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In memory of my grandparents, Rose, Lucy, Karekin, and Megerdich













INTRODUCTION



When I was a little kid, there was nothing I loved better than hanging out at my grandparents’ house. In her sunny kitchen, my Grandma Lucy would fashion honey-drenched Armenian pastries, while out in the backyard Grampa Megerdich roasted lamb shish kebab under the apple trees. After dessert, Grampa might knock back a tiny glass of arak and tell me stories. I was held rapt by the horrific narratives he dredged up from his faraway past. In his sweetly accented English, Megerdich would describe burning churches and sadistic horsemen. The stories would always end the same way. My grandfather would instruct me, “If you ever meet a Turk, kill him.”


I was no more than four years old when I first heard those words.


My grandfather had spent his boyhood in the troubled eastern frontier of the Ottoman Empire more than a century ago. He had plenty of reason to hate the Turks, who had killed his father and almost killed him. In 1915, when he was barely twenty-one years old, Megerdich escaped the genocide that would exterminate hundreds of thousands of his fellow Armenians. More than once he told me the story of how his village burned while he and his mother crouched down in the middle of a wheat field, hiding from the zapiteh. Under darkness of night they fled, managed to find passage to France, and in 1916 Megerdich and my great-grandmother immigrated to the United States from Le Havre. My grandfather claimed that he had survived because he was smarter than the rest. That’s why I was such a smart little boy. But perhaps it was just luck.


Megerdich’s own father was not so lucky. Ovygin Jamgochian, after successfully immigrating to the United States in the 1890s, had gained American citizenship. But he made the mistake of returning to “the old country” to find his wife and teenage son. The Young Turk government didn’t recognize his American citizenship, and he was swept up with hundreds of thousands of other able-bodied men and drafted into the army. His conscription would become a death sentence. Within months of being drafted, Ovygin, like most of the Armenians in the Ottoman army, was disarmed, then forced into a labor battalion where Christian soldiers were worked to death. All we know is that his family never saw him again. My Grandma Lucy also lost her father, Koumjian the jeweler, who once worked in the Constantinople bazaar. As far as we know, Lucy’s father, like Ovygin, also died violently.


I understood from a young age that I was an “Armenian,” and this meant that my family, like countless other Armenian families, had lost loved ones at the hands of the Turks. But knowing this and embracing it were two different things. Most of my freckle-faced friends in Woburn, Massachusetts, were of Irish American ancestry, blissfully unaware of their own harsh history. Though I was olive-skinned and kinky-haired and attended the Armenian (not Roman Catholic) church, I saw myself, like them, as nothing more than a carefree American kid. The horrors that had touched the lives of my grandfather’s generation had not touched me. I was not an immigrant, I spoke perfect English, and I had zero interest in emphasizing anything that would exaggerate the differences between me and my classmates.


Horrible things had happened back in “the old country,” but there was a disconnect between that carnage and my sweet existence as a suburban teenager. My life growing up in a Massachusetts subdivision was filled with pot-smoking teenagers in torn jeans who barely paid attention to school and in their spare time protested the Vietnam War. In another universe, a long time ago, Kurdish tribesmen armed with pistols and knives had terrorized villagers and abducted young Christian women. My grandfather’s world was genuinely dangerous. The stories I had heard at his knee were so intense they seemed mythic, unreal, more like adventure stories than real life. These events had taken place in a land a million miles away, a place my grandfather called “Armenia.” I loved Armenian food, I loved Armenian weddings and the strange choral music sung in our churches, but I was an American kid, not an Armenian.


As I began my career as an author and actor, I refrained from emphasizing my roots. I didn’t want to be pigeonholed as an exotic “ethnic” actor, and if I was going to write about the human condition, I would represent the world I knew, the leafy suburbs of New England and, later, the streets of New York City, not the harsh plains of Anatolia, of which I had no direct experience. The Armenian history that I had come to know through my grandfather’s stories was not my history. I had not suffered in the desert, I had not lost loved ones there, I had not witnessed atrocities firsthand. Why should I be the one to write about those sad events from so long ago?


When I first heard about the assassination of Talat Pasha about twenty years ago, the story seemed more like wishful thinking than the truth. Mehmet Talat Pasha, a leader of the Ottoman Empire (which became the modern Republic of Turkey) during World War I, had been assassinated in 1921 in Berlin by a young Armenian. The twist was that this young engineering student, Soghomon Tehlirian, was acquitted and set free. A supreme act of vengeance had seemingly been pardoned. To most Armenians this made perfect sense. Talat was a monster, he was responsible for a massive tragedy, and Tehlirian slew him, like David slew Goliath. Like my grandfather’s stories, Talat’s death brought to mind an episode from a nineteenth-century novel.


When I came upon a reference to Tehlirian again in Peter Balakian’s Black Dog of Fate and a few years later in Samantha Power’s Pulitzer Prize–winning book on genocide, A Problem from Hell, I realized that this was not some kind of Armenian urban legend. Peter Balakian (whose great-uncle had been a witness at Tehlirian’s trial) and Samantha Power told the same tale: Tehlirian had been a survivor of the genocide who had seen his entire family brutally massacred by Turks. He had then chanced upon Talat, who was in hiding in Berlin after the war. After his arrest, Tehlirian explained to the police that he’d been driven to shoot Talat by the effect of all that he had witnessed. Incredibly, the judge and jury sided with the young assassin, sympathizing with his suffering and loss. The June 4, 1921, New York Times headline summed it up: “THEY SIMPLY HAD TO LET HIM GO!”


I found the transcript of Tehlirian’s trial online. It was packed with gruesome details of Soghomon’s ordeal as well as a blow-by-blow description of the assassination. Why wasn’t there a book or a film based on Tehlirian, I wondered. Clearly, the killing of Talat and Tehlirian’s exoneration were tailor-made source material for a motion picture. I could easily imagine the structure of a big film: Act 1: the deportations and massacres in the desert; Act 2: Berlin, the assassination; Act 3: the trial and the triumphant acquittal. A true story filled with pathos and complexity. And history. I had finally found an Armenian subject that would challenge me as a writer and memorialize my beloved grandfather. I decided to set aside a few months to write the screenplay.


As soon as I began to sketch out a draft, obvious questions came to mind. How does an engineering student manage to kill a man who has spent his life surrounded by bodyguards? And with one shot? In the middle of a busy street, in the middle of the day? How did Tehlirian, a man who could barely speak German, get his hands on a gun in postwar Berlin? Was Tehlirian really a student? There was no evidence of his attending classes or having any friends who were students. If he wasn’t a student, what was he doing in Berlin in the first place? How did he support himself? He didn’t seem to have had a job. I read the court transcript over and over again. Something was wrong with this picture.


Then I discovered Resistance and Revenge, a dense monograph published in France in the 1980s by the journalist Jacques Derogy, which explained that in fact, the young Armenian was not an engineering student at all. Nor, as it turns out, had he been a witness to the massacre of his family in the desert. At the time of their deportation he hadn’t even been living in Turkey.


Derogy laid out an even more remarkable, almost unbelievable story: A small group of Armenian conspirators with headquarters in the United States, calling themselves “Operation Nemesis,” had successfully organized the assassination not only of Talat but also of most of the Turkish leaders responsible for the genocide. Neither Peter Balakian nor Samantha Power had made much of the Nemesis conspiracy; neither had mentioned its long list of victims. They focused on Tehlirian and repeated the story he told in court. I needed to know more. Over the next seven years I immersed myself in an exploration of history and of horror, of what the judge at Tehlirian’s trial called “a tradition of bloody vengeance.” I found links to British intelligence, and I reviewed recent research on interference in the trial by German officials. I asked scholar Aram Arkun to translate Tehlirian’s 1953 memoirs, originally published in Armenian, and his work allowed me to deepen my understanding of this complex conspiracy.


These men were contemporaries of my grandfather; some had grown up only a hundred or so miles from where my grandfather was born. But they were nothing like my grandfather. My grandfather could hate Turks, but could he ever have killed one? It is one thing to hate, to wish harm on one’s enemy, but it is a very different thing to step up to someone on the street and put a bullet in his brain. And watch him die.


My grandfather wanted me to know what had happened to him long before I was born. He wanted me to be ready for the worst. He wanted to save me. And so he told me terrible stories and he warned me about the Turks. I’m sure he could never have imagined his young grandson actually killing a Turk, but he had said what he’d said and it never left me. He shared his memory with me, the most valuable thing he owned.


Tehlirian and his cohorts were not simply avengers. They were a small group of men, including a Boston newspaper editor, a Syracuse CPA, and a Washington diplomat, who, through their actions, tried to offset in some way the anonymous deaths of hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians who died in the deserts and in their homes and in mountain wastelands. No headstones mark where those victims of Talat and his gang fell. Nothing is left of them but our memory of them. To the million and a half Armenians who perished at the hands of Ottoman Turks during the First World War, and to their countless descendants, the actions of Operation Nemesis shouted, “You existed. You are memorable. We remember you.”


For almost one hundred years, the story of this controversial band of men has been clouded by myth. I wrote this book because I had no choice. The Nemesis story required more attention than a simple screenplay. I’ve done my best to tell it as honestly and completely as possible. In this way, I honor memory.













PROLOGUE



Around ten o’clock on the morning of March 15, 1921, a heavyset man wearing an overcoat emerged from his apartment house in the fashionable Charlottenburg district of Berlin. He carried a cane and was bareheaded despite the cool early spring weather. The man wasn’t comfortable wearing a European-style hat. It didn’t look right to him. But he wouldn’t dare wear a fez in this anarchic city of spies. The last thing he wanted to do was call attention to his Turkishness. As he stepped onto the sidewalk, the fresh air lifted his spirits. The winter had been long and hard, but a thaw was coming. Soon this exiled Turk could return to his home in Constantinople. His fellow Young Turk, General Mustapha Kemal, was finding success in the east; in months the war would finally be over.


The man in the overcoat, Talat Pasha, had been hiding in Germany under an assumed name, pretending to be a businessman. In the years prior to moving to the apartment on Hardenbergstrasse, Talat had achieved fame as the leader of the Ottoman Empire during the Great War. The name Talat was known to people all over the world, but for the present it was a liability. The British forces occupying Constantinople had arrested numerous Ottoman leaders, the sultan’s government had held war crimes trials, and though he had evaded arrest, Talat had been found guilty and sentenced to death in absentia. For the time being, it would be wiser to go by the more humble “Salih Bey.”


Exile had diminished but not extinguished Talat’s power. He was still a very important man, looked up to by many for leadership. But he had no choice; he had to remain hidden. Only days before, in a secret meeting with the British agent Aubrey Herbert, Talat had been asked if he feared assassination. He had coolly responded, “I never think of it.”1 But he did think of it. He thought of it all the time. There were rumors that the Armenians were hunting for him, that there was a bounty on his head. Talat was accustomed to the fact that his very presence intimidated people, but he also knew that he had to be extremely careful.


What Talat did not know as he strolled down Berlin’s fashionable Hardenbergstrasse on this cool spring morning was that his alias had already been discovered. Danger was much closer than he imagined. Even as he stepped lightly among the local Berliners on his way to the Tiergarten park, he was being followed. Across the street and parallel to his course, a young Armenian émigré from Turkish Anatolia tracked his route. Unlike Talat, Soghomon Tehlirian was almost invisible, figuratively and literally. No one knew his name, no one in Berlin would ever recognize him, and in the midst of this posh neighborhood of White Russian émigrés, he did not stand out at all. Tehlirian was the personification of anonymity. In a few moments, that anonymity would end.


Anticipating Talat’s path, the assassin jogged across Hardenbergstrasse, then abruptly turned and strode back toward his quarry. The young Armenian found himself coming face-to-face with the heavyset Turk. His temples throbbing with excitement, Tehlirian focused on his breathing, slowing it, controlling it. This was no time to fall to pieces. Tehlirian searched Talat’s eyes as the two men passed each other. Was there a reaction, a recognition? If there was, it lasted only a fraction of a second. “Fear came into his eyes,” Tehlirian would later write, as an “amazing calmness engulfed my being.”2


As Tehlirian stepped past Talat, the larger man adjusted his stride, slowing just slightly. The young soldier drew his pistol from his waistband, raised it to the nape of Talat’s broad neck, and squeezed the trigger. The victim probably never heard the gun fire. The bullet cleaved Talat’s spinal cord, entered the base of his skull, traversed his brain, and exited his temple just above his left eye. The shock set off a massive coronary, and the large man shuddered. Then, according to Tehlirian, “he fell on his face with a sound like a branch sawed off a tree.” A woman a few feet ahead of them on the sidewalk screamed and fainted as a single thought popped into Tehlirian’s mind: “So effortless!”


Tehlirian, whose sole raison d’être was to end the life of the man now lying on the ground before him, immediately understood that another bullet wouldn’t be needed. Transfixed, the twenty-five-year-old Armenian refugee stood over the corpse, the pistol still clutched in his hand, as “the black thick blood flowed like kerosene out of a broken container.” The killer then dipped the toe of his shoe into the pool of blood as shouting rose up all around him: “Someone has been murdered! Grab him!” Tehlirian broke out of his trance, reflex took over, and he ran, completely forgetting his handler’s explicit instructions to stay put after the killing. “I passed by them, no one tried to stop me.” Tehlirian sprinted twenty or thirty steps, then veered into the Fasanenstrasse.


The crowd, at first reluctant to chase a violent, perhaps deranged killer, caught up with the young man and surrounded him. Someone grabbed his shoulder. Another smacked him on the back of the head. More punches and slaps. People in the crowd were attacking Tehlirian because they mistakenly believed he had gunned down a famous German general. As he was being beaten, Tehlirian felt something hard and sharp tearing at his face. Later he would realize that someone had been hitting him with a key ring full of jagged keys. The blood dripped down onto his shirt. A man interceded and hauled him off to the local police outpost by the Tiergarten gate. Tehlirian shouted to the crowd, “What you want? I am Armenian, he, Turkish. What is it to you?”3


The police hauled the bleeding young man back to the scene of the crime. “Blood was flowing from my head. Other policemen arrived. They turned me toward Hardenberg. The monster had fallen in the same position on the sidewalk. The police, the crowd, at a certain distance, surrounded all sides. We passed on.”4 The crowd surged, still struggling to lay hands on the killer. A paddy wagon rolled up and Tehlirian was shoved into the back. Fifteen minutes later he was in his cell at the Charlottenburg police station.


A trial followed a little over two months later. Stunningly, Tehlirian was acquitted. In occupied Constantinople a few weeks after that, the Muslim Azeri leader Khan Javanshir was gunned down outside the Pera Palace Hotel by another Armenian. That assassin, Misak Torlakian, would also be set free after a two-month trial. In December, Said Halim Pasha, former Young Turk Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire, was shot dead as he was returning to his home only blocks away from the Borghese Gardens in Rome. This assassin would also evade arrest despite a massive manhunt.


The following spring in Berlin, Said Halim’s killer, Arshavir Shiragian, teamed up with Aram Yerganian to assassinate both Dr. Behaeddin Shakir, former head of the organization that oversaw the genocide of Armenians in Turkey, and Djemal Azmi, the notorious former governor-general of Trebizond. Neither Shiragian nor Yerganian was caught. Finally, in July 1922, Djemal Pasha, one of the key members of the Young Turk government, was slain by Stepan Dzaghigian in Tiflis, Georgia. Dzaghigian was arrested by the Cheka, the Soviet secret police, and sent to Siberia, where he would remain until his death.


These assassinations and at least four others were a response to the genocide of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during World War I. As the war wound down, it appeared that those Turks responsible for the massive destruction of the Christian civilian population would face judgment.5 Trials were held in Constantinople, but by that time the central leaders had already slipped out of Turkey and had found safe harbor in Berlin, Rome, Tiflis, and Moscow. President Woodrow Wilson proposed a protective “mandate” for the Armenian provinces of Turkey, providing a homeland to which survivors might return. The mandate never materialized. Instead, Turkish nationalists under General Mustapha Kemal successfully pushed back forces seeking to occupy Turkish territory. By 1922, any thoughts of reparations for the Armenians, an Armenian homeland, or even a right of return had been extinguished as the Soviets moved in to claim possession of the short-lived Republic of Armenia, the tiny sliver of territory in the Caucasus to which hundreds of thousands of refugees had fled.


Operation Nemesis was an unprecedented conspiracy designed to avenge an unprecedented modern genocide. With little training, resources, or experience in intelligence operations, this humble collection of businessmen, intellectuals, diplomats, and former soldiers virtually eradicated an entire former government. As a group, they complemented one another: the quiet, steadfast members collaborated with the romantic visionaries; the impetuous spurred on the cautious. Together they formed an international team, understaffed and underfinanced, at a time when communication was by cable and all travel by rail or steamship. This thin network spread out across Europe and the Near East before systematically and effectively dispatching its targets. In the end, “Operation Nemesis” would satisfy its ambitions while having repercussions far beyond its need for revenge. Then, as suddenly as they appeared, this small cadre of businessmen, editors, and veterans faded into the background of history, almost forgotten. This is their story.













PART I














CHAPTER ONE



The Rise of Empire




Ne mutlu Türküm diyene! [Happy is the man who can say, “I am a Turk!”]


—Kemal Ataturk






I am Armenian, he, Turkish. What is it to you?


—Soghomon Tehlirian




The Christian Armenians and the Muslim Ottomans claim rich and complex histories. The Armenians flourished in Asia Minor as early as the dawn of recorded history. In fact, an Armenian king established the first Christian state in AD 301, while the ancestors of the Ottoman Turks invaded the same region about seven hundred years later. By the seventeenth century, the Muslim Ottoman Empire had conquered and absorbed territory extending from Europe to Persia, including the ancient Armenian homeland. At their peak, the Ottomans displayed a cultural and scientific sophistication equal to the greatest premodern civilizations.


It is not an exaggeration to say that both peoples, the Muslim and Christian subjects of the sultans, shared a civilization for centuries. There is no greater demonstration of this fact than the awe-inspiring mosques of Istanbul, requisitioned by royalty and designed by an Armenian, Mimar Sinan. In these mosques are made manifest the grandeur of the Ottomans and the aesthetic perfection that Sinan envisioned. Neither could exist without the other.


The terms “Turk” and “Armenian,” used continuously since the end of the nineteenth century, seem easy to understand: Turks are the people from Turkey and Armenians are the people from Armenia, right? In fact, Turks didn’t always call themselves “Turks,” and “Armenians” hail not only from the eastern marches of Asia Minor but also from the Russian Caucasus and would also settle the fertile region of Cilicia, just north of Syria. Aside from their respective religious faiths, the two peoples are in many ways congruent in their culture and style. Both peoples call roughly the same vast territory home.1 In fact, over the last one thousand years, they have intermixed populations continuously via religious conversion, intermarriage, and the complex Ottoman practice of devshirme, the systematic forced conversion to Islam of a prescribed number of Christian young men. In the end, religion became identity.2


An interesting example of intermixture is the Hemshin, a Muslim people who make their home in the mountains near the Black Sea. It is believed that the Hemshin are the descendants of Armenians who fled Muslim raids centuries ago, settled in the region, and over time forgot their roots. As a result, they believe that they are Turks, though they speak an Armenian dialect and continue to practice certain rituals associated with Christianity (for example, rudimentary baptism). In the twentieth century, as railroads and automobiles made Asia Minor a much smaller place, these remote Hemshin villages began to integrate with the rest of Turkey. The Hemshin people started to migrate into larger population centers and as “Turks” were amazed to discover people who spoke their Hemshin mountain dialect.


Over the millennia, the armies of numerous empires invaded and re-invaded the peninsula that extends from the Mediterranean to the Caucasus, from the Syrian deserts to the Black Sea. The Hittites, the Greeks, the Persians, the Romans, the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Seljuks, the Mongols, the Russians, and finally the Ottomans all at one time or another invaded and settled here. Each empire brought its civilization as well as its subject people. Over thousands of years, not only did dozens of ethnic and religious groups such as Kurds, Turks, Arabs, Persians, and Greeks settle in the region but also Jews, Roma, Albanians, Uzbeks, Christian Arabs, Hemshin, Laz, Turkmen and Yoruks, Georgians, Chaldean people, Tajiks, Zaza, later “Tartars” and Circassians, Pomeks, Cossacks, and Uygurs. Unbelievably, even the Normans of France invaded eastern Anatolia at one point. Invaders melded with those who came before them as well as migrants who entered the region as they were chased from their far-off homelands. Before the modern era, a greater variety of peoples crossed and recrossed this region than anywhere else on earth. And as far as we know, going back to the earliest written history, through all these invasions and migrations, the Armenians lived here, as kings and as peasants.


Asia Minor is where the East meets the West, where Asia meets Europe, making the great city of Constantinople a point where most traffic moving eastward or westward, northward or southward, had to pass. The first humans must have traveled through this land northward from Africa. According to the Bible, Noah’s ark finally came to rest on the holy mountain of Ararat, which rises up from the easternmost reaches of the Armenian plateau. The Silk Road traverses this territory. The Ottoman Empire knit together Europe and the Middle East, North Africa and the Balkans. Before it began to break apart, roughly one third of those ruled by the sultan were European, one third Anatolian, and one third Arabian/African. Just prior to World War I, Constantinople was both a European and a Near Eastern capital. For centuries it had been populated by Muslims and Christians as well as Jews, and at the end of the nineteenth century, the mix, reflecting the makeup of the empire itself, was almost fifty-fifty Muslim-Christian. Asia Minor has always been a place of convergence.


After the earliest years of Ottoman conquest, when the Armenians became a subject people, it was the Muslim Turks who held power as military men, administrators, or clerics, as inheritors of a vast militaristic empire. Often the Christians and Jews performed those tasks the Muslims avoided. They became the artisans, the merchants, the traders, the bankers. In the earliest days of the Ottoman Empire, society was divided not so much by religion as by “those who fought in its wars and those who paid for them.”3 The people who belonged to the sultan’s military-administrative machine were known as askeri. The taxpaying class, by contrast, was known as raya (from the Arabic meaning “flock”). In time, raya would refer to the Christian peasantry.


[image: image]


In the first century after the death of Jesus, long before the Ottomans arrived in Asia Minor, apostles of the new Jewish sect based on his teachings traveled to outlying lands spreading the “good news.” It was natural that some would end up in the kingdom of Armenia, which around the time of Christ existed as an autonomous if subordinate region of the Roman Empire. According to legend, Saint Jude (also known as Thaddeus), one of the original twelve apostles, was the first to make his way to Armenia, whereupon he converted the king’s daughters. A few years later, Saint Bartholomew also visited Armenia and made yet more conversions, including the king’s sister. (In the early Christian era, women seemed to be attracted to conversion more often than men.) These missions did not end well for the apostles, both of whom ended up as martyrs, Jude in Beirut and Bartholomew at Albanopolis in Armenia. Bartholomew is traditionally depicted in religious imagery as crucified upside down or skinned alive, as in Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, where he is seen clutching his own flayed skin. Because the first Christians in Armenia were converted by original apostles, Armenians named their form of Christianity “Apostolic.”


By AD 200, according to Tertullian (widely considered to be the first Christian author of note), numerous Christian enclaves had been established in Armenia. The Armenian rulers at the time hewed to the policy of the Roman Empire and tried to root out these secret societies. They persecuted the followers of Jesus with increasing violence, just as the Romans attempted to extinguish the cult wherever it arose in the empire.


Around AD 300, two and a half centuries after the apostles arrived to make converts, the reigning Roman emperor, Diocletian, became one of the most energetic antagonists of the new faith. This was the era when Christians would be smeared with pine tar and set afire or forced to fight hungry lions in the Roman Colosseum for the entertainment of the masses. The reigning Armenian king, Trdat, being an ally of Diocletian, followed suit, and became notorious in his own right for torturing and killing Christians.


An itinerant Christian monk named Gregory arrived at Trdat’s court. Here the story gets complicated, because not only was Gregory Christian but also, according to legend, he was the son of Anak, the assassin of King Trdat’s father. (Some sources claim that Gregory specifically sought out Trdat as a way of atoning for his father’s sin.) When Trdat learned that the young monk was Anak’s son, he had him tortured and tossed into an underground stone cell littered with dead bodies and crawling with serpents. The cell is located at the Khor Virap monastery in Armenia, and to this day, pilgrims to the Armenian homeland delicately descend, one by one, into the gloomy chamber by means of a steep iron ladder.


The legend has Gregory remaining in solitary confinement for a full thirteen years while King Trdat continued to wreak havoc among the believers. According to the fifth-century historian Agathangelos, thirty-seven Christian virgins, fleeing Roman persecution, arrived in Trdat’s kingdom during Gregory’s imprisonment. The king lusted after one of the virgin nuns, Hripsime, a renowned beauty. Hripsime had, of course, taken a vow of chastity, so she resisted Trdat’s advances. In a rage, the king tortured and killed Hripsime, then martyred the entire flock of young virgin nuns. (One did manage to escape: Saint Nino, patron saint of the Georgian Orthodox Church, who went on to found Christianity there.)


According to church history, as a result of his evil deeds, God struck Trdat with a sickness that left him crawling around on all fours, on the brink of madness. In some stories the king lost his mind; in others God literally turned Trdat into a wild boar. Willing to try anything to cure her brother, Trdat’s Christian sister, Khosrovidukht, proposed freeing the Christian monk Gregory, who at this point had been imprisoned for over a decade. Gregory was dragged out of his filthy dungeon, cleaned up, and brought before Trdat. Gregory, full of Christian forgiveness, blessed Trdat, and the old king snapped back to perfect health. Overcome with joy, Trdat immediately declared Armenia a Christian nation and invited Gregory to be the first head of this new state church. Saint Gregory “the Illuminator” would assume the role of chief bishop4 and leader of the new Armenian Christian faith. Trdat and Gregory demanded compliance with the new way of doing things; any resistance was met with violence. Throughout the kingdom, heathen sanctuaries and temples were leveled. (The only surviving pagan temple in Armenia is in Garni, a popular tourist spot.) Hundreds of churches and monasteries were established, and hundreds of priests and bishops were ordained.


While converting members of the existing priestly class to Christianity, Gregory negotiated terms in order to secure the allegiance of the formerly pagan priests. For example, Armenian priests are allowed to marry and the pagan ritual of animal sacrifice was also preserved, since this sacrament provided an important part of a priest’s income. After the animals were dispatched, the pagan (and, later, Christian) priest would take a commission, bringing a chunk of the slaughtered animal home to his own family. In the early church writings, Gregory laid down the law to his priests: “Your portions of the offerings shall be the hide and right-hand parts of the spine, the limb and fat, and the tail and heart and lobe of the lungs, and the tripe with the lard; of the ribs and shank-bones a part, the tongue and the right ear, and the right eye and all the secret parts.”5 This ritual has survived to the present as the madagh. Anyone who has attended an Armenian funeral has partaken of this animal sacrifice in the form of a small sliver of cooked lamb on bread. In Armenia today, ritual slaughter of sheep is still common. Madagh has also become part of the annual ceremony memorializing the genocide on April 24.


While meditating in Trdat’s capital city of Vagharshapat, Gregory had a vision of Jesus descending to earth and striking the ground with a hammer. In his vision, a great Christian church topped with a massive cross rose from that spot. Following what he understood to be a divine commandment, Gregory built a church, renaming the city Etchmiadzin (translated as “the place of the descent of the only begotten”). This complex of holy shrines and churches still stands, some seventeen hundred years later.


Around the same time that the Armenian Church was founded, circa AD 300, long before the Muslim Arabs, Turks, or Mongols invaded, the anti-Christian Diocletian stepped down, and Emperor Constantine took over the Eastern Roman Empire. Constantine’s mother, Helena, had been a practicing Christian, encouraging his more tolerant attitude toward the new religion. In 313 he issued an edict “tolerating” the fledgling faith throughout the Roman Empire. Constantine also moved the center of the Eastern Roman Empire to the city of Byzantion and renamed it after himself. Thus Constantinopolis, or Constantinople, would carry Constantine’s name until 1923, when Ataturk officially renamed the great city Istanbul.


There are at least three reasons why Constantinople grew to be the capital of an empire. First of all, it straddles the Bosphorus, the major strait connecting the Black Sea to the Mediterranean. It is the gatekeeper to all of Russia’s warm-water ports as well as the Crimea. For this reason it has always been a key chokepoint for Russian trade. (At the onset of World War I, half of Russia’s world trade moved via the Bosphorus.)6 Second, this place where two seas join culminates in one of the world’s greatest harbors. In places it is a hundred feet deep and is protected from weather by the vast, calm Sea of Marmara, lying just to the south. Farther south are the headlands of the Dardanelles, and beyond them the eastern Aegean littoral, an awesome collection of islands and inlets. “Not only did the site control trade between the Black and Mediterranean Seas, and between Asia Minor and the Balkans, but it also could potentially rely upon a vast and sea borne provisioning zone stretching from the Crimean peninsula to Egypt and beyond.”7


Third, this magnificent harbor is naturally defensible thanks to the imposing rocky heights projecting over it. This massif was, until the time of aircraft, almost impregnable. Constantinople/Istanbul is perched atop seven hills of stone, ringed by walls and fortifications built by the Romans and the Byzantines and, later, the sultans. Any approaching warships must either pass the Dardanelles or come down the Bosphorus. Gallipoli peninsula, where tens of thousands of soldiers died during World War I, is the landmass flanking the Dardanelles straits.


In its early years, Armenians made up a significant segment of the burgeoning Christian society. But Armenian churches celebrated the liturgy in Greek or Syriac, not Armenian. The priesthood and various educational institutions widely used Greek and Syrian. A century after the Armenian Church was established, the Armenian king Vramshapouh and his reigning Catholicos, Sahak Partev, concluded that an Armenian alphabet was crucial to strengthening the national Christian Armenian identity.


The task of creating a new alphabet was assigned to a scholar-monk named Mesrob Mashtots, who invented the Armenian alphabet of thirty-six letters (two more were added later) in 405. After naming the characters and ordering them, Mesrob had the renowned calligrapher Rufinus add artistic refinements. The first sentence written down in Armenian by Mesrob is said to have been the opening line of Solomon’s Book of Proverbs: “For learning about wisdom and instruction, for understanding words of insight.” In 430 the Bible was translated into the Armenian language from copies imported from Constantinople and Edessa. Previously the Bible was available only in the Syriac, Latin, Coptic, and Abyssinian languages. The introduction of a written language unique to the Armenians triggered a cultural renaissance. More than that, it unified a people and permanently forged a bond between literacy and religion that has survived to this day.


In 451, a century and a half after the Armenians embraced Christianity, their faith was tested. During this era the Byzantines (who were the heirs to the Eastern Roman Empire) began to lose their grip on the farthest reaches of their empire and the Persians became the dominant power in the region. The Persians practiced Zoroastrianism, a religion and philosophy based on the teachings of the prophet Zoroaster (Zarathustra), and they were not pleased that the Armenians followed another faith. These religious differences resulted in a number of insurrections by the Armenians against the Persians.


On May 26, 451, a major battle took place on the Avarayr Plain in Vaspurakan. Thousands of Armenians fought the vastly superior Sassanid Persian troops. Though most of the Armenian princes, including their leader, Vartan Mamigonian, fell in battle, the encounter had enduring value. The Armenians lost the battle but won the war, so to speak, because after the “Battle of Vartanantz,” the Persians, finding the Armenians too difficult to control, left them alone to practice their faith as they wished. Saint Vartan is revered to this day by Armenians all over the world.8


Armenians were participants in many of the early church councils in which Christian leaders from different regions and sects came together to hash out matters of doctrine. Of particular importance to the history of the Armenian Church was the Council of Chalcedon, convened in 451, at which a key point of theology was debated. The gist of the argument came down to whether God/Jesus possessed two “natures” (godly and human) or only one. This was an important theological question, because if Jesus was not a man, then obviously his suffering on the cross was mitigated by his supernatural powers. You can’t torture a god the way you can torture a human. The Armenians, distracted by their war with the Persians, were not represented at Chalcedon. Perhaps because they did not participate in deciding the issue, the Armenians did not agree with the outcome.


The Byzantine Christian establishment (and Rome) embraced the notion of Christ’s dual nature—humanness and godliness—through which his suffering absolved humanity of its original sin. The Armenians (and other “schismatic” churches), by contrast, opted for one nature. God was holy and that was that. That is why the Armenians are labeled “monophysite.”9 Theological resistance morphed into political resistance to the Byzantine hegemony. This position would now set the Armenians in contrast to their fellow Christians as well as the Islamic empire in which they lived.


For the next thousand years, the rising power of Islam would threaten the Christian world. When the Arabs invaded parts of Asia Minor in the second half of the first millennium, they decimated the Greek and Armenian communities settled there. If you visit Cappadocia today, you can tour a vast collection of manmade caves, in some places descending twenty stories underground, where temporary tunnel cities once housed thousands of Christians hiding from the Arab raiders. The Arab followers of Muhammad (570–632) had always thought of their military ventures as holy wars. During the first centuries of Islam, religion and warfare defined the new Islamic empire. The world was divided into two camps: the House of Islam (dar al-Islam) and the House of War (dar al-Harb). The House of Islam was congruent with the territorial empire of the Arabs (and the later caliphates, including the Ottomans). Everything beyond that border was considered a war zone.10


The Arab raiders would be followed by the Seljuk Turks in the eleventh century. Turkic tribes from the Central Asian region now called Kazakhstan (and farther east) swept into Persia and then Anatolia. Like the Mongols, the original Turks were highly mobile cavalrymen, agile masters of the composite bow and arrow (wood, horn, sinew, and glue). Turkic forces employed an early version of “shock and awe,” combining surprise with overwhelming force, often completely annihilating opposing armies. Like the Mongols, Turkic forces insisted on complete surrender. Often resistance was met with total destruction. And like the Arabs and the Mongols, the Turkic tribes were Muslim. The Seljuk Turks, a tribal dynasty, established a foothold in Anatolia by defeating the Christian Byzantines at Manzikert in 1071. They then proceeded to disrupt the Byzantine Empire by raiding and controlling the territory lying between the major population centers. As each city was cut off, it became helpless and could then be taken by siege.11


The Islamic Turkish invasion of Byzantium and the Holy Lands prompted the Byzantines to ask for assistance from the Christians of Europe proper. Crusader knights from France and other parts of Europe, blessed by the pope, invaded the eastern Mediterranean littoral in an attempt to wrest the birthplace of Jesus from “the Saracens.” The pope promised his holy legions that if they “took up the cross,” he would vacate sins and guarantee an afterlife. For the commoners of Europe, the Crusades were one way to escape the grinding misery of medieval existence. In this way the concept of the “holy warrior” or Crusader also became a fixture in Christian thinking. At first the knights were successful and managed to occupy Jerusalem. Fiefdoms were established up and down the coast, and the Knights Hospitaller, the Knights Templar, the Teutonic Knights, and others became a presence in the Middle East. Themselves at odds with the Byzantines, Armenians sided with the Crusaders (commonly known as “Franks”),12 who arrived on the scene at the dawn of the second millennium.


The fury with which the Crusader knights attacked the East was not always aimed at Muslims. By the Fourth Crusade in 1202, the knights, motivated by treasure and glory, had become a powerful political body in their own right. In this Crusade, they never got as far as the Holy Land but instead attacked Constantinople, where the Christian Byzantines, no longer on friendly terms with the Catholics, ruled. The Catholic French and Venetian knights ransacked the holy Byzantine city. “The Latin soldiery subjected the greatest city in Europe to an indescribable sack. For three days they murdered, raped, looted and destroyed on a scale which even the ancient Vandals and Goths would have found unbelievable.… The Greeks were convinced that even the Turks, had they taken the city, would not have been as cruel as the Latin Christians.”13


Ravaging Constantinople, the Christian capital of the Byzantine Empire, the Franks and their confederates murdered the priests and raped the nuns. The Library of Constantinople was destroyed. Antiquities were looted. Much of the city was torched. Inside the magnificent Hagia Sophia, at the time the greatest church in Orthodox Christendom, the invaders smashed icons, tore holy books to shreds, and desecrated the altar while guzzling sacred wine from holy chalices. The rampage was followed by a massacre of the population. Islamic historians would later cite the actions of the Crusaders (as well as the Catholic conquistadors in the Americas) as evidence that Christians were as bloody as any Muslim army.
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By 1200, the Seljuk Turks had solidly installed themselves in Asia Minor. In the thirteenth century, the even fiercer Mongols burst onto the scene and destroyed what the Seljuks had established. Some hundred years later, the Mongols relinquished their hold on Anatolia and various resilient Turkish ghazi emirates reestablished themselves, again moving westward and crowding the weakened Byzantines. One tribe in particular flourished. It was founded by a man named Osman (1258–1326). In time his descendants, the Osmanlis, controlled all of Anatolia to the east and as far as the Balkans to the west. Europeans called the Osmanlis “Ottomans.”


Then, around 1400, in a final Turco-Mongol thrust into the region, Tamurlane (or Timur) invaded Armenia and Georgia. Over the next two years he retook all of Anatolia and defeated the Ottoman sultan Bayezid in the Battle of Ankara. Tamurlane continued onward to Smyrna and ousted the Knights Hospitallers, remnants of the surviving Crusader forces. Tamurlane’s stay in the Ottoman lands was brief, but the damage done to the region, especially to the Armenians, was deep and permanent.


The Ottomans reconstituted themselves and expanded their Islamic empire in all directions. As the Ottoman Empire grew and flourished, it spread into territories all around Constantinople but could not take the imperial city itself. In 1453, after two years of preparation, Sultan Mehmed “the Conqueror” attacked the Christian city. The massive walls were hammered with artillery for weeks on end, only to be repaired as fast as they crumbled. In one of the most famous battles in history, Mehmed ordered Turkish warships physically lifted out of the water, carried overland, and dropped into the harbor on the other side of the Golden Horn. He then attacked from two sides at once and succeeded in taking the city, ending a thousand years of Christian rule. Sultan Mehmed repopulated the city by inviting, and sometimes forcing, people to move there. This included Christians and Jews.


The apogee of imperial Ottoman glory was achieved by Suleiman “the Magnificent” almost one hundred years after Mehmed the Conqueror took Constantinople. Suleiman was a sultan of immense authority who successfully led armies against Europe until his advance was checked at the Siege of Vienna in 1529. In this way, the Ottomans took control of most of eastern Europe as well as all of Arabia and North Africa up to, but not including, Morocco. This Muslim imperium was populated by Turks as well as Slavic speakers of the Balkans.14 The peoples of the empire also included Christian Greeks, Armenians, and Assyrians as well as Jewish refugees from the Inquisition in Spain. Perhaps the most remarkable thing about the Ottoman system was how successfully it incorporated the conquered peoples into its highest levels, enriching its cultural infrastructure. A slave girl from the most remote corner of the empire could become mother to a sultan. A Christian Bosnian could rise up through the ranks to the position of Grand Vizier.15
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In the sixteenth century, the Ottoman Empire under Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent reached its apogee. At its peak, the empire controlled most of the Middle East, Greece, the Balkans, Asia Minor, and North Africa.


In the first centuries of the Ottoman Empire, Europeans had little contact with its people except during warfare or on the high seas. Europeans referred to them as “Musselmen” and erroneously regarded them as descendants of the ultra-violent Mongol Tamurlane. The Ottomans appeared, in the European imagination, as caricatures—hookah-smoking outlaws who abducted women into their harems, castrated young boys, or enslaved the crews of captured ships. Westerners pictured the Ottomans perched on pillows, ogling their odalisques while devouring roasted meat off skewers. (In fact, European traders introduced tobacco to the Ottomans. Muslim mullahs forbade its use, to no avail. The clerics labeled tobacco, wine, coffee, and opium as “the four legs of the couch of satan.”)16 The West indulged itself with fantasies of decadent sultans who wasted their days in lavish, cloistered extravagance. (Some did.) But this was a cartoonish view of an impressive civilization. Suleiman, the longest-reigning sultan, was intelligent and brave, instituting vast reforms in law, taxation, and education. A great patron of the arts, Suleiman oversaw the golden age of Ottoman architecture. His court was as complex and as sophisticated as any in Europe.


By the time Mozart was composing his opera The Abduction from the Seraglio (1782), set in an Ottoman harem, the “otherness” of the Ottomans had totally captivated the European imagination. The artists and storytellers of Europe expanded vague hearsay about the sultan’s court into lush fantasies filled with naked slave girls and fierce eunuchs. Could there be a greater nightmare than getting caught by a Turk and being enslaved in his seraglio? The “Lustful Turk” represented the ultimate unfettered degenerate, a sadistic satyr with an enormous sexual appetite (and genitals), who would as soon drink blood as eat.


Ironically, in the middle of the sixteenth century, as the Ottomans were reaching their imperial apex under Suleiman, European kingdoms continued to fight tooth and nail amongst themselves. The advantage shifted from the Spanish to the English to the French to Hapsburg monarchs, with Russia waiting in the wings. The wars between the kingdoms were long and bloody. (Among the dozens of wars fought before, during, and after the European Renaissance were the Thirty Years’ War, the Napoleonic Wars, and Britain’s war with its North American colonies.) For over a hundred years, as Europeans wasted energy on hostilities, the Ottoman Empire loomed like a massive wall at one end of the continent, an enigmatic foe constantly threatening invasion. The Ottomans had been stopped at Vienna, but for how long?


With the discovery of “the New World,” Europe fortified itself with plundered gold and silver, and the Ottoman Empire, laboring under its immense size, peaked. The Ottomans had no access to the treasure from across the Atlantic that was transforming Europe from a cluster of warring principalities into an interlocking quilt of very wealthy kingdoms. Moreover, Europeans were inventing new ways of utilizing their newfound wealth, as modern banking and transnational corporations superseded the outmoded feudal economic system. The Industrial Revolution dawned and manufacturing exploded, making Europe dominant in the art of war. The Ottomans, by contrast, remained mired in the old ways, leaving themselves at a distinct disadvantage. The Europeans used their money to construct fast ships and powerful new means of warfare, making the seemingly insuperable Ottoman armies vulnerable, and ultimately obsolete. As the empire loosened its grip on its vast territories, the balance of power shifted. Europe could now shove back at the formidable Turks.


What distinguished the Ottomans culturally from their contemporaries in Europe was not just their religious identity but their complex traditions and institutions, evolved over hundreds of years. Though the empire was ruled by a sultan who in almost every way seemingly paralleled the position of emperor, the similarities were in appearance only. Dynasties were forged in the harem in a manner completely unlike the system of primogeniture common in the West. The Ottoman military, heir to the Seljuk system, was from its earliest years organized in a unique fashion that made it fearsome. Finally and significantly as far as the history of the Armenians is concerned, religious minorities were tolerated under what was called the millet system, in contrast to the violent suppression of “heretics” common in Europe.


The sultan was not only the supreme political ruler; he was also caliph, leader of the Islamic world, the “shadow of God on earth” (in Arabic, zill Allah fi’l-alem),17 and thus the entire empire belonged to him. Every ounce of gold, every acre, every slave was his property. Some of the highest dignitaries were legally his slaves. The first sultans were ghazis, warrior sultans who led their armies into battle. The sultan as caliph symbolically reigned beyond the borders of his empire: he was the leader of all Muslims, whether living as Ottomans or not.


In the Ottoman Empire, power flowed to the unknowable center. This was where the sultan held court and lived. There are almost no first-person accounts of the earliest sultans because few individuals were actually allowed to be in the royal presence—certainly not Westerners or anyone who might write a memoir. Sultans avoided appearing in public; in governmental meetings they would often be hidden behind a screen. With the sultan secreted away, others could establish bases of power within the complex bureaucracy of the palace and the Sublime Porte, the functional Ottoman government, run by the Grand Vizier, who was often the true head of the empire.


At the height of Ottoman power, the palace of the sultan was Topkapi Sarayi (visited today every year by thousands of tourists). The palace housed the royal entourage, including the royal harem, for hundreds of years. Later the royal residence would move to the more European-styled Dolmabahce. Finally, Sultan Abdul Hamid II would move the palace once again, to Yildiz, in an effort to make his residence more secure.


The Islamic view that divided the world into the House of War and the House of Islam made war making a primary function of government. With a permanent state of war as its foundation, the Ottoman culture was defined by a militaristic spirit. In the early years of the empire, the most exalted legions of the Ottoman military were the Janissaries (from yeni ceri, meaning in Turkish “new force”). These were crack military units composed mostly of Christian youths harvested from villages of the realm, usually in eastern Europe. In a cycle of three, five, or seven years, emissaries from Constantinople would visit these outlying villages, particularly in Christian Bosnia. The most attractive teenagers were collected under the process of devshirme, often with the consent of their families, because to be invited into the sultanic milieu was a great honor and opportunity. These young men were converted to Islam and divided into units for intensive training. Some were sent to work in the countryside to develop their physical strength. Others were transported directly to Constantinople to work in the palace. The most impressive candidates were selected to enter the elite military devoted to the sultan, the Janissaries.


The Renaissance historian Paolo Giovio explained why the Janissaries were a superior fighting force: “Their discipline under arms is due to their justice and severity, which surpasses that of the ancient Romans. They surpass our soldiers for three reasons: they obey their commanders without question; they seem to care nothing at all for lives in battle; they go for a long time without bread or wine, being content with barley and water.”18


The Janissaries were the first standing army originated in Europe, slave soldiers whose lives were dedicated to war, and who were prepared to fight at any time. In the early years of the empire marriage was forbidden. In fact, they were not supposed to consider any life outside their duties as soldiers. The Janissaries were a primary reason for the Ottomans’ success in battle, and they became the germ seed of an elite soldier class that flourished within the empire, until they wielded outsized power in the civilian, commercial, and political spheres. In 1826 the reigning sultan, Mahmud II, after patiently planning the destruction of the Janissaries for some eighteen years, secretly created a new army and, with no warning, trapped the Janissaries and destroyed them. More than ten thousand men perished in one night, gunned down or burned to death in their barracks. The last holdouts died in hand-to-hand combat in a vast murky underground lake, originally built by the Romans, the Cistern of the Thousand and One Columns. The bodies floated down the Bosphorus for days. In Ottoman history, this mass killing of the Janissaries is called “the Auspicious Event.”


The history of the Ottoman Empire parallels the history of the royal line. For all intents and purposes, the story begins with Osman and ends with Abdul Hamid II. (The last two sultans following Abdul Hamid were no more than figureheads representing the Young Turks and the British, respectively.) For centuries, the royal line was generated in the royal harem. It was here that the “politics of reproduction” were played out.19


“Harem” derives from the Arabic haram (h-r-m), with a “root meaning something like ‘forbidden’ or ‘taboo’ and evok[ing] constraint and often heightened sanctity as well.”20 In the Muslim household, it refers to the area of the home where the women live and work. The public is not to intrude on these inner rooms. Traditionally, men spend more time in the outer rooms, where the more public aspects of social life take place. In the sultan’s household, the imperial harem was located in the inner area of the palace grounds, in the “House of Felicity,” where only the closest members of the sultan’s personal retinue could enter. Of course, for sexually obsessed Westerners, the area of most interest has always been that part of the harem where the sultan’s hundreds of potential sexual partners resided, a warren of small rooms called the seraglio, situated alongside the sultan’s quarters, where his complex hierarchy of support staff resided. The seraglio was guarded by black and white eunuchs, who in turn were under the command of the kizlar agasi, the chief black eunuch. The kizlar agasi was one of the most powerful people in the realm. As overseer of the women of the harem, he was responsible for their care and, if necessary, their disposal.


The denizens of the harem numbered in the hundreds, with about half acting as servants to the other half. The women selected to pleasure the sultan and to bear his children were slaves, acquired for the most part in the outer realms of the empire, particularly Greece, eastern Anatolia, the Balkans, and the Crimean Peninsula. Under Islamic law, Muslims cannot be slaves to other Muslims, so these women were almost entirely Christian. (This rule was fudged with regard to Bosnia.) The earliest sultans did marry highborn Islamic women, who could also bear their children, but this practice was eventually abandoned for the more pragmatic selection of young women with no connections to extended families. (The most exceptional case was the concubine Roxana, who married Suleiman and in turn became the most famous of all the slave girls to rise up from the seraglio.) The preferred system of extending the royal lineage was through children born of the concubines. Prisoners of the harem, when concubines were no longer useful they could be put to death, their bodies placed in sacks and thrown into the Bosphorus.


In fact, most of the hundreds of odalisques would never spend even a minute with the sultan. They were under the constant guard and care of the black eunuchs. (Black eunuchs were captured in Africa by traders and, after being subjected to the most extreme form of castration—removal of all their genitalia—sold to the wealthy. The royal eunuchs were named after flowers: Hyacinth, Rose, Carnation.)


The imperial harem was no pool of wanton lust. If anything it was a prison filled with bored inmates, a highly formalized institution: “a machine to perpetuate the dynasty, even against the Sultan’s will.”21 Over the centuries, the sultan became something like a queen bee, sequestered at the center of a massive hive, protected and pampered and not really in charge of anything. The individual personality of any particular sultan was superseded by the idea and the institution. The sultan could always be replaced. “With the exception of such forceful men as Mehmed the Conqueror, Selim I or Murad IV, the Ottoman sultans were little more than cogs in a machine.”22 In the nineteenth century, sultans continued to lead a cocooned life, with activist Grand Viziers and other ministers actually running the empire. Indeed, there were a number of dissolute, even alcoholic sultans. But for the West to brand the Turkish court as decadent was somewhat disingenuous, given the court of Charles II in England or Louis the XV in France, where hedonism was an established institution in its own right.


When the sultan wished to select a girl, he first had to obtain permission from his mother (his mother!), the Valida Sultana, in a long and complicated ritual. The girls were paraded before him, the royal selection was made, and the girl would be separated from the group and, over the next day, prepared for her meeting with destiny. She would be bathed, covered in a mudpack of oil and rice flour, and then scrubbed for hours. Her body would be shaved, her nails would be dyed, her eyelashes brushed with lemon kohl; she would be perfumed and hennaed. Two large candles would be lit, and intimacy would proceed as other women guarded the doors to the sultan’s bedchamber.


In the morning, the sultan rose first, accompanied by his usual entourage. A royal secretary would enter the date of the encounter into a register. The girl would return to her cell and, if nine months later she did not produce royal progeny, she would probably never see the sultan again. Concubines who became pregnant with the sultan’s child immediately rose in status. Male heirs were prized, of course. Mothers of the princes and princesses had the highest status in the harem. Since the various children usually had different mothers (each concubine was permitted to have only one son by the sultan), this put the mothers in competition with one another. And once the new sultan was firmly enthroned, his mother became Valida Sultana, the most powerful woman in the realm, simply by dint of her ability to control him.


As a result of this competition, there was a very dark side to bearing sons for the sultan. Should a boy find his way onto the throne, all of his brothers were in immediate danger. Beginning with Mehmed the Conqueror, all adult male relatives of the sultan were at risk. This culling would ensure that royal competition could not endanger the dynasty itself. Brothers and cousins were strangled with a silken cord, as it was considered sinful to spill royal blood. It made no difference how old or young the victim was. Babies were smothered; grown men were garroted. It was understood that to leave any other heirs alive would jeopardize the stability of the state. Nothing personal. Murder was an essential part of the smooth running of the empire.


In later centuries the wholesale killing of princes was replaced with a system of sequestering them for their lifetime in “the cage,” a suite in the palace which they were never permitted to leave. This confinement transformed some princes into anxious neurotics, cut off from the outside world and in constant fear for their lives. There were instances of caged princes who became sultan but, having been driven mad by their confinement, were unfit to rule and were subsequently removed.


Very few men could enter the most private of the sultan’s quarters. Those who did were generally eunuchs or prepubescent pages. In 1566 Selim, the son of Suleiman, ascended the throne. He invited a Hungarian convert to Islam, Gazanfer, to take the job of chief white eunuch and head of the privy chamber. He had to accept castration as the price to be paid for this most lofty position. Gazanfer went on to become one of the most influential persons in the Ottoman Empire, serving for over thirty years.


Militarism and dynastic succession were not the only distinguishing aspects of the Ottoman world. Though it was an Islamic empire, the Ottoman Empire was for much of its history roughly fifty percent non-Muslim, either Christian or Jewish. The millet system, originally developed under Arab-Islamic Sharia law, contrasted sharply with the religious intolerance practiced in Europe, where “heretics” were routinely tortured and executed. Understanding that the non-Muslim minorities had a value in the empire, sultans had for hundreds of years followed the example of the Islamic Arabs before them and invited Christian and Jewish “People of the Book” to live in relative peace in the “House of Islam” as second-class subjects. Under the millet system, Muslims constituted the ruling class, while Christians and Jews were raya, the flock, who were tolerated as long as they kept to their place.


Though they were not forced by law to convert, Christian and Jewish subjects were subject to specific restrictions. They paid a tax that Muslims were exempt from. Their men could not marry a Muslim woman. Their church steeples could not be higher than the minarets of the mosques. Loud church bells were not permitted. They were forced to defer to Muslims at all times and had subordinate legal rights in a court of law. A Muslim master could kill or take property from Christians under his command with impunity.


Jews and Christians were “formally forbidden” to dress like Muslims or live near mosques, to build tall houses or buy slaves. “They… were not supposed to wear certain colours;… their houses or places of worship should not be ostentatious; they were excluded from positions of power,” with some exceptions.23 Most important, non-Muslims were forbidden to bear arms.


A millet system of self-governance on the part of each religious group was encouraged and took root, and each group (Greek, Armenian, Jewish) had its religious community leaders or patriarchs. In this way, the millets became political entities within the Ottoman Empire “representing” each community. Different millets were identified by their clothing. “Only Muslims could wear white or green turbans and yellow slippers. Greeks, Armenians and Jews were distinguished respectively by sky blue, dark blue (later red) and yellow hats, and by black, violet and blue slippers.”24 Legal issues that concerned only the millet could be resolved by the millet overseers. The leaders of the millets had power and acted as a conduit between the Sublime Porte and the communities. In time this relationship would evolve, allowing some Armenians to become very powerful within the construct of the Ottoman universe.


In the modern era, the fragmented and dispersed Armenian population existed in areas under Ottoman, Persian, and Russian control. These three antagonistic empires treated their Armenian populations in different ways. Very significantly, Armenians in the Ottoman universe lived as Christians in a Muslim world. In the Russian territories, mainly in the Caucasus (though the border was constantly shifting), Armenians were Christian in a world where the tsar saw himself as a champion of Orthodoxy. Further divisions within the Armenian populations broke along class lines: peasants, artisans, and tradespeople, merchants and wealthy elites moved within their own societies. Over time, the “Turkish” (western) Armenians and the “Russian” (eastern) Armenians would speak very different dialects and become culturally distinct.25


The Armenian Genocide was nothing less than the final clash of two civilizations: the ancient Armenian nation and the Ottoman Empire. The centuries-old intersection of two peoples had come to an end. Though the Armenians would continue to be a major presence in the Middle East and the Caucasus, they were no longer living in their homeland. Mere thousands remained of the millions who had dwelled there for millennia. By 1923, with the birth of the Republic of Turkey, the Armenian presence in Asia Minor would effectively be over.















CHAPTER TWO



Rushing Headlong into the Modern Era, 1800–1914




Revolution requires extensive and widespread destruction, a fecund and renovating destruction, since in this way and only this way are new worlds born.


—Mikhail Bakunin, Statism and Anarchy




Whether or not they called themselves “modern,” from the middle of the nineteenth century onward the citizens of the West understood that the world was changing. Fueled by the Industrial Revolution, the idea that civilization is forever moving forward to new and greater heights caught every thinker’s imagination. This, in essence, was modernism. Progress animated all areas of human existence: finance, medicine, education, painting, literature, music, and, ironically, the art of making war. Combat achieved new levels of awesome and unprecedented destructiveness. Technologies combined to foster violence not only between nations but within empires. The Ottoman Empire, like the rest of the world, joined the rush to modernize.


Progress created political turbulence. From the mid-nineteenth century until the conclusion of World War I, assassination, revolution, and war plagued the world. In 1848 revolution broke out in Italy, Germany, Denmark, Hungary, Ireland, Romania, and Moldavia. Civil war and revolution would follow in the United States, Mexico, India, and China. The short-lived socialist regime known as the Paris Commune was born during this period, in 1871, and rebellions arose across the Balkans against Ottoman rule. Successive wars, including the massively destructive Crimean War, broke out between Russia and the Ottomans, leaving hundreds of thousands dead on both sides and further weakening the Turkic empire. No sooner had the Civil War ended before the United States government began an all-out war of extermination against the Plains Indians. The Boer Wars in South Africa, the Boxer Rebellion in China, as well as uprisings in India and the Philippines were all manifestations of a world order in flux. The interplay of modern political institutions and the mechanization of warfare laid waste to human life on a scale never before experienced.


From the killing fields of Gettysburg to the trenches of Alsace, humans now could slaughter one another by the tens of thousands in a matter of days. During World War I, the Battle of Verdun alone left three hundred thousand fatalities, an average of one thousand deaths a day for ten months. New weapons technologies would accelerate and intensify conflict, making possible sudden flashes of mass violence. It was during this period that the machine gun and long-range artillery were developed. Deadly chlorine gas was concocted in German laboratories and deployed by both sides in the Great War. Barbed wire and the simple but deadly fixed bayonet amplified the hell of trench warfare, while land and naval mines intensified the anarchy. The armored tank, the hand grenade, and the long-range carbine were all perfected during this initial era of modern warfare.


The Industrial Revolution accelerated the tempo and scope of war through improvements in transportation and communication. The railroad, the steamship, motorized vehicles, and the telegraph (and later the airplane) allowed military leaders to deploy troops over extensive territory with unprecedented speed. Not only could soldiers and supplies be moved quickly, but so too could local populations. Modern warfare set in motion vast flows of refugees and displaced people, many of whom died for the simple lack of a safe haven.


Information itself became an adjunct to war, as newspapers—the “mass media” of the nineteenth century—proliferated. The journalists of the era endowed nations with personalities and intentions, portraying them as willful actors who were healthy or unhealthy, peaceful or belligerent, who flourished or sickened, had appetites and diseases, made enemies or friends. As World War I began, headlines typically characterized each nation as a sentient being imbued with intention: “Austria Has Chosen War”; “China Fearful of Japan War Moves.”1 Tsar Nicholas I had famously labeled the Ottoman Empire “the sick man of Europe.”


At the same time, world conflicts were reported as if they were competitions, not unlike modern sporting events, with the intention of rallying the local fans. Sides were “winning” or “losing.” This helped foster nationalism, a new way of thinking that defined a nation by language and culture. When the war in western Europe finally reached its combustion point, many young men (particularly in the West) saw it as an adventure, their appetite for conflict stoked by reports of wars on every continent.


A new breed of assassin appeared on the scene as the deadly accuracy of handguns and explosives improved dramatically. After Samuel Colt’s patent of his revolver in 1835, the semiautomatic handgun became easily available thanks to extensive distribution during wartime. Mausers, Brownings, and Colts were the prized possessions of revolutionaries everywhere. When Alfred Nobel invented gelignite in 1875, bomb making became an art, and bombs became a significant part of the revolutionary arsenal. In 1919 anarchists mailed dozens of dynamite bombs to politicians, editors, and businessmen in the United States. One year later Wall Street was bombed; thirty-eight people died. Political agendas could be advanced in seconds as anarchists and other radicals required only a proximity of a few yards to their victims before pulling a trigger or lobbing a bomb.


The half century prior to World War I was open season on world leaders. Three American presidents, Lincoln, Garfield, and McKinley, were shot to death by assassins. A bullet would end the lives of Prime Minister Juan Prim of Spain, King Umberto of Italy, King Carlos of Portugal, King George of Greece, and Naser al-Din Shah Qajar of Persia. Empress Elizabeth of Austria, President Sadi Carnot of France, and Richard Southwell Bourke, sixth Earl of Mayo, were stabbed to death. Gabriel García Moreno, president of Ecuador, was hacked to death by machete. The killing spree against world leaders reached its climax in 1914, when Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austro-Hungary was gunned down in Sarajevo by Gavrilo Princip, a Serbian nationalist, triggering World War I.


A small cadre of organized revolutionaries could effect broad regime change. And so assassination became an adjunct to revolution. In 1881 the Russian left-wing organization Narodnaya Volya (The People’s Will) succeeded in assassinating Tsar Alexander II. Thirty-five years later, the Bolsheviks would tighten their hold on Russia by murdering Nicholas II and his extended family. Between 1919 and 1922, the period of the Nemesis murders, there were over three hundred political killings in the German Reich alone.2


In the century before the Armenian Genocide, the Armenian millet consisted of three overlapping groups. In Constantinople and other large cities like Smyrna and Alexandria, the economic and cultural elite flourished. Among these well-to-do were genuinely wealthy families, even men who were addressed as “pasha.” The second group consisted of Armenians living throughout Asia Minor who were artisans and merchants, constituting a middle class of sorts, usually clustered in large towns and cities. This was the milieu from which the assassin Soghomon Tehlirian came. And everywhere in the empire, especially in eastern Asia Minor and the Russian Caucasus, lived the rural peasants, who, subject to the predations of armed Kurdish tribes and endless Ottoman taxation, made up the vast majority of Armenians. Their marginal existence only grew more perilous during the Ottoman period of modernization. By the end of the nineteenth century, massacres were common.


The deep poverty of the eastern vilayets, or provinces, where most Armenians lived, undermined the stability of the region. The inhabitants of these outlying frontier lands endured a medieval quality of life. Rural peasants shared their mud-walled houses with domestic animals. Farmers tilled their fields with makeshift plows and prayed for rain; blacksmiths hammered red-hot iron into horseshoes just as their fathers had and their fathers before them; mothers and sisters worked hand looms, weaving cloth for the home and the market. Shepherds tracked their sheep and goats in the same manner as their ancestors two thousand years earlier. There was no refrigeration, little electricity, and very few motorized vehicles. The brightly colored clothing designating the different millets was washed and beaten on the rocks along streams and rivers, just as it had been washed and beaten for the last twenty generations.


The Industrial Revolution which had radically changed life in Europe barely touched the vilayets beyond the outskirts of Constantinople.3 The occasional presence of a sewing machine or kerosene lamp gave the only hint of the modern world enjoyed by the West. (Both kerosene and Singer sewing machines were imported from America and usually sold by Armenian merchants.) By World War I, only a few telephones (available since the 1890s in the United States) were in use outside the big cities, not even in the larger towns. Telegraphy provided the only long-distance instant communication. No paved roads connected the cities. In fact, cars and trucks were a rarity and railroads almost nonexistent. When railroad track was laid, most of it consisted of unfinished trunk lines leading nowhere. Municipal services were unknown. The government’s main job was to collect taxes and maintain control. No factories existed as the West knew them.
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