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Focus War in Syria

Syria’s torture house in the desert
Ex-prisoner tells harrowing story of Palmyra prison

Al-Hasakah

T 

he memories are all too 
vivid for Abu Hossam, 
59, who spends sleep-
less nights hearing the 
screams of cell mates tor-

tured during his imprisonment at 
Syria’s infamous Palmyra jail.

“All the bad memories are stuck 
to my head and will never go away 
because of the horror and the tor-
ture I and the other prisoners en-
dured there,” Abu Hossam told The 
Arab Weekly in a telephone inter-
view from his new home in Turkey.

The notorious Tadmur prison 
was captured by Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants, along with the nearby 
city and ancient ruins of Palmyra, 
on May 20th. The militants re-
leased photos and a video of the 
jail, which had been emptied of its 
inmates but still bore signs of the 
appalling conditions that prevailed 
for decades inside.

Officials told The Arab Weekly 
about 10,000 prisoners were re-

moved from Tadmur prison three 
days before ISIS began its advance 
towards Palmyra.

Photos showed the dreadful con-
ditions to which opponents of the 
Assad regime were subjected. Pris-
oners were held in total darkness – 
cells were windowless — from the 
moment the huge steel doors were 

closed.
London’s Daily Mail reported 

that the only thing that looked like 
a bathroom in the cells was a small 
hole in the floor. Mould was clearly 
visible in the corridor indicating 
damp.

Abu Hosam said he remem-
bered well the overcrowded cells 

where more than 50 men would 
be crammed into one small room, 
sharing its cold floor to sleep with-
out mattresses, cushions or blan-
kets.

He recalled how he was thrown 
into a cell after he was arrested with 
a handful of others on September 
20, 1980, for alleged illegal contacts 
with a foreign group — the Arab 
Ba’ath Socialist Party in Iraq, a rival 
branch to the party ruling Syria.

The Syrians had no organisation-
al links to Iraq’s Ba’athists but were 
engaged in a dialogue on the future 
of their nations, according to Abu 
Hosam, then a university senior ma-
joring in Arabic literature. He said 
he was convicted and sentenced by 
a martial court to five years in jail 
but spent six more without reason 
until he and the others in his group 
were released under a December 25, 
1991, presidential pardon.

“During those 11 years, I wit-
nessed unimaginable terror and in-
timidation in the real sense of the 
word. I was tortured and beaten and 
all my rights were violated,” he said, 
preferring to use a pseudonym, cit-
ing fears over his safety, even in 
Turkey.

One of his worst recollections, 
he said, is of a loud voice from a 
nearby cell. It sounded like a wild 
animal and alternating with human 
screams every night.

“The voices turned out to be by 
Prisoner X, as he was widely known, 
who became deranged in jail and, 
thus, was placed in solitary confine-
ment,” Abu Hosam said. He said the 
man’s real name was Aqel Qorban, 
a captain with Syrian intelligence.

Abu Hosam said the man had al-
legedly attended a covert meeting 
before the 1967 Arab-Israeli war 
between Israeli officers and then 
Syrian Defence Minister Hafez As-
sad, who later became president 
and is the father of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

“He was the only witness to a se-
cret agreement between Israel and 
Assad on the Golan Heights,” Abu 
Hosam said, referring to a strategic 
plateau that Syria lost to Israel in 
the six-day war that began on June 
5, 1967.

“He later wrote a book called The 
Price of the Golan exposing Assad’s 
contacts with the Israelis and driv-
ing the president mad,” Abu Hosam 
said. “The president wanted him 
dead or alive and sent his intelli-
gence after him to capture the man 
in Lebanon and throw him in jail in 
Palmyra.”

He said Qorban spent 17 years 
being tortured until he became de-
ranged. Qorban died in 1985.

The Tadmur — Arabic for “Pal-
myra” — jail, is in an eastern Syrian 
oasis about 200 kilometres north-
east of Damascus. It was known 
for its harsh conditions, extensive 
human rights abuses, torture and 
summary executions under the rule 

of Hafez Assad. Such conditions did 
not change when his son took power 
following Hafez Assad’s death in 
2000. Bashar Assad reopened the 
jail in 2011 after it was closed in 2001 
and all its detainees were trans-
ferred to other prisons in Syria. The 
reopening of the penitentiary, built 
as a military barracks by the French 
mandate, was meant to house those 
arrested in Syria’s uprising that 
broke out in March 2011.

During the 1980s, Tadmur prison 
housed up to 50,000 Syrian prison-
ers, both political and criminal.

The jailhouse was the site of the 
June 27, 1980, massacre of prison-
ers by Rifaat Assad, the day after 
a bungled attempt by the Syrian 
branch of the fundamentalist Mus-
lim Brotherhood to assassinate his 
brother, Hafez. Members of the De-
fence Brigades under Rifaat Assad’s 
command entered the jail and killed 
900 prisoners in their cells and dor-
mitories.

Another incident Abu Hosam wit-
nessed involved six Syrian army of-
ficers, including a state medal win-
ner for bravery, Major Mahmoud 
Shroof, who purportedly destroyed 
nine Israeli tanks in the October 1973 
Arab-Israeli war.

“Years later, he was stationed on 
Syria’s border with Iraq. One day, he 
told his comrades he won’t be able 
to fight Arabs or Muslims,” Abu Ho-
sam said, recollecting discussions 
with the major. “He told me that he 
was arrested in 1975, interrogated by 
Hafez Assad himself, and jailed for 
defying military orders.”

Even those who did the regime 
favours were jailed, Abu Hosam 
noted, referring to three individu-
als who were imprisoned in Tadmur 
but were treated favourably because 
they allegedly assassinated a want-
ed Syrian Army colonel in Lebanon.

“Prison wardens told us these 
were heroes, not prisoners, but they 
were being kept away from the pub-
lic so that they wouldn’t expose the 
secret operation they executed in 
Lebanon,” Abu Hosam said.

In jail, he said, there was discrimi-
nation between people, depending 
on race, origin and religious affili-
ation. For example, wardens were 
carefully picked from among the 
ruling minority Alawite sect, an 
offshoot of Shia Islam to which the 
Assads belong. If the number of Ala-
wites was insufficient, they would 
opt for other Syrians from provinces 
with populations known to be loyal 
to Assad’s regime.

 ISIS has demolished the prison, 
much to the dismay of Syrian re-
bel groups, who had hoped to use 
evidence at Tadmur to prosecute 
crimes committed by the Assad re-
gime.

Ragheb al-Jbour is a pseudonym 
used by the writer for safety 
reasons. The author is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
north-eastern Syria.
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A video made available by a jihadist media outlet shows Tadmur’s notorious prison before it was destroyed.
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The unlikely kindness 
of mass murderers

H
ow ironic is it that 
many of the prison-
ers held in Syria’s 
infamous Tadmur 
prison until the 
capture of Palmyra 

by the Islamic State (ISIS) will look 
up to the group as their liberators?

ISIS as liberators? Indeed. What a 
thought.

Well, in fact, the Islamic State 
group seems to have totally de-
molished the prison in the ancient 
Syrian city of Palmyra on May 30th.

One of the ways that ISIS has 
been recruiting followers — was 
by organising major prison breaks 
when it could not blow up the 
jailhouses. It’s been a policy that 
has yielded positive results for the 
terrorist group. Who could refuse it 
anyway?

So this has not really been a sur-
prise, the surprise in Tadmur’s case 
will be when we start to find out 
who was in the notorious prison. 
The Lebanese are likely to find 
people they assumed were 
long dead.

Chances are that if 
you had the misfor-
tune of being sen-
tenced to Tadmur 
prison, placed there 
by either Bashar 
Assad or his father, 
Hafez, you would 
have still been in 
prison. Many of the 
prisoners were jailed 
for political reasons 
and left to rot in jail, 
whether they were tried 
or not.

No firm data are available 
as to who the prisoners held in 
Tadmur were, nor even how many 
prisoners were detained there. 
Nevertheless, there were many 
rumours. Many Lebanese disap-
peared during the civil war that 
began in 1975 when Syria sent its 

army to Lebanon first as part of 
the Arab Deterrent Force and then 
stayed on as an occupation force.

While in principle the Syrians 
left Lebanon, the reality is that is 
far from being the case as Syria 
left thousands of agents of the 
mukhabarat, the regime’s secret 
police. The war in Syria has, of 
course, drained resources yet there 
remains an important contingent 
of Syrian intelligence agents in 
Lebanon.

ISIS militants, who have been 
marked as probably the most 
bloodthirsty group in the region’s 
modern history, will be seen by the 
inmates of Tadmur as liberators. 
ISIS as liberators. Now there is a 
controversy if ever there was one.

It is precisely despotic govern-
ments have pushed people over 
the edge to engage in violent op-
position. The smothering of civil 
society and political activism for 
decades by these regimes led many 

of the region’s young people to 
embrace extremism.

In the worst of cases, 
dictators put dissidents 

in jail and threw away 
the keys. That was the 

case with the Syrian 
regime and Tadmur.

But there is more 
to the problem than 
government restric-
tions. A former Arab 

diplomat and current 
lawyer confided to 

this reporter during a 
private conversation on 

the margins of a recent 
NATO meeting in Rome. 

Discussing the phenomenon 
that ISIS has become, the dip-

lomat stated that the Arabs had 
a long way to go as a society. He 
severely criticised the majority of 
Arab countries where the values 
of human rights, children’s rights, 
women’s rights, gay rights and 
everything in between have still to 
be deeply ingrained.

As regimes and societies played 
for time, there came ISIS. It ex-
ploited the frustrations of youth 
who have been ill-prepared for this 
day and age.

The ultimate irony is that ISIS 
fighters parade as liberators. But 
that it is an irony brought to you by 
near-sighted regimes that thought 
time was on their side.
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