh-
ing house was an oasis in the desert of waiting. For what?

Oscar gave me lessons, and Lucas made me copy his reports, 

in case he was nabbed. Speed writing helped. After he reached 
the Editor’s office he would pay-phone three rings and then hang 
up. If he didn’t ring I was to take the copy myself. I only had to do 
it once, when he was held in Marshall Street for three days. Then 
he published photographs of his bunged up eyes which just made 
Special Branch more determined to put him away. A Pass infringe-
ment wasn’t enough. So they gave him enough rope and waited. 
For that reason Lucas never stayed over-night, just came for a bath, 
friendship and food.

Then I was caught again by the same two heavies. 
‘Ok Kleurling. Game’s up. You still writing?’ They had me forced 

against the car,  one with his knee in my balls. ‘Here’s the deal. If 
we let you stay, you write the names of everybody you see coming 
and going; times, dates...you put it everyday, under this stone. You 
leave any name off, and yours is the first for a big-time charge. No 
trial, no Judge, yus forever in Chook, OK?’. He pushed a notebook 
down my shirt front.

‘No excuses now. Who’s in the servant’s rooms?
‘Nn...nn...nobody’
‘Yus, these whites do their own cleaning? In Parktown?’ I nod-

ded.
As I left one kicked the back of my knee. ‘Jus our signature’ he 

said.
So I looked on books for new names. Mr Corbusier, Mr S. Freud, 

Frank Lloyd Wright, even Charles Darwin honoured us with visits 
and disappeared back into a library where they’d never be found. 
Instead they were now transferred to a priority list in Special Branch 
waiting to charge them. I knew it couldn’t last.

In the end the rope that nearly hanged Lucas was a US Scholar-
ship, and some boaster published the news. Then he was really on 
the run. Special Branch raided Drum, and every reporter on it. Lucas 
tried to get to Durban to jump ship but every road was ringed, so 
he came back. We had to hide him until friends in Botswana could 
figure a way out. Oscar spoke only in Zulu on the telephone and 
trusted any interpreter to scramble the message. Zulu was a forked 
tongue, the snake would bite. 

They came during supper. We saw the torches coming through 
the gate. Oscar grabbed my hand and dragged me out the back, 
after saying to Minette ‘Delay as long as possible’ We ran across 
the dark yard to the servant rooms where Lucas was asleep. Oscar 
slapped him awake. ‘Get up, put on this apron’ He had unhooked a 
white apron from the kitchen door. ‘Get under that blanket and be 
unconscious’ he said to me, ‘lock behind us.’

So I wasn’t there to see the finale. I was under a sweaty blanket, 
shivering, until Special Branch splintered the door, and dragged 
me out.

‘Fock you Kleurling. You supposed to be on duty’
They slammed me back against the wall and left swearing.
When I returned to the kitchen Lucas was quietly washing up in 

the apron that  covered his wide-boy cleverness and floured him to 
stupid servant. They never even noticed him. That night the sum-
mons from Botswana came.

Before going Lucas woke Minette before the sun.
‘Come for a walk’ he said. ‘Let’s celebrate’
They were crawling through the hedge when he saw me watch-

ing.
‘You’d better come too, you neither fish nor fowl.’
So the three of us walked through the sleeping streets; even 

dogs stayed quiet. We walked round Zoo Lake and sat on the 
‘Whites Only’ bench. I remember Lucas writing with a stick in the 
water, a farewell to the fish. Just before we returned to the house 
he says to Minette

‘Do me a favour? Just sit with me on the pavement awhile...’
It seemed mad; a white with that very black in full view; and me, 

a useless lookout.
‘What for?’ asks Minette.
‘Because if I ever come back I won’t be able to do this. Never. 

When you are living under sacking in Sophiatown you’ll do this eve-
ryday. I will have to have pressed trousers, a clean handkerchief, a 
prisoner of a grand house...So, Madame, I grant you the freedom 
of the gutter, share with me my last chance to enjoy it.’

He’s not returned yet, even though he could now. Somehow 
I can’t see it. The country of compromise is now like every other, 
only shades of grey.
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Voices of Exile
Ten d a i  R .  Mwa n a ka

From the loneliness of this time
From yesterday, today, tomorrow
From this hour, this minute, this second
From what might have been
From gazing at dreams rotting in the sun
From the need of closure from our illegal ourselves
From time served being refugees but still unwanted
From an echo of ourselves that no longer exist.

This poem is the soft call of one lonely raven
That has lost her loved birth-ones
It is the voice of reason in times of pestilence
It is the voice of the spirit that left luggage
And bundles of bones in Limpopo River
It is the voice of flesh and blood that sustains
Fish and crocodiles in Limpopo
Year in, year out
It is the voice of the badger swallowing in grief
It is the voice of the raccoon chocking in blame.

It maybe is too late for us
To start our own definition
This is not the life we dreamt of
But it is the life we have
For life at this place is called
Everyone’s life is a burden
And the raven has left us to our disastrous methods

No one ever listens to us
So give me all your fears
Let me hold all your sorrows in my heart
This poem is yours
To harvest that which has been lost
To smell the heat still rising in our birth place
We are the way to the way it used to be
Foreigners in a new place, still waiting
Waiting for light, space and time

I know you are a whisper, a word, a song
Thrumming in the heartbeat of your own heart
Laughter shouting red blossoms into the wind
Greeting the sun, the moon, the stars
Resounding like ram’s horns in the synagogues of our souls
Melodies bridging over the abyss of this suffering
Let’s dream together like two wings of the same bird
Being carried away on the shoulder of these notes
Here is my voice that cannot sing to you.

On the Writing of Happy Valley
S helley  Wei ner

‘It was strange,’ a cousin remarked. ‘We all thought so.’

‘Strange?’ I repeated, gripped by trepidation. 

We were talking about my parents, both Nazi concentration camp 
survivors who had died without telling me their story. I was travelling 
the world trying to piece it together.

‘They didn’t speak about their experiences, did they?’ the cousin 
went on. ‘No one heard them speak. Of course, they must have spo-
ken to one another … but from the outside they seemed completely 
untouched – unscarred. They didn’t even have a number on their 
arm. People wondered …’

‘What?’ I said sharply. Trepidation was turning to dread. ‘Not all 
camp inmates were branded with numbers. In fact …’

‘An uncle of ours,’ she continued, without seeming to listen, bent 
on revelation, ‘was with your dad in the camp and he died and, you 
know, the family sort of felt your father could have done more to 
save him … there was a lot of talk. A lot of bad feeling. It’s better that 
you should know.’

So. Now I knew. For better or worse (better, she insisted, definite-
ly better), I’d been given an explanation for a childhood memory 
of a blast of sudden icy chill. One day, it seemed, my parents and I 
were in the sunny haven of Port Elizabeth, in the warm embrace of 
extended family, and the next they had turned their back on us and 
we were alone. 

And now, hearing this, I felt doubly, triply, immeasurably alone. 
Based on rumour, ‘a lot of talk, a lot of bad feeling’, it seemed my 
father and mother had been ostracised. In Europe they had been 
dispossessed and deported and finally, in South Africa, the country 
that had offered them another chance and a new family, they were 
banished into exile once again. 

What was I to do with this information? The protagonists were 
dead and the few remaining relatives I approached were in tight-
mouthed denial. Three choices were available: to ignore the malign 
gossip, to investigate it with little chance of finding its source, or to 
use my imagination and the tools of fiction to invent my own truth. I 
chose the third way: HAPPY VALLEY.

Happy Valley, a seaside pleasure park, exists – with a menacing 
underbelly that probably endures, even in post-apartheid South Af-
rica. And Summerstrand was – is – a genuine middle-class suburb. 
Perhaps, today, its all-white affluence has been tempered by other 
races, other socio-economic groups. Perhaps. The truth is, I didn’t 
notice – even when I was growing up and feeling ‘different’, with 
my foreign-sounding parents in our modest rented apartment – that 
there were others who were in our position, or worse. Certainly, we 
seemed to lack the brash sun-kissed confidence of my school friends 
and their families in their mansions with gardens and gardeners. 
The gardeners themselves, and the nannies and cooks in aprons 
and uniforms – well, they didn’t count. Even I, child of holocaust sur-
vivors, accepted them as necessary props in the stage-set that was 
middle-class white suburban life. 

As for the ‘difference’ – the story, my parents’ history: while I can-
not remember ever being told what happened, I was always con-
scious of the tales (myths? confabulations?) that seemed to hang 
in the air. Tales of Lithuania, of my mother’s home town, Jonava, 
renowned for its verdant forests and gorgeous girls; of Kurshan, 
where my father’s clan was said to be cultured, wealthy, widely trav-
elled. And of Kovno (Kaunas) – the final destination for many of my 
relatives, who were either shot or burnt to death. 

Not my parents though. In the spring of 1943, they defied mass 
slaughter by marrying in the ghetto – an expression of hope and 
audacity in the face of overwhelmingterror. Theirs was a love story 
with a positive ending, for they both went on to survive separation 
and incarceration in Dachau and Stutthof (respectively) and, helped 
by rich relatives, came to South Africa where they lived happily ever 
afterward. Or so I wanted to believe.
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And all the evidence pointed to the veracity of this epic story. 
Wasn’t my father renowned for his happy smile and my mother for 
her beauty and grace? Wasn’t it noble that, despite his education 
and intellect, my father was prepared to drive a lorry in order to 
support his family? I was lucky. They were lucky. Surely that was 
clear for all to see?

I don’t think I ever quite believed in this romantic, redemptive 
tale. From very early on I sensed the aching sadness behind my 
father’s smile and that, despite my mother’s proud bearing, she 
was afraid and insecure. There was also that unsettling memory 
of once having been surrounded by fond relatives – and then they 
were gone. But I chose to ignore the story behind my parents’ 
story; after what they’d been through, I owed them that. I even 
ignored as much as I could the irony that these victims of racism 
were now part of a white master race. It wasn’t their fault. They 
hadn’t asked for this and neither had I.

The novels I wrote touched on aspects of their history. Again 
and again, obsessively, I explored the implications of a tragic past 
that is not properly or honestly faced. Using the sanitised snippets 
that escaped from my parents’ silence, I mixed imagination and 
observation to create narratives that acquired authenticity by their 
telling.

And then my parents died. My father first and then my mother, 
and with them the possibility of ever hearing their version of 
what happened to them. Now, suddenly, when it was too late, I 
desperately wanted to hear it. Fiction seemed a poor substitute 
for the complexity of real life. Driven by a need to know, I set out 
on a quest to find traces of their life in Lithuania, to find stories 
about them from those who had survived by their side. 

In Lithuania I found nothing. Not a single relative, not even 
a grave. In Florida I spent five days talking to Esther, who had 
been in Stutthof with my mother. In Israel I found Grunia, an-
other Stutthof survivor who had been married to a relative of 
my father’s.  I also found the cousin who told me, ever so casu-
ally, that there was ‘a lot of bad feeling … a lot of talk’. A whisper-
ing campaign that I never knew existed. 

What was I to do now? How could I capture the essence of what 
my parents had endured?  Was it possible to illuminate how it 
might have been for them to have arrived in South Africa, into 
the arms of their wealthy relatives, and then cast out? To under-
stand how it might have felt to be a holocaust survivor in a soci-
ety that, in 1948, was legalising apartheid? 

It was with a sense of coming home after a long uncertain jour-
ney that I embarked on the writing of HAPPY VALLEY. 

Interview with Daniel Kunene: South African poet
Fathi eh S audi

Daniel Kunene is professor emeritus in the Department of African Languages and Literature at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He 
received his BA from the University of South Africa and his PhD from the University of Cape Town. He has taught at University of Cape 
Town, University of London, U.C.L.A., University of Wisconsin-Madison, and the Johannes Gutenberg University in Mainz, Germany. 
Daniel is a foremost international phonologist.

I met Daniel in Nicaragua during the Granada International Poetry Festival. He is an impressive poet, with a lot to tell and full of good 
will to continue his struggle and hope for his country.

Do you remember when you first felt you were living under an apartheid regime; was it during your childhood or adolescence?
Apartheid is not recent. Already in 1806 Cape Town was British, but the apartheid instituted by the Boer government in 1948 was differ-

ent in style. We were living under total segregation.  The country was officially divided into three classes: white, coloured and black, 
with specific rights and restrictions for each. Everything I went to was segregated. I was living in a segregated zone. Our facilities were very 
inferior to those of the white though we were only two miles away. 

Is it possible to reverse all the damage done over many years? 
To completely reverse what was done is almost impossible. Each group was living in a special 

area where they constructed homes and services. The blacks as well were living in special areas 
designed by the government. But now it’s different. Mandela changed this. For the past 16 years 
apartheid has been officially abolished. We can’t now say we are all mingled, let us break these areas 
and make them one... so that the separation is maintained and not completely abolished. 

During the fifties I used to live in an area for blacks. Then it was declared a coloured area, so I got 
letters that informed me that I was disqualified from living there. I couldn’t live any more in my own 
house I built. I didn’t respond to these notes as I didn’t want to disqualify myself. They even set the 
price at which I had to sell my house. I decided to stay and told myself ‘Let them come and carry me 
away.’ In the early 60s I got a sabbatical year from Cape Town University and went to the USA. After 
one year there I decided not to go back.

Why did you leave?
I left because of the totality of the apartheid system not only because of my personal suffering. It 

became impossible to be there. Police would come to your house at any time, stop you, intimidate 
you and demand your pass. It was like living in a prison. The police visited my home while I was 
out, to frighten my family psychologically as I didn’t respond to their letters and refused to leave 
my home. The situation got even worse after my departure. I knew then if I went back, I would go 
straight to prison. I only went back after 30 years, in1993. Mandela was released from prison in Febru-
ary 1990. This historic moment lead to a period of negotiations and the first universal non-racial elec-
tions for a democratic South Africa. The white right-wing groups strenuously opposed this change 
and were engaged in acts of intimidation and violence.  

How did you feel to be in exile for 30 years and be unable to visit your home?
It was difficult and painful. When my father died I couldn’t go to his funeral. I feel maybe my 

children gained something as they didn’t go to the apartheid schools but to normal schools. They 
didn’t need to go regularly to help the whites in their fields or to wash clothes. In my time we were 
labouring all the time for the whites. So maybe I saved my children from that destiny. But they miss 
their country, they don’t know their mother tongue, they feel deprived, but freedom and a good 
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education is a better choice.

Has there been a growing interest in SA literature over the last few 
years?

Yes, for a long time. For example in America, many universities have Afri-
can studies programmes. During the cold war the USA focused on our coun-
try – it was a political choice – and on our languages. In South Africa we have 
eleven official languages, including  Afrikaans which is related to Dutch, and 
also our local languages, Bantu languages of which nine have official status. 
The interest in pure literature came later. However the literature written in 
local languages does not interest many people and there are few transla-
tions. If we want to communicate we do need to do it through English, oth-
erwise we are isolated.

Who is your public for poetry, as you live in the USA?
I kept close to my country, often I think in my mother tongue. I write in 

Sotho and I translate some Sotho poetry. If I write in Sotho I write a different 
poem, basically it’s a language of vowels, it’s very musical and poetic. I now 
want to write more poetry in my mother tongue.

What are you working on now?
I am working on many projects. I have just finished the translation of a 

Sotho novel, and a Zulu novel which was published in 1935. I am writing a 
novel in English as well. It’s located in SA during apartheid. It is about  two 
young men going to school then, who want to know the history as related 
by their grandparents. Not only the white version, where the whites are rep-
resented as the saviour of the country. 

After 30 years are you still inspired by your country?
I try to be inspired by my environment. It feels rather artificial to use my 

American environment. It’s difficult and seems unnatural.

Is there any danger of South Africa going backwards?
The leaders of the country are committed to make it a success. The prob-

lem I think is absence of enough experience, both at the level of the lead-
ers and the people who run the country. We need to train people in order 
to continue stability. We are depending still on a majority of whites in the 
government. We now have a good electoral system and the blacks have the 
right to vote but physically there is still a lot to do; we need to avoid violence. 
Mandela was successful in achieving a peaceful process in South Africa.

What about the reconciliation initiative?
Mandela established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. It prom-

ised those who perpetrated atrocities during apartheid that if they come to 
the commission and confessed, and provided the Commission accepted 
their confession and apology, they would be forgiven and not charged as 
criminals. They had to convince the commission that what they did was be-
cause of their belief as based on their political choices. Many confessed but 
others refused including those who tortured the innocents.

Embrace Me 
Dani el  Kunene

Embrace me
Kiss me
Whisper nourishing words in my ear
Harsh words are not for love
They are toxic
They are what remains
when all the goodness of language
has been sucked into the soul
Breathe them out
Into the trash cans
And carry them to the sidewalk
Let them wait and wither in the cold
And soon enough
That trash chariot
Drawn by six huge black stallions
The reins held loosely in the gnarled fingers
Of a crooked-nosed black-top-hatted charioteer
will come
And you know it’s Wednesday
Cleansing day
And the words that poison the soul
Will be hauled into the stomach
of the monstrous trashing trucks
And trashed forever
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Women of Iran 31 years on
R ouhi  Sha fi i

From now on
I shall never die
As I have sowed the seed of words.
Ferdowsi, 10th century Iranian poet

It was 8 March 1979. A month after the Iranian revolution had overthrown a 2,500 years’ monarchy.  A date was about 
to be set for a referendum to establish a Republic. Iranians had just woken up to startling changes in every aspect 
of their lives that were to be imposed through various decrees.  Ayatollah Khomeini would announce these in his 

sermons on a daily basis. Women were preparing to celebrate their newly acquired freedom, unaware that freedom 
was a far cry from reality. The first decree addressed women and ‘advised’ them to wear moderate clothes because Iran 
was to become an Islamic state. It alarmed women. Thousands of Iranian women were out on the streets of Tehran to 
show their objection to this decree and the rumoured implementation of Sharia Law. These were the very women, who, 
a few weeks before, were on the same streets to welcome the same leader, the Messiah. Women, who’d participated 
in the closure of workplaces. Who’d encouraged their menfolk to raise their voices against the Shah - who they saw as a 
Western puppet-  and his regime which, in their view was corrupt. These were the first targets of the new Order.    

March 1979 put an end to the high expectations of the secu-
lar womens’ movement. For the next 30 years, Iran witnessed, 
especially in relation to women, a complex and diverse transfor-
mation in its society ranging from ... intimidation, discrimination 
from specific forms of employment, compulsory wearing of the 
veil. To suffer their husband to marry and remarry without their 
knowledge. And losing the custody of their children.  Women 
who had campaigned against the Shah came from diverse back-
grounds... Secular working women. Women who had joined the 
underground guerrilla movements and had fought the Shah in 
the 1960-70s.  Many of whom had been captured and served long 
prison sentences.  They’d witnessed their comrades being exe-
cuted by the secret service. Women of different faiths.  Tradition-
al religious women who, until then, had not attended a public 
gathering nor raised their voices in objection to any injustice. But 
who now were encouraged by the Leader to go on the streets 
and put an end to the monarchy.  As the world saw on their TV 
screen, all these women joined for one goal. To  overthrow the 
monarchy. Following the first decree, slowly and meticulously 
women became the centre - the banner and the emblem of a 
theocratic regime which, in the coming years, was confronted 
and challenged, not only by secular women but also by Islamic 
women from within its own rank and file. 

The complexity of the Iranian society makes it problematic to 
explain in simple terms what had been the situation of women in 
a theocratic regime. Iran in general was a modern, secular soci-
ety although aspects of the Sharia law were preserved in judici-
ary and the family law. During 50 years of the Pahlavi rule, and as 
Iran entered the world stage, women gained rights which did not 
exist in any other Middle Eastern country, except Turkey.  Initially, 
the new Islamic government abolished all women’s organisa-
tions and suspended the Family Law in which women had rights 
in matters of divorce, the custody of children and so on. A family 
law was drafted in haste and amalgamated the Sharia Law. The 
Islamic Penal Code was even harsher than the Family Law.. The 
age of marriage, which in 1933 was raised to 16, was lowered to 
9 and later to 13 for girls. The penal code recognised 9 year old 
female children as adults.

Secular women objected fiercely to all these changes. Espe-
cially to the enforcement of the veil. But they were sidelined 
and forced to leave their jobs en-masse. Women judges were 
discharged and law students dismissed from universities. Later, 
universities closed down for 4 years to become ‘Islamic’. In the 
early 1980s, the wave of arrests and executions created terror and 
intimidation. Thousands of women, who were sympathisers or 
members of political groups who had fought the Shah, and now 
opposed the Islamic regime, were imprisoned, tortured and ex-

ecuted. The actual accounts were registered in the official docu-
ments as well as memoirs of women who had spent time in pris-
on and had written their accounts of the events.  To this date, 36 
books had been published, 21 of them by women  in which they 
had explained the harrowing years they spent behind bars. The 
torture and execution of their friends, relatives and loved ones. 
The actual number of people who were imprisoned, tortured and 
executed during the first 10 years of the revolution is not known. 
But from all accounts during the few months of August-October 
1988, some 5-8 thousand political prisoners were executed. Many 
of them women as young as 14 years of age.  However, the wave 
of terror in the first 10 years of the Islamic regime forced some 3 
million Iranians, to leave the country. Many were women.  The 
8 years of the Iran-Iraq war consolidated the regime’s power by 
eliminating all resistance. 

A period of 15 years passed before a new generation of wom-
en, mostly from religious backgrounds, found a voice of their 
own and rejected a return to the kitchen. These women formed 
their own contingent of womens’ rights advocates. They were 
present in the most unconventional places.  Women as com-
manders in the Revolutionary Guard.  Women students taking 
part in the siege of the American Embassy.  Women who went 
to the war fronts to help behind the lines. Daughters of these 
women entered universities and gained new insights into their 
situation as women. These women found the family law and 
employment law problematic. They could not get employment 
without permission from their husbands. They could not travel 
without his written consent. If they had an affair outside of mar-
riage,  there was a chance they would be stoned to death. Their 
share of inheritance was half that of men as was their credibility 
as a witness in a court of law.  Two women equalled one man. 
The war widows, who were mostly young women, could not 
have the custody of their children or receive financial benefits as 
these were claimed by their husband’s family. 

During the first 10-15 years, a young generation of women 
forced their way and replaced the vacancies left by the secular 
section. These women were daughters and relatives of the cler-
gy who were, initially, the face of the Islamic revolution but who 
now stood opposed to the very foundations of the regime. Iran 
found a new generation of fighters who could not be silenced on 
grounds of secularism and Westernised  Throughout the 1990s, 
these women formed their own groups -  

published magazines - studied feminism - compared and 
contrasted the situation of women in Iran with other similar 
countries, and began a debate about the rights and wrongs of 
life in Iran. They also made contacts with secular women inside 

Writing Human Rights
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and outside of the country and formed a loose collaboration on 
certain issues. The election of 1995 which brought a more mod-
erate President to office, was the first breakthrough for women. 
Millions went to the polls and thousands took to the streets, cel-
ebrating the emergence of a so-called liberal force which they 
hoped would move Iran away from the theocratic state into de-
mocracy. Women’s high hopes were dashed as their first major 
gathering was crashed by the guards. Tens of thousands were 
detained and intimidated. 

Through experience women understood that they had to fight 
for their rights. A generation of women activists emerged who 
were well aware of women’s position in the society.  They had 
reconciled with secularism and were trying to find a way out of 
the entrapment. During these processes women wrote articles, 
translated books and travelled abroad. They formed the ongo-
ing Womens’ Movement which was, in a way, a continuation of 
previous movements. This new movement went forward to open 
a dialogue and debate with the clergy on womens’ issues and 
the interpretation of Sharia Law.  In the process a number of high 
ranking clergy became advocates of womens’ rights. Feminism 
was even discussed in religious schools. In the course of years, a 
large number of women became lawyers and advocates of wom-
ens’ rights.  In later years they fell victim to the regime and went 
to prison themselves. During the late 1990s and the first decade 
of the 21st century, harassment and detention of women activists 
became a norm within the sphere of Iranian women activists. 

* * *

However, Iranian women had some achievements.  Their pres-
ence at the universities rose to 64% and they were able to engage 
in professions that were previously open only to men.. Shirin Eba-
di won the Nobel Prize. Some others won Human Rights prizes 
- the Olaf Palme Prize - and the latest was the Simone de Beauvoir 
Prize which was given to the ‘One Million Signature Campaign’. 
Thereafter, Iranian women gained almost all international prizes 
for their courage and persistence in defending their rights and 
facing the consequences of their bold actions. The Internet con-
tributed hugely. It became a powerful tool for women to connect, 
exchange ideas and communicate to a wider audience. Women 
opened their own web sites and web logs. They wrote about their 
lives. They published views and news of their situation as well as 
that of other women. In doing so, they attempted to raise aware-
ness and change the society and the law to their advantage. 
Whatever  Iranian women have achieved,  is the fruit of their own 
continuous and tireless struggles. Over the years they had faced 
severe opposition from within the ruling elite and the male estab-
lishment but that has not deterred them from activity. 

After Mahmood Ahmadinejad was elected president in 2005, 
the situation of civil liberties in general and women in particular 
worsened. As a fundamentalist with deeply conservative views, 
Ahmadinejad did not waste a day to suppress every opposition 
to his deeply backwards policies. The list of people who have 
been executed and stoned to death. Who have been flogged, 
detained and imprisoned. The number of institutions which have 
been established to control and crack every voice, especially that 
of women, is a long list. Every gathering, even the gathering on 
“Mothers For Peace” in front of the Palestinian Embassy in Tehran 
in 2008, was attacked by organised thugs. Scores of women were 
taken to detention centres, judged guilty of not wearing proper 
Hijab. In additional to that, a large number of women activists 
were banned from travelling abroad. ‘Zanan’, the only magazine 
which publicised for 10 years the injustices in the society.  That 
opened debates on women’s rights in Islam and conducted a 
dialogue on the interpretation of the archaic texts and modern 
life, was closed down. Women’s equal opportunities in entering 
the universities were limited, websites were filtered regularly and 
women activists were branded agents of the West.       

On the other hand and over the years, womens’ campaigns 
had attracted more women from the rank and file. Women have 
used many initiatives to carry out campaigns for various causes. 
The most active campaign which was taken from the Moroccan 
model: ‘Campaign for One Million Signature’ was a success na-
tionally and internationally. Other campaigns followed:

1 Against gender ratio in universities.
2 Against stoning.
3 Open stadiums to women.
4 Against unlawful pressure on women’s rights activists.
5 No to gender segregation in school books.
6 Mothers for Peace.

After the June 2009 Presidential elections in which women 
actively participated through the Women’s Coalition, they put for-
ward their demands to the candidates and lobbied to have their 
demands incorporated in their manifestoes. Women expected to 
see changes in the law. Unfortunately the election results were 
rigged and Ahmadinejad was declared the winner in a coup.  The 
opportunity for change in the society turned into street demon-
strations which lasted for months. During these demonstrations, 
which also gave birth to the Green Movement in Iran, womens’ 
activities were diverted towards this newly, energetic movement. 
Needless to say, women have led in this movement.  If not in its 
leadership - then on the streets and rooftops. During the crack-
down on the Opposition which started from Election Day, women 
and men were subjected to harassment, beatings, detention, 
torture, rape and imprisonment. The symbol of the Green Move-
ment was a young woman, Neda Agha Soltan, who was killed in 
front of the world media in broad daylight. During the past ten 
months women have raised their voice to the brutalities of the 
regime in various groups.  ‘Mourning Mothers’ are mothers of 
those who were killed during peaceful demonstrations or in pris-
ons under torture. They assemble in a park every Saturday, in si-
lence, to remember their loved ones and to seek justice. Women 
whose loved ones are in prison have created a new genre in lit-
erature by writing them love letters. Families of those who are in 
the notorious Evin prison gather routinely at the gates and stay 
until early morning with candles, posters and songs. Women who 
fled Iran speak of their ordeal in detention, especially those who 
were raped. At the moment the situation in Iran is fluid, volatile 
and uncertain. This will change soon.

I end this article with the notes of one witness to the demon-
strations of 18th June, 2009 and the courage women showed on 
that day: 

Farhad Rajabi racalls:
‘As we were moving away from the elections day we seemed 

more confused. Everything seemed surreal. Demonstrations 
were getting more organised but the security forces were better 
prepared as well. On this day 18 June, from Ferdowsi Square to 
Azadi Square, some 10 mile away, special guards and the security 
forces were forming a chain. Anybody who seemed suspicious 
was taken away. By-passers were forced to walk away in haste. 
Suddenly, the atmosphere changed. In front of Tehran University 
gates, a number of brave women rushed to the centre and invited 
the people to join them. The guards could not believe that these 
women were doing such a suicidal act to shape a centre force. 
What followed was the rush of the crowd who began to form a 
wave. The amazement of the guards who stood witness to the 
scene, rendered them paralysed. The crowd spread throughout 
the nearby streets and beyond. Control of the people was impos-
sible. What ensued was the brutality of ...Beatings. Arrests. And 
detention in large scale.’

Every year for 31 years, on approaching International Women’s 
Day, women’s activities come under special scrutiny.  Their gath-
erings, even in private, are banned and raided. This year they 
celebrated the day in the privacy of their homes although, even 
that wasn’t immune from raids. Some even dared to move other 
events to this day, such as the Prize given by Sedigheh Dowlata-
badi Foundation. Every year, since the first International Womens’ 
Day in 1979, where women, including the author of this article, 
went on the streets of Tehran to object to the first decree for 
compulsory veiling, the Iranian regime has shown its intolerance 
to any voice of opposition from within or without. Especially if it 
comes from women. The cost of such opposition for the Iranian 
women who had relentlessly fought for their basic human rights 
had been dire. However, with the present atmosphere and the 
weakening and the crumbling of the foundations of the regime, 
they are prepared to pay the cost and stay in the community of 
the twenty first century instead of returning to the Dark Ages. 
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Interview with Esmail Khoi 
Davi d Clark

At a recent poetry event in March organised by Exiled Writers Ink at 
the Poetry Café, Rogan Wolf, himself a poet, interviewed the emi-
nent Iranian poet, Esmail Khoi, on the occasion of launching his  
latest book.

Esmail Khoi, was born in Iran in 1938, taught philosophy at Te-
heran University and became a prominent member of the writers’ 
association. Yet already under the Shah’s regime his outspoken 
views upset the authorities and he was forbidden to publish his 
works, make films or even teach at his university, even though 
he could not be dismissed from his post. He was arrested at the 
time and briefly imprisoned but then released at the time of the 
revolution in 1979 as he had been a prominent member of the op-
position against the Shah.  Nevertheless, a year after the revolu-
tion the offices of the writers’ association were attacked, his col-
leagues arrested and murdered, but Esmail Khoi had managed to 
evade the authorities and went into hiding.  He was sacked from 
his university post and for the next two years he lived in hiding, 
constantly on the move, but when this became too risky, he fled 
to Pakistan and with the help of comrades he managed to obtain 
permission to come to England in 1984, where he has been living 
ever since.

Esmail Khoi had in fact come to England previously as a post-
graduate student and completed his doctorate in Philosophy at 
London University, so that when he arrived as a refugee in 1984, 
he came to a place that was already familiar to him, and this, he 
says, helped him enormously to adjust very quickly to being in 
exile. He comments that by contrast, many of his fellow Iranian 
dissidents found it much harder to adjust and many committed 
suicide through drink or became very depressed. He is amongst 
a band of a few Iranian dissidents in exile who still do not hold UK 
or EU citizenship and so still relies on travel vouchers rather than 
a passport, which sometimes causes some difficulties, especially 
travelling to the US, where he is treated as a potential terrorist. 
Nevertheless, he says, he actually prefers to have the status of an 
outsider, as that gives a certain kind of perspective on things.

Rogan Wolf at this point asked, “You are an academic poet, 
what does writing poetry do for you?”

On the occasion of my 70th birthday celebration last year in 
Washington, where many professors there talked about my work, I 
said that all my life I had been in love with love and with socialism, 
and that those were my guiding lights, but now I realise that I have 
had only had one love in my life, and that is poetry: the poetry of 
love and socialism, that has been my salvation, my healer, like a 
unique beloved, not always with you, but when she visits you, you 
forget everything else. Right now I have 39 published collections 
of poetry, one written in English, 7 or 8 selections from the other 
collections, as well as translations in numerous languages.

“Poetry has made you a powerful politician, what do you 
feel about this?”

As a poet, being famous gives you a literary or cultural immuni-
ty. A few months ago they arrested my daughter. But she refused 
to be intimidated and said that if they mistreated her, her father 
would get so many international prizes, and so they released her.

Rowan asked, “How do you bridge the gap between writing 
poetry for its own sake and writing poetry as politics?”

When I write poetry something is born, something is coming. 
The poet has a female personality, like giving birth. My poems, 
when they begin, they just exist in my mind. But what I can ob-
serve, after writing down a poem, is that the poem already existed 

in my mind; I am not responsible. It is poetry that writes me, not 
the other way round. In this respect, I may be considered by some 
people as mad. I have been writing poetry since age 18, in fact 
since the age of 12. But it was political comment from the start, 
and to begin with it was not so obvious what the distinction was 
between writing poetry and writing political slogans.  Yet, increas-
ingly under the Shah’s regime, as I have written an article on this 
question, we began to develop a modern style of writing poetry 
in order to circumvent the Shah’s censorship. We resorted to a 
more symbolic and metaphorical kind of language, talking about 
forests instead of night, using codes which made our works more 
publishable and yet still understandable to our public. Hence we 
had to write in more flowery and symbolic terms. Now that I am in 
exile, however, in a sense I am free from censorship and free to 
write what I like. And yet I have turned more towards traditional 
forms of poetry. 

“So why do your current writings make much greater use of 
traditional Persian forms of poetry?”

The reason is the emergence of Islamic fundamentalism and 
the ruined revolution. As a poet, each content requires its own 
special form, to speak of love, to speak of political ideas and con-
temporary issues. Currently I need to choose a form that will ap-
peal and speak to the Ayatollahs and so I find it natural to speak in 
classical language, so that they can know and understand what it 
is I am trying to communicate. So when speaking to a child, you 
will use childish language and when speaking to the Mullahs, you 
need to use classical language, because that is what they have 
studies and know, and so I use classical forms of poetry a lot. Most 
of my poems are addressed to the current regime. And yet, there is 
more to it. When I lost my own son, and lost many friends through 
this current regime, this filled me with hatred. So I no longer know 
whether I write through love or through hatred. For Hafez, love 
was his main inspiration, and I do not want to put words into his 
mouth, but I would say to Hafez that the same power can be attrib-
uted to hatred, provided that you submit your poetic personality 
to hatred, and do not do it consciously.

“What sort of regime would you wish for your country, what 
sort of democracy?”

Democracy, all I can do is wish for that. In my youth I was fun-
damentalist in my socialism, but as I am getting older I realise that 
the kind of socialism I believed in was a kind of religion just as 
dangerous as the current regime, as fundamental Islam. In a way 
I am grateful that history did not allow my then comrades to come 
to power as they would have done similar things to the Islamists. 
Western democracy maybe a sham in some respects, but a democ-
racy based on human rights and civil rights is what I would want, in 
which all parties would have a chance to be elected to power, but 
only for a limited time. But in Iran today the regime has no time 
limit; I believe that you need to separate religion from politics.
 
Selected Works by Esmail Khoi: 
On the Galloping Stallion of Earth, On the Roof of Whirlwind, Of Those 
Seafarers, Beyond the Night of the Present, To Sit by the Seashore and Exist, 
We Who Existed and Slumbering at the Ever Every Morning London. Re-
cent Collections translated into English: Edges of Poetry; Outlandia: Songs 
of Exile.
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New Year’s Baklava
Al ma  Ver i j a

Worlds Apart: 
Mothers and Daughters

This section throws a piercing light onto a complex and emotional subject, the relationship be-
tween mothers and their daughters. Using the analogy of geometry the relationship can, over time, 
be seen as a vertical or horizontal line, a parallel set of lines or convergent or divergent lines. Just as 
the direction of the lines change, as when the daughter becomes the mother or as in old age the parent 
becomes the child and is cared for by the daughter, so does the perception of the other woman in the 
relationship change. Cutting the umbilical cord is separation in the physical sense but there remains 
an invisible connection. That connection or line can be thick or thin. For example, it is thick where the 
relationship is warm, loving, close and with mutual respect. It is thin where the relationship is built on 
memories. Memories of an absent or lost mother or chid. Memories captured by a single thread which reels 
in the images of the old country and all that it offered: not only food, familial love and community, but also 
fear, uncertainty, deprivation, disappearance, destruction and, above all, the sense of loss. Memories are invisible 
webs that ensnare our feelings. Sometimes these webs are coloured by guilt, or a sense of duty or even blind love. They 
leave a solid shadow upon our psyche. We see what we want to see and not the reality of the person. A mother’s inability to 
understand or to recognise her daughter’s unwillingness to share her own deepest feelings can be seen as a very fine thread; a thread 
which is easily broken, perhaps for ever. In between the divergent or convergent lines are spaces of differing areas. These space-areas are in-
creased first by time, then by distance and then by culture and values. Exile results in many different kinds of loss which tend to precipitate the 
widening of the gap between the lines and the space areas. The generation gap becomes a chasm, breached only by recollection and preservation 
of past history. 

Esther Lipton

The dough has the shape of music,
under the spell of your dancing,
free, ritual fingers…

Your rolling pin,
irons the shape 
to a fragile pentagram,
to a music that’s readable 
in the language of a fading,
or already lost civilisation…

A hanged, thin filo window
blurring the image of the “old”…
A world revived by the mercy
of your delicate breath,

Untouchable…
Just a breath away…

The smell of baklava syrup
with grated orange rind.
The cracking of walnuts,
always a pleasure,
as I listened to neighbour’s gossip,
cross-legged on the floor,
they ironed all the problems of the world out.

Their white woollen socks…
White scarves…
White filo…

There is no New Year without baklava!
There is no baklava without whiteness!
And no whiteness without neighbours!

It’s a creamy, soft whiteness,
And the evening wears away like the snow…

Midnight!

Ten more filo to go!
Competitions to keep 
tired minds, fingers, awake.
“Who can roll out the thinnest one?”
“Who owns the thinnest, longest,
smoothest rolling pin?”
“Who could afford to put the most walnuts in?”
“Whose baklava will taste better?”
“Whose baklava will last longest?”
No precise answers found
Apart from,
At whose house they be doing 
The same thing tomorrow…

Once upon a time… 
…there was a civilisation…
a women’s bond…
a dutiful way of living…
a winter ritual…
a New Year’s festival…
a community of cobbled streets…
Revived under the spell of your fingers!

Image: Rebwar Saeed
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Let Me Go
Rahi la  Khalw a

‘Please Mother, set me free, will you. Let me go.’ 
In despair I implore the woman who by rights has owned me all my life. Alas, I still have a fixed idea that it’s up to her, not me, to liber-

ate me from this oppressive bondage. After years of rootless vagabondage, I’ve just spent three months, an eternity of three months, 
in my parents’ house where I used to live until the day I left for the English graduate school, years ago. My father’s work held him sepa-
rately on the Japan Sea coast. Both my sister Mami and my mother left for work in the morning, so I often found myself conveniently 
alone in the daytime. I tidied up certain mementoes, destroying others. Done with the meaningless time, I’m finally leaving again, seen 
off at the airport. I realise the weight of my waist bag bulging with the banknotes.
*

Last night, my last ever night in Japan, the woman forced me to accept a staggering amount of ¥500,000 to take with me, ‘for your 
mother’s sake,’ in her usual patronising tone. It’s an insurance policy, for her to feel good, that I’d be safe abroad, with sufficient funds. 
The more money, the better. It’ll simply oblige me, she seems to calculate; she’s bribing me into docility. No amount would blackmail 
me any longer, enough’s enough. She obviously had a funny, false sense of economy, I smiled. This ¥500,000 would pay off very little, 
shame. If anything, it would make me more vulnerable, a shabby backpacker carrying around a hefty sum, travelling into an uncharted 
desert territory as far removed as possible from civilisation. What’s the point? 

I’ve just checked in, for what I believe will be the final departure from Japan. Back to Vienna. There’s little, virtually nobody, left 
for me in Vienna. Weary of my lifeless existence there, one day in early summer, I flew to Japan. Now I’m returning to Vienna just for 
show, to benefit from the return ticket. It’s easier this way, than trying to organise any outward journey from Japan, without causing 
suspicion. 

While cleaning up my mementoes, I excavated an old, worn-out photo of my late grandfather, the bespectacled gentleman leaning 
back to the mast of a pleasure boat, from a collection of photos in the closet. It wasn’t the first time I saw this picture, but I suddenly felt 
close to the grandfather I’d never known. He smiles gently, looks elegant, as if he doesn’t imagine what happens to him, or what he’ll 
do minutes later; jumping overboard. I let the fragile photo stand to the side of the table clock, so that it wouldn’t fall over, kept at a 
dead angle. I’d talk to him every night, ‘Good night, grandpa, am going to you soon.’ 

One day my mother came to look for something in the closet and spotted the photo.
‘Oh? What’s my father’s photo doing here? It’s mine!’ And she took it away. I saw off her back figure reproachfully, but wouldn’t 

argue. Despite my previous protests, she wouldn’t acknowledge this gentleman as someone important to me. Funnily, she’s so pos-
sessive about me, equally possessive about her late father. Let her have it all her way. My nightly ritual ended abruptly. Instead, before 
going to bed I’d stare at the empty space where my grandpa used to occupy.
It’s not hard to be a clam in this family, with all eyes, ears, and mouths firmly closed. I kept my obsession with the Algerian Sahara 
to myself, both as a reverie about the desert, and anxious about the whole project. Even my darkest secret, the woman refused to 
know…
*
The family had a summer holiday near my father’s workplace. The northern sky was threatening, and the Japan Sea raging, as was 
often the case in that part of the country. Never mind the weather; for me this was the duty to perform rather than a holiday. Strangely, 
for once, I was opening up. In a state of nature side by side with the woman who gave birth to me, soaked in the therapeutic onsen 
hot spring, my tension, too, might have loosened up. Now or never, I decided, if I should relate this episode. 

‘You know Kinoshita, that shameless beast who kept sending me some postcards to your address, he,… he abused me,’ I stam-
mered, sensing her face clouded, not because she was concerned about me, anything but. If anything, she’d openly take sides with 
Kinoshita my rapist, or whoever, whatever stood opposed to me. Both my parents did. ‘He raped me, did awful things with his penis.’ 
She must have doubted her ears, having caught the unlikely blatant exposure from what she believed she’d moulded into a soulless 
puppet. She wouldn’t show her reaction, except for knitting her brows visibly. ‘He said horrible things, too.’

‘What kind of horrible things did he say?’ As far as she was concerned, sex didn’t exist, a taboo subject. Don’t ask how she’d ever 
conceived me. As for verbal abuse, she could throw at least indifferent comments. Compared with my flat neuter body, this woman had 
big, full bosoms hanging down, which she now covered with her towel. 

‘Dirty, humiliating things hard to reproduce,’ I mumble, averting my eyes from the woman’s ungainly breasts disproportionate to 
her overall small size.

‘Aha,’ she was ready to leave the bathtub, even before I finished my sentence. With that my mouth, or mind, was shut up, and the 
whole incident treated as if nothing wrong had occurred, ever. Hiding her private parts with a towel, despite the public bath being sex-
segregated, she didn’t fail to greet other bathers with a courteous, ‘Excuse me (for finishing before you),’ until she reached the sliding 
door to the changing room. Left behind in the bathtub, I regretted bringing up the subject, what for?

That night I had bouts of violent headache, and after stormy vomiting sessions, took a solitary bath past midnight. Time hadn’t 
healed the pain of rape and self-disgust yet, neither would the hot spring, but I felt sicker with my mother than with Kinoshita the rap-
ist. 

*
Just leave it, the hardest part of the game is over. I’m on my way to the Sahara, soon out of sight.
Then the woman spots a little promotional stall, conveniently located between the bank and the departure gate, which introduces 

certain travel insurance, a real policy. There’d be nothing so ridiculous to consider at this moment, as travel insurance, for me.
 ‘Please, I don’t need any,’ I protest. The woman doesn’t listen, why should she? She walks with a swagger to the stall to obtain the 
details. The minimum premium for a year at ¥70,000, that puts her off. Having disposed of half a million yen for her private insurance 
cum emotional blackmail on me last night, she’s hard up. It’s at this juncture I implore her to let me go.

‘What are you talking about?’ she snaps, ‘You are free, aren’t you? Flying to the other side of the earth, against our will again.’ I gaze 
into her heavily made-up face one last time. Couldn’t there be any truth, any substance, in this woman? Uncontrollable fury, despair, 
unforgiveness, even murderous intent, all the emotions I’ve been through countless times make me boil again. Would she really come 
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over to the Sahara to dig up and recover my decomposing body, to bring my remains back to this country that has so disagreed with me? 
Her ominous pledge that made shiver a few days ago comes back: ‘Of course I’ll travel to the ends of the earth if necessary, to recover 
your body and bring you “home” for a decent funeral!’ 
*
We were chatting about the recent trend of simplified funeral arrangements in Japan, as spotted in a newspaper column. My sister 
Mami was there too. 
 ‘If something happens to me in Vienna or while travelling,…’ I dropped casually. My grandmother’s funeral years earlier, filled 
with orders and formalities, remained a sore in me. It sounded nice, those original arrangements, like playing the deceased person’s 
favourite pop songs, even if they still weren’t for me. The woman cut me short, and declared her crusade to get my body back. Aside 
from whether this woman, with no travel experience beyond packaged group tours, could really travel to the ends of the earth, she 
assumed supreme control over me, over my life and death. It was her rights. To this day my honourable status as her ‘most beloved’ 
daughter held, a figure of speech she’d frequently attached calling me. Being her ‘most beloved,’ could I never, even after death, be 
free from this vainglorious creature? What’s my offence? To be her first-born. Because of it, would I remain her possession even after 
I discontinued my life, where I wanted, as I wanted? God help me.
*

I shudder. Shudder badly, reaching the departure gate. Mami and my father are also there, but I’m not quite there to bid farewell. 
If my father weren’t the woman’s active accomplice, he’d never rescue me, either. Several times I’d plead with him to help, to free me 
from my smothering mother, his wife. My dear father, an ex law student and proud walking code ever since, chose to be a bystander. 
He’d rather reprove me now and again whenever he sensed trouble brewing ahead, ‘Your mother’s so worried about you.’ Nothing’s 
wrong. Ever. Everything’s fine, in this family. Always. I wave at Mami good-bye, getting through the gate, in tears. Not because I’ll miss 
her…

Relationships
Sha n ta  Ac ha r ya

Your first breath a wild peacock-cry
your clear protest at entering our world;

The umbilical cord severed,
nurse confirmed a perfect daughter.

Happiness overflowed  my milk dried up.
A woman’s life is hard; how am I to protect you?

The curl of your lips, eyebrows all mine,
the sickle cells in our blood, our shared DNA;

Shrine of your immaculate body entrusted in my hands.
This the moment of renunciation,
remembering women in whose footsteps we walk –
 
Mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, 
linking us all the way back through Time;

Celebrating the journey, memories of places
Travelled  together, apart  shared – 

Mother, daughter  flowing from glacier 
head of soul mountain to a drop lost in the ocean. 
Tree of life  leaves waving in the sun. 

You tug me back peering into my eyes,
we contemplate each other  ancient enemies, best friends. 

I barely blinked, yet fifty years have flown.
No need to explain the chain is now broken.

You have so much to give! You stand there alone
free, ready for flight, not frozen in fear,
trapped in relationships.

Image: Fariba Soleymani Zogi
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Promises: Memories of My Mother
S hereen Pandi t

My mother’s life has been one of promises.

Like everyone’s mother, my mother is beautiful. She’s a great cook. 
She bakes wonderful cakes. She sews like a dream. She honoured her 
mother, loves her husband and adores her children, grandchildren 
and great-grandchildren. In these ways too, she is like all mothers. My 
mother has cared for the ailing parents of her neighbours and relatives, 
looked after their kids when they couldn’t and cooked and cleaned for 
them when they were ill. All these things, my mother shares with mil-
lions of other mothers, wives, daughters and good neighbours.

Two things set my mother apart. One is her approach to promises. 
The other is her great singing voice. We grew up with the sound of our 
mother singing, while she cooked and cleaned and hung up washing 
to dry. We were nurtured on my mother’s promises. But my mother’s 
life wasn’t always one for singing about and her own life was littered 
with broken promises.

Until she was four, my mother listened to stories on her father’s 
knee and sang with his band on stage and was generally the apple of 
his eye. Then one day he left, with a promise that he’d be back some-
day. My mother waited a long time for “someday”. It never came. The 
other thing which didn’t come, was food. My mother’s mother – my 
gran - was illiterate. Gran didn’t speak the language of her husband’s 
country. She had four young children. It wasn’t easy in those days for 
such a woman to find work. It isn’t today. At first when her children 
woke and asked for food, my gran would draw the curtains and tell 
them to go to sleep, it wasn’t time for breakfast yet. That went on for 
a long time. My mum remembers how often she could see the sun 
peeping beneath and around the curtains, yet still my gran said it was 
night, not time to eat. Eventually the children stopped asking. Fear-
ing that they’d never wake up and ask for food again, my gran put my 
mum and her siblings into an orphanage. She promised to come back 
“someday” when she had a job and home for them again. 

My mother waited a long time for “someday” when my gran would 
return. Her siblings were no comfort, because the girls had been 
separated from the boys at the beginning of their stay at the orphan-
age. Every night my mother would be separated from her older sister. 
Between the section for older girls where her sister slept and that for 
younger ones, was a metal rail set in the ceiling, from which a leather 
curtain hung on iron rails. My mother’s worst memory of that time isn’t 
the beatings by the nuns who ran the orphanage, the cold hard beds 
or the inadequate food. It is the drawing of curtains every night be-
tween her and the only person she had left in her four-year old world. 
My mother remembers the ringing of metal curtain rings along metal 
rails as the sound of deprivation, loss and abandonment. To this day, 
she cannot abide the sound of curtains drawn on metal rings along a 
metal rail.

My mother and her siblings were eventually fetched by my gran. 
Gran hadn’t just found a job and a home, she’d also found a new hus-
band. She’d married the farmer she’d been working for. My grandmoth-
er was a Muslim of Malay descent. Her husband was a non-Muslim of 
European descent. This was frowned on, but not illegal in Zimbabwe in 
those days. The years on her stepfather’s farm were the greatest days 
of my mother’s childhood because he was a kind man who treated her 
and her siblings as his own. It all ended when my mother was thirteen. 
That was when my grandmother returned, with her now six children, to 
visit her parents in Cape Town in her native South Africa. My mother’s 
stepfather didn’t go with them. Neither Gran’s family nor the South 
African government approved of marriages like hers. Gran’s parents 
wouldn’t let her return to her new husband. The government wouldn’t 
let him join her. The South African government was about to make it 
illegal for Gran to live under the same roof as her husband, let alone 
share a bed with him. My gran was now stuck in Cape Town without 
her husband, illiterate and penniless, with no way to get back to him. 
The only way for Gran to survive was to put her older children to work. 
So at thirteen my mother, together with her older siblings, started work 
in a factory. She was a bright girl, though, my mother. She’d written to 
her stepfather to ask him to fetch them. He’d written back, promising 
that he would, someday. My mother waited forever for “someday”. My 
mother wasn’t to know, until years later, how hard her stepfather had 
tried to find them and how many obstacles had been put in his way, 
until he finally went back to die on his farm, alone and heartbroken.

I grew up with a mother who never broke promises to her children. 
She promised that we would never go hungry and we never did. She 
promised that we would never be homeless and we never were. She 
promised we would have a good education and we became teachers, 
an accountant, a lawyer. Sometimes keeping those promises meant 
her going out to work when we were at school, or sitting up at night 
baking or sewing for extra money. But my mother was a woman of 
her word and her word to her children was never broken. Not in small 
things. Not in big things.

One of my earliest memories of the little things, is of being taken 
to the beach by my parents. We didn’t have a car. We went by train to a 
beach my father remembered from his childhood. When we got there, 
we weren’t allowed on the beach. It had been declared for whites only 
and there were signs to that effect everywhere. My parents could have 
got back on the train and gone home. After all, they had two little girls, 
a sickly boy who had to be carried and an infant. But my mother had 
promised her children a picnic on the beach. So she and my dad each 
carried two of us – my dad the picnic basket also – for miles until we 
came to a part of the beach that we were allowed to use. It was strewn 
with debris and pointed rocks which is why whites didn’t want it. We 
were barely there, when my sister cut her foot. We all trooped off to the 
hospital to have it stitched. We sat at the hospital all day, until the foot 
was stitched and the picnic food all eaten. My mother didn’t forget her 
promise to us. She spent every night sewing clothes for other people 
to pay for a second trip and for many other outings. Not the apartheid 
government with its whites only signs nor the good Lord with his point-
ed rocks would keep her from fulfilling her promise to her children. 

One of the big things, which is legend in our family, is how my 
mother fought for my brother’s life. When I was two, my brother was 
born with a very serious heart defect. Doctors told my mother to call the 
imam and name him, because he wouldn’t live out the day. My mother 
called the imam and named her son. Then she took him to a hospital 
where there were doctors who could see to him. She travelled to that 
hospital on two buses and one train and she travelled back home to 
her other children on two buses and one train. She left at dawn and 
returned at night. Doctors said he’d not see his first year of life, but my 
mother would not accept this. She went on taking him to that hospital, 
day after day, then week after week, for nine years, carrying him on 
her back, on those two buses and a train going, two buses and a train 
coming home again, until finally he was strong enough for the opera-
tion which could heal him permanently. My mother had promised her 
son the gift of life. Not the government which built hospitals in white 
areas which were hard to get to from black townships, nor the good 
Lord who created her child with a heart defect, could stop my mother 
fulfilling that promise. Today my brother is 49 and the father of two 
children.

When my mother was 23 she married a man who kept promises, to 
her and their children. The thing was, he’d also made a promise to him-
self and his people to fight apartheid. My mother helped him keep that 
promise. Together they raised four anti-apartheid fighters, but that’s 
another story. One of those children went into exile from apartheid 
South Africa. That was me. My mother promised that she would always 
be there when I needed her. A few years ago, my daughter fell seri-
ously ill. My mother borrowed airfare and flew over on the first plane 
she could get, to be by my side. She was seventy two but she had never 
yet broken a promise to me. 

Two years later, when my mother was seventy four, my dad had a 
severe stroke. The new, post-apartheid government had made many 
promises, including promises that the old and the sick and the poor 
would be cared for. My parents had kept their promise to fight for a 
free South Africa, but the new government didn’t keep its promises to 
them. The hospital which my mother took my dad to, sent him home to 
die. My mother took him home, but she would not let him die. For the 
past five years, with the help of some of the people to whom she had 
kept promises all her life, my mother has been able to keep her mar-
riage promise to her husband – to love him and care for him. 

So, today, my mother still keeps promises. And still she sings – when 
she cooks and cleans and washes and irons and looks after her home 
and family. These are my enduring memories of my mother.
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African Largesse
P hil ippa  R ees

The galleon of grandmamma billowed through portals
leaving no wind but the scent of cologne.
Her horn-handled stick communed with the floor
like the serpent with Eve, both bent upon 
a domestic secret service.

The boiler house alive; steam and invective,
stammering lids, riddled coals...wither 
the larder sent knaves to forlorn persecution; 
speared with clove, smeared with brown sugar,
basted under prodding inquisition...

The flaying of oranges, the shelling of nuts... 
(Hourly conscripts, the aproned maids
gossiping in the sun on the step of escape).
The trussing of fowl, the knotting of pressed tongue
gilded the hours of her kingdom kitchen.

Produced seasonal aromas, juniper, caraway, mulling of wine...
Sounding drums of enamel, the harp of shattered glass...
Courtiers of dishes medalled in silver...
Embroidered with parsley, tickling a piglet, 
its jaws impaled on original sin.

She presided in pearls, with sardonic self-mockery
Smothered each dish with a sauce of jellied laughter...
And her imperious injunction 
‘So eat’ 
 

Your Brown Dress
C homa n  H a r di

 
It is the brown dress that I remember your youth in,
your thick black hair curling,
popping out of your white scarf,
your slim hands wrinkle-less and tanned,
your face so perfectly shaped.
 
You wore that dress forever, it seems-
I see you baking bread in it
watering the garden, hand-washing clothes.
 
It was brown and shiny with beige flowers,
each attached to a large green leaf.
You wore it until it curled round the edges.
It became shorter but still shined on you.
 
I can still smell that dress
sometimes I even smell it on myself when I 
cook and clean, rushing to make things 
seem effortless. I sometimes smell it on my bare skin
when I smell of your strength and youth

About our Mother
Alev Adi l

About our mother:
they made her a prophetess
because she was too ugly,
no human could bear to see her
so they left her as a baby
up on the top of the mountain
in a granite shack
hardly worthy of the title ‘temple’.
Only the gods and the vultures know
the exact nature of the angels and demons,
their identity and whether they seduced
or raped her. Or both.
She gave birth squatting across
the ravine.
Prophetesses mustn’t have children
they are mother to the future
to all and to none.
So she had to kill her own.

The dark haired girl slipped out
and fell through the grain of dawn,
hung for a moment.
Mother wrenched the umbilical cord
and threw it after her
like a streamer, a red ribbon
heralding good fortune.
When she got back to the temple
she found that it was not all over.
There was a second child
who had clung on.
She loved me for my tenacity
and told her supplicants
that the eagles had brought me.
I was taken away and adopted.
No one ever knew about my dead sister,
my terrible twin.
Until she murdered my mother
and left this message for me
written in my blood.

Image: Gabriella Hargreave

Image: Shahrokh Reisi
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Mama Loschen
Jude Rosen

What land can you ever go back to?
Maybe where the chaff and the grain are one,
the ferment and germination of our words, wherever
thrown, wherever they’ve landed, soft ironies
springing up between the cracks and fissures
of the ancient book, overgrown with bearded pieties
and native ways, without set paths and itineraries.

You wear only a thin descriptive shift of English
that doesn’t quite fit, but Mama Loschen, 
you swerve and curl your tongue round
the forced migration, the close-knit intimacy
of Aley Street, seven in the bed and a copper bath
heated up on the seventh day, the shared water
scumming up and secondhand shoes that made
your toes overlap, your scuppered aspirations traced
in the prize certificates for German and copperplate,
in the halting cadences of Hebrew, in the fallen leaves
of Yiddish, in the hesitation to voice, yet thirst to…
How hard to tend a land so far from home, with so
few means and nowhere else to go.

Note: Mama Loschen means mother-tongue which is Yiddish

Mother Earth
Sa hr a  Moha mmed

Silences that speak louder than many thunder storms 
Your disappointment rings across the valley and lands in the pockets of 
my ear drums
It’s the pause in conversations, gaps that even scented words can’t 
bridge 
The avoidance of eye contact and all those little gestures that simply 
scream 
You disappoint me
Well it’s fair to say the same goes for me
I’ve stopped taking part in drills that left my knees scraped and bleeding 
just so you’d listen-
Just so I could hold your focus for 15 seconds before 
It shifts back to its preconditioned notion of finding fault in the things I 
am all the things I’m not.
It’s as though we’ve come too far off shore to care what either thinks
Come what may we are both likely to sink
So why scream?
Silently screamed for too many years to want to be verbal now 

Silence has prevailed 

 I’m comforted by the fact no words will strike me 
There will be no traces of wounds I’ve inflicted 
As for my wounds I find 
time is an ointment 

Mother U - N -1  R  DNA
We demonstrate no 
affection
We circle around only to 
find
Ourselves without 
resolution
Blood takes longer than 
water to sink into sand 

Dark Eyes
Yolande M.  Deane

She told me that back home 
older people say, 
“I’ve got dark eyes”
when their eyesight begins to fail.

She sees me, from her corner, 
perhaps, only as an outline,
and her stroke tainted brain 
grasps for memories 
now, like shadows;
disappearing and reappearing 
on the walls of  her mind.

Her frustration at her loss,
my frustration at my mine; 
She rubbed Vicks on my chest,
during long asthmatic nights.

A friend told me that in China 
the blind are revered as fortune tellers,
when they touch a person -
that is when they know them.

Is this our loss?
Her touch once connected us;
a shivering body wrapped
in a fire-warmed towel,
hair plaiting in the morning
and skin creamed with Astral.

If I had the courage to touch
maybe her dark eyes would
see so much more.

My Mother, the Refugee, 
in London, 1939

J en n ifer  La n ger

The moon is too close to the earth tonight

Alone in this silent café interior
I shiver in fear
My parents without me in the Berlin flat
Mushi and Strupsi 
Hildegard, Heinz and gurgling Freddie
Their discussions throughout the night
Desperation, despair
Time undesignated
Time rushing to the abyss
My guilt heavy as a rock
Plummets deep into the quagmire

The moon crashes into the earth 

I gaze into the darkness
Wrap my fur-trimmed coat around me
Penetrate the black exterior
For another sleepless night.

Photo: Mona Kalashi
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Encounter 
with the Other

To the Wolves
Ivy  Vernon

All the adventures we had, the dangers and the challenges inher-
ent in leaving the dear familiar soil, must put paid to their erstwhile 
conception of us as cowards. The media had a heyday depicting us 
running to hide under the bed at the least bang. From a distance 
of forty years on, this insult still hurts. Considering the many risks 
we have taken since, we could never have been that fainthearted. 
To adapt and be adopted abroad, there were mammoth hardships 
which confronted us and that we surmounted. In a civilised world 
that chooses to ignore third world realities and certificates, we had 
to study, to build a life and establish credible careers. Yet, perfidious 
prejudice surrounded us on all sides. When the going got hard; the 
poor émigrés had to work even harder!  Now after a lifetime amid 
an entirely different set of dice, I must conclude that we have man-
aged to achieve where many of a lesser mettle have sunk

The people who ultimately do not reach the other end of the 
tunnel are those who are unable to metamorphose into the na-
tive character, to take on the beliefs and mannerisms, the strivings 
and the goals of the host country. In short, forget their roots and 
no longer act as an alien. But for those who have become adults 
under different skies, tragically this they cannot do. Their mindset 
is fixed in another time warp.  They suffer irreparably when they see 
their children adopt the others’ attitudes, begin to work and take 
on the foreigner’s personality. Left to their own, they are racked by 
guilt at not working and participating in the life around them. They 
feel guilty for not wanting to take the necessary plunge. They resort 
to clinging to one another to continue living as before. Meanwhile 
the children have to grow up faster. The parents’ values cannot 
be relied on any more and need to be totally discarded. Very sadly 
their erstwhile counsellors have no relevant counsel to offer. This 
inevitably leads to a lack of communication between the genera-
tions that will haunt both generations for ever.

 No one should be forced to flee a country; it is a horrendous 
undertaking. It is true that vast numbers of people do migrate and 
are very happy to do so, choosing to leave a country has a different 
scenario. This is seen as a happier alternative and prepared for well 
in advance. Whenever you return home for a visit back an Ahlan 
Wasahlan welcome awaits you from your friends who have kept 
the fires burning. In re-identifying familiar landmarks you subcon-
sciously claim them back as reassuring mementoes; a comforting  
thread that you continue to claim.

However, being forced to leave a country carries with it a defi-
nite aura of rejection. The mother has abandoned her progeny to 
the wolves and wrings her hands in total denial.  With no future vis-
its and no welcome back to a community that has vanished, the 
past and the present are separated by vast schisms. And what if 
the cultures of the two countries are totally opposed as well? Here 
nothing less than a new birth and a new identity will do. 

Iraq used to be a cocoon from materialistic values. The kudos of 
an individual arose from an aura of inherited standing in the com-
munity and from the respectful status associated with a good fam-
ily name. Changes were required. Complete new values needed 
to be taken on board in the West where the individual’s achieve-
ment is the only criterion. The émigrés can try hard or not so hard to 
merchandise their way into a culture where television is the most 
frequent point of contact with the natives. The émigrés are seen 
as belonging to a different species and their right to friendly over-
tures vehemently questioned. Until they overcome this degrading 
view of themselves, they exist in a communal vacuum solely within 
a closed circle of family and friends. 

My guidelines to chip away at this unacceptable way of living 
include the following. Drink cappuccino instead of Turkish coffee, 
eat meat and two vegetables instead of kubbas. Watch Coronation 
Street instead of Fatin Hamama’s old movies.  Madame can discard 
both boring household chores and cooking in favour of outside 
work. It will provide her with the best excuse to rely on takeaways 
forevermore. She can then join the throng to become one another 
of the retailers’ favourite shop- till -you- drop- icons that are the 
rage. Are we set for total integration yet?

No, not so, and let me prepare you for further hitches.  It is hard 
to abandon the noisy open air style gatherings, giving ear to Mo-
zart and Beethoven instead.  Going to painting exhibitions and mu-
seums where culture and a total hush reign supreme. I understand 
the guilty silence that greets those attempts. And what about that 
tell tale foreign accent that the next generation accuse their par-
ents of having, mimicking it without fail? Tragically this revealing 
accent will always be the émigré’s eternal downfall, the real Achil-
les’ heel.

People point us out at social gatherings wondering that we still 
look amazingly normal after a lifetime spent consorting with dic-
tators and killing machines. We anticipate the next questions that 
they might be too polite to ask to our face: “How come that you are 
not yet extinct? Should you not be exhibits in a museum by now?” 
We nod our head with the sagacity of the years: Kan wa makann wa 
alAllah el Tiklan (once upon a time there was this awesome tale and 
but for the grace of God etc…)

It all puts me in mind of a famous but blind Syrian poet: Abu Ala 
’ al Maarri. He describes himself as Muttakhathram meaning a per-
son who has lived in many cultures and countries, a bit like a wan-
dering Jew. This description suits us to a tee. We can allow ourselves 
to be identified with the adjective in the plural. However, we can-
not exclude the plight of many other Iraqis who have also left their 
native country because of the “situation”. This Middle Eastern pres-
ence is most noticeably felt in the Edgware Road area where half 
of an overheard sentence in Arabic constitutes an instant bridge of 
recognition; a shared rejection of any inroads that the foreign cul-
ture has dared make.  The Iraqi, Turkish and Kurdish cuisines all do 
a whopping trade providing everyone with the welcome that is sad-
ly missing in their own country.  It is a sight for sore eyes to see how 
the Baghdadi dishes and its spices have been translated into the 
West, while along the Road, there exists a genial window into the 
newer fashion trends of embroidered and sequinned costumes. 
Seasoned travellers continue to swear that the real flavour is still 
missing, that the original chicken and shish kebab are incredibly 
more appetizing. No matter, the émigrés will pounce on anything 
to cherish the aroma of an era long past.

And that is how very unexpectedly after a lifetime away from 
those shores, we find ourselves looking on and identifying readily 
with our ex countrymen’s miscellaneous inroads into memory lane. 
Only there is one significant difference. Most possess the facility of 
going back one day, most still have their houses beckoning in the 
land registry. But we know, for sure, that this option is closed to us. 
We can never go back as security will always be an issue. Such a pity 
the children cannot get a glimpse of the dreams lost, or a glimpse 
of that land of dreams. That way they would have understood us 
and our way of life so much better. However it is much harder for us 
to acknowledge that, for them, there is no such dream and no wish 
to go back or even visit. Who can blame them for choosing to plan 
their future in Terra Ferma?
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Tenancy 
Riz wa n  Akhta r

The landlady led me 
into the upper storey,
the December evening
pressed against 
the uncurtained windows
inside the bare silence 
thudded on the wooden stairs
I placed my hand on the banister
desperate for support
the cold wood electrified
but the old apparition
kept on mumbling 
about tenancy, 
as if the palest of the script
the bedroom opened,
suspended in the dank English smell
oddments of the last Christmas,
the false impressions
hung in the wall paper—
it was like boarding
the wrong ship
but I signed the deed 
and on my way out
near the brown hedge
spaces warned
but I held on 
and dislodged the bags.

Chopin in Manchester
Anna Ma r ia  Mic kiewic z

He did not like the smog
He did not like the damp English weather
Or overcrowded Manchester
 
Standing at the lake in Prestwich
I can feel his longing 
far away from home

Music is dropping like rain from his thin fingers rapidly
in the Gentlemen’s Concert Hall

Today
His statue is silent in Manchester
a frail silhouette
Is it longing for music or for the homeland?

Until later
Other fingers of another musician 
In exile

Ryszard Bakst is playing Chopin

Defeated but not Broken
O.T.  Mukozho (Oti l la  Tsveg i e S later)

They disperse you
  to out-of- London locations
Into towns ripe with
  racism and unwelcoming
  communities.

They cut you away
  from all those you know
They deny children their fathers
They give you Section 4 support
For food and toiletries
£5-a-day to live-on
No fiver for a winter coat
No fiver for a decent
  pair of shoes
No fiver for a day out
  on a summer day.

£5-a-day in vouchers
A 3o minute walk
  to the supermarket
A 30 minute walk back
Just to spend a fiver
 on a meal
No fiver for the bus.

Yes, I am beaten
But I am surely not broken
A million mile I will
  walk before I sleep
A million tears I will cry
But my dignity will
  remain million-times
  UNBROKEN.

Photo: Atila Eskandani
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Language of the Other

The Language of the Survivor, the language Survived:  
Towards a post-exile literature

Parham S hahrjerdi

Extract from an essay

‘I’ lived in Riskdom
Someone says “I lived in Riskdom” [In Riskdom Where I Lived is 

the title of a collection of poems by Ali Abdolrezaei] and immedi-
ately puts himself at risk. Someone writes his land of risk (into being) 
and immediately sets risk against risk. What happens? (What being’s 
happening?) When we speak of danger(hood), someone with us, 
within us, without us, starts to speak. A voice comes: to write is to 
risk, to live in danger (to live dangerously), in the (con)text of danger, 
and to go from text to text, to travel in this land of danger. One takes 
the other along (being textualised), the (unholy) writ, the risk, the 
risk of the writ, that one is the other (in the gap). 

A close shave – being in danger, remaining at risk, speaking of 
risk. I lived in Riskdom, read: I lived in the writ. Here we’re dealing 
with the being and nothingness of the written. The risk is that of be-
ing and nothingness, the risk of writing, the risk of the cessation and 
suspension of writing. In other words, risk is lack of certainty. Risk is 
in this and that . . . so what? Danger, risk, is in the deferral (or drop-
ping) of obliteration, it’s a respite, before danger gives way to the 
unwritten, before the writ pulls itself back. To live in Riskdom is to 
live in the respite of the writ. The moment of writing is the moment 
of risk. I lived in Riskdom and then? Either you unseat the danger, or 
the danger defeats you. You prolong the risk, or finish the risk, or the 
risk will finish you. Finish? When danger is finished with, there is no 
longer any writ.

Riskdom: when the writ approximates its origin. I lived in Risk-
dom. We are confronting the same experience. Let’s think of George 
Bataille: the inner experience. To his credit, the writ, the risk of the 
writ, and, in danger, to risk the writ, is the innermost, deepest ex-
perience. A trial that endangers life, the life of text, and the poet’s. 
Here, experience, danger, dangerous experience, have no outer 
form. Risk is to live with the text, to confront the text: to step onto the 
road to the unknown. Danger is here: one writes something one has 
not written, that no one has not written, one writes the unknown, 
the unrecognised, from roads unridden, words unbidden, from lines 
unwritten and from juxtapositions untried, from forms unfabricated 
and from images unseen, one writes, to throw oneself into their fray. 
Will one return? Will one write them? Will they write oneself? Will risk 
remain limited by risk?

I lived in Riskdom: return and give your experience to the text. Re-
turn and put life in the context of risk, on the line. Risk is one-off. It’s 
once, and is not even once. Risk can come once and only once can 
it come about. The risk lies behind behind the writ that touches the 
censor’s line. So, the incidence of the text is this very touchline.

It’s not fortuitous that the title of a poem becomes ‘Fear Not’, and 
that its first line begins with the imperative “fear not”. Literature is 
right here, fear not! In other words, write!

I’m trying to open a door
To say something else
someone else to say

what can no longer be said

A door that opens, and converses. A door that is a word. A door 
that speaks and gives word to and becomes the other. Talks to the 
other. Another door that is the other. 

Change and evolution begins in the text, and from the text. From 
here on, a revolution is evolving in the text. 

Poetry of the mother tongue
If mother is the tongue and we are in it, then where is the mother? 

Where are we? Where in the mother are we? Where is our language? 
We are after-words, exiles, far-aways; where do we intersect? Mother 
is our distance. So what is distance? Or who is it? Distance is the pres-
ence of the other, distance is in my being there and in your not being 
there or vice versa, distance is here and there, the distance of here 
and there, me here, you there, between us nothing but distance. 
Thus the most beautiful lines of distance are written:

On this side of the world    even if you had a living son
it would be a son  on this side of the world

This opening seeks a refrain which suddenly turns into an unex-
pected ending: 

On that side of the world    even if I had a living mother
it would be a mother       on the other side of the world

(from ‘Banished’ by Ali Abdolrezaei)

Mother is the tongue, mother is the body, the tongue and the 
body are absent. Mother is absent. The mother’s tongue, the moth-
er’s body, are separate, unlikely. Separation from the mother’s body 
is the beginning of exile. From the outset of birth, the child learns ne-
gation from the mother’s body. All of a sudden at birth, we’re in exile, 
we’re distant, we are narrators, we narrate what in the distant past 
we have lost out of hand, and so invoke this in the text, call out to the 
lost one to find the lost one; that is the pleasure. And to replace the 
mother’s body, the mother’s gender and sexuality, we exchange with 
the word, the gender of words, going from sexuality to non-sexuality, 
and returning, giving words a gender, making a mother of words.

Alien language, conscious tongue
On the night of 11 October 1939, Walter Benjamin, living in a con-

centration camp, has a dream. Benjamin thus relates his dream to 
Gretel Adorno, Theodor’s wife: 

Last night, as I was lying down on a bed of straw, I had too beauti-
ful a dream not to tell you . . . It’s a dream that I have perhaps every 
five years and revolves round a hub of ‘reading’ . . . what I saw was 
a cloth adorned in patterns and colours and the only thing I could 
recognise was the upper part of the letter d . . . This was the only 
thing that I could ‘read’. A conversation revolved round this topic for 
a while . . . At one point I said exactly this: “The issue is to swap a 
piece of poem for a scarf”. 

Es handelte sich darum. Aus einem Gedicht ein Haistuch zu 
machen.
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Ana min al yahoud - I’m from the Jews    
Almog  B ehar

translated by Vivian Eden
 

At that time, my tongue twisted around and with the arrival of the month of Tammuz the Arabic accent got 
stuck in my mouth, deep down in my throat. Just like that, as I was walking down the street, the Arabic accent 
of Grandfather Anwar of blessed memory came back to me and no matter how hard I tried to extricate it from 

myself and throw it away in one of the public trash cans I could not do it. I tried and tried to soften the glottal `ayyin, 
the way my mother had in her childhood, because of the teacher and the looks from the other children, but strangers 
passing by just rooted me to the spot; I tried to soften the pharyngeal fricative het and pronounce it gutturally, I tried 
to make the tsaddi sound less like an “s” and I tried to get rid of that glottal Iraqi quf and pronounce it like “k,” but the 
effort failed. And policemen started to head assertively towards me on the streets of Jerusalem, pointing at me and my 
black beard with a threatening finger, whispering among themselves in their vehicles, stopping me and inquiring as to 
my name and my identity. And for every passing policeman on the street I would want to stop walking and pull out my 
identity card and point out the nationality line and tell them, as if I were revealing a secret that would absolve me of 
tremendous guilt: “Ana min al yahoud, I’m a Jew.”

But suddenly my identity card started to vanish precisely when I was very much in need of it. And thus, every evening and every morn-
ing the police would arrest me without anything in my wallet that would agree to protect me. Then at home I would find the identity card 
rolled up between two NIS 20 bills, or in my pocket outside my wallet I would find my driver’s licence as though I had taken it out for some 
reason, or in my knapsack among the papers my military reserve service card would appear as though I had forgotten it there uninten-
tionally. But when the policemen stopped in front of me I couldn’t find any document at all that would tell them about my past and my 
future. And then I would start to make phone calls, telling the policeman, look, it’s only since yesterday that my accent has been Arab like 
this, heavy like this, and it isn’t even Palestinian, it’s Iraqi, and you don’t look to me like you spoke Yiddish in your parents’ home yourself, 
maybe you learned it somewhere outside, maybe your own grandfather had an accent like mine and listen, I’m calling friends, my friends, 
listen to what a beautiful accent they have, Hebrew as Hebrew should be spoken, without any accent, and if these are my friends, then 
who am I. 

Among the women, there was a very beautiful woman lying in 
her bed. Hearing my explanation she suddenly made a lightning 
move. She pulled aside a bit of her sheet cover. Not to show her 
body, but to show the pattern on the sheet.

From the concentration camp, Benjamin, who is German, writes 
a letter to Gretel Adorno which uses the French word fichu that si-
multaneously means a headscarf as well as finished, ruined. Ben-
jamin says that all this finds meaning only in French. Similarly the 
dream and its interpretation only make sense in this language. 
Jacques Derrida takes this as a basis to investigate alien language 
and the language of dreams: Benjamin can only recount his dream 
in French. His dream was calling for a language to be recounted in, 
in order to find meaning. One year after this dream Benjamin was 
‘finished’ – dead! The dream thus visited the future and conveyed 
it. 

The air of exile: the space of possibility
Just for once, let’s see what possibilities exile offers poetry and 

the poet. Yes, I agree that until quite recently the poetry of exile was 
exiled from poetry. However, exile is the place of experience and 
fresh poetic possibilities – indeed, we always are in exile. First we 
are exiled from the mother, and then draw away from society and 
its language, though the latter could be a voluntary exile, and then 
we find ourselves in a different clime, amid different lives. When 
poets of risk go into exile they bring new experiences to bear on 
poetry. Experiences made incidentally possible only in the dimen-
sion of distance, the same new life. Let us review some examples: 

To latch away double tongued from college 

To saddle a horse to gallop to the casino and not to lose to the 
role that perhaps Mr Zero will play on the Roulette table 

College, casino, roulette: the concatenation of college and 
latch, role and roulette. New atmospheres of life create new lives 
for text, for diction and also for poetry. Fresh combinations, fresh 

language and fresh imagination, these are the makings of life in 
exile. The poet converts the experience of exile into the experience 
of poetry. 

And:

With trouser cuffs that walked round and round the Black Jack 
table and jacked to stand

And:

From the Punto Banco table sloppily to pass by
The fifty-pence machine to fumble by

Exile is the language of the other and brings the possibilities of 
the other language. The poet implicates everything in his poetry. 
The other language even infiltrates the lines of poetry.

Life goes on in exile, but we have witnessed how often life in 
exile is not drawn into poetry. Poets of risk bring details of exiled 
experience into their poems, pose anew the dangers of exile, such 
as bipolarity, (which incidentally the poetry of the 1990s did away 
with).

Asylum means laughing and crying and then laughter and stub-
bornly carrying the day into midnight and then the dawning of then 
and then what?!

Since everything’s so black and white I have been politicized? 
For what? For who?

The ambience of exile poetry that appears in In Riskdom Where 
I Lived proposes new aesthetics for exile, for poetry, for exile poetry 
(despite the fact that poetry is always in exile). This multilingual, 
multi-spatial aesthetics brings the atmosphere of the world to the 
service of poetry. The poetry is no longer written for the mother 
tongue, but encompasses the world of the mother tongue. 

This article and all the poems by Ali Abdolrezaei have been translated 
into English by Abol Froushan. In Riskdom where I lived by Ali Abdolrezaei 
(Published 2009: Exiled Writers Ink)
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But all of a sudden my Ashkenazi friends weren’t answering 
me at all, they wouldn’t hear the plea of my ringing and only in the 
evening or the next day would they call me back, ask what I wanted 
and refuse to identify my voice. And I’d remain standing there facing 
the policemen all alone and start to call my friends whose parents 
were from Aleppo or Tripoli or Tunisia saying maybe their Hebrew 
is not perfect, it isn’t so pure, but nevertheless it’s better than mine. 
And they’d answer right away, not hesitating at the sound of the 
ringing, and suddenly they too had such a heavy Arab accent and 
they’d be listening to some meandering oud in the background or 
some persistent qanoun, and they’d greet me with “ahlan bik” and 
call me “ya habibi” and ask me “ashlonek” and take their leave of 
me with “salamatek” and what could the policemen do, how could 
they believe me, after all of my friends had abandoned me, that I 
was an Israelite and not an Ishmaelite. And then they’d check me 
slowly, rummaging in my clothes, going over my body with metal 
detectors, stripping me of words and thoughts in their thorough si-
lence, searching deep in the layers of my skin for a grudge, seeking 
an explosive belt, an explosive belt in my heart, eager to defuse any 
suspicious object. And when the policemen presented themselves 
to me in pairs, the one would say to his companion a few minutes 
into their examination, look, he’s circumcised, he really is a Jew, 
this Arab, and the other one would say, an Arab is also circumcised, 
and explosive belts don’t care about circumcision, and they would 
continue their search. And really, during the time when I left my 
body to them explosive belts began to be born on my heart, swell-
ing and refusing to be defused, thundering and thundering. But as 
they were not made of steel or gunpowder they succeeded in evad-
ing the mechanical detectors.

In the end, when the policemen had left me alone, I would 
continue on my way from the beautiful Belgian Consulate building 
and the circle at the top of Jabotinsky Street and walk down Mar-
cus Street to the Jerusalem Theater. There I would wait to see some 
American film plentifully endowed with Oscars, but suddenly there 
was no theater at the end of the street, and suddenly it wasn’t Mar-
cus Street, it was a street with an Arabic name, and the house had 
gone back to being Arab, and so did the Belgian Consulate, and the 
people in the yards, family by family, were Arabs, not only construc-
tion workers, not only street cleaners and renovators.

And I would start to walk the streets of Katamon and the streets 
of Talbieh and the streets of Baqa and instead of seeing the wealthy 
Jerusalemites who had gathered there in the spacious homes, and 
instead of reading there on the street signs “Kovshei Katamon” and 
“Yordei Hasira,” I’d once again see the wealthy Palestinians, and 
they were the way they had been before the 1948 war, as if there 
had never been a 1948 war. I see them and they are strolling in the 
yards among the fruit trees and picking fruit as though the news-
papers had not told them that the trees would wither, that the land 
would be filled with refugees. And it was as though time had gone 
through another history, a different history, and I remembered that 
I had asked my mother why we talked history so much, enough his-
tory, we’ve had enough of history, because this history binds me, 
leaving nothing inside me, and also nothing inside you.

And really, we have become so fixed in our history, and extin-
guished, but here for a moment history has followed a different tra-
jectory. And I would walk through the wealthy Palestinians’ streets, 
and I thought that perhaps they would speak to me respectfully, not 
like the policemen. I hoped that I would be able to tell them how 
much I had read about the writer and educator Khalil al Sakakini, 
and how much I wanted to make friends with his grandchildren, 
and I would walk among them, approaching their yards and I do 
not succeed in mingling with them because all I have at my dispos-
al is Hebrew with an Arabic accent and my Arabic, which doesn’t 
come from my home but from the army, is suddenly mute, stran-
gled from my throat, cursing itself without uttering a word, hanging 
in the suffocating air of the refuges of my soul, hiding from family 
members behind the shutters of Hebrew. And all the time, when I 
tried to speak to them in the small, halting vocabulary of the Arabic 
I knew, what came out was Hebrew with an Arabic accent, until they 
thought that I was ridiculing them, and had my accent not been so 
Iraqi, had it not been for that, they would have been certain that I 
was making fun of them.

But like that, with the accent, they were confused, they thought I 
was making fun of the Iraqis, the Saddam Husseins, or maybe some 
old Iraqi who had kept his accent but forgotten his language. And 
I didn’t make friends there even though I wanted to, and I remem-
bered how I had once heard an uncle of mine say of those Arabs of 
the wealthy neighborhoods of Jerusalem, they are effendis, they 
wear Western suits and tarboushes on their heads, and I heard the 
word effendi at that time with a kind of scorn, even though now I 
can remember that he hadn’t said it that way and I had heard the 
scorn as though I were some Palmachnik in sandals and shorts who 
scorns the Arab landowners and praises his own holy socialism and 
that of all the Zionists. They are effendis, my uncle told me, and he 
meant it respectfully, but I had lost their language and they didn’t 
know my language and between us remained the distance of the 
police forces and the generations.

On my way back home, only the bus drivers were accepting of 
my accent, knowing that it is impossible to expect what the accent 
of a passenger who boards a bus in Jerusalem might be. And my 
heart did not know I had returned to my heart, he didn’t know, 
and my fears didn’t know they had all returned to me, they did not 
know.

And thus my voice was replaced by my grandfather’s voice, and 
suddenly those streets that had become so accustomed to his death 
and his disappearance and his absence from them began to hear 
his voice again. And suddenly that beautiful voice, which had been 
entirely in my past, started coming out of me and not as a beggar 
and not asking for crumbs, but truly my voice, my voice strong and 
clear. And the streets of Jerusalem that had grown accustomed to 
my silence, to our silence, had a very hard time with the speech, 
and would silence the voice, gradually telling it careful, telling me 
careful, telling me I am alien telling me my silences are enough. 
And despite my fear, and even though this voice was foreign from 
the distance of two generations of forgetting, I spoke all my words 
in that accent, because there was speech in me that wanted to 
come out and the words would change on me as they came out 
of the depths of my throat. And a stranger who didn’t know me 
would have thought that I was a loyal grandson, and would not 
have known how much I had piled non-memory on memory over 
the years, and would not have guessed how much my memory had 
blurred and how many times, how many, many times, I had not 
made the connection to my grandfather on my lips.

And when I returned home from that first walk in the streets 
with my new accent and the policeman’s searches of my body, my 
life’s companion wondered about my voice, and as she spoke to 
me and advised me to stop she was infected by my transformation 
and her lips connected to a jumble of her father’s Yemenite Arabic 
accent and her mother’s Istambouli Ladino accent. And a few days 
later, she began coming home from work with reports that there 
was anxiety going around the different departments and a small 
plague was spreading among the people at her office and the old 
accents that were hoped to have vanished are coming out again. 
And a small item in the margins of one of the major newspapers 
revealed that the security authorities are keeping track of who has 
been infected by whom with the forbidden accents, and there is al-
ready concern that the country will be filled with Arabs, many, many 
Arabs, and therefore they have decided to reinforce the radio with 
announcers whose Hebrew is so pure that we will feel alien in our 
speech. And shortly thereafter, my life’s companion was explain-
ing to me in an unsteady voice, one moment veering north to the 
Straits of the Bosporus and one minute veering south towards the 
Gulf of Aden, that this dybbuk was also haunting Ashkenazim. For 
them, the change would develop more slowly, she prophesized, 
because their children were convinced that their parents’ accent 
and their grandparents’ accent had originally been American, and 
they have less concrete memories of their old speech. But in a little 
while the Polish and the Hungarian and the Rumanian and the Ger-
man and the Ukrainian accents will be heard again in the streets, 
and this is what is most feared by those who are responsible for 
public security, their fear being that they will no longer be able to 
find announcers to send to the armies of the radio and teachers 
will not be found to instruct our children in the secret of the correct 
accent.
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And despite her prophecies of a huge wave of change, my par-
ents stood staunchly against me and against the plague, remem-
bering the years of effort they had invested to acquire their clean 
accent, and they began to hint strongly to me to cease and desist, 
reminding me of my plans to study. And they would ask me earnest-
ly what could I do, how I could cover up my longings, my longings 
so suddenly in this voice that is so foreign to me, and I am so sorry 
and regretful that it is coming out of me, but I can’t, I can’t stop it 
just like that in a single moment, because there is no barrier inside 
me and no brakes. If you persist in this speech that keeps coming 
out of you, you will distance yourself from the scholarships, said 
my father, and he was very, very right, if you don’t come back to our 
plain speech, what will become of you, said my mother, and she 
was very, very right. In all my interviews all the professors and the 
women professors were very surprised at my accent, trying to find 
a different speech in me, something more like university speech, 
more academic, even though the words were almost the same 
words, perhaps a bit more broken. How will you go on if you speak 
like this, they said plaintively, and they are very concerned about 
my future, and neither my heart’s ruined tranquillity nor my heart’s 
broken stones nor my heart’s sharp corners could help lift the de-
cree from me. But during those days of their worry my ears were 
not opened to hearing them, and my language became deaf and 
their accent became alien to me and distant, and I took pleasure as 
cycles of the moon went by and my life companion’s prophesies 
were being fulfilled and the streets of Jerusalem were changing 
and my own parents were alone in their non-transformation. And 
I revealed to her ear that I had started to write my stories in Arabic 
letters, and soon the important departments would be shocked 
again. And some days later she came home to tell me that the de-
partment heads had laughed and said, let him write like that. Let 
him write stories that only he can read, his parents or his children 
will not read them and our children will not fall into the danger and, 
if he applies, we will give him all the government prizes for Arabic 
literature without having read a word in his books.

And of course the department heads were right, and my wife 
began to prophesize the future in Ladino proverbs, telling me this 
proverb my mother had used and though I don’t remember how 
she said it in her language, I do remember the accent. This is the 
last visit of health before death, she would whisper and then begin 
to explain, these are death throes and not the resurrection and in 
the highest of the departments they already know, they’ve decided 
that it is possible to relax, they will assign job slots for correct He-
brew speech and everyone will think back to the source of his in-
come, earning his living and his family’s penury, and then regular 
Hebrew will return as if there had never been a plague.

And my heart began to give indications in my voices, saying this 
is my voice and this is not my voice, this is a lamed coming out of my 
mouth and this is an alien quf, alien to my heart. And I would slow 
down the pace of my thoughts, in order to think, to think about my 
thoughts and not only about my thoughts, but I had no time and I 
would scatter words to the wind like the sea salt that certainly no 
one is scattering into the sea. And my grandfather would speak to 
me, asking me in my voice whether there is any end to this story, 
and why is this history of mine mixed up with yours, how I have 
come to trouble your life, I am the generation of the desert and 
how have you arisen to renew me. You are the generation for which 
we waited so that there would be no difference between its past 
and the past of its teachers, because our past was already very pain-
ful and we remained in the desert for the birds of prey to eat us for 
your sake, so that you would not remember me, so that you would 
not be hurting like me and how is it that your teeth are again biting 
into my words and where, the districts of Jerusalem are different, 
there are no teahouses, there is no Tigris River flowing through the 
city for pity’s sake, but I did not meet my death in Jerusalem, nor in 
the city of my birth, but rather in the desert between them, a great 
desert of silence. Build extensions in your heart, my grandson, he 
would say to me, make many departments, and lodge me in one of 
the hidden departments, and live in the rest of them. Or move into 
the silence department, because the change that you thought is 
occurring is too simple, and what is going to change if a different 
accent is spoken? Will I live again, will you live my new life? Enough 
of the streets for you, go to your parents, my accent will not con-

vince them, they know it and have already raised the flags of many 
revolts. Perhaps silence will put the present’s fear of the past and 
of the future into their hearts. And why don’t you show them your 
story, perhaps that way they will wake up, said my grandfather from 
the dead, almost making me swear an oath.

And I started to measure my silences, this is a day’s silence, this 
is a week’s silence, this is a month’s silence, well-framed inside the 
walls of my house, and no mouth opens and no window opens and 
the scenes of the profane do not come in, but there is nothing sa-
cred either, and nothing is subtracted and nothing is added. And 
everything is the voice of my silences, my silences are many, many 
silenced words, and I am not being, and I am not becoming, and 
there is no end to the story and there is no before there was the sto-
ry, there is no beginning. And I was silent for more and more time, 
until my parents would say speak, if you don’t speak how will you 
get a scholarship, how will you continue your studies and what will 
you do with your life, and where are your smiles and where have 
they gone into hiding, speak, speak in any accent because the fear 
of silence has descended upon us.

There is no Tigris flowing through Jerusalem, and its murmur 
does not silence the borders that rise up against us, the borders 
that separate myself from myself. I am not here not there, not East 
not West, not my voice now and not the voices of my past, and what 
will happen in the end. I walk through the streets mute and also 
somewhat deaf. This time only my appearance worries the police, 
my thick beard and my stubbornness not to utter a word. Again the 
month of Tammuz is waning in me and despite the heat I wrap my-
self in coats to cover up the explosives belt of my heart. And thus 
out of the policemen’s devotion to duty I am brought to the jail and 
my parents come after me, to see their son and where he is being 
taken.

I stay silent in front of my parents, and how they will respond, I 
stay silent in front of my parents and give them all my stories that 
I had concealed from them, hinting here I have written about you, 
Mother, and here about you, Father. Here I have written poems of 
opposition to Hebrew in Hebrew. I give them many more signs, be-
cause I have no other language to write in, out of so much shame 
you have not bequeathed me anything. And these times prohibit 
me poetry and force me to sing, and while they are crowding in on 
me, crowds and crowds, crowding in on you too, and the language 
that has become my language is commanding me to pour my soul 
in it, to be an empty flute for its gusts, until together we produce 
a sound, and together we would become nay - an arab flute, we 
would be disguised as a different language, an absent language. 
And this really is the same story, recurring over and over again, how 
many stories do I have, Mother, Father, how many stories does a 
person have? Each time he tries to tell the story in different words, 
each time he tries to resolve the unsolved story a bit differently, 
and aren’t you identifying your own story here, nevertheless your 
silence has told me a little. Look, now I’ve tried to write the story 
in the Arabic accent, but what has come of it. Look where we are 
meeting. Take them, read my story, Mother Father, read all my sto-
ries that I have hidden from you for many years, you too are the 
same exile, the same silence, the same alienation between heart 
and body and between thought and speech, perhaps you will know 
how the plot will be resolved.

And the first speech my parents uttered was a denial, Father said 
this is not our son and this is not the beard we have raised, said 
Mother, and where, we don’t have this accent, they said in chorus 
to the officials, he had nowhere to inherit this accent from, not 
from the nuclear family, his grandfather Anwar died before he was 
born, our son wasn’t there.

And the second speech they uttered was the implication that if 
thou doest not well we shall go home from the jail disappointed in 
the cycle of generations and if thou doest well and drop the stories, 
this story, this speech and this silence and speak to us in our lan-
guage, we will stay here with you until you are judged fit to go free, 
until all of us together are judged.

And my parents did not know that I had returned to their heart, 
they did not know, and they did not know that all of their fears had 
returned to me, they did not know.
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Imaginings
Geniecillos

Mari sol  Tel lez

They all came out at once in their blue uniforms and from every 
corner carrying the splendid tools for general cleaning and special-
ised repairs and maintenance required for the body work: fine brush-
es, needles, nails, silk threads, special glues, buckets and bags of all 
sorts and colours and a variety of lubricating oils.

“We are going to the lower ground floor”, said Juanillo the head 
of the Southern Division, as he went in that direction with all his staff 
and tools.

The second unit remained in the Centre, for the regular assess-
ment of the Mains Water Filtration, the Food Processing System, the 
Air Ventilation system and the friendly Cordial Mass which that night, 
curiously, had not only been missing some, but dangerously adding 
unexpected beats to the traditional score. Fortunately, they soon 
found out which was the defective fuse firing signals out of step. 
They quickly replaced it and did not move from the area until they 
were convinced that the regular unhurried rhythm was back and 
sounded as it should have always been.

“We are now off” said Alvarillo, the Executive Head of the Upper 
Division Store Contents. This was the most highly specialized of all 
three divisions, and the most efficient and reliable team. They went 
up with the stream flowing north, seated comfortably on bright red 
globes until they reached their destination: the soft, tender and of-
ten demanding and arrogant System of Superior Identities, Learn-
ing and Communications. It consisted mainly of a gigantic swarm 
of thousands and thousands of thin filaments some short and some 
long, but all densely intertwined like in a thick wild wood made of 
very fine trunks spread at different points in profusely extended 
branches, each one covered in a light jelly-honey, and intermittently 
signalling and connecting with each other through their very fine 
endings. The whole system appeared to vibrate producing a faint, 
almost inaudible, humming.

“Let’s start with the windows” said Alvarillo. The team already ap-
pointed to the task went straight to the sleeping lids to lubricate the 
multiple membranes, inside and outside, until they were completely 
crystalline and transparent. Next, they went to the multicoloured 
stained glass Registry of Multiple Images which was connected with 
the windows and also directly wired to the Memory Centre where 
all the images received were instantly and automatically saved, en-
graved and stored indelibly. Fortunately this time, the working team 
found that everything in that end was in order.

“I will stay here”, said bright Genito, the expert in processing fast 
images. He was the youngest of all. He had taken a comfortable seat 
in a white-grey soft curved divan, and shouted at the top of his smil-
ing voice so others could hear: “They are showing films in here”...., 
the adult ones..., come soon...”

The team of Geniecillos working on the Acoustic & Other Senses 
Centre nearby were now rushing with what they were doing, trying 
to finish promptly before heading to the Memory Centre for the last 
job which was to erase a few segments and re-connect a loose deli-
cate mechanism of the gears of the daily archive machinery. Fortu-
nately, everything was in order here also, not as happened some-
time ago when one night, to their horror, they found many thoughts 
totally jammed with some memories and feeling of the past...! The 
noise and the general chaos produced were bad, with the engines 
beginning to choke with the unpleasant smell of burning oil. They 
had to get emergency help from the special rescue team to liberate 
all the jammed thoughts. It took a long time to calm the victims down 
afterwards! What a hard job they had that awful night! And it was not 
the first time it had had happened.

From the distance, the exclamations of the excited youngsters 
could be heard. The film was showing a young blonde removing her 
clothes slowly to the rhythm of music a bit out of fashion. The elder 
ones left them and commented shrugging their shoulders... “We 
have all been there”, and went to sit down quietly for a moment to 

talk in the true listening lounge near the Acoustic Centre where an 
intriguing music by Satie was in the air.

They started to remember how it was, when some time ago, in 
the centre of this Inner Universe a small group of the research team 
had discovered some Galaxies that functioned semi-independently. 
One of them was the Time Unit, the only one which apparently had 
special ‘magnetic’ connexions to the outside world.  This implied 
that it could recognize how and when ‘external’ time was passing. 
The  workers knew now very well that they could do very little to re-
pair or mend this nearly magic unit, because-they had soon learned 
that  ‘cellular’ time differs from spiritual or ‘inner’ time, in that cellu-
lar time  is unstoppable...vertiginous  while the latter seems eternal. 
They learned also, from what had happened before when on one 
occasion, a group of youngsters of the team went inside, unaware of 
the possible consequences and left the Time Unit system practically 
paralyzed. This immediately created long term problems of inner 
time maladjustment and serious consequences that I will tell you on 
another occasion because that body system never really grew up. 

The other semi-independent Galaxy they discovered then was 
also connected mysteriously with the external universe. It was the 
Space Centre Perception. It is the centre that gives a sense of belong-
ing. It consists basically in an immense knot of roads where the in-
ner roads going north-south or left-right meet and cross and overlap 
each other. The research geniecillos that discovered it, were so keen 
in doing well that they made the terrible mistake of lubricating all 
the avenues, paths and roads, as well as the inner gear assembly of 
the supporting structures..., using the wrong type of oil...! Because 
of this serious error, what happened was that all the thoughts and 
decisions to take, that normally connects the Space Centre with the 
stores of accumulated experience and travel smoothly and directly 
in the highways...got completely confused: ideas and thoughts origi-
nating on the left ended up going to the right, and what is worse, 
not even noticing this, or even knowing why or what was happening.  
Others ideas went completely ‘bezerk’ and ran off the tracks. What is 
worse, everyone was blaming each other for the terrible confusion.  
It was total chaos. Very few could continue to think their thoughts 
and ideas with clarity. This event indicated that historic memory had 
been seriously affected during the process and, as you can imagine, 
all this generated another multitude of long term problems which I 
will tell you   on another occasion.

By now the night was ending, and the light of the day was com-
ing to take over..., the geniecillos had finished their work success-
fully: they had now only to complete the meticulous clearing of the 
residues of the day: torn filaments, dried or broken fragments which 
were put in a large green sac to be collected afterwards for recycling.  
Baskets were filled up with the copies of all the images that had been 
unnecessarily reproduced or duplicated, together with all the print-
ing errors: involuntary mistakes, trivial information, irrelevant an-
ecdotes, forgotten words and dates..., in other words, they had to 
remove all those bits and units that should not be stored in the Final 
Registry because if they do remain behind they create obstructions 
and block the smooth flow of traffic.

The work was certainly almost finished when the deep voice of Al-
varillo, the Executive Director of the Big Upper Loft, in fact, (the only 
one who could read messages coming from the future), was heard 
rather loud: “I have just found what I needed”, “I have got the film 
about the White Horse”! Then, with a satisfied smile and much care, 
proceeded to introduce the shiny disc into the Dream machine that 
was still profoundly asleep.

Feeling well and restored after the night’s sleep, the gentle young 
man stretched himself and slowly opened his dark brown eyes. Nev-
ertheless, at the same time he felt unsettled by the incredible inten-
sity of the dream he had.  What could the image of this powerful, 
extraordinary white stallion racing desperately towards him, mean? 
What could it mean...?  



36exiled ink / Summer 2010 

Come in, said the man
Come in, said the man, whose face was a scar
Come in, he said looking back and smiling 
His mouth void of teeth, a gaping vacuum
The alleyway was dark, wooden doors all closed
My heart was galloping, no one astride 
Filled with emptiness, a trapped goldfish
Going round and round, like an old record, stuck on a line
There are no answers, there is no reply
My eyes are welling up but I don’t want to cry
People are asleep or are they all dead
Passing a blue mosque and a falling star
His back all hunched up, cheeks bare to the bone
His nose crooked, brows overgrown 
White beard all grey, dusty as a moth 
Flying in my hair, creeping me out
Rising in my spine something all purple 
Something like lava or poisonous froth
He stops by a door of solid stone
Complex writings, threatening and harsh
Letters legible but meanings are unknown
Wheezing and huffing, his breath slow and heavy
He pushes the door, creaking creepily
A sudden breeze blows, out of the dark hole
He chants a prayer, I pass out sleepily

Face
Butterfly wings, flower petals
Rose dew and crushed silk
Cherries and peaches, blood and tarragon
Shiraz and Evian, honey and milk
Green silence and screaming purple
Hearing blue, laughter and tears
Love and passion, kindness, compassion
Running mascaras and lipstick smears
Bathing in the moon, baking in the sun
Walking the desert with blistered feet
Calling in the night, echo of nothing
Hallucination in burning heat
Spring rain and winter snow
Midsummer flush, midnight glow
Nights on red alert, bombs and gunshots
Burning books and torn up poems
Dark alleyways and blind spots
Love and hatred, broken dreams
Leaving them behind and starting new
Finding your feet and finding your tongue
Rewriting poems in all shades of blue
My face, my friend, my companion of fall and 
glory
With all your tell tale scars and lines
Telling the mirror my life’s story

Farhang Kasraei

S hi r i n  Razavi an
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The Well of Babel
R ez a  Gha s s em i

Translated by Wlodek Fenrych

Why is one darkness so different from another? Why is the darkness of a 
tomb so different from the darkness of a womb? Why is the darkness of a room 
so different from the darkness of a well? My uncle had two little wells instead 
of eyes but he knew damn well how to get to the fig tree in the middle of the 
garden. This always scared me. “Tell me nephew, why is the darkness of the 
beginning so different from the darkness of the end? Why does the darkness 
of my eyes feel like pins and needles? Nephew, you come from another planet, 
tell me!”

Iranian music grew from the heart of poetry, from all those tales that were 
thrown out of Heaven. The tales of exile.  The tales of the longing to return. 
There is one thing that this music lost on the way - an echo of the end of time. 
The voice of Ghamar would ignite hearts in its time, but now? Davani and Agh-
ba do not explode any more; they are like sparks flying into nothing.

One of the reasons given in favour of reincarnation is that we often meet 
people we don’t know but whose faces seem strangely familiar. When this hap-
pens we immediately ask ourselves - where have I seen this person? Mando 
also asked himself this question when he caught the first glimpse of Felicia. No 
doubt if one of these critics of reincarnation were sitting next to him he’d say 
that in the past life the person next to him didn’t believe in reincarnation either 
and wouldn’t even be aware of this burning question boiling inside his skull. In 
the blink of an eye Mando remembered that he had seen Felicia two centuries 
ago in Russia in one of Tzar Alexander’s castles. But before we start this story we 
need to discuss the wandering oil painting - the portrait of Felicia. This portrait 
was a kind of a wonder, it was the work of a well-known master but in whatever 
house it was - it was always hidden in a small, dark cupboard. Now you can see 
layers of dust on it - the greasy dust of the loft and the soft, shy soil of the cellar 
of a large, resplendent palace belonging to a respectable person like F.W.J. You 
should not assume that this is because a nail fell out or that the painting might 
come off the wall and start walking on its own. No, there was something in the 
painting itself that was so attractive that anyone looking at it would put his hand 
in his pocket, get out their cheque book, write the most important signature of 
their life and take the puzzled Felicia with him. Then one or two days later, he 
would take Felicia off the wall, lock her in a cupboard and act as if he had seen 
something he shouldn’t, or perhaps now that he had seen it he would promise 
himself to act as if he had never done so. But this was not his fault. 

Of late, Kamal believed that art should disturb people interested in it and 
so he usually painted cross-eyed people (even if they really weren’t he would 
still paint them so), but Felicia eyes weren’t crossed. Do not get the idea that 
Kamal wanted to hurt people in this way or that in those days of cruelty peace 
was such a precious commodity that he was too stingy to give it away or that he 
didn’t want to give those scraps of peace to people who didn’t have it although 
they attempted to or to those who had it without realising it. No, but to tell you 
the truth even if you wanted to accuse him of that, the accusation wouldn’t 
stick no matter what glue you used because people buy paintings to make their 
houses habitable, not places of...

All the critics would merely admire him; all the galleries would hang his pic-
tures in the most prominent position, but no-one would buy them. Poor Kamal. 
He had to earn his miserable income to feed his drinking habit, by drawing little 
advertisements for alcoholic beverages or by designing boxes for pain-killers. 

“What do you think about the drawing on this box?”
“Damn it, it made my business go bust.”
“Do you know who drew it?”
“If I only knew...”
“What if someone who drew this could draw something better for you?”
“Is that possible” Come on, it looks as if the devil moved the hand that held 

the pencil.”
“Should we pay him for this?”
“What?! Come on, we can draw better than this!”

This was the challenge he faced and tried to conquer. He would create his 
paintings anyway. Those paintings that engaged all who gazed at them and 
made them turn their heads and then made them turn their heads to the world 
and stare at them again and again and again... 

Dreams and Realities
Nahi da Izzat 

 

“There is only a fine line that divides
Dreams and reality”
They say
 
In my world
There is no line
 
My dreams and my reality
Are one and the same
 
Smoothly
Blending in
 
As colours unite
New hues are born
 
From blue and yellow
Gentle green emerges
 
As red embraces blue
Vivid violet comes to life
 
My universe is a rainbow
Of many… many colours
 
No lines
No divisions
 
My dreams and my reality merge
As if smudged 
By an artist brush
 
I… like a feather
Drift in between

Image: Farhang
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 Reviews

‘Every Year, Every Day, I am Walking’ is 
a play about refugees. Set in a francoph-
one African country, it opens with young 
Aggie enjoying her childhood freedom, 
playing with her beloved Ernestine, be-
ing naughty in school, being cared for 
by her parents and just having a normal 
childhood. This idyllic life is torn apart 
when war breaks out. Aggie flees with her 
mother, ignorant of the fate of the rest 
of their family and friends. They head to 
South Africa, the promised land of sub-
Saharan Africa, the place people dream of 
going for a better life, for safety and secu-
rity. After many travails they arrive, to find 
South Africa rather less than welcoming 
to people like them.

In its subject matter, the play is both 
timeless and timeous. Timeless because 
war, famine, oppression and greed have 
caused human beings to flee their home-
lands since time immemorial. Timeless 
because it seems that there are few cor-
ners of the world these days which are 
not either somewhere human beings are 
fleeing from or places they are fleeing to. 
As such, the question of refugees is some-
thing we all have to address. Refuge and 
asylum seeking, political upheaval and 
military strife forcing people to flee to a 
safe haven which ends up not being that 
welcoming or safe after all, would strike a 
chord in the hearts of many members and 
supporters of Exiled Writers Ink. 

The play is interesting in that it doesn’t 
pander to the stereotypical tabloid idea 
of the countries refugees come for. It 

doesn’t create an idea that situations of 
strife are endemic to African countries. 
Thus the characters in the play are happy 
and safe in their own country for some 
time before war comes. If this is the play’s 
strength, then it is also to some extent a 
weakness, because it leaves less time to 
deal with the actual issue of being a refu-
gee in South Africa. The issue of asylum 
seekers from the rest of Africa is a hot 
potato in South Africa and the play could 
have focused more on this. However, 
to the extent that it does tackle this, the 
play blows out of the water the myth of 
the rainbow nation which assimilates all 
comers. The play does make the point 
that Africans from the rest of Africa are 
as unwelcome in South Africa as they are 
elsewhere in the world. 

The entire play is enacted by two ac-
tresses Jennie Reznek and Faniswa Yisa. 
Both women are marvellous actresses.  
They are able to use their bodies, mimicry, 
mime and facial expressions to set scenes, 
to tell the story, to create other characters 
both human and animal. A twitch of mus-
cle here, a cast of eye there and they can 
change the entire feel of what is happen-
ing on stage. Thus, whereas the absence 
of words and the use of other languages 
might have presented a problem, this is 
eliminated by the skill and talent of the 
actresses.

‘Every Year, Every Day I Am Walking’ is 
both thought-provoking and entertain-
ing. As such, it well deserves the awards 
it has garnered.

Every Year, Every Day, I am Walking
Performed at the Oval House Theatre, London, 2010    

Reviewed by Shereen Pandit 

Sonata for Four Hands 
by Amarjit Chandan

Arc Publications, 2009

Translated by the author with Julia Casterton, Shashi Joshi, 
Amin Mughal, Ajmer Rode, Stephen Watts and  John Welch

Revie wed by Crist ina Vit i

In his foreword to Amarjit Chandan’s collection Sonata For Four 
Hands, John Berger speaks of the ‘hospitality’ of Chandan’s poetry, 
and of his ability to reach and evoke the ‘arena of timelessness’ 
where true poetry is found, not by either expansion or crystallisation 
of a given moment but by the creation, in written form, of what phys-
icists would call ‘curled-up dimensions’. If I were to borrow another 
term from the lovely lexicon of physics (clearly with no pretence to 
any knowledge of the subject but simply as a way to synthesise my 
own perception), I would perhaps say that the vibrational energy of 
these dimensions lies in Chandan’s deep sense of language as the 
life-giving force releasing a quietly joyful voice capable of the great-
est tenderness and wonder from a hard-suffered, unsparing aware-
ness of displacement and loss.

Returning home to the Punjab as a child from Nairobi, where 
he was born in 1946, Chandan, whose language was imprinted with 
the richness of the oral tradition and deep reading of the classics of 
Punjabi literature, was painfully aware from an early age of how the 
disruption and denial of native language is one of the main modes 
of colonial aggression, and of how every language act is inevitably 
a political act. Following his imprisonment for two years in solitary 
confinement at the time of his militancy in the Naxalite movement, 
Chandan was forced to confront the failure of both words and silence 
in the attempt to re-make reality after such trauma. What emerged, 
and what, for me at least, gives this collection its poise and liveliness, 
is the sense of a renewed commitment to poetry as an act of further 
resistance, understood and practised not through the old ‘words as 
weapons’ model but through the daily work of re-asserting the beau-
ty and power of language by giving exact and loving attention to its 
many different levels. This includes the ongoing process of integrat-
ing English, the language. Chandan has lived and worked with on 
a daily basis, writing, translating and interpreting, for the last thirty 
years since he began living in London, and in which he wrote a few 
of the poems in this beautiful book, his eighth collection, but (and 
one of the several important points Stephen Watts makes in his fine-
tuned introduction is the significance of this fact). Although Punjabi 
is statistically the second most widely spoken language in the UK, 
and although Chandan is widely recognised as a major voice in con-
temporary poetry, this is only the first full bilingual Punjabi collection 
printed in Britain – making the author and translators’ outstanding 
work, and Arc Publications’ decision to add it to its fine catalogue, all 
the more worthy of celebration.

My Father’s Paradise  
by Ariel Sabar

Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books, 2008

Reviewed by Jennifer  Langer

Not many people are aware of a Kurdish Jew-
ish past and community. My Father’s Paradise is 
a fascinating, layered memoir of both a Kurdish 
Jewish father’s past and of his American born 
son’s need to understand this past.

Yona Sabar, Ariel’s father, originates from Za-
kho, in Kurdistan having been born in 1939      to 
illiterate parents there. Kurdish Jews speaking 
Aramaic, lived in isolation in the mountains of 
northern Iraq for almost three thousand years 
largely cut off from the centres of Jewish life. 
The Jewish community of Zakho lived on an is-
land and although co-existing peacefully with 
Christians and Muslims, was nevertheless always 
circumspect. Yona’s grandfather had been the 
only fabric dyer in Zakho yet was a deeply spir-
itual man who prayed through the night in the 

tiny mud-brick synagogue and for Yona, Zakho 
was a place where a boy could learn psalms for 
a grandfather who spoke to angels, leap across 
rooftops and swim all afternoon in the Habur 
river. This idyllic existence ended when Iraq was 
among the Arab armies defeated in Israel’s 1948 
War of Independence. Jews become endangered 
in Iraq and so Ariel’s father was amongst the 
120,000 Iraqi Jews airlifted to Israel in the 1950s. 
In Israel, Yona’s grandfather was defeated by the 
prejudice and poverty the Kurds commonly con-
fronted yet Yona eventually became professor of 
Aramaic at UCLA.

Growing up in Los Angeles, Ariel is totally 
inimical to his father’s history and immigrant 
habits. Yet as an adult with his own son, he de-
velops a deep desire to understand his father’s 
past, leading to father and son visiting Zakho in 
2005. The father comments that ‘everything has 
changed’ yet he is still fearful of revealing his 
Jewish identity. In modern Zakho, he dreams of a 
past time and space where fragments of memo-
ry can be made whole while Ariel is obsessed by 
the ghost of the family’s past - his father’s older 
sister, Rifqua, kidnapped as an infant and never 

found. He desperately chases phantoms in the 
hope that finding her would be considered a re-
demptive act. Yet there are multiple myths about 
Rifqua, a metaphor for the impossibility of recov-
ering the past. ‘History had beckoned. I went af-
ter it hungry. But I found neither flesh nor blood, 
just a few faded footprints and some shadows 
dancing on a wall.’

The reader might assume that the paradise 
of the title is the childhood home of Zakho. In-
deed, the philosopher Bachelard suggests that 
as the childhood home represents immemorial 
and recollected time, memory and imagination 
remain forever associated with it. Despite this, 
the author asserts that Israel and Los Angeles 
too, represent his father’s paradise, Israel as the 
promised land of the Jewish people and Los An-
geles where dreams can be realised. 

Sabar’s memoir weaves the past with the 
present, emphasising the necessity of under-
standing the past to create belonging for the 
self, more so when the past equates to a van-
ished history of a people. He affirms ‘I am the 
keeper of my family’s stories.’ Finally, the past 
reconnects son to father.



Shanta Acharya was born in Orissa, India. 
From 1983-5 she was a Visiting Scholar at Harvard.  
An internationally published poet, she has pub-
lished five collections. 

Alev Adil Adil was born in Cyprus and grew up 
in Turkey, Cyprus and London. Her publishd collec-
tion of poetry is Venus Infers (2004). She is head of 
the Department of Creative, Critical and Communi-
cation Studies, University of Greenwich.

Rizwan Akhtar His poems have appeared in 
Poetry Salzburg Review, Poetry NZ, Wasafiri, decan-
to, tinfoildresses, Postcolonial Text, Poesia and the 
few have been anthologised by Forward Press UK.

Marion Baraitser is an award-winning London 
playwright (Oberon Books) and a published short 
story writer. She founded her small press, Loki 
Books, specialising in the translation of the best 
women’s writing in minority languages. 

Almog Behar, born in 1978 in Israel, lives in Je-
rusalem and studied Philosophy. He has published 
two books of poetry and a collection of short sto-
ries. In 2005 he won the Haaretz Short Story Com-
petition for ‘Ana Min Al-Yahoud’ (‘I am one of the 
Jews’), published in Al-Hilal, Cairo.   

Munzur Çem journalist and novelist, was born 
in southeast Anatolia in 1945. After the military in-
cursions of the 80s he went into exile in Sweden 
where he wrote stories and articles in Turkish and 
Kurdish and was active in the field of human rights 
for Kurdistan. 

David Clark is the child of Jewish refugees 
fleeing Nazi Germany in the 1930s. His PhD focused 
on Jewish museums. He contributes to various cul-
tural magazines in London.

Yolande Deane was born in London of Vin-
centian and Jamaican parentage. A published poet, 
she has recently begun to explore the Japanese 
Haiku form.

Fatma Durmush was born of a Turkish-Cypriot 
family and brought up in Britain. Award-winning 
poet and novelist, she writes in English and Turk-
ish. 

Janna Eliot, is a translator, story writer and nov-
elist, with a special interest in Romani issues and 
international folk tales. She performs Eastern Euro-
pean and Gypsy songs with her daughter.

Moris Farhi, MBE for his contribution to litera-
ture, is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, 
Vice President of International PEN and author of 
many novels, most recently, A Designated Man 
(2009). 

Rachel Garfield is a lecturer in Critical Studies, 
Department of Art, Goldsmiths College, University 
of London.

Reza Ghassemi was born in Isfahan, Iran. After 
his 1973 play Undated Letters to and from My Fam-
ily, he became an author, director and composer. In 
1976 he won the Iranian television prize for When 
Zahak Governed the World. In 1986 he emigrated to 
France where he founded the group ‘Moshtaq’. His 
novels are Night-Time Harmony (1995) and Babel’s 
Well (1998).

Ergin Günçe was born in 1938 in Turkey. His 
work as a lecturer in Ankara was terminated due 
to his political beliefs. He died in a plane crash in 
1983. His poetry collection A Flower Much as Turkey 
was translated by Gulay Yurdal-Michaels and Rich-
ard McKane.

Choman Hardi is a Kurdish poet whose poetry 
is used for GCSE. She is also a researcher whose 
work with the widows of genocide in Kurdistan will 
be published this summer (Gendered experiences 
of genocide: Anfal survivors in Kurdistan-Iraq).  

Nahida Izzat is an exiled Palestinian. A mathe-
matician and an artist she has published two books: 
I Believe in Miracles, and Palestine, The True Story.

Rahila Khalwa has a BA from Osaka University 
and MA from the University of Essex. Her autobio-
graphical work is about travel and social issues. She 
is a musician and gardener, is multilingual and has 
completed the London and Berlin Marathons.

Jennifer Langer editor of four anthologies of 
exiled literature (Five Leaves), is a SOAS doctoral 
student and writes poetry.

Esther Lipton has an MA in Jewish Ethics from 
King’s College, London and is a poet.

Aydin Mehmet-Ali born in Cyprus, is an award-
winning author whose short stories have appeared 
in anthologies and journals. Her short story col-
lection is Pink Butterflies/Bize Dair (2005). She is 
also an international education consultant, project 
manager and researcher.

Anna Marie Mickiewitz’s collection of poetry 
is Dziewanna (1984). She is a member of The Union 
of Polish Writers Abroad and edits its magazine 
Pamietnik Literacki. Her poetry appears in Akant, 
Kritya and in the anthology Chopin with Cherries. 

Ayhan Mimtas born in 1971 in Dersim, an east-
ern province of Turkey, participated in political ac-
tivities from 1993 and was then imprisoned for six 
years. He has written many articles in Turkey and 
came to the UK in 2004. 

Sahra Mohammed born in 1987 in Somalia, 
came to the UK when she was five, fleeing the civil 
war with her family. Sahra won a place on a pres-
tigious Arvon Foundation course. She is currently 
working on short stories.

Tendai Mwanaka born in Zimbabwe, currently 
in South Africa, has been published in USA, UK, Italy, 
South Africa, India, New Zealand, Australia, France, 
Spain and Canada in over 50 journals. Voices in Ex-
ile will be published by Lapwing Poetry in 2010.

Beverley Naidoo came into exile from South 
Africa in 1965. Journey to Jo’burg, initially banned 
in SA, is celebrating its 25th anniversary in the UK. 
Her many awards include the Carnegie Medal for 
The Other Side of Truth about the asylum-seeking 
children of an outspoken Nigerian writer. 

Shereen Pandit is a London-based South 
African lawyer, political activist and writer whose 
short stories have won several prizes, including the 
Booktrust London Award (2004), Young Writer mag-
azine prize (2000, 2001) and Wordsworth magazine 
prize (1997).  

Shirin Razavian’s fourth publication is Which 
Shade of Blue (London: 2010). She fled Iran due to 
censorship and in the UK continues to write politi-
cally astute poetry, remaining resolute in her pur-
suit of human rights. 

Philippa Rees of mixed English/Dutch descent 
left South Africa in 1965. After sojourns in Germany 
and America, she settled in Somerset where she 
writes poetry, short stories and science including A 
Shadow in Yucatan (2006) and is currently working 
on a scientific thesis in poetic form.

Jude Rosen is a researcher, translator and poet 
of Jewish, East European immigrant background.  

Fathieh Saudi was born in Jordan. Her collec-
tions of poetry are The Prophets, a poetic journey 
from childhood to prophecy and River Daughter. 
She has translated books from English and French 
into Arabic and 3 poetry collections from Arabic to 
English. 

Rouhi Shafii, writer and women’s rights ac-
tivist, is the co-founder of International Coalition 
against Violence in Iran (ICAVI). She is also a politi-
cal commentator on TV and Radio.  

Parham Shahrjerdi is a specialist in literature 
and modern theory and a specialist in the thought 
of Maurice Blanchot. Writer, critic and editor, found-
er of Espace Maurice Blanchot and the multilingual 
magazine Poetrymag. 

Otilia Tsvegie Slater (O.T.Mukozho) was born 
in 1979 in Zimbabwe. She is a published writer, artist 
and poet. Author of Gift of the Past, she had exhibi-
tions at Matombo and Zimbabwe National Galler-
ies. She left Zimbabwe in 1997 and qualified in So-
cial Work in the UK in 2006 where she now lives. 

Deniz Soezen was born in 1981 in Vienna. She 
has an MA in Fine Arts from the University of Ap-
plied Arts in Vienna and an MFA from Goldsmiths 
College. A recipient of the AHRC’s research prepa-
ration she has exhibited widely in Austria and inter-
nationally. Be Longing is her first solo exhibition in 
London.                         

Marisol Tellez Retired physician, born in Chile 
from Spanish exiles. Left Chile after the military 
coup. Three short stories published in a book of 
memories of Chilean women in England, Lejos de 
Casa (2009) and an essay: ‘Personal History of the 
Araucana araucana’ in Revista Araucaria No 40. 
1987. 

Catherine Tchitembo is a South African liv-
ing in London with her Congolese husband. Her 
interest is in migration flows between Europe and 
Africa, and across the African continent.

Alma Verija from Albania, has worked with 
refugee unaccompanied children and young peo-
ple in London for eight years. She is currently com-
pleting a degree in ‘English with Creative Writing’ at 
Brunel University.

Ivy Vernon attended school and university in 
Baghdad. In 1970 she and her family fled from the 
terror of Saddam. Baghdad Memories recalls the 
life of a Jewish girl and her community against a 
changing political background. 

Cristina Viti’s most recent published work in-
cludes translations of Elsa Morante (Shearsman), 
Amelia Rosselli (Modern Poetry in Translation), Ta-
har Lamri & Ubax Ali Farah (forthcoming for Scarf 
Magazine, Kudu Arts).

Shelley Weiner Shelley Weiner is a novelist, 
short-story writer and creative writing lecturer. She 
lives in London. 
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