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The wind of heaven is that which blows between a horse’s ears.


—RUMI







Sometimes, women who aren’t perfect are more interesting; they’ve done more, or learned something.


—JEAN AUEL, The Valley of Horses

















Author’s Note



A FEW years ago, while sorting through old papers in my parents’ storage unit, I discovered a diary written by an old friend. Louise Firouz was an American horsewoman and breeder who moved to Iran in the 1960s, married a Qajar prince, and became entranced by the Caspian horses of her adopted homeland. Her memories and the experiences she wrote about led me to unearth a story of survival—women saving a rare breed of horse, a way of life, the lives of US Green Berets, women saving each other and themselves. It is a remarkable story that is very close to my heart, because the female horse warriors Louise befriended and collaborated with for decades were members of my very own family, my aunts and my grandmother.


This book is a work of nonfiction based on the seven years I spent in Iran (2000–2007), the diaries and oral histories of my family, my field notes from riding horses in Iran and Afghanistan with Louise, and my own archival research. I conducted hours of in-depth interviews with members of my family and villagers from towns that dot the Caspian Sea in northern Iran. I also returned to interviews I recorded with young women for my first book, Passionate Uprisings: Iran’s Sexual Revolution (Stanford University Press, 2008), and was fortunate enough to spend several months studying the archives at both the International Museum of the Horse in Kentucky and the International Caspian Horse Society in London.


The recollections, conversations, and personal details of the people presented here are based on my own impressions of the memories they shared with me. I also hired fact-checkers to ensure the accuracy of my representation of the events relating to the Caspian horses. I conducted and reviewed hundreds of interviews spanning the last two decades that are documented in transcripts, audio recordings, and stacks of ethnographic field notebooks, which fill the boxes in my family’s storage unit. To vividly re-create scenes with accuracy, I tracked down photographs from my father’s family and from Louise Firouz’s children. For the military sourcing I relied on interviews with two former Green Berets as well as the recently declassified files about the American horse soldiers in Afghanistan.


I have used pseudonyms and, in some cases, combined characters to protect the identities of the individuals involved. In the rare case where I couldn’t confirm exact details or dialogue, I have re-created them with help from my interviewees and, when possible, reviewed those scenes with those depicted.















Prologue



ON THE TWENTIETH ANNIVERSARY OF 9/11, I CLIMBED UP ON my horse to ride, remember, and reflect. It was hard to believe it had been twenty years since I’d watched the towers fall from my tiny Manhattan apartment, no idea what might come next. What did happen, of course, is American special forces invaded Afghanistan, determined to defeat the Taliban. That’s the story in an endless stream of headlines and media, including the blockbuster movie 12 Strong. But what Jerry Bruckheimer and Chris Hemsworth and so many others missed is that before those operatives could enter Afghanistan, they needed horses. And they had to be taught how to fight on those horses. And so they were, by an all-female Afghan army1 made up of descendants of the region’s storied horsewomen. And who helped to train those horsewomen in the first place? My family members.


But it wasn’t only the female riders who were legendary; their horses were, too. They were Caspians, the oldest breed of horse on the planet and one that would have disappeared forever if members of my family hadn’t bred it out of extinction.


The Taliban didn’t disappear forever, either. By September 2021, they were a threat again. On that twentieth anniversary, I was out riding my own imported Caspian sorrel gelding, Ice (or Yakh in Persian), when the news broke that the Taliban had taken Kabul in Afghanistan. I knew it was likely that in a matter of days, they would also take Herat in Iran, where my friends were mobilizing a group of underground feminist freedom fighters. The extremists were also dangerously close to the border with Iran, less than one hundred miles from Mashad, where the Iranian branch of my family lived. I was cantering around a Scottsdale, Arizona, arena, my thoughts a world away, when the woman who owned the barn came running, shouting that Herat had also fallen.


“No! No, no, no, that can’t be! That is just f—”


I didn’t have a chance to complete the profanity. As soon as I started yelling, Ice pinned his ears, rolled his eyes into the back of his head, reared up, and bucked me off. In my shock, I didn’t let go of the long leather reins, and they chafed my palms as Ice dragged me around the arena. Instinctively, I jackknifed my body so I could use my legs to slow us down. After years of being dragged around by horses, not to mention by life, I was finally learning to set aside trauma in favor of harnessing the strength my grandmother and aunts had passed down to me.


“Halt, boy,” I said, in the calmest voice I could muster. Blowing hard, he stopped and shook out his dusty mane. I stood up, brushed the dirt from my battered body, and looped my arms around his neck. “They’ve taken your home,” I whispered.


1















MARYAM, 1925



WITH HER MOTHER’S COOKING KNIFE, MARYAM CUT HER long, tangled ringlets and let the clumps of dark hair fall to the ground. Her newly shorn locks curled up and bounced around her shoulders, and Maryam exhaled; she felt a new sense of weightlessness. According to her next-door neighbor, shorter hair was in. Something called “the flapper look.” She swung her head back and forth, her protruding chin leading the way.


That chin. The bone that pulled her face forward into the shape of a crescent moon. “It’s a brave chin,” her mother told her, when her brothers and the other village boys teased her. Maryam grabbed it between her index finger and thumb, pushing as hard as she could, willing her chin to conform. She didn’t care about the boys teasing her; nor did she have any interest in being beautiful. What she wanted was to look more like her horse, Shokat, whose exquisite features were delicate but powerful. The chestnut mare’s coat was the color of Maryam’s favorite winter nuts, and her body was framed by a black mane and tail that matched Maryam’s own hair. But where Maryam had an endless maze of curls, Shokat’s long, silky mane hung perfectly straight, never tangling in the wind when they rode. As far as Maryam was concerned, there was no face as beautiful as Shokat’s. Bulging, intelligent eyes met elegantly hollow cheeks and a firm jaw. Her snout formed a perfect oval; no sharp edges. And she didn’t need a protruding chin to prove her bravery.


Shokat had other admirers. Several of the men in the village stopped to stare at the little mare. Their horses, taller and thinner, with triangle ears and pointy noses, clopped up to Shokat, inhaling her scent just the way Maryam loved to do. “Turkoman or Arabian?” the men asked. Maryam knew that these were the types of horses they mounted. She also knew Shokat was unlike any horse that she—or most anyone in the village—had ever seen. Shokat was smaller but walked with longer strides and didn’t tire in the summer heat or winter cold.


They had found each other two years earlier when Maryam was only eleven. After a particularly harrowing spat that ended with a large bruise on her forearm from her father’s grip as he flung her across the room, the girl ran away from home. Her favorite spot was in the woods by the Caspian Sea. Ever since she could remember, her mother had taken her there to pick green olives in the summers and nuts in the winters. Maryam loved the quiet of these woods. She and Maman walked together, baskets in hand, and feasted on the fruits of their labors, away from everyone else. Sometimes, they played hide and seek; other times they spread out on a blanket, leaves rustling, staring up at the branches and the sky. It was their special time. But as her father’s drinking and gambling increased their debts, Maman had less and less time for such mother-daughter adventures. So, Maryam took to going out on her own when she needed the peace only the woods and the sea gave her soul.


When her father hit her for the first time, Maryam felt shaken to her core. She ran as fast as her legs could carry her for what felt like an hour, until she reached the forest. But that day, Maryam found that she wasn’t alone. When she entered the woods, she heard the sound of branches snapping and leaves rustling. Still struggling to catch her breath, she inhaled, searching for the familiar scent of the salty sea. Instead, a musky aroma reached her nostrils, and she realized there had to be horses nearby. She reached a clearing between the trees and stopped dead in her tracks.


Seven small, elegant horses in different shades of brown from light to dark grazed on the leaves and olives on her favorite trees. Their exquisite features, muscles rippling, were haloed by the sunlight pouring down through the branches. The horses looked like the mythical creatures her grandmother told her stories about. She had never seen such perfect creatures. They seemed to float rather than walk as they drifted from one tree to another, moving in perfect harmony, unfazed by her presence.


Maryam bit her lower lip, venturing into the middle of the clearing. She was keenly aware that she was outnumbered, but the gentility of the horses soothed her. Three of them drifted toward her, lowering their heads as they approached. Maryam never could explain why in that moment she placed her right foot behind her left and curtsied, but the majesty of the animals seemed to require it. One of the horses blew hard, then brought its head to touch Maryam’s as she rose. When their foreheads touched, Maryam felt a wave of warmth throughout her body. As the horse nuzzled in close, resting its rounded cheek against Maryam’s nose, she swore her heart skipped a beat before resettling in a new rhythm that matched the animal’s. This was a connection she had never experienced before. The horse’s kind eyes reminded Maryam of her favorite great-aunt, a woman named Shokat.


“I should call you Shokat,” Maryam said to the horse. She folded at the waist to check the underbelly of her new friend, as she had watched other farmers do when trying to determine the sex of their animals. Reassured that this was indeed a mare, Maryam repeated the name. “Shokat!”


The horse swished her tail and licked her lips. Their fates were sealed. The horse gave her new friend the strength to go back and face her perpetually angry father. Shokat followed Maryam home that day and never left.


As soon as she could walk, Maryam began climbing onto the backs of the goats and the sheep that roamed the family farm. It wasn’t until she was four years old that she first laid eyes on a horse, but when she did, she could think of nothing else, begging her parents for one. Her mother laughed, but Maryam refused to give up. She worked the neighbors’ lands in exchange for the chance to climb up on the backs of their horses for an hour or two. But it wasn’t until she met Shokat in the woods that the girl understood what it meant to feel complete. From the moment she swung her leg over Shokat’s bare back, hiking up two layers of skirts to expose her wool trousers, and worked her long fingers into the thick black mane, Maryam was in love. The mare became the girl’s solace as well as her escape from the suitors who, at her father’s behest, began calling.


An experience with a particularly odious suitor compelled Maryam to cut her hair at age thirteen and gallop away into the woods. She hopped on Shokat’s back, squeezed her thighs ever so slightly against the mare’s belly, and with a click of her tongue, the two were off. It felt like flying, Maryam thought, her strong hands curling around the blue and white snaffle she’d woven. Her father didn’t appreciate his daughter’s sudden flight at the sight (and pungent body odor) of the latest gentleman caller. He came screaming out of their crumbling adobe house.


Maryam was so busy looking back at her father, trying to ensure he couldn’t make out the direction she was headed, that she failed to notice her three brothers. The boys climbed one of the hundreds of olive trees lining their family’s farm and began heaving palm-size balls of dirt at her. She instinctively dodged the first hit, but the next one smacked her hard in the shoulder, and the third landed right on top of her head. It felt like an egg cracking, drenching her scalp in dirt and causing her to bleed. She rubbed the soil from her eyes, her lashes nearly caked together.


“Take that, dirty girl!” her brother Asghar shouted. Less than two years Maryam’s senior, Asghar’s favorite pastime was torturing his younger sister. For as long as she could remember, his days had been spent insulting and playing pranks on her. Ever since Maryam returned home with Shokat in tow, Asghar had taken to calling her “dirty,” which she could handle. After all, she did always have dirt caked on her boots and under her nails. Lately, however, Asghar had started in with a crueler word: “ruined.” It was a gesture to the whispers in the village that girls who rode horses were seen as “damaged goods” by prospective suitors. Unfortunately, her brother’s latest taunt had caught their father’s attention, and he forbade her to ride.


“That’s absurd.” Her mother came to Maryam’s defense.


“You’re absurd,” her father retorted. “I will not have my only daughter spoiled by that… that… that creature.”


“Shokat isn’t a creature, Baba. She’s my best friend!”


This pronouncement sent Maryam’s brothers into fits of laughter and a fresh round of insults claiming Maryam didn’t have any human friends. She didn’t care. She didn’t need people. She far preferred the company of horses and other animals.


But now her father had seen her galloping across their property, hips swinging, hair billowing.


In a flash, her brothers descended the tree and landed on the ground in front of her. They lined up in formation, shoulder to shoulder, to make a human barricade that Maryam could not—or would not—cross. But Shokat had no respect for these boys. Her hooves pounded the ground, and she let out a snort.


Maryam’s almond-shaped eyes widened. She pulled herself forward and grabbed a fistful of Shokat’s mane. She gritted her teeth, which only made her chin protrude even more. Head held high, Shokat went straight for Asghar. At the last moment, Maryam’s brothers dove out of the way. She pulled back gently on Shokat’s mane and tightened her buttocks as they passed. Shokat slowed to a halt then turned around to face Asghar, who was rubbing his jaw and pouting. The horse reared up on her hind legs, and Maryam felt invincible. She felt her heart pounding throughout her entire body. The blood seemed to heat up as it beat through her veins.


“I hate you! I hate this whole family!” she cried.


“Then go live in the forest with your horses for all we care, dirty girl!” Asghar shot back. Amir, the eldest of the boys, rose slowly to stand in front of Asghar, second in birth order and just eighteen months Maryam’s senior. His confused scowl contorted his entire face, wrinkling his leathered skin from forehead to chin.


Amir shared his brother’s frustration with Maryam, but he didn’t want to get in trouble with their father by acting without his permission. “Enough, brother. Enough. Leave her be.”


“Maryam!” Baba’s voice echoed across the freshly tilled soil. She saw something in his eyes she didn’t recognize—was that fear? Shokat reared again, and Maryam held her father’s shocked gaze a second longer before squeezing her left leg and clucking. They were off, galloping toward the safety of the forest. This time, Maryam didn’t look back. She let the rhythm of the pounding hooves calm her trembling body.


When they had ridden for several miles and the throbbing of Maryam’s head had lessened, Shokat slowed her gait to a gentle canter and then a trot. Maryam loved the trot. Her curls bounced in perfect rhythm with the beat of Shokat’s hooves. It was almost enough to make her forget about the look in her father’s eye—almost. She fought the shiver weaving down her spine, and the horse slowed to a walk.


“It’s all right, my love,” Maryam whispered. She looped her arms around Shokat’s neck and stretched forward, resting her chin on the silky mane. This was her favorite position. She would sleep like this if she could. Once, her eldest brother, Amir, had caught her like this and grabbed her by the hair, yanking her to the ground.


“Don’t ever let anyone see you lying down like that, abjee,” Amir had said. “Legs spread open, ass in the air. It’s a disgrace.” When her brother finally walked away, Maryam started bawling. Why was it that the thing she loved most in life was the greatest threat to everyone around her?


Deep in the comfort of the forest, Maryam fell asleep on Shokat’s back. When she opened her dirt-crusted eyes, it was dusk. They had been gone for at least eight hours. She took a deep breath, smelling saltwater. Shokat had led her back to the Caspian Sea. She gulped the salty air and guided Shokat toward the clearing at the edge of the woods. She heard the water then tasted it before she saw it.


When Shokat’s hooves sank into the sand, Maryam dismounted and helped the mare find her footing. Then she took off her boots and tied up the fabric of her ill-fitting dress and rolled up her trouser legs. Together, they walked into the sea. Maryam basked in the peacefulness of the water. Not another soul to be found for miles. The sea stretched all the way across the horizon. It was calm, with only the gentlest waves lapping up to the shore. Maryam looked to the edge of the water to watch the last of the sun melting into the sea. Shokat rolled in the shallow water, spraying sand every which way. Maryam laughed and laughed, splashing cool water on them both.


“I’m never going back there,” she told Shokat and the sea.


The sunset ignited the sky in shades of orange, yellow, and cherry red. Why do sunsets always look like the fruits in our orchard? Just imagining her favorite cherry tree made Maryam’s mouth water. She hadn’t eaten all day—her father had wanted her to look “perfectly thin” for the suitor. Maryam looked up at the darkening sky, seeing first one star and then another, and realized she was wet, caked in mud and sand, and starving. She tied Shokat in a grove of palm trees lining the edge of the beach and went to gather wood for a fire. Maryam knew she would have to walk deeper into the forest to find olive trees and branches, as her mother had taught her that the palms were no good for burning.


The girl was nothing if not resourceful. Within minutes, she also found olives, nuts, and several varieties of citrus fruit. She warmed herself by her crackling fire, listened to the waves, and savored every delicious bite of her feast.


By the time the moon was directly overhead, its round reflection mirrored in the ripples of the sea, Maryam was dry and satiated. But she felt a stabbing pain in her heart. She wanted her mother desperately. Wanted to hear her sweet voice reading a story or singing her and the sheep to sleep.















LOUISE, 1945



LOUISE OPENED HER EYES. IT WASN’T YET DAWN, BUT SHE KNEW the cows were likely already up if she could detect the delectable scent of dew-fresh grass. She stretched and wrapped herself even more tightly in the quilt her mother had gifted her on her seventh birthday—five years ago, now. They had only just moved from Washington, DC, to Forestville, Virginia, then, and her mother had hoped the quilt would make the farm feel more like home. Forestville, which would be renamed Great Falls some years later when the big-city politicians moved in, was only a thirty-minute drive from the nation’s capital, but might as well have been a world away. Their farm stretched for more than a hundred acres, and Louise still wasn’t sure where it ended. Some days she looked up at the sky and wondered if their farm was as endless as the clouds. Each day, she and her brothers, John and David, rose beneath Virginia’s early-morning mist to milk the cows and lay fresh hay for the horses, who swished their tails in greeting and, more than anything else, made Louise feel at home.


Climbing out of bed, the girl dragged the quilt with her, draping it around her bare arms. Summer was over. Soon, she’d be wearing the sweaters her grandmother had once knitted for her mother, which now fit Louise. Fall meant leaves bursting with brilliant hues of red, yellow, and orange, which she loved, but it also meant going back to school, which she did not.


She fought a shiver that wound its way along her spine as her bare feet shifted across the cold stone floor. Louise crept quietly through the redbrick home that reminded her of a schoolhouse, careful not to wake her father who was, yet again, sleeping on the living room couch. He was curled in a fetal position, his six-foot-two frame too big for the worn loveseat. Louise’s heart ached for him, but it ached more for the horses waiting in the barn. The horses, at least, would be happy to see her. And she knew what to do for them.


As soon as she opened the front door, the smell of cool, damp soil filled her nostrils. She could almost taste the freshness of the dirt. It would be a good crop season for the root vegetables, after all. The chickens were clucking, the cows mooing, the horses neighing, and hearing them all, Louise couldn’t help smiling, the last vestiges of sleep slipping away.


Her parents had purchased the run-down “pre–Civil War era house” and its red barn in 1939, just as the Second World War was intensifying. Moving to the farm taught young Louise that city life was not for her—she needed to live someplace where she could smell the changing of the seasons before she saw them. Where she could inhale the scent of the earth.


John, her elder brother, was pacing the length of the barn, ostensibly counting supplies, but he looked tired and distracted. He turned and greeted his younger sister. There were dark circles under his blue eyes again, and Louise felt another ache in her chest. John knit his brows and nodded, confirming what she already knew—that he had been up all night listening to their parents fight. The Laylin children understood that World War II was being fought overseas, but they couldn’t help feeling as though they were at the front lines of another great war.


Louise pulled out a milking stool. She cracked her neck and knuckles as she had seen her mother do, before dropping into the squat that would strengthen her thighs and quads forever. David, the youngest child, was already hard at work on Misty, their most bountiful cow.


“I think I’m allergic to math,” David announced. He stood from his squat to bring in a fresh bale of hay, then slid the dividing barn door tightly shut to ensure that the horses would not interrupt their milking chores.


“I think I’m allergic to hay,” John quipped, blowing a raspberry for effect. David threw a fistful at him, and John tried unsuccessfully to dodge. A large chunk landed on his head. Louise grabbed onto a bale, and the three siblings erupted into a full-out hay fight. Louise wriggled and wormed as the rough hay clawed at her skin. The cows chewed their breakfast lazily, unfazed by the ruckus around them.


“Okay, stop it,” John finally told them, winded. “We’ll never get to school on time if we don’t get these chores done.”


“I think I’m allergic to school,” Louise said, laughing. “Maybe we should skip today and go riding through the forest.” Though she was the youngest of the Laylin children, she was already catching up to her brothers in height. Like John and David, her eyes sparkled a clear blue when she smiled. Unlike her brothers, however, she had long, unkempt blonde hair that she cut herself with her mother’s sewing scissors. David teased that her hair was going to turn into string if she kept using those angled scissors.


“Mother will kill us. It’s the first day,” John protested. He ducked to avoid another barrage of hay his sister flung in his direction. But when he placed both of his hands up, they all stopped.


“Mother won’t even notice,” David sighed, as he began milking the third cow. “As long as the cows are milked, the horses fed, and the chores done, she won’t know whether or not we even went to school.”


Louise could hear the disappointment in her brother’s voice. She blinked back a tear forming at the corner of her eye. In the years since they had moved to the farm, their parents had increasingly focused on supporting the war effort while arguing more and more with each other, leaving the children to fend for themselves. She shook her head, trying to shake off the heaviness they all felt, and a mischievous grin spread across her face. “You know, the chinquapin nuts are in season now. Can’t you smell ’em? Let’s go nut foraging!”


“Yes!” David agreed.


But John shook his head. “I’m going to school today to learn something. At least one of us is going to need a job when we’re old.”


“I am learning, John. I’m learning to lay hay, to train horses, and to live off chinquapin nuts, in case the world ends,” Louise retorted, pursing her lips like the horses did when they wanted to challenge alpha members of the herd. She rolled her shoulders back to stand as tall as she could.


“That’s reckless. You can’t abandon school,” her eldest brother shot back.


Louise shook her head. “What I can’t abandon are the horses.”


“Let’s grab the Johnson kids and the Lawrences,” David said. “We’ll do a long ride through the forest to the river. And go swimming!”


“We can discuss what we want to do with our lives while we swim, too, so it’ll almost be like we’re in school with John.”


“As Father would say, ‘You are insolent children,’” John sighed.


“Father thinks everyone is insolent,” Louise muttered. Her parents’ shouting matches happened practically daily now, and they followed a pattern. Their mother would accuse their father of being overly obsessed with his career and of not being there for the family. He’d retort that his job as a prominent international lawyer demanded his full attention and that his contribution to the family was financial. It was, he argued, his income that allowed them to purchase and run a farm with all their horses and cows. The farm life was not his dream, he would point out. He had made the move to Virginia to appease his ungrateful wife.


Louise hated that the walls of their house were so thin that she could hear every painful word. At dusk, when the fighting began, she and her brothers scampered out to the barn, seeking refuge with the horses.


Her parents argued enough for everyone in the household, and the children made a pact to be kind to each other and do their best—however difficult—to keep their own bickering to a minimum.


Some nights, Louise and her brothers rode into the woods and made camp. The open sky, with the constellations her brother told stories about, was their solace. Louise let the brightness of the stars and the cool night air wrap her in the reassurance of the universe.


Their mother was so consumed with her crumbling marriage that she completely missed the fact that two of her children never learned physics, math, or how to write cursive. All she cared about was that they were doing their part to train the horses and help keep the farm running. They gave lessons to neighbor children and exercised other farmers’ horses as a way to add to the family income.


Because they had moved away from their relatives in DC and because their own nuclear family was breaking apart before their eyes, Louise found herself and her brothers relied more and more on the horses for comfort and consistency. They found quiet solace in the companionship of the animals, whose love was unconditional. Louise adored how the horses bobbed their heads, licked their lips, and swished their tails in excitement whenever they saw her. When she brushed out their manes and picked their hooves, a sense of calm washed over her and the heavy burden she carried melted away. Louise never felt freer from the confines of a confusing world than when she galloped through the trees atop her horse.


“The more I get to know people, the more I love my horse.” Some of her school friends had pillows or plaques stitched with this phrase, and Louise was certain truer words had never been spoken.















MARYAM, 1925



MARYAM MUST HAVE DRIFTED OFF AGAIN BECAUSE SHE AWOKE suddenly to the sound of hoofbeats cantering toward her. She scrambled to her feet and grabbed the sharpest stick in the woodpile. She put her body in front of Shokat’s, but her horse seemed oddly calm.


The cracking of branches under hooves drew closer. Maryam looked out at the still, moonlit sea. Should they run? Terror rose in her throat, and she turned, vomiting up all the fruits and nuts she had eaten for dinner.


“So… not exactly a warrior… but pretty close?”


The phrase was familiar, and the voice too.


Maryam looked up. Was that really her mother perched atop a magnificent white horse? Had her mother always known how to ride? The girl’s mouth fell open as she took in the sight of her mother, the horsewoman.


Maman slid expertly off the horse and began to rub her daughter’s back. Maryam folded tearfully into her mother’s arms. They sank into the sand, Maman stroking her hair.


“Why didn’t I notice you had cut your hair?” Maman asked.


Maryam used the soft fabric of her mother’s cotton dress to wipe her face. “Why didn’t I know you can ride a horse?” she returned.


“You’re not the only Gordafarid in this family, daughter,” Maman said. Maryam’s entire face brightened at the mention of her favorite character from her favorite bedtime story.


Maman gently released Maryam and unfurled a blanket that she had rolled up behind the makeshift saddle. Maryam helped Maman drape the blanket on the soft sand next to the fire and let herself fall back into her mother’s arms. As she laid her head in her mother’s lap, Maryam begged Maman to tell her the story of Gordafarid and the Book of Kings.


The Shahnameh, or Book of Kings, was not just a family favorite in the Mahdavi household, but a national treasure. Part history, part legend, part mythology, and penned by the Persian poet Ferdowsi. At more than fifty thousand two-line verses, the epic tells the story of the rise of the Persian Empire and how Greater Iran took shape. It was about bravery, family, culture, and love. And while most of the stories were about kings and heroes, Maryam always pointed out that the poem should have been called ShahbanoNameh, or “Book of Queens.” The female characters, from the queens to the princesses to the brave warrior Gordafarid, were the linchpin of every story Ferdowsi crafted.


Maryam liked best the tales of women like Tahmineh, the cunning princess who gave birth in secret to the son of Rostam, who was lauded as the greatest Iranian Pahlevan, or warrior prince. She loved the power of Rudabe and Sudabe, women who inspired great kings like Zal and Siyavash to lead armies of men and horses into unknown lands. But Maryam’s favorite character by far was the great warrior princess Gordafarid. The first time her mother read her the story, Maryam almost cried with joy. Here was a woman she could relate to.


Gordafarid was the daughter of Gazdaham, a brave Pahlevan from Persia. Before she could speak in complete sentences, her father trained her to ride, shoot, and fight atop their magnificent horses. One day, the rising warrior Sohrab, son of Princess Tahmineh and the greatest Pahlevan Rostam, arrived at the famous White Fortress, the gateway protecting Greater Iran, and challenged the inhabitants to a duel. Sohrab was on a mission: he wanted to conquer all of Greater Iran, both to make his father proud and to show him that he—Sohrab—was worthy of the family name. He was also trying to find his father, whom he wanted to install as the ruler of all Persia. But first, he had to get through the White Fortress.


Hojar, the commander of the White Fortress, reluctantly agreed to a duel with the young warrior. During hand-to-hand combat, Sohrab quickly defeated Hojar by lassoing him with a rope and then hanging him on the fortification’s wall for all to see. The other warriors in Hojar’s army panicked. Who was this fearless challenger who had bested their leader in seconds?


“Who is next?” Sohrab boomed for all to hear. “Come out and fight, or surrender the fortress and be gone.”


Gordafarid watched this scene with a mixture of anger and disgust. Why was no one standing up to this Turanian warrior who had come to take their land? This would not do. Ferdowsi explained in painstaking detail what Gordafarid did next:




But one of those within the fortress was a woman, daughter of the warrior Gazdaham, named Gordafarid. When she learned that their leader had allowed himself to be taken, she found his behavior so shameful that her rosy cheeks became as black as pitch with rage. With not a moment’s delay she dressed herself in a knight’s armor, gathered her hair beneath a Rumi helmet, and rode out from the fortress, a lion eager for battle. She roared at the enemy ranks, “Where are your heroes, your warriors, your tried and tested chieftains?”





Atop her buckskin horse, Gordafarid pounded toward Sohrab and his men, riding fearlessly. The young warrior flashed a wicked smile and climbed up onto his black stallion. Gordafarid drew her bow and arrow, narrowing her left eye and taking careful aim at her opponent—straight for his heart. But he blocked her arrow with his oblong red and gold shield.


Sohrab guided his horse to gallop in a circle while he drew his lance. Charging toward Gordafarid, he leaned forward to launch his weapon with the full weight of his body, and the princess sensed an opening. Sohrab was off-balance. He may have been larger and faster than she was, but his riding skills were no match for hers. Gordafarid caught him off guard by riding toward his side and slicing the lance in half. His weapon splintered in his hands. Sohrab was shocked. Gordafarid took advantage of his confusion to lay her back on the horse so she could use her full weight to kick his ribs, knocking him off his stallion. The horse reared and ran for the woods. Gordafarid followed the enemy horse, determined to bring him home as evidence of her besting this supposed great soldier.


Sohrab’s army watched in wonder as Gordafarid galloped away. Sohrab saw their faces and pulled himself to stand. He pushed one of his men off the nearest horse and leaped on, giving the animal as strong a kick as he could muster.


“Catch me if you can!” Gordafarid called over her shoulder, the mane of her buckskin mare flying in the wind.


Was that the voice of a woman? Sohrab nearly fell out of the saddle. No, it couldn’t be. He, the great Sohrab, couldn’t possibly have been bested by a woman. He beat on the horse’s rib cage, standing in the saddle as he charged for Gordafarid. When he was close enough, he reached his hand out and yanked her helmet off, sending her long velvety-black hair whipping out behind her. She turned and winked at him as she raced ahead.


Sohrab threw the helmet to the ground with a loud grunt and smacked the hind legs of the horse. She would not outride him. When he finally pulled his horse in front of hers, he threw his lasso around the one kink in her armor—her tiny waist. He pulled her off the mare, and she rolled several feet on the ground before managing to push herself upright, dirt caught in her armor and blood streaking her cheek. The princess stood fearlessly in the tall grass, holding the usurper’s gaze.


“You win, great man. Now take me back to the fortress,” Gordafarid said, with a mischievous smile.


Sohrab dismounted. “Why are you smiling?” he growled.


“I can’t wait to see the faces of your men when they realize that the warrior who knocked you off your horse, broke your weapon, and humiliated you is a woman.”


Sohrab was silent. He slowly encircled Gordafarid, taking in every detail of her face and eyes. Black hair. Pale skin. Full, pink lips. Dark, terrifying eyes, the same color as his stallion’s. This could be the greatest warrior in Greater Iran. But she was a woman.


Gordafarid sensed an opening. “If you let me go, great warrior, I’ll return quietly back to the fortress and open the gates.”


Sohrab narrowed his hazel eyes. He knew his options were limited. Reluctantly, he untied Gordafarid, who hopped back on her horse, moving more quickly and elegantly than any Pahlevan Sohrab had ever seen. She waved at Sohrab’s army as she galloped back to the fortress, and the men stood shocked, their mouths agape, staring at the long black hair cascading down her back.


“Open the gates!” Gordafarid called to the top of the tower. The gates creaked open, and she could hear her attacker following closely. She counted hoofbeats as he drew dangerously close. Sohrab was only moments behind her, but it was enough time for her to slip inside the gates and shut them.


Sohrab threw down his sword in anger. “You said you would open the gates!” he snarled. He didn’t care anymore that everyone had witnessed his loss to a woman. All he wanted was the fortress. All he wanted was the power.


Gordafarid climbed to the top of the wall. She looked down at the man, made small. “I said I would open the gates, and I did. I never said I would let you in!”


Laughter rippled through the rows of Sohrab’s army. Applause thundered from the Iranian soldiers inside the fortress. And Greater Iran was once again safe from the Turanians. Gordafarid was the true heroine.


“GORDAFARID IS everything that is right with the world, Maman.” Maryam tilted her powerful chin up as she looked into her mother’s kind eyes.


“You know, daughter, it always surprises me that your favorite character is Gordafarid and not the horses. Book of Queens, yes,” Maman said, almost whispering now. “But Book of Horses, too.”


She stood to check on Shokat and the white horse she had ridden into the forest. The mares nuzzled her face, and she stroked their manes. Maryam’s eyes widened as she watched Maman at such ease with the animals. She had never seen this side of her.


“Maman, how long? How long have you been a horse whisperer? A horse warrior?”


“I’m a horsewoman, not a whisperer or warrior.” Her mother smiled, not taking her eyes from the horses who were now nuzzling her shoulders.


“How long, Mamanee?” Maryam was growing impatient. She had a million questions, but her mother seemed a million miles away. She knew that look, that feeling. Once her own gaze was locked in with Shokat, the rest of the world faded.


“Thousands of years, child, thousands of years.”


Maryam rose and gently tugged her mother’s wrist. Maman shook her head. She took Maryam’s hand and wove her own delicate fingers between her daughter’s. She placed their hands together on the neck of the white horse, where they could hear her heartbeat.


“The history of our people, Maryam, is intertwined with these horses. The Persian Empire. Greater Iran. All that you love about the Shahnameh and Gordafarid. It is the horses who have given us this rich history. The horses gave us empires. They kept us safe in Greater Iran when first the Greeks, then the Turks, and then the Arabs wanted to invade. Think about the Shahnameh. When was it written?”


Maryam paused to think about the first few hundred verses of the epic. “It was written exactly one thousand years ago.”


“Right. And what language was it written in?”


“Persian, of course.”


“Not just Persian, and not of course. It was written in the same Persian that we speak today. The unchanged Persian. The Persian that has no Arabic in it. Many people say that the reason our language survived is the Shahnameh. The reason our language survived is because of the history that the Book of Kings documented. And that history—our history—our successes and greatness as a people, Maryam joon, is because of the horses.”


Maryam nodded, acutely aware of her mother’s dark eyes on her face. How much could she see in the flickering firelight?


“Daughter, think about Gordafarid. She couldn’t have bested Sohrab without her horse. And she wouldn’t have had the advantage if she wasn’t a horsewoman, right?”


“Yes, Maman. That’s true. I guess I always thought about her as a horse warrior, not a horsewoman.”


“She was a warrior because she was a horsewoman. Because she knew, like so many of us women born and raised on the powerful soil of Persia, how to ride with her horse, not just atop her horse. Something that Sohrab and all the other men didn’t. She was a true horsewoman. Part of her lives on inside each of us.”


Maryam’s entire body ignited. She felt her insides filling with light, with history, with joy. A part of Gordafarid inside of me. She looked at her mother in awe.


“So, when you ask me how long I’ve been a horsewoman, well, I say at least a thousand years. Because for as long as Persia and Greater Iran have existed, as long as our horses have made us who we are and taught us how to live with the land, to protect the land, that protecting the land is protecting our culture, well, that’s how long I’ve been a horsewoman.” Maman braided the manes and tails of the two mares as she spoke. Next, she retrieved a small, curved knife from her pocket and quietly picked each hoof, removing small rocks that had worked their way into the crevices.


“But Mamanee, when did you learn… when did your spirit become one with the horses?” Maryam was still struggling to wrap her mind around the woman who stood before her, the same one who allowed her father to chastise her every time she touched a horse, permitted him to forbid her from riding, watched as he chased Maryam to the edge of the forest. How could her mother sit by and watch all these years?


“He is my husband,” Maman said, as if reading her daughter’s mind. “You’ll learn one day soon that you must use Gordafarid’s cunning when you are in a marriage. You must pick your battles. Know the right time to push and the right time to retreat. That’s what it’s like with your father.”


“Has there ever been a time when you didn’t know how to be a horsewoman?”


Maman arched a perfectly plucked eyebrow. The question hung in the air between them.


Maryam chewed her bottom lip—a habit she had developed in trying to make her chin smaller. She couldn’t remember not knowing how to talk with horses, how to walk with them, how to gently, steadily, climb up onto their backs, squeeze her legs, and take off.


“It lives in us. Horsewomanship comes from Gordafarid and the powerful female riders before her,” Maman explained, shaking sand, stones, and dirt from the folds of her skirt. She tucked the knife back in her pocket and stood to smooth the unruly curls that had escaped her braid. Maryam suddenly realized her mother’s ability to exact a perfect braid was likely the result of all the horse manes she had twisted throughout her life.


“It’s getting late, Maryam joon. We need to go home. Your father will be sending a search party soon.”


Maryam recoiled at the mention of her father. She shook her head so hard, the horses startled. “I’m never going back there.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, daughter. What kind of Gordafarid are you that you are afraid of your own father?”


“Maman, I can’t go back there. Baba, he… he… and the boys…” Maryam’s voice trailed off, and she was crying again. She sank down to the sand.


Her mother folded in half and grabbed Maryam by the elbow, pulling her back upright. “Is that what we do? Cower because of men? Is it?” A sudden edge in her voice. Later, Maryam would learn that this was what bravery sounded like when she heard the sounds emanating from her own throat.


“He is going to make me marry that… that… that monster!” Maryam spat. She shook her head again and writhed free of her mother’s grip.


“First of all, that monster could buy you two farms and help you feed as many horses as your heart desires—”


“I don’t care! He disgusts me! How can you not see that, Maman?”


“Let me finish. If you don’t want to marry him—fine. I can help, but you must trust me.”


Maryam looked at her mother and then at the horses. Shokat looked different with her mane and tail braided. Horse and girl locked eyes, their gazes steady, their connection clear. Maman climbed up onto the white horse.


“Enough with your tantrum, Maryam. Let’s go home.”


She was disoriented. The day had started out so badly; she’d felt desperate and afraid. But her mother’s revelation had filled her spirit in ways she never could have imagined. Maryam was reluctant to return home to her angry father and cruel brothers, but she was curious about this new horsewoman who carried her history. It was this love and curiosity that gave Maryam the strength to straddle Shokat and follow her mother through the forest and fields.


Baba was waiting at the edge of their farm, smoking hookah by a fire, when the two mares brought the women home. Maryam could see his anger in the swirls of smoke he exhaled through his mouth and nose. She and Maman had deftly slowed their horses’ gait from a gallop to a walk a kilometer before their property. They hoped to slip back and quietly put the entire day behind them. No such luck.


Maman brought her horse to a halt, and Shokat followed. Baba stood and threw the glass hookah into the lettuce patch, where it shattered. Neither Shokat nor the white horse flinched. Maryam knew that later she would be the one ordered to pick up every last shard.


“Get off those things,” Baba snarled. It was then Maryam realized that, instinctively, both she and her mother had stayed atop their horses. It gave them height and an escape.


“Amir, we are not dismounting until you calm down,” Maman said, in the sweetest melody Maryam had ever heard tumble off her mother’s tongue.


“Calm down? How am I supposed to calm down? You and… and… that girl”—Baba couldn’t even speak her name—“you have made a fool of me in front of the whole village!”


“That’s enough, Amir jaan,” Maman soothed. “No one has made a fool of anyone. Your daughter thought she was trying to make a point, but we’ve settled that, and she has learned her lesson.”


“The boys are right: She is a dirty girl. She is ruined,” Baba growled.


“Husband, please—”


“Don’t talk to me like that, woman! And look at you, back on a horse. You promised, wife. You promised that when you became my wife, you—”


“Bastah, Amir! Enough. I promised you I would save my body for you only. And I have kept my promise. But our daughter needed me, and I need to honor the promises I made to my mother, her mother, and her mother before that.”


“Shut up!” Baba barked. “I’ve had enough of this! What do you have to say for yourself?” Baba now directed the full weight of his rage at Maryam. She was grateful to be looking down at his face rather than up, and stroked Shokat’s neck to calm herself.


The last several hours played like a slideshow in her mind. The repellant suitor smiling with his yellow teeth and sour breath. Maman handing her a tray of tea to serve their guest. Maryam dropping the tray and running for Shokat. Her father’s angry face as he chased her. Asghar, Amir, and Asif hurling dirtballs at her head. And then… the forest, the clearing of the trees, the Caspian Sea, and her mother’s thundering arrival with her own secret to share. Her mother the horsewoman. The warrior princess who doled out tenderness but donned her sword when necessary. The magnificence of Gordafarid coursing through their veins.


This last image made Maryam smile.


“What are you smiling at, you wicked child?” her father bellowed. He kicked Shokat’s leg, and the horse reared up angrily. Maryam hadn’t seen the buck coming and fell to the ground. In an instant her father was on her, grabbing her by the collar. She could smell apple tobacco and whiskey on his breath. His hypocrisy disgusted her. He claimed that Maryam shouldn’t ride a horse because it was “un-Islamic,” but he himself had no problem violating one of the five pillars of their faith.


“Maman is Gordafarid,” Maryam spat at her father. “You’re just angry because she’s making you into Sohrab, humiliating you.” Maryam shoved her father and wrenched herself free of his grip. She took two steps toward her mother and the white horse, but her father grabbed her hair and yanked her to the ground, raking her across the carrot and beetroot patches.


“Bastah, Amir! Stop this!” Maman slid off her horse and reached for her husband’s hand.


Baba let go of Maryam’s scalp, but not before driving his foot into her ribs. “Get her out of my sight!” he yelled.


Maman pulled Maryam up, but the girl fell back to her knees in pain.


“Amir, no. This is unacceptable. Don’t be this monster who is taking you over,” Maman said, her voice quiet but simmering.


“You think this is a monster? I’ll show you a monster worthy of the Book of Kings!” Amir barked. The two women watched him storm back toward the house, disappearing into the darkness of night.


“I’m sorry, my child. I’m so, so sorry,” Maman whispered. She knelt beside her daughter in the vegetable beds. Maryam inhaled the scent of freshly tilled soil. Her mother stroked her hair. Tears slid down her cheeks. As she drifted off into a wounded sleep, the girl wondered if this year’s carrot crop would taste of her salty tears.


MARYAM AWOKE to the piercing sound of Shokat whinnying. She tried to sit up but was in too much pain. A loud thud shook the ground. Maman jolted to her feet and pulled her daughter up. Together, they limped toward Shokat’s makeshift wooden stable. The purple and navy of night were fading fast, overtaken by the rising morning light, and the girl stared across the field in horror.


Shokat lay on the ground, and Maryam’s father stood panting over her, glimmering knife in hand. A pool of red seeped into the black soil beneath the chestnut mare’s lifeless body.


Even as the last of Shokat’s final cry faded from the air, Maryam’s voice took up the call as she screamed.
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