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About the author

I lived in Iran for two years (1964 to 1966).
I had long been fascinated by the Assassins and their extraordinary
story, and shortly before I left I managed to visit the Castle of
Alamut. I describe that journey here as a prologue to the rest of
the book.






Comment by Jim Davis (10 August 2008)

I read the original pdf file a few years ago
and found the text quite accurate and fair. As a pro-ismaili
reseacher, I can highly recommend this book. There is a lot of
sensational crap about the Assassins out there but this book is not
one of them.
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Orthographic note

After some hesitation, I have mostly omitted
the Arabic and Persian ain except in Qur'an; thus, I have
written 'Ismaili' rather than 'Isma'ili'. Sorry if this offends
purists. And I have used the Westernised form of certain words and
names since these are likely to be familiar to many readers.

I use 'Persian' and 'Iranian' more or less
interchangeably, although strictly 'Iran' refers to the country,
'Iranian' to its people, and ‘Persian' to the language they speak.
(The tendency in Britain and America to refer to the language as
'Farsi' seems to me to be absurd; we don't say the Germans speak
Deutsch or the Spanish Español, so why should we say that the
Persians speak Farsi, even though that is what they call it
themselves?)

Incidentally, 'Farsi' was originally 'Parsi',
but because there is no 'p' in Arabic it became 'Farsi' after the
conquest. Persian is an Indo-European language, like English,
although with a considerable admixture of Arabic (and Turkish)
vocabulary.
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Chapter 1 

Who were the Assassins?

Assassins and assassination are, regrettably,
very much with us today. Our heads of government must be protected
by elaborate security day and night, while the rest of us in many
parts of the world are constantly at risk of being caught up in the
fanaticism of zealots of one kind or another who feel it
justifiable, or even meritorious, to kill innocent bystanders.
Assassination as a political weapon is no doubt as old as organized
human society but the word itself is of mediaeval origin and refers
to the activities of a Muslim sect who were popularly supposed to
drug themselves by means of hashish, whence the name. (This
derivation has been disputed but it is the most probable.)

Some have seen the Assassins as fore-runners
of modern suicide bombers. They did indeed carry out political
murders with as much publicity as possible and therefore were
terrorists, but there is a major difference from their modern
counterparts in that they did not kill innocent bystanders but were
highly selective in their activities. But who were the original
Assassins, and what did they believe about themselves? These are
fascinating questions, whose interest is not confined to politics
or history; the ramifications extend to religion, mysticism, and
ideas about the millennium.

The Assassins were regarded as heretics. They
were a potent source of myth and legends; this emerges in an
imaginative account written by Marco Polo, who described a visit
the site of their castle at Alamut in Iran just after its
destruction by the Mongols.

By the time Marco Polo reached Alamut, the
prevailing view of the sect as supremely wicked yet dangerously
alluring was already well established in the popular mind. Alamut
was already well past its heyday when it fell to the Mongols, but
the legend of depravity and license had arisen much earlier, when
the castle was the centre of a widespread and, from the orthodox
point of view, most dangerous heresy.

Even before Marco Polo, the West had
encountered the Assassins through their Syrian branch, which was
known to the Crusaders. The great contemporary historian of the
Crusades, William of Tyre, had written about them in a way that
reveals a fair amount of understanding, and a remarkable embassy
from the Assassins had gone to the King of Jerusalem offering their
conversion to Christianity. At one time the Syrian Assassins were
in loose alliance with the Franks against Saladin, whom they
attempted more than once to murder, though later – and especially
after the fall of Jerusalem to Saladin in 1187 – they took part in
the Muslim struggle against the Franks. In 1192 Conrad of
Montferrat was murdered by men disguised as monks, and it is
generally supposed that these were Assassins, though the English
King Richard I has also been suspected of instigating the murder.
From this time on, it seems, the Crusaders, already severely
demoralised by the loss of Jerusalem, became more fearful of the
Assassins, to whom they ascribed devilish cunning, a mastery of
disguise, and a knowledge of various Frankish languages.

Count Henry of Champagne visited the
Assassins in 1194, and is supposed to have witnessed a remarkable
display of loyalty on behalf of the followers of the 'Old Man of
the Mountain'. (This title arises from another misapprehension,
based on a literal translation of sheikh, which should have been
rendered as 'master'.)

While walking together in the castle one day,
Henry and the Assassin chief began to talk of obedience. Some
youths in white were sitting on top of a high tower. "I will show
you what obedience means," the chief said; he gave a sign, and
immediately two of the youths leapt from the tower and were dashed
to pieces at the foot of the rock.

Stories such as these made up the legend of
the Assassins that persisted in the West until quite recently. In
the nineteenth century a Viennese amateur historian called von
Hammer Purgstall wrote a book about the Assassins in which he
ascribed to them, if not quite every conceivable form of infamy, at
least most of those that could be openly referred to in print at
the time. Whenever more than one possible interpretation of a
statement or event existed, von Hammer automatically preferred the
one that showed the Assassins in the worst possible light. His
motive in writing seems to have been as much to emphasize the
wickedness of all secret societies (including the Jesuits and
Freemasons of his day) as to make a serious study of the Assassins,
and his book has little historical value; nevertheless, it remained
the standard reference work on the sect as late as the 1930s, when
the traveller Freya Stark went to Alamut.

Since that time, however, much new
information has come to light, some of it material preserved by
descendants of the Assassins themselves. This has been extensively
studied and edited by the Russian scholar W. Ivanow, who apparently
has had access to a large number of documents and manuscripts that
are not generally available. The other main authority on the sect
is the American M.G.S. Hodgson.

From all this modern scholarship has emerged
a picture of the Assassins which, if it lacks some of the lurid
qualities of the legend, has at least the merit of credibility.
Moreover, the truth turns out to be more enthralling than the
fiction. No longer can we believe in the Old Man of the Mountain
hatching his evil plots and sending forth his murderous emissaries
drugged with hashish. Such a state of mind hardly seems compatible
with the legendary accomplishments of the Assassins – their
superlative cunning, patience, knowledge of languages, and so forth
– and in any case our modern experience of terrorism does not
suggest that its perpetrators require any narcotic stronger than
fanaticism itself. Besides, if the claims of modern users of
hashish are to be believed, the effects of the drug tend more
towards pacifism than murderousness. But there is no real evidence
that the Assassins used hashish at all, at least for this purpose.
(It is possible that they used it as a psychedelic agent for
religious reasons, but that is another matter.) The term hashishin,
from which our word Assassin probably derives, was not used by
members of the sect themselves but was a nickname applied by their
enemies; even so, it was not in common use. The usual names for the
Assassins were 'esotericists' (batinis), Ismailis, or Nizaris. The
reason these names were used is explained in Chapter 2.

The real story of the Assassins contains
several fascinating elements. First, there is the use of political
murder, which is what the sect is chiefly remembered for today.
Then there is their complex philosophy, which guided their
development and culminated in the extraordinary proclamation of the
'Resurrection' at Alamut. This in turn was followed by the tragedy
of the destruction of Alamut by the Mongols. Yet, amazingly, this
was not the end of the Assassins, for they were reborn as the
Khojas in India; the Aga Khan is the lineal descendant of the
rulers of Alamut. This is the story that I tell in this book.






A visit to Alamut (1966)

I first heard of the Assassins many years ago
when I read Freya Stark's classic travel book The Valley of the
Assassins. Probably because she was such a remarkable writer,
the notion of the Assassins lodged in my mind, so it was natural
that when I later found myself living in Iran I should think of
making a journey to see the Assassins' stronghold for myself. In
1966 I did so.

It was of course a much easier expedition for
me, even in 1966, than it had been for Freya Stark thirty-five
years earlier; it would probably be easier still today (see below).
In 1930 Freya Stark had to make the whole journey on foot, but in
1966 a road, of sorts, went at least part of the way, though there
was still a half-day's walk to reach the Castle from the road. Even
in 1966 not many people went there, however, and it was difficult
to obtain much reliable information in advance, so that a little of
the spirit of discovery still attended the project. Indeed, shortly
after I went I was followed by no less distinguished a traveller
than Wilfrid Thesiger, who was passing through Iran on his way to
some more adventurous journey. Thesiger no doubt regarded his visit
to the Castle as little more than a pleasant stroll, whereas for me
it was a major undertaking.

Unlike Freya Stark – and thanks largely to
the sketch map in my well-worn Penguin copy of her book, which
accompanied me – I at least knew exactly where the valley lay. It
is set among the mountains at the Western edge of the Alborz range,
between the plain of Qazvin in the south and the province of
Mazanderan bordering the Caspian Sea to the north. In earlier times
a part of these mountains formed the district of Daylam, which was,
and still is, remote and wild. They separate the central Iranian
plain from the Caspian, and they are a formidable barrier, with
passes at about 10,000 feet. On the south side the mountains are
dry and barren, with scattered oases of cultivation. On the north
side you enter a different world, where the slopes are densely
forested. Wild animals – boar, bear, leopard – are still to be
found there today, and in mediaeval times must have been much more
plentiful.



The main castle of the Assassins lies in the
Alamut valley, on a tribute of the Alamut River near a village
called Qasir Khan. I had been told that there were lorries that
carried paraffin from Qazvin to the mountain villages; they called
at Shahrak, at the head of the valley, and from there it was about
six hours' walk to reach Qasir Khan. My plan was to visit the
castle and then to go on northwards over the mountains and down
through the forest to the Caspian. I knew no one who had done this
but it looked quite feasible on the map.

My equipment consisted of a back pack in
which I carried some spare clothes and emergency rations, a
sleeping bag, and an aerial survey map of the mountains kindly lent
me by a friend in the US embassy. The map was not really detailed
enough for my purpose but it was all I had, since Freya Stark had
not continued on the route I intended to follow. I relied on being
able to get local advice.

I took the bus from Tehran and got off a few
miles from Qazvin at the point where a dirt road led north towards
the distant mountains. There I waited most of the day, but no lorry
came by. In the afternoon, therefore, I took a bus into Qazvin and
made enquiries. No one admitted to knowing anything about lorries.
A man offered to take me into the mountains by jeep but named an
absurdly inflated price. I was standing disconsolately in the
street, on the point of giving up, when a small boy appeared from a
shoemaker's shop nearby and invited me in for tea. I explained my
problem to the proprietor; he turned out to be a friend of a man
who owned a fleet of lorries and said he would take me to him. So
matters were arranged; and at last I started from Qazvin, sitting
between the driver and his mate.

It was nearly evening. Soon we had crossed
the dusty plain and were climbing the first range of hills on our
way to the Chala Pass, on a dirt road that wound in hairpins so
tight that we frequently had to reverse several times to get round
them. By now it was dark. In our headlights flocks of jerboas
skipped like tiny kangaroos, and once we saw an animal I didn't
recognize but which the driver said was valued for its pelt. A
swooping rush down the far side of the pass and we arrived at the
village of Chala.

Here my journey almost ended before it had
properly begun. We stopped to eat at a 'coffee house'. This is a
ubiquitous Iranian institution, at which, despite its name, tea and
not coffee is served. It fulfills the function of a meeting place
for the local male population, much like the Greek kafeneion. This
one was in a hollow filled with tall poplars that shut out the
moon. In the inky darkness I stepped over a four-foot drop and
landed awkwardly, spraining my right ankle. Two hours later it was
swollen and I could hardly walk. At first I was sure I should have
to give up the journey, but I was reluctant to do so, having
planned it for so long and knowing that I was due to leave Iran
shortly and would never have another chance. I therefore decided to
wait until next morning and make a final decision about continuing
then.

Soon after setting off again in the lorry we
came to the confluence of the Taliqan and Alamut rivers, where they
unite to form the Shah River. Here the road ended for a time and we
drove up the bed of the Alamut River through water a couple of feet
deep. At Badasht, a village further up the river, we lay down to
sleep on the verandah of another coffee house – unsuccessfully, so
far as I was concerned, owing to the clouds of mosquitoes. After a
couple of hours we went on. The lorry now broke down and had to be
repaired by torchlight amid another cloud of mosquitoes; the driver
remarked, accurately, that we were being "made into kebabs". We
eventually reached Shahrak, my destination, at three o'clock in the
morning. Here I slept until dawn under a large communal mosquito
net.

At first light I examined my ankle. It was
still very swollen but I thought I could walk on it, so I set off.
And in fact I managed to complete the whole journey as planned,
without undue discomfort, and subsequently the ankle healed without
permanent ill-effects. This experience taught me that the standard
conventional treatments in vogue at the time, namely strapping and
rest, were not essential or possibly even desirable, a view that is
being increasingly adopted by casualty doctors today.

For several hours my path lay beside the
Alamut River in the main Alamut valley, which is about a mile broad
and contains many rice paddies, whose brilliant green stood out
vividly against the red soil. At one point I was supposed to cross
the river by means of a bridge consisting merely of two more or
less parallel and very flexible poles, but this seemed too
ambitious for my insecure ankle, burdened as I was by a fairly
heavy pack, so I looked for a ford and found one a little higher
up. After about four hours' walking I reached a village called
Shotur Khan and turned north up the tributary that led to Qasir
Khan, which I reached after another two hours' hard walking.

Qasir Khan was a pleasant village, bordered
by orchards and built, like the others in the district, of
flat-roofed houses on top of which people were winnowing grain.
Just behind the village rises the Rock itself, about eight hundred
feet high and an imposing sight, but dwarfed by the great mass of
Mount Haudegan behind. As you approach the Rock from the south you
get a clear impression of its near-impregnability. Little of the
scanty remaining ruins can be seen from below, but traces of a
curious channel running transversely across the southern face can
be made out, while just below the top is a patch of green – the
so-called Vine of Hasan-i-Sabbah.

The present-day inhabitants of Qasir Khan are
not the descendants of the Assassins, who were either killed or
scattered by the Mongols and later replaced by settlers imported
from elsewhere. Were it not for foreign visitors to the site,
indeed, it is doubtful if they would ever have heard of their
illustrious predecessors. They were friendly, and made me welcome,
and in the afternoon a youth called Ali , together with a friend,
took me up to see the Rock. As we approached a large monitor lizard
scuttled across the flank of the massif. Ali 's friend threw a
stone at it but missed.

To climb the Rock we went up to the left and
round behind to gain access by the 'neck' which joins it to the
main mass of Mount Haudegan. This involved a rather perilous
scramble along a shaly slope above some unpleasant-looking rocks. A
strong wind was blowing and as we approached the 'neck' stones fell
from above; it was rather like what I imagine it must be when one
is under fire. We gained the summit uninjured, however, and walked
about inspecting fragments of wall and innumerable pottery shards.
Ali 's friend, who wanted to show off, kept running down the
treacherous slopes, pulling up, shouting with laughter, at the very
brink, and calling to me to do likewise, much to the dismay of Ali
, who no doubt had no wish to find himself obliged to explain the
death of a foreigner to the authorities.

At the western end of the Rock there was, as
I knew from Freya Stark's account, a cistern that was invisible
from above and which she had, wisely, not tried to reach. Rashly I
asked if it was possible to climb down to it. I was assured that it
was, and a few minutes later I found myself clinging with sweaty
palms and soles to the walls of a shallow gully inclined at some
forty-five degrees or more over an 800-foot drop to the tiny
patchwork rice fields below. Only now did I realize quite how
minute was the ledge at the foot of the gully, which was all that
could prevent me catapulting off into space. When at last I stood
rather shakily on level ground again I asked my guides if anyone
ever fell off. They both laughed at the idea, but then Ali added as
an afterthought: "Actually, there was one fall this year – but it
was only a woman."

The cistern was now within easy reach a short
way to our right, but first Ali 's friend insisted on looking for
grapes on the Vine of Hasan-i-Sabbah. This grew nearby in a cranny,
but to reach it involved crossing several feet of utterly smooth
rock that slanted at about seventy degrees. Even Ali felt that this
was a little risky, but his friend was eager to impress the
foreigner and insisted on performing the exploit. He returned
safely, to my relief, but naturally there were no grapes.

The cistern was enclosed in an oblong
excavation and was about the size of a small swimming pool. Here
was the opportunity to recover a little lost ground. I suggested a
swim. Ali was horrified; the pool, he said, was "bottomless".
Nevertheless I was firm, and disregarding a few waterbeetles and
the rather uninviting greenish colour of the water I got in and
swam a couple of lengths. Ali 's friend, not to be outdone,
followed my example. However, I seemed to have set some kind of
record, and I was glad to find, on returning to the village, that
Ali related my remarkable feat of daring with suitable expressions
of awe.

Returning to the summit we sat at the mouth
of a tunnel cut through a rib of rock and looked out over the
Alamut valley, just as Hasan-i-Sabbah must often have done. "They
say some people came from Tehran once and dug up treasure here –
lots of gold and jewels," Ali said. He paused and then added sadly:
"But I think it's all lies, myself; what do you say?"

Back in the village I discussed the prospects
for going on to the Caspian. The route, it seemed, was quite
straightforward provided one knew it, but there was general
agreement I could not manage it alone; my pack was too heavy, and
if clouds should come down it would be easy to lose the way. Why
did I want to go, anyway?

I had expected this question. The villagers
were used to the idea of visitors coming to see the Rock – this
happened every two or three years – but none of them had ever gone
on over the mountains. Why should I want to? I could think of no
convincing answer. We tend to forget how recent a historical
phenomenon is our modern appreciation of wilderness. To these
villagers, as to most people before the Romantic era, mountains
were mere obstacles, not something to be enjoyed for their own
sake. My feeble protestations that I found the country beautiful
and wanted see more of it were not believed for a moment, but the
villagers were too polite to press me. I heard one of them say: "He
must have some reason of his own for going." I imagine they thought
I was a spy. I couldn't follow all the discussion, in any case,
because this was a mainly Turkish-speaking area.

After a good deal of discussion it was agreed
that Ali's elder brother Mehdi should take his mule and guide me as
far as the pass, from which I should have an easy walk to the first
village on the north side of the range. We were to start as soon as
the moon rose, at about two o'clock in the morning. I lay down to
sleep until it was time to leave, but was kept awake by an army of
fleas as numerous and bloodthirsty as the Mongol hordes that
captured Alamut from the Assassins, so that I was glad when it was
time to start. We climbed past the rock and up through a dreamlike
moonlit world of cool grey and black, in what seemed like a
different landscape from the yellows and reds I had sweated through
by day. We went fast and the altitude made my breath come short and
my heart race. Sooner than I expected the stars began to fade. As
dawn broke we paused at a little grove of poplars beside a spring;
the water was so cold it made my bones ache. The sun rose and burnt
my skin through the thin air. I began to understand why we were
going so fast: Mehdi was charging me for two days, but he intended
to get back in one.

We stopped on the way to sleep for an hour,
but by ten o'clock, two hours earlier than Mehdi had estimated, we
were at the pass. Here we met a man wearing rubber boots and
carrying an umbrella: an incongruous sight, for it was blazingly
hot on the south side of the range; but Mazanderan to the north is
a region of heavy rainfall even in summer.

I took my pack from the mule, said goodbye to
Mehdi and paid him off, resisting his request that I should give
him my shirt, and set off downhill. On a slope to my left were the
black tents of nomads; women in brightly coloured dresses were
uttering piercing cries to marshall their goats. To my right was a
bank of snow several feet thick, from which sprang the river I was
to follow down to the sea that lay, still hidden under a bank of
blue air, some ten thousand feet lower and thirty miles distant.
The intervening gap was filled by forests, in which lay a little
white lens-shaped cloud. This, I was to discover, hovered over the
first village on the north side. I reached this towards evening,
and found it to be surrounded by rushing waters – the source, no
doubt, of the overhanging white cloud. Here I ate a meal,
surrounded by curious villagers who plied me with questions, and
then fell thankfully into a deep sleep. Next day I set off, on
horseback, with a group of some thirty people bound for the
Caspian. I reached the coast in the afternoon and found a minivan
that was returning to Tehran. The drive back through the mountains,
during which the driver frequently overtook other vehicles on blind
bends, was much the most dangerous part of the whole journey.

It was a memorable trip and I was very glad
to have made it, for it gave me a feeling for the Assassins and
their country which I could never have obtained from books
alone.






The Alamut valley today

It is now more than 40 years since I was in
Alamut and from what Peter Willey writes in Eagle's Nest: Ismaili Castles in Iran and Syria
there have been many changes. The Alamut region is much more
accessible than it used to be and it is apparently now a regular
Friday excursion for families to drive to the valley for a picnic
and return the same day. Alamut has become a tourist attraction;
the Pars Tourist Agency, for example, advertises a day-long visit
to the site. I am not sure that this is an improvement.

Unfortunately, the castle itself, already
largely destroyed by the Mongols, has been still further damaged by
treasure hunters. This has largely happened since the Islamic
Revolution, but some damage had probably already occurred even
before my visit in 1966, because I did not see some of the features
Willey describes as visible in 1961. I therefore think I was lucky
to see the site when I did.






Chapter 2

Origins of the sect

To understand who the Nizaris were we have to
take account of three schisms. The first, and most important, was
the split leading to the two main divisions in Islam, Shia and
Sunni. This occurred soon after the death of the Prophet.

The second schism occurred within the Shia
and was due to a dispute about the succession of the Imam, the
central figure within Shiism. This resulted in the division between
the Twelvers (main Shia) and the Seveners (Ismailis).

The third schism occurred within the Ismailis
in Cairo and again was about the succession. Those who broke away
became the Nizaris.

I shall now explain this inevitably tangled
tale in a little more detail.






Schism 1. Origins of Shiism - seventh
century

The Prophet died in 632. He was succeeded by
four caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali. (Caliph = successor,
or perhaps God's earthly representative.) It was during the reign
of the second caliph, Umar, that the Muslim armies conquered vast
territories, including Persia, and established the Muslim empire.
However, the succession did not go smoothly. Ali was the Prophet's
cousin and son-in-law (he had married Muhammad's daughter Fatima)
and some thought that he was the rightful successor, but at first
he was passed over. However, in 656 Uthman was murdered and at his
death Ali did finally come to power.

Unfortunately this was the signal for the
start of the first civil war in Islam. Ali was challenged by
Muawiyya, the governor of Damascus, and though the battle they
fought was inconclusive Ali was shortly afterwards murdered by a
member of a dissident group within his own supporters. This
occurred at Kufa, in Iraq, in 661. Muawiyya then became caliph,
founding the Umayyad dynasty in Damascus which lasted until it was
replaced by the Abbasids in 750.

In 762 the Abbasids moved the Caliphate to
Baghdad, where it endured for five centuries. Harun al-Rashid, of
One Thousand and One Nights fame, was an
Abbasid Caliph. Under the Abbasids art and culture reached great
heights, but eventually their power declined until the Caliph was
reduced to a figurehead, as the Seljuq Turks took over the eastern
Muslim empire. The last Abbasid Caliph was killed by the Mongols in
1258.

Support for Ali and his descendants did not
cease with Ali's death. His followers are known as the Shia,
meaning the Party (of Ali). The Shia are today one of the two main
divisions in Islam, found chiefly in Iran and southern Iraq. The
other main group is the Sunni.

Ali's eldest son, Hasan, had no wish to
contest the succession with Muawiyya. He retired to Medina and died
not long afterwards. His brother Husayn felt bound by Hasan's truce
as long as Muawiyya was alive, but when Muawiyya died and was
succeeded by his son Yazid, Shia supporters in Kufa wrote to Husayn
inviting him to lead a rebellion.

After much hesitation Husayn agreed to act.
He set out across the desert towards Kufa with a small contingent
of troops and a few family members. He was met by a force of 4,000
cavalry sent out by the newly appointed governor of Kufa, and was
surrounded and killed at Karbala together with all his troops. The
women and some of the children in his party were spared, and his
young son, who was lying ill in a tent, also survived.

Husayn's head was cut off and sent, together
with those of his troops, to the governor. This event caused
widespread horror throughout the Muslim world, for Husayn, after
all, was the Prophet's grandson. It is this outrage and disaster
which is commemorated in Iran today.

The schism between Shia and Sunni had both
political and religious aspects. In fact, it's a mistake to try to
separate them too sharply, because they are intimately intertwined
in Islam, much as they were in mediaeval Europe. Up to this time
Shiism had been largely an Arab movement, but now it began to be
influential among the large body of non-Arab Muslims. Although
these people had adopted Islam they were nevertheless regarded by
the Arabs as second-class citizens, which naturally made them
discontented. And because they had backgrounds in other religious
traditions, including Zoroastrianism and Christianity, new elements
began to be imported into Shia Islam.

Perhaps the most important of these was the
central role of the Imam. This figure is absent in Sunnism but for
Shiites he is crucial. He is sinless and inerrant; indeed, at times
he acquires quasi-divine status. He also takes on the role of
saviour, for there must always be an Imam in the world, even if he
is sometimes unknown, and at the end of time he will bring about a
total transformation of the world. There are probably echoes of
Zoroastrianism in these ideas, for the Zoroastrians also conceived
of a Saviour who would appear at the end of the world.

Questions about the identity and whereabouts
of the Imam underlie the story of the Assassins. Ali is the First
Imam; he had a number of known successors, starting with Husayn.
But eventually the line of Imams was lost sight of and the Imam
became Hidden. Disagreements about exactly when this happened were
what gave rise to the different sects within Shiism.






Schism 2. Splits within Shiism– eighth
century

We know little about what the early Shiites
believed and taught. There seem to have been many different
claimants to leadership, often professing to possess miraculous
powers and access to hidden knowledge. But eventually one of these
stood out above the others; this was Jafar as-Sadiq (the Truthful).
He was noted for his intellectual ability, and his influence
extended widely, even among Sunni thinkers and jurists. It was he,
however, who precipitated a serious schism within Shiism.

Jafar had two sons. He originally nominated
his eldest son, Ismail, to succeed him, but later, perhaps because
Ismail was discovered to have drunk wine in secret, he revoked the
nomination and chose instead his second son, Musa. When Jafar died
in 765 most Shiites accepted this revised line of succession. For
them the Imamhood was transmitted via Musa and his descendants down
to the twelfth Imam, Imam Mahdi, who disappeared at Samarra in
873/4. He is supposed to return at the end of time to fill the
Earth with justice. Those who believe in this line of succession
are known as Twelvers.

Not everyone accepted this reassignment of
the Imamhood, however. Ismail was said to have died during his
father's lifetime, and indeed his body was shown publicly to
prevent rumours that he was still alive. But some said that the
nomination could not be withdrawn, and that even if Ismail had
drunk wine this was done deliberately, to show that the 'wine'
forbidden by the Prophet was to be understood allegorically as
meaning pride or something similar. And some continued to believe
that Ismail was really still alive or would return, or that the
Imamhood had passed to his son Muhammad – who, according to some
views, either was identical with his father or was a reincarnation
of him.

Those Shiites who remained loyal to Ismail
are known as Ismailis, or Seveners. For them, Ismail is the last
Imam, although, of course, like the Twelvers, they believe that the
Imam is always present in the world even if he is Hidden. And the
Ismailis were to find a most astonishing revival of their fortunes,
and a continuation of their Imamhood, in the form of the Fatimid
Caliphate in Egypt.






Origin of the Fatimid Caliphate

In the tenth century Ismaili missionaries
went to North Africa and gained adherents among the Berbers. They
founded a new dynasty, the Fatimid, so called because its rulers
claimed descent from the Prophet's daughter Fatima. The
authenticity of this claim is uncertain but some modern scholars
are inclined to believe it was genuine. Sixty years later they had
conquered Egypt, where they founded Cairo (al-Qahira, the Victorious) as their capital. It
became famous for its wealth and prosperity; visitors recorded
their astonishment at its splendours. The Fatimid caliphs were
renowned for their patronage of learning and the arts. They founded
schools, colleges, and libraries as well as a great university,
whose scholars were familiar with Greek science, medicine and
astronomy. The caliphs were also known for their tolerance of other
religions, including Christianity; one even had a Christian
wife.

The Fatimid Caliphs were thus enormously
powerful as temporal rulers, but their real importance in the eyes
of their followers stemmed from their claim to be descendants of
Ali and Fatima. This meant that they were Imams, with all that this
implied for their spiritual authority. When questions of succession
arose, as they eventually did, this was of enormous spiritual as
well as political importance.

Although it was not feasible for the Fatimids
to conquer the whole Islamic world by force of arms, they sought to
extend their influence in another way. They sent out numerous \
missionaries (da'i) into Sunni territory to seek for
converts. This was naturally of great concern to the Sunni rulers,
who were constantly faced by the need to confront this subversive
element.

The development of Ismailism must surely be
one of the strangest phenomena in the history of religion. The
Ismailis started as a relatively obscure group surrounded by
hostile forces and threatened with extinction, yet they went on to
acquire a capital city, Cairo, and, though briefly, an empire in
North Africa and the Near East. Yet in spite of their great outward
success they preserved an inner mystery. For notwithstanding all
that has been written about the Ismailis, both in their own time
and later, there is still much that we do not know and probably
never shall know. Even when Ismailism became a state religion it
continued to have an important esoteric aspect and the secret has
still not been completely unveiled.






Schism 3. The Nizari split – eleventh
century

The third schism we are concerned with
occurred in Cairo at the very end of the eleventh century and was
in many ways a rerun of the earlier split between Twelvers and
Seveners, because it again arose about the succession. The Caliph
al-Mustansir had designated his eldest son Nizar as the next Imam,
and according to Ismaili tradition this decision could not be
revoked. But towards the end of his reign there was a famine in
Egypt and al-Mustansir lost control of his empire. Effective power
passed to an army officer called Badr al-Jamali. When al-Mustansir
died, in 1094, Badr's son al-Afdal put another of al-Mustansir's
sons, al-Mustali, on the throne. Nizar, not surprisingly, objected,
and a brief civil war ensued, but Nizar was defeated, imprisoned,
and eventually executed.

These events coincided with the arrival of
the Franks in the First Crusade. Jerusalem fell to the Crusaders in
1099. They had hardly got their breath back when al-Afdal appeared
at the head of a large force, intending to recapture the city. He
might have succeeded, but the Crusaders launched a surprise attack
at dawn and routed him. He barely escaped with his life, being
rescued in the nick of time by the Fatimid navy but leaving his
ornate sword behind. The Cairo Ismailis accepted al-Mustali as
Imam, but the Ismailis in Iran, led by their chief, Hasan-i-Sabbah,
remained loyal to Nizar, and in so doing broke away from the
political and spiritual tutelage of the Fatimids and launched forth
on their own strange course. From this time they were generally
known as Nizaris. The Fatimid dynasty continued in Cairo, though
with much reduced influence, until Egypt was returned to Sunni
orthodoxy by Saladin in 1172.

The rest of this book is concerned with the
story of the Nizaris and their relations with the rest of the
Muslim world.






Chapter 3

Hasan the Sevener

In the year 1080 a man called Hasan was
seeking for converts in the Persian city of Isfahan. He was a
missionary or propagandist (da'i) on
behalf of the Ismailis based in Cairo, and a very successful one,
who was making converts throughout the northwest of the country.
But this success had made him a marked man; Seljuq troops were
searching for him, and the vizier Nizam al-Mulk himself had given
orders for his arrest, for the Ismailis were regarded as
revolutionary and subversive by the Seljuqs.

Who were the Seljuqs?

By the time Hasan was active the once
powerful Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad had lost most of its
authority. Iran in the eleventh century was part of the vast
territories ruled by the Seljuq Turks, who were invaders from the
Asian steppes. Their arrival was the first wave of several warlike
incursions from that region. In later centuries they were
succeeded, first by the Mongols, and later by the Ottoman Turks who
captured Constantinople from the Byzantines, later changed the name
to Istanbul, and came close to conquering Western Europe.

The Seljuqs united most of the fragmented
world of the Abbasid Caliphate, from the western frontier of
Afghanistan in the east to the Mediterranean in the west. This
brought them into conflict with the Byzantines, whose territory
comprised the eastern half of the former Roman empire. Thus the
Christianity that the Seljuqs mainly encountered was its Eastern
(Orthodox) form, although Western Christians were to have their own
impact on Islam at the very end of the eleventh century with the
launching of the First Crusade and the capture of Jerusalem.

It also brought them into conflict with the
Fatimids, who now ruled most of North Africa (see pp. 19-20), for
the Fatimid influence was not confined to the territories under
their direct domination. While the Abbasids still held sway Ismaili
missionaries had spread their influence to many other areas, but
especially to Iran. This activity continued after the arrival of
the Seljuqs. Many Ismaili missionaries, and many Ismaili
intellectuals in Cairo, were Persians. However, the Seljuq conquest
made things more difficult for the Persian Ismailis, for the
Seljuqs were deeply hostile to Ismailism. Nevertheless, the
Ismailis by no means lost heart; indeed, if anything, they became
more ambitious. Ismaili cells were to be found in many cities and
towns throughout the country, spreading their ideas and making
converts.

The Persian Ismailis were preparing a revolt
against the Seljuqs, but they did not intend to form a single army
and march to power as the Fatimids had done in Egypt; given the
different situation in Iran, this would hardly have been possible.
Rather, they hoped for a multiplicity of risings planned to occur
simultaneously, which would deprive the Seljuqs of their power base
and be impossible to crush by virtue of their widespread nature.
This revolt would have been essentially urban. But at the end of
the eleventh century the plan took on a different character, with a
shift in emphasis from town to country. This development occurred
thanks to Hasan-i-Sabbah (Hasan the Sevener).

Hasan was born at Qom, still today a major
Shiite religious centre, and was brought up as a Twelver. His youth
and early manhood, however, were spent at Ray (now a suburb of
Tehran), which was Sunni at the time. He was an earnest seeker
after truth, and is said to have been passionately fond of study
from the age of seven (a significant age), becoming learned in
mathematics, astronomy (and therefore astrology), and occult
matters.

At about the age of seventeen he encountered
an Ismaili missionary called Amir Zarrab. No doubt a young man of
Hasan's ability seemed a fine prize, and Amir Zarrab tried hard to
convert him, but Hasan was not convinced. Nevertheless, after Amir
Zarrab's departure Hasan continued to read Ismaili books and his
mind was troubled.

Then, as often seems to have happened in the
lives of mediaeval people, his conversion was brought about by a
near-fatal illness. Alarmed at the possibility that he might die
without having realized the Truth, he sought out another Ismaili,
nicknamed the Saddler, and asked for further instruction. Fully
convinced at last of the truth of the Ismaili doctrines, he took
the oath of allegiance.

The senior Ismaili in Iran, Ibn Attash, came
to Ray soon after this and was impressed by Hasan. He drew him into
Ismaili activities and, a few years later, sent him to Cairo, where
he was well received. However, there were political tensions in
Cairo at this time, which were to have momentous consequences for
Hasan some years later, and there is a suggestion that he got into
some kind of difficulty there.

In 1080 he returned to Iran, surviving a
shipwreck on the Syrian coast in the process, and became very
active as an Ismaili propagandist. He travelled extensively,
especially in the north-west of the country, and he had a large
number of men under his command who covered other areas. He was by
now a wanted man, but he evaded his would-be captors, and, in 1090,
carried out the coup which made him famous and launched the
Assassins on their romantic career: he gained possession of the
Castle of Alamut.






What kind of man was Hasan?

The Ismaili missionary was a very special
person. He was intensively trained in Ismaili doctrine and was
expected to lead an exemplary life so as to attract people through
his piety. Any shortcomings in the missionary would not only put
off potential converts but would be a threat to the very existence
of the organization. He was expected to take great pains with his
own spiritual advancement, punishing himself when he behaved badly
and rewarding himself if he did well. He behaved in a similar
manner towards the people for whom he was responsible. He had to be
skilled in a number of professions – carpenter, sailor, oculist,
and so forth – so that he could earn his living and also have a
cover for his activities, for being an Ismaili missionary was
dangerous.
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