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About the Book

Bestselling author Jean Sasson tells the dramatic true story of a young woman caught up in Saddam Hussein’s poison gas attacks on the Kurdish people of Iraq.

One morning Joanna, a young bride living in the Kurdish mountains of Iraq, was surprised to see dead birds drop silently out of the clear sky. They were followed by sinister canisters falling to the ground, bringing fear and death.

It was 1987, and Saddam Hussein had ordered his cousin ‘Chemical Ali’ to bombard Joanna’s village, Bergalou, with chemical weapons. Temporarily blinded in the attack, Joanna was rescued by her husband, a Kurdish freedom fighter. After being caught in another bombardment and left for dead in the rubble, they managed to flee over the mountains in a harrowing escape.

Now living in the UK, Joanna has told the story of her eventful life to Jean Sasson, the bestselling chronicler of oppressed women’s lives in the Princess trilogy and Mayada.
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Jean Sasson’s dedication:

To Roxanne

Joanna Al-Askari Hussain’s dedication:

To my own courageous peshmerga, Sarbast, and our two sons, Kosha and Dylan

To Auntie Aisha

To the brave wives of the peshmerga


When I was a child, I built a wall of hatred around me.

When I was asked, ‘From what did you build this wall?’

I replied, ‘From the stones of insults.’

Proverb, author unknown


Note from Jean Sasson

On my life journey I have travelled to many corners of the world. During my travels, I have been privileged to meet and come to know many fascinating women, some of whom I’ve shared with the world through the pages of my books. During the writing of Love in a Torn Land, the true story of a Kurdish woman, once again I found myself in a unique position to explore an exotic culture while coming to know a true-life heroine, Joanna Al-Askari Hussain. I consider my journey with Joanna a great gift, which I now pass to my readers through the pages of this book.


Note from Joanna Al-Askari Hussain

I have described to Jean Sasson the details of my life, including what I saw and felt during the terrifying days and nights my husband and I were fleeing for our lives. We survived extreme physical danger, including chemical attacks and bombings. While everything in this book happened to me, it is important for the reader to remember that during the chaos of war I was occupied with surviving. I was not keeping a diary. In the event that the confusion of war and the fog of time have obscured my memory, I may have erred as to the exact timing and detail of certain events. But the reader can be confident that I lived through every incident described.
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Suddenly I was startled by the roar of an unexpected artillery bombardment. While we were always subject to attacks, our enemy was off their usual schedule. Generally we could set our watches by the afternoon and evening bombardments.

I felt a rush of confusion. I was too far from our house to run for safety, so I darted off the trail, crouching, waiting for an opportunity to dash home and take cover in a corner room.

Just then I noticed something strange. These artillery shells were different. Once airborne, they fell silently, but when they landed dirty white clouds puffed up from them. My mouth dry with anxiety, I continued watching the strange spectacle, not letting myself imagine the worst scenario.

Then another strange thing occurred: birds began falling out of the sky.

I instinctively cried out, ‘It’s raining birds!’

The combination of silent bombs and plunging birds stirred my disbelief. I whipped my head from side to side, searching all around me. The edge of the afternoon sky was dotted with flashes of colour as gaudy specks plummeted to earth: more birds. The poor creatures were fluttering helplessly, falling as heavily as stones – down, down, down to the ground.

I winced as I heard dreadful thumps all around me. I had always loved birds. I couldn’t bear to see the pitiful sight.

If birds were dropping from the sky, I knew that I should move, and move fast, to the shelter. But I was frozen in place.

I searched the trail for my husband. I knew him well. If he knew that I was in danger, he would come to me. But perhaps he would think I was already in the shelter. Because of the suddenness of the danger, perhaps he would be forced to seek cover in the communal shelter in the centre of the village.

I bit my lower lip as I continued to look for my husband’s brawny frame, feeling a rush of concern for his safety.

Just then a bird fell directly at my feet, the dull thud of its impact causing me to gasp. The creature was in great distress. Its tiny black beak scissored vigorously and then more slowly, as it pitifully sucked at the air.

I was smart enough to know that animals provide the first indication of a chemical attack. Was this the poisonous gas attack promised by Ali Al-Majid? With that chilling thought I threw caution to the wind, leaping to my feet and sprinting down the path home, fearing for my life.

Everything was a blur, but I caught sight of an untethered mule as it snapped and bucked into a frenzy. It hustled past me on the path, trotting so fast that it seemed to dance. Never had I seen a mule move that rapidly. I kept running, trying to avoid the splayed birds strewn in my path. Finally I dashed into the house, gasping for breath.

Safe!

Seconds later, my husband burst in through the door.

Mouth open, panting, I stared at him without speaking.

He yelled, ‘Joanna, upon my honour, this is a chemical attack!’

Yes! I knew it! I now recognized the unpleasant odour I had heard about from survivors of previous chemical attacks: a smell like rotten apples, onions and garlic.

My husband moved quickly, reaching up to a shelf above the side door. ‘Joanna, put this on!’ He handed me a gas mask, then pulled a second mask on to his own face and tightened the small bands that fastened it around his head.

I held my breath while I fumbled with the strap.

In all the excitement, the simple task felt cumbersome.

While we had discussed the masks several times, with my husband urging me to familiarize myself with the apparatus, I had stupidly failed to do so. Finally he grabbed the mask from my hands and slipped it into place over my head and face.

Hand in hand, we ran to our earth shelter and crawled down into it as far back as possible.

Once settled, I realized that I had been holding my breath the whole way. I hungrily drew in a much needed mouthful of air but all I managed to do was strain my throat muscles. I could not capture a single breath.

Desperate, I yanked at the mask until it slid from my face and shouted, ‘I can’t breathe in this thing!’ Finally I had his full attention. He wiggled towards me and, grabbing my mask from my hands, examined it.

I felt as if I was about to explode and I was forced to breathe in the foul gases. I felt as if my eyes had been set on fire. The pain was so intense that hot needles probing my eyeballs could not have hurt any more. I could not stand it another moment. I started rubbing my eyes with my hands, not caring that I had been warned never to rub my eyes during a chemical attack.

‘The gas is in my eyes,’ I screamed, as I began to choke on the poisoned air that was fogging the shelter.

The gases were settling low over the ground, filling the shallow dugout. My husband moved quickly, crawling out of the shelter and then pulling me out behind him. With my mask in one hand, he grabbed me with the other, pulling me back into the house.

I thought we should run up the mountains, for I distinctly remembered my husband telling me that one should seek low shelter during a conventional bombing attack and climb as high as possible during a chemical attack. But first I must have a working mask.

My throat was aching, my eyes were stinging. I crumpled to the floor and my husband knelt beside me. A clammy fog was clotting my senses and muddling my thinking.

Well, hello death, I thought to myself.
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Baghdad

Saturday 8 July 1972

IN A COUNTRY where Kurds are hated, I am a Kurd.

Although I was born and grew up in Baghdad, my heart belonged to Sulaimaniya. Baghdad was the city of my Arab father and Sulaimaniya was the city of my Kurdish mother. Sulaimaniya is 331 kilometres north of Baghdad, in the area known as Kurdistan. For ten long months of every year, from September through to June, I plodded along in dusty Baghdad, dreaming of July and August, which I called the ‘happy months’, when I would leave behind the drab brown plains of Mesopotamia and journey with my mother and siblings to the colour-splashed mountains and valleys of Kurdistan.

I well remember one particular day in 1972 when I was ten. I was so excited about our forthcoming trip that I was called a pest by my mother and siblings, who were getting ready for our departure. I felt ignored. But when my dear uncle Aziz, who had lived with us for several years, noticed me standing listlessly in the kitchen, he led me into the back garden, where a flowering bougainvillea climbed our garden wall. To help the time pass faster he encouraged me to pick lemons and naranjas. We had a wide variety of fruit trees and berry bushes in our back garden, including oranges, apricots, plums, naranjas and dates. How fortunate I was to live in a land where luscious fruits grew like colourful jewels all around me. Of all the fruits, the naranja, an orange-like citrus fruit, was my favourite. When it was ripe we squeezed it and poured the juice into ice trays to freeze. My mother would serve frozen cubes of naranja in glasses filled with icy water and sugar, while family and visitors lounged on the veranda.

I loved such occasions. Acting as if I was grown up, I crossed my legs like a lady and sipped the delicious drink, loudly interjecting my opinions into the adult conversation. Because at ten I was the youngest child, and greatly loved, they pretended to take me seriously.

To my excitement, my older brother Ra’ad, who was eighteen years old and set to begin college in the autumn, appeared at the back door and called out, ‘Joanna! Go and watch out for the taxi.’

Uncle Aziz nodded, holding out his hands for the fruit I had picked. I dashed through the kitchen, where Mother and Muna, my fourteen-year-old sister, were preparing a picnic of chicken sandwiches and date cookies to eat while we were on the road. I skipped through the house to the front porch, where I stood first on one foot and then on the other, impatient, willing the taxi to arrive so that we could leave for the bus station.

As I kept a watchful gaze on the boulevard, I wished that we owned a car so that we could travel to the north in style. The families of our Al-Askari cousins all owned expensive cars because they were rich. Unfortunately, we were poor. But, even if we had been wealthy, my father would not have been permitted a licence to drive a motorized vehicle because he was unable to hear the warning roars of the cars, buses and donkey carts that raced through the streets of Baghdad.

My father had been deaf since he was a young boy.

His only means of transportation was an old blue bicycle. I stared at his bicycle, parked against the garden fence. How I longed to jump on it and ride away! But I was not allowed on it, although my brothers were. Ra’ad balanced on the back while Sa’ad, Muna’s twin, perched on the front. I was envious of my brothers; such a thing was not considered proper for a girl in Baghdad.

To take my mind off the injustices of my life, I forced myself to concentrate on the street in case the taxi came.

It was fun to watch all the activity. The kaleidoscope of a Baghdad morning was in full swing. Human figures shimmered like a mirage, with men hurrying to reach the neighbourhood café while harried housewives rushed to the market. Older boys were amusing themselves with marbles, calling out their negligible bets, while small boys shouted as they played hopscotch. There were few girls in public view because in those days respectable girls were expected to remain inside once the school year had finished.

I was thankful that my mother didn’t make me help with the housework, because I hated chores. Although she maintained the cleanest house in all Baghdad, and my older siblings had specific duties, I was excused because I was the youngest.

‘Salt! Salt!’ The cry of the nomad camel driver drew my attention as he made his weekly pass through the neighbourhood. Many were the mornings I had heard his hoarse cries while I was still warm under the bed covers, so I stared at him with interest.

He kept up a steady bellow. ‘Salt! Salt!’

Dressed in a frayed grey shirt and worn brown trousers, he was a dark-skinned, craggy-faced man with arched eyebrows. A knotted rope of red and blue wool was looped from his arm around the long neck of a small camel. I instantly loved that camel, with her blonde wavy coat and bowed lips curled into a smile, shuffling and rocking as if she was moving to the beat of a song. Her precious cargo was packed in rough cloth bags that swayed on either side. When her master tapped her on the rump with his stick, she belched a rumbling complaint and frothing saliva gathered at the corners of her open mouth.

‘Salt! Salt!’ the hawker yelled as he puffed on a cigarette that hung from the side of his mouth. He raised his eyes to meet mine, plucking the cigarette out of his mouth as a hopeful smile crossed his face. His eyes widened and his head bobbed with anticipation.

I shook my head and waved him off, aware that Mother still had an unopened bag of his salt in the kitchen.

He shrugged good-naturedly and turned away, shouting, ‘Salt! Salt!’

My eyes were lured to a young peasant woman dressed in a billowy blouse, a colourful skirt and a carefully twisted turban with a large round tray balanced on top. White cloths were wrapped around her feet and ankles, for protection from the heat. I knew enough to know that she had come from the south, from an area of Iraq called the Marshes. Women from that region were known to be as beautiful as the landscape. She was peddling buffalo cream stored in round wooden containers on the tray on her head.

I watched as she ambled out of a side street, with a trail of mangy neighbourhood cats at her shuffling feet. The cats darted from side to side, miaowing expectantly at the scent of the fragrant cream. Despite her youth and beauty, she appeared weighed down with resigned despair.

I felt sorry for her and if I had had money in my pocket I would have purchased all the cream her buffalo could produce. I was pleased to see a customer approach, his outstretched palms indicating the quantity of cream he wanted to buy. The unsmiling girl unhooked a thin steel needle hanging from her waist, reached over her head and grasped one of the wooden containers. Then, using the needle as a tool, she sliced the congealed buffalo cream. The cats looked on hopefully, at the ready for any spills, but the girl was too skilled for such carelessness. After dropping a few coins into her waiting hand, the customer left with his precious purchase.

The cats around the cream pedlar’s feet increased in number, but she didn’t seem to notice them, or me, as she slunk past our front gate. Her life must be very hard for her to be so permanently gloomy. Her petulant lips made that clear. As she strolled away, I tried to imagine that young woman’s life, so unlike my own, for I knew even at my young age that Iraq was populated by a huge variety of people with vastly differing lifestyles and beliefs.

After the First World War, and the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, the British and the French resolved that three geographic regions would be joined together to make up modern Iraq. The central part of Iraq was the largely limestone plateau where Baghdad is located. Although modern Baghdad is not considered a beautiful city, it had a unique and glorious past, boasting palaces, mosques, markets and gardens.

Iraq’s second region was the Marshes, the wet lowland plain of the south. A marvellous variety of fish and birds and plant life was abundant there. An old Arabic text says that the distinctive landscape resulted from a devastating flood so powerful that mud houses melted back into mud while the land itself split into thousands of tiny islands. The survivors of the great flood lived in huts that were boats, called mash-houf huts, pieced together with reeds and bitumen.

Iraq’s third region was the mountainous north, famed for its snow-clad mountains and lush forests. It was a place of beauty with scenic mountain ranges, waterfalls and orchards. Because of its cool temperatures, many holiday resorts had sprung up in that area. While Arab Iraqis simply referred to the region as northern Iraq, Kurds called the area by its true name, Kurdistan – our destination that day.

I searched the street once more for the taxi, and caught sight of a group of young neighbourhood bullies, a gang of four boys near my own age who always took great pleasure in ridiculing me for being a Kurd. When our eyes locked, they began to leap about on their bare feet and jeer, their laughter interspersed with hateful chants: ‘House of the Kurds! Kurd girl!’ One particularly spiteful boy laughed the loudest, shouting ‘La! La! Girl of the deaf-and-dumb!’

My eyes met his.

For a moment his words drove all the power and feeling out of me, but my passiveness lasted only as long as it took me to get off the porch. I shouted, ‘Hey!’ barely pausing long enough to gather several loose stones from under Mother’s sweet-smelling yass bush, which I tossed as hard as I could. I had never reacted in such an aggressive manner before, but recently I had resolved to be more like my father, a bold man who always defended himself, even if it meant a physical fight.

Unaccustomed to a girl defending herself, the boys were so startled that they turned and ran.

I hit one of the boys on his arm. When he shrieked, the others fell over their feet to avoid the same fate. How stupid they looked! I laughed aloud, feeling enormous satisfaction as I watched the cowards run down the street. That they were running from a girl made it all the more sweet.

I had never felt so powerful. Never would they frighten me again. Never!

I was smart enough to realize that I must hide my deed, for my family would be horrified to know that a daughter had behaved in such a rough manner. I quickly rubbed the dirt off my palms. When I glanced up to make certain that my tormentors had not returned, the taxi had finally arrived.

‘He’s here!’ I cried out, running towards the house. I opened the door and shouted as loudly as I could, ‘The taxi driver is here! Come on!’

It was a mad dash, with everyone rushing and grabbing suitcases from the front porch to pack in the boot.

The skinny taxi driver jumped out and shouted loudly as he directed the loading of our luggage. Although Mother had taught me not to stare at people, I gawked at his brown face, so wrinkled and worn. His hands were gnarled and he nervously rubbed them on his ragged, threadbare trousers. He was a poor man, I realized. Most people in Baghdad were poor.

I glanced at Daddy, Uncle Aziz and my brothers. Despite the fact that we were poor, too, they were all attired in neat, clean clothes, free from tears or holes. I glanced down at my bright pink dress. For the most part, Arabs in Baghdad wore dull colours, generally black or dark blue, but not we Kurds: we relished vivid colours. My pretty pink dress was freshly washed and ironed and smelled new, even though it was not.

Mother knew how to keep everything perfect. She kept her home and family so clean and tidy that it was possible that our enemies didn’t know we were poor; certainly we didn’t look poor. Perhaps our tidiness intensified their hatred.

The men were having difficulty closing the boot.

I helpfully pointed out, ‘This taxi is leaning to one side.’

The taxi driver saw what I saw and began yelling directions as he inspected the weight on the tyres. The tyres looked thin, even to my untrained eye, but I decided to keep that information to myself. Mother might insist on cancelling the taxi and calling another. I did not want our trip to be delayed another moment, as I had been eagerly anticipating it since we had last left Sulaimaniya, a year ago in August.

When the taxi driver thought everything was secure, he slid into the driver’s seat, shouting, ‘Yella, yella, let’s go.’

Mother and Muna joined me in the back seat. Uncle Aziz came round to my side and gently pushed me to the centre. Although he would accompany us to the station, it had been decided that he would not go with us to Kurdistan.

In 1962, the year I was born, while my uncle was a student in Sulaimaniya he was arrested for being a Kurd. The torture he endured changed his life for ever. After that he was unable to cope with life in the north, and so he had moved to Baghdad to live with his older sister, my mother. Even years after his torture, there were occasions when something would trigger bizarre behaviour. He might refuse to speak or to come out of his room. He was incapable of attending college or holding down a job. But he was a greatly loved uncle, always willing to join in silly games with me. So he would remain behind in Baghdad without us, while we visited my grandmother Ameena, aunts and cousins in Sulaimaniya.

The taxi driver shouted loudly that he was in a hurry and we must go. Ra’ad and Sa’ad quickly got into the front seat next to him.

As the taxi pulled away from the kerb, I remembered that I had forgotten to say goodbye to my father. He rarely travelled to Kurdistan with us. He was not Kurdish himself, but even if he had been, he would have stayed behind in Baghdad to work, for there was never enough money for him to join his family on holiday. Poor Daddy.

As we drove away, I twisted around until I could see his face through the window of the taxi. His brown eyes were crinkling, his lips stretching into a smile.

I stared back at his kindly face until he reached down to pick something up from the ground. His scalp was exposed, his hair plastered down in some places and sticking out in others. He had obviously worked up a sweat during the loading of the taxi. Suddenly I had a queasy feeling in my stomach, a flutter of unexplained apprehension about my father’s well-being. But I quickly pushed the feeling aside as we made our way into the thick of midday Baghdad traffic.

Unlike most cities, Baghdad did not grow from a small village but was designed according to a masterplan. That was in AD 762, when Caliph Abu Jafar Al-Mansour had the idea of creating a circular city with three distinct circular enclosures on the west bank of the River Tigris. Caliph Al-Mansour ruled from the innermost enclosure, the army was housed in the second enclosure and the citizens lived in the outermost enclosure. But modern Baghdad had spread well beyond these carefully laid out circles, losing what charm it might have had.

With only a few main roads, Baghdad was chaotic as well. Our driver nosed his taxi on to the thoroughfare, competing with hordes of people, donkey














































































































Princess: More Tears to Cry is available now
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In this long-awaited new book, Sasson and the Princess ‘Sultana’ return to tell the world how, for many Saudi women, the struggle for basic human rights continues.

Although in the twenty-two years since the first Princess book was written Saudi women have broken through some important barriers, they continue to suffer terrible oppression compared to women in other countries. Princess: More Tears to Cry highlights personal stories of triumph and heartbreak, as told to Princess ‘Sultana’ and author Jean Sasson.

Read on for Jean Sasson’s and Princess ‘Sultana’s’ latest words on life for Saudi women today


Jean Sasson Remembers

Princess: More Tears to Cry, written with Princess Sultana Al Sa’ud, updates readers on the life of the princess and her family. It details what life is like for Saudi women today: right now. We have also brought non-royal Saudi women into the spotlight: extraordinary individuals who fight every day to bring freedom to women in their country, at the same time as many of the men battle against them every step of the way.

My personal journey into the closed and private world of Saudi women began in 1978, when I was employed at the King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Centre in Riyadh, the Saudi capital. The hospital was a dream brought to life by Saudi Arabia’s third king, King Faisal. Tragically, he was assassinated by a nephew prior to the official opening of the facility in 1975. The hospital had been open only three years when I arrived. I was fortunate to work as medical affairs coordinator to the head of the hospital, Dr Nizar Feteih. My position meant that I was privy to confidential information about the most influential members of the Saudi royal family, including King Khalid and Crown Prince Fahd and their wives and children.

Although I signed a two-year contract, and could have left the kingdom in 1980, I chose to stay on and work for a total of four years. After leaving the hospital, I continued to live in Saudi Arabia for another eight years, until 1990.

The first thing I had noticed upon my arrival in the kingdom in 1978 was that women there lived as second-class citizens. As an American expatriate, I enjoyed more personal freedom than most women and because of my job I came into contact with women from all walks of society. In fact, I met Saudi women from the Bedouin class, from the professional class and from the royal family. And everywhere I looked I could see blatant discrimination against women. Women were veiled. Women walked silently behind men. Women were forbidden to drive, or even to ride bicycles. All marriages were arranged. At the time, I saw little hope for progress in the lives of women. In fact, it was forbidden to even discuss the plight of Saudi women.

Yet during those early days, excitement was in the air, for the royal government of Saudi Arabia was pouring billions of dollars of oil money into the infrastructure and advancement of the kingdom. Although decidedly backwards when I first arrived, Saudi Arabia advanced rapidly; within ten years, large desert cities had magically become modern cities. Many thousands of expatriates lived and worked in Saudi Arabia in those days and most Saudis seemed pleased to welcome these foreign workers among them. Yet the Saudis’ embrace of ‘modernisation’ did not mean ‘Westernisation’. Despite the enormous and rapid progress, many Saudi women continued to live in purdah, hidden behind the veil and beneath the unquestioned rule of the men of their family.

In 1983, five years after arriving in the kingdom, I met Princess Sultana Al Sa’ud. Young, beautiful and bold, she was determined to bring change to the women of her country. We met at an Italian Embassy dinner party. I was there with my British husband, Peter Sasson, and she was there with her husband, Kareem Al Sa’ud, a prince in the royal family, although Sultana was born a princess in her own right.

We liked each other instantly and our friendship slowly strengthened. Over time we grew to trust each other completely. Before long I was attending women’s parties in her home and even accompanying her on trips to southern France and other exciting places.

I had become familiar with the tragedy of the lives of many Saudi women since I’d arrived in the country, but with Princess Sultana now alongside as my guide I saw more deeply than ever the true extent of the problem. And certainly I had been unaware that the lives of the royal women, too, could be extremely bleak and stripped of personal freedoms.

I was surprised when Princess Sultana asked me to write the story of her life. I could not imagine that such a privileged person would risk everything to tell the truth about the hardships of women in her country. After all, she was a high-ranking princess, the daughter of one of the sons of the first king, Abdul Aziz bin Abdul Rahman Al Sa’ud, and through her arranged marriage the wife of one of the Al Sa’ud royal princes.

Although Sultana had impeccable royal credentials and unimaginable wealth, she had never known true freedom. Now she was rebelling against her ancient culture, which dictated virtual slavery for women – all women, even those of the royal family.

I was content with my privileged life in the kingdom, so I resisted sharing the princess’s revelations until the day came when I was prepared to leave the country. I knew that I could not have written a revealing book about a Saudi princess and remained in the country. I would have been imprisoned, or worse.

Although Sultana was disappointed by my refusal to write her story initially, our friendship flourished and I continued to enjoy her company. I had been fortunate to receive a multiple exit/re-entry visa to the kingdom from a member of the royal family, so I returned in 1991 and 1992. When in Saudi Arabia, I socialised only with female members of her family, but when we met in Europe male members were often in attendance, too.

After writing The Rape of Kuwait in 1990, which detailed atrocities committed after the invasion of the country, the princess became even more determined that I write her story. And I did.

Princess: A True Story of Life Behind the Veil in Saudi Arabia was a shocking exposé embraced by not only English-speaking readers but also those in Europe, Asia, Africa and many other parts of the world. In fact, my book on Princess Sultana was the first of its genre, revealing untold secrets of Saudi Arabian society and Saudi culture. Due to popular demand, the first book was followed by two sequels, both of which were also highly successful.

For years, my readers have pleaded with me to give them an update on how Princess Sultana and her family are doing. These fans longed for a fourth book and often surprised me with tears if I told them that no follow-up was in the works. (Since Princess was first published twenty years ago, I have written ten other books, all but one focusing on women’s lives. These books are set in Iraq, Kurdistan, Afghanistan and Kuwait.)

Another reason I was resisting writing a further instalment was that I was wary of returning to the kingdom again. After the first Princess book was published, I had been warned that I would be arrested if I went back under my own name. The Saudi authorities will punish anyone they can get their hands on who is critical of their country.

In addition, I had always said I would not do a fourth book with Princess Sultana and the women of Saudi Arabia until favourable change in women’s lives came about. Princess Sultana had told me over the years that the kingdom was changing dramatically, both in terms of its infrastructure and its people, and although some women still face terrible discrimination, and the pace of change remains grudgingly slow, life for most women there is gradually taking a turn for the better. Therefore, we feel that the time has come for us to reveal what is happening in Saudi women’s lives today.

And so the princess and I continue our unique journey. Princess Sultana has been the perfect guide to lead me into the complexities of female life in Saudi Arabia. She is unusual in her society – an educated woman determined to expose the brutalities so common in her country. Few women in the Western world can rival Princess Sultana for her outspokenness, and no woman I have met in Saudi Arabia could – or can – match her exceptional courage.

Princess Sultana is one of many thousands of Saudi royals – a class estimated at 15,000 people in 2013. Yet only a few thousand royals wield true power in the kingdom; Princess Sultana and her family are an important arm of the dominant ruling Al Sa’ud clan. Her father is a powerful prince of the first-generation sons of the first ruler, King Abdul Aziz. Her brother and her husband are both second-generation leading Al Sa’ud princes. Her son has taken his place in the family as an influential third-generation prince. Therefore, through Princess Sultana I am kept apprised of the inner workings of the ruling family.

Princess Sultana is an extremely wealthy and influential princess in her own right. She and her husband own many businesses around the world. They have fabulous palaces in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, France and Spain. Yet Princess Sultana is not one of the royals who care only for money, clothes and jewels. Instead, she has devoted her life to the advancement of women. Her charities help girls and women in many countries. In fact, she supports over 700 Muslim families, ensuring that all of their children can obtain education, if that is their wish.

Princess Sultana is the mother of three children – a son and two daughters. She is the grandmother to three – two boys and a girl. She has raised her children with great care, attempting to instill in them a sense of obligation to use their enormous wealth to help others.

Princess Sultana is a unique royal, and it is for this reason perhaps that all three books about her have been a huge success all over the world. Published in over 40 countries, they have been bestsellers in many lands. The book has never been out of print in most countries.

The first book focused on Princess Sultana, her childhood and her early years of marriage and motherhood. It shared a number of gripping stories about the princess and other women she knew. The second book told the story of Princess Sultana’s three children and looked at Saudi social expectations of motherhood. The third book broadened its lens to provide readers with an intimate perspective on the princess’s life and the lives of her sisters, their children and other women in the kingdom, including low-paid workers who faced dire struggles.

All of the stories were true. Some of them involved young girls forced to marry men three times their age, while others told of women so badly brutalised that their tragic lives were shortened by untimely death. All were enthralling and drew readers into the lives of women in Saudi Arabia to such an intimate degree that girls and women from all over the world still write to tell me how the books altered their lives in a very positive manner. Many women today are working on behalf of human rights because they were inspired by Princess Sultana.

Although the books flowed from my pen, all the information in them came from the princess. I wrote the book in the voice of the princess because hers is so compelling and because readers are drawn into her world through her appealing personality.

As I have said, the princess and I believe that now is the right time to share new stories about women in Saudi Arabia. This is because of a great desire for change rising within the Saudi people. For the first time in the country’s history, there is open debate about women’s lives – even in the national Saudi Arabian newspapers, an airing that would have been unheard of when I lived there.

The political atmosphere in Saudi Arabia is also undergoing change, largely thanks to the current king, Abdullah. Abdullah was understood to be highly conservative but upon his accession to the throne he surprised everyone by instigating change for women. The princess and I believe this development is due in part to two very bold and forceful women in King Abdullah’s life: his daughters. They urged him to use his powerful influence to assist Saudi females. For example, when a young Saudi woman videotaped herself driving a car and posted the proof on YouTube, she was promptly arrested. Her young son was taken away, and she was jailed and sentenced to a flogging. In the past, the king would not have stood in the way of this type of ruling, but King Abdullah, at the urging of the women in his life, stepped in and freed the woman, rebuking the clerics by tossing out the sentence of her flogging. Although the woman had to sign an agreement pledging she would never drive again, most in Saudi Arabia breathed a sigh of relief that the harshest punishments were prevented.

So, positive change in women’s lives is definitely taking place, spurred on largely by the fact that Saudi Arabia now provides free schooling for all Saudis, including females. Although there are some women whose fathers will not allow them to be educated, most girls and women seek higher education. The heightened confidence and ability among the women of Saudi Arabia is now convincing the nation’s men that a free woman with intelligence and education is a good thing for the family, and for society overall.

There is no doubt that a fascination with Saudi Arabia and the progress of its women has captured the world’s conscience. But before we get too carried away by the positive changes that have been made, it is important to remember that Saudi Arabia is one of the last places on earth today where women are not truly free. For this reason, we must not forget that, while there is progress, there are still many heartbreaking stories to be told. Saudi women remain wholly accountable to men, who go unpunished even if they murder their wives or daughters. Shockingly, few laws are in place to protect women from violence. In Princess: More Tears to Cry, some of the tragic stories are revealed. It is because of these women that Princess Sultana told me: ‘I have more tears to cry.’

The princess and I speak several times a year, and we try to see each other in person at least every 12 to 18 months. Of course, our conversations focus on the plight of women worldwide, but chiefly the women of Saudi Arabia. I was waiting for some kind of change to come within the kingdom and it now appears that change is happening.

When Princess Sultana and I discussed the possibility of a new volume, she thought for only a moment and then responded with enthusiasm. She agrees with me that we should continue to tell this story in her voice. She agrees that we should focus on ordinary Saudi women who are still struggling but who now are achieving genuine victories in their personal lives.

The book will also reveal the details of Princess Sultana’s current life – what is happening with her children, grandchildren, siblings and other relatives. Readers who love Princess Sultana and her family will delight in these updates.

Many young women in the world have not yet known the joy of meeting this unique Saudi woman, who shows determined courage against the most daunting odds: she fights against the men who are fighting to keep women in servitude.

Princess: More Tears to Cry is not only for the millions of Princess Sultana supporters; it is also written for a new generation of readers eager to gain insight into a new generation of Saudi women.

As mentioned previously, all the stories you will read are true. The women we have written about show immense courage and have gained great achievements.

I would like to personally thank everyone who reads my books and supports the women I write about.

With warmest wishes,

Jean Sasson


A Note from Princess Sultana Al Sa’ud

I am a princess who can never be queen. This is because in my country only the men and the wind are completely free. Under the current circumstances, never will a woman be elevated to the highest rank in our Saudi monarchy.

Over twenty years have passed since I first revealed the dark secrets of my land in the book Princess: A True Story of Life Behind the Veil in Saudi Arabia. I have returned to tell you much more. For those who have already read about my life, Princess: More Tears to Cry will bring you into the present day. For those who have not read the first three instalments, please allow me to introduce you to my story, as well as provide information regarding the fate of women born in Saudi Arabia.

I will tell you what life is like for many females in Saudi Arabia in this the year of 2014 of the Gregorian calendar, and in 1435 A.H., the Islamic calendar.

Men are allowed to have four wives and limitless concubines. My mother was the first of my father’s wives, but she gave birth to only one son, the chief measure of a woman’s respect and status in my country. My father soon married other women, which was a permanent anguish for my mother.

I was the youngest of my mother’s eleven children – one son and ten daughters. Although I am a royal princess and was repeatedly told that I was a child of privilege, this was not my reality. Once I was able to fully comprehend our lives, I understood that my status was, in fact, very low. I lived in a luxurious palace, where beauty and wealth surrounded me. Yet these trappings of royalty meant little because I was a child who wanted nothing more than the love of both my parents. Although my darling mother adored me with her whole heart, my father attributed no value to females – in particular a female child as obstinate and bold as I was from the moment I was able to voice my thoughts. I knew that my father was capable of great love because he provided affection in abundance when it came to my brother, Ali. But, despite my overpowering desire to win my father’s love, I never achieved my objective.

Although our four palaces were filled with servants to grant his every wish, Ali was never satisfied. He demanded that all who lived in the palace pander to him, including his mother and siblings. But I never did perform as my brother ordered. I was the youngest of the daughters and small for my age. As the baby, I was greatly pampered by my nine sisters and my mother, who treated me as a little doll to dress in frilly dresses. Thus Ali was not the only spoiled child in our home. Feeling myself the equal of my brother, I was comfortable pestering him daily with high-spirited disobedience.

But the day came when I first grasped that outside of our family circle of women I was not considered the little treasure they had led me to believe. A vivid memory grieves me today, many years later. It is of the day when I first grasped that my father did not love me as he loved his son. On that miserable day it was demonstrated to me that my brother would rule over me, at least until I was old enough to outwit him.

The incident occurred only because I declined to give Ali my apple. Rather than bend to his will, I ate the apple as quickly as possible, causing my brother to burn in fury. The moment Ali was able to speak through his rage, he shouted for Omar, who was our Egyptian driver, and who reported only to our father. Suddenly Omar’s huge hands lifted me into the air and I was taken to confront my stern-faced father, who glared at me with true exasperation. I, a mere female, had dared to refuse a wish voiced by my brother, a male child who was born to rule. I was to pay dearly that day for nothing more than eating my own apple. After my father slapped me in the face, he told Omar that Ali was my master: Ali was to be given all my toys; he was to hold the power to say what I could or could not do, including when I might eat my daily meals. How my brother gloated! I was tortured by him for many weeks until he became interested in other pursuits.

From that day forward, Ali and I were devoted enemies. Although he bested me when I was very young, as I grew older I discovered that Ali was not as clever as his little sister and he would fall for any deception. I soon surpassed my brother’s wit and this has never changed – even today, there are many times when I cannot contain the urge to dupe my brother on trivial issues, silly matters that cause my brother much embarrassment, for he lacks a sense of humour; he is a man who is as arrogant and overbearing as the child he once was.

The saddest moment of my life came when my mother passed away, dying far too young and leaving her shattered youngest without a mother. My older sisters took over my care, all of them promising my mother on her deathbed they’d look after her little Sultana. Mother feared for my future safety, she said, for Saudi Arabia was not a country that reacted favourably to defiant females.

She was right to worry. Everything was enormously difficult for females in those days. Although the rush of oil wealth introduced modernisation to our desert kingdom, we were still living in the ninth century when it came to female freedoms. Social and legal restrictions against women were numerous. Many women still lived in purdah, isolated in their homes. All women had a male guardian, a man in the family whose duty it was to regulate behaviour in every circumstance of that woman’s life. Few girls attended schools, and those who did were solely of wealthy families and their studies were kept to limited fields of study. All girls veiled at puberty. Many young girls even married at puberty or shortly afterwards. Those young girls married whomever their families dictated they would marry. Most girls wed a first or second cousin, a cultural tradition that created many genetic health issues for the children of such unions. Women were not allowed to drive. When girls graduated from school, their families would not permit them to work, even if appropriate jobs were available. Truthfully, everything in normal life was kept distant from females. Men ruled by fear, but they were also fearful of what might happen should any hint of individuality be expressed by women. Severe punishments were routine for the most innocent of behaviour. Should a girl speak to a boy outwith her family, the punishment could be life-threatening. I personally experienced the true horror of this when a good friend, who was so bold that she met with foreign men, was put to death on the orders of her father. She was drowned in the family swimming pool, a favourite method in those days, when fathers were able to murder wayward daughters. Indeed, for this heinous deed he received congratulations from all. Another girlfriend was married to an old man in a small village for the same act of youthful rebellion.

But as I matured from a child into my teenage years, there were hints of the changes that were coming. I was the first in my family allowed to meet my husband prior to marriage. Despite being closely supervised by the females of both families, the occasion of our meeting was an astounding triumph. Perhaps this was indicative of positive changes, for during this same period of time more girls gained access to schools, an astute decision enforced by my own family of royal men. Not surprisingly, the crusade to further female education was fought fiercely by many men in the kingdom, a campaign led by the clerics and religious radicals. Those men demanded that the role of the female remain in the dark ages. Suddenly the heat of the Saudi desert no longer came from the sun but from the fiery clash of ideas, regarding the opposing views about women’s lives.

I am pleased to have been a spark in this fire.

Education has become the impetus on which women hang their ambitions. With education, new ideas stimulate female brains.

I have observed that as Saudi women become educated, Saudi men too are becoming more enlightened as to the contribution educated women can make to Saudi life, both private and public. Education benefits us all, for once women possess a voice that can be heard by their men, they boldly fight for their daughters. While change has been painfully gradual, once started, change has consistently moved in a positive direction.

During these years of struggle, I became the mother of three children – a son and two daughters. Once I was the mother of daughters, I fought even more aggressively for the humanitarian issues that affected the children of all Saudi citizens. I believe that if our daughters are unhappy, our sons also will feel the wind of unhappiness in their own lives. New social and cultural gains for women are equally beneficial for the men of Saudi Arabia.

Twenty-two years ago, I took a dangerous step and collaborated with my American writer friend Jean Sasson so that my story, and those of other women in my country, might be revealed to the world. Two further books followed. It was the first time that a female of the royal family had dared to speak out, to alert the world to the fact that a princess was being denied personal freedom. In publishing those books, I made a bold move, changing my life and the lives of many other women. My story was a bestseller in many countries and I have been told that my spirited fight against discrimination has mattered greatly to women of nearly every nationality and religion. I have learned that many thousands of young women have taken up the fight, inspired by my life story. For this I am happy, despite the fact that I suffered greatly for my audacity, baffling my sisters, provoking my husband, and enraging my father and my brother. But I have no regrets, for I am a woman who will not be bullied into silence. I stand proud that the three books written about my life reveal the positives and negatives of my people and my land, both of which I love greatly.

I believe in open dialogue and know that without education, awareness and the right of its every citizen to live in dignity, no country can advance. But even as I speak these words I must admit a painful truth: while some change has come to my people and my country, many challenges remain to be met.

So, what gender reforms have occurred in Saudi Arabia since the time I was a strong-willed young girl who boldly battled blind favouritism for males and unfairness towards females? The answer is complicated.

True advances have been made for Saudi females, principally in education. My family’s royal embassy in Washington DC acknowledges that Saudi Arabia’s education system has gone through an astonishing transformation, making education available for all Saudis who choose to attend school.

This makes it clear that the men of my family have made education for every Saudi citizen a prime goal. Nothing has changed the face of my country, and the men and women living there today, more than access to education. Like other royals, I have made education a favourite charity and have spent a great deal of money to assist in educating our young, as well as young girls in other Muslim lands. The only Saudi Arabian citizens who do not receive education in Saudi Arabia are the female children of the ill informed. My government does not become involved should a father refuse offers of education for his daughters. This is something that I hope will change in the years to come.

Other factors, such as travel and the internet (linked together with education), are making Saudi Arabia a very different place from the desert kingdom of my youth. Many Saudi citizens are financially independent. With access to money, large numbers of Saudis travel the world. Travel has opened their minds to other worlds, where women have rights to live in freedom. Access to the internet has increased the pace of change. Most young Saudis are equipped with computers and iPads and other electronic equipment that foster awareness through access to news from many other countries. With education, travel and internet access, the young people of Saudi Arabia realise that their country and their personal freedom are imperilled by men who wish women to remain slaves.

Despite these positive points, I must sadly confess that even after years of toiling to create change in the lives of women in Saudi Arabia, the result is erratic and unpredictable. No rules are clearly set when it comes to females. All decisions pertaining to female behaviour still remain in the hands of the men ruling a family. If the men in a woman’s family are educated and fair-minded, females have the opportunity for happiness. If the men in a woman’s family are unenlightened and cruel, females suffer due to male ignorance.

When I was a child, life was routinely brutal for all women of Saudi Arabia. Now that I am an adult, some women have benefited from change – but still the quality of life for a female in Saudi Arabia is dependent on males, who have the power to refuse freedom.

My friends, here is what life is like for Saudi women in the twenty-first century:

• I live in a country where I know a woman who graduated at the top of her class and is a respected physician.

• I live in a country where I know of a young child whose mother was not allowed legal custody after a divorce, even though the child was only a baby. This baby girl was brutally raped to the death by her father, a Saudi Muslim cleric.

• I live in a country where I know a woman who successfully manages her own business and who is creating havoc for her male competitors in similar businesses.

• I live in a country where a cleric has ruled that a ten-year-old girl who is sexually abused on a daily basis by her 35-year-old husband must remain in that marriage. The clerics ruled that it is unfair to take the chance of marriage away from any young girl.

• I live in a country where most girls are being educated and those girls take their education very seriously.

• I live in a country where only 15 per cent of the workforce is female because most fathers or husbands still insist that a woman’s sole place is in the home, even if the woman is highly educated and wishes to work.

• I live in a country where women are still not allowed to drive a car.

• I live in a country where clerics ruled that a woman should be lashed for daring to drive her young son to school.

• I live in a country where women must still gain permission from a male guardian to work and to travel, where female rebellion can still cost a woman her life.

• I live in a country where a number of women defy the men who rule them, yet the men in their families have not called for the women’s deaths.

• I live in a country where most females obey their mother and father as to the selection of the man who will be their husband. Although it is said that women have the right to say no, few will do so, as they feel such disobedience will dishonour their parents.

• I live in a country where women can reach great heights in their careers and where many women live in happy marriages.

• I live in a country where many women live miserably and are confined to their homes, unable to make the simplest of personal decisions, such as the right to take their young children and leave their husbands, whether from personal unhappiness or brutal abuse.

• I live in a country where any man is free to emotionally abuse, beat or even murder the women of his family without facing communal condemnation or legal penalty.

• I live in a country where most men and women frown upon such behaviour.

• I live in a country ruled by a king who came to maturity at a time when women’s feelings and rights never enjoyed consideration, but this king, King Abdullah, has made the cause of women a top priority.

Greater reform is urgently needed, for nothing is predictable when it comes to women’s lives in Saudi Arabia. And so now we push for the kind of change that brings guarantees: we need to make it illegal for a man to abuse any woman. We must push for the kind of change that gives an adult female the right to make personal choices.

Happily, I am no longer alone in my quest to bring change to my country. There are many Saudi women who are pushing for positive transformation. Members of my family know some of these women. I believe that the world would like to hear their extraordinary stories. For this reason, I have once again ventured beyond my safety zone to tell the world the truth about Saudi Arabia. I want to tell you all that is happening in my land.

In Princess: More Tears to Cry I will reveal changes in my personal life. There is much to tell about members of my family, the lives of my children and grandchildren, and sisters and nieces and nephews. Due to his annoying personality, there are additional surprising stories to share about my brother Ali. My father is still with the living, but he has aged poorly. Sadly, he is still a man who believes that males should rule and females should obediently submit.

Nothing is more important than knowing about the lives of brave women, however. I believe that readers want to know what is happening to ordinary Saudi women, those who do not have the opportunities brought about by wealth. These women face many challenges unknown to the royal women and for that reason I hold them in the highest regard.

I have selected ten women from many who have a story that should be told. The Saudi women you will meet in the following pages are real – brave women who are forging a path that will open up a new world to all in Saudi Arabia.

Although the years of my life have passed too quickly, positive change in the lives of women in my country has moved much too slowly. But I thank God that I lived to see the day when a large number of Saudi women have the opportunity to achieve their dreams. I also thank God that I am in a unique position to tell you about these extraordinary women.

Meantime, the women of Saudi Arabia, whether royal or not, are pushing against 2,000 years of history. Our only hope is to push together. We are reaching out for your help. May God guide your hand to our hands. If all women come together under the blessings of God, perhaps one day there will be a queen of Saudi Arabia.

With heartfelt good wishes for all who so kindly care about me, and other women in Saudi Arabia,

Princess Sultana Al Sa’ud


Don’t miss the latest book
from the Princess
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