It s Witten

A Monol ogue Recounting the Episode of the Martyrdom of the Béab

First performed at Green Acre Baha'i School Retreat and Conference

Centre for the Badasht Acadeny, 9 July, 2001

Nayséan Sahba

Very special thanks to Ann Boyl es, Chad Jones, and Shidan Myjid

© 2001 Naysan Sahba (nsahba@i sharat. org)



There is a word in Arabic: Mktub. It is witten.

My name is Hasan. Everybody’'s name is Hasan. That doesn’t

matter. Today, | am a special Hasan, the one that matters. You see
the regi nent over there? And the one there? | anticipate that before
the fourth prayer of the day, they will open fire and I will die.
Maktub. It is witten. | amabout to be shot. Thank God. Thank Cod.

It’s a funny thing, this world. O naybe not so funny—+ really
don’t know anynmore. Yesterday, for the last fourteen years, it was |
who was doing the killing. And now.

Have you ever been afraid of death? | have known this fear. Not
al ways, not now but—because this, this is right—but for the |last three
years | have feared death nore than | can say. But don’'t nisunderstand
me. | amno coward. Even though today | deserve, thank God, to die
for the nost cowardly act of nmy life. No: mne has not been your
normal , your average, your spineless fear of death. M fear for the
| ast three years, since the ninth day of July, 1850, since that fatefu
day in July just three years ago, ny fear has been a fear of death
Wit hout retribution, of death without final judgenent, of an
acci dental, a neaningless death. M fear has been of a death that
woul d | eave bl ood not only on my hands, but on ny very soul

Do you see the difference | amtrying to nake? Please: it is
i mportant to ne that you understand! | amno coward. | am a soldier
But | was not one of those that were dragged crying, with their noses
running, into the army. ©Oh no! | signed up nyself, at the age of
sevent een, ready and willing, wthout any hesitation, to die for ny
country and for ny king. By the end of my first year in the arny, |
had earned a nicknanme: Ab-Purtugal. Orange Juice. You snile and that
is fine today. But back then it was a title of respect given to nme by
my fellow soldiers. Throw an orange up in the air as high as you can

give nme ny rifle and put ne fifteen feet away: that orange wll never



touch the ground again. Orange juice. By the end of ny second year
it was no |onger oranges at the unfortunate end of my gun. In my fifth
year, | was transferred to the Nasiri regiment of my home province of
Khamsi h. For a Turk of the small town of Zanjan |ike nmyself, this was
my ticket to real glory, to travel and action all over Persia. Well
it did not turn out as | had expected but, neverthel ess, the next few
years woul d see many speci al honours conferred upon ny reginment. You
see, by ny seventh year in the arny things had begun to get very
interesting for us soldiers—plenty to do. A war had begun, but it was
not the war that | had anticipated, played out in the battlefield of
politics, army against army. It was an unexpected, unusual war agai nst
my fellowcitizens, driven, | can see now, by the extrenely profitable
busi ness of religion.

As | have told you, | amnot a coward. And it matters little now
that | should confess that | amnot religious. Again, don't
m sunderstand nme: | had al ways consi dered nysel f a devout Mislim but
kept it sinple. You believe in God and only in God, you pray, you give
to the needy, you fast, and you go on pilgrimge once in your life if
you can. Beyond that, religion is a business, as corrupt as any,
undertaken at the expense of the people. Fat clerics, starving people.
I did not need that. And that is why | say that things had begun to
get very interesting. A year before, 1844, a Man, a well to-do
merchant of Shiraz, began to nmake certain religious clainms. At first
it was uncl ear what He was about and only a few people seened to have
taken any interest. But within a matter of nonths, it was all too
clear that this man was not only mad, but dangerous. He clainmed to be
the one prom sed by the Prophet Muhammad—the Prom sed Qa’'im the
Twelfth Imdm the Mhdi! And as if a single man’s bl aspheny is not bad
enough, this infidel began to attract increasing nunbers of people to
H m You can i magi ne how ny bl ood boiled: here is a another parasite,

this one going to the extent of the greatest sacrilege, in order to



line Hi's own pockets with the hard-earned silver of the people. What

greed! WAs He not wealthy enough as a nerchant? So it was with deep

satisfaction on ny part that ny regiment was increasingly conmanded to
play its part in upholding the justice of the people and the reverence
and dignity of Islamthroughout the |and.

It was in the summer of 1847 that | first saw this Man who had
come to be known as Siyyid-i-Bab, thanks to Muhammad Shah’s treacherous
and cruel Prime Mnister, Haji Mrza Agasi. Do you know this saying
the pot accusing the pan of being black? Wll, this jeal ous and
thieving cleric had nmanaged to prevent Siyyid-i-Bab from neeting the
Shah and was sending Himto prison instead. Tabriz, where ny reginment
was posted, was a stop for Siyyid-i-Bab on H's way to the prison castle
of Mah-KUi. And we Nasiris were to guard Hmat the Citadel, where He
was to be quartered.

I don’t know what | was expecting but ny first sight of the Man
Hi msel f was a conplete surprise. He did not |look |ike any of the other
charlatans | had seen or seen pictures of—and certainly nothing |ike
our wetched Prine Mnister. As a matter of fact, at first | thought
that there had been sone sort of mstake—this couldn’t possibly be the
same prisoner we were expecting that day at the Citadel! To begin
with, He was young—He | ooked to be about my age. And He was beautiful!
He had a pal e, handsone face franmed by a black beard and a snal
nmoust ache. His delicate hands, his sinple but very neat clothes, his
refined manners and appear ance—everyt hi ng about H m made you wi sh to be
Hi s compani on, nmade you wi sh that He woul d consider you a friend.

Ah!  Look at you Hasan! For shame! This is it! This is it! He
is doing it to you as well! Believe ne: for a minute | had forgotten
who | was, who He was, everything! His personality was enbracing ne
just as it had enmbraced so many others. | hamrered ny foot with ny

rifle so as to distract nmyself with the pain and nade sure to avoid



| ooking into Hi's eyes. | even checked to ensure that ny purse was
still securely attached to ny belt—not that | had nmuch in it.

And that was it: He stayed in Tabriz for about forty days
confined to the Citadel and in the course of ny duties | would catch
glinpses of Hmhere and there, always froma safe distance. But that
initial sight of Hhmhad stirred something within me—+t had found a
weakness that |eft nme unconfortable and it took all ny strength to bury
the source of that disconfort. | am after all, a soldier: it was not
for me to question, only to obey. And | tried to leave it at that.

Siyyid-i-Bab was taken His way and we went ours. That was the
sumrer of 1847. COver the course of the next few years and regardl ess
of the efforts of the Shah and his Prime Mnister to crush it, Siyyid-
i -Bab’s movenent grew and grew. Oh they tried everything to crush H m
They sent Hmto an even worse prison after a year, they brought H m
back to Tabriz to be accused by the holiest nen of the province, they
killed, we killed, thousands of His followers—nothing. His Cause grew
strong even as the country seemed to fall apart. Mihanmad Shah died,
his Prime Mnister was kicked out of Tihran |ike a stray ani mal, but
the Babis grew strong. Nasiri’'d-Din Mrz4 was crowned king and a new
governnment came to power and still the Babis persevered.

It was said that there were no | ess than one hundred thousand
Babis in the land! And these Babis—y God! A bunch of scholars and
tradesnen, ordinary civilians, defended thenselves with the power of
the devil hinself! As | told you before, never would |I have thought
that I would see even ny own reginent turning with such force on its
own countrymen—and yet this, this was the power of Siyyid-i-Bab over
these people that at tinmes it | ooked alnpst like a civil war. The
i mperial arny triunmphed on all occasions, of course, but triunphed at
tinmes, | amashanmed to think of it, in a nost un-Mslimmanner. Well
as they say, anything is fair when you have a holy war on your hands.

Anyt hi ng.



Oh that it should cone to ne so late in nmy life: the
under standi ng that we can be so fast asleep even when we are awake. So
blind, even with two eyes that see.

Oh yes: the inperial arny triunphed on all occasions. [t won
every battle, but nothing, nothing succeeded in putting out the fire
that Siyyid-i-Bab had started.

And this, this was the thing that was eating at our new Prine
M nister like leprosy. But our new Prime M nister had the nerve to do
what many had thought but none had dared to realise. Wth the blessing
of Nasiri’d-Din Shah, he decided that Siyyid-i-Bab had to be put to
deat h—that nothing short of the infidel’s execution would serve to
stanmp out, permanently, the ungodly revolution that was underway in
Per si a.

It was the sumrer of 1850 and ny regi nent was posted yet again in
Tabriz. This, really, is where my story begins. W are days away from
that fateful day when ny fear of death began. And if today is the day
of my judgenent, if today | amon trial, it is not for that which I am
accused of by those, those reginents biding their tinme over there—no!
No. No! | stand accused before no body, no being | ess than God
Hi nmsel f for actions that occurred that sumer, three years ago, which
am about to recount, which recounting, which telling stands as ny
testament before the court of God.

The Prime M nister wanted things to nove swiftly and with
certainty. On his orders, the Prisoner was suddenly transferred to
Tabriz on the 29'" of June. Many thought that He was going hone. But
wi thin days of His arrival new orders cane from Ti hran and they were to
the point: Siyyid-i-Bab was to be transferred to the barracks of
Tabriz i mrediately and was to be executed in the barracks courtyard as
soon as possible.

By this point, Tabriz was in frenzy. The conmotion of its people

was unlike anything | had ever seen or ever would see again. The



nunbers of the Babis had grown but of course they were under constant
attack. And the clergy had been quite effective in their strategy of
denoni sing Siyyid-i-Bab to the point that there were people who would
have torn apart with their bare hands a nan they had never seen before.
Every kind of person was on the street to witness Siyyid-i-Bab taken to
his final earthly home. This was no ordinary cromd. It was a crowd

pl agued by a nysterious turmoil, fuelled by the superstitions and the
ni ght mares of people no better than sheep. As the Prisoner approached
the courtyard, a youth, Mrza Mihammad-‘ Al iy-i-Zuntzi, broke through
the multitude and flung hinself at the feet of Siyyid-i-Bab, begging
that he be allowed to remain with Hm The Prisoner addressed him
“Muhammad-“ Ali arise, and rest assured that you will be with M.
Tonmorrow you shall wi tness what God has decreed.” M friends, he would
do nore than wtness!

They had stripped Siyyid-i-Bab of Hi s green turban and sash, the
twin enblens of His noble lineage. It was better that way: we were
all trying to forget that even though an infidel, He remained a
descendent of the Prophet Muhanmad. And the next norning, the Vazir-
Ni zami s chief attendant marched Him barefoot and bareheaded, with
chai ns about H's neck and feet, to the presence of the leading clerics
of Tabriz to obtain the authorisations for H s execution. At the point
of departure, however, an incident seens to have taken place: Siyyid-
i -Bab had been in the nmiddle of a final conversation with his
secretary, Siyyid Husayn, when the chief attendant had come to fetch
them Being an inpatient man, he had grabbed the secretary and pulled
hi m asi de, rebuking himprobably for keeping himwaiting. Siyyid-i-
Bab, however, gave the chief attendant a warning the bol dness of which
nmust have shocked the man: “Not until | have said to himall those
things I wish to say can any earthly power silence Me. Though all the

worl d be arnmed agai nst Me, yet shall they be powerless to deter Me from



fulfilling, to the last word, My intention.” And yet the chief
attendant ordered the secretary away.

The authorisations were all given. They had all been prepared in
advance, as if the whole thing was a joke, and not one of those
powerful |eaders of religion dared or cared to see the prisoner they
condemmed face to face. Such was their justice; such was their nercy.

My regi nent was at the barracks that norning. The tension in the
city was such that nobody wanted to stray too far. Besides, we were
going to have an excellent view of the killing of the notorious
infidel! | was not as interested. Too nany different thoughts and
feelings had been tearing nme in different directions—things that were
too much for a sinple soldier to try and sort out. | wanted only to do
ny job and as | had no job to do at that nonent | preferred to sit in
my quarters, blanketing every other thought out with a sense of rage,
of anger. Why? How? | don’t know. How could |I have known? That it
was sunmer, that is was hot, that the tunult on the streets added to
all of the heat, none of it was helping ne at all and so | stayed
i ndoors, waiting for it all to be over so that | could go back to the
ordi nary business of being a soldier.

And t he noi se outside the barracks courtyard grew | ouder
Siyyid-i-Bab was back. The chief attendant wasted no tine in
delivering his Prisoner to Sam Khan, the Christian Col onel of the
Arnmeni an regiment that was to do the killing. He now had the bl essings
of every authority in the land to carry out the execution. And yet it
is told that Sam Khan was not happy about his orders. He went to the
Prisoner and said to Hm “I profess the Christian Faith and entertain
no ill will against you. |f your Cause be the Cause of Truth, enable
me to free nyself fromthe obligation to shed your blood.” Siyyid-i-
Bab told himto follow his instructions. “If your intentions be
sincere, the Almghty is surely able to relieve you from your

perplexity.”



Thi ngs nmoved quickly fromthere. A nail was driven into a pillar
between two of the rooms of the barracks. Two ropes were fastened to
that nail. Siyyid-i-Bab and Muhammad-‘ Ali were brought and suspended
securely fromthe ropes, about twelve feet off the ground so that the
firing squad woul d have a clear shot. The Arnenian reginent ranged
itself in three files. It had as many nmen as ours, seven hundred and
fifty, and all seven hundred and fifty were going to be used to ensure
that the job was done and done wel |

Sam Khan's first order came: the soldiers raised their guns.

For the first time that day, there was absolute silence. About ten

t housand peopl e had gat hered around that courtyard and now you coul d
hear a heart beat. Wth the second comuand not a |living soul was
breathing. A glance to the chief attendant, a nod, a signal to the
head of the squadron, and Sam Khan finished his job. Three rounds of
two hundred and fifty bullets, each round foll ow ng quickly on the
heel s of the other. It was over.

How | renmenber the noment! The silence, the triple explosion of
bullets, and then the ringing silence again. | could see clearly in ny
m nd how t hose t housands of people waited for the thick gunpowder snoke
of hundreds of guns to subside so that they could bear wi tness that the
deed was done. That Siyyid-i-Bab was dead. It was just seconds but it
felt longer. | nyself was just taking ny first breath when, when al
madness broke |l oose. | could not believe ny ears! It was inpossible
to mstake the bewildered cries: “Siyyid-i-Bab has gone from our
sight!”; “He’'s gone! He's ascended to heaven!”. There, standing with
not even a mark on his clothes and with a smle on his face, was
Muhanmmad-“ Ali. And as for his Master: there was not a trace of Siyyid-
i - Bab.

A frantic search began and it took all the effort of the unnerved
Armeni ans to prevent a stanpede of the nmasses of people into the

courtyard. They found Siyyid-i-Bab, seated in the sane roomthat He



had occupi ed the night before, with an expression of absolute cal mupon
His face, conpleting Hs interrupted conversation with his secretary.
Not a mark, not a scratch, not an injury. Then, for the dunbfounded
chi ef attendant He had these words: “I have finished My conversation
with Siyyid Husayn. Now you nay proceed to fulfil your intention.”
That the chief attendant didn’t drop dead right there was a nercy shown
to himby God.

Sam Khan was al so stunned by the force of this trenendous
revelation. ©Ch sure: his soldiers were busy trying to convince the
hysterical crowds that this was no miracle but nmerely that by sone
error only the ropes had been hit and had freed the condemed infi del
Seven hundred and fifty bullets and all that had been hit were the
ropes binding them But Sam Khan recalled the pronise of Siyyid-i-Bab
to him He swore there and then that he would not resume his task even

if it meant the loss of his own life.

Barracks doors flung open. Oficers were running. “Nasiris:
you' d better have wings! You will be down in the courtyard in no time
or you will be hanging next to the infidels yourselves!” M col onel

Agéa Jan Khan-i-Khansih, had volunteered us to take the place of the
Arnmeni an reginent. W were going to kill Siyyid-i-Béab

VWhat woul d you have me say to you? Ha? What would you have ne
say? That | went against nmy will? That there was a gun pointed to ny
head even as ny gun was about do its own pointing? That | did not want
to do it? Could it be as sinple as that? Wbuld you even believe it?
No nmy friends. | went willingly. | went with the blind rage of a
cornered animal ready to do anything to defend its petty existence.
There are no mracles! | went with the full intention of carrying out
my orders, of being an excellent soldier, of being the defender of ny
country. And | knew that these were not feelings, if you can call them
even that, shared by all of ny fellow soldiers. | knew that there were

those in my regi nent who were afraid, who would deliberately mss their
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mark rather than strike a fatal bl ow against a descendant of the
Prophet of God. But I, oh no.

I made sure that | was in the front row of guns, as | wanted
nothing to stand in the way of my aim Siyyid-i-Bab addressed the
people: “Had you believed in Me, O wayward generation, every one of
you woul d have foll owed the exanple of this youth, who stood in rank
above nost of you, and willingly woul d have sacrificed hinself in My
path. The day will conme when you will have recogni sed Me; that day |
shall have ceased to be with you.” Those words, | later realised, had
been absorbed by ny entire being—that voice.. .but at that tinme ny
ears were deaf. Nothing was going to get in ny way. | could not tel
you why. | waited for the conmands. | raised my gun and took aim
Now t here were no thoughts, no pounding of the heart. | had nothing.
| aimed at, | aimed at Hi s head. The second conmmand cane and | knew
that I was not going to mss. And we fired. | fired. And we fired
again. And again. And we were wrapped in the snmell and snoke of the
guns. M ears should have been ringing but I swear to heaven, the
bull et had not exited the barrel of ny gun when the whol e universe
whi spered that word to ne: Maktub. It is witten.

My God! What had just happened? Did | think that | had actually
done sonething? Did the colonel, the clergy, the ministers, the Shah
did we deliberately think that they had actually done sonething? That
we had st opped sonething? Had we supposed that we had had control, at
any point in these days and years, over anything? Over this Man who
did nothing that He did not desire to do, even in death? Over the
stirrings within the souls of thousands of people across the land? Did
we, did we really believe that we had assisted God?

Maktub: It is witten. What, is witten? It was then, at that
nost ironic of moments when | had nmade a decision and taken an action
that could never be reversed, it was there, in the mdst of the
gunpowder fog of the firing squad that ny own head seened finally to be
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clear. For the first tine | stopped, for the first time in the six
years of this, this history | stopped and dared to do what | had

t hought no soldier and no true Muslimought to do: | asked questions.
Just what is it that this Siyyid-i-Bab, this descendant of the Prophet
Muhanmmad, is saying? What is this word, this Reveal ed Woird of His that
has set so many of ny countrymen on fire? And | realised that | did
not know. | did not know a single thing about the Cause for which

had just put this Man to death.

All of these thoughts that cane rushing through ny head, down to
my very soul, all of these thoughts, they cane chargi ng through ne al
at once—n those few seconds after we had fired. Oh if only |I had had
the time: the time to fall to the ground and weep and | augh. To weep
at the horror of what | had done. To laugh at the foolishness of what
I, what ny whol e nation, thought it had done by killing the Bab. No,
no nmy friends. Maktub: it is witten. Everything is witten by the
Hand of God. All that had been asked of me was that | should have seen
with my own eyes, heard with my own ears, and acted of ny own accord.
And so what that | should have died had | reached a different decision
innm life? So what? | stand at the threshold of ny death a nere
three years later and I swear to you: that ninth day of July, 1850,
was a better day to die. These three years have been worse than death.

But there was no tine for such thoughts then. The gun snmoke had
cleared away and it was clear and evident that we had acconplished our
objective. The Bab was dead. His body and that of His disciple had
been so mangl ed that they had becone one. And if that earlier whisper
in my ear was not enough, the Bab Hinself nade the point to me in His
death: seven hundred and fifty bullets; | with ny | egendary aimin the
front file; there was not a mark upon His face. Only a | ook of serene
calm of absolute certitude.

And then | was blown off nmy feet. | amnot making poetry. At
the very point of the execution a strange wi nd overcanme Tabriz and
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within no time it had turned into a gale of incredible violence,
sweepi ng over the entire city. And with it quickly canme a dust storm
of such severity that the light of the noonday sun was entirely

bl ocked. Oh how violently the universe | aughed at us!

The Bab had been in the thirty-first year of Hs life. Only
three years older than me. He was dead and fromthat very nonment ny
fear of death began. After all: | was plagued with questions now, you
see? | was horrified by the thought that | nmight die wthout divine
judgenent, that | might live out a mserable existence and die a

nat ural death without having been held accountabl e before God for what

I had done. | was not asking for forgiveness or for pity. It was not
God's nmercy that | was after; only His justice. After all, even if |

had devel oped a conscience, | was still a soldier—a man of honour and
dignity.

Oh how even this hope was shattered! Soldier? Defender of king
and state? How ironic then that in defence of a king who was
i ncreasi ngly despised by his suffering people, we had killed a Man who
had brought joy and hope to thousands. And ny king's gratitude? W
were worked |ike donkeys and paid poorly and irregularly. There were
ti mes when we were close to starving

Not long after the execution of the Bab, a third of our reginent
was en route back to Tabriz fromArdibil. They had paused in their
mar ch and were resting when a wall under which they were seeking shade
suddenly col | apsed. There was not one survivor. ©Oh how | envied them
Coul d there have been any doubt that justice was served in that
incident! And | was dejected. There had been ny chance to die the way
| deserved to die—but no: | would have to continue living in fear

But here I am now, thank God. For three mserable years the
condition of my regi nent grew worse and worse. Finally, we had had
enough. We had not been paid in nonths. Sonme of nmy fellow soldiers
had families dying back in Khansih. W nade petition that we woul d
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have to be paid in full before we continued to serve. W headed to
Tabriz to bring attention to our plight and to make our decision clear
to the governnent there. W cane in peace, and neant no harmto
anyone. We did not nean to interfere with the population of Tabriz and
set up our canp outside the city walls. And this is where you find ne
now. | cannot renenber how | ong we have been here, but it has been too
ong. We now stand accused of nutiny—the nost serious offence a
sol dier can conmt. DMitiny?

And then news came that the Prine Mnister was to be travelling
t hrough the region and nothing was to happen about our case until he
saw to the matter hinself. Oh fatel Were, ny friends, is our sense
of history that we fail to learn its |lessons, to see its patterns? The
Prime Mnister? | knewny time had cone. The Prime Mnister is ny
death warrant in the flesh. And this will be the right death. And so
he has arrived, yesterday. He stopped no nore than five mles from
here. Today he sent two regiments to us, fellow soldiers. They
ordered us to disperse knowing full well that we would not, could not.
We have given up our guns but we have also just told themthat we wll
not | eave until we receive a decree prom sing us better treatnent.
These are all ganes now. They are going to be ordered, they will be
ordered to kill us. | amready for them

There is no noral, no reason to nmy story because there was no
noral, no reason in ny life.

Maybe that is the noral. | await ny judgenent. It is witten.

Makt ub.
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