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At the beginning of the 20th century, the Pera District of Constantinople, the capital of the Ottoman Empire, was a cosmopolitan environment in which two different cultures, European and Asian, were merging. The district's two main streets, the Pera Grand and the Kabristan boulevards, were lined with churches and mosques of various religious denominations, along with embassies of many different countries. Some European countries established their educational institutions on these streets. Alongside all this, there were theaters, libraries, galleries, clubs, restaurants, cafes, and shops.

These boulevards were unique in the city, with their different styles of buildings. They were lined with buildings built in neoclassical, neo-Gothic, neo-Renaissance, as well as Beaux-Arts and Art Nouveau architectural styles. Among the many famous European-style hotels on these streets was the luxurious Tokatlian Hotel.

Mgrdich Tokatlian, along with his father and brother Petros, came from the city of Tokat in the Tokat province to the capital city of the empire in 1883.

At the same time, in 1883, the Oriental Theater on Pera Street was demolished to make way for a new tram line. A new theater was immediately built in its place. However, the new theater building was also destroyed by fire in 1892. When the Holy Trinity Armenian Church Foundation began working to reconstruct the building, Tokatlian applied to the foundation, announcing his desire to open a restaurant in the same location. After receiving approval from the church foundation, construction began. The cafe-restaurant opened two years later, in 1895, and was named Splendid. Then, according to the design of the famous architect Alexander Vallaury in Constantinople, three more floors were added to that building, resulting in the domed hotel building. The hotel opened in 1897 and was named Splendid. It was later renamed Tokatlian Hotel, after its owner.

With 160 rooms, the hotel accommodated a large number of Ottoman upper-class representatives and the foreign bourgeoisie. Much like the city’s most luxurious Pera Palace Hotel, the Tokatlian also hosted passengers from the legendary Orient Express.

In the lobby of the hotel there was a large silver coat of arms with the first letters of the name and surname of its owner. In the cafe and restaurant on the first floor, tableware with the coat of arms was used. Many people wanted to visit the hotel's restaurant or bar because, in addition to enjoying delicious dishes and listening to pleasant music, one could observe passers-by on the city's most important street thanks to its location.

The Tokatlian Hotel attracted discerning customers not only with its external beauty and luxury but also by providing high-quality services. These services were delivered by the hotel's large staff, who were well-versed in their work and endowed with qualities of hospitality and kindness. Tokatlian regularly sent his employees to France or other European countries to improve their skills. At the same time, he was very demanding of his staff and meticulous in hiring new people.

In 1910, sixteen-year-old Andranik arrived in Constantinople from the town of Tivrik, in the province of Sebastia. A chance incident had played a fateful role, bringing him to the Hotel Tokatlian. In his early youth, after first learning shoemaking from his father and then apprenticing in a locksmith's workshop, he had set off for Constantinople to find work and build his future, a journey decided by his relatives. On the way, he had stopped at an inn in the city of Tokat to spend the night.

During a conversation, the innkeeper told him about his compatriot's hotel in Constantinople. Knowing his young guest was looking for a job, the innkeeper advised him to go there and ask for a job. Upon reaching Constantinople, Andranik followed the advice of the kind man and began looking for Tokatlian’s hotel. Since the hotel was well known throughout the city, he had no trouble finding it. The hotel's workers, knowing he was a compatriot of Tokatlian, did not immediately dismiss him, despite his provincial appearance.

Tokatlian, in turn, understood the young compatriots' naive but bold act of coming to such a place. He had initially offered him a job as an apprentice in a group of repairmen. Over the three years, Andranik had managed to work in two of Tokatlian’s hotels: the main hotel on Pera Street, as well as the newly opened Tarabya Hotel, named after the seaside district in which it is located. 

Thanks to his abilities and diligence, he had mastered the professions of carpenter, locksmith, electrician, and mechanic. And when Tokatlian bought a Renault car in France, he sent it to Constantinople with mechanics from the factory. His intention was for Andranik to be the driver, with the factory representatives teaching him how to drive the vehicle. In a short time, Andranik had learned to drive that car through the almost empty streets of Constantinople, and soon he started taking hotel guests to the Sirkeci railway station, where the Orient Express arrived, or to the pier and vice versa, or driving them around the city. 

Andranik would drive Tokatlian from his home to the hotel and back after work. He also occasionally drove Tokatlian's family members, Mrs. Aghavni and their daughter, Mercedes. Tokatlian had desperately wanted a daughter he could name after the Byzantine Empress Theodora, an Armenian-born figure from his own family's region. No daughter was ever born to him, so he adopted a girl and, based on certain conditions, either gave her the name Mercedes or allowed her to keep her old one.

Mercedes was a prosperous and charming woman who was married to a Serbian man. Her dresses, shoes, and hats were made with exquisite taste, reflecting the latest Parisian fashion. For various holidays, Mercedes loved and enthusiastically took part in the hotel's decoration. And Andranik, in turn, used every short break to watch such work from afar, admiring Mercedes's beauty and, above all, the French braid of her hair.

In Constantinople, the fifth spring had already begun for Andranik.

The Judas tree had blossomed, painting the banks of the Bosphorus with purple. Lilac bushes bloomed in the courtyards of the villas, and bright geraniums decorated the balconies and windowsills of the apartments. Everywhere, the air was filled with the fragrant aroma of lilac, rose, and oleander. The hotel's florist service was also busy beautifying the luxurious building with freshly cut flowers, which were supplied by florists in the neighboring Said Pasha Passage and Passage d’Europe. The bouquets throughout the hotel gave it the appearance of a blooming garden, from the large, beautifully decorated vase in the lobby to the smaller arrangements in the corridors, rooms, and restaurant.
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The Said Pasha Passage, one of the most important places of entertainment in Pera - if not the most important - was located right on Pera Boulevard, just a few steps from the Tokatlian Hotel. In addition to jewelry, tobacco, bakery, and confectionery shops, it also housed flower shops, a bookstore, a tailor's workshop, cafes, restaurants, and wine bars. This building, originally called the Cite de Pera and one of the first European-style buildings in Constantinople, was not initially intended as a shopping and entertainment center. It was originally planned for the Naum Theater but was sold after the earthquake of 1870. The building was purchased by the Greek banker Christakis Zografos, rebuilt, and then sold to the Ottoman Grand Vizier Said Pasha.

Andranik often visited the passage to buy cigarettes from Ajemian's shop and, when he had time, he would sometimes join the gatherings of his compatriots. The passage was a favorite haunt for the Armenians of Constantinople, and they could be seen in its various cafes, seated at different tables. Andranik knew almost everyone, and they all knew him. People of all ages and professions would gather around the tables, talking or even arguing about the history of the nation, the domestic and foreign policy of the Ottoman Empire, and the prospects of Armenian culture.

At one table, writer Yervant Odian could be seen telling a story to his tablemates, while at another, poet Daniel Varoujan read a poem to an attentive audience. Sometimes, poet Adom Yarjanian was also there, telling his interlocutors about his life abroad or his latest trip. Andranik listened with great attention to his stories about his life in Paris. Andranik was also interested to hear Yarjanian's impressions of the Caucasus under Russian rule, which included the other part of his homeland, Eastern Armenia.

When Daniel spoke about his years in Belgium, the listeners were immersed in the mysterious atmosphere of medieval Europe. The beautiful buildings of magnificent cities, Gothic cathedrals and churches with spires rising to the sky, mighty fortresses, and Baroque gardens and buildings appeared in their imagination. Andranik listened and imagined, happy that the storytellers had seen and enjoyed these things with their own eyes and were now sharing them. At the same time, he was sad that he had not been so lucky. He had to work every day to earn his living, but he never lost hope that he would one day go to Europe to study architecture, history, and politics. That's why he saved money.

Andranik was one of the youngest at the Armenian youth gathering, and feeling less educated than the others, he mainly listened. He focused on what was being said by those older and more experienced than himself, whom he considered to be worldly.

He had managed to get close to some of them, especially Daniel, a well-known poet among Armenians and director of the Grigor Lusavorich School. He also became close with Mihran Toumachian, a member of the Gusan choir. All three men were from the Sebastia vilayet of the Ottoman Empire, and if one of them received news from the homeland, or "Ergir," as they called it, they would share it with one another. Andranik, who was almost the same age as Vardan Sarkisian, Hagop Aydinian, Aram Astvatsatrian, Vagharshak Srvandztian, and Mihran from the Gusan choir, sometimes joined them when they sang in the cafes and restaurants of the passage, because he loved to sing and had a good voice.

His love for the national song sometimes took him a little further down to the Petit Champs Theater, or as the locals called it, the ‘Pti Sham,’ located on Kabristan Boulevard, parallel to Pera Boulevard, or further down to the Union Francaise club, where, listening to the performances of the Gusan choir, he would mentally be transported to his native Tivrik city surrounded by mountains, he would hear the murmur of rivers, the rustle of leaves swaying in the wind, the singing of birds, and the laughter of children. He would listen to the comments of the group's leader, Komitas.

Andranik was lucky enough to meet artist Panos Terlemezian, during concerts before the artist’s departure to his homeland. Panos and Komitas were close friends, having rented a home together in the Pangalti district in the upper part of Pera.

Panos Terlemezyan and Andranik considered themselves compatriots, although one was from Van province and the other from Sebastia province. They considered the inhabitants of Sebastia to be a people who had left Van, referencing the 11th-century historical event where the king of Vaspurakan, Senekerim, moved his people to Sebastia under the orders of the Byzantine emperor and ceded his land to the Byzantine empire.

Despite his busy schedule, Daniel Varoujan also came to the concerts. One evening after a concert, while waiting for Komitas for a chat, Daniel introduced Andranik to a young man from Constantinople named Hrach, who was about his age.

After Komitas approached, they all expressed their admiration for the divine, soulful songs they had been gifted. Then, when the maestro and the poet left, the young men decided to go somewhere to celebrate their acquaintance. They walked through the Bon Marche shopping center and came out onto Pera Boulevard. The weather was mild, and they decided to walk to their beloved Said Pasha Passage.

After introducing himself and telling his interlocutor a little about himself, Andranik turned and said, Dear Hrach, since you were born and raised in the city not far from Stambul, calling Constantinople in Armenian manner, you must have had the opportunity to study at the best schools of the capital.

“Eh, Andranik, do not say that,” Hrach answered. “I had the opportunity, but for various reasons, I was never able to get a final education. The last place where I studied was Yesayan School. Before that, there were French and American colleges.” 

“Not bad. You have acquired some knowledge,” said Andranik.

“Learning foreign languages is useful,” Hrach replied. “Now I can communicate a little with the English and French.”

“Do you work in a hotel?” Andranik asked.

“No,” Hrach answered. “I want to become an actor.”

“Are you in any group?” Andranik asked. 

“I have started preparing for the performance of the Serovbe Penklian operetta group,” Hrach answered. 

“Very good. When will the performance be?” Andranik asked. 

“This day next week. I invite you,” Hrach said. 

“Thank you. I will come with pleasure if I am free that evening. And where will the performance take place?” Andranik asked. 

“In ‘Pti Sham,’” Hrach answered.

Then, changing the subject of the conversation, Hrach turned to Andranik. 

“What do you think, Andranik? Will we also go to war?” 

A few days ago, Andranik had learned at the hotel that Germany had entered the war against several countries at once. He took a deep breath and answered, “You ask a good question, Hrach, but it is also a difficult one. Our government - and why only they, the people too - do not have the desire to fight. But the recent rapprochement with the Germans is not good at all. They have started a war and may want to incite this government to enter the war so that they do not fight alone?” 

“You are right, Andranik. I have that fear, too,” Hrach said. “God forbid, if this country also enters the war, they will take both of us to the army. As I know by this new law, they can take Armenians to the army.”

“I know that too, but I don't know if the Sultan will listen to his entourage and enter the war, especially since Germany has made promises to strengthen the Turkish army,” Andranik answered.

“And if, God forbid, they suddenly enter, what will we do? Will we leave the city and run away? But where?” Hrach asked excitedly.

“I do not know. Do not be discouraged prematurely. We will think of something when the time comes,” Andranik tried to calm his interlocutor.

Discussing this worrying topic, Andranik and Hrach did not notice how they got to Sayid Pasha Passage. At this late hour, only a few shops were open, and it was not crowded. The young men entered the Greek Yoroi Winery and ordered a glass of raki.

“Well, Hrach, let me speak first, even though I am only a year older than you. Let us always remember the first day of our acquaintance and, wherever we are, whatever happens to us, let us not forget each other. May God grant that we be successful, have the opportunity to earn our bread with our own sweat,” Andranik proposed a toast.

“Andranik, dear, I am glad to meet you. God willing, we will live in peace in our city and do our work," Hrach responded.

“God willing, you will become a great actor, and we will be proud of you,” Andranik added.

After emptying the first cup, the young people asked the waiter to repeat their order. Hrach spoke for the second cup, “Andranik, let us drink a toast to our parents, sisters and brothers with this cup, who, by giving themselves up to hardship, opened the door to the future for us and now we, as young people, are in this big city, with the possibilities of a good future.”

“Of course, let us drink a toast to our relatives, God willing, we will meet one day,” Andranik responded.

After another cup of raki, the young people drank coffee and went out. On the street, Hrach again reminded Andranik about the performance. Andranik promised to be there.

As they reached the tram stop, Hrach told Andranik, “One day I will take you to see Komitas and Panos's home.”

“Will that be convenient?” Andranik asked.

“Do not worry, they are hospitable - many people come to their home: musicians, poets, doctors, lawyers," Hrach answered.

The tram moved and took Hrach to the Pangalti district, where both Komitas and Panos lived. Pleased that he had found an intelligent and kind friend his own age, Andranik began to walk towards his home.
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Near Said Pasha Passage was the lively and crowded Fish Market, where, in addition to fresh fish, other products were sold: fresh meat and chicken; vegetables and fruits; milk and cheese; bread; spices; and honey.

And right behind Said Pasha Passage there was the Passage d'Europe, which the Armenian merchant Onnik Douz had built in 1874 by the design of the architect Pulger on the site of the Naum theater and the Jardin de Flor hotel, which were destroyed after the Great Fire in Pera in 1870.

Under the arch of this building stood shops of various styles, including a fashion house, a shoemaker, a grocery store, a wine shop, a soap shop, a florist, a watchmaker, a hairdresser, and a piano repairman. 

Andranik regularly visited them once or twice a week to do some shopping.

Right next to the Passage d’Europe was another important street in Constantinople, Kabristan Avenue, which had previously been called Rue de Petit Champs. After the Great Fire, the city's most modern buildings were built on this street in the Neo-Realist and Baroque styles, reflecting the European image of Ottoman Constantinople for that era.

Kabristan Avenue turned at the junction of Old Women’s Street and continued downwards toward City Hall. This avenue, Pera Boulevard, Old Women’s Rooms Street, and Sahne Street formed a quadrangle. Inside and around this area, lively trade took place, and a vibrant atmosphere reigned.

A little further down on Kabristan Avenue stood the British Embassy building, which resembled a palace. Nearby were the Grand Hotel de Londres and the Bristol Hotel. The latter was built in 1893 and had previously belonged to the Armenian Catholic Church.

The Union Française club was housed in another building on this avenue. It was built in 1896 in the Neo-Realist style by the renowned French architect Alexandre Vallaury. The club served as a gathering place for French and Armenian residents of Constantinople.

Also located on the same avenue, the American Embassy was housed in a building that the Italian architect Giacomo Leoni had designed for a Genoese merchant in the 1870s.

On Kabristan Avenue also was the Tokatlian Hotel's competitor, the Pera Palace Hotel, a luxurious hotel built primarily to serve passengers on the Orient Express. Among the first owners of this hotel was the then-famous philanthropist Yesayan family from Caesarea. The architect Alexandre Vallaury designed the hotel's design, which combined Neoclassical, Art Nouveau, and Oriental styles. The construction of the building began in 1892 and was completed in 1895.

After a week, Andranik had so much work that he couldn't go to Hrach's performance. A few days later, they met in the Said Pasha Passage. Andranik approached a group of his compatriots who were sitting around a table. The men were drinking coffee, lighting cigarettes, and seriously discussing the newly started war. 

Andranik, interested in political conversations, pulled out a chair and sat down. He took a newly bought pack of cigarettes from his pocket, lit one, and began to listen. Since everyone present knew Andranik, they were not afraid and continued their discussion. Yervant Odian, the oldest among those present, did most of the talking.

After listening for a while, Andranik, though the youngest, decided to express his opinion, “I have heard that the Government wanted to establish friendly relations with Britain, but it did not work out. I think the same thing must have happened in the case of France. And if we consider that our Empire was not on such good terms with the Russian Empire until now, it is unlikely that anything will work out between them.”

Everyone was listening to Andranik in amazement when Yervant interrupted and asked, “It turns out that the Sultan will have to choose Germany?”

“If he has not chosen yet," intervened Daniel Varoujan, who had studied politics at the university and was well versed in such diplomatic games.

“In fact, we can only expect that Germany will drag us into the war,” Siamanto concluded.

This idea, suggested by Andranik, gave rise to even more reflections. Andranik noticed the confused expression on the face of Hrach, who was also among those present.

The atmosphere around the table was lightened by Yervant's suggestion to go to the priest Komitas's home. “Let us go see what our priest is doing and present these conclusions to him as well. I think he does not have a concert. Look, there are some of his singers with us,” Yervant explained with a smile, pointing to Hagop Aydinian and Mihran Toumajian.

When everyone got up and was about to head to Komitas's home, Hrach noticed that Andranik was hesitating and turned to him.

“What is the matter, Andranik? You do not want to come with us? Have something to do?” Hrach asked.

“No, Hrach, I have finished my work,” Andranik answered.

“Then what do you think?” Hrach asked.

"I feel uncomfortable. I have never been to his home before and then you will talk about art, poetry...” Andranik answered.

“You will listen, too. Come, come, do not be shy. Komitas is a simple and hospitable person,” Hrach tried to convince him.

While Hrach was convincing Andranik, Daniel approached them and turned to Andranik and said, “Come with us, my compatriot, you will not regret it, we will have a good evening, you will see.”

Andranik, unable to resist, joined the group with great joy and excitement.

After waiting at the tram stop for a few minutes and riding the tram for a few more minutes, they arrived at the priest's home at the beginning of Cumhuriyet Street in Shishli.
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Fortunately, Komitas was at home, and seeing the group of Armenians standing in front of his door, he happily invited everyone inside.

“Do you see, Vardapet, what group I have brought to meet you?” Yervant, the eldest among the guests, spoke, calling the priest in the Armenian manner.

“I see, dear Yervant, you have done well. Welcome, my brothers,” greeted the priest.

“We decided to come to break you out of your loneliness for a while,” Daniel said and then asked, “What news do you have from Panos?”

“He has arrived, has settled in, is admiring the native nature and, first of all, the blue Lake Van,” the priest answered.

“All of that will actually become a source of powerful inspiration for him,” continued Siamanto.

“You are right, Adom,” Komitas confirmed and asked, “what inspired you? You were in the Caucasus, were not you?”

“Yes, I was in Tbilisi and Vagharshapat. Before returning, I also underwent a little treatment in Switzerland,” the poet answered.

“You must be captivated by Mount Masis,” the priest said and asked, “what are you working on now?”

“On my yearbook with Daniel,” Siamanto answered.

“Navasard?” the priest tried to clarify.

“Yes,” answered Siamanto, surprised by Komitas's memory. He then looked at Daniel, and the two exchanged smiles.

“And you, Yervant, when are you going to leave 'Councilman's wife' alone?” Komitas joked, looking at writer.

“Soon,” the satirist answered in a confident tone.

Then Komitas began to tell about his trip to Paris in June, his feelings about it, and the city itself. Then he talked about the conference he attended and performed at. He had already mentioned this during his concerts. The guests, in turn, tormented him with their questions.

Andranik listened attentively to the discussion. When it concluded, he asked a question regarding Paris's cars. Komitas replied that there were a lot of cars. Others said that many cars were already present in Constantinople too, and their numbers were growing, but one thing Constantinople still lacked was a proper bus system. Nevertheless, they agreed that this would soon change, remembering that their city's metro was the second oldest in Europe, after London's.

Andranik did not ask this question casually; he was really interested in the cars.

“Well, let us make some coffee,” the host suggested.

“We have already drunk coffee,” everyone answered in unison.

“I have drunk too, but it will not hurt. Let us drink again,” insisted the priest.

Before the coffee was brewed, Komitas turned to Andranik and said, “Panos told me about your difficult fate, Andranik, and I remember I found some similarities with mine. Can you tell me in more detail?”

Andranik was also surprised by the priest's memory, and he was confused for a moment, seeing the eyes of those present on him, but continued.

“I lost my mother during the Sultan Hamid massacres of 1895 when I was very young, I do not remember my mother. They told me the story of when she fled from the soldiers, carrying her year-old child. The soldiers caught up with her, and one of them singled out the baby, raising him to his sword. He then demanded the mother's jewelry. She gave him all that she had with her and saved the child, but the trauma drove her to her bed, and she died a few months later.

After listening carefully, Komitas said, suppressing his emotion:

“It is a pity, dear Andranik, there is no Armenian family that has not suffered from these things in some way. I also lost my mother at an early age, when I was only six months old.” 

Andranik listened to the priest in silence, looked around, saw the sympathetic gaze of those present, and continued, “My father married for the second time, and I had a stepsisters and a stepbrother. I remember them. I even remember how my stepsisters and their mother would sit me on a chair and comb my hair."

Andranik's story saddened those present.

“What does your father do?” the priest asked again.

“He is a shoemaker,” Andranik replied.

"Mine, too," the priest said.

“And your mother?” asked Komitas.

“My mother made kilims, and my stepmother sews clothes.”

At these words, one of Komitas's students, Mihran, announced that the coffee was ready.

Everyone took their cups and began to drink their coffee as they listened to the continued dialogue between Andranik and Komitas.

“Then how did you get to Stambul?” the priest asked.

“After primary school, my father took me to his workshop and taught me how to make shoes. I was also an apprentice in the blacksmith's shop while I was a student at Nersesian College. I worked there until I was sixteen, and then I was sent to Stambul.

On the way, the owner of the inn in Tokat city advised me to go to Tokatlian and ask for a job. I did so, and probably I was fortunate enough to gain Mr. Tokatlian's favor, or perhaps he simply liked me and accepted me into his hotel.

“He is a kind-hearted man, Mr. Tokatlian, who did not leave a young man like you out, said the priest.

“Yes, he is a kind man and a knowledgeable businessman. It is our pride that the hotels of our nation's representative are among the best hotels in Stambul,” Yervant intervened.

“Do not you want to go to the town, see your people?” asked the priest.

“I want to, I really want to, to see my father Toros, my stepmother, and my sisters, who raised me. I have saved up a little money, and as soon as the work in the hotel eases, I will go.”

“I will come with you,” Komitas said enthusiastically and continued. “Then I will go to Panos, he is calling. I do not want to go alone. I will have covered most of the way with you.”

“It would be very good, in the fall, in all likelihood,” Andranik answered enthusiastically, wanting to continue, but was interrupted.

Here, those present intervened, and the first was Hrach.

“If only there were no war. What would we do if our government also got involved in it?”

“Let us pray that this evil would not happen,” Komitas suggested.

After the prayer, Yervant announced the arrival of Zabel Yesayan in Constantinople. Those present were happy; everyone was interested in seeing the brave woman who had been with her compatriots fighting for their freedom and had written about them.

“Have you read anything from her writings?” Hrach turned to Andranik.

“Who has not read her writings about the Adana massacres?” Andranik answered.

“Okay, so you know who she is. God willing, we will meet,” Hrach announced.

“Yes, maybe she will come to your performance, or you'll invite her?” Andranik asked.

"Maybe it will take place here at Komitas’ home,” Hrach answered.

Daniel also announced the happy news that Ruben had a daughter.

The news made Andranik very happy, because it was the first time he had learned that his beloved poet was in Constantinople, especially that he was living in Pera with his German wife and their two children.

“I must have seen him outside, but I did not think it was Ruben,” Andranik told Hrach.

“Okay, now we will wait for a meeting with two valuable and talented compatriots at once,” Hrach responded. He added, “I had heard about his arrival from Switzerland, and as far as I know, he is already a doctor working in the hospital.”

The clatter of backgammon stones began to sound in Komitas's home. The guests had intended to defeat the priest and leave, but they were no match for him. One by one, they left the backgammon table in defeat. As was his custom, Komitas said goodbye to them with his favorite words: ‘Go say hello to your father.’

Andranik's assumption at Komitas's home turned out to be correct. Two weeks after that conversation, Zabel Yesayan went to the Gusan choir concert, and this caused great excitement among the other spectators.

The concert took place in the luxurious hall of the Union Francaise club on Kabristan Avenue in Pera.

The Union Française building was a three-story building constructed on a high basement floor. Inside, on both sides of its central axis, there were meeting rooms, a library, and office spaces, as well as a multifunctional hall. After the concert, Komitas invited Zabel Yesayan to the stage in that hall and introduced her. Many people were naturally interested in her visit to Cilicia and wanted to hear directly from her about what happened, to ask their questions.

In her book, Yesayan had described in detail the terrible events in Cilicia and the consequences of the Adana massacres, including thousands of victims, burned houses, and orphaned children. Now, however, people wanted to know how such events were possible and what could be expected from the new government. A pressing question was whether Armenians and Turks would be able to create a common state together with other nations after the overthrow of the Sultan Hamid's bloody reign.

After the questions and answers, Komitas invited Zabel Yesayan to the meeting room next door, where a group of French people, including journalists and representatives of their local community, were waiting for them.

Taking advantage of this opportunity, a group of young people, Andranik, Hrach, Hagop, and several others from the Garun choir, ran to a nearby pastry shop, which was very famous in Constantinople, to bring delicious pastries and treat Mrs. Zabel and Komitas.

The Lebon Patissier shop was located at the junction of Oriental Passage and Pera streets. So, after a few minutes of brisk walking through the passage from the Union Française, the boys were already at the store. The store was founded in 1886 by Edouard Lebon, a cook at the French embassy. After quitting his job, he founded the city's first confectionery sales center. The Victorian-style interior of the store was designed by Alexandre Vallaury.

After choosing several types of pastries, the boys paid for them together and decided to sit down for coffee. It was clear that the French would not let Zabel and Komitas go so quickly. It was Hrach who was the first to start the conversation.

“What do you understand, boys - are we going to war?” he asked.

“Zabel did not say it outright, but she made it clear that the probability is very high,” answered Hagop.

“She cannot say anything openly,” Mihran hinted. “Do not you think they are following her?”

“They are not following me, I can tell you that boldly,” Andranik said jokingly. Then, changing his tone, he continued, “From what I gathered, our country's involvement in the war is not far off.”

“In that case, we should think about escaping, about hiding,” Hrach responded excitedly. “We are of the age that will first be taken to war.”

While the boys anxiously discussed the issue of their country and their future, they did not notice that they might be too late to treat their honorable guests to delicious pastries from Constantinople. They immediately got up, grabbed the boxes of pastries, and ran back to the Union Francaise. Unfortunately, Zabel and Komitas had already left. The French who were still there were lucky enough to taste the pastries served by the Armenian youth of Constantinople.

"Also present that evening were Daniel Varoujan and Ruben Sevak with their beautiful wives. Daniel introduced Andranik and Ruben that evening.

Andranik was very happy that evening, having finally had the chance to meet his favorite poet. His gentle lyrics eased Andranik's longing for his homeland and relatives.

That evening, Daniel and Ruben left immediately after the concert, as they had young children waiting for them at home. However, the next meeting did not keep him waiting. 
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Chapter Five


[image: ]




One evening, when Andranik was about to go to Said Pasha Passage after finishing work, he was informed that someone was waiting for him.

When he approached the person waiting for him, he could not believe his eyes. The person waiting for him was his stepbrother, who had unexpectedly arrived in Constantinople.

After greeting him, Andranik took his brother and went to Said Pasha Passage.

In the Passage, he went quickly to the tailor's shop, asking someone to show his brother their selection of ready-made clothes. Although Vartan was reluctant to change clothes in the store, he at least tried on some items. Andranik then bought him a suitable suit and shirt, followed by a pair of shoes from the shoemaker. He wanted his brother to look as respectable as himself, as he planned to educate him and introduce him to his friends. 

Andranik then took Vartan to a cafe where, in addition to coffee, one could also find delicious dishes. When his brother had eaten his fill, Andranik turned to him and said, “Well, my brother, now tell me in a little more detail what you told me very briefly on the way, what is there, how are ours?”

“It is difficult, very difficult, after school I used to go to our father to help, he works very, very hard, he gets tired, he is getting old. The mother also works a lot, but at least it is good, the sisters help her, they do the housework themselves. The two eldest, Knarik and Araksi, are already brides, but we cannot think about getting them married because we cannot collect a dowry, and the younger ones, Mariam and Anushik are going to school,” told Vartan.

Andranik listened, and the image of the house flashed before his eyes: their yard, garden, relatives tired, half-starved, doing their own work. He remembered how his stepmother and aunts and uncles loved and pampered him. Andranik's heart bled because he felt he could not help them as he should have. The relatives had now sent their second son Stambul driven by desperation, and this was already a testament to the situation in the province.

‘No, I must now make every effort to ensure that Vartan is educated here, at least with him we can get our family out of this difficult situation,’ Andranik thought.

About the fear and terror that reigned in the city, that the gendarmes might come again and conduct inspections and take them away for interrogation and put them in prison on the slightest pretext, Andranik was listening and remembering what had happened to him when he was an apprentice of the blacksmith and the gendarmes, suspecting that they were making and keeping weapons, had taken them to prison and only released them after keeping and interrogating them for several days.

“Tomorrow we will go to Danel,” Andranik said, calling Daniel in the Armenian manner. “First, you will tell him all this. He is from our province, and then we will ask him to accept you into their school so that you can continue your studies. It is true that we are not Catholics, but I do not think that would be a problem.”

After this, Andranik stood up. A few minutes later, after exchanging greetings with several people, two respectable-looking boys emerged from Said Pasha's Passage. One of the brothers was already a young man, the other was still a teenager.

The brothers walked along Pera Boulevard, then through the adjacent alleys, to the building where Andranik had rented an apartment on the top floor. The apartment was not large, but the soft green color of the walls and the rays of sunlight streaming through the windows made it seem larger.

Andranik explained to his brother how to use the bathroom, and Andranik began to make tea to cure his slight cold with honey.

Andranik and Vartan were very similar in appearance: both were tall, thin, but had a strong build. Both had delicate, beautiful features, and most importantly, they were both intelligent and thirsty for learning. Andranik, unable to continue his studies, engaged in self-education and communicated with the Armenian intelligentsia of Pera, trying to extract as much knowledge and life experience from them as possible.

After making tea, he began reading the letter that Vartan had brought with him. The letter was from Aram, his cousin, who was Vartan's age, or a little younger. In his letter, Aram wrote that he was feeling anxious, afraid, seeing how the gendarmes were treating their fellow citizens. Ordinary people, he said, were neutral, but the aghas and mullahs were fanatics and capable of anything and capable of inciting others.

‘Perhaps the premonition of danger was the reason, on the one hand, that his relatives had sent Vartan to Stambul,’ Andranik thought as he read the letter.

The last lines of Aram's letter proved his conclusion. At the end of his letter, Aram asked if he too come to Constantinople, would Andranik be able to accept him and help him settle down somewhere?

Andranik woke up early in the morning, as was his habit, even though it was Saturday, but he did not wake his brother up, leaving him to rest after the long journey. Vartan was really tired and slept for quite a while, and when he woke up, Andranik had already managed to prepare breakfast, and the smell of coffee had spread throughout the room, even in the bathroom. After tasting the omelet with tomatoes, butter spread on bread, and rose jam, the brothers put on their festive clothes: Andranik in his light blue shirt and dark blue suit, and Vartan in the same suit of almost the same color that they had bought the day before. The only difference in the brothers’ outfits was the lack of a tie in Vartan’s outfit, while Andranik’s dark burgundy French tie gave him a special chic.

Andranik lived in the part of Pera adjacent to Tarlabasi Boulevard, which had been opened in the 16th century, where the city's middle class lived: employees of embassies, employees of foreign companies and hotels, and employees of state institutions.

The Armenian Catholic school, where Daniel Varoujan was in charge, was not far away, and Andranik and Vartan walked to it. The school was located in a four-story red brick building.

Fortunately, it turned out that the director had arrived and, moreover, his friend Ruben Sevak had come to him, so the young men were asked to wait a while until they finished their meeting with the students.

After the meeting, Daniel invited Ruben and the brothers who had come to visit him to his office. 

“Tell me, Andranik, my compatriot, what good news have you brought from the 'Ergir' this time?” Daniel began. 

“This time the news came on foot, dear Danel,” Andranik replied. 

Before moving on to the main topic, Andranik inquired about Daniel's and Ruben's newborns and wished all their children and wives good health.

Then, introducing his brother, he asked him to repeat what he had told him earlier. Although he was excited by the presence of those two famous poets, whom he knew from school and who listened to him attentively, Vartan managed to present the explosive situation prevailing in the province.

When he finished, Daniel fell into a thoughtful silence. Ruben was the first to respond.

“That is how I imagine it. Before the Adana massacres, I assumed - even warned - that the situation in the depths of the country was difficult and explosive,” Ruben said. “These Young Turks – who overthrew the Sultan and came to power, by the way, not without our assistance – are lying; they are hypocritical.”

“And now they will probably enter the war on Germany's side.” Daniel interjected.

“Maybe you will finally be convinced and leave this country, Daniel,” Ruben continued. “You have small children.”

“And you, Ruben? It seems your children are not small,” Daniel countered.

“My situation is different, you know. I am a doctor, and they need doctors,” Ruben reminded him. “Besides, as you know, my wife is German. They depend on Germany.”

While the older friends were discussing what to do, Andranik, who was a decade younger than them, and Vartan, who was a few years younger than him, listened with their heads down. As soon as they finished, Andranik handed Aram's letter to Daniel. Daniel read the news and passed it on to Ruben. 

“Well, Andranik, not much time has passed since the beginning of the school year, and I can place your brother in one of the higher classes,” Daniel said, turning to him. “Let him come on Monday. I will check his knowledge and decide which class to put him in.” 

“Thank you very much, dear Daniel, my compatriot,” Andranik replied, adding, “I will take care of whatever expenses are necessary.”

“I will talk to the members of the board of trustees to get their help,” Daniel promised.

“As for your relative, write so that he does not get discouraged. Let him come, and we will think about something for him too.” 

The brothers left, expressing their deep gratitude to Daniel and Ruben.

“You see what wonderful youth we have in the provinces,” Daniel said after the boys left. “I was convinced of this when I was still teaching there. We must help them develop and build their future and get their parents out of this difficult situation. It is terrible how the Armenian people are subjected to deprivation and persecution.”

“I agree, my friend,” Ruben replied. “We must educate and enlighten the new generation. If we cannot bring our struggle to an end, they will do it and be able to defend their rights. The Young Turks are apparently deviating from the promises of freedom, equality, and brotherhood they gave. Now this war; let us see if they will get involved in it or not.”

“Let us see,” Daniel confirmed.

The boys went out into the street and headed to the main gathering place of Armenian youth, Said Pasha's Passage. That day, Andranik was not working. There were no Saturdays or Sundays for him; he worked whenever he was needed. However, on that day, for the occasion of meeting his brother, he had asked to be allowed to be absent from work.

“Andranik, my brother,” Vartan asked while walking, “tell me, please, how did you become friends with these famous people? You are not a writer like them.” 

Andranik grinned and answered his brother's question, “That us right, Vartan, yes, I am not a writer, nor am I a musician, painter or actor, but I am their reader, listener, viewer and, in general, an appreciator of their talent and art. That is what they see in me and communicate with me. They are modest people, devoted to their work and nation, and at the same time friendly.”
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Chapter Six
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The brothers' entry into the Said Pasha Passage aroused interest among the people relaxing there on Saturdays and chatting. Andranik's acquaintances were used to always seeing him alone. Today, a young man similar to him, but younger, was with him. Andranik, greeting his acquaintances who were looking at them, approached the group with whom he communicated more often. Sitting around that table were Yervant, Adom, Mihran, Hagop, several other members of the "Gusan" group, who were students of the city's Armenian Central School as well as Hrach with his playmate. 

Andranik introduced his brother to those present, and Vartan was forced to tell his story once again and further dampen the mood of the group. 

Yervant Odian was the first to respond. 

“Tell me, my son, are there many Armenians in your town, or are there few of them, and what other nations are there?” 

“Apart from Armenians and Turks, no other nations live in our city, and the Turks outnumber us in number,” Vartan answered. 

“Are they significantly more?” Yervant tried to clarify. 

“More than half are them,” Vartan answered. 

“What do they do?” Adom asked. 

“The estates belong to them. They import and export goods into and out of the town,” Vartan answered. 

“And the Armenians?” the group asked in unison. 

“Our people are mainly engaged in crafts, selling goods both in the town and in the surrounding villages. Also, many of them leave,” Vartan answered and turned to those present. “And have you heard about the Paulicians?”

“Of course we have heard,” answered some of those present. They said it was a powerful religious sectarian movement in the Byzantine Empire, but one that the emperor had suppressed and cruelly punished.

“But not the emperor, but the empress, Theodora II,” interjected Andranik, who had been listening silently until then. Andranik and Vartan then announced together that their town was the center of that movement.

When Andranik and Vartan got up to leave after drinking their coffee, Hrach approached them and asked where they had decided to go. Andranik replied that they had no particular place to go, just taking advantage of the fact that he was free from work. Maybe they would go to the market, do some shopping, and prepare food for this and the next day.

“And can you cook dinner?” asked Hrach.

“Of course I can, I cook my own food. And have you forgotten where I work?” Andranik answered.

“Well then, I will come with you to the market. I have already finished my rehearsal at the theater, and now I am free,” said Hrach.

“Well then, let us go together,” suggested Andranik.

A few minutes later, Andranik, Hrach and Vartan had already entered the market.

Before them was the entire underwater world of the Mediterranean, Marmara, and Black Seas. It was filled with creatures ranging from fish of different types, sizes, and colors to squids and crabs of various sizes.

“Well, choose,” Hrach said in a knowledgeable tone and then asked, “What food do you want to cook?”

“To tell the truth, we do not know. We have not decided,” Andranik answered. He added, “We do not have a sea, and Vartan has not eaten sea fish, so I have to cook something good for him so that he will always remember the taste of his first experience.”

“If you listen to me, I would advise you to buy the Bosphorus blue fish this season,” Hrach said.

“Yes, that is right. It is a very tasty fish,” Andranik continued, picking up his friend's thought. “It is in our restaurant; I tried it there.”

“This fish is so tasty that you do not need any special methods to prepare it,” Hrach gave his advice. “Just take it and fry it in olive oil, but first, season it well and dip it in flour. Just try not to burn it.” 

"Cannot you help me choose a good fish, as a native of Stambul area?” Andranik asked his friend.

“Of course I can,” Hrach replied and went ahead.

After discussing the quality and price of their products with several fish sellers, Hrach found the blue fish they needed.

“You made an excellent choice, Hrach, it is obvious you are a native of this area,” Andranik complimented his friend.

“Well, let us go buy some greens to eat with this fish, if you do not have any, of course,” Hrach suggested.

“No, we do not have any. Let us go buy some,” Andranik replied.

“You definitely need dark basil and tarragon with this fish,” said Hrach and headed to the greens sellers.

Along with buying basil and tarragon, Andranik also bought other greens and a lemon to squeeze over the fried fish. He then turned to Hrach.

“Hrach, I suggest you come with us to my home. You will definitely fry this fish well, if you are not busy, of course.”

“No, I am not busy,” Hrach answered, “I will come with pleasure.”

“Well, let us go,” Andranik said enthusiastically, and the young men quickly walked to Andranik's home.

As soon as they arrived, they got down to business. Hrach skillfully cleaned and seasoned the fish while Andranik lit his Primus oil burner, placed the pan on it, and poured oil. As soon as the oil heated and began to sizzle, Hrach began carefully placing the floured fish into the pan. Andranik, meanwhile, started to put other foods on the table, such as bread, cheese, and olives.

“Well, fill the glasses, let us congratulate your brother Vartan on his arrival in Stambul and wish him success in his new home,” suggested Hrach, seeing that Andranik took the bottle of raki out of the cupboard.

Andranik filled the glasses on the table and then gave them to Hrach and Vartan. Then, he and Hrach wished Vartan success in his studies. They proposed the rest of the toasts around the table, accompanied by the delicious blue fish from the Bosphorus they had prepared.

The young men had a good evening; they even sang together. As the brothers said goodbye to Hrach, Andranik said, “Hrach, well done. You prepared such delicious fish that I almost ate my fingers.”

“Andranik, you have not tried my 'tjvjik' yet,” said Hrach. “You will try it, and then you will really eat your fingers.”

“So next time, a Stambul ‘tjvjik,’” suggested Andranik.

“Yes, a ‘tjvjik,’” confirmed Hrach and added, “I will bring the liver and spices with me, and you will buy the onions and greens.”

The following Sunday morning, Andranik went to work, while Vartan stayed home to rest and prepare for the next day. Since Andranik returned late that day, he was unable to show Vartan the way to the school. Because of this, he did it on Monday morning after arranging to meet in the Said Pasha Passage after classes.

When Andranik entered the passage in the evening, he saw Vartan sitting in a cafe with Hrach and jokingly addressed him, “My brother, you are slowly, slowly entering the intellectual society of Stambul.”

“And what is wrong with that?” said Hrach, pretending to be offended.

“No, no, everything is fine; let him become an educated man,” Andranik reassured his friend. After sitting for a while, they went out, and the three of them began to walk along Pera Boulevard, listening to Vartan's story about his first day at school.

The autumn days in Constantinople followed one another, but the heavy atmosphere in the city did not ease. Everyone was waiting for something, because the war was heating up in Europe and the government was not saying anything definite. In this atmosphere, the Armenian intellectual youth continued to gather from time to time in the Said Pasha Passage, attending the concerts of the "Gusan" choir or the recital evenings in the Pti Sham hall. Andranik was overloaded with work, while Vartan, like his peers, attended school. 

After seeing Daniel and Ruben at the school, Andranik next saw them at the Tokatlian Hotel. One evening, as he was about to go home, he was told that Daniel Varoujan and Ruben Sevak were having dinner with their wives and children in the hotel’s restaurant.

Hearing this, Andranik immediately ran to the kitchen, grabbed some sweets for the children, and entered the restaurant hall. He approached Daniel and Ruben’s table, greeted them, and handed the children the sweets. The poets had brought their older children to the restaurant, leaving the newborns at home with their nannies.

Daniel stood up and told Andranik about his brother’s progress, and Andranik once again expressed his heartfelt gratitude to the patriotic man. That day, Andranik was lucky enough to see Ruben’s beautiful German wife for the first time.
















PART TWO: FIRST WORLD WAR
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Chapter Seven


[image: ]




At the end of October, the Ottoman Empire was drawn into what had already become a world war. Its attack on Russian ports in the Black Sea provoked Russia to declare war on it. Russia was joined by its Entente allies, England and France. Together, they attacked the Ottoman Empire from all sides: their warships bombarded its defensive structures in the Dardanelles and the Red Sea fortresses, while the Russian army invaded its eastern part.

Thus, the Ottoman Empire joined the side of the Central Powers. This confirmed the suspicions of Armenian intellectuals in Constantinople and elsewhere that a secret cooperation agreement existed between the Ottoman and German empires.
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