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The only known photograph of Soraya M., taken when she was nine years old by an itinerant photographer.
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To Safinaz, 
To Caroline and Cécile, 
To Michèle, who insisted that I bring back this story and who is 
no longer here to read it.





Preface

This book relates, in full detail, a case of death by stoning — only one of more than a thousand such cases that have occurred in Iran over the past fifteen years. After the shah was deposed and the fundamentalist regime headed by Ayatollah Khomeini came to power in February 1979, many dubious elements of the population, including common-law criminals who had been jailed for good reason under the shah, were released from the country’s prisons. Taking advantage of the religious fervor sweeping the land, a number of these people, especially those with at least a basic knowledge of the Koran and its tenets, donned clerics’ garb, gave themselves the title of mullah, and roamed the country seeking opportunities for self-enrichment or, quite simply, to conceal their past from the authorities. One such person was Sheik Hassan in the present work, who was instrumental in the machinations that resulted in Soraya’s death.

Let me backtrack a bit and explain how I chanced upon the story you are about to read.

Iranian by background, I was born in France, and grew up partly there and partly in Switzerland, where my father was a member of the Iranian delegation to the League of Nations. It was not until I was twenty years old that I went to my native land, where I remained for four years, completing my military service. Afterwards, I taught French at the Franco-Iranian Institute in Teheran and English at the Iran America Society. I was a diplomat from 1958 to 1966, and then became a journalist and writer for both French and Iranian magazines and newspapers. Although my family and I knew the shah and the members of the imperial household, I wrote a number of pieces during the 1970s that were critical of the shah, especially in the area of human rights. In fact, my articles earned me the enmity of Savak, the shah’s secret political police, which brooked no criticism of state policy and practices.

Late in 1978, a few months before Khomeini came to power, I wrote an article for the French newspaper Le Monde entitled “Neither Marx Nor Mohammad,” in which I warned my compatriots against potential dangers from two quarters. On the one hand, I reminded them of Russia’s long-standing desire — dating from before communism, in fact from the turn of the century — to gain not only influence but a solid foothold in a country that could provide it with access to the southern seas, in particular the Persian Gulf. On the other hand, I warned of the efforts of the Shiite clergy to destabilize the pro-Western monarchy of the shah and institute in its place a religious and secretive regime.

On Saturday, May 12, 1979, as I left my apartment building in the Neuilly section of Paris, on my way to visit some friends, a car pulled up to the curb. Four men jumped out, shoved me into the backseat, bound and gagged me, then knocked me out with chloroform. When I woke up I found myself in the basement of a building — which I later learned was the Italian Pavilion of the Cite Universitaire — surrounded by an angry crowd of one hundred bearded and shaggy-haired Iranian students, all of whom were shouting at the top of their lungs and making threatening gestures in my direction. I was tied to a chair in the middle of the room, facing a table on which microphones and recording devices had been set up. I was the first Paris-based victim of an “Islamic trial” similar to those that had been taking place by the hundreds in Iran itself since the return of Khomeini in February of that year. These “trials” inevitably concluded, a few hours later, with the defendant being led out into the courtyard of some prison or military barracks and summarily executed by a firing squad. Some eight hundred ministers, members of Parliament, intimates of the former court, military personnel, intellectuals, and scientists had thus been done away with over the past hundred days. In addition, a list of public enemies, all slated for liquidation, had been drawn up, including members of the royal family, former ministers, army generals, and anyone openly opposed to the new regime. As a mere journalist, I was not on that list, although the previous January I had interviewed the shah just before he was deposed, then done follow-up interviews with him in both Egypt and Morocco. In fact, I was the first journalist to interview him in his early exile, and my articles were picked up by some twenty newspapers and magazines in a number of countries. As a result, I was invited to participate in several radio and television political talk shows to discuss the rapidly evolving situation in Iran, which I did, to the growing irritation of the Iranian embassy in Paris. These, plus my article in Le Monde, were doubtless responsible for my kidnapping that Saturday in May.

For eight hours my “trial” went on without interruption: interrogations and blows succeeded each other at an ever-accelerating pace. I was accused of all manner of things: of being a spy, a double agent, an agent provocateur, even a member of the Savak’s torture squad. When, finally, word leaked out that something rotten was going on in the basement of the Italian Pavilion, the French police arrived and set me free. I had a broken skull, and eight of my teeth had been knocked out. For eight long hours I had refused to admit my guilt, to mouth my self-criticism, as I had refused to insult the shah or sing the praises of Khomeini.

For the next several days, news of my kidnapping and torture made front-page headlines not only in France but also in Germany, Switzerland, England, and Italy. The immediate effect of the experience was to convince me that in the future I would focus my writing more on politics than I had in the past. Meanwhile, I had to contend with the new realities of my existence. Now condemned to death by Teheran for having “waged war against God” and for “blasphemy against Khomeini,” I had to go underground, separate myself from my family, and assume a new identity for the next four years. Only in 1983, when I openly attacked certain members of the opposition for spending most of their time pointlessly fighting one another, did my pursuers begin to relax their vigil. Before long, I apparently became in the eyes of Teheran and its outposts a forgotten person. By then I had also become a man without nationality, a political refugee, a person deprived of his identity.

Yet even before Teheran had called off its hounds, I had made two trips back to Iran, equipped with false papers, the first in 1981, the second a year later, to see with my own eyes what was really going on. Thus it was that on that second trip, in 1982, I became the first journalist to discover that Khomeini was recruiting and sending into battle against Iraq twelve- to fourteen-year-old boys, some of whom I later met and interviewed in Iraqi POW camps where they lay wounded and dying. From that trip came a book entitled No More Tears to Cry, the story of fourteen-year-old Reza, who had been sold by his mother to the Iranian army so that he could sacrifice his life to God and Khomeini. Over the next decade I made seven more trips, always on journalistic assignments, to cover specific stories about the Iranian situation. Twice I was arrested. I could have, and probably should have, been executed both times. But both times I was able to talk — and bribe — my way to freedom. In Iran, everything has its price, if you know how to deal and bargain and have the wherewithal to back up your words with hard currency.

One of those trips was in the fall of 1986, when the French weekly Paris Match sent me to investigate the listening stations and satellite dishes that had been set up all along Iran’s southeast frontier, where it bordered both Pakistan and Afghanistan. These “spy stations” had been provided by the Russians and were being manned by East German and Bulgarian technicians. At the same time the Chinese and North Koreans were busy building the secret naval base of Chahbahar in the deep waters of the the Gulf of Oman. After completing my assignment, I arrived in a small village not far from the Pakistan frontier, where I was to await the local guides who were slated to escort me discreetly back across the border. I was a few hours ahead of schedule and was killing time in the little mountain village, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. Although I was dressed in proper Iranian garb, it was clear I was not a local. Before long an elderly woman, who had been sitting in her garden, beckoned me to come over and offered me some tea. That woman was the Zahra Khanum of this book. I have called the village Kupayeh, a generic name, for I have preferred to keep the exact name and location of the real village to myself.

After several glasses of tea, Zahra told me that she was the aunt of a thirty-five-year-old woman whose name was Soraya. Had I been in Kupayeh only two weeks before, the old woman told me, I would have witnessed a terrible event: Soraya had been stoned to death for having been unfaithful to her husband. As she was describing the event to me, she began to tremble more and more uncontrollably. The worst thing, she said, was that Soraya was completely innocent. I asked her how it had happened, what chain of events had provoked such a terrible crime.

Zahra began to fill me in on the details when my guides arrived. But the woman was so sincere and convincing — and I was so intrigued — that before I departed I promised to return. In fact, I set a precise date to meet her again, two days after the Iranian New Year, that is, March 23, 1987.

I came back to the village on the given date. Zahra passed me off as her nephew who lived in a distant part of the country and was spending his vacation with her. During the time I was with her she told me the full story of Soraya, taking me from her niece’s childhood up through the terrible day when the “trial” and execution had taken place. Kupayeh was a tiny town of 250 souls, one of a thousand such villages that dot Iran from one end to the other. It is surrounded by meadows and forests and blessed with a clear mountain stream. Through Zahra I met most of the actors in the drama: Soraya’s father, her husband, the mayor of the village, Soraya’s children and neighbors. I was also able to steep myself in the atmosphere of the town, and Zahra provided me with all the answers I needed to reconstruct the story fairly and accurately. The only person I did not see was the mullah, Sheik Hassan, who was away. Now, barely six months after the event, the villagers — seemingly hardworking and decent folk — appeared to have forgotten their collective crime. After all, stoning had been resurrected and encouraged by the regime of the ayatollahs, and in performing that rite they had only been doing their duty, cleansing their village as hundreds of other villages had been cleansed in years past, “in the name of God the compassionate, the merciful.”

When I left Zahra at the end of March I knew that I would never see her again. Marked and broken by that tragedy, she was letting herself drift toward death. She died two years later, although I did not learn of her death until much later, when I was back in Europe.
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Officially, stoning is prohibited in the territories of Islam, but any religious authority who so desires can suggest that it be done. When a Muslim makes the pilgrimage to Mecca, on the last day of his voyage he passes by Mount Arafat, where stand three gigantic columns that incarnate Satan. At that point the pilgrim takes a stone and casts it symbolically at these columns, as a sign of purification. A woman who betrays her husband is satanic and therefore must be stoned. To be sure, these manifestations of ancient customs never take place in major cities, where the victims are hanged. Stonings occur in the more remote areas of the country and in the mountains, far from prying eyes. Afterward, the villagers boast of what they have done and receive the blessings of the highest religious authorities for “their magnificent act.” In the cities, women accused of infidelity can often atone for their sin by paying off a cleric. Thus if they are richer than their husbands, absolution is possible. But in most cases the woman is poor — which means she is a virtual slave to her husband. She has no rights, except for the meager right to remain silent. All the husband needs to win his case of infidelity is two eyewitnesses, who are generally friends and accomplices. As for the accused woman, she has to prove her innocence and that is impossible: no one will come to her aid; no one will bear witness on her behalf.

For all the obvious reasons, hard statistics on the matter of death by stoning are difficult to come by. Yet for the first five years following the installation of the Khomeini regime, that is, from 1979 to 1983, the government acknowledged or proclaimed — depending on one’s viewpoint — that between five hundred and six hundred women had thus been put to death. Pulling together further information on the subject from other reliable sources, including the Commission on Human Rights of the UN, Amnesty International, the Red Cross, the Human Rights League, and various Iranian women’s groups, one can safely say that at least a thousand women have met their death by stoning in Iran over the past fifteen years. One of the most recent known cases was a stoning that took place in December 1992, in the little town of Karaj, about twenty-five miles from Teheran.

Today, with a view toward improving its image abroad, Iran no longer boasts of its hangings, its stonings, its summary executions. But the hard, sad fact remains that in many parts of the land these barbaric practices are still going on, for the greater glory of an implacable, hard-line, reactionary Islam.

— F.S.






Don’t act like the hypocrite who thinks he can conceal his wiles by loudly quoting the Koran.



 Hafez



1

IN SOUTHWESTERN IRAN, roughly thirty-five miles from the city of Kerman, lies the village of Kupayeh — whose name means “at the foot of the mountain.” Clinging to the base of austere mountains, the village is a little cluster of brick houses with thatched roofs. It is flanked on one side by an icy, rushing stream and, on the other, by a forest of beech, birch, and olive trees. Beyond stretch fields and meadows, dotted with a few grazing cows and sheep.

Kupayeh is not easily accessible. To get there, you have to take the only road, which is not blacktop; a road that zigzags upward, making several dozen hairpin turns that are as dusty as they are dangerous. Once a week, on market day, a battered old bus swings and sways up the road and arrives at Kupayeh in the morning. It brings a number of passengers, most of them peasants, whose merchandise is piled on top of the bus. They come to sell these wares or exchange them for other goods, which they will take back down to the valley and try to sell there.

It was in the village of Kupayeh that Soraya was born in 1951.

She had come into the world on the Shah’s wedding day and had been named after his bride, Princess Soraya. The whole country was celebrating the happy occasion.

Morteza Ramazani, who had married rather late in life, was duly proud of this gift from God. “She will be the most beautiful girl in the village,” he announced. “And I shall give her in marriage to the best young man in town. He will have to prove himself worthy.”

Shokat, the child’s mother, was a pious woman of fragile health. She had had her first child when she was thirteen and subsequently gave birth to four more children, two of whom died in infancy. After Soraya was born, a doctor came from Kerman to examine Shokat. He informed Morteza in no uncertain terms that another pregnancy might well prove fatal.

Whereupon Morteza took a sigheh, 1 as the law stipulated, a second wife, who moved into the house and bore him four more children.

All lived together in harmony, but Shokat remained the preferred woman of the house. The concubine was assigned all the lowliest tasks and chores, which she carried out for many years without the slightest complaint. When Shokat’s illness paralyzed her, the two eldest sons and Soraya assumed responsibility for running the household. All three also had the advantage of knowing how to read and write, so they could read the Koran and the local posters to other members of the family. They had learned these skills at the village school. The village school did not open every day, for the schoolmaster was also the town potter, and when he had to oversee the firing of his pots, the children were free to play in the fields. It was on one of these school holidays that Soraya had her first encounter with Ghorban-Ali. She was five years old at the time, and he was a boy of twelve.

Ghorban-Ali had decided to make a kite. He had spent hours on end gluing together bits of wood and pieces of paper of many colors, but try as he might, the kite just wouldn’t fly. Either the wood would be too heavy, or the paper would rip under the force of the wind, or the glue wouldn’t stick, or the string would break. Eventually, Ghorban-Ali got the kite to fly. The great moment had finally arrived. Twenty or so children, ranging in age from five to fifteen, gathered in the meadow. They all held their breath, and the kite rose slowly and majestically heavenward. It was an occasion of great festivity. One by one, the children were each given the chance to fly the kite themselves. Now it was Soraya’s turn. Shyly, she ran across the meadow, the kite at the end of the long string. As she watched the crowd that was cheering her on, she stumbled on a stone and fell down. She let go of the kite, which soared high into the sky, then fell back toward the ground. When Soraya, whose knee was scratched and bleeding, painfully pulled herself to her feet, her little comrades had disappeared....

She ran all the way home and hid there.

Her mother bandaged her knee, and before long she went back outdoors. She had taken only a few steps when the children, all out of breath, began to scold and upbraid her: “Come and see what you’ve done.... You’re a dumbbell! We never want you to play with us again!”

The child had no idea how to defend herself.

“Come on,” Ghorban-Ali shouted at her, “come over here and see where you made the kite land.”

He grabbed the little girl by the wrist and dragged her toward the lower end of the village, the other children all following in their wake. The kite was perched atop a beech tree, so high up there was no way to get it down. The biggest ladder in Kupayeh was no higher than thirteen feet, and none of the poles they used to beat the trees when they picked nuts was long enough, either. It was impossible to climb the tree; its branches were much too frail to sustain the weight of even an adolescent. As for hugging and shaking the tree, how could they even consider that as a possible solution when its trunk was far too big around for a child to get a good grasp.

“You’ll have to build us another kite. And until you do, you can’t play with us any more.”

Thus did Ghorban-Ali proclaim his decision. It was seconded by all the other children, who threw handfuls of sand and gravel at Soraya. In response, she scrunched down her head as far as she could, and waited. Although she was sad and upset, she didn’t want to cry in front of her friends. She repressed a sob and closed her eyes tight. Then, when she could no longer hear any sound around her, she raised her head and saw that only her cousin Massoumeh had remained behind, sitting beside her.

“Don’t worry,” Massoumeh said. “I’ll help you make another one. Wait and see, it’ll be even more beautiful than that one.”

“I hate Ghorban-Ali, I hate him, I hate him. I never want to see him again as long as I live.” After this incident, Soraya’s life was uneventful for several years.

When she was ten, her parents took her down to the city to complete her education by becoming an apprentice at the home of the arbab, the wealthy landowner.

The children who apprenticed there were given food and lodging, but they received no salary. They worked fifteen hours a day and slept little, since even at night they were often awakened on one pretext or another.

The little girl did not like the arbab, this fat, unkempt, and arrogant man who frequently beat her. But what could you do when you were dealing with a man as powerful as he was, a man who always kept a gun in his car? She bowed her head, asked his forgiveness, and kissed the master’s hand. For three years she had to endure all the humiliations and vexations of an angry man and put up with his advances as soon as his wife was away. Each time it was the same. He summoned the girl to his room, undressed her slowly, said things to her she didn’t understand, and, when she was naked, he kissed her budding breasts as he masturbated. The child understood nothing, felt nothing, said nothing. As thanks, he would offer her some pistachios or dates, and at dawn she was back at work.

For three years she did not see her parents, but sometimes one of her brothers would come to pay her a visit. She was allowed to spend a quarter of an hour with him in the garden.

It was imperative for Soraya to remain a virgin until she was married, and the fat man knew it; otherwise the scandal would be so great that the arbab would have to indemnify the child’s father. At that time, long before the revolution, the authorities were uncompromising when it came to any kind of sexual debauchery.

The two sons of the landowner poked fun at Soraya, pinched her breast, and let their hands roam over her buttocks, but they went no further, since they knew she belonged to their father. One day one of the boys was roundly slapped when he laid a hand on the girl while his father was in the room. Terrified, Soraya ran out of the room and hid in the cellar.





A week later, she returned home to Kupayeh for good.

By the time she came back to Kupayeh, Soraya was almost a young woman: she was thirteen, and it was decided that she should be given in marriage to Ghorban-Ali, who was twenty, in exchange for several head of cattle, a plot of land, and several rugs.

When Ghorban-Ali saw Soraya again, he didn’t recognize her. That day he knew for the first time what it was to feel like a man. He had never had the slightest experience with a woman. First, because there were no suitable women in the village; second, because he had never been to the city; and finally, because even if he had somehow managed to make it to the city, he never had enough money in his pocket to go to a whorehouse in Kerman anyway. While there were plenty of girls in the village, they were either too young, or they had no dowry, or he found them too ugly.

Each time the fat man arrived in the village for one of his periodic visits, the entire community gathered on the town square to welcome the master. He was the man who owned all the houses, all the fields and meadows, and, above all, the water of the rushing stream, and who rented his land to the peasants. The inhabitants came up to him and kissed his hands or feet as a sign of allegiance, then begged the Omnipotent to protect the arbab and his family from illness, divine anger, or any possible misfortune that might befall them. And each villager brought a suitcase, a package, a samovar, or provisions of one sort or another to the big house situated a short distance away. That same evening other children were introduced to him.

The marriage of Soraya to Ghorban-Ali took place shortly after his return from Kerman, in the autumn of 1964. For the occasion, a mullah came up to the village, as did a company of strolling musicians.

The villagers had dressed in their best finery; the men were all clean-shaven; the women, decked out in glittering jewelry. At dusk a roaring fire was lit on the main square, where the mullah performed the ceremony. The arbab and his family were comfortably ensconced on a profusion of rugs and cushions. At nightfall, the festivities began.

Soraya remained off to one side, surrounded by the women of the village. The most active of the women was without question Soraya’s Aunt Zahra, who wanted the ceremony to be perfect. She had shown endless ingenuity in making up the young woman: she had plucked her eyebrows, reddened her lips and cheeks, colored her hair with a touch of henna, put mascara on her eyelashes and kohl around her eyes; she had affixed to her forehead a gold-and-turquoise pendant. Then she had painted Soraya’s fingernails, and offered her her most beautiful chador, woven of silk and silver, because she wanted her niece to be the most beautiful bride the village had ever seen.
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