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pensions of Bahd’is. In 1985 it went even further by announcijpng ~ -
that civil servants who were Bah4’is would be required to repay the
full amount of the salaries they had received during their entire
workinglives; many, unable to pay, had been imprisoned. But thegs
administrative measures, cruel as they are, seem gradually to be
taking the place of the more brutal persecution of the Baha'is;
with other aspects of life, the fire has diminished somewhat durin,
the latter part of the 1980s. Nevertheless hatred of the Baha'is is nog
something which was introduced by the Islamic Republic, and
will not fade altogether.

‘Being a Bahd’i must be like being a black in America.” The feelin
of being discriminated against of being despised, of being pe
tually in danger of random attack, was real enough, though th
analogy would have been more exact if the speaker had likened
himself and his family to Jews in a mediaeval city. All his life he had #
been treated by ordinary Muslims as an outcast: as someone to be
avoided where possible, and a convenient scapegoat at moments of

social and political tension. :

I remember one time when we were in a village. I was seven or ;
eight. We had a driver, and we gave him some ice to take home to
his family because it was a very hot day. I went with the driver :
when he took the car home and gave the ice to his wife. I saw her *
throw the ice out and shout out something about Bahd'is. 2

Sometimes my father would come home and say he had met =
so-and-so, and after they had shaken hands he would see him go.
off to wash his hands. It was a ritual washing, like when a dog .
passes a Muslim in the street before prayers. Other times when **
you went to someone’s house you knew that after you left they
would wash out the chair you had sat on, and the cup you had
used. It was always worse in smaller places where there was more
ignorance and the mullahs had more power. Some people used to
tell their kids not to. play with us. I remember that.

e

He is a young man, serious and well-educated in the way Bahd'is
usually are. His family is haute bourgeoisie, but the money has been
heavily depleted by the exactions and losses incurred through years
of public and private pressure. These are not the first troubled times3
the family has been through, and the young man’s parents both}
knew poverty when they were young. But, again in the way of the
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Baha'fs, they started again, and his father obtained a government
job which, as a result of hard work and intelligence, he did well. But
he was continually passed over for promotion; the discrimination
may not have been so savage under the Shah, but it was certainly
there. In the end the father decided to give up and become a farmer.

The first day in 1968 all you could see was stones and desert. The
mountains were up there and the village was down there. But my
father made a success of it. He was one of the few people who did
make a success of farming there.

But by 1978 all you could see round about was other people’s
property. The boom had come, and people had made a lot of
money in building. So they wanted to turn my father’s farm into a
residential area, because it was more profitable for the
developers. They didn’t like us being there anyway. We weren’t
welcome in the village, and sometimes they’d turn all the
loudspeakers from the mosque in our direction.

Then the Revolution came, and the company that supplied us
with our animals couldn’t send them to us any more, because
they’d all died. After that we had to try to import cur animals, and
that meant we needed permits. But the permits took a long time
coming. That meant we weren’t earning much money, and the
bank wanted its loans back.

In the end they took the farm away from us, and all our
furniture got stolen. All my father’s clothes went, and all the
things from my childhood: you know, toys and books. And that
was how we lost our heritage.

The father’s problems grew. He used to be stopped all the time in his
car, and the Revolutionary Guards came to arrest him several times.
He was unable to obtain a ration-book since they were distributed
by the mullahs, and the family had to buy all its food at top prices on
the black market. They moved to their house in Tehran; and in 1982
they decided they would have to leave the country altogether, since
the farm had gone and they had no money except what they could
get from selling their furniture and jewellery.

The time when they just confiscated things or you could just pay
money to keep out of gaol was over. Now they wanted people.
Father went into hiding for two months, and he didn’t contact my
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mother the whole of that time - it was too dangerous. The plan
was for her to get out to Pakistan, and then he would join her
week later.

Well, she made it. You could get out quite easily then to Pakig.*
tan through Baluchistan, if you paid money. They don‘t like'
Bahd’is much in Pakistan now, because they’re pretty strg
Muslims too; but she got out all the same. It wasn’t until she wag
safe that she found out my father had been arrested. There’d beeg
a raid on the house, and they took him away. She wanted to
back, of course, but it would have been suicide. They’d ha
executed her for sure.

The father was charged with helping his wife to escape, with sendji
money out of the country, and with Zionism. The case dragged on forl§
several years, and there was never any result. Now it has fallen intg
abeyance; but at any moment, if the authorities chose, he could be'
arrested again and brought to trial. He has no money of his own tg
live on, and for them to send him money from abroad would be tog
dangerous. Instead, he has to exist on the generosity of relatives. His
wife and son talk to him occasionally on the telephone, they in their
new life and he in the old. During those difficult, strained calls they
never mention the case against him; and the only way they have of
judging whether he is in any trouble is from his tone of voice.
There are many Baha’is in worse conditions: their pensions
stopped, obliged to pay back enormous sums to the government,
imprisoned, perhaps tortured. Those who have survived best are
the people who work for themselves — taxi-drivers, small busi=
nessmen, craftsmen. The richer Bah4’is help the poorer ones. They
are not like the early Christians, rejoicing in martyrdom; but since
they only have to make a simple statement to cease being Bahd’is,
and thereby cut their links with the most important part of their
lives, the simple statement remains unmade. :

It's difficult to understand, maybe, if you aren’t a Baha'i. It's a
system of living. For us, working in a spirit of service isn’t any
different from praying. Being a Baha’i is a progressive thing -
kind of like going to school, except it never ends. It doesn’t matter,
how many Bahd’is are in gaol, or even killed, it'll carry on. And
we certainly don’t want to convert anybody. We just want 0
make them understand.

12

On The Road

But when he [the Persian muleteer] is fairly started he
becomes a different man. With the dust of the city he
shakes off the exasperating manner which has hitherto
made him so objectionable. He sniffs the pure exhilarat-
ing air of the desert, he strides forward manfully on the
broad interminable road (which is, indeed, for the most
part but the track wormn by countless generations of
travellers), he beguiles the tediousness of the march with
songs and stories, interrupted by occasional shouts of
encouragement or warning to his animals. His life is a
hard one, and he has to put up with many disagreeables;
so that he might be pardoned even if he lost his temper
oftener than he usually does. .
Edward Granville Browne,
A Year Amongst The Persians, 1893

We had skirted round the southern edge of Qom, and had left
behind us the well-constructed freeway which links the holy city
with Tehran and enables the civil servants to consult the ayatollahs,
and the ayatollahs to make the journey to the capital to check that
their instructions are being carried out. South of Qom the road had
reverted to its pre-Revolutionary self: a narrow ribbon of black
tarmac, two lanes wide, across the dry yellow landscape. We were
driving too fast, but that was something I had long grown used to;
my first extensive experience of long-distance driving in Iran had
been on this road in February 1979, a week or so before the
Revolution took place, and Mahmoudi, then as now, was the driver.

He settled now behind a grey Paykan which contained at least
seven human beings, and maybe more: two of the women on board
may have had small children on theirlaps. In front of them was a line
of four other cars. We were perhaps five yards behind the grey
Paykan. I tried nervously to read Mahmoudi’s speedometer, but it
seemed to function irregularly, dropping back or surging forwards





