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1. Donné Raffat, 1985. The Prison Papers of Bozorg Alavi: A Literary Odyssey. Syracuse University

Press.
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The Thresher

YESTERDAY our own Qolam-Hossein Nezafatchi was released.

To look at his face — with its low forehead and silly grin — vou would not
have thought of him as being particularly different from anyone else.

He had been sentenced to three years in prison.

I have been sentenced to seven.

He was a murderer — or, at any rate, he was found guilty of committing
murder. Here in prison if you ask people what crime they committed, they say,
“I didn’t do anything. I was in a mosque, kneeling at prayer, when they nabbed
me and brought me here.”

Or they say, “Actually, that time they didn’t have anything on me, but since [
couldn’t come to terms with the bastards, they tossed me into this hole. When [
go to the trouble of stealing a hundred fomans, why should 1 give eighty to
them?” Then there is the fellow who was put in charge of our food, and who
prided himself on being no ordinary crook. “Pardon me,” he drew the
distinction, “but I’'m no thief. | embezzled twelve thousand tomans from the
government!” He had stolen some government stamps, gone to the whore house,
and showered them over his mother’s head in lieu of money.

But if you asked Qolam-Hossein why he was here, unlike the others he
would say, “I’m a murderer.” And, frankly, he was such a moron and had such a
ghoulish laugh that you were put off from pursuing the matter.

I could not get anything out of him. What I write here | gleaned from other
people, and what they said must have had some truth to it, especially in light of
the warden’s statement. When he was questioning one of the inmates, the prison
warden claimed, “I look upon all prisoners as being alike, and never take into
account who they were or what they were or what they did before they got here.
Political prisoners, murderers, cutthroats, embezzlers, pickpockets — they’re all
the same to me. I’m like one who washes the dead.”

There would have been no sense, of course, in arguing the point. Now if, for
example, there happened to be among us some ‘“respectable” thieves or
embezzlers of government funds, who were better off socially than the rest or
who owned property, the prison authorities — the warden included — would
treat them with deference and try to make their lives easier in every way. They
would give them better food. If they caught them smuggling things into prison,
their punishment would be a hundred times lighter. And, naturally, what applied
to them did not apply to the political prisoners. What is worse, the guards could
take their cruelty out on us. Well and good, there was reason for this: this was
the bread, as it were, that the warden and his staff held out to their crew.

Or to put it another way, how easy it was for the warden to fall in with the
thieving, bribing, and conniving going on in his prison; whereas, was it even
remotely possible that his excellency, the warden, should concur with the
charges made by those in his custody against a despotic regime, which had
clearly aligned itself against constitutional rule?
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Was he ever likely to be a political prisoner?

In short, at the same time that the warden professed that in the eyes of the
“law” all were alike, he pointed a finger at Qolam-Hossein and said, I know
that that man didn’t murder anyone. Nevertheless, since I have a duty to
perform, [ have to treat him as though he were a murderer.”

And, in my opinion, Qolam-Hossein really could not have murdered anyone.
If he had, he would have been given a longer term. Three years is nothing.

I have been sentenced to seven.

That judge, Hosseingolikhani, who had never seen the inside of a prison,
thought that seven years behind bars was like seven days of hard labor, and a
very beneficial thing for a person who had not worked a day in his life!

Qolam-Hossein was charged with killing his son. Some said the victim
wasn’t his son; some said it was his servant.

Actually, the case must have been something like this.

And let me be open about it: the other reason I did not associate much with
Qolam-Hossein is that | had heard that he was an informer — that he reported
what we said to the warden. In this respect, my whole account is based upon a
certain amount of conjecture.

To come to the point, the person killed, it seems, was not his son; more likely
he was his foster child. Qolam-Hossein is a native of Gilan, and he used to work
a strip of land in one of the villages named Koh Dam. He also ran a small
grocery store. I do not know how the boy whose murder he was charged with
came to be his foster child (if that, indeed, was what he was), but apparently the
lad had been orphaned, and Qolam-Hossein had taken him in. The boy, thus,
grew up to be a kind of son and flunky. Which may be why some people claim
that he was his servant.

Something else | ought to mention, before 1 forget: even now no one knows
for certain whether or not Qolam-Hossein killed anyone.

All the same, he confessed to the police, stating explicitly that he had killed
Kais Agha: and I do not think that a person would spread it about that he was a
murderer without reason, especially if he happened to be innocent; because
making a statement like that before a public prosecutor (or “examining
magistrate” as they call him now) dose not just end the matter there.

Of course, confessing as much to the security police, given their means of
dealing with evidence, is a different thing altogether.

But to look at his face, his rustic features, his large Rashti type head, his
crooked nose. which is not unlike a Semitic nose, his lanky gait, how could
anyone possibly say that he was a murderer? It is so easy to kill a person? When
I see a chicken being decapitated, my whole body quivers. | see someone being
beaten. 1 actually feel as though I were taking the beating myself.

Killing a person is not the sort of thing someone like Qolam-Hossein would
do. In spite of what I have said, I cannot see him actually admitting to the
“examining magistrate” that he had killed Kais Agha. Yet, apparently, he had
even shown him a knife and declared that it was with this weapon that he had
cut his belly open.
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