Excerpts from the play, “Guantánamo: Honor Bound to Defend Freedom”

By Victoria Brittain and Gillian Slovo

First Excerpt

Gareth Peirce

There are a number of concepts which are deliberately confused by the American administration.  It seized people for purposes that are clearly the obtaining of information and having seized those people, it transferred them to a place which it believed would be beyond the reach of courts in America.  It claimed that it had seized people on the battlefield, there were frequent references to capture on the battlefield, and then, having presented it to the world in this way, found itself stuck with the immediate response, well, if these are prisoners of war, they are entitled to give name, rank and number and no more and they deserved to be treated as the Geneva Convention dictates and not to be made the subject of interrogation.  So having at first flush grabbed the nearest label, finding that it meant that there were international treaty obligations to provide prisoners of war with rights, the regime very quickly had to redefine what it had, and therefore it said these were unlawful combatants who were not wearing uniforms and were not conforming to the norms of warfare.

Donald Rumsfeld

We said from the beginning that these are unlawful combatants, and we’re detaining them.  We call them detainees, not prisoners of war.  We call them detainees. We have said that, you know, being the kind of country we are, it’s our intention to recognize that there are certain standards that are generally appropriate for treating people who were – are prisoners of war, which these people are not, and – in our view – but there – and you know to the extent that it’s reasonable, we will end up using roughly that standard.  And that that’s what we’re doing.  I don’t – I wouldn’t want to say that I know in any instance where we would deviate from that or where we might exceed it.

Clive Stafford Smith

[I’ve done death penalty work] for the last 20 years.  It’s all about hatred.  About how you get a huge group of people to hate a small group of people and in that way you get them to quit blaming their problems on the Government.  You hate black people because that avoids you blaming the Government for your own problems and [you] hate people on death row and blame them for all the problems in the world.

[But] OK, [so] we hate people on death row.  If they hate us back, it doesn’t have any impact, because they have no power.  Yet when we translate this onto ] Guantánamo, and] the international stage, and we hate Muslims, and let’s be honest that’s what’s going on here, despite the pathetic attempts to pretend that’s not true.  There are one billion Muslims around the world, and when we [hate them] we create a world which is a very very dangerous and unpleasant place.  Translated onto the international scene, it’s terrifying.

Gareth Peirce

…I think perhaps we’re very calloused.  We read, we watch, we hear about atrocities – we know what man’s inhumanity to man consists of, we know all that, but we don’t sufficiently register it.  We don’t have the capacity to take it in and react in the way we should as human beings.

But when you have [in front of you] in a kitchen men you’re getting to know and they’re talking about it, not because you’re interrogating them, but it’s tumbling out and they’re reminding each other, they’re telling things that they haven’t told anyone.  Maybe it’s a testimony of every survivor from a concentration camp or a massacre or a …How do you tell it?  How do ordinary words tell it?  But yet they do if you are realizing the people who are telling it to you are the people who’ve survived it.  It’s a complete ordinariness of where they are now, suddenly, from something so extraordinary.  It’s as if they’ve come from another planet.

Second Excerpt

Mr. Begg

One night two Pakistanis…two American soldiers, assisted by two Pakistani officers, burst into [Moazzam’s ] house [in Pakistan], took him as prisoner, threw him to the floor, bundled him up and put him into the boot of their car – in front of other neighbours and the little child, she saw that and - they took him away. I received a telephone. …it was whispering…I think he had his mobile with him or what …he said - just like that

Mr Begg drops his voice and whispers

“Dad”,

Raising his voice to normal

I said: “Who is that?” He said:

Dropping to a whisper again.

“Moazzam”.

Normal voice

I said: “Why you are talking like that?” “I have been arrested.” I said: “By whom?” He said: “two Pakistanis…two American soldiers and two Pakistanis soldiers.” I said: “Where are you?” He said: “I’m in the car and they are taking me away, I don’t know where. My wife and children are in Pakistan, please take care of them and don’t worry, ” and then either somebody saw him talking or something…...

Well, I was so shocked for ten minutes I was just looking as if something had happened to my mind – it didn’t work at all. I didn’t know why? How? I couldn’t make out anything.

My wife got up as well and she said “Well, you calm down, nothing will happen ” I said “In that [area] people kidnap people for the sake of money and they kill them and throw their bodies and take the money and so - that area is very dangerous…

Mr Begg

Moazzam said that two Americans assisted by two Pakistanis [had taken him], but who knows whether they were Americans or Pakistanis? But it comes to my mind that they could be Afghans, dressed up as Americans or something. How could I think that - that Americans will catch my son, he’s from England. I couldn’t think that.

Wahab al-Rawi

It’s worse than kidnapping. It’s like, if you take it from the American standpoint, we want to make sure that our people in America think that these people are terrorists. So they came not from Gambia, they came from Bagram airbase, from Afghanistan, so they must be terrorists. We don’t know exactly [how long they were held in Bagram] Because Bagram everybody knows is a no-go zone for anybody – there’s no human rights, nothing.

Mr. Begg

I used my resources, whatever we have in Pakistan in army – because we come from army you see. For generations we have been with British army [and] we do not know any civil life except recently. [So] when the Foreign Officer didn’t give me any answer, proper answer, I rang up one of my cousins who is Brigadier General there. I asked his help and he straight away said: “very sorry about it, I’ll do whatever I can.” Then I rang up General Begg who was Chief of the Army Staff some time ago, and then I got in touch with several officers, the high ranking officers to search and find out if Moazzam is dead – but nobody could find that Moazzam is dead. They said that Moazzam is not here; he must be either as you say kidnapped by local Patans or he is with Americans.

Third Excerpt
Mr Begg

I received a telephone call from the Foreign Office.. and the person in charge of the case she told me that [Moazzam] has been transferred to Guantánamo Bay from Bagram air base. .. It was a surprise yes. I was not expecting him to go there. I was expecting that he was going to be released. He’s an innocent person and he didn’t do anything wrong as far as we know,. [Moazzam’s] oldest daughter here, she understands. She understands that her father has been taken away by Americans and they.. she gets at times nightmares. She says at times, “my father is being beaten up, his head is bleeding.”

Jamal al-Harith

I used to sometimes think “Gosh, I’m from Manchester, what am I doing here ?” When I first arrived [in Cuba], they put me in a block where there was some English [people but] I was only there for an hour , because when I came in, obviously the plane journey with a mask, and everything, and goggles, I nearly fell out there unconscious from the plane. [Then they] moved me to the hospital. The guy took blood pressure and x-ray and then he just gave some tablets. Didn’t say anything apart from “How do you feel now?” said “OK”, “No, how do you feel?” and I said “like my muscles are just relaxed”. He had given me a muscle relaxant. And he said “Oh your blood pressure was one of the highest I’ve seen here”. But the reason why was cos the chains on my foot. You had four or five different types of chains there. If they came with chains that made you sort of hunch up and have to walk like that then you knew they were going to be hard on you when you get to the interrogation. Or if the chains were where you can actually stand up, easier and walk, then they want something from you, so there’re going to be nice, and they might offer you tea or something like that, or a drink of water.

Gareth Peirce

I think slowly the world has become aware that Guantánamo Bay is a convenience, it’s a resource pool for American intelligence and even more disturbingly perhaps, the intelligence services of the rest of the world, who are deemed to be allies, or even those who are perhaps not deemed to be allies. There is a huge range of nationalities captured there.

Jamal Al-Harith

I found a lot of the guards were stupid. Just young coming in like they were in training, and I would say to them, especially when they said to me “Oh, we’ve put your name and your picture through like Interpol, all the Intelligence Agencies of the world or whatever, first World countries, and nothing came back on you, you haven’t even got a parking ticket.” I said “That’s because I haven’t done anything”. And I said “You know I’ll walk out from here when I leave free, because I haven’t done anything at all, but your problem is that you’ve got me here and you can’t release me without having something on me. They have these names they use. In [Delta] it was ‘reservation’. “You’re going for reservation”. It means interrogation, but they didn’t like to use the word ‘interrogation’. “You’re not really being interrogated, we’re investigators”. In Delta it was – no sorry in X-Ray it was ‘exhibition’. “You’re going for exhibition” it meant interrogation. They use words but there’s evil behind it man. There’s malice. I got put in isolation for [the first time] , because I refused to wear my wrist band. I said “In concentration camps they were given tattoos, and now they’ve given us these, it’s just the same really” I said : “As a matter of principle”, I’d keep saying “As a matter of principle” – I’d keep saying it, and that would easily get me into trouble. So as a matter of principle every time they gave me a wrist band, I’d rip it off. The cages [had] little bits sticking out, I’d just put the band on it until its cut then I’d rip it off and [then] I used to throw it out. And this went on for a couple of weeks, and after a certain time they just said, “We’ve had enough, mate”, so they put me in isolation for four days. There was nothing in the isolation cell except bare metal – built like a freezer, AC system blowing through cold air for 24 hours, so it turns it into a freezer box, a freezer, a fridge. I had to go under the metal sheet because the cold air was blowing in. I tried to go to sleep but you can’t because you’re just shaking too much. I said , oh I can’t do this to myself. I said I can’t do this. Some people admitted to stuff in Kandahar, because of the beatings and they used electricity on some of the people there as well, but in Cuba they changed their minds, they said “Oh no, what we said wasn’t right. It isn’t true”. I know some people signed papers, but I don’t know what they signed. I know under pressure that people have admitted to stuff, but I said “No way, am I doing that”. I mean without being arrogant, but internally I am mentally stronger than a lot of people.

Clive Stafford Smith

We have learnt shocking things. For example in the first few months at Guantánamo they had 32 suicide attempts and then suddenly the suicide attempts [ stopped] . There was genuine effort on behalf of the powers that be down there to act as if, ah, everyone’s calmed down now, they’re taking their Prozac, there’s no problem. But then we discover that far from suicide efforts stopping, they’d just been re-classified by the military into manipulative self-injurious behaviour. There were more than 40 of those in a six month period, since the re-classification of suicide attempts.
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