My guesttodayis Yooshita.Sheisaworld traveler and originallyfrom Iran. Shegrew upin
Tehran until the age of 13 when her family became refugees and received asylumin Europe and she has
now lived in nine different countries. She has also traveled to 110 countries on her quest tovisit all 193 UN
recognized countries. Sheis also an activist who regularly speaks outon issues rangingfromthegenocide
in Palestineto human rights abuses of the Iranianregime. Her activism as part of the Women, Life
Freedom movement was featured in the Washington Post,the BBC, Reuters and 200 newspapers around
theworld.

Yooshita, welcometo the show.
Yooshita: Thanks for having me Matt.|I'm very excited to be here.

| am so excited to haveyou here and so much stuffl want to talk aboutwithyou.Butlet's
just start off by setting the scene and talking about where we arerecording fromtoday. We are notin
person.|am actually in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Asheville, North Carolinaon the east coast of the
United States today. Andwhereareyou?

Yooshita: I'min thesouthofSpainin alittle town of San Roque, acouple of kilometers from Gibraltar,
overseeing the African continentand the beautiful city of Tangier in Morocco.

Amazing. | love Tangier. | have spent probably about amonthor soin Morocco. I'vebeen a
couple oftimes. Tangier is such a special city. | have not donethearrival by boat, though. | flew into
Marrakesh and then taken thetrainup to Tangier.Have you taken the ferry across from Gibraltar to
Tangier?

Yooshita: Yes, absolutely. So, ifyou want todo that, this areawherel liveis the best place. We've got two
places, Tarifa and Algeciras in Spain whereyou can take theferry and within an hour whenyou'rein
Morocco. You can literallygo from there and have yourlunch and come back for the evening.

That's so amazing. | really want to do that. Well, | thinkagood placeto start offwould just
be to talk about how and where we met. We need to give a shout out to Ric Gazarian, the Global Gazwho
Maverick Show listeners know.He was the organizer and hostof The Extraordinary Travel Festival in
Bangkok, Thailand. Andthatiswhereyou and | met. Do youwant to sharethe storyabouthowwe
connected atthe conference?

Yooshita: Sure. So, | decided very last minute to visit ETF because | happento benottoofar from
Bangkok. | was for awork trip in Indiaand travelingto Bangkok suddenlywas very easy and | decided to
jointheconference. | know | will be seeing alot oftravel friends, alot of peoplel know from the extreme
travel community, from social media, from people. Butl visited, and | had the chanceto connectto alot of
new peopleand travelers. You areone ofthem. You were one of the peoplewho had atalk, avery inspiring
talk. You talked aboutdigital life and how you started living this life and about your podcastand everything,

And | was really inspired by everything you said and extraon top, verytouchwhen you started talking about
the Palestine situation and Gaza, which was not somethingl was expecting at that moment, but havinga
platform and a space and using that to raise the voice of others was really nice of you and really happy that
we got connected and became friends since then.
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Well, therewere over 250 people at the conference. [t was totally sold out. And the way that
I think linitially connectedwith you is because after my talk and as you mentioned, youknow, if have a
platform and my governmentand my tax dollars and myelected representatives are funding, armingand
backing agenocide, | am of course going to use any platformthat | haveto tryto speak outagainst that and
raise awareness and talk about that publicly.

And so, as | was doing that right after my talk,youhad posted a storywitha picturefromthat portionofthe
talk and had somereally nice things to say aboutit as well. Andso, | saw yourlnstagram storyand then
immediately wanted to find you and connect withyou. Andthen we spent awhole bunch oftime at the
conferenceand connected on many levels. Andl as well, in learning aboutyou, was impressed and so
inspired by all of these amazing things that youareup to aswell. And | said, | haveto haveyouonThe
Maverick Show. And so,we havefinally put that interview together. And I'm superexcited for the
conversation we'reaboutto havetoday.

| feel like itwould be areally good place to start, maybejust even givingpeople asense of your travel
lifestyle to just simply talkaboutfromthe end of that conference until today, which has been less than two
months sincewe were at that conference, to thetime ofrecording in the last two months. Can youshare
what some ofyour travel experiences have been since the conference? And | think this will both give folks
a senseof your travel lifestyle and the types of thingsyou do and the places you go to. But I think it will also
be really interestingto hear what those experiences were like. So maybe just startwith the first place that
you went after the conference.

Yooshita: So, after the conference, because at thetimel was based in Indiafora work trip, | used that
time period to travelin the countries aroundIndia. So, after Bangkok, | wentto SriLanka and Maldives fora
week. | spenttheweekend in Dhaka, Bangladesh, and thenmy timein Indiaended. | cameback to Europe
for a couple of days, home and Christmas days with families, and then wentall the way to the Caribbean
to Jamaica for a week, back to Europe and to Libya. | just cameback less than two days ago fromatriptoa
country thatl wanted to visitfor avery longtime.

Let's talk about Jamaicafirst. Canyou givefolks a context of whyyou wentto Jamaica? And
I think this will beinterestingfor people as well who are not familiar withthe community of people that are
traveling to 193 countries and how tight knit thatcommunityis. So maybejust share allittle bit about what
broughtyou toJamaica. Andthen onceyouwerethereforyourveryfirst time, what types of experiences
didyou havein Jamaica? What wasi it like?

Yooshita: Thevery special reason of going to Jamaicawas that one of my very good travel friends, Zuzana
Berensky, whois atraveler from Hungary, sheliterallytraveledthe world and Jamaicawas going to be her
very last countryfrom all 193 UN recognized countries, as you mentioned, to visit. Andshe had purposely
planned her last year oftravel to achieve this goal to live one countryfrom each continent and finish off
every country byvisiting the last country ofthat continent. AndJamaicawas going to be thefinal country.

And | haveknown since acouple of months thatwe are going to spend the Christmas holidays and the
New Year's Evethere celebrating this amazing achievement that she has done overyears of travelingto
every single country. Itisnot an easy journey. It really takes abig chunk of yourwhole life, alot of energy
and resources and peoplewho followthis dream.They knowthatthere arevery few peoplein theworld
who have donethis. They say that there are less people who have been to every countrythanto space. It's
known that maybe aroundfour or five hundred people have done this. So, it is atruly big achievement.And
I was so happy and lucky to bethere and celebrate this with Susie.



So, full disclosure, | have actually notyet been to Jamaica, which is completely crazy
because | have a whole bunch of Jamaican friends. | love Jamaican culture, dance hall music, the whole
thing, | have beeninto it for so many years. | have actually been attemptedto go to Jamaica. | literally
booked an Airbnb for Aprilof2020 foramonthin Kingstonand then obviously had to cancel that because
the pandemic came in March 0f2020.

So, I've made the effort, | just haven't actually arrived in Jamaicayet. But | have so much deep love for
Jamaican people and Jamaican culture. And | was following yourInstagram stories, and | was just smiling
at all the different experiences you were having and all these different things. Can youshare allittle bit
though, for otherfolks like methat have not been whatfor you were some ofthe highlightsand the
experiences therethat really impacted you and stood out.

Yooshita: | wouldsay Jamaicais probably the mostprominent Caribbean Island, probably the best known,
probably because of Bob Marley the man. | would say that there's no one on this planet who hasn'theard
his name or listened to his music. And because of him, Jamaicahas a big namein theworld, and heis truly
avery big part of the culture, and everythingrelated to the music, Rastafarian reggae and all of that. Butthe
country obviously has much moreto offer thanthat.

So, we spent aweek there and we had rented acar driving around different parts oftheisland. So, since
thiswas a celebration week, we had a lot oftime just spending together, celebrating daysin different very
beautiful locations.It's avery tourist-oriented island. There's alot of people coming overespecially from
U.S.Aor Canada. And sinceitwas during the Christmas holidays, thereis alot of Jamaican people who live
in these countries who coming back home to see their families. So, you willfind alot of beautiful resorts, a
lot of nice Caribbean beaches, etc. So, wevisited all these touristic places at the same time. | always love
to connect and seethevery authentic life of peoplein theworld, and | can't haveit just goingfrom one
resortto another.

So, | also visited some parts that are known to bethe most dangerous places or the ghettos if you want to
callit, that are very much connected to gangviolence and different kind of crimes that people usuallytryto
avoid, likeflankersin Montego Bay region, etc. So | really wanted to also see this part of the country and |
was lucky enough to connect to some locals who agreed to take methere, which also was avery special
experienceto see that part of Jamaica as well and make somereally good friends therewhoended up
joining our party on the last day, myfriends at 197 celebration. So, we had some good time spending a
coupleofdrinks and nice chatsin their neighborhoods and. And then theyended up being at our party
which was a very good memoryfromthe country.

Let me askyou a question aboutthat becausel really appreciate that aboutyouand |
appreciatethat about how youtraveland thethings thatareimportant and th e way that youconnect with
people, notjustthat you wantto go and experiencethe non-touristy areas, but the way that you do that
through actual meaningful local connections and friendshipsand so forth.Butl want to ask you alittle bit
aboutthatbecausel think aswetravel theworldand you've been to more countries than | have, thereis an
industry, maybeifyou will, coming up, of tourism. Some countries, they call them slums or they call them
likeyou said, ghettos or favelas in Brazil.

Areasthat are some combination of low income or perceived to be currently or formerly highcrime areas
orthings ofthis nature. And I'mwonderingwhat you've observedjustin terms ofindustries risingup
around that and whattypes of ethical considerations with regard to voyeurismor objectification of people
invulnerable positions or things ofthat nature thattravelers need to be aware of. And then I'm curioushow



you personallythink through thatand navigate that becausel thinkyoudo it very well and I'm Wonderingif
you haveany tips for travelers who wouldlike to experience the non -touristy things when they go places,
but also how they should navigate some ofthose ethical dynamics.

Yooshita: | think the mostimportant thingis the purposeyou are doing thisfirst of all, and people
understand this. Whenever yougo to aplace and visit, theway you react and talk to people, people quickly
understand why youarethereand what you're doing and it'simportantto let them know. So, if your
purposeisjust about understanding how normal lifethereis, how are theliving conditions,howare people
living? The mostimportant thingis onceyou go there and make this connection,youmake people
comfortable with youand makethem understand thatl'm not hereto see how differentyouare orhow we
come from different parts of theworld, that yourlife is so different, etc.

So,whenlgototheseplaces, first of all, | always try to go withalocal person. You have to be aware of
whereyou go. You cannotjust show up in this kind of neighborhood as atourist and justgo around.You
really need to understandhowthe situation isthere and whereyou're going, who you're goingwith, etc.,
andthen | always try to make connections with people, but thisishow I do itanyway. Inevery placethat |
go, somelittle chat, | tellthem wherelI'm from. | usually ask them if they knowanythingabout my country,
which I'mgenuinely interested to know.

And | always get the most interesting answers from people all over theworld, not onlyin these areas. And
thenyoujust go withtheflow. And when people have distrustinyouthatyouarenot thereto harmthemor
you'renotthereto shoot yourvideos or make any contentbecauseyou know, there are alot of people who
unfortunatelyusetheseplacesjustfor thesekinds of things. People also treat youas one member ofa
normal friend or someonefromthere and then it's adifferent situation.

Well, | also want to ask you about yourtripto Libya.l have spent avery goodamount oftime
in North Africa. I've spent over ayear, | would say, in North Africa, butl have notyet been to Libya. And |
want to askyou, you mentioned that you had along-timeinterestin Libya and wantingto go there.

Canyou sharealittle bit about that, what your interest was or connectionwith Libyaand thenshare alittle
bit about thetrip maybe just startingalso with what is involved in actually going to Libya and how someone
could experience Libyatoday.

Yooshita: So, I've been wantingto go to Libyafor avery longtime because Libyais one ofthose countries
thatyoudon'thearalotaboutit. It'sone oftheleast visited countries and these places always trigger my
curiosity becauseyou just haven't seen or heard alot aboutit. And youmight see alot about these
countries, butit's mainlyfromthe news headlines because of the war situation, everythinghappening
there. So, | was very curiousto go and see. | knew that the country has alot to offer. It's very beautiful
North African country, just as beautiful asits neighbors, which are very common for visitorsto travelto.

And it has actually some ofthe best preserved Roman and Greek sites in the world. Some ancient
thousandyears oldBerber villages whicharevery unique in the way they were built and they are very well
preserved. Andthey would blow every tourist mind, and people wouldlove to visit. So, it was longon my
list to visit. But as we know, the country isn'tvery opento tourists. So, the countryactually has never been.
So, we know Libyais acountry that had Gaddafi, the crazy dictator whoruled there for 42 yearstill 2011,
wherearevolutionhappened.



And unfortunately, after the revolution things didn'tgo in the directionthat people were hopingforit to go.
So, a civilwar started in the country and ever since things haven't been stabilized yet. So, since 2020 the
situation is much better, muchcalmer, there's no real conflict or war in thatway happening at the
moment. But the country has been divided intotwogroups ever sinceto the east and the west government
ruled by two completely different systems. And everybody knows that this situationis not definite, and
things will haveto change.The country needs to be unitedand that's what everybody wants. But howand
whenthat's goingtohappen,it'sunclear.

So, priorto 2011 therewere more people who were allowed to visitthe country. Buteven back then you
wererequired to go with atravel agency and have apre-arranged itinerary, etc. So, youweren'tallowedto
travelindependently then obviously duringthe years of war nobody could visitthe country. There were
someways in thelast few yearsis to go as a businessman with abusinessvisa, etc. Butthe country
literally opened up to tourists this year, butyoustill have to gowith a pre-arranged tourwith atour agency.

Andontop ofthatyou still need to have at least one or two security officials from the government
following everysingle step of youin the country, which was something very unusual for me. And I've been
to afew other war countries and places whereyou needed security, but | had never beeninacountry
whereyou need to be literally escorted every single minute, and the escorts are going to sleep in the same
hotel with you.You can'tjust goout for awalk around the block, or you go to lunchwith afriend ofyours,
etc. You can do all of this, butyou need to havethe escort withyouall the time.

So, inyour Libya experience, how long wereyouin the countryand what were some ofthe
highlights? You've been thinking about going for so long, when you finally gotthere, what were some of the
best moments ofyour trip?

Yooshita: So, | was therefor eight days. Let me tell you maybe howthetrip even started before it really
started. So having in mind, I'm going toa place that people don't usuallytravel to. | know thisis going to be
a high security country. I'mnotgoing to be ableto travel freely all of these. I'm notexpectingto meet alot
of locals as | usually do on my trips.| cannot justhangout withwhoever | want, etc. So, I'm goingwith this
mindsetthatI'min alittlegroup and I'm notgoing to divert alotfromthe plan,which is usually not theway
thatltravel.

So, | take a flight from Malagato Rome, where|'m going to stay one nightand take a second flight from
Rometo Tripoli, the capital. And oncelland in Rome and | turnon the mobile dataon my phone, | send a
voicenoteto a friend of mine explaining to him that tomorrow|'m goingto Libya. Andthe lady who was
sitting to methewholeflight, she overhears thatl'm goingto Libya and she's like, oh, you're going to Libya?
I am from Libya, and that's really coolthatyou'regoingthere. Thisis my number, thisis my name, name.
I'mflying to Libyatomorrowas well. Ifyou need any help, anything, you can reach out.

AndI'mlike, wow, friend number one, already done before even getting to theflightto Libya. Andthe next
morning | wentto the airportto take the actual flightto Tripoli. Andl find the gatethat | haveto go. And
oncel getthere, | realize there's something unusual happeningat the gate. There's abig crowd, therearea
lot of peoplefromthe press, microphones, cameras, there's alot of people dressed up in suits and ties
andthey're speaking. There's ahuge cake; there's alot of drinks. And | realized thisis an inaugural flight,
thefirst flight from any European airline from ITA going to Libya after 10 years because, you know, things
starting to get alittle bitmorenormal now. AndITAis startingthis flight, it's the first flightever.



So, thereare a bunch ofimportantpeoplethere and they're celebrating and I'm justlike, wow.And the
smile on my face is just getting bigger and bigger. And aguy approaches me and he's like, wow, you're
going to Libya? Why areyou goingthere? Who areyou? And|l explained, I'm justatouristand I'm goingto
travel. Theguy was a Libyan person who moved to Sweden 15 years ago and hewas goingback to see his
family. And he's like, here's my number, here's my name. If you need anything, ifyou want to hang outin
Tripoli, justreach out. Andl'm like, wow, friend number two. Andl haven't even boarded the flight to this
country yet.

Andin my head, I'm already thinking, how do | explain tothe securities thatl need to meet all these people
whilel'mthere? Becausethisis not part of the plan. So, when we got on theflight, we arrived, thered
carpetrolled out of theflight becausethisis a special flight. And | go to theimmigrationqueue, longqueue.
And whilel'm standing there, | realize that | forgotto download my visaintomy phone. And| realized
there's no Wi-FiintheTripoliairport.

So, Iturned back, and | asked the two gentlemenbehind meifthey have any Internet that they can share,
which they luckily had.And these two men, theywere from Italy and Croatia, travelingfrequently to Libya
for petrolrelated work.And they are like, what areyou doinghere? | was, you know, the majority of people
therethat werefrom Libya, there were afew businessmen. And it was very clear that! didn't look like being
from Libya. Fromthe way | was dressed with the backpack, it was obvious that | wasn't the business
woman.

So, like, what areyou doing here? But people don't travel to this country. And | explained tothemthatl'm
very excitedto be here, etc. And they'relike, oh, here's our number.You canreach outifyou want to hang
out, ifyou wantto dothis, ifyou wantto have aglass of winein Libya, you know, hereis whereyou can find
us. I'mlike, | haven't even been stamped in yet to the country. And | Already have three different friends
and contactsthat| can reach out. And from thatmomentyou could see on my face the smilewas just too
big; excitement was popping out of my eyes. Even though in these places you're always told, try to not
stick out, try to be calm and blending, etc., youcould see from akilometer line that this personis atourist
and she's here, she's different and she's very happy to be here. And that's howthetrip started.

So, onceyou gotinto Libya, over the course of those eight days, havingthese friends already
established as you enter the country, whatthen were the eight dayslike? And what were some ofthe
moments on that trip thatyoumostremember?

Yooshita: Wedid a road trip to Ghadames, which is around 600 kilometers south of Tripoli. This is
somewherewhereyou get very closeto the Algeriaand Tunisiaborder. Thetrip thereitselfis very
beautiful. There's acouple of very nice old Berber villages that you can stop and check out. Andwe spent
two days in Ghadames, whichis | think, truly one ofthe most beautiful places I've seen in Africa. So, we
spent therevisiting the desert as coming back to Tripoli. And then Tripoliitselfis on the coast of the
Mediterranean. Andalongthat coast,both east and west ofthe city, there used to be alot of ancient
Roman sites which you can visit.

So, | did day trips to Sabrathaand another day tripto Leptis Magna. Both of them are some of the best -
preserved Roman sites that you can visit, which werereallyimpressive. And onall of these sites, meand
two of my friends, wewere the only tourists there. The whole week | did not see another tourist, which
sometimesis a privilege becauseyou're standingin these very beautiful places whereyoucan takea
million pictures and spend as much as time you want without havinganyone on the side. And you justfeel
like, wow, | am a special guest.



Just enjoying all of this for myselfalittle bit. Howthings,youknow, were during the pandemicand yeah, a
lot of amazing cuisine. It justis a place with a lot of North African wives as you know it from Tunisia, Egypt,
Morocco, etc., with the difference that you just don'thave thetourists, youdon't have all this, you know, if
you visit theold towns, etc., you don't have all these souvenir shops or people trying tosell you something,
Itjustfeels a bit more authentic, but definitely with North African, Mediterranean and a pinch of Italian
influence.

Amazing. Well, Yooshita, at this pointl would love to go all the way back and give folks a
little bit of sense of your backstory. And|l wouldloveto start in your home country of I[ran with your
experiencegrowing up thereas akid up until the age of 13. Can you takeus back and just share allittle bit
about where exactly yougrew up in Iran and what was that like for youin yourfirst 13 years being akid in
Iran? What are some of your memories from that period?

Yooshita: | wasbornin Tehran. The capital of Iran is amassive city with, with maybe 15 million population.
Growingupinlran, | mean, thatwastheonlycountryl knew.| never had acomparison. So, | thought the
wholeworldisas | knowitthere. It's acountry that has avery special history, let's say,and it's been going
throughalot of strugglesin the last few decades. There's alot of restrictions growing up in the country that
are very highlyrestricted bythe governmentfor alot of people like my family. People are very open minded
in a lot of senses, but thegovernmentimposes alot of restrictions.

Andyou growingup in this doubleidentity whereyou can do alot of things athome, but as soon as you
openthedoorandyou go on the streets,you haveto changetheway youaredressed, youhave to change
theway you appear, the clothes youputon, the way you speak, the things you say. You have to always be
carefulwhatyou mention inthe school or not. Ifyou're talking about agathering in your house, you're
alwaystold by your parents, do not mention that we have alcoholic drinks athomeor. Or that if when our
families meet, we have mixed parties or we listen to western music, somevery simplethings that in most
places you wouldn'tconsideras somethingstrange.

And did you get the opportunityto travel around Iran? | mean, this is an enormouscountry
for peoplethat are not familiar with the size of Iran. Did you get achanceto travel outside of Tehran and
see someother places around the countryasyou were growingup?

Yooshita: Wedid travelalot when | was akid, but asyou said, itis just a massive country. And nowthat
when | look back, there are so many places that | wish we had visited and that | would love to go back and
visit. But we havevisited the north regionvery often. That's the place that the majority of Iranians head as
soon asthey have somefreetime. The northernregion acrossthe Caspian Seaisthegreen partofran. It's
avery mountainousregionand it has very nice weather throughouttheyear. | have b een to the major cities
like Isfahan, Shiraz, and to the south to alot of cities. But as | said, there's still alot of the country thatl
haven'tbeen ableto see.

So, for peoplethat have never been to Iran and would like to visit, whatwou ld you put
peopleonto or recommend? Andalso, anytips or advice you would have for people thatmightwant to
planatriptolran.

Yooshita: Thegood thing about Iranis that it really offers anything that youas atraveler could be
interested in. So, ifit's nature, it has really from desert to mountains to beautiful beaches to waterfalls, it
has different partsto offer. Ifyou'reinto historical places, there are somereally beautiful historical sites. If



it comes to culture, youhavereally differentplaces. So, it really dependson your preferences. Butas a
must, ifyou go to Iran for at least 10 days or 14 days, you haveto visit thetwo cities of Isfahan and Shiraz
and usually Yazd and Kerman are what travelers add on.

And then I would always recommenddoingthe traditional route of visitingthese three or four cities and
then adding something dependingon yourinterest. For example, | personally love the southeast part of
Iran, which is the Balochistan region, which has completely different vibe to thewhole country. The
language, thetraditions, the customs, everything, the food, everythingis very different and isone of the
least visited parts of Iran. And usually, peopledo not gothere. Butfor meit's my favorite part. Butyeah,
depending on yourinterest, | would add something specific that is out of thevery commonitinerary.

Well, Iwanttogoto Iran so badly. | have not yet been, and | have wanted to go for so long.
Alltheway backin high school. One of my best friends was Iranian. He had moved to the U.S. when he
was, | think about 12. His parents, his family had movedover, and he became one of my best friends in
high school. Thisis a Buffalo. Buffalo, New York.So, | would get invited to the [ranian community
barbecues. | would go outthereandthenthey'dbelike, who is that white dude who's eating all of our
food?Right? But Iranianfood I fell in love with.| have all of these Persian friends. And then of course, |
livedin L.A. for many years, which folks may know is referred to as Tehrangeles because of the sheer
volume of Persian folks that livein Los Angeles.

So, | feel like | have had so much Persian culturalimmersionover theyears in these different ways. It'sone
of my favorite foodsin theworld. And| will say that literally 100% of The Maverick Show guests that | have
interviewed that have been to Iran have justraved abouthowamazing and how special and how incredible
itis and justrecommend it so highly.So, itis really at thevery tippytop of my list. So, | willdefinitely be
consultingyou, Yooshita,when | startto plan my tripto Iran, butl want to continue with your journey. So,
you lived thereup untilthe age of 13. Can you talk aboutwhat then changed for you at the age of 13 and
what happened with your family?

Yooshita: I'mthe onlychild of thefamily, and me and my parents were livingtogether. Mymom did not
want meto grow upin Iran because growingup as awoman there, shefaced all theserestrictions
throughout her life. When shewas ayoung woman, 18,19 years old, the revolution happenedin Iran and
things change overnight.So, alot of people don't know that pre-1979 things weren't great. That's whythe
revolutionhappened. Butalot ofthings tookavery wrongturn after that.

And for peoplelike my momin her generation, they suddenlyhad to go fromthefreedom of dressing the
way they wanted to, covering their hairs and notbeing able to do alot ofthings like ridingabicycle or
attending asports stadium. There was aperiod that wearing sunglasses or in adifferent color and your
nail, that would causeyou problem and trouble with the police. So, all these little things made life and still
make life very difficult for alot of people.

So, my momdidn'twant meto grow up in an environment like this. And we had decided to leave the
country. And at atime, we had planned to immigrate to the United States of America, we had applied for a
work visa, and everythingwas in progress. So, we couldn't wait for the visato beissued. So, we decided to
leavein Iran and wait in a second countrywherethereis an U.S. Embassy and justwait for ourvisato be
issued. Wetraveled to Austria, Vienna, and thiswas in 2001, on September 9th. It was just two days
before September 11th.



We had noidea what's going to happen. Two dayslater. | remember we switched onthe TV, and | saw
theseairplanes crashing the World Trade Centers. Andit was the day that we all remember Quiet Bull. At
that age, | couldn'treally understandwhat this exactly means. Nobody exactly knew what's going on, but|
could clearly seefrom that TV that whatever is happening is notgood. Andl had thefeeling thisis going to
impact us. Anditdid in a way that couldn't continue with our journeyto the United States. Andwekind of
got stuckin Europe.

Now, years later, I'mreally happyaboutthe fact that we did stay in Europe, butat the time, it meant that
we hadto stay thereandimprovise and changethe plan and applyfor refugee status and gothroughalot
of troubles.But eventually things worked out and we ended up staying in Austria.

Well, | would love for youto sharealittle bit aboutthat experience. | thinkit's really
important for peopleto understand whatrefugees experiencein tryingto seek asylum in these different
places. And I know you initially tried to get asylumin the Netherlands. And so,whenyou're 13 years old
andyou'rethere with your family and you're tryingto get asylumin the Netherlands, can you share with
folks what your experience was like and what you remember from that experience?

Yooshita: It depends how youenter acountry,but onceyou'rein acountry, there's aplacethatyou go and
say, hi, lwantto apply for refugee status. And then the police from there takeit on. So, in the Netherlands,
we wentto this place, and we said that we are refugees. They took usto aplacewheretherewas ahuge
tent setup wherethey wouldtemporarily keep people for acouple of days. Fromthere, theywould take
you to aplace wherethey wouldinterview youvery briefly. Theywould take each family memberto a
room. There weretwo sections, the placefor interviewed people and non-interviewed people.

They would takeyou from one place, they would interview you, and then you wouldeither pass to the next
step orthey would set yououtside ofthe door if they would, for whatever reason, think thatyou're not
eligibleto bethere. So, you werealot of families there. And | remember we met another Iranianfamily who
are very good friends of us still today. They had avery small baby. Their baby was acouple of monthsold. |
was a teenager. And every family that was passing, we didn't know what's going tohappen to them. We
justknew eitheryou passed through, orthey put you out.

And I rememberwe had a little bit of cash with us, and my mom gave that money tothis family, and she
was like, in case they put you outside, at least you can buy somefood for yourbaby. Theywent through,
they passed through this question box, and they managed toget to the next step. We didn't pass through
this question box. Wefailed. And we were the ones who were set outside, and they justgave us alittle
paper with sometext onit. And they werelike, you can get on the train withthis and bye-bye. Ifyou're not
happy with this rejection,you can appeal the decision. And that'sit.

So, we went back. This was acity, you know, far from Amsterdam. So, we just hopped onthe train going
back to the city where we came from. And I remember we were just showingthis paper withsome Dutch
textonittothepersons who were controlling the tickets on thetrain. And everytime they wouldread this,
andthey would putusoutsidethetrain,and wewould justget on the nexttrain. Later, werealized that the
paperwasjust, we are refugees. We don't have paper; wedon'thave money. Let usjust be on thetrain for
free.

So, ittook usthewholeday to go back adistance of three or four hours onthetrain justto reach the next
city. And thiswas just the first day of becoming arefugee, something we hadn'tplanned. We weren't really



come for this. We weren't really mentally prepared for this. Andfrom thatmomenton, we had to stay a
couple of months at our own cost and resources in the country, tryingto appeal the decision, which didn't
work out. Andthen we decided to go back to Austria. Andthen the same process repeated, and it took
around two and ahalfyearsin Austriatill we werefinally, finally approved asylum.

Andusually in this period, tillthere's no decisionmade on your caseifyou are an approved refugee or not.
You're not allowed to work;you're not allowed tohave anormallife. For thefirstyear, | was not allowed to
goto school. So, your life's on pause. And this process for us took twoand ahalfyears. | know peoplethat
havebeen through this process for 10 years and more, and their life has been this bubble, justwaitingfor a
decision. And atthe end, they may be deported to their country, they may be put on the street, theymay be
finally approved.

So, you're 13. Thisis your first time out of Iran togo to any other country.So, youhavethe
European cultural differences, which are obviously quite achange foryou. Andthen you have this
treatment of your family going onat the sametime. So, when you think back to thatperiod of yourlife now
and whatyou experienced, what lessons did you learn in generalaboutthe treatmentofrefugeesin this
world, and how did that period of your life and those experiences startto shape your worldview?

Yooshita: When | look back, we went throughareally toughtime, which was noteasy at all at the same
time, without really understanding.| was learning and developing so many skillsthat helpedmelateronin
my life to live thelife that I'm living today. And one of them was just being super adaptive to the
environment. Inthefirstyear that we left Iran, imagine in my brain, wewere goingto immigrate from Iran to
U.S.A. Then this was changed to the Netherlands. Between goingfrom Netherlands to Austria, we were
actually planningto go toU.K. We paid someone alot of money to takeus to U.K. That person
disappeared, sowehad to go back to Austria.

So, in my brain, there werefour completely differentlocations thatl was going to get adjusted to.And at
theend, weended up in a completely different place. And at the same time that all of this was happening,
we werein theserefugee camps meeting alot of people from different parts ofthe world. And thiswas
giving methe opportunityto seeand understand alot ofthingsl had never seen. For example, at the time,
the Chechnyawar in Russiawas happening and there was. There were a lot of refugees coming from
Chechnya. | had never heard the namebefore. | was like, whereis this placein theworld? You people are
Russian, but why do youlookso different? Why areyou all Muslims? Andwhyis your countrykillingyou?

And, you know, why areyou here? There are alot of people from Afghanistan. Therewere alot of people
fromIran, but different parts of Iran, religious minorities of [ran that | had never met, alot of African
countries. So, atthe sametime, | was learning and meeting all these people and hearingtheir stories and
understanding the worldin amuch better way and seeing the treatmentthat these people were getting.
And people were there with different financial situations. Some people had some personal resources that
they could spend on themselves.Butifyou didn't have anythingon you, youwere fully dependenton this
refugee situation. And you were usually given not verygood living conditions, aplaceto live, somefood.

I hear a lotfrom peopleinthe west that they say, refugees come, they take ourmoney, theyreceive aplace
to livefor free. Thereis food, money, et cetera. But onceyou go throughthat and see how those conditions
look like, it's nothingthatanyone would ever wish toleave. And we were talkingaboutsome of the best
countries actually in theworldto accept refugees. People are given avery small spaceto live. | remember,
for example, in a place that we had to stay fortwo years, it was aguest houserunby afamily, and the
governmentwould give alot of money to this guesthouseto provideto therefugees.



Butthey weren'treallythenicest peopleto therefugees.They weren't treatingthem well. A lot of people
there, for example, had Muslim backgrounds and they had alot of food restrictions, but theywould just
cook food for them and servefive times a week pork, which they knew exactly these people are not going
to eat. So, it would make them end up going to bed hungry. And these people do not receive any money or
are not allowed to work, etc.

So, Yooshita, eventually you do get the asylumin Austria,and eventuallyyouare ableto go
to schoolin Austria. Canyou sharealittle bit aboutthatacclimation experience? Boththe cultural
acclimation to acompletely different place and then as you started interactingwith students and with
peoplethere, what did you find? How did that go? Andwhat sorts of st ereotypes aboutlraniansdid you
come up againstin Europe and things of that nature? What was that experience likeforyou in yourteenage
years?

Yooshita: So, the experience of going to schoolin Austriawas so different. First of all, comingfrom Iran,
theschools are separate. You're not allowed to have boys’ and girls’ school, et cetera. So, | was going to
this school as ateenager and suddenly everythingis mixed. People are doing alot of things thatyou
couldn'tevenimaginedoinginlran.| remember|was maybe 14 and 15 at thetime, when | look at my
diaries fromback then, | have text written like, oh my God, these peoplein my class, theyconsume drugs
and what they were doing, theywere smoking weed, whichwas not the craziest thingever. Thisis crazy.
They smokethis green thing,and they get high and.

But forthem it was the samething. | comefrom acountry that mostofthem have never heard about. They
had no cluewhatIranis. Forthem, it was just afar place, further away from anythingth ey had seen or
traveled to. And theyhad all these misconceptions about my country. Asking me, thisisin early 2000s,
there's no social media, there's no Instagram, there's no ChatGPT. And people kept seriously askingme
questions like, doyouguysdrive carsin Iran? Do youknowwhat footballis?

I remember we were going to go on aski trip, which is avery common thingin Austria. And theywere
asking me, do you know whatskiingis? Have you ever touched snow? Andall | was thinking,| come from
Tehran, itis a city surroundedby so many fouror five thousand mountains, which is very common togo on
a skitrip at that age, | hadn't been to adesertin my wholelife. | hadn't seen a camel, you know, from close
by, butlhad been on skitrips, etc. So, | was always wondering, why do people have all these crazy ideas
aboutlran? Why do they thinkthat we ride camels or do completely differentactivities thanthey do?

Well, | know that you eventually started working as an interpreterand workingto help other
religious minorities emigrate out of Iran and did some NGO work.And I'm curious ifyou can share alittle
bit about that experience, what it was like and what youlearned from that experience.

Yooshita: Yeah. So, thefirst main series job | ended up having was, | think, probably the longest job | ever
had. For eight years, | was working as an interpreter for an American NGO that was helping Iranian
religious minoritiesimmigrate to the United States. These werelranian Jewish people, Iranian Christians
who are usually from Armenian or Assyrian descents. These are Iranian Baha'is, Zoroastrians and even
Mandaeans, you know, areligion that | had never heardbefore and is not known internationally and even
locallyinlran.

So, working therefor acouple of years and as an interpreter was agreat opportunity for me to understand,
first of all, all the struggles these people were having to gothrough. Because my job was mainly to sit and



interpret the stories of eight families per day. They would beinginterviewed by the officers ofthe
Department of Homeland security from the U.S. consulate. And they had to explainall the experiences
throughout their life, how they had been treated in Iran, what they've been through.

Andthesepeoplewould be somevery well-educated people from major cities. These were peoplewho
worked in the parliaments, who were doctors, engineers, but also alot of people from smallervillages with
less education, youngpeople, older people, so from all partsof society. Butwhat they allhad in common
was thereligious discriminationthey had been through. And it was mind blowingfor meto hear how much
of struggles they had togo throughand not beingable to live anormal life, which alot of it overlaps, even
with peoplewithout beingaminority in Iran, people like me or any other peoplewholivethere. Anditwas a
very enriching experienceto beableto help these people and listen to theirstories and learn fromtheir
experiences.

Allright, we'regoingto pause hereand call that the end of part one. Everything thatwe have
discussed in this episodeisgoing to belinked up in the show notes, as well as all thewaysto find and
follow Yooshitaon social media. Just go to one place at themaverickshow.com and go to the show notes
forthis episode. And be sureto tunein to the next episodeto hear part two of my interview with Yooshita.
Good night, everybody.
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