












TRUE ACCOUNTS FROM THE

WORLD’S MOST INFAMOUS PRISON

EDITED BY SARAH MIRK

INTRODUCTION BY OMAR EL AKKAD

ILLUSTRATED BY GERARDO ALBA, KASIA BABIS, ALEX

BEGUEZ, TRACY CHAHWAN, NOMI KANE, OMAR KHOURI,

KANE LYNCH, MAKI NARO, HAZEL NEWLEVANT, JEREMY

NGUYEN, CHELSEA SAUNDERS, ABU ZUBAYDAH



ABRAMS COMICARTS

NEW YORK



Editor: Charlotte Greenbaum
Designer: Megan Kelchner

Managing Editor: Annalea Manalili
Production Manager: Alison Gervais

Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for and may be
obtained from the Library of Congress.

ISBN 978-1-4197-4690-1
eISBN 978-1-64700-120-9

Text and compilation copyright © 2020 Sarah Mirk
Photographs on pages 182 and 190 copyright © 2020 Sarah Mirk

Chapter Seven, pages 116–29: Text copyright © 2020 Mansoor Adayfi.
Illustrations © 2020 Kane Lynch. Originally published in the Nib.

Illustrations by: Nomi Kane ( ix–xv); Hazel Newlevant ( 1–17, 168–78);
Gerardo Alba (18–41); Alex Beguez (42–63); Omar Khouri (64–85); Maki
Naro ( 86–101); Jeremy Nguyen ( 102–15); Kane Lynch ( 116–29); Tracy
Chahwan (130–43); Kasia Babis ( 144–55); Chelsea Saunders ( 156–67);

Abu Zubaydah (180–81)

Copyright for the drawings on pages 180–181 belong to Abu
Zubaydah ISN 10016, 2019. Original publisher: Denbeaux, Mark
and Haire, Stephanie Moreno and Laing, Tatiana and Guldner,
Kristofer and Pope-Ragoonanan, Denera and Casner, Adam and
Lewbel, Brett and Paulson, Timothy and Profeta, Timothy and
Sobh, Jade and Waters, Niki and Zahriyeh, Bayan, “How America
Tortures” (November 27, 2019). Available at SSRN: https://ssrn

.com/abstract=3494533 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3494533.

Published in 2020 by Abrams ComicArts
®

, an imprint of ABRAMS.
All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by
any means, mechanical, electronic, photocopying, recording,

or otherwise, without written permission from the publisher.

Abrams ComicArts books are available at special discounts when
purchased in quantity for premiums and promotions as well as
fundraising or educational use. Special editions can also be created to
specification. For details, contact specialsales@abramsbooks.com or

the address below.

Abrams ComicArts
®

is a registered trademark of Harry N. Abrams, Inc.

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO TWO VETERANS:

CHRIS ARENDT, WHO STARTED ME ON THIS

JOURNEY, AND LAURA SANDOW, WHO KEPT ME

ON IT. THANK YOU FOR HAVING THE COURAGE

TO FACE THE DARK STUFF.

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3494533
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3494533
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3494533.


ABRAMS The Art of Books

195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007

abramsbooks.com

http://abramsbooks.com


UNITED STATES CONSTITUTION,

SIXTH AMENDMENT

In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a

speedy and public trial . . . to be informed of the nature and cause of

the accusation; to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to

have compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor; and

to have the assistance of counsel for his defense.

GENEVA CONVENTIONS, ARTICLE 103

A prisoner of war shall not be confined while awaiting trial unless
a member of the armed forces of the Detaining Power would be so
confined if he were accused of a similar offence, or if it is essential



confined if he were accused of a similar offence, or if it is essential

to do so in the interests of national security. In no circumstances

shall this confinement exceed three months.
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Introduction

There’s a place in Guantánamo Bay called Glass Beach. Likely the beach got its

name from the pieces of shattered bottles that wash up on its shore. The sea

scrubs the glass smooth, and so pretty are the little squares of red and green

and brown that one of the officer’s wives used to collect and make jewelry out

of them.

I remember she came by the media office once to show them to us. This

was in 2008; I was working as a journalist at the time and had been sent by my

newspaper to cover the pre-trial hearings of Omar Khadr, a Canadian who’d been

captured in Afghanistan at the age of fifteen and shipped to Guantánamo, where

he would spend the next eight years of his life. We sat in the media office, a gaggle

of maybe half a dozen reporters, leafing through documents describing the brutal

interrogations this boy had been put through, the stress positions and sleep

deprivation to which he’d been subjected. And all the while, nearby, the officer’s

wife showed off her homemade jewelry, the little squares of glass shimmering

under the white fluorescents.

Of all the things I remember about the Guantánamo Bay detention camps,

what has always struck me the most is the extent to which almost everyone I talked

to there—from the camp guards to the base commander, from the prosecutors to

the officers’ spouses—had learned to cultivate a talent for dissociation, a talent

for instantaneous forgetting. The same soldiers who escorted us on tours of the

prisoners’ isolation cells in the morning would escort us to beachside barbecues

in the afternoon. The same military public relations officers who made sure to

explain to us at length how respectfully the detainees were treated and how

tactics such as waterboarding had only been used against the worst-of-the-worst

detainees would come with us to the base’s souvenir shop to buy T-shirts that

read, “Guantánamo Bay—the Wetter, the Better.”

Reporting from Guantánamo Bay, I often felt as though the entire enterprise

had been preemptively confined to the past, its myriad cruelties and indignities

and illegalities buried in euphemism and secrecy and spin such as to render them

impossible to talk about with any degree of honesty.

Babies born on January 11, 2002—the day the first prisoners were blindfolded

and flown to the makeshift kennels of Camp X-Ray in Guantánamo Bay—have

now entered adulthood. An entire generation has come of age in the shadow of

perpetual war against an ever-shifting enemy—at times a terror group, at times a

country, at times an ideology. And the site of so many of the grotesque practices

that have come to define that war—waterboarding, sleep deprivation, stress



positions, indefinite detention—will seem to them, as to most Americans, an

abstraction, a nowhere place in the middle of the Caribbean Sea that they will

likely never visit or have to think about.
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But the legacy of the Guantánamo camps—that moment a nation, caught

up in the frenzy of revenge and immediacy of war, decided to set aside its laws

and norms and principles—does not belong to the past. More than almost any

other focal point in the War on Terror, the detention camps and the ideological

bloodthirstiness that created them have come to influence so many of this

country’s darkest impulses ever since. One cannot look at the internment

facilities currently housing refugee children along the southern border and not

see a blueprint drawn up eighteen years earlier along the southeast Cuban shore.

One cannot assess the new normal of extrajudicial drone killings, ordered by the

president without oversight, and not see an echo of the made-up legal system

designed specifically for Guantánamo detainees—an ad-hoc solution intended to

skirt all the existing rules, to produce the desired results at any cost.

In this book are the stories of people whose lives were forever changed by

what happened and continues to happen in Guantánamo Bay. Some were swept

up during the early years of the war on terror, quickly found to pose no threat,

and yet held in cages for more than a decade anyway, their freedom sacrificed

at the altar of political and ideological necessity. Others willingly aided the

implementation of the system, only to realize too late the grotesque injustice

at its heart. And yet others tried to tell the world what was happening in these

camps and had their livelihoods and their freedom taken away for their effort. But

all of them, in one way or another, experienced firsthand the single most telling

chapter of 21st-century American militarism, a chapter most of this country has

spent the past decade trying to forget.

We think of war, first and foremost, as an outbreak of mass physical violence,

a theater in which we tear one another to shreds with bullets and bombs. And this

is of course the defining layer of wartime, but beneath it, supporting the physical

violence, are other layers, each one a different kind of violence—a linguistic

violence, a bureaucratic violence, a violence of apathy, and, always the concluding

chapter, a violence of forgetting.

If Afghanistan and Iraq mark the epicenters of America’s post-9/11 outbreak

of physical violence, the detention camps at Guantánamo Bay mark the epicenter

of every other kind of violence.

Anyone who spends any time observing the GITMO detention camp, and the

bureaucratic regime that controls it, must quickly become fluent in the language

of euphemism. There are no “prisoners” in Guantánamo Bay—every time I used

the word while at the base, a nearby officer would correct me. There are only

“detainees.” The word “prisoner” implies a prison sentence, a well-defined thing; a

detainee you can hold without charge forever. There are certainly no prisoners of

war in Guantánamo Bay, only unlawful enemy combatants—a category dreamed



up by the George W. Bush administration to effectively ignore all the established

norms regarding the treatment of fighters captured during wartime.
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Of these terms, the one I found most jarring was used to refer to the often

brutal interrogations of captured enemies, the sessions of what the military

famously refers to as “enhanced interrogation.” But in reality, the interrogations

themselves were never called interrogations. Whenever a prisoner was to be

dragged into a small room to be subjected to this brutality in an effort to extract

information, the soldiers would refer to it as a “reservation”: As in, “The prisoner

has an upcoming reservation.” The entire system was constructed this way,

dressed up in a costume of benign, antiseptic terminology.

I have no doubt that everyone responsible for the Guantánamo Bay prison

camps—from the politicians who authorized their creation to the lawyers who

penned opinions justifying them to the soldiers who carried out the day-to-day

cruelty—will never face any real consequences for their actions. To indict the

people who did this is to indict the country that allowed it to happen. Instead

the man who wrote the memos providing legal cover for torture at the camps is

today a law professor at Berkley. The president who oversaw the creation of the

camps is today a respected elder statesman, appearing on daytime TV shows and

peddling portraits of the soldiers he sent to be maimed in an illegal war. There is no

reckoning, no conciliation, no acknowledgment. Many of the remaining prisoners

in Guantánamo will likely grow old and die there, and unless there’s another terror

attack and a new president decides to begin shipping new prisoners there, the

detention camps will slowly fade out of collective memory.

And this is perhaps the most insidious aspect of Guantánamo Bay’s legacy—

just how easy it is to forget. Even though the camps still house prisoners, the

entire place feels like something from a prior epoch, a piece of ancient history,

buried now beneath the daily scandals and calamities that have come to define

the present moment in American politics.

The stories in this book are, first and foremost, an antidote to forgetting. Taken

together, they represent not only a wide-ranging account of how Guantánamo

Bay detention camps functioned, but also the impulses—the communal hatred,

fear, and cowardice—that allowed such a place to exist.

Unless we confront these impulses, they will resurface and give rise to new

nightmares—nightmares whose victims and perpetrators we will be forced, once

more, to begin instantaneously forgetting.

Omar El Akkad was born in Cairo, Egypt, and grew up in the Middle East before moving to Canada.

In a ten-year career as a reporter, he covered stories across the planet—from the war in Afghanistan

to the military trials in Guantánamo Bay, the Arab Spring revolutions in the Middle East, and the

protests in Ferguson, Missouri. Omar is a recipient of the National Newspaper Award for investigative
reporting for his coverage of the “Toronto 18” terrorism arrests. He has also won the Edward Goff
Penny Memorial Prize for Young Canadian Journalists, and has been nominated for several National



Penny Memorial Prize for Young Canadian Journalists, and has been nominated for several National
Magazine Awards. He is a graduate of Queen’s University and the author of the novel American War.
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“YOUR OPPONENTS WOULD LOVE YOU TO

BELIEVE THAT IT’S HOPELESS, THAT YOU

HAVE NO POWER, THAT THERE’S NO REASON

TO ACT, THAT YOU CAN’T WIN. HOPE IS A

GIFT YOU DON’T HAVE TO SURRENDER, A

POWER YOU DON’T HAVE TO THROW AWAY.”

— REBECCA SOLNIT
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“ONE PERSON CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE,

EVEN IF IT TAKES FORTY YEARS.”

— FRED KOREMATSU



Art from Abu Zubaydah

Originally published in “How America Tortures,” 2019

The drawings on these pages are by Abu Zubaydah, a man who has been in

U.S. custody since 2002. His torture at Guantánamo is described in Chapter

Two of this book. In 2019, a group of Seton Hall University School of Law

professors asked Zubaydah to illustrate the torture techniques American

interrogators subjected him to for a report called “How America Tortures.”

His drawings on these pages show how he was shackled in stress positions,

waterboarded, and forced into tiny confinement boxes for hours at a time.

Of the last experience, Zubaydah writes, “The very strong pain made me

scream unconsciously.”
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How this book was made

For each chapter of this book, I interviewed someone about their experiences

at Guantánamo. Then I transcribed the interview and edited their quotes into

a comic script. When writing a comic, I think about how to tell each story in a

visual way. The script winds up looking a lot like a screenplay, with dialogue,

narration, and images for each panel, plus footnotes for facts and quotes.

Here’s an example of a page from Chapter One, which is based on my

visit to Guantánamo.

Before I sent the script to the artists, I scoured public domain archives and put

together a folder of visual references that would help them draw each scene.

Clearly, each comic is not a photo-realistic representation of the world, but

we tried to draw details accurately whenever possible. Here are two photos I

took at Guantánamo that artist Hazel Newlevant used for this page.

Panel one

An	iconic	image	of	Camp	X-Ray	from	2002.

a. Narration: In January 2002, the old makeshift refugee jail was turned

into Camp X-Ray. It became the most infamous prison in the world.

Panel two

Camp	X-Ray,	overgrown	with	weeds	and	grasses.

a. Narration: Now it’s an overgrown ruin.

Panel three

Commander	Bashaw,	other	reporters,	and	me	hiking	through	knee-high	grass

down	a	hill.	The	minivan	is	on	the	road	at	the	top	of	the	hill,	in	the	background.

a. Bashaw: One good thing to know about Guantánamo Bay is there are

no venomous snakes or spiders here.1

Panel four

Another	image	of	Camp	X-Ray,	totally	overgrown.	A	wooden	guard	tower	is	framed

against	the	landscape.	I’m	standing	next	to	a	young-looking	Alabama	National

Guardsman	who’s	happily	talking	to	me	(Sgt	Hearn).

a. Sergeant Hearn: At nighttime, this is a really nice place to look at the

stars. It’s pretty dark out here.2

b. Narration: Already, what happened here feels like ancient history.
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Because the content of the

history is so dark, I envisioned

a “sunset tones” color palette

that would help draw readers

into each story and evoke the

surreal contrast between the

beauty of Guantánamo Bay as

a place and the horror of what

has happened there. Artist

Kazimir Lee developed this

Once the script was fact-

checked and copyedited, the

artists spent five months

drawing the book. The first

step is drawing thumbnails

(which look like a storyboard),

then pencils, inks, and finally

colors. You can see how

Hazel’s art evolved from

pencils to inks on the left.

I encourage the artists I

work with to make whatever

creative decisions they think

are right. For example, Hazel

combined two of the panels in

the script into one to allow for

a wider scene in the middle of

the page. I find comics always

turn out better when each

collaborator has the ability

to bring their own vision to

the story. The final step of

the art process is coloring.

I wanted the colors to help

create a somewhat cohesive

visual feel for the book, since

each of the twelve artists has

a very different drawing style.



color palette, which the artists

used as the dominant colors

in their chapters.
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Gerardo Alba is a cartoonist from Mexico City whose work

ranges from journalism to slice-of-life and fantasy. He’s the

art director of Little Red Bird Press, a small-press comics

publisher. He currently lives with his wife and two cats in

New Jersey, where they all constantly indulge in bagels and

watching hockey.

Kasia Babis is a Polish cartoonist and political activist with an

online following of more than 100,000 fans. Her viral comics

succinctly skewer social issues ranging from racism to street

harassment from a distinctly feminist perspective. She lives

in Warsaw, Poland.

Alexandra Beguez is a Cuban American illustrator and

cartoonist based in New Jersey. Her comics and illustrations

have appeared in Little Nemo: Dream Another Dream , the Nib,

the Believer, Longreads, and Buzzfeed, among others.

Tracy Chahwan is a comic book artist and illustrator. Her first

graphic novel Beirut Bloody Beirut  is published by Hachette

in France. She has also worked on multiple short comics

including Stray Girls , Don’t You Know Who My Mother Is?,  and

The Suicide. She lives in Beirut, Lebanon.

Nomi Kane is an alumna of the Center for Cartoon Studies

a contributor to the New Yorker,  the Nib, CollegeHumor, and

Mad magazine. By day she designs toys at Super7 HQ and

teaches cartooning at California College of the Arts. She lives

in Oakland, California, with her dog, Dino. Nomi's infographic

illustrations appear on pages ix–xv.

Omar Khouri is a cofounder of  Samandal Comics , the first

experimental comics periodical in the Arab world. In 2010,

his sociopolitical comic strip Utopia  won Best Arabic Comic

about the artists



his sociopolitical comic strip Utopia  won Best Arabic Comic

at the International Festival of Comics (FIBDA) in Algeria. He

currently lives and works in north Lebanon.
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Kazimir Lee developed the color palette for this book.

They are a Lambda Literary Award–winning cartoonist and

illustrator based in Brooklyn, New York. They are a queer

parent, pornographer, and journalist, and have contributed to

Oh Joy Sex Toy and Slate.

Kane Lynch is a cartoonist based in Portland, Oregon, whose

comics and illustrations have appeared in publications

including Slate, the Nib, and Psychology Today.

Maki Naro is an award-winning cartoonist, illustrator, and

science communicator. Since 2010, he has been producing

a body of work that can be best classified as “fan art for

science.” He is the author of seven self-published comic

books spanning multiple topics from historical comedies to

the importance of vaccination. Maki lives in Upstate New York

with his loving partner and two dogs.

Hazel Newlevant is a Portland-raised, Queens-residing

cartoonist whose comics include No Ivy League, Sugar Town, If

This Be Sin, and Tender-Hearted. They have edited and published

the anthologies Chainmail Bikini and Comics for Choice. Their

work as a cartoonist and editor has been honored with the

Ignatz Award, the Eisner Award, and the Prism Comics Queer

Press Grant.

Jeremy Nguyen is an illustrator living in New York whose art

and comics have been featured in the New Yorker, Wired, the

Guardian, the Nib, Time Out New York, and Brooklyn Magazine.

Chelsea Saunders is a freelance illustrator residing in New

York. Since graduating from Boston University, she has drawn

editorial illustrations and political comics for publications

such as Current Affairs, Holler, and the Nib. She was the winner

of the 2019 John Locher Memorial Award for cartoonists under



of the 2019 John Locher Memorial Award for cartoonists under

twenty-six whose work demonstrates both clear opinions

and strong artistry on political and social topics.
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About the cover

Did you know there is a gift shop at Guantánamo Bay? The gift shop at the

Navy Exchange on the base sells everything from “Straight Outta GITMO”

T-shirts to stuffed animal iguanas. Many of the 7,800 service members and

civilians who work on base want to take home souvenirs from their time at

Guantánamo. The design for this cover, by artist Maria Nguyen, is inspired by

a postcard sold in the Guantánamo Bay gift shop. The postcard highlights the

way the government portrays Guantánamo: that the prison is “safe, humane,

and legal” and prisoners aren’t having such a bad time on a tropical island.
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