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To Pascual C. Ohanian,


			To Vahakn Dadrian,


			To Varoujan Attarian


			To all the Armenians who don’t want to forget


			



“In the midst of the storm, in the darkness, when the waves beat furiously and the world seamed to collapse around us, distant rays of light maintained our faith. France was the beacon of liberty for us.”


		


	

		

			“The Armenian Testament”


			The twentieth century saw two world wars. It was a century of crisis as much as it was a century of change and progress. It will certainly be remembered for two tremendous human tragedies, in which some groups of people tried to annihilate certain ethnic groups. This is the case of the Armenian Genocide and Jewish Holocaust.


			“The Armenian Testament” is a historical novel, which includes the circumstances, personalities, places, and political motivations, which brought about the Armenian Genocide between 1915 and 1916. The protagonist is a fictional personality, like many others, who appear in the course of the book. The fundamental facts, the actors in the process, which brought about deportations and massacres, are real, and their perverse politics occasioned one of the greatest crimes ever committed against humanity. In spite of this Turkey continues not to acknowledge the Genocide and does not understand that this step would mean a national catharsis that would help its transformation into a modern European nation. Then and only then will Armenians be able to bury their dead and look to the future.


			The story that Guarch recounts happened in just the way that he tells it. In “The Armenian Testament” we see the unbelievable tribulations of the Armenians under the violence and intolerance of the Turkish state. Travelling through the memories that these pages contain we can close our eyes and smell the fragrances of baharat, chemen fenugreek and cumin and we can hear the sensual cadences of a world at once captivating and full of intrigue. This novel will be your passport. So climb aboard your flying carpet and join us in this reading.


			Pascual C. Ohanian


			Historian, Argentina


		


	

		

			PART ONE


		


	

		

			April of 1885


			1. TURKISH CORRESPONDENT


			I must start from the beginning. This is the story of how I became involved in a cause that was not mine, one that was unknown and remote: the Armenian cause, or as politicians and historians call it “the Armenian Question”.


			It is also the story of how some individuals decided to perpetrate what would come to be known as the first genocide in modern history. The following pages analyze the motives, the personalities, the circumstances, the process, and the tragic result of all this.


			I will try to organize my ideas, however difficult that may be, although really, this is nothing more than the story of my life, or at least an essential part of it.


			I was born in Paris in 1860. The son of Eduard de Latour and Caroline Laurent de Vigny, I was the only son of an aristocratic family and heir to a large fortune. Everything should have happened differently, my mother repeated until her dying day but then there is destiny, which we shape with every decision we make, every moment.


			Since my childhood I was a rebel, to the great displeasure of my parents who tried to educate me according to their way of life. Of all the things they forced on me the only one that I didn’t mind was learning languages. For this I had to live three years in London, between the ages of twelve and fifteen, and three years in Berlin between the ages of sixteen and nineteen. I should have attended the Sorbonne, if only to be trained for a profession that I might never have followed. It wasn’t really necessary, since at any rate I stood to enjoy a well ordered, comfortable and luxurious existence.


			My father died when I was nineteen, he fall from a horse. It was an unanticipated family tragedy. The director of the dormitory handed me a telegram, which explained the circumstances. There was a hurriedly planned funeral and a radical change in my life.


			I didn’t return to Berlin as my mother had to take over the administration of a huge and varied estate; not just in France but also in Belgium, England and Germany. Although she had advisors, she had to manage a whole empire; buildings in Paris, Lyons, Nice, Ghent, Brussels and London, country houses, vineyards and wine cellars, textile factories and financial entities. In addition to all this, she maintained a very active social life. In the months following my father’s death she seemed ready to collapse, but with her strong character she quickly recovered. It was this character that prevented us from getting along well.


			 She had been educated according to traditional ways, and the changing, dynamic and open world, which began to develop in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, seemed to overcome her ability to adapt. She didn’t see this world as a promise of the future, but to contrary, as threat to her way of life.


			My mother affirmed that the second catastrophe in her life was when I chose such an absurd and contemptible profession as journalism. For me however it was fascinating and I offered my services to L’Aurore, the most important newspaper in Paris, and to my surprise they were accepted. In the first months of my time in the editing room, nobody paid much attention to me, perhaps since I didn’t have much to say. At any rate I had to divide my time between work and the university where I was studying for a degree, which was a complicated business. I had the feeling that I was never in the right place. I had to run back and forth between one place and another, without ever being able to make the most of my time in either one. In spite of this I was content with myself. I felt that I had won an important battle, the one for my future. I think that in spite my mother’s affection for me, she also felt a certain rancor after my decision to become a journalist. She had wanted me to take my father’s place. She didn’t want to understand me, or to accept my explanations and we gradually grew apart. This situation probably contributed to what followed.


			In April of 1885, a few months after I graduated from the university, as I arrived in the editing room, one of the reporters who was in charge of the local news section, a veteran named Hubert Poincare, who must have been with the paper since its beginning, grinned snidely at me while he mumbled that the director wanted to see me immediately. Convinced that he had decided to throw me out, I had played the truant for a long time; I had avoided him for a long time, not wanting to see him until he called for me again. I walked into his office, thinking that this had something to do with my mother, who didn’t let a day pass without criticizing my irregular lifestyle.


			Charles Laqueur was a corpulent man with a prominent belly and a Habana cigar permanently glued to his lips, the prototype of a journalist in all senses of the word. He received me with an ambiguous smile and indicated to me to take a seat in front of him with a gesture of his thick eyebrows.


			“My young friend - he said to me -, since you finished your studies and have been working with the paper full time, I have seen the dedication, professionalism, and broad intellect which you show in spite of your youth. This is very impressive, considering that from what I hear, you don’t really need to work for a living. Everyone chooses their own path and I certainly applaud yours, although there are some things, which we must discuss if you seriously intend to dedicate yourself to journalism, which I doubt, knowing your mother, who with all due respect will not permit it. We’ll see. But not to keep you waiting, I’ll get to the matter: have you ever heard of Gilles Hauser? He’s an institution in this paper, someone you could write a book about. Gilles has been our Middle East correspondent for twenty years. And what a correspondent he is! He’s got a house in Constantinople. From what we hear he’s very ill and more than that, he’s almost seventy. Between you and I, I don’t think he’ll live more than three more months. It’s a real shame! I don’t know what we’ll do without him. His articles have been a marvel of erudition and an interesting definition of this world so different and far away. I’ve been thinking that you could take his place.  Considering your enormous potential, and although I realize that you don’t need to work for a living, and that you might be too young for a job like this, I will offer you this post, but I warn you that to take the place of someone like Gilles is very daring, if not mission impossible. Before you answer, I must warn you about some things. The Ottoman Empire is a very complex place, where there are, shall we say, certain dangers. I’m not sure if you understand. I don’t mean to say that it is dangerous place. All the less for a European. They wouldn’t dare harm a hair on our heads. Well, even here in Paris life isn’t all that easy. Now that I’ve said all that, the question is, would you like to go?”


			I remember how in that moment, as I listened eagerly to this incredible proposal I was at a loss for words. It was completely unexpected. If I hadn’t been familiar with the director’s character I would have thought that he was joking with me. That man had many virtues, but as far as I knew he was quite incapable of joking. I nodded my head yes, as I coughed. Of course I would go! I knew immediately that nothing would please me more than what monsieur Laqueur was proposing. I accepted, although not without certain misgivings as I remembered Hubert Poincare’s malignant gaze. This however was not a about a wager between two old journalists, but about how far an ambitious youth could go. We shook hands and I was named Middle East correspondent for the L’Aurore, residing in Constantinople.


			 A few minutes later, when I walked out of the office, Poincare, who was still sitting at his desk, smoking his pipe, which was inseparable from him, beckoned to me.


			“So, young fellow - he exclaimed - you’re going to Constantinople. I spent three years in that country, thirty years ago. I met interesting people, like Hagop Kirtchikian, the secretary of the Armenian Counsel. Uff!  So much time has passed. That’s a whole world apart. Don’t think that this will be a picnic or that it will be just s short step in your career, on the way to other things. You will be marked for the rest of your life. At any rate I wish you luck. You’ll need it every step of the way.”


			A little later, as I walked euphorically down the street, I thought of how strange fate is, and I wondered how a decision such as that could affect the rest of my life. How little did I know!


			When I arrived home and relayed the news to my mother she was furious, as I had rarely seen her before. 


			“I forbid you to accept this job! - She began - I never wanted you to be a journalist. What a career you have chosen for yourself, my son. And now you say that you’re going to Constantinople? Not if I can help it! You know that I could disinherit you! You should be at my side to help manage the estate. The brazen pretty boy only cares about the moment. If only your father were alive! Forget about this work. The chief editor must have had a headache to make such an offer. I have spoken. Don’t mention it again if you don’t’ want to make angry!


			She went on in this vain for quite a while, attempting to convince me that I go back to the director and tell him that after long consideration I had decided that I could not accept the position. There were certainly various reasons for this. The only one any real importance was my engagement to Anna Belen, a lovely young lady who also stood to inherit a substantial fortune. The whole world took it for granted that we would marry.


			My mother’s anger was not the only consequence of my decision.  Anna informed me coldly that if I went to Constantinople that she would end our engagement, as she was not disposed to wait for me for two years. That was the minimum length of time that I would have to stay in Constantinople according to the contract. 


			In spite of the euphoria that had come over me when I accepted offer, the situation at home, my fianceé’s attitude and my mother’s refusal to give me even a franc for my journey made me reconsider. For a couple of days I attempted to gather my strength to confront the director and explain that I could not accept the position. I finally walked into his office with the intention of telling him that I would tender my resignation and leave the newspaper if he would not allow me to remain in Paris. I can only say that this plan came to nothing. I was incapable of replying when monsieur Laqueur lifted his bulk from the desk and waved some documents in his right hand.


			“You’re a lucky boy, I must say! The minister himself has taken an interest and issued a diplomatic passport to you. Now it’s not L’Aurore that is sending you but the government. As you must know France has important interests in Turkey and the minister is adding to the legation. I spoke to him about you and it turns out that he knows your family very well. Given the circumstances it seems prudent that you should have some security and a diplomatic passport is worth its weight in gold. You will understand that very well when you land on Turkish soil. Everything is arranged and within two weeks the “Brittany” will weigh anchor from Marseille carrying a French diplomatic expedition and you will be there. The minister asked me for discretion. We are going through some very delicate moments with Turkey and all of which requires tact and diplomacy. The minister insisted that we could rely on you. Not for nothing does the de Latour family enjoy such a good reputation in all areas. I congratulate you and I congratulate myself because now I am certain that your mission will be a success. Prepare what you will need. If you like, you can talk to monsieur Poincare. He lived there for a couple of years and he knows the country very well. And go to the cashier’s office and ask them to book your passage. You will receive a stipend; an expense account and you will have credit for whatever expenses you find necessary. I imagine that you will…. Never mind! Just be prudent and God bless you! And remember that L’Aurore must continue to be the best newspaper in Europe!”


			The director accompanied me to the door without permitting me to speak. This was a rare act of deference on his part. Some editors threw sympathetic glances at me for they thought was my banishment. Everything had been said and done and the door closed gently behind me, leaving me on the other side, with the certainty that my fate had been determined. Alea jacta est1. One day in class, during our third year, our legal history professor, Monsieur Lachambre explained with a certain tone of conviction that Suetonio gave a different nuance to the expression. What Caesar really meant to say was that the game was yet to be played. In that moment I was beginning to believe it.


			I attempted once again to gain my mother’s approval, something I knew was impossible, such as she was. Then, my fiancée Anna, when she realized that my decision was irrevocable buried her face in her hands and sobbed until she suddenly got up and left me alone, speechless in the café where we had met. I realized that up until that moment I hadn’t contradicted them. I reflected on the fact that my own indecisiveness had brought me to this awkward situation from which there was no escape.


			Having made the decision, everything changed for me. Although my mother had quieted down a bit when she accepted that there was no turning back, never ceased with her recriminations. She could not understand why I would not liberate myself from that ridiculous commitment as she referred to it.


			“Write a letter to Laqueur! I am very upset that you must be like this! You don’t even have to go to see him! If necessary I will speak to Henry de Villiers myself.” – She was referring to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and family friend.


			I refused to do that; it was my responsibility and nobody else’s. As well as which it was very humiliating to me that my mother treat me like a child. 


			I took advantage of my remaining time in Paris to learn about the Ottoman Empire and Byzantium. I found old maps to locate Constantinople, read about its history, researched its traditions. From that moment I knew that I had to go there. It was like a calling from deep within me, which I could not understand. As far as I knew my family had never had anything to do with Turkey. 


			I decided to outfit myself and mentioned it to Poincaré, who treated me like a son. He recommended some shops where he had outfitted himself some thirty years before. When I entered I felt the atmosphere of fashion as a smiling clerk approached me. I couldn’t help thinking that he must have been the same one who had served my mentor, because I had the impression that in that place time had stopped.


			“If I may inquire monsieur, what is your destination? Constantinople! We have a wonderful cotton, excellent for people traveling to the Orient…” - The clerk watched me with a mixture of envy and respect, certain that he himself would never go beyond the display cases of  “LA ROSE DES VENTS - Clothing and Accessories for the Traveler”. 


			It was to be a journey to the Middle East, a very different place by all accounts; although Poincare made it very clear to me that the principle difference was, without a doubt that it was a Moslem country.


			“It is part of the Moslem world - he said to me in as paternal tone - it is completely different, you will see what I mean. Their concept of family, of women, of religion and society is nothing like ours. But you know what? I envy you. Constantinople is without a doubt one of the most fascinating cities in the world.”


			I packed a pair of suitcases made of thick leather that had belonged to my father. Although they were old and battered from many journeys they seemed more convenient than the enormous steamer trunk with lining and metal cornices that my mother suggested. The only thing that I accepted from her was a small revolver with mother of pearl grips. I took it so that she would leave me in peace, although even at that she cried when she saw me hold it jokingly. She seemed to think that I was going to explore some remote and savage country. I later reflected that it might not be such a bad idea to take it with me.


			When the time of departure arrived I tried to contact Anna. Although we had gone for two months without speaking I was convinced that in the end she would accept the situation and things would be as before. I was surprised when I learned of her reaction when a mutual friend informed me that she had gone for a sojourn with an aunt who lived in London and that last thing that she had said was that she never wanted to see me again.


			Not a little depressed by the reality, which was upon me, I took the express train, which got me to Marseille within a day’s time. There I was to board the “Brittany”, a steamship that carried general cargo and also had forty passenger cabins. It sailed the Marseille Naples Piraeus Constantinople route, an eleven-day voyage. They would be pleasant days, or so I hoped. I felt a mixture of enthusiasm and apprehension, as I had never traveled by ship such a long way before.


			As soon as I alighted from the train in Marseille I noticed that the city had a very particular aroma. It was definitely the port at which the Orient entered France. I breathed deeply, satisfied with my decision. I took a dilapidated calèche from the station to port. It was not a great distance, but the suitcases were heavier to carry than I had anticipated. There was no need to tell the coachman where the steamer was docked because he mentioned that he had already taken some other people there, I guessed that they must be the diplomats with whim I would travel and I was curious. The horse was nothing like our horses, or like the horses that pulled cabs in Paris. It was an old nag, covered with harness sores, and limping, and adorned with bells. There was laundry drying in windows or on clotheslines that crisscrossed the streets, which reminded me that for better or for worse this was the Mediterranean. The “Brittany” was tied up there, a majestic steamer, considerably larger than I had imagined, no less than a hundred meters in length. Her ample size was reassuring to me.


			As soon as I alighted from the coach a man of about forty approached, smiled and extended his hand. He was slender, slightly taller than myself, with light skin and blue eyes, behind gold-framed eyeglasses.


			“Henry de la Tour? I am Pierre Leclerq. I am delighted to make your acquaintance. If you don’t mind we can be on familiar terms as we will be colleagues. The others are already here and I will introduce them to you later. I’ve been told that you will be something like the official correspondent so we must be nice to you. You will be in cabin number twenty-one. I am in number twenty-four. Let me know if you need anything. I think that we will be weighing anchor tonight because of the weather. The crewmen will take you luggage on board. Don’t tip them. Captain’s rules! We’ll chat later.”


			As I climbed the gangplank I turned for a second. Just at that moment another calèche arrived, and to my great surprise a young lady alighted. I could see Henry Leclerq kiss her familiarly on both cheeks. Nobody had mentioned a woman on the expedition and I shrugged my shoulders.


			Although the ship did not seem very old, she smelled of a mixture of tar, paint, and coal, adorned with soot carried by the sea breeze. I imagined that my clothes would be impregnated with these odors and that I would have to send everything to the laundry when we arrived in Constantinople.


			The cabin was small, but adequate, and welcoming with its mahogany walls. It would only be for a few days and I had to get used to some things being different. With a certain resignation I hung my suits in the built-in closet. As I had gotten little sleep on the train, I took off my coat and stretched out on the bed. I must have slept for quite a while, and when I awoke and sat up I saw that there was no light in the porthole and I could feel that the ship was moving. I felt very uneasy, stretched, put on my coat and went out into the corridor. In just that moment the door of the cabin opposite mine opened and the mysterious lady appeared. She smiled and introduced herself as Elena de Favre. I bowed and mumbled my name. To my surprise she exclaimed:


			“So you’re the famous Henry de Latour? I’ve heard a great deal about you, the man who prefers to go the Orient than to marry his betrothed… You see I am a friend of Anna’s family and they told me all about it. Forgive me for saying so but you have become the talk of all Paris. En fin! Do you know Constantinople? You will love it. I lived there in my childhood, but then they sent my father to Moscow and now they need him again in Turkey. Such is the exciting life of diplomats…and their families.”


			“Well, I replied, a bit startled, a family friend in high position obtained the diplomatic passport for me. It’s a protection, but really my job will be as correspondent for L’Aurore in Constantinople. The passport was a favor to soothe my mother’s fears. She is convinced that it’s a talisman to protect me from all evil.”


			We soon arrived at the salon, a cabin of about six by twelve meters located behind the bridge, Pierre Leclerq received us, accompanied by five young men, none of whom seemed to be more than thirty, with the exception of one older man, of around sixty years, who was sitting in back, engrossed in his reading.


			“Ah! I see that you are already acquainted - Leclerq was the perfect host. -  So you probably already know that Elena’s father is the new French ambassador in Constantinople, Monsieur Jacques de Favre whom you will meet in a few days. As for these others, they are: Guillaume de Saint Germain, assistant secretary, Antoine Monge, charge d’affaires, and who knows the country very well; François Sainte Etienne, of the Bank of France; Jean of special services… I will tell you more later about what kind of services that refers to…; Jacques de Chauny, military advisor and  Captain of the General Staff…, don’t ever challenge him to a duel, you won’t stand a chance, he can hit a coin at ten meters, almost without aiming. I can assure you that that’s no exaggeration. Ah! And this is Louis de Fleury, council to the ambassador, the only man I know who can speak twelve different languages perfectly.”


			“Now that you all know each other” - he continued - Monsieur de Fleury will brief on our position. So if you please, take you seats. The sea permitting and until dinnertime we will talk about the situation in Turkey. Whenever you are ready Louis we’re all ears.”


			De Fleury was svelte, with a snow-white beard. Although he was well dressed, he had a weary and disheveled appearance, as if he had little to show for himself. He smiled and stood up before the group.


			“Well, I am very happy to be accompanying you on what is for most of you, with the exception of Elena, your first trip to Constantinople. I can address her familiarly because as I have known her all of her life. You are on your way to an incredible place, but before anything else I think that we should speak a bit about history - Louis de Fleury stroked his trim beard like a professor about give an important lecture the most essential discipline to understand the world around us. – Do you like history? Well get ready to be immersed in it. Our destination is an incredible country. Did I say a country? In fact it is today an enormous empire. An empire which has had a great influence and how! So much that over the last few centuries it has shaped the lives of millions of people. But let me go back…You know that in 1453 Sultan Mehmet the Second conquered Constantinople with fire and sword. That was the end of the Byzantine Empire. After that, over the years the Turks took Greece, Albania, Bulgaria, Bosnia, Herzegovina, Hungary, Wallachia, and Crimea. In the beginning of the sixteenth century they extended their empire across Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Tripoli and Tunis, and at the same time consolidated Anatolia, Georgian Caucasus, Western Armenia, Mesopotamia and a large part of Arabia, in a word they became the masters of the Mediterranean. Who has not heard of Barbarossa and the pirates? But don’t worry; there are no more pirates in the Mediterranean. The English don’t like to have any competition!  De Fleury smiled, making us complicit in his sarcasm. In order to administer and control the non Moslem minorities they instituted the “dhimmi” or “People of the Treaty” statutes, which ostensibly guaranteed them freedom of religion, individual rights for all, possession of property, their own courts and protection of the Sultan, that is to say the right to life. These statutes included certain specific conditions, in short, obedience to Ottoman authority and respect for Islam and Moslem law. Most importantly this meant payment of taxes, which were often exorbitant.


			I would like to emphasize - he went on -, that the Ottoman Empire was and continues to be a huge potpourri of conquered peoples, some of them Moslem, but many of them Christian; Greek Orthodox, Bulgarians, Assyrians, and above all, by their numbers, and for being historically the people of Anatolia and Cilicia, the Armenians. And let us not forget the Jews who are very influential in the empire. These communities form “millets”. In the case of the Armenian community the religious leader is the Patriarch of Constantinople, whom I know personally and whom I must tell you is a truly great leader of his people. The Turks call the “guiavurs”, that is, infidels and a guiavurs is always legally inferior to a Moslem. You will see this the moment we land in Constantinople… this doesn’t apply to us, although we are infidels, we are backed up by a nation which is a great power. This, my friends, makes a great difference, because if there’s one thing the Turks understand is force. Now, if you will permit me, I would like to speak about the present situation, but for that we must review some recent history.”


			De Fleury seemed to live the history that he was recounting, while we completely absorbed by it spite of the ship tossing about in bad weather. He continued:


			“It’s been twenty years already! My God, how time flies! In 1865 I was in Paris when I received a letter from a well-known Turkish journalist, Namik Kemal, an unusual personality who could never have passed unnoticed. He explained to me that they were starting a reform movement, as the sultans did nothing at all to promote progress in Turkey. “Monsieur Fleury” he said to me,  “the sultans have always done the opposite of what they said, and they have always said the opposite of what they did. We are fed up with the way the sultans rule and we know that if we unite we can do something about it. We want to be Europeans!.”


			The movement was baptized “The Young Ottomans”. A month later I attended the “official” founding of this party in Paris. Namik himself who had an exaggerated idea of my influence invited me. There I met the princes who would later become sultans, Murad and Abdul Hamid. They did not consider the “Tanzimat”2 reforms to be adequate, and they were impatient to bring about real change in the country. I had the opportunity to converse with Prince Abdul Hamid…, and if you will permit I will reserve comment. We belong to the diplomatic corps of the French Ministry of Foreign Relations, and a diplomat, unlike a sultan, must not say what he thinks, rather he must think what he says, if you know what I mean. Everyone at that meeting had read avidly the works of Voltaire, Rousseau and other writers of the Enlightenment, and I don’t say that lightly you know, because in their youthful idealism they believed that they were planting the seeds of liberty. In reality it was a movement against the reigning sultan, Abdul Aziz, whom they accused of bad rule, incompetence, extravagance of squandering the state treasury. The princes Murad and Abdul Hamid supported movement because it is traditional to remove obstacles in the road to power.


			The charges were clear. What sort or ruler was he that could only think about which of his favorites he would take to bed that night? Please forgive my frankness Elena, or males for that matter, Dolmabahçe, despite its short history already hid many secrets. At any rate a man whose ministers could not do their work because of his caprices and whose country was bankrupt, carrying a huge debt, accumulated since the Crimean war in 1854. I should mention here that the majority of the creditors were the ordinary citizens of France and England. The financial ruin of Turkey meant certain disaster and Abdul Aziz’s administration had exhausted everyone’s patience, both within and outside of the empire.


			As for us, the French, we wanted to export to Turkey a particular kind of revolution. We wished to see a centralized and intelligent government that could bring about liberté, égalité, fraternité3, as if it was possible to transform the poor farmers of Anatolia, Moslem and Christian into “sansculottes”4. That is to say a utopia, without any real foundation of policy that contributed to what finally happened.


			I can tell you that the conspiracy to dethrone Sultan Abdul Aziz and his grand vizir, Mahmud Nedim was hatched between the British embassy and the Russian embassy in Constantinople. It was the cadets of the military academy, whose teachers were members of the “Young Ottomans” who turned to the sheikh ul Islam, who reported directly to the sultan and caliph himself, the following question: “If the Caliph conducts himself inappropriately, without proper political council, and more ever squanders the wealth of the empire, may he be deposed?” It was an accurate description of that corrupt prince. Everything was arranged clandestinely and the reply was affirmative. The sultan was deposed immediately and sent under guard to Topkapi Palace together with his mother, his wives and concubines. Two months later he was found dead in the harem, killed by the palace physician himself, who was obliged to do so by the authors of the dethronement who didn’t want to keep an enemy around.


			As for the new sultan, Murad V, he was an alcoholic, depressive and unstable personality who lasted for a couple of months until he too was deposed. After that the present sultan, Abdul Hamid II ascended to the throne of the Sublime Porte5, assisted by the leader of the “Young Ottomans”, Midhat Pasha, of whom we will speak later. I will not pass judgment on the sultan at this time. I will only tell you that he is a difficult man…very difficult. You must not ask me to tell you more. I must conduct myself according to the norms of my position. I will also give you a warning that you must never forget. In Turkey the walls have ears. Be prudent. Sometimes you have to bite your tongues. Never confide in anybody. Well now, if you are not yet tired of listening to this old professor, we may continue. A few months after his appointment, the Armenian Christians of Van, one of the most important and vibrant cities of Anatolia, learned what kind of ruler the new sultan was when their homes and shops were burned. Some were killed and many others fled, taking no more than the clothes on their backs. The Armenians then turned to the Czar of Russia for help while the English looked the other way. You may remember that European public opinion put pressure on the sultan, and they convened an international conference in Constantinople, where they tried to gain autonomy for the subject peoples of Turkey, as it was clear that something could happen under the this regime.


			Once again Midhat Pasha appeared like a magician, pulling out of his hat a constitution in which all the subject peoples, regardless of their religion would be Ottoman citizens, and all would have equal rights. As far as I can see, this constitution has accomplished nothing; it is a problem which has led to a situation from which there is no turning back, which the Christian minorities have been accused of wanting to break up the country. … But we will have speak about at more length later. 


			In 1877 the sultan, seeing himself surrounded, had his faithful servant Midhat Pasha arrested, because he didn’t trust him. A few weeks later he dissolved the Assembly; the same Assembly that he himself had inaugurated with much pomp and promises of liberty, and which he viewed as serving no purpose but to engender traitors. Throughout history, those who speak most about treason are the real tyrants. At this time Abdul Hamid holds absolute power. He has excellent relations with Germany, as if all of a sudden both counties have realized that they have a historic destiny to realize together…something very strange and I would say “against nature”, because I know them both very well. An alliance based on German imperial ambition, to gain territories into which to expand, and on the other hand the Turkish need escape from the vicious circle in which our county, France, England and Russian have always put them. You will see in the coming months how this recent German influence manifests itself in many different ways. To give you an example, Prussian generals are organizing the Turkish armed forces according to their convenience. 


			Relations with our country, on the other hand, are now very cold. They don’t trust us, although behind this mistrust one can detect the hand of the Germans who are trying to turn Turkey into the southern flank of their military expansion. We know from well-trusted informants that the sultan has an obsession against the Armenians. In recent years numerous abuses have been committed against in the eastern provinces by the regular army, and Sultan Abdul Hamid is undoubtedly behind this. 


			All of this, as can you can understand, is distressing for our country. France historically maintains an international policy of rights and liberty, and cannot tolerate massacres of minorities, Christian or not. For this reason I wanted you to understand the situation clearly. I repeat, our position will not be easy, however I don’t want to try to speed up events. One cannot go by appearances. I have already made it clear that the Turks are masters of the art of doing exactly the opposite of what they say, of persuasion, of bargaining, and of never giving up on their objectives. When they want something they will stop at nothing to obtain it. Please understand my warnings clearly. And now I believe that it is time to go to the dining room. Thank you for your attention.”


			At that moment Elena de Favre motioned to me to sit next to her. I had the impression that the others were all old friends with the ambassador’s daughter and was curious.


			“Well, what did you think of it? - Elena spoke to me as if we had known each other all of our lives. - I am passionate about history especially because it affects us so much. I was born in Paris, but when I was six years old they took me to Constantinople so I know the city very well, and the idiosyncrasies of its people. What he said about the Armenians is no exaggeration. I have some Armenian friends, Rita Djambazian, Azadui Zamarian, and others from excellent families and they are nothing like the Turks. On the other hand it is almost impossible to make friends with a Turkish woman. They don’t allow them to associate with foreigners, least of all Christians. They are afraid that we will corrupt their woman and deep down they don’t accept us. Although on the diplomatic level they are all nice words and promises of friendship, until judgment day…basically they see us as “guiavurs”, infidels and not to be trusted, however much they smile at us. When we arrive I would like you to come to the embassy, I think you must at any rate. I’m sure that my father will want to meet you. He is a wonderful man with a deep understanding of what is happening there, and you will enjoy chatting with him.”


			I could not sleep that night because of the rough sea. I could only think about what awaited me in Constantinople. I had never been in a Moslem country, so I took advantage of the time to read things that de Fleury, who had become our tutor, gave me. 


			Every evening we chatted before dinner and de Fleury was always ready to tell us his adventures. That man had had an intense and interesting life. We all quickly established bonds of friendship. With the exception of Elena, none had been in Turkey before, so we became a sort of clan or fraternity. We had no idea of what was in store for us in such an unknown and exotic place.


			The days passed rapidly, and in Piraeus a group seven Greeks came on board, who remained apart from us during the final leg of the voyage. It was Elena who explained to me the they were Greek politicians who wanted to establish relations with the Turkish government, as there was a still a large Greek population in Asia Minor that was always having problems, who, as she explained, suffered the same abuses and depredations as the Armenian. The difference was that the Greeks had a country and a government to turn to who cared about them in spite of everything.


			We arrived in Constantinople on the eighth day. At dawn the fog cleared over the Princes’ Islands and suddenly, there before my eyes was the unmistakable silhouette of the city, which I recognized from the encyclopedias in my library. We dropped anchor at two hundred meters from the shore, facing the minarets. There was a strong east wind that carried the foam from the swells. The captain informed us that the ship would not dock yet and that if we wanted to go ashore we could go in the boats that were coming from shore. Elena seem to be in a hurry, and said goodbye to me, insisting that I come to visit her at the embassy, I waited my turn and made the short trip together with Louis de Fleury. As we approached the quay he offered to accommodate me at his apartment where he lived on the Sea of Marmara, on the sea walk, south of the Blue Mosque. He assured me that it would be no inconvenience to him, and that it would give me time to get to know the city before I decided where I wanted to live. I accepted gladly. Louis de Fleury inspired a profound respect, not only because of his age, more than twice my own, or his great knowledge of Turkish history and customs. On the quay a carriage awaited us, which took us from the quay at the mouth of the Golden Horn across the city to the building where he lived. Everything was new for me in that amazing, bustling environment. From the numerous mosques the muezzins chanted the call to prayer, but they could not silence the street vendors or those who sang the excellence of their wares to entice people into their shops, or those who offered to quench thirst, nor the incredible multicolored multitude that seemed to walk back and forth with no apparent destination. I noticed that some of them were dressed differently.


			“They are Armenians - said De Fleury - those others over there are Kurds, though I’ve never seen them in this neighborhood before. They are not usually seen in Constantinople. This city is an orderly confusion; at first it seems a chaos, but then you realized that there is a strange order in which everyone has his place. The Turks are what they are, this you will see for yourself, but as you will soon understand there is no other place in the world where there is such a stratified protocol, nor a society so strict in its comportment… at least on the higher levels: the functionaries who surround the sultan or who serve the Sublime Porte, the military men who as you will carry a great deal of weight in this society, or the ulemas, the theologians who consider themselves to be the guardians of the Koran. Each and every one occupies a well-defined place in this enormous jigsaw puzzle and no one can move in any direction without the agreement of the other pieces. Here everyone has a specific mission, sometimes small, sometimes absolute, as is the case of the sultan, and must defend his place from others who would take it. You will also see that the Christian minorities are nothing more for the Turks than some infidels to be exploited. But even within the minorities there are different classes. Here in Constantinople and in other large cities there is a sort of Armenian aristocracy, the “amiras”, who are fairly powerful. But we will speak more about that later. For the moment enjoy the show.”


			We arrived at the building where De Fleury lived. It had a neoclassical appearance, somewhat over done, but well built. It almost could have been a building in Paris, but something about it negated that possibility. Perhaps it was the excess of cornices and decoration, perhaps the door handles and locks, or perhaps the molding on the doors. All of these created a feeling that was in between Byzantine and Middle Eastern which was very different for me.


			De Fleury lived in the first floor apartment, a large apartment, luxuriously furnished, with a large library. A servant carried up the baggage, and de Fleury led me to my room, which was actually an apartment in itself, with its own bathroom, with an incredible view of the Marmara, where a great multitude of sailing ships and steamers, including the “Brittany” waited their turn to dock, while sloops and rowboats came and went like a swarm of bees. To my left large gardens were a group of buildings. It was as I later learned of, the Topkapi Palace.


			De Fleury said that he had an important engagement at Dolmabahçe Palace and that he would not return until night. He suggested that I explore the surroundings, where I would undoubtedly find a restaurant where I could eat well if I did not want to eat at home.


			“Always carry your diplomatic passport with you. You won’t have any problems, but if you have to identify yourself it will open doors for you immediately.”


			After quickly unpacking the suitcases I went out. I began walking with no particular direction, but soon began to feel hungry and looked for a restaurant. I went into one that had a European appearance and featured French cuisine. I was served by a waiter who spoke my language perfectly. I asked him where he had learned to speak French so well and he replied nonchalantly that he learned in Paris. He was Armenian, the first one that I had ever met. He introduced himself as George Ghazarian, and in this atmosphere of confidence I explained that I had just arrived, and that I was staying nearby for a few days but that I wanted to look for my own apartment. He said that he could help me. He served the food, which I found to be excellent, though, much more spicy than in France, with rich and varied flavors which were not at all displeasing. When I was ready to leave he would not accept a tip, and he shook my hand firmly as he smiled. I had made my first friend in Turkey.


			


			

				

					1 Alea jacta est (“The die is cast”) is a Latin phrase attributed by Suetonius to Julius Caesar in 49 BC as he led his army across the River Rubicon in Northern Italy.


				


				

					2 Tanzimat - the regulations, the reforms that were meant to modernize the country.


				


				

					3 Liberté, égalité, fraternité – liberty, equality, brotherhood 


				


				

					4“Sansculotes”- the proletariat and landless peasants of the French revolution.


				


				

					5 Sublime Porte - the name by which the sultan and the Turkish government were known in Europe.   


				


			


		


	

		

			May-November 1885


			2. CONSTANTINOPLE


			My first months in Constantinople were a sequence of experiences. Everything; the environment, the customs and the ways of understanding life were new for me. This city was nothing like Paris, London or Berlin, the places that I knew well.  Bit by bit I found my way around, visiting the most interesting and curious places; the Grand Bazaar, and the areas around the great mosques, and I began to realize that the old city dominated the urban landscape, even though the historic center was below the bustling city. The city was a dazzling scenario of the different groups who populated it; Turks with their exotic attire topped by the inevitable fez, Arabs, Kurds, Armenians, Greeks and Europeans of all nationalities, clusters of ulemas, imams, Catholic priests, Greek priests, Armenian priests, soldiers with many different uniforms, donkey carts, coaches, carriages, mounted horsemen, and dusty camels arriving from Mesopotamia or Syria. It was a crossroads of cultures and civilizations, where the sea dominated the different parts of the city, from the Galata bridge over the Golden Horn, to the Eminonu docks, to the Sea of Marmara the Dolmabahçe and other new palaces in the new city, which constituted the impressive façade that faced the Bosporus. There were so many marvelous things to see and places to visit that it seemed impossible to know the city well no matter how long I lived there. The truth is that I was overwhelmed by all that surrounded me, but I took it all in calmly. 


			Everything was new for me and very different from Europe. I made the acquaintances of many Turks and Armenians, and I made myself known in the sophisticated little world of the diplomats, men who seemed never to be surprised by anything and who could keep their smiles and their bearing even if the world was collapsing around them.


			I continued to associate with my traveling companions, above with Louis de Fleury who was my mentor, with his vast knowledge and affable personality. I stayed with him for a few weeks until my new friend Ghazarian, whose father owned the Armenian restaurant, found an apartment for me. It was a magnificent apartment, with three balconies overlooking the Bosporus and facing east. The residents of the building were some Armenian families, almost all of them relatives or friends of Ghazarian. The apartment was completely furnished in European style. The previous occupant was a German who was enamored of Turkey, a man named, Julius von Ritter. He had passed away a few months earlier and as there were no known heirs the executor of his estate decided to rent out the apartment and that was my good fortune. The apartment was decorated in good taste, although somewhat overly elaborate, but wanting for nothing. It was as if I was still in Europe. Nobody seemed to be interested in what was in it. There was a magnificent library. As one would expect most of the titles were in German, but there were also books in English, French, Russian and Arabic. I found trunks full of papers, daguerreotypes, and newspaper clippings. At first I didn’t give them much attention. I arose early, walked up and down through the city and when I returned I was too tired to investigate them.


			As for the Armenians whom I encountered in the entrance, they observed me without concealing their curiosity and they all made a point to address me in French. They gave me the impression of being very similar to us in thinking. They were considered European, not only for being Christian but also by education, manners and customs. The stairway, which could have been that of a building in Paris, was immaculate. The concierge, who was also Armenian, kept the marble and brass clean and shiny.


			I knew that they would want to make my acquaintance sooner or later. They greeted me with a nod when entering or leaving. They didn’t wait long to invite me to dine. The Ohanian family left a card for me, written in good French in my mailbox in the entrance.


			“The family Ohanian Malumian, 3º floor, apartment No. 127, Nusretiye Caddesi, Constantinople, has the pleasure to invite monsieur Henry de la Tour to share their table Sunday next. We wish for the pleasure of your company, please accept our warmest greetings.


			Dr. Hovhannes Ohanian”


			It was not exactly the French way, but it was certainly a cordial welcome to a new neighbor. I put my card in the envelope, accepting the invitation and slid it under the Ohanian’s door. I wasn’t sure if that was the proper procedure, but I was replying with the same directness as they had done. An Armenian girl with a long braid opened the door across the hall, and stood there watching me with a smile which I returned. She closed the door and I heard her giggle.


			On Sunday, at two o’clock in the afternoon as the doorman had advised, me I presented myself at their door. After a moment of hesitation I rang the bell. I heard footsteps inside the apartment and after two minutes the door was opened by a tall and robust man with a long Constantinople mustache, who bowed slightly as he shook my hand.


			“Monsieur Henry de la Tour? What a great pleasure it is to make your acquaintance!”


			I nodded. He introduced himself as Hovhannes Ohanian, surgeon, and invited me enter with a broad gesture of his arm. A middle-aged lady with graying hair smiled timidly.


			“Allow me to present my wife, Alicia Malumian, her maiden name…Ah!, and these are my daughters, Alice, Caroline and Mary – three young girls curtsied lightly attempting to overcome their shyness. Our son Eduard is presently in Paris studying medicine – Ohanian smiled proudly-. Ah, France! She is so important for us, the Armenians! We consider ourselves to be very close to France and her culture. We consider her to be a beacon that lights up the world…though sometimes that beacon seams to go out when it passes by Armenia…but that is another story. Please, come and be seated. We have prepared a traditional Armenian meal, which we hope you will like. My family is very honored by your visit and we hope that you will think of our house as your own. Let us go to the table where Armenian delicacies await. But first allow me to bless the table, as God in his greatness has provided us with this food.”


			The apartment was furnished in a strange mixture of Turkish and European styles. Although the furniture could have belonged to a home in any western European country, the colors of the curtains, and carpets, carpets, kilims and table coverings reminded me clearly that this was the East.


			I noticed that they made a point to distinguish themselves from the Turks, above all in their use of chairs and table coverings, in the atmosphere that reigned in the home, and even in their manner of dress. I had seen that young Armenian women from good families, such as my hosts’ daughters imitated European fashions, down to the smallest details, though the in the neighborhoods on the edge of the city they covered themselves in Turkish fashion.


			Ohanian said the blessing in Armenian. This seemed natural to me, although I myself was a skeptic in matters of religion. These people were Monophysite Christians, that is, as they explained to me, they only believe in the divine nature of Christ. They thought of themselves as Europeans in their customs, manners, education and way of life and in some impalpable way, which made you feel at home with them. In the course of dinner I mentioned this sensation to them and I could see that they were very proud that I had said so, but they warned me that many Armenians were very different. They informed me that in the villages of Anatolia and the distant regions of historic Armenia they only spoke Armenian and Turkish and knew little about Europe.


			They could not hide their delight in my company, and I felt warmly received and esteemed by people so close in their way of life. The meal was bountiful and I adapted to their customs, so much that I had to join them many toasts and feign drinking, as I was not very accustomed to strong liquors. Then relatives and neighbors began to arrive who wanted to meet me. It seemed like homage to me, which made me feel a bit awkward.


			Before I left they made promise to come again. I assured that I would not fail to do so, although as I explained I had many engagements and we did not set a time. Notwithstanding their interest and demonstrations of affections I did not want to lose my independence or feel controlled in any way.


			One of the relatives who seemed most interesting to me was a certain Khachadur Malumian, a man of middle age, both cultivated and passionate. He made me promise that we would meet to talk about the situation in Turkey. This was exactly what I wanted to keep myself up to date and so I gladly agreed. 


			Two weeks later I happened to meet him in one of the large parks in the city. He offered to show me around the city and we took advantage of free moments to walk up observing what was for me an extraordinary ongoing show, a living city in which each and every one of its inhabitants had his own role in an interminable tragicomic drama; the barbers shaving men on the sidewalk, the shoeshine boys who offered their services to anyone who wore shoes, the water carriers, the street vendors and an endless procession of personalities who passed each other. Some watched me attentively, while others tried to drag me to the shops and restaurants from which emanated the spicy aroma of the omnipresent kebab. Nobody seemed to be in a hurry. Some gathered on the bridges to fish while others watched them indolently with a skeptical look. Others gathered around charlatans. The majority of them probably had no regular work, and were happy to listen to what the charlatans had to offer. They all seem to enjoy life with nothing else to do but to be there, watching each other and taking part in the hustle and bustle.


			The Armenians clearly set themselves apart, wearing European attire and working endlessly. They had shops where they offered rugs, clothing, shoes, jewelry or where they did restoration.  I also saw some Sefardic Jews, less visible, more discreet in everything, always silent, as if in contrast to the Armenians they didn’t want to be noticed and speaking an old dialect of Spanish, “El Sefardi” which was surprising and unexpected.


			Constantinople in those days was a real tower of Babel. There were peasants from Anatolia who came not only to sell theirs wares, but to stay in a sometimes desperate attempt to improve their living conditions. There were also Central Asians with furtive glances, dressed as if they were still living in the Middle Age, in contrast to the numerous soldiers who strutted like peacocks with in their ostentatious uniforms with dazzling epaulettes and shining patent leather boots and belts. I was intrigued not only by the great number of soldiers who were seen among the multitude but also by the great differences between their uniforms. Some, like the navy men wore uniforms that were exact copies of their counterparts in countries like England and Germany, in contrast to the sultan’s Palace Guard with their exotic attire and headgear. There in the old city two worlds clashed; from the west, Europe, with its enclaves of Greeks, Bulgarians, Genoese, Albanians, Poles and Western and more modern Europeans and from the east, Asia, a boundless continent from which came Arabs, Chinese, Mongols, Hindus, and Turkomans from Central Asia. They came with mixture of envy and suppressed admiration for the accomplishments of their distant cousins, the descendants of Osman.


			The Silk Road intersected with traditional European routes to the Orient. Every day caravans arrived. There were long trains of donkeys and camels carrying enormous bundles and wagons filled to the brim. From the remote corners of Asia they brought an infinite variety of goods to be traded for those that came by ship to the port. There were people from the steppes of Turkmenistan and Tajikistan. There were Tajiks with wind burnt bronzed faces like tanned leather and blue eyes. There were Azerbaijanis who dealt in precious caviar and tapestries from Tabriz, and there were Kashkais from the Fars mountains in Iran. There were Kazaks with shaman healers who were offering remedies for any illness. There were Laz from Trebizond and Turkomans who seemed to have stepped out of history books, as if time stood still, speaking old dialects of Turkish, or unknown languages. It was also the place where Islam encountered Christianity, the border of two very different worlds. One was very much aware of this when watching an ulema with his robes pass a Greek or Armenian priest without greeting him. Islam was everything; religion, politics and law. It was a clearly defined way of life with customs and traditions based on Sharia. The sultan was how he was because he enjoyed the title of caliph that is the successor of the prophet, and the first imam of the umma, the world community of Moslems. 


			As for the Christians there were Greek Orthodox who were numerous and distinguished by their attire and Armenians who were probably greater in number, but more discreet in their ways. There were also Syrian Christians with their exotic robes as well as Roman Catholics. All lived together in Turkey by the grace of Islam, the official religion and with the norms of the millets or nationalities within Turkey. The subject nationalities were called “dhimmis” or protected minorities and were subject to Moslem law since the time of the caliph Omar, and his “paper” or statute, which defined the status of these minorities as non Moslems. They were barely tolerated, because of, as many Turks maintained, the many disputes and quarrels which broke out between Christians and Moslems. The Christians almost always got the short end in these disputes, which were status quo in daily life throughout Turkey and which broke out with excessive frequency. This was less the case in Constantinople, which the government considered to be its window on Europe. In the interior of the country the Turks often had little tolerance for non-Moslems, as I would soon see dramatically. 


			Bit by bit I came to know the city and its inhabitants. As one might expect, I felt closer, by culture and education to the Greeks and Armenians. Both were more open to Europeans. In turn they sent their sons and nephews Europe to gain first hand knowledge of European culture. France was the traditional destination of the Armenians.


			Khachadur Malumian was above all a philosopher who was convinced that history had dealt his people a bad hand. I would meet him at one of the cafes at the Seraglio place, which must have been there since the time of the conquest, the “Café Levante”. He would be seated on the patio, wearing his European suit of somewhat outdated cut, but impeccable with its soft crème color, and bow tie and straw hat. Malumian was myopic, but that notwithstanding he seemed to have a power of intuition that would make him turn around as I approached and look over the top of his gold-rimmed spectacles. 


			“Comment ça va6? Monsieur de Latour? - He spoke excellent French. - I am delighted to see you. Please join me and we will have coffee together. Are you in a hurry? I like you, I believe that you are of the class of people… shall we say positive. Look over there. Do you see that Armenian merchant? His name is Gaspar Zavarian. This morning they warned him that there might be disturbances against the Armenians and he came to tell me… although we hope that nothing will happen, the situation is intolerable enough as it is. Let me explain what is happening at this time. The Russians have closed the Armenian schools in their country. They want to dissolve the Armenians into the Russian mortar. This is not a religious problem, it’s political. The English view the Russians as a threat. They prefer the situation as it stands now. They worry that Russia could dominate Armenia and even annex the Armenian provinces in Turkey, which would mean a strategic change in Central Asia. There are Armenians who favor Russia and there are Armenians who prefer the present situation, such as the Patriarch of Constantinople and the Armenians who we call “pro sultan”. This may seem improbable but there are, and the Turks take advantage of our weaknesses to attack us. Listen carefully to what I am telling you. Just today at sundown mobs will destroy Armenian property and some of our people will probably be killed. You must be thinking how coldly I am telling you these things. You’re right! There comes a time when one almost becomes accustomed to sad fate.


			Tomorrow the Armenians will protest and the Turkish press and the government will look on cynically and say. “The poor Armenians! The Russians want to dissolve their race into boundless Russia! The Armenians are protesting in vain!.” This is how things work here. You will probably have realized that for the Turks we are just a nuisance, which they will rid themselves of sooner or later. As for the English they just shrug their shoulders and only show a minimal gesture help when public opinion in England pressures them to show a little bit of humanity. England protects its finances, its trade routes and its possessions. Nothing else matters to them. Armenia! Bah! What weight do they Armenians carry in “the City”? Nothing, zero, nada!  Ergo Armenia doesn’t exist. And if we talk about the Germans…Uff! They have a big historic complex: they want to be bigger than England and France together. They want to have colonies like English have and influence like the French but all they’re known for is drinking beer. They presume to be the most civilized country in Europe. I’m afraid of them. Their embassy here is the training center for the “Young Ottomans”. There they finance, help and indoctrinate the Young Ottomans. They pay for their trips to Germany and give conferences. What is their objective you may ask. You’ll see. Germany wants a big piece of the pie. They want to build a railroad to India. No, this isn’t made up. This is the great ambition of this operetta Kaiser. Do you know who is in Constantinople right now? The famous general Von der Golz, and I assure you that this does not auger well for the Armenians. The Germans see a bright prospect in what’s left of the Ottoman Empire. The empire is becoming like a dead camel in the desert, a big putrid carcass that attracts vultures. The vultures are Prussian militarists who see here markets, allied soldiers, fertile land, mines and cheap labor. We can sum it up with one word that sounds good to German ears: expansion. This spells trouble for the minorities. Do you really think that the Germans care about the Armenians? We’re just an obstacle for their plans. You’re young yet, you will see. You will see some very interesting things, many of them will be dramatic and others curious. One should not be so pessimistic; you have to keep your humanity.


			Many years ago a Turk whom I was friendly with called me to warn me about what was coming. He knew that he was not long for this world and he could go on to next without telling me what was going to happen. He was the kaimakam7 of the province no less. He explained to me that there been a meeting at the royal palace. They hadn’t spoken to him directly, but to the grand vizier. They decided that they had to correct the historical error, as they called it, that is not to have annihilated the Christian minorities. If the Turks who had conquered the empire had wiped out the Christians, that was the phrase that they used, in the conquered territories, Turkey would never have had the problems they were encountering. The grand vizier said that to respect the life of Rumanians, Serbs, Bulgarians, Greeks, Armenians, Syrian Christians and others was a great historic mistake.


			When I asked the kaimakam where this idea came from he replied that it undoubtedly came from the Germans. They are studious and well organized people, they don’t like disorder and they are very nationalist. They are fervent militarists because in order to gain anything in this world one must fight for it. These wise teachers speak of survival of the fittest and of “lebensraum”, of a master race, or the duty to help allies, of the complete elimination of internal enemies, of the best ways to accomplish these things, of the destruction of anyone who obstructs them, of deporting minorities who try to destroy the countries that allow them to live, of using political propaganda to justify certain acts, and of something else which seems to be a great discovery for the sultan, assigning dirty jobs to those who have nothing to lose.  


			One of these old sages addressed the German and Turkish high commands as well as politicians and representatives of the government. All who were present knew that the sultan himself and the grand vizier were listening behind the curtains. He went on to explain that some races are stronger than others and that Germans and Turcomans are very similar peoples. Capable, strong, resistant in the face of adversity both had been victorious warriors in their lands. Gobineau himself, in his “Essai sur l’inégalité des races humaines”, published in 1854, spoke of the beauty of the people of Turkestan and how their blood had enriched the race. The German sage spoke about ideas developed by Courtet de L’Isle, based on Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s book “Origins of the Nineteenth Century” and others. 


			On that day the sultan realized that his ways were not adequate and he decided to learn from the Germans, the only infidels who really understood and appreciated the Turks and showed it with their deeds.


			That Turk, the kaimakam was honest with me. He told me that the Armenians in Turkey were being lied to, that a day would come when we would be annihilated, our churches and towns destroyed, our stones turned to dust, and with the passage of time no one would remember that there had once been a Christian nation here. That is what they are trying to do now. They know that circumstances will never be more favorable and that they must not lose time.” 


			Khachadur Malumian gazed hard at me through his gold-rimmed spectacles which shone in the setting sun. 


			“Well, did you enjoy the coffee? I must say that it’s one the only things of the Turks that I like. Well my dear friend, I am always at your service. I like you, but right now I must leave. Don’t go out tonight. You could be mistaken for an Armenian in the dark, and that thanks to our beloved sultan can be very dangerous in Turkey.”


			I remained at the café for a while. Malumian’s words rang in my head. I didn’t want to believe that the situation was that bad for the Armenians. Finally I rose and walked slowly towards the port. I loved to watch the fishing boats returning, brimming full, while seagulls cried out over them, taking their part in the incredible scene of the Constantinople’s golden sunset. 


			


			

				

					6 Comment ça va – how are you? (French)  


				


				

					7 kaimakam – a governor of a province


				


			


		


	

		

			November 1885


			3. ANTOINE MONGE


			For a couple of months I talked to various people. The city was built over the Constantinople that was founded in the fourth century and in turn had been built over ancient Byzantium. It had been besieged by Huns, Avars, Persians, Arabs and Russian. History oozed from every one its ancient stones and its walls, basilicas, mosques, bridges and palaces dazzled me with their beauty.


			I wanted to see towns outside of the city. I had been warned not to travel alone in the interior of the country. It was not Europe and the feeling of familiar surroundings disappeared as soon as one left the confines of the city. Outside of the city walls one found rural Turkey where farmers wore traditional attire and women averted their gaze. In general people hid themselves except to offer wares to sell. Their willingness to talk to foreigners was only as vendors and even that dissipated when I attempted to ask a few questions in my limited Turkish. They just turned and walked away before one had even finished speaking. 


			 I wanted to see more. I was not content just to see urban Turkey, and some modern neighborhoods of Constantinople. I wanted to see life in the interior. I wanted to see if it was that much different from the city as they had told me in the embassies. I imagined that it was but I need to see for myself.


			 I had no desire to travel alone. I learned from Louis de Fleury that Antoine Monge was preparing to travel to Bursa, and I went to see him and ask if I could accompany him. Monge was delighted with the proposition as he had no wish to travel alone either, and with a smile he suggested that I pack a trunk for a trip of fifteen days. He asked that I be ready at seven o’clock the following morning.


			It was mid November, the weather was cooler and although it was Mediterranean autumn it snowed much more than I would have imagined. 


			We departed from Constantinople at dawn. We traveled in a carriage with a coachman and his assistant. The coach was more pretentious in appearance than it was comfortable. Antoine explained to me sarcastically that it belonged to the royal household but that it was used by the financial administrator, who had left it at the disposal of the French Embassy. It was a very complicated process but that was how things worked in the Ottoman administration. When I made my comments about that to him he smiled and said:


			“You haven’t seen anything yet. This is the land of bureaucracy within the framework of a very rigid hierarchy.  At the tip of the pyramid is the Sultan with his personal decisions. These personal decisions are often extravagant caprices, such as ordering twenty suits from Paris with accompanying hats, gloves, and other accessories. Or whatever else occurs to him, such as a railway carriage to send his watchmakers out in search of a watch to complete his collection, or trunks full of lingerie for the women in his harem. With this man anything is possible. He is a tyrant who exercises his omnipotent power over anyone who does not bow deeply enough. He is an embezzler who empties the coffers of the treasure for his absurd whims. He is a human being without an ounce of humanity. Another problem is the lack of criteria for carrying out reforms. They are always talking about the Tanzimat-i hayriye8, the progressive legislation, but they have never put it into practice. Naturally the ruling class from the palaces down to the tax collector don’t want to give up any of their privileges, but occasionally they find themselves obliged to reform the administration and the army in order to be able to continue to govern. The former has many serious problems, the greatest of which is corruption, followed by excessively complicated bureaucracy and of course nepotism. The men who hold the highest offices are not the most competent; rather they are the most crafty and greedy. This is true anywhere, but one is most aware of it here, as the administration doesn’t work. You know who pays in the end? The Armenians and the Greeks, it always falls to them. You will see this in Bursa. There’s one of the mountains of Olympus, of the ancient Helenic world, Uludag. Bursa was the Ottoman capital until the conquest of Constantinople. It’s famous for its carpets and tapestries. You will like it, or better I should say you will be surprised. It’s far away from Europe.”


			Our journey lasted two days. We had to stop to change horses and we passed the night in a funduk9. Clearly we were not in Constantinople. It seemed to me as if we had turned back in time to another era, although the region was considered to be one of the modern parts of Turkey. I commented on this to Antoine and he nodded his head.


			“You must realize that this country, that is the Ottoman Empire is bankrupt. In fact our country is represented here by the Imperial Ottoman Bank, which could well be called the “Bank of France” in Turkey, because the owners, directors, and functionaries are all our countrymen. Their mission is to try to prevent the sultan and his servants from putting their hands in the till, and if they do, how much and what they do with it, this administration is a disaster! I will tell you something: almost fifteen years ago, they awarded us a contract to build a railway line from Haidar Pashá Station to Izmit. This cost us an enormous amount of cash, literally sacks and sacks full. But, don’t be so shocked. That’s the way things are here. The Germans have a strong presence with the Deutsche Bank.  England has large interests also with Dent Bank, and Palmer and Company. Other European countries have interests as well. Expenses are twice as much as receipts in spite of the fact that Abdul Hamid is trying to show that the royal house is responsible and doesn’t squander money like in the time of his predecessor. Occasionally they surprise us with new reforms and promised of modernization. Their financial needs are far greater than revenue, in spite of the peasantry; the tax collectors are bleeding Turks as well as the Christian minorities. 


			It would not be possible to maintain an army such as Turkey needs without guaranteed funds, but there is no longer anywhere to get the money from. Everything is mortgaged for loans, everything! Customs, Syrian customs rights, tobacco, salt, lumber, school enrolment, even sheep from Rumelia10! In order to meet the conditions that we imposed to renew loans they guaranty us all present and future Turkish revenues. Can you imagine what this means? France certainly has no desire to see a collapse of the Turkish economy. That would mean a complete loss of the faith that we have placed in centralization as the road to progress and democracy, as well as the loss of millions and millions of francs. It is the unthinkable.


			Look at that farmer over there. Yes, the one who is coming towards us. He is most likely an Armenian who much works from dawn to dusk to support his family. The tax collectors take almost everything that he earns. He is frustrated and bitter because he feels cheated. 


			Everybody takes a cut of the taxes he pays; the tax collector himself, the muttesariff that is the prefect, and even the vizier. The royal household gets the rest. What’s left to maintain the country? Almost nothing! Do you know what this means? They’re tightening the noose that strangles the farmers and the merchants. I am afraid that a day will come when they will want to take the little that is left. Then they will blame the situation on the Armenians and the Greeks, the non-Moslem and non-Turkish people who were here before they were. This is completely unacceptable! The Armenians have been here for thousands of years. You may say that I’m not objective and you would be right, but I know both sides very well.”


			When we arrived in Bursa I saw that there was an important Armenian population who was dedicated to the production of carpets and textiles. Antoine explained to me that the Armenians were good customers of the English. They wove and distributed English cotton that went to Asia Minor and Central Asia. Some of the proceeds paid for silk production in Turkey.


			We remained there for a week. Antoine was very discreet and did not divulge to me his business in Bursa. I used the time to explore the city. One day I climbed Mount Olympus accompanied by some Turkish guides whom I hired. They were very cordial to me and I had no complaints. It seemed impossible to me that such friendly people could be two faced. I wanted to know more Turks and hear their stories before passing judgment. 


			During the return trip I mentioned this to Antoine. He nodded and remained silent. 


			He preferred that I discover the truth for myself.


			


			

				

					8 Tanzimat-i hayriye – period of reforms in the Ottoman Empire (1839 - 1876) 


				


				

					9 funduk - an institution of Arabic origin, became widespread throughout the great merchant cities. It offered foreign merchants lodging


				


				

					10 Rumelia – the European part of Turkey
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			4. A WARNING


			In the spring of the following year, when I had been in Constantinople for a year I received an invitation from the British embassy, the occasion was the celebration of the tenth anniversary of Queen Victoria’s reign as Empress of India. It was to be a gala celebration; I ordered a new jacket, as mine was now quite worn. I had no wish to miss the celebration, as all of the important personages of Constantinople would be present. A tailor was recommended to me, one Osman Rumi, who catered to the embassies. He could make a suit as well any Parisian tailor and for a fifth of the cost. 


			I had made the acquaintance of Sir Edward Thornton, the British ambassador at a dinner at Louis de Fleury’s home. They were old friends. He seemed to me the prototype of the diplomat who spoke “excatedra”, always maintaining a distance. He had a profound knowledge of many subjects and a complete lack of humanity. Nonetheless one could not ignore the acquaintance of such an important person in the high society of the city.


			The celebration was held on the fifth of May in the gardens of the British embassy. It did not coincide exactly with the date of the anniversary, but the ambassador considered it to be the best time, for a number of reasons, in a land of protocol and appearances. At sundown coaches and carriages from the palace and decked out calèches filed into the driveway. It was rumored that the sultan himself would be in attendance, but in the end it was nothing more than a rumor, such as made the rounds of Constantinople every day. The truth was that the sultan rarely left Dolmabahçe Palace for fear of assassination. He sent the Grand Vizier in his place, a nervous man who perspired profusely in his European suit, although the weather was fairly cool on that the spring evening.


			Jacques de Favre, the French ambassador asked that I accompany him. This gave me the opportunity to see his daughter Elena who had been in Paris. I saw her arrive arm in arm with Henry de Villiers, the secretary of foreign relations. Antoine Monge informed me that they had been engaged a few weeks before. I couldn’t help but feel certain envy and I wished that I had asked for her hand myself. It was a lavish celebration. Dozens of servants served drinks and aperitifs to the hundreds of guests.


			For a European it was surprising that the Turks were not accompanied by any woman. This made the few women who were present stand out. They were the wives and daughters of the diplomats. They showed their charms without any hesitation according to the daring dictates of Parisian fashion. The British ambassador gave a speech in English followed by the grand vizier in Turkish. After the speeches a cold buffet was served. The celebration ended around eleven o’clock with a piano recital in the grand salon followed by fireworks.
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