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Introduction

To understand the story of Tahirih, Iran's premier woman, one
should know something of the Irdn of her time, should be
cognizant of that phenomenal quickening of religion known as
the Baha'i Faith which had its rise in that land in the middle of
the nineteenth century. Until then women were in a state of
more or less subjection, now women - and they constitute one-
half of the whole human race - after centuries of somnolence
are wide awake to their new position, and are stirring to new
ideas. It should be of thrilling interest to them to know, ex
oriente lux!, that the first woman suffrage martyr was not a
Westerner at all, but a young woman poet, Tahirih, sometimes
known as Qurratu'l-'Ayn, of Qazvin, Iran.

'Abdu'l Baha expressed eloquent tribute to her, | remember so
well His words to us in the West: "Amongst the women of our
own age is Qurratu'l'Ayn, the daughter of a Muhammadan
priest. At the time of the appearance of the Bab she showed
such tremendous courage and power that all who heard her
were astonished. She threw aside her veil despite the
immemorial custom of the women of Iran, and although it was
considered impolite to speak with men, this heroic woman
carried on controversies with the most learned men, and in
every meeting she vanquished them. The Irdnian Government
took her prisoner; she was stoned in the streets,
anathematized, exiled from town to town, threatened with
death, but she never failed in her determination to work for
the freedom of her sisters. She bore persecution and suffering
with the greatest heroism; even in prison she gained believers.
To a Minister of Iran, in whose house she was imprisoned, she
said; 'You can kill me as soon as you like but you cannot stop
the emancipation of women.' At last the end of her tragic life
came; she was carried into a garden and strangled. However,
she put on her very best robes as if she were going to join a

1 ex oriente lux - "From the east comes light" (literally, as in the
sun rising in the east, or spiritually) [DM]
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bridal party. With such magnanimity and courage she gave her
life, startling and enchanting all who saw her. She was truly a
great heroine. Today, in Irdan, among the Baha'is, there are
women who also show unflinching courage and who are
endowed with poetic insight. They are most fluent and speak
before large gatherings of people."

Tahirih's courageous deathless personality forever will stand
out against the background of eternity, for she gave her life for
her sister women. The sweet perfume of her heroic
selflessness is diffused in the whole five continents. People of
all religions and of none, all races, all classes, all human
humanity to this day cherish the attar of her deeds, and weep
tears of love and longing when her great poems are chanted.
Through her fearless stand the balance is shifting, man and
woman are becoming more equal - Force, the old standard, is
losing its dominance, and intuition, insight, glimpses of cosmic
consciousness and the spiritual qualities of love and service in
which woman is strong are gaining ascendancy. And you see
that this new epoch is an age in which masculine and
feminine elements of civilisation are becoming more evenly
adjusted. Man and woman are as the two wings of the bird of
humanity and this bird cannot attain its highest flight until
these two wings are equally strong and equally poised. One of
the important teachings of the Baha'i Faith is that women
should be regarded as the equals of men and should enjoy
equal rights and privileges, equal education and equal
opportunities. Tahirih had to die for these great ideals but
today our task is to live for them.

Dear readers, no words of mine could portray nearly as well
the times in the Iran of the nineteenth century when Tahirih
lived as the illuminating searchlight picture of that age which
Shoghi Effendi, Guardian of the Baha'i Faith in Haifa,
Palestine, has presented in his masterly introduction to his
historic book Nabil's Narrative - "The Dawn-Breakers."2

So with his most gracious permission | shall use excerpts from
his preface :

"The Baha'i Movement is now well known throughout the
world, and the time has now come when Nabil's unique
narrative of its beginnings in darkest Iran will interest many
readers... The main features of the narrative (the saintly heroic
figure of the Bab, a leader so mild and so serene, yet eager,
resolute, and dominant; the devotion of his followers facing
oppression with unbroken courage and often with ecstasy; the
rage of a jealous priesthood inflaming for its own purpose the
passions of a bloodthirsty populace)... these speak a language
which all may understand. But it is not easy to follow the
narrative in its details, or to appreciate how stupendous was
the task undertaken by Baha'u'llah and His Forerunner,
without some knowledge of the condition of church and state
in Iran, and of the customs and mental outlook of the people
and their masters...

"There exists in English, however, a literature about Iran in the
nineteenth century which will give readers ample information
on the subject. From Persian writings which have already been
translated, or from books of European travellers like Lord
Curzon, Sir J. Malcolm, and others not a few, he will find a
lifelike and vivid if unlovely picture of the Augean3 conditions

2 "The Dawn-Breakers" published at Kingsport Press, Inc.
Kingsport, Tennessee, U.S.A., and on sale at the Baha'i
Publishing Company, P. 0. Box 348, Grand Central Station
Annex, New York, N. Y.; also at Baha'i Hall, Deepchand Ojha
Road, Karachi, India.

3 Augean - Difficult and unpleasant; resembling the Augean
stables in filthiness and degradation. [DM]
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which the Bab had to confront when He inaugurated the
Movement in the middle of the nineteenth century.

"All observers agree in representing Iran as a feeble and
backward nation divided against itself by corrupt practices and
ferocious bigotries. Inefficiency and wretchedness, the fruit of
moral decay, filled the land. From the highest to the lowest
there appeared neither the capacity to carry out methods of
reform nor even the will seriously to institute them. National
conceit preached a grandiose self-content. A pall of immobility
lay over all things, and a general paralysis of mind made any
development impossible.

"To a student of history the degeneracy of a nation once so
powerful and so illustrious seems pitiful in the extreme. 'Abdul'l
Baha, who in spite of the cruelties heaped on Baha'u'llah, on
the Bab and on Himself, yet loved His country, called their
degradation, 'the tragedy of a people', and in that work, "The
Mysterious Forces of Civilization," in which He sought to stir
the hearts of His compatriots to undertake radical reforms, He
uttered a poignant lament over the present fate of a people
who once had extended their conquests East and West, and
had led the civilisation of mankind. 'In former times', He
writes, 'Persia was verily the heart of the world and shone
among the nations like a lighted taper. Her glory and
prosperity broke from the horizon of humanity like the true
dawn disseminating the light of knowledge and illumining the
nations of the East and West. The fame of her victorious kings
reached the ears of the dwellers at the poles of the earth. The
majesty of her kings humbled the monarchs of Greece and
Rome. Her governing wisdom filled the sages with awe, and
the rulers of the continents fashioned their laws upon her
polity. The Persians being distinguished among the nations of
the earth as a people of conquerors, and justly admired for
their civilisation and learning, their country became the
glorious centre of all the sciences and arts, the mine of culture
and a fount of virtues... How is it that this excellent country
now, by reason of our sloth, vanity and indifference, from the
lack of knowledge and organisation, from the poverty of the
zeal and ambition of her people, has suffered the rays of her
prosperity to be darkened and well nigh extinguished?"'

"Other writers describe fully those unhappy conditions to which
'Abdu'l Baha refers.

"At the time when the Bab declared His Mission, the
government of the country was, in Lord Curzon's phrase, 'a
Church-State'. Venal, cruel, and immoral as it was, it was
formally religious. Muslim orthodoxy was its basis and
permeated to the core both it and the social lives of the
people. But otherwise there were no laws, statutes, or
characters to guide the direction of public affairs. There was
no House of Lords, nor Privy Council, no synod, no Parliament.
The Shah was despot, and his arbitrary rule was reflected all
down the official scale through every minister and governor
down to the lowliest clerk or remotest headman. No civil
tribunal existed to check or modify the power of the monarch
or the authority which he might choose to delegate to his
subordinates. If there was a law, it was his word. He could do
as he pleased...

"Even when a Shah wished to make a just and wise decision in
any case that might be brought before him for judgment, he
found it difficult to do so, because he could not rely on the
information given him. Critical facts would be withheld, or the
facts given would be distorted by the influence of interested
witnesses or venal ministers. The system of corruption had
been carried so far in Iran that it had become a recognised
institution which Lord Curzon well described as follows:

'‘Before | quit the subject of Persian Law and its administration,
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let me add a few words upon the subject of penalties and
prisons. Nothing is more shocking to the European reader, in
pursuing his way through the crime-stained and bloody pages
of Persian history during the last and, in a happily less degree,
during the present century, than the record of savage
punishments and abominable tortures, testifying alternately to
the callousness of the brute and ingenuity of the fiend. The
Persian character has ever been fertile in device and
indifferent to suffering; and in the field of judicial executions it
has found ample scope for the exercise of both attainments.
Up till quite a recent period, well within the borders of the
present reign, condemned criminals have been crucified,
blown from guns, buried alive, impaled, shod like horses, torn
asunder by being bound to the heads of two trees bent
together and then allowed to spring back to their natural
position, converted into human torches, flayed while living.'

"From the beginning the Bab must have divined the reception
which would be accorded by His countrymen to his teachings,
and the fate which awaited Him at the hands of mullas. But He
did not allow personal misgivings to affect the frank
enunciation of His claims nor the open presentation of His
Cause. The innovations which He proclaimed, though purely
religious, were drastic; the announcement of His own identity
startling and tremendous. He made Himself known as the
Qa'im, the High Prophet or Messiah so long promised, so
eagerly expected by the Muhammadan world. He added to this
the declaration that He was also the Gate (that is, the Bab)
through whom a greater Manifestation than Himself was to
enter the human realm...

"He was the Qa'im; but the Qa&'im, though a High Prophet,
stood in relation to a succeeding and greater Manifestation as
did John the Baptist to the Christ. He was the Forerunner of
One yet more mighty than Himself. He was to decrease; that
Mighty One was to increase. And as John the Baptist had been
the Herald or Gate of the Christ, so was the Bab the Herald or
Gate of Baha'u'llah...

"The cause of the rejection and persecution of the Bab was in
its essence the same as the rejection and persecution of the
Christ. If Jesus had not brought a New Book, if He had not only
reiterated the spiritual principles taught by Moses but had
continued Moses' rules and regulations too, He might as a
merely moral reformer have escaped the vengeance of the
Scribes and Pharisees. But to claim that any part of the
Mosaic law, even such material ordinances as those that dealt
with divorce and the keeping of the Sabbath, could be altered -
and altered by an unordained preacher from the village of
Nazareth - this was to threaten the interest of the Scribes and
Pharisees themselves, and since they were the
representatives of Moses and of God, it was blasphemy
against the Most High. As soon as the position of Jesus was
understood His persecution began. As He refused to desist, He
was put to death.

"For reasons exactly parallel, the Bab was from the beginning
opposed by the vested interests of the dominant Church as an
uprooter of the Faith. Yet, even in that dark and fanatical
country, the mullas (like the Scribes in Palestine eighteen
centuries before) did not find it very easy to put forward a
plausible pretext for destroying Him whom they thought their
enemy...

"The Babis were overwhelmed by numbers. The Bab Himself
was taken from His cell and executed. Of His chief disciples
who avowed their belief in Him, not one soul was left alive
save Baha'u'llah, who with His family and a handful of devoted
followers was driven destitute into exile and prison in a foreign
land.
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"But the fire, though smothered, was not quenched. It burned
in the hearts of the exiles who carried it from one country to
another as they travelled. Even in the homeland of Iran it had
penetrated too deeply to be extinguished by physical violence,
and still smouldered in the people's hearts, needing only a
breath from the spirit to be fanned into an all-consuming
conflagration.

"The Second and Greater Manifestation of God was
proclaimed in accordance with the prophecy of the Bab at the
date which He had foretold. Nine years after the beginning of
the Babi Dispensation - that is, in 1853 - Baha'u'llah, in certain
of His odes, alluded to His identity, and His Mission and ten
years later, while resident in Baghdad, declared Himself as the
Promised One to His companions.

"Now the great Movement for which the Bab had prepared the
way began to show the full range and magnificence of its
power. Though Bah&'u'llah Himself lived and died an exile and
a prisoner and was known to few Europeans, His epistles
proclaiming the new Advent were borne to the great rulers of
both hemispheres; from the Shah of Persia to the Pope and to
the President of the United States. After His passing, His son
'Abdu'l Baha carried the tidings in person into Egypt and far
through the Western world. 'Abdu'l Baha visited England,
France, Switzerland, Germany and America announcing
everywhere that once again the heavens had opened and that
a new Dispensation had come to bless the sons of men. He
died in November, 1921; and today the fire that once seemed
to have been put out forever, burns again in every part of Iran;
has established itself on the American continent, and has laid
hold of every country in the world.

"Around the sacred writings of Baha'u'llah and the
authoritative exposition of 'Abdu'l Baha there is growing a
large volume of literature in comment or in witness. The
humanitarian and spiritual principles enunciated decades ago
in the darkest East by Baha'u'llah and moulded by Him into a
coherent scheme are one after the other being taken by a
world unconscious of their source as the marks of progressive
civilisation; and the sense that mankind has broken with the
past and that the old guidance will not carry it through the
emergencies of the present has filled with uncertainty and
dismay all thoughtful men save those who have learned to find
in the story of Baha'u'llah the meaning of all the prodigies and
portents of our time."

Baha'u'llah's Tribute to
the Bab and His Chief Disciples.
Paragraphs from The Kitab—l—fqén.

"Though young and tender of age, and though the Cause He
revealed was contrary to the desire of all the peoples of the
earth, both high and low, rich and poor, exalted and abased,
king and subject yet He arose and steadfastly proclaimed it. All
have known and heard this. He feared no one; He was
reckless of consequences. Could such a thing be made
manifest except through the power of a Divine Revelation, and
the potency of God's invincible Will? By the righteousness of
God! Were any one to entertain so great a Revelation in his
heart, the thought of such a declaration would alone confound
him! Were the hearts of all men to be crowded into his heart,
he would still hesitate to venture upon so awful an enterprise.
He could achieve it only by the permission of God, only if the
channel of his heart were to be linked with the Source of
Divine grace, and his soul be assured of the unfailing
sustenance of the Almighty. To what, We wonder, do they
ascribe so great a daring? Do they accuse Him of madness as
they accused the Prophets of old? Or do they maintain that His
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motive was none other than leadership and the acquisition of
earthly riches?

"Gracious God! In His Book, which He hath entitled 'Qayydmul'l-
Asma' - the first, the greatest, and mightiest of all books - He
prophesied His own martyrdom. In it is this passage: 'O Thou
Remnant of God! | have sacrificed myself wholly for Thee; |
have accepted curses for Thy sake; and have yearned for
naught but martyrdom in the path of Thy love. Sufficient
Witness unto me is God the Exalted, the Protector, the Ancient
of Days!'

"...Could the Revealer of such utterance be regarded as
walking in any other way than the way of God, and as having
yearned for aught else except His good pleasure? In this very
verse there lieth concealed a breath of detachment for which,
if it were breathed upon the world, all beings would renounce
their life, and sacrifice their soul.

"...And now consider how this Sadrih4 of the Ridvans of God
hath, in the prime of youth, risen to proclaim the Cause of
God. Behold, what steadfastness He, the Beauty of God, hath
revealed! The whole world rose to hinder Him, yet it utterly
failed! The more severe the persecutions they inflicted on that
Sadrih of Blessedness, the more His fervor increased, and the
brighter burned the flame of His love. All this is evident, and
none disputeth its truth. Finally, He surrendered His soul, and
winged His flight unto the realms above.

"...No sooner had that eternal Beauty revealed Himself in
Shirdz, in the year sixty (1260 A.H., 1844 A.D.) and rent
asunder the veil of concealment than the signs of the
ascendancy, the might, the sovereignty, and power emanating
from that Essence of Essences and Sea of Seas, were
manifest in every land. So much so, that from every city there
appeared the signs, the evidences, the tokens, testimonies of
that Divine Luminary. How many were those pure and kindly
hearts which faithfully reflected the light of that eternal Sun!
And how manifold the emanations of knowledge from that
Ocean of Divine Wisdom which encompassed all beings! In
every city, all the divines and nobles rose to hinder and
repress them, and girded up the loins of malice, of envy, and
tyranny for their suppression. How great the number of those
holy souls, those essences of justice, who, accused of tyranny,
were put to death! And how many embodiments of purity, who
showed forth naught but true knowledge and stainless deeds,
suffered an agonising death! Notwithstanding all this, each of
these holy beings, up to his last moment, breathed the name
of God and soared in the realm of submission and resignation.
Such was the potency and transmuting influence which He
exercised over them, that they ceased to cherish any desire
but His Will, and wedded their souls to His remembrance.

"Do thou ponder these momentous happenings in thine heart,
so that thou mayest apprehend the greatness of this
Revelation and perceive its stupendous glory."

Chapter 1.
Early History of Tahirih's Life

Hadrat-i-Tahirih "Her Highness the Pure One", well known also
by the name Qurratu'l'Ayn, is the most celebrated woman in
Irdnian history; she will remain forever immortal. As | have
travelled in the five continents, | have seen how her life has
influenced women and men too, throughout the world. | have
observed how her poetry is sought by scholars in every land,
and | know that among Baha'is the life of Tahirih is an ideal

4 Sadrih - Branch [DM]
5 Ridvan - Paradise [DM]
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that every one yearns to comprehend and attain; though from
the time she first heard of the Coming of the Bab to the time
she was martyred for the love of His Truth, was a little less
than nine years, still every day since then, her glorious life has
been to us like a "living teacher".

Picture in your mind one of the most beautiful young women in
Irdn, a genius, a poet, the most learned scholar of the Qu'ran
and the traditions; think of her as the daughter of a jurist
family of letters, daughter of the greatest high priest of her
province and very rich, enjoying high rank, living in an artistic
palace, and distinguished among her young friends for her
boundless, immeasurable courage. Picture what it must mean
for a young woman like this, still in her twenties, to arise as
the first woman disciple of a Prophet, then you will be able to
understand this narrative.

The "Journal Asiatic" of 1866, tome 7, page 474, presents
even a more graphic view of Tahirih, the English translation of
which is as follows: "How a woman, a creature so weak in Iran,
and above all in a city like Qazvin, where the clergy possess
such a powerful influence, where the 'ulamas because of their
number and importance and power hold the attention of the
government officials and of the people, how can it be that in
such a country and district and under such unfavorable
conditions, that a woman could have organized such a
powerful party of heretics? That is the important question
which has puzzled many and even the historian of Iran, Sipihr;
it was as a matter of fact unparallelled in the past."

Presenting to you the true history of this great young woman, |
give you first the titles by which she is known to the world,
Baha'u'lldah gave her the name of Tahirih which means the
Pure One; her teacher in Karbila, Siyyid Kazim Rashti called
her Qurratu'l-Ayn which means Consolation of the Eyes; other
names by which she is known are Zarrin-Taj which signifies
one crowned with gold; and she was also addressed as Nuqtih
which means The Point. The name her father had given her is
never used in history which shows how powerful was the
spiritual nature of her life!

This young Persian woman had very deep intuition, that gift of
insight called "second sight." How often | have observed in
history that the saints of God are able to foresee events!
Sometimes | have asked myself: "Was Tahirih great enough
instantly to say, "O God, | give my life to establish this Faith
among mankind," or did she too, need to be trained by the
Infinite God to long to give her life as a martyr to serve this
new universal Revelation? Certainly we know that early in her
dazzlingly spiritual career she felt the responsibility of being a
follower of the Bab. She writes in one of her earlier poems: "At
the gate of my heart | behold the feet and the tents of
calamity!" | feel she did know long before and gave radiant
acquiescence to her future martyrdom. Viewed in this light,
one can understand her chaste spirit, her matchless courage
not only in the danger to her life but in her being the first
woman in the Eastern Muslim world to dare to lay aside the
veil even in brief moments, and in being courageous enough
to go to the Badasht Conference to consult with this group of
men-followers of the Bab. Fatimih did not do more to help her
father Muhammad than did Tahirih® to assist in bringing into
reality the Aim of the Bab.

One can almost hear her words as she addressed this group in
Badasht where they had come to consult: first, how to free the
Bab from prison, and second, to decide once and for all
whether they were to follow the old Muhammadan laws, or if
the Bab, had introduced new laws; or if they, as

6 Her birth name was Fatima [DM]
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representatives of the organization of the Bab, were to
institute new laws suited to the new epoch. She may have
said, as she addressed them with uncovered face: "That sound
of the trumpet which ushers in the Day of Judgment and the
Resurrection, is my call to you now! Rise, brothers, the Qu'ran
is fulfilled and a new era has begun! Am | not your sister and
you my brother? Can you not look upon me as a real friend? If
you cannot put out of your mind evil thoughts - because it was
unheard of in that age for the woman not to hide her face
behind a heavy veil - how will you be able to give your lives for
a great Cause? Are you aware that this old custom of veiling
the face was not enjoined by Muhammad so rigorously as you
seem to observe? Have you never heard that the wives of the
Prophet Himself, on their journeys, had their faces exposed?
Do you not remember that in some matters, Muhammad was
wont to tell His Disciples to go and ask His wife? But even if
this were not the law of Muhammad, today a great Light has
come which changes all! This is the Hour of Resurrection. Let
us fill the souls of men with the glory of the Revealed Word.
Let us emancipate our women and reform our society, Let us
arise out of our graves of superstition and self, and pronounce
that the Day of Judgment is at hand; then shall the whole
earth respond to freedom of conscience and new life! The
blast of this trumpet of the Resurrection, it is I!"

Did Jan HUs or Martin Luther have a harder task than this? No!
On the slender shoulders of the mighty and pure Bab and His
few Disciples fell the task of breaking down an old order of
age-long superstitions and customs. This had to be done
before the new spiritual civilization could be built upon a firm
foundation. Thus it has ever been in the evolution of religion
since time immemorial.

Coming from Baghdad to Qazvin, Iran, in January, 1930, over
the same caravan route which this remarkable heroine of God,
Tahirih, had once traversed and entering the city where she
was reared, my soul thrilled to understand her! | expressed a
wish to see the home in Qazvin where she was born, but
friends said it would be impossible. Her relatives are Muslims,
and because formerly they were so cruelly angry with her and
with the religion inaugurated by the Bab, the world has taken it
for granted that this hatred of the Baha'i Faith still exists.

The owner of the Grand Hotel where | was a guest, standing in
his doorway, saw a relative of Tahirih passing. He invited him
in, gave him tea and said jokingly: "Your family ought to be
ashamed of yourselves. You are like the black mud out from
which the white narcissus sprang! Your ancestor Tahirih is
loved in every country of the world, but you people do nothing
to show a sign of appreciation. | have an American guest in my
hotel who is just longing to see even the house when she once
lived." The relative replied: "If she wishes to see Tahirih's
home, I'll show it to her! " "Oh, no you couldn't," said the hotel
owner. "Yes, | can and | will!" responded the relative; and so it
was arranged, and | went with this hotel owner and the Muslim
relative out to the ancient home of this famous young woman.
It was a large old place with lovely, intricate lattice work; in its
time it must have been one of the finest residences of that
part of Iran. This relative showed me the women's wing of the
palace where Tahirih had been born, then he took me to a
quaint artistic library on the second floor where the little girl
sat and studied, the girl who later became a poet and the first
woman martyr in Central Asia for the education and equality of
women and laying aside the veill He showed me the prison,
the cellar of the imposing mansion where her father had
imprisoned his daughter; but the relative sympathetically
explained that Tahirih's father truly loved his gifted daughter
even though he clashed violently with her in religious beliefs,
he had incarcerated her in his own home trying to protect her
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from the savagery of those who were ready to brand her with
hot irons because she belonged to the despised Babi Faith,
but even he could not save her, they came and carried her
away to the city prison.

When | kneeled to kiss the floor of her room and to pray, the
relatives all came and stood silently. They were reverent and
friendly. As | stepped out from her dear room, this relative said
to me: "You are the first Baha'i who has ever come from the
West to ask about Tahirih and see her descendants and her
home. | replied: "No one came because he had not the
courage! | tell you the truth, we were very afraid of you all! This
good relative though, with tears in his eyes after the prayer
said: "l am not against Tahirih, | feel it is an honor to be a
descendant of such a noble family. My mother was the little
sister of Tahirih." He came back with me to the hotel and we
had a long talk, and on that day was begun a true friendship
between a descendant of Tahirih and a Baha'i from the West;
in the tender, holy memories of Iran it is sweet to me to see
this splendid kindly lawyer, the relative of Tahirih, standing
with the Bahd'is saying "Allah-u-Abha!" to me as | motored out
from Iran; spiritually as well as physically he seemed to be
standing with them and in that instant as though a symbol of
the perfect unity, a rainbow gorgeous and bright came into the
sky above us!

Remembering many Incidents that this relative told me about
Tahirih and having carefully written what descendants of early
Baha'is told me about her, | present the following sketch.
Details differ but all accounts show the same shining glory of
this first Baha'i woman, Her Highness the Pure One! Tahirih
was born about 1819 or 1820. The book with the birth records
was burned together with her other books and her clothing the
day after her tragic death, so | heard; but the consensus of
historians and descendants of people who knew her agree
that she was born sometime between 1817 and 1820.7

As a child she was so intelligent so eager for knowledge and
so quickly grasped her lessons that her father, one of the most
learned mullas of all Iran taught her himself and later had a
teacher for her. This was most unusual, for girls in her day had
no educational opportunities. She outdistanced her brothers
in her progress and passed brilliant examinations in all
theological studies; few men in her day knew the Qu'ran and
Its meanings and the traditions and Islamic Law as well as
she. Because she was a woman they would not give her a
degree. Her father said what a pity she had not been born a
son, for then she could have followed in his career as a
famous mulla of the Empire.

Her father's name was Haji Mulla Salih. He had two brothers,
the elder was Haji Mulla Muhammad Taqi, a bitter enemy of
the Bab, and the younger Haji Mulld 'Ali who became a
devoted follower of the Bab. Tahirih was married to her cousin
Mulld Muhammad, son of Mullda Tagi, when she was quite
young, some historians state that she was thirteen when she
married. Her grandson in Tihran also told me she was thirteen
years of age when she was married and that she had three
children, two sons and one daughter. He also said that
sometime after the death of their mother these children ran
away from home because their father was not good to them;
one son went to Najaf and the other came and lived near
Tihran, the girl died not long after the passing of her mother.

Tahirih from her earliest youth was a deep student of religion.

7 According to "The Dawn-Breakers" Tahirih was born 1233
A.H., (1817-18 A.D.) the very year which witnessed the birth of
Baha'u'llah. Thus she would be thirty-six years of age when she
suffered martyrdom in Tihran.
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One day when she was visiting in the home of Mulla Javad's
nephew she discovered some books in the library written by
two eminent scholars, Shaykh Ahmad-i-Ahsa'i and his pupil
Siyyid Kazim-i-Rashti. She was profoundly interested in these
books and asked to take them home to study them. Some of
the relatives of Tahirih told me that she lived most of her life in
her father's home and even after her marriage she was almost
always with her mother until her journeys began. She had a
room in her husband's house and a few manuscripts and
papers there, and these were not burned after her death. Her
host, the cousin, was very loath to loan her the books that day,
for he told her that her father seeing her read them at home,
would be very displeased, as he was opposed to these modern
progressive thinkers. However, she persuaded her cousin-host
and took the books to her father's house where she studied
them carefully.

| digress a little to explain some of Shaykh Ahsd'i's teachings
because they radically affected the orthodox tenets of Islam
which Tahirih had been taught at home. She compared them
with the inner principles of the Qu'ran and felt that they were
sound. One of the tenets of the Shaykh was regarding the
belief about the resurrection of the body; he taught that the
body will not rise but disintegrate, while the spirit will ascend
to heaven and dwell in the presence of God. The second
doctrine was that God, in the past had always sent Teachers
or Educators to His people to lead them to His Kingdom, and
that this Divine Bounty had not ceased.

Another doctrine of the Shaykh related to the common belief
among the Shi'ih Muhammadans that there was One hidden
for a thousand years who would come as a great Teacher.
Regarding? this belief, the Shaykh said that the promised One
would not appear like that, but that he would be born of
woman and would manifest Himself very shortly in the world.
This last was very important and created a great furor,
because for one thousand years the Muslims had been
expecting that invisible Person, who, as they believed, had
been in hiding, but they are now suddenly told by the Shaykh
that He would be born of woman and would come soon!

The mission of Shaykh Ahsa'i was to announce the glad tidings
that a Bab will come, although he had never seen him. He also
mentioned certain signs of the Coming, all of which could be
recognised after the appearance of the Bab. A fuller account
of these Shaykhis and their doctrines can be found in "A
Traveller's Narrative," Volume |l, translated and published by
the late Professor Edward G. Browne of Cambridge University,
Cambridge, England.® Shaykh Ahmad-i-Ahsa'i was born about
1745. He had left his native place Ahsa and gone to Karbila
and Najaf to teach and diffuse spiritual knowledge; here he
later had many followers and attained such fame that Fath-'Ali
Shah of Iran invited him to come to Tihran. During this journey
in Iran he stopped in Qazvin. Here he paid a visit to Haji Mulla
Muhammad Taqgi. The men had a discussion about the
resurrection: the Qazvin Mulla called him a heretic showing
such open hostility that Shaykh Ahsa'i was compelled to leave
the city.10 Tahirih was only a child then, but afterwards, when
she used to hear her father and her uncle denounce the
doctrines of Shaykh Ahsa'i she was heard to say: "The Shaykh

8 Anent, in the original [DM]

9 There is also an American edition of "A Traveller's Narrative"
published in New York, since | wrote this book.

10 According to "The Dawn-Breakers" which has been
published since | wrote this account in Iran in 1930, Shaykh
Ahmad passed on in 1827 at the age of eighty one years, and
is laid to rest in Medina.
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is in the right and my father and uncle are in the wrong." They
said to her even in those early days: "Read our books and
writings, we know better than Shaykh Ahsa'i."

Tahirih drew all the books she could find about Shaykh
Ahmad's teachings from her cousin's library, and she also
asked for and studied the works of Siyyid Kazim-i-Rashti,11 the
disciple who became the head of the Shaykhi School after
Shaykh Ahmad. It is important to know something of these two
great leaders of thought in that period, for just as John the
Baptist announced the coming of Jesus Christ, so Shaykh
Ahmad and Siyyid Kazim foretold the coming of a Bab in the
very near future.

Professor Edward G. Browne of Cambridge University writes
that Siyyid Kazim when a boy of twelve and living in Ardibil,
'Irdq, had had a dream in which he was told to put himself
under the spiritual guidance of Shaykh Ahsa'i who was then
residing in Yazd. He went and studied with him, and as | said
in the preceding paragraph, became Shaykh Ahmad's
successor. Siyyid Kazim wrote more than three hundred
books. He died at Karbila in 1843, just after his return from
Kazimayn. Just before the end he said to some of his
disciples: "The time of my sojourn in this world has come to an
end, and this is my last journey. Why are ye grieved and
troubled because of my death? Do you not then desire that |
should go and the true One should appear?" Or as "The Dawn
Breakers" states it: "Is not your love for me for the sake of that
true One whose advent we all await? Would you not wish me
to die that the promised One may be revealed?"

This spiritual young woman of Qazvin, Tahirih, had been
corresponding with Siyyid Kazim Rashti for some time, asking
him many deep questions about religion, and because of her
great perception and beauty of character, it was he who had
given her the name Qurratu'l-Ayn which means "Consolation of
the eyes"12 : The letters had been sent and replies received
through Tahirih's younger uncle, Haji Mulla 'Ali.

This student of religion tried to present these new teachings to
her father, but he only rebuked her. She said that she had
found many meanings in these writings and that all were
based on the sayings of the Qu'ran and the traditions of the
Imams. She at last said to her father: 'l see none of these
virtues in you and in Uncle Tagi. She tried to show him the
truth about resurrection, ascension, divine promises and the
manifestation of the promised One, but he only spoke against
them all. One evening, Tahirih to support her claim mentioned
one of the traditions of Imam Ja'far. When the father heard
this he was very angry and began to ridicule that tradition. She
said to him: "Father, you are criticizing the saying of the
Imam!" After that she ceased to speak about religion to her
father, but asked her questions, by letters, to Siyyid Kazim
Rashti in Karbila.

She had a great longing to go to Karbila to study with Siyyid
Kazim and her uncle, Haji Mulla 'Ali, helped her and her sister
to get the permission from the family to make this pilgrimage
to the sacred shrines at Karbilda and Najaf; but her real

11 Siyyid Kazim, according to "The Dawn-Breakers" was born in
Rasht in the Province of Gilan in 1793. He had memorized the
Qu'ran before he was twelve years old; in 1806 he lived in
Ardibil; later he went to find Shaykh Ahmad and studied with
the latter in Yazd; in 1817 both were together in Tihran. Siyyid
Kazim went to Karbild in 1822 and taught there until his
passing on in 1843.

12 Her father had bestowed on her the name of Umme-i-Salmih
[mother of Salmih] but she is never spoken of by this name.
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intention was, in addition to making the pilgrimage, to visit her
teacher. Perhaps it was easier to get the consent of her father,
husband and her father-in-law because they might think that
the pilgrimage would bring her back to orthodoxy! Anyway, it is
related that these two young women went on a pilgrimage to
Karbila, that both were exceedingly beautiful and ranked
among the most noble. Both were rich. There is a village about
fifteen miles from Qazvin which Tahirih's father had given her
just as one gift to her; it is called, and the name was chosen
by her, Bihjat Abad, which means "Abode of Happiness."

This journey was made in 1843, when Tahirih was twenty-
three years old or as some say, twenty six, and the mother of
two sons and one daughter.

Her fame had been well established as one of the most
learned young woman of the age and one of the most lovely.
The only picture one can have of Tahirih is a spiritual one, for
no photograph or painting of her was ever made; her relatives
told me this. Artists have drawn pictures of her, but they are
not from life, they are only imaginary.

During those days she thought only of the coming of the new
Teacher into the world and had told her uncle she wished to
be the first woman to serve Him, when He appeared. No one
realized more than she did the abasement of Iran and the
ignorance of woman due to the great fanaticism. She said to
her uncle, Mulla 'Ali, "Oh, when will the day come when new
laws will be revealed on the earth! | shall be the first to follow
these new Teachings and to give my life for my sisters!"

Karbila, and Najaf which is near to it in 'lrdq, are the two
greatest places for Muhammadan pilgrimage, except of course
Mecca and Medina in Arabia. However Tahirih went straight to
the house of her teacher Siyyid Kazim Rashti in Karbila; great
was her grief that he had passed out from this world ten days
before her arrival. She stayed in his home and through the
courtesy of the other members of the household, she had
access to his many writings some of which had never been
published. She studied them eagerly and said to his students:
"Consider how much Shaykh Ahsa'i and Siyyid Kazim Rashti
have left us, they have bequeathed to us an ocean of
instructions!"

Friends in Baghdad told me that Tahirih remained for three
years in Karbila. Some writers say that she took Siyyid Kazim's
place and began to teach his students. She sat always behind
a curtain, for women were not expected to appear without the
veil. It was even a remarkable innovation for a woman to
permit her voice to be heard outside the harem, the women's
quarters. The world knows all too little about the great women
who later were so renowned in Iran, women who had their
training in part from their close association with Tahirih in
Karbild and in travelling with her later to other cities. In this
group among her students was Shamsu'd-Duhd, this was a
title, her real name was Kurshid Bagum of Isfahan, She was or
became the mother of the wife of the King of Martyrs in
Isfahan and the grandmother of Mirza Jaldl who married
'Abdu'l Baha's daughter Ruha Khanum of Haifa, Palestine.
Other friends were the mother and sister of Mulld Husayn
Bushrd'i known as the Babu'l-Bab because he was the first to
accept the Bab. (The title means "the gate of the Gate.")

'Abdu'l Baha, in His "Memorials of the Faithful," published in
the Persian language, has written a short chapter about
Tahirih, which is the truest, best account of her life. A devoted
Baha'i in Tihran Mr. Valiollah Varga, courteously read this book
aloud to me, translating most of it; among other points |
remember 'Abdu'l Baha said that some of the disciples of
Siyyid Kazim Rashti, after the passing of their teacher, went to
the Mosque of Kafih where they were fasting, praying,
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meditating for forty days. Mulla Husayn Bushri'i and Mulla
Aliy--Bastami were among these. Others were waiting in
Karbilda and Tahirih was one of these. She kept the fast and
meditations during the day, and in the evenings she used to
pray and study the religious books. One night, she saw in a
dream a young Siyyid standing in the air, then he knelt and
prayed. She heard these prayers and learned one by heart,
which she quickly wrote down when she awoke.

Some narrators, for example Professor Edward G. Browne in
"The New History of the Bab" ("Tarikh-i-Jadid"), related that
after the season of prayers by the followers many of them
started out in quest of the promised Bab. Mulld Husayn-i-
Busru'i was leaving for Shiraz. Tahirih told him he would see
the promised One and requested her spiritual brother to give
the new Teacher her devotion and the letter which she had
prepared.

When Mulla Bushrd'i met Mirza 'Ali Muhammad in Shiraz Who
announced Himself as the Bab, he became a convert. He gave
His Holiness the Bab the letter and message from Tahirih, and
then and there the Bab made her one of His Disciples, one of
the Eighteen Letters of the Living (and He called Himself the
Nineteenth Letter.) Thus Tahirih was the first woman to
become a believer in the new Faith. "The Kashfu'l-Ghita"
announced that Tahirih was informed of the Message of the
Bab by Mulla 'Aliy-i-Bastami who visited Karbild in the year
1844 A.D. (1260 A.H.) after his return from Shiraz.

However, the account from the Nabil Narrative "The Dawn-
Breakers" (page 81), surely is accurate and so beautiful that |
quote it. "It was Tahirinh who, having learned of the intended
departure of her sister's husband, Mirzd Muhammad-'Ali from
Qazvin, entrusted him with a sealed letter requesting that he
deliver it to that promised One whom she said he was sure to
meet in the course of his journey. Say to Him, from me, she
added: 'The effulgence of Thy face flashed forth, and the rays
of Thy visage arose on high. Then speak the word, "Am | not
your Lord?" and 'Thou art, Thou art!" we will all reply."

Mirza Muhammad 'Ali eventually met and recognized the Bab
and conveyed to him both the letter and the message of
Tahirih. The Bab forthwith declared her one of the Letters of
the Living. She is the only one of those eighteen Disciples,
those "Letters of the Living" who never attained the Presence
of the Bab but her inner sight had glimpsed Him first!

Mulld Bushr('i, it is said, searched out his companion Mulla
'Aliy-i Bastami who had also come to Shirdz to look for the
promised One - the followers from Karbild had gone in
different directions throughout Iran and 'lrag but all were
seeking the new Teacher - Mulla 'Aliy-i-Bastami too, accepted
the Bab and then he was sent back to Karbila to carry the
Glad Tidings; he took with him one of the Bab's Writings called
"The Best of Stories" ("Ahsanu'l-Qisas"), and when Tahirih read
this she found in its pages the prayer she had seen in her
vision. She was in a state of ecstasy, for now she was quite
sure that Mirza 'Ali-Muhammad in Shirdz was the new Bab, the
Manifestation. She studied the book profoundly, sent for Mulla
'Aliy-i-Bastami and asked him much about the Bab. She
believed and at once began translating into Persian and
making comments on this first Book. She also wrote some
books in Persian and composed poems about the Bab. She
was devotedly carrying out all her divine duties.

When people ask if the Baha'i Faith arose from
Muhammadanism, there is only one answer, yes. Just as
Christianity sprang from the Jewish religion so you can see
that all the first followers of the Bab were Muslims, many of
them were mulldas and the Bab Himself was a direct
descendant of Muhammad. However, His Teachings were
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NEW, otherwise over three hundred of the greatest mullas in
Irdn would not have been martyred for this Cause during the
first ten years. He called Himself only the Gate of Knowledge
to announce "Him whom God shall make manifest."
Baha'u'llah came just as the Bab foretold, and it was
Baha'u'llah who revealed to this universal cycle the Baha'i
Revelation, a universal religion. It is the greatest truth to know
about on the earth today, for it is the master key to this world
and the Next; and it is the Plan for a new divine civilization.

No thinking man or woman wishes to die without having done
something for humanity and for the future generations. Others
built for us, surely we are not so indifferent as to fail to look
into the most dynamic Plan for the new spiritual development
of mankind. Let us study the Teachings for ourselves to see
their claims, PROVE them true or false! The finest trait in
Tahirih, or at least the one that helped the world most, was
her fidelity in searching for the truth! She began as a little girl
and continued until the day of her passing from this world.

The 'ulamas, hearing that she had become an ardent believer
in the Bab and was teaching this Truth in the very center of
Islamic life, - for it is in Karbild and Najaf where many of the
world renowned 'ulamas live, - of course they complaine