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JINA: Your book is called ‘No Friend But the
Mountains’. Is that a metaphorical title?
BEHROUZ: When I was a little boy, my
mother once said to me, “You came into
this world in a time when we had to flee.” It
was a time when Kurds would run to the
mountains from fear of the warplanes. I’m
a child of war, born during the Iran–Iraq
War. The mountains were the only place
where we found asylum, within the wild
chestnut and oak forests. Whoever couldn’t
reach them died. I borrowed the title of my
book from a Kurdish saying: “We have no
friend but the mountains.” The reason that
the Kurds have not yet been completely
wiped out is because no one can pass
through our mountains to get to us. They are
our protectors.
J:

Iran has many mountains, which are
shrouded in legend. This is especially
true of the Kurdish provinces, not least
because of the Peshmerga, the Kurdish
military force who operate there. Which
one is your home mountain?
B: We call it Kiver, but the Iranians have
renamed it Kabir Kuh. It’s beautiful; it
runs along a river. But it’s also part of a strategically important mountain range because
it crosses over the Iranian border into Iraq
and Turkey. It’s a mountain range of three
countries.

J:
B:

●
●

Do you have any precious memories of
your mountain?
Many. As a kid I would escape to Kiver
for days, eating whatever it would pro-
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vide. Mountains are a place the Kurdish people depend on. Not only because they are
insurmountable, but because they feed us.

J:

● At the age of 29 BEHROUZ BOOCHANI fled Iran for Australia but got redirected to a hellish prison on Manus Island, Papua New Guinea. ● During
the six years he was stuck there he documented his experience in a barrage
of text messages. ● He eventually published everything as a book that told
both his story and the bigger story of how refugees are treated the world over.
● A writer, journalist and filmmaker, BEHROUZ now lives in New Zealand
and has never set foot in Australia, the country that granted him several
prestigious prizes for literature, but no visa.

Did you consider joining the Peshmerga
at any point?
B: Only in my mind. It’s inevitable for the
Kurdish youth to think about becoming
a Peshmerga. At least when you are an active
part of the resistance, there comes a point
when you ask yourself, what can be done?
How can I fight for our rights? Joining the
Peshmerga, and fighting like a warrior, with
arms, is one of the options. But I quickly realised that wasn’t my path. I was impeded by
some kind of fear, masked by theories of
non-violence and peace. Those theories
about non-violent resistance drew me to
take up my pen. To this day I still don’t know
if I have a peace-loving spirit or if I was just
frightened of fighting in the mountains,
afraid of taking up the gun. I still haven’t
found the answer, but if my cowardice redirected me to the power of the pen, I’m grateful for being a coward.
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J:

In your memoir there is no mention of
the circumstances that forced you to
leave Iran and seek asylum in Australia.
What is your homeland persecuting you
for?
B: My cultural activities. I was born in
Ilam, which is one of the Kurdish provinces in western Iran. In that particular
place, assimilation is a huge problem. We are
losing our culture. We are being deprived of
our language, we are being deprived of our
values. I tried to stand up against that, tried
to preserve our identity, to fight for our values and our language, but it is impossible to
speak up in a system of religious dictatorship such as exists in Iran.

J:
B:

Why is it impossible to speak up?
They imprison and kill any activist, especially cultural activists. Yet I tried. I
was working as a journalist for the Kurdish
magazine ‘Werya’, publishing progressive articles which celebrated being Kurdish. The
government didn’t approve. They alerted the
Sepah, the Army of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution, who started arresting
many of my colleagues. I knew death was
awaiting me.

J:
B:

B:

Freedom. I wanted to be in a place
where I could write and say what I want.
I thought if I published my ideas in a free
country, I could help my people. I thought
that Australia was free, but soon I found out
that I had the wrong idea about liberal democracy. It felt like such a paradox. I left
Iran in order not to be imprisoned, but when
I arrived in Australia they jailed me. I
learned that in a dictatorship you are not allowed to write or say whatever you want, but
if you do, people listen to you. In Western
countries, you can say anything, but hardly
anyone is listening. While I was in prison on
Manus Island, I wrote more than a hundred
articles, all of which were published, most
of them in ‘The Guardian’, but nothing happened, no one heard me. Most people don’t
want to hear these kinds of stories. They find
them too heavy, too depressing, so they
choose not to listen. I remember when my
memoir was published, I attended an online
event for its launch in Australia. After the
event, a public Q&A was set up and one person in the audience said, “But Behrouz, we
didn’t know what was happening on Manus.”
Ignorance is a classic excuse, but I didn’t let
him get away with it. I told him, “That’s because you didn’t want to know.”

How could you know?
We Kurds carry a stigma; we are judged J:
in a denigrative way. In Iran, for example, one of the most typical prejudices is that
Kurds are separatists. As soon as you stand
up for your human rights, the government
marginalises you by calling you a separatist
terrorist. They defame you. More and more
Kurds are rejecting their origins. They know
being a Kurd is difficult, so they accept and
live according to the oppressor’s culture.
Not me. I have nothing against Farsi. I love
Farsi. It’s a beautiful language and I’m happy
I speak it, but I don’t want to be dominated
and deprived of my origins, of who I am. I
don’t want to be erased.

J:

How did you manage to escape the
Sepah?
B: I was lucky. The day the Sepah came to
our office and arrested eleven of my colleagues, I wasn’t around. But I knew they
would find me soon, so I didn’t have the time
to think through my escape or decide where
I wanted to go. A friend of mine introduced
me to a smuggler and we set a date in a park
in Tehran, close to the Grand Bazaar. The
smuggler said he could send me to Indonesia, and if I didn’t feel safe there, he could
send me to Australia by boat. This was in
May 2013. I had one day to say yes, and from
the moment I accepted his offer until my escape, I had only two weeks to sort out my life.
I said yes, paid $5000 and was on my way.

J:

You had two weeks to pack things for
your escape. What did you take with
you?
B: Nothing. I owned nothing that was
meaningful except for a book of poetry
written by my good friend, the Kurdish poet
SABIR HAKA.

J:

You could have turned to the mountains.
What motivated you to leave Iran?

Everything you experienced is also
happening, as we speak, in the heart of
Europe. More than 14,000 asylum seekers, including an alarming number of
children, have been stuck in detention
centres on the Greek island of Lesbos
since 2013. They experience conditions
similar to those you describe in your
book: no water or food but rather systematic starvation, implemented by the
detention regime. The asylum seekers
there are not fortunate enough to have a
strong voice like yours among them, so
they remain unheard. There are an estimated 82.4 million displaced people in
the world today. Your voice reminds us

J:

One argument put forth by European
heads of state as a way to avoid the obligation to take in refugees is that it is
the refugees’ own decision to come, and
therefore they have the right to say they
don’t want them there.
B: That’s wrong. There is a UN Refugee
Convention, and according to that convention, refugees must be processed. Until
individuals are recognised as refugees, they
must be given asylum. During this process
of asylum, you can’t hold them in prison, as
that would be a deprivation of human liberty.
This is not just my point of view; it is the law,
part of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. It is a legal obligation.

BEHROUZ, pictured in the mountains surrounding his new home of Christchurch.
He arrived in New Zealand on 14 November, 2019.

J:

You survived arbitrary, state-sponsored
oppression and torture for six years – an
experience that must have trespassed
all physical and mental boundaries.
How did you find the strength to document it?
B: It’s true: in detention everything disintegrated. I could sense that my control
over my mental state was beginning to slip.
I found the one thing that could arrest that
slide was the thing that always had: writing.
It is an act of resistance. I was writing to survive. Confronted by a system designed to reduce you to a number and take away your
humanity, when you write you are actually
challenging that inhuman system and structure. I believe in the power of words. In the
first place, they remind me that I am human.
When you are locked up in circumstances
like the ones I was locked up in, it is very important that you constantly remind yourself
of your dignity and your will to survive. It
was also very important to me to show how,
even in circumstances like the ones on
Manus, you can still see and live beauty. Seeing, understanding, creating beauty helps
you to survive. It was another way to reclaim
my human state. By giving beauty, I could
destroy the negative images and dismantle
their narrative that aimed to dehumanise us by introducing us as dangerous people, potential terrorists
and drug dealers.

“In Western countries, you can say anything, but
hardly anyone is listening.”
they are just like the rest of us. We could
be you. Tomorrow we could be forced to
migrate.
B: Last year there was a bushfire in Australia, one of the worst in its history.
Many Australian people became displaced.
That was very interesting. Of course they got
immediate support from the government,
yet symbolically it was important. It showed
them that anything can happen. In this case,
the consequences of climate change forced
them to migrate, forced them to leave
everything behind. Some lost everything
they had. It was important because it showed
people that there is no guarantee that they,
too, won’t become refugees. Like you say, it
can happen to anyone. Yet, when it happens,
not everyone is treated the same way. What
people once spoke of as universal human
rights are now turning out to be something
more parochial: the rights of certain citizens. That is a dangerous reality.

J:

It is well known that you wrote your
book by sending WhatsApp messages
to your translators, but how did you
actually get a mobile phone, and from
whom?
B: I got it from a local Papu officer (we
called the natives of Papua New Guinea
who lived on Manus Island “the Papus”). He
sympathised with me. The Papus were just
as much under Australian government control as we were. Australia was using the island for its political aims. We were both
victims of the same kind of colonial mentality. He was working inside the prison and
smuggled it in. I traded my shoes and my cigarettes for it. But it wasn’t long until I was
searched by the Australian guards and my
phone and SIM card were taken from me.
Fortunately, the Papu officer agreed to get
me another phone. Three times the Australian guards took my phone, but eventually I
found a hiding place in my mattress where
they couldn’t find it.
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J:
B:

Did you use pen and paper at any point?
No, not as long as we were imprisoned.
I never felt safe with pen and paper. The
good thing about writing on the phone via
messages was that at any point I could press
the send button before anyone would be able
to confiscate my phone. Imagine writing it
all on paper and then they come and destroy
the manuscript. This way I had total control.
I sent my thoughts bit by bit. First to
MOONES MANSOUBI, my first translator,
who adapted many of my articles for ‘The
Guardian’, and later to OMID TOFIGHIAN,
who got in touch after he read some of my
pieces in the newspaper. He became the
translator of my book. We all worked very
closely together. Both of them have played a
great part in my work.

“In my joy, I lit a cigarette.”
J:

You name KAFKA’s ‘The Trial’, CAMUS’s
‘The Stranger’ and BECKETT’s ‘Molloy’,
‘Malone Dies’ and ‘The Unnamable’ as
influential works. Where did you read
these books?
B: KAFKA I read in Iran, the others I read
on my phone on Manus. I was also impacted by the way MICHEL FOUCAULT
talks about prison. And I learned a lot from
SIGMUND FREUD.

J:

Your writing is very vivid and pictorial.
I was both shocked and touched by your
ten-page-long description of the toilet
facilities, the act of peeing, the act of
shitting, the humiliation involved and
how you were deprived of privacy, which
made you worry: “Perhaps a few sets of
unfamiliar eyes watching and laughing
and discussing the size of my penis.” At
that point I had to laugh and wondered
how, in a situation like that, you worry
about the size of your penis?
B: That’s just what men do. At least once in
our life we worry about our manhood.
It’s ridiculous, but it’s the way it is. I always
found it stupid when men challenge one another, like, “Oh, yours is too small, oh, yours
is too this, oh, yours is not that.” They enter
into a competition. Just because we were living through hell, that didn’t mean we didn’t
still have these everyday concerns. I don’t
know if women care as much about their
genitals as men do, but men really do care
about having an amazing penis.

J:
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First and foremost, BEHROUZ sees himself as a journalist and regularly contributes articles on refugee rights, asylum
and politics to ‘The Guardian’, ‘The New
York Times’ and ‘The Sydney Morning
Herald’.

What else made the toilet facilities such
an existential part of your experience?
B: It was the only free space in the entire
prison. The only place that didn’t have
CCTV cameras or guards inside. The only
place which wasn’t controlled. In an article
I wrote for ‘The Guardian’ about gay prisoners on Manus, I tell the story of ALEX and
his boyfriend and how the toilet was the only
safe place for them to have sex. The toilets
were our sole sanctuary for freedom.

J:

‘No Friend But the Mountains’ won
the Victorian Prize for Literature and

the Victorian Premier’s Prize for Nonfiction, together worth almost AUD
125,000. Do you remember what you
felt when you found out?
B: I have never in my life seen myself as
happy and excited as I was then. It was
so important. My writing, this award, challenging the system – that’s what made it valuable to me. It is very paradoxical to be
honoured by your oppressor. I’m still
amazed.
J:
B:

You accepted the awards online while
still on Manus Island.
Yes. In my joy, I lit a cigarette. I was half
naked and pissed on the grass.

J:
B:

On camera?
I hung up the call before.

J:

Knowing what you know now, having
lived what you went through, would you
do it again, leave Iran and seek asylum?
Yes. Just for the chance to have a free
life in a safe place, I’d do it anytime.

B:
J:
B:

J:
B:

Freedom is a vast concept. What is it to
you?
To feel safe in the face of the government. It’s very scary when we don’t feel
safe in the face of the government.
Do you sometimes miss your home soil?
I literally miss the soil, yes. I miss the
nature.

J:

Do you sometimes dream about returning to your homeland?
B: No. I should explain this about being a
refugee: once you leave, you can’t return. Going back to where you came from is
like dying. It’s not an option.

J:
B:

Do you now have refugee status?
Yes, since 23 July 2020. That’s my birthdate, actually. On my birthday I was recognised as a refugee in New Zealand. This
June my lawyer applied for a permanent visa.
That’ll probably take one year.
J:
B:
J:

Have you met yet with prime minister
JACINDA ARDERN?
No.

In an interview with ‘The Guardian’, you
said, “It’s difficult for me to support or
trust any politicians. Power is always
dangerous, and it is our duty as active
citizens to always push back. JACINDA
ARDERN, I am not going to admire her
– it is against my principles to say any
politician is good.” Do you think it’s impossible to be both a powerful politician
and good, in the sense of respecting human rights?
B: I think it’s possible and that’s exactly
what we need: more powerful politicians that do good, that create change. I also
acknowledge that being a politician is very
difficult; it is a tough job. We need to encourage people with good, healthy principles to
enter politics. It’s not right to fill parliament
with power-hungry people. We need to send
game-changers.

J:

Do you play with the idea of going into rights but the Refugee Convention. By then,
politics?
my book will have been published in more
B: No. I like to fight and challenge than 25 countries.
politicians.
J: Your name, Behrouz, means “better”
(beh) “day” (rouz). What is a better day
J: Where in New Zealand do you live now?
to you?
B: In Christchurch, on the east coast of the
South Island, on the shores of Pegasus B: Any day I write well.
Bay.
J: Throughout your book you often write
about the fragile flame of dreams and
J: Isn’t that where, in 2019, during Friexcitements that kept you going, kept
day prayer, the mosque shooting took
you alive. Which dream is motivating
place? Isn’t that a hotbed for white suyou today?
premacists and the extreme nationalist
B: To empower marginalised people and
movement?
minorities through my work. What I
B: I really can’t comment on racism in this
city. New Zealand is very small and I went through is happening to all marginalthink my experience was special. When I ar- ised humans throughout the world. Refurived at the airport many people came there gees, indigenous peoples, women, children,
people of colour, the LGBTQ+ community
to welcome me.
are all being oppressed by the people in
power. OMID and I are working together
J: What’s Christchurch like?
B: It’s calm. It’s a bit of a retirement city. with a group of indigenous peoples from
Australia on a theatre play. In this play we
are trying to show how the fortunes of refuJ: Are you dating anyone?
B: It’s a huge problem. It’s hard to meet gees and indigenous peoples are related to
women of my own age here. Beyond each other. I’m also editing, together with
that, I’m a man in my thirties, and women of OMID and [Australian writer and poet] JAthis age want to get married. Despite the dif- NET GALBRAITH, to whom I dedicated my
ficulties, I did actually meet someone re- memoir, a collection of texts written by
cently. Let’s see where it leads. We are at a Manus refugees and established indigenous
beginning.
writers from Australia.
J:

One of many new beginnings. Tell me
about some of the new-found banalities
of your life that you enjoy?
B: I love cycling. I play soccer sometimes.
I listen to music. I like western classical
music. TCHAIKOVSKY. I love to discover
piano and cello and violin artists on Spotify.
And I’m finally able to read anything I want.
In Iran most books are censored, and on
Manus I could only read on my phone, which
is not the same as holding a book in your
hands.
J:
B:

Who are you reading?
At the moment, HEMINGWAY in Paris,
‘A Moveable Feast’.

J:
B:

In which language?
In Farsi. I still have problems understanding all the nuances of English and
I’m too slow.

Your resistance is the most poetic form
of rebellion: to humanise the dehumanised. What does being human mean?
B: I learned that humans have no sanctuary except within other human beings.
Humans have no alternative way to live their
lives other than to trust in other humans
and in the warmth within their hearts. That
is my understanding of humanity. We are
alone on this earth; that’s why we need to
rely on each other.

J:
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Does the fame you’ve achieved affect
your day-to-day life?
B: Unfortunately, we live in a world where
people forget very quickly. I don’t care
about fame and don’t mind the world forgetting about me, but I mind that people forget
about the refugee crisis. My story is a story
of how marginalised people challenged the
Australian government and challenged
power structures. Anyone smart will learn
from this story. My work is about reminding
people what they have lost: their democratic
values. Due to my status, my actions are limited. At the moment I can only give online
lectures and write for newspapers and communicate through Twitter. As soon as I have
my visa, I will travel to Europe and America
to raise awareness about how the democratic world is violating not only human

J:

Since its publication, ‘No Friend But the
Mountains’ has inspired a number of
related works; a song cycle created by
composer LUKE STYLES was performed
earlier this year, and a film adaptation of
the book is currently in the pipeline.
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