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To my grandparents Levon and Loosvart
And the nameless others whom history has forgotten
But who still await a reckoning
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PROLOGUE Memories



The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.


—MILAN KUNDERA,
The Book of Laughter and Forgetting


Gourgen Mkrtich Yanikian was too focused on his mission to be concerned with his depleted finances on the morning of January 27, 1973. He owed $2,400 to creditors and was living off welfare checks and loans from friends which amounted to handouts he could never hope to repay with the $12 in his bank account. Yet he decided to forego a regular room and rent a cottage at $37.10 a night to impress his guests, diplomats from the Turkish Consulate in Los Angeles.1


Though rage filled his heart, he coolly followed the plan he had mapped out months earlier. After instructing a hotel maid to clean his room and ordering a buffet lunch to be served at noon, he groomed his woolly mustache and put on a white beret and brown tweed overcoat. Yanikian’s vitality belied his age. At seventy-seven, he could still intimidate men half his age when standing with his barrel chest out. His hair hung back in an unkempt style, mimicking the students and hippies at the local university he had spent much of his time with since his wife of forty-eight years had slid into unconsciousness. Deeply creased cheeks sagged at the sides of his face. His pitch-black eyebrows rose steadily upward as they approached his temples, sharply contrasting with his silver mane and endowing him with a menacing countenance. His voice, thick, raspy, and muddled by accents from various tongues, could bellow belligerently when his anger rose.2


Satisfied with his appearance, Yanikian filled two guns with twelve bullets apiece. His hands barely trembled. Bullets loaded, he placed the blue .25-caliber Browning he had purchased from Ott’s hardware store in Santa Barbara inside a dresser drawer. He fit the other semi-automatic, a 9mm Luger pistol, into a hollowed Who’s Who of the West that he had carved out especially for this occasion—Yanikian appeared on page 880 of the work. His inexperience with the gun, which he had fired twice since purchasing it from an Army veteran twenty-six years earlier, did not concern him.3


Five days earlier, knowing that he was unlikely to return home, Yanikian had packed his bags with his life’s work—a collection of self-published pamphlets, correspondence, and books—and checked into Cottage No. 3, Room 34 of the Biltmore Hotel. Built in 1927, the Biltmore copied the signature red-tile roofs, wrought-iron grillwork, and cream-colored stucco walls of the Spanish Colonial architecture applied throughout Santa Barbara by civic leaders after an earthquake destroyed most of the city. Carpets of well-groomed grass broken up by copses of palm trees and gardens like the one facing Yanikian’s cottage covered its twenty-acre grounds. Two storms during Yanikian’s stay had left the resort unseasonably cool. On this day, the temperature reverted to a tepid 64 degrees as the coastal fog that stretched down from Northern California dissipated. Oil deposits from a rig accident that had invaded nearby Butterfly Beach a year earlier were in remission, allowing observers of what locals called the “American Riviera” an unspoiled view of the Santa Ynez mountain range jutting just north of Santa Barbara.


Yanikian had little interest in the scenery, however. He had checked into the hotel for a different purpose. He wanted to avenge his family’s loss—his people’s loss—for a decades-old crime left unpunished and forgotten by the world.


While Yanikian finalized lunch arrangements with the hotel staff and ensured the guns were hidden in their places, the forty-nine-year-old Turkish consul, Mehmet Baydar, and his assistant, thirty-year-old vice consul Bahadir Demir, drove up to Santa Barbara. That Baydar and Demir were married with children or that neither man was alive at the time of the Genocide mattered little to Yanikian. To him, they were symbols of the enduring injustice committed against the Armenians. When the diplomats approached Room 34 of the Biltmore at 11:30 a.m., Yanikian greeted them with a bow.4


Yanikian’s birth on March 24, 1895, came at a perilous time for his family. With pogroms taking place throughout the Ottoman Empire, Yanikian’s parents took special care to placate the colicky infant in order to avoid the attention of Ottoman soldiers marauding their neighborhood. His family, based in Erzurum, a city on the eastern edge of the Ottoman Empire, managed to escape death when a friend invited them to hide in the Persian Consulate. Yanikian’s maternal uncle, who remained behind, died from a gunshot wound.5


Eventually, his family moved east to a safer location. Snowstorms made the mountainous journey dangerous, often stranding travelers until the late spring thaw. On the way, the family lost Yanikian in a sledding accident over a mountain pass. His thirteen-year-old brother Hagop, the eldest of four children, found him a few hours later still bundled in a blanket, half frozen. Hagop cuddled his younger brother on his chest to warm him. The rescue formed a special bond between the two boys.6


Yanikian’s family escaped the slaughter, but other Armenians were not as fortunate. The mass murders initially sparked in 1894 spread to cities inhabited by Armenians throughout the Ottoman Empire. In Urfa (the ancient city of Edessa, once occupied by European crusaders), 3,000 Armenians seeking refuge from the violence were burned alive inside a cathedral. The latest round of persecution was another episode in a long line of repression of the Armenian minority by Ottoman rulers. From the time Yanikian was conceived to his first birthday, 100,000 to 300,000 Armenians perished in a bloodbath described by the New York Times as ANOTHER ARMENIAN HOLOCAUST.7


Eight years later, Yanikian, his brother Hagop, and his mother Epraksia returned to Erzurum to retrieve gold coins and property documents that they had buried in their barn. This erstwhile wealthy family had spent much of the money that it had taken on its harried escape, and they were now desperate to retrieve their hidden possessions. While Hagop dug for their box, two Turkish men wearing fezzes entered the barn. Yanikian and his mother remained hidden in an unlit portion of the building about fifteen feet away helplessly watching the men grab hold of Hagop. Hagop looked over to Yanikian, signaling to him with his eyes not to make a sound. Epraksia placed her hand tightly around Yanikian’s mouth to suffocate his cries. As one man held Hagop still, the other raised his blade into the air. Before Epraksia could move her hand to cover Yanikian’s eyes, the man slashed Hagop’s throat with one swing. When his brother’s body flopped to the floor, Yanikian bit into the web of his mother’s hand between the thumb and forefinger, leaving his face covered in blood and deforming two of her fingers. After the men left, Epraksia, still holding Yanikian in her arms, walked over to Hagop’s corpse and kissed him.8


As a civil engineering student at the University of Moscow after the outbreak of World War I, Yanikian heard news of atrocities taking place against the Armenians throughout 1915. Hundreds of articles printed in European and American newspapers described a crime for which mankind had no vocabulary. Almost daily, he read descriptions of events that made the 1890s massacres of his birth seem tame by comparison: wholesale massacres of armenians by turks, screamed one New York Times headline in 1915.9


Eager to find his family, whom he had not heard from since the outbreak of the war, Yanikian traveled to the Caucasus during the spring of 1915 to sign up with an Armenian volunteer regiment fighting alongside the Russian army, encamped on the eastern edge of the Ottoman Empire. Yanikian received little training before going out to the front. The regiment provided him with a light khaki uniform bearing red, blue, and orange stripes—the historic colors of Armenia—and a collection of maps. With his educational background in mind, it assigned him to an engineering unit of nine men responsible for scouting the mountainous topography ahead of the regular troops. The lightly armed unit carried small Browning pistols and dynamite instead of the bayonet-tipped rifles used by standard soldiers, and moved at night to avoid detection.10


In May, his regiment pierced the Ottoman border. On the first day in Ottoman territory, with his unit bivouacked by a small river, Yanikian witnessed firsthand the horrors of which he had only heard. Throughout the day, a continuous stream of heads, arms, legs, torsos floated in the water like tree limbs. Famished after a day’s march, and with no alternative source of fresh water, his unit had no choice but to drink from the same river. Yanikian was shaken to the core.11


Over the next few weeks, the men of Yanikian’s unit often traveled on foot, and when they were lucky, on horseback. Everywhere they went, Yanikian saw mutilated bodies, abandoned homes, and destroyed churches. In his hometown, he found his father’s business and childhood home—like the rest of the Armenian quarter—burned down. Water fountains flowed red with blood. Decapitated bodies littered the churchyard where he had spent his Sunday afternoons as a child. Searching through the remains, Yanikian recognized a large mole on the face of a boy whose head had been hacked in two with a hatchet like a watermelon. It was his twelve-year-old nephew, who must have looked old enough to the killing squads to be grouped with the adult men for a quick death.


Next to his nephew lay his brother-in-law’s severed head, the large mustache still in place but his body nowhere to be found. Yanikian searched in vain through the mangled corpses for the body so that he could bury the two in the family plot at the local cemetery. A Russian officer told the exasperated Yanikian, “What’s the difference, everybody is dead, take a body.” The callous remark, likely instigated by the sight of so many corpses from the carnage, did not deter Yanikian. He persisted, and offered to pay for the burial of all the bodies, numbering in the hundreds. Twenty Russian soldiers gathered the bodies onto seven trucks, with Yanikian scanning the remains for his relative’s torso. They dumped the bodies in mass graves and set crosses around the site. Yanikian placed his family’s remains alongside his grandmother’s burial site. They were among the few Armenians to receive a formal funeral.12


Twenty-four other members of his extended family rotted in unmarked graves somewhere in the Ottoman Empire, perhaps killed swiftly with a blow from an ax or perhaps the victims of a slow death brought on by pestilence and malnutrition in the desert. In all, the Ottoman Empire slaughtered 1.5 million Armenians and evicted 500,000 more from lands inhabited for 2,500 years. The tragedy would come to be known as the Armenian Genocide.


After World War I, a groundswell of support for the Armenians inspired one of the world’s first ever international human rights movements. Led by the humanitarian-minded Woodrow Wilson, the United States alone sent $116 million (about $1.5 billion in today’s dollars) to the “starving Armenians”—a popular term during the 1920s—in what became the nation’s inaugural international aid effort. These ministrations did not end with providing food and shelter to hundreds of thousands of refugees and orphans. The war’s victors—Britain, France, Italy, and the United States—vowed to prosecute the Ottoman leaders responsible for what they called “crimes against humanity.” They entered into a treaty with the Ottoman Empire guaranteeing the Armenians a national state and homeland shielded from further persecution. And they labored to have the Ottomans compensate the Armenians for their losses by returning seized property and restoring destroyed assets.


Except perhaps for the Holocaust, the outpouring of support received by the Armenians surpassed anything undertaken for other victims of genocide in the twentieth century. “Armenia is to be redeemed,” Wilson told a crowd in Salt Lake City, “so that at last this great people, struggling through night after night of terror … are now given a promise of safety, a promise of justice. …”13


Despite these noble sentiments, that promise of justice was never delivered. Instead, the world turned its back on the Armenians, allowing the perpetrators to get away with one of the greatest crimes of modern history. The world may have moved on, but the Armenians never forgot. A great crime was committed and they had nothing to show for it, not even an apology from the perpetrators. Nearly a century later, they still longed for justice.


My first encounter with the Genocide took place a few weeks shy of my twelfth birthday, in April 1985. I did not know it at the time, but it was my initiation into an old and bitter contest. Inside an Armenian cathedral in Manhattan, I followed along as everyone’s eyes fixed on the procession of seventy survivors walking down the central aisle. A soloist from the choir sang the words of an Armenian prayer in an otherwise silent sanctuary. The incense used in the morning’s liturgy still lingered in the air, mixing with the heavy colognes and perfumes worn by parishioners. Holding red carnations, the survivors walked slowly and deliberately toward the front of the cathedral. Our eyes moved along with every step. Left foot. Right foot. Left foot. Right foot. Alongside each of the survivors walked a young man or woman carrying a long white cross. When they reached the front of the altar, each pair planted their cross and placed a carnation at its T-section.


At my young age, the concept of “genocide” was vague. Even the idea of murder seemed difficult to comprehend. Real people were not like the digital characters I insouciantly gunned down in video games. I knew there was something significant, something grave about this occasion. Perhaps it was the seventy survivors. People looked at them with admiration and sympathy. I did not know why—I had no notion of the gravity of the horrors they had lived through—but I could sense that there was something distinctive about them.


After various speeches, I joined other children walking down the central aisle wearing blue T-shirts with a picture of the twin peaks of Mount Ararat. As we stood in front of the altar, the French-Armenian singer Charles Aznavour addressed the crowd. “Don’t forget your parents and grandparents,” he told me and all the other children. Aznavour, the son of two survivors, had written a song, “Ils Sont Tombés (They Fell)” in honor of the Genocide’s victims.


They fell that year
They vanished from the earth…
And the babies they tended
Left to die, left to cry
All condemned by their birth…


They fell like leaves
A people in its prime
Simple men kindly men
And not one knew his crime
They became in that hour


Like the small desert flower
Soon covered by the silent wind
In sand of time…


They fell like tears
And never knew what for
In that summer of strife
Of massacres and war
Their only crime was life
Their only guilt was being
The children of Armenia. …14


After those baby steps in 1985, I did not think much about the Genocide. Occasionally, the gruesome photos of stick figures limping in rags, or skeletons piled atop each other during April 24, the date on which Armenians commemorated the Genocide, made me briefly wonder about the tragedy. As a student, I posted flyers about the Genocide nearly every April, but these moments were also fleeting as college life rarely allowed room for me to dwell on the topic. Yet, when rare open-ended assignments came up, I chose to write about the Genocide’s continuing legacy on my generation each time. Looking back, it is clear that something was brewing inside of me.


Nearing thirty, my growing curiosity piqued an investigation into my family’s past. I knew my paternal grandparents had been orphaned. And I held on to sketchy memories of my grandfather, Levon, cursing at the Turks. When I interviewed surviving family members, the fragments of information I collected started to form a terrible picture.


My grandfather Levon and his family were ordered to leave their homes in Erzurum in 1915, with little more than bags and carts to carry their essential belongings. On the city’s outskirts, after the adult males were separated from the women and children, Levon’s father, grandfather, and uncle were all hacked down with axes and machetes. Levon and his older brother joined his mother, aunts, cousins, and an infant brother, Ardavas, who had been born forty days earlier. The group was ordered to march through the desert, cross the Euphrates River, and settle in camps in Urfa. Every day, Levon swallowed a gold nugget to conceal it from the Ottoman soldiers overseeing the deportation. He picked it out of his excrement and repeated the process throughout his journey.


Ardavas died soon after they left Erzurum. Levon’s family buried the infant in a makeshift grave. That night, Levon snuck back to find Ardavas’s grave and instead found a dog chewing on his baby brother’s leg. He scared the dog away and spent the night digging a deeper burial plot with his hands. His mother, aunts, and all but one older brother and one cousin died during the Genocide. In all, my grandfather lost twenty-eight members of his extended family.


Listening to these stories was challenging. Contemplating them was unendurable. While interviewing family members, I tried to soak in their words with the same dispassionate pursuit for information I utilized in every avenue of research. But on two occasions, when I found myself alone, I burst into tears. “Inchoo?” (why), I wondered. “Inchoo?”


My reaction was not unique. In fact, most descendants of the survivors—even ones several generations removed—carried with them the pain and frustration passed down from their ancestors. And my indoctrination into the heated conflict between Armenians and Turks over the characterization of the events of 1915 was also commonplace. Nearly a century after the Genocide, most Armenians refused to forget the past, and just as many wanted to right the wrong committed against their forefathers.


Uncovering my family’s experience did not end my interest in the Genocide, but instead fueled new questions not so much about the tragedy as its aftermath. I had attended Genocide commemorations like the one in 1985 for nearly twenty years, and there seemed to be no end in sight. I started to wonder how this had come about. Why were the Armenians still struggling for justice nearly a century after the Genocide? What would lead a man like Gourgen Yanikian to plot a cold-blooded killing spree more than fifty years after the fact? What happened after the Genocide, and why?


As I dug further, the answer to this mystery spawned a series of new questions that revealed to me that the Armenian experience was unique among the human rights calamities of the past century. With so much widespread support for the Armenians following the Genocide, how did all the promises of justice made by the world’s strongest nations fall through? Why did it take the Armenians nearly five decades to resurrect a campaign renewing the call for justice? How could an event as widely acknowledged as the Genocide—the world was better informed of the Armenian Genocide than the Holocaust while the respective crimes were taking place—eventually lapse from the world’s consciousness? How could the Turkish government succeed in denying the Genocide? Its history books made no mention of the catastrophe. Its press dismissed the Armenian experience as a hoax. Its scholars accused the Armenians of treachery. It is tough to find a comparison for Turkey’s posture. Only a hypothetical will suffice. Fifty years after the Holocaust, if Germany refused to apologize for Nazi crimes, denied any wrongdoing against European Jewry, and even blamed the Jews for their fate—and the rest of the world looked on indifferently as Germany spewed out these lies—then one can begin to understand the predicament Yanikian and the Armenians faced. How could the U.S. government, once the greatest champion of the Armenians after the Genocide, support Turkey’s cover-up?


As I began to search for the answers to these questions, I found out that no one had the answers. The search for them confirmed for me that this incredible tale I had begun to explore deserved to be rescued from obscurity.


A note on the usage of the term “Armenia” in this book: Today, Armenia is a landlocked country about the size of Maryland, ensconced among a series of intersecting mountain ranges. To the north lies Georgia; to the east, Azerbaijan; to the south, Iran; and to the west, Turkey. The Armenia I speak of in the title of this book is not just modern-day Armenia, which gained its independence in 1991 upon the collapse of the Soviet Union. Nor is it the broader swath of territory once inhabited by the Armenians stretching from the Caspian to the Mediterranean seas. I speak of a more abstract Armenia not bound by geographic boundaries—the Armenia Charles Aznavour referred to in his song. The Armenia I speak of refers to a way of life encompassing a language with its own unique alphabet, an embrace of Christianity predating all other nations, and a heritage rooted in Anatolia (Asia Minor) and the Caucasus for 2,500 years. It is these Armenian children whom Aznavour honored in his song, and it is to their children that an accounting is owed.


The purpose of this book is neither to prove the existence nor to affirm the veracity of the Genocide. It will become apparent in later chapters that there is a significant amount of scholarship produced by Turkish and, to a smaller extent, American scholars putting forth a completely different version of events. Sometimes, these works disagree with the facts cited here, and oftentimes with my interpretations and conclusions. This book does not serve to refute these claims or argue with these findings. That has already been accomplished by dozens of scholars relying upon voluminous evidence stretching from government archives to eyewitness testimonials accumulated during the past few decades. All of this evidence convinced the International Association of Genocide Scholars in 1997 to unanimously assert that the massacres and deportations begun in 1915 of the Armenian population in the Ottoman Empire constituted genocide under international law.15 In 2000, Elie Wiesel and 125 other notable Holocaust scholars did the same.16 These pronouncements reflect the consensus among historians and human rights experts about the veracity of the Genocide. This book relies upon these declarations and, as evidenced by the sources cited in the Notes, often employs the very sources used to arrive at this consensus.


Rather than rehashing old debates, I hope instead to ask and answer a very different set of questions that relate to the Armenian—and the world’s—response to the catastrophe in subsequent decades. No other people have suffered such a warped fate—a trivialization of their suffering and a prolonged assault on the authenticity of their experience. And few other people have participated in a global campaign for justice that has stretched across the decades. When I came to fully realize just how twisted this fate was, it led me to a final question at the center of this book: what were the consequences of this almost unprecedented delay in justice?


Though many Armenians carried the same emotional cocktail of hatred and frustration that burned inside Yanikian, most were loath to renew the violence that had already disfigured their lives. Others pursued justice through non-violent means: by building memorials, collecting archival information testifying to the Genocide’s veracity, lobbying governments to support the Armenians against Turkey’s campaign of denial, and through the courts. Two divergent histories run on parallel tracks in this post-Genocide story—one violent and one political-legal. Both serve as stark reminders of the consequences of justice denied, whenever and wherever it may occur.


The book is also a response to this twisted fate. As a child, I was indoctrinated into the Armenian pursuit of justice. As an adult, I questioned the origins and evolution of this multifaceted struggle. Finally, the mystery that intrigued and befuddled me for years felt closer to resolution as I completed the last pages of this work.


For many years, the fate befalling the Armenians had been referred to as the “forgotten genocide.” Ten years ago, few non-Armenians were aware of the Genocide, and even fewer knew more than a handful of details about it. The ensuing decade saw a bevy of books, films, and educational materials that began to chip away at this widespread ignorance. As we approach the one hundredth anniversary of the Genocide, in 2015, even fewer people know about the nearly century-long pursuit of justice embarked upon by Armenians. Few other movements of social justice have spanned so many years and places around the globe. And even fewer have captivated a people through the generations. Yet little is known about this unique tale, packed with dramatic setbacks and advances, and more important, one that offers plenty of lessons on the consequences of failing to bring about justice in response to genocide. For the children of Armenia, neither the passing of the Genocide’s survivors nor the passage of more than nine decades has diminished their passion for justice. This book tells the story of this enduring passion and unearths a historical quest for justice with few comparisons in human history.





Death of a Nation



If it should happen that we are unable to endure
This uneven struggle, and drained of our strength
Fallen down, unable to stand again
And if death prevails over the will to live…,
And if this crime ends and the last vengeful Armenian


eyes close


Without seeing the dawn of victory
Let us vow that when we find God in the afterlife
And He in exchange for our suffering offers His


untimely sympathy,


We will refuse
And we shall say to Him
“Send us to hell, to hell again
Don’t we know it well,
Didn’t you make us know it well,
Bestow your heavenly kingdom to the Turk.”


—VAHAN TEKEYAN1


Up to now, Turks and Armenians have been living as brothers,” Krikor Zohrab, a member of the Ottoman Parliament and a prominent lawyer revered for his eloquent speeches on behalf of his Armenian brethren, wrote to his Ottoman colleagues in April 1915; but the “present situation is very serious and has caused deep concern and despair. …” News of mass arrests among the Armenians worried the fifty-three-year-old Constantinople native, who had been a strong advocate for his people through decades of persecution. The latest crackdowns against the Armenians placed his people in danger like at no other time in their history—a danger that would threaten their very existence.


A few weeks later, Zohrab confronted the Ottoman interior minister, Mehmet Talaat. Talaat, though once friendly with the Armenians, was personally responsible for the arrest of scores of Armenian leaders, and was suspected of hatching an even darker plot to rid the empire of the ethnic minority he had now labeled an arch enemy. “Someday you will have to account” for your behavior, Zohrab told him. Talaat was unmoved by the reproach, responding, “Who, pray tell me, is going to ask for this accounting?” Within days of his confrontation with Talaat, Ottoman officials arrested Zohrab and transported him to the interior of the empire far from prying eyes.


At first, Zohrab did not feel imperiled. He was after all a wealthy man and a well-regarded member of Parliament, with connections throughout the government; surely he would soon be back with his beloved family. But as his journey away from home grew longer, and Ottoman authorities remained evasive about his future, Zohrab began to realize the gravity of the danger he was in. He sent word for his friends in the government and foreign diplomats to arrange for his release. Over the next few weeks, as none of his solicitations bore fruit, his pleas became more desperate. “I miss you and our children,” Zohrab wrote to his wife when his hopes for emancipation began to fade. “I know not if I will ever see you again.” In his last letter, he asked his wife to make a personal appeal to Talaat. Though Zohrab encouraged his wife to remain upbeat, resignation had set in after weeks of captivity. Along with his last letter, he enclosed a handwritten will.


A few days later, on a road not far from Urfa, Zohrab’s escort ordered him out of a transport wagon and directed him to a secluded area in the woods. Zohrab grew suspicious of the detour, and when he received a gruff command from his escort, he tried to talk the man out of executing him. “I am unarmed and unable to protect myself. But listen, how will my death benefit you? You have a conscience. How can you forsake your sense of guilt…?” Zohrab’s words stirred the escort. For a moment, he thought about setting the acclaimed jurist free. But he had his orders and he was not going to disobey them no matter how sympathetic Zohrab appeared. After a single gunshot to the chest—an execution unaccompanied by any kind of trial—the revered writer and jurist lay dead on the forest floor. Zohrab was not alone; many other Armenian notables of his generation suffered a similar fate. And with the Armenian political leadership out of the way, there was nothing to prevent the six-hundred-year-old Ottoman Empire from eradicating an entire race.2


The Ottomans were one of many Turkic tribes pouring in from Central Asia (where the “Stans” stand today) into Asia Minor, starting in the eleventh century. The first Ottoman ruler, Osman, forged a dynasty in the early part of the fourteenth century. In centuries of further expansion, the empire reached its apogee, stretching from its base in Asia Minor to modern-day Algeria, much of the Middle East, and a huge swath of Southeast Europe reaching the outskirts of Vienna during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.3


The glory days of the Sultanate of Osman did not last. In the face of middling leadership, continual warfare, and growing unease among its many ethnicities clamoring for reform and autonomy, including Greeks, Bulgars, Slavs, Albanians, Armenians, Arabs, Jews, Georgians, Egyptians, and others, the twenty-five Sultans succeeding this glorious epoch of the sixteenth century allowed the empire to fall behind an ascendant Europe. Losing ground both economically and militarily starting in the late seventeenth century, the Ottomans stagnated as Europe, through the transformative progression of the Renaissance, Enlightenment, and the Industrial Revolution, soared.


The empire that had once frightened and awed Europe resented its emasculation as a second-rate power facing constant encroachment into its affairs by outsiders. European creditors, due to the debts incurred by the Ottomans, now controlled the empire’s fiscal policy. Judicial and economic privileges, known as “capitulations,” originally granted to foreigners on a small scale, became a thorn for the empire as its subject nationalities exploited these privileges to gain exceptions to Ottoman law unavailable to the general populace. The decline in power triggered self-doubt among the empire’s Turkish rulers. Having viewed themselves as superior to the peoples they had conquered and governed for centuries, the governing Turks now found themselves at the mercy of foreign powers and pestered by subjugated nationalities demanding equality.4 By the middle of the nineteenth century, Osman’s once mighty empire had been reduced to the “sick man of Europe.”


Sultan Abdul Hamid II inherited his throne under these precarious circumstances in 1876. During the next three decades, his poor leadership and despotic treatment of subjects plunged the Ottoman Empire further into turmoil, ultimately leading to his downfall. Hamid reigned in isolation from palatial grounds on the Bosporus from which he almost never left, a place Time magazine called the “most glamorous and sinister harem in the Ottoman Empire.” The compound included more than 5 million square feet of buildings, gardens, farms, an artificial lake, stables, workshops, a menagerie, a fire brigade, and cemeteries. A gilded decor of paneled walls, Murano glass chandeliers from Venice, thick carpets, and European furnishings decorated the buildings that a French observer dubbed a macédoine, a salad of various fruits and vegetables. Innumerable watchtowers dotted the landscape for Hamid’s 7,000 guards, who outnumbered the rest of the staff. To further satisfy his paranoia, the redoubt sat behind two high walls blocking the outside world. The Sultan wielded absolute power with insouciance, shooting at those who startled him with a gold pistol. He often called upon fortune-tellers for advice, and when one of them convinced him to drink water only from a specific well, he followed her instructions religiously.5 Hamid oversaw a dwindling empire wracked by ethnic dissent and continual warfare. Of its few remaining minorities, none troubled the Sultan more than the Armenians.


The history of the Armenians had been one of continuous foreign dominion.


Armenians emerged on the highlands surrounding Mount Ararat during the first millennium B.C. A cycle of independence followed by conquest was repeated during the next two millennia as Armenians often thrived within the footnotes of history. The first great Armenian kingdom, carved out of the two leading empires of the day—Persia and Rome—began under Tigran II in 95 B.C. Twenty-nine years later, Rome overtook the kingdom.6 The last independent state—known as the Armenian kingdom of Cilicia—based its capital not in the foothills of Mount Ararat but 600 miles away to the southwest near the Mediterranean coast.


Over the years, Armenians scattered throughout Anatolia, the name given by ancient Greeks to what is now Asia Minor, and the Caucasus, establishing significant communities in the Ottoman Empire, Russia, and a smaller enclave in Persia, as well as tiny outposts in other continents. “Armenia,” wrote a National Geographic correspondent in 1915, “is not a State, not even a geographic unity, but merely a term for the region where the Armenians live.”7


Anatolia was a diverse land topographically and demographically. Flanked by the Black Sea to the north and the Mediterranean to the west and south, its tubular shape stretched from the western edge on the precipice of Europe to its eastern border with Asia. Portions of the interior were arid yet also gave birth to the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. The eastern frontier adjacent to the Caucasus was a rugged country where mountain ranges intersected each other like city boulevards. Tallest of these was Mount Ararat, a twin-peaked behemoth at the center of an ancient civilization. Unlike most other mountains that tended to have jagged edges of peaks and valleys, Ararat was uncluttered. Instead, the foundation of the mountain existed with one purpose, to support its isolated peaks erected seven miles apart like a king and queen sitting atop their kingdom. As the resting place of Noah’s Ark, the mountain attracted many travelers. “Avidly I looked at the Biblical mountain,” wrote the Russian poet Alexander Pushkin, “saw the ark moored to its peak with the hope of regeneration of life, saw both the raven and dove, flying forth, the symbols of punishment and reconciliation.”8 The mountain’s twin peaks—named Sis and Masis in Armenian—would come to witness a people’s greatest triumphs and tragedies for more than two millennia.


Within this maze of mountain ranges stood a path that connected Asia to Europe, placing these crossroads that constituted historical Armenia at the center of international trade and a hotbed of conquest, what President Warren G. Harding came to call “the gateway between the Occident and the Orient.”9 Over the millennia, lands inhabited by Armenians in the region switched hands between countless empires, some familiar to us today: Persian, Roman, Byzantine, Arab, Russian, Mongol, and Soviet; others more obscure: Sajid, Safavid, Ilkhanid, Parthian, and Sasanid. Rarely did one power rule over the entire Armenian population. As the conquerors battled on this bridge between eastern and western continents, the frequent invasions resembled a Ping-Pong match, with Armenian borders shifting with each attack and counterattack. From the sixteenth to the seventeenth centuries, the Ottoman and Persian empires fought countless wars on lands largely occupied by Armenians in which the current Armenian capital at the base of Mount Ararat, Yerevan, changed hands at least fourteen times. Despite answering to new rulers and dispersing throughout the region, the Armenians rarely succumbed to assimilation, and instead obdurately maintained their unique language, religion, and heritage with the biblical Ararat as the central symbol of national identity.10


After another series of wars climaxed in 1829, the Ottoman, Russian, and Persian empires divided up the lands historically inhabited by the Armenians, with most of them placed under Ottoman rule in the eastern portion of Anatolia. The rest of the population lived further east under Russian rule in the Caucasus and southeast in Persia.11


From the fifteenth to the nineteenth century, the relationship between the ruling Ottomans and their Armenian subjects had been largely free of conflict; the Armenians, in fact, were once known as the “loyal community” of the empire. But Ottoman rule turned oppressive during the 1800s when Armenian demands for an end to excessive taxation, second-class citizenship, and protection against unwarranted and oppressive violence from local officials met with increasing resistance.12 A British diplomat described the plight of the empire’s largest non-Muslim minority: “The Armenian population is everywhere oppressed by a system of government which takes from them the means of circulating freely, of earning a livelihood, and of enjoying a feeling of security to life and property. … Taxes are levied without mercy. … The prisons are filled with innocent men. …”13


As the maltreatment of the Armenians increased during Hamid’s reign (1876–1909), Europe stepped in to help the persecuted minority. The Continent’s fascination with the Armenians stemmed from various sources. Europeans perceived the Armenians as Christian captives in a Muslim-dominated region. Historical and cultural ties to the Roman and Byzantine empires as well as medieval crusaders further bound the two peoples. Lord Byron, a student of Armenian monks based on a Venetian island in the 1810s, encapsulated Europe’s affinity for the ancient tribe:


It would be difficult, perhaps, to find the annals of a nation less stained with crimes than those of the Armenians, whose virtues have been those of peace and their vices those of compulsion. But whatever may have been their destiny—and it has been bitter—whatever it may be in the future their country must ever be one of the most interesting on the globe. … If the Scriptures are rightly understood, it was in Armenia that Paradise was placed—Armenia, which has paid as dearly as the descendants of Adam for that fleeting participation of its soil in the happiness of him who was created from its dust. It was in Armenia that the flood first abated, and the dove alighted. But with the disappearance of Paradise itself may be dated almost the unhappiness of the country; for though long a powerful kingdom, it was scarcely ever an independent one, and the satraps of Persia and the pashas of Turkey have alike desolated the region where God created man in his own image.14


European efforts to institute reforms on behalf of Armenians (and other non-Muslim subjects of the empire) in 1839 and 1856 and, most notably, through the 1878 Treaty of Berlin following the Russo-Ottoman War, failed as the Ottoman Empire repeatedly agreed to the reforms only to flout them. In one such instance, the Ottoman Parliament and constitution created under pressure from Europe in 1876 granted the empire’s various nationalities a forum to voice their concerns. Fourteen Armenians and 125 other non-Turks held seats in the 286-member legislature. Yet Hamid disbanded the legislative body and constitution in 1878 without facing any consequences.15 The Armenians lost what political clout they had, while the very European powers that had called for the government reorganization stood silently by.


Ultimately, despite genuine concern for the Armenians, the strategic interests of Britain and France handcuffed the implementation of effective reforms. Because both nations saw the Ottoman Empire as a buffer to Russian expansion into Anatolia and the Black Sea straits, they rarely pressed it to carry out suggested reforms. Recognizing his strategic importance to the two powers, Hamid defiantly mocked Anglo-Franco demands. When Europeans asked for the dismissal of an abusive Ottoman official, for instance, Hamid often promoted the offender to a higher office.16


Europe’s inability to rein in Ottoman excesses against its minorities fueled Armenian frustrations. Fed up with extortionist taxes and the refusal of the government to punish those raping and abducting their women, Armenians in the remote mountain enclave of Sasun repelled local officials in 1894. The Sultan reacted to this act of defiance by sending in troops to burn down local villages and arbitrarily kill the Armenian population. His action triggered recriminations throughout Europe, which again demanded reforms from the Sultan. As in past instances, the Sultan dismissed these calls for reform. But this time, instead of sitting by passively, Armenian frustrations reached a boiling point. Two thousand Armenian demonstrators in Constantinople protested against the Sultan’s brutality in October 1895. Hamid responded in an autocratic manner, ordering a massacre of the demonstrators. Within weeks, a chain reaction of massacres flared up across the empire through the end of 1896.17


Desperate to stop these massacres, a group of teenagers and twenty-somethings from the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF), known in Armenian as the Tashnagtsutiun, hatched a plan in the summer of 1896 to take over the Ottoman Bank. By capturing the headquarters of Ottoman finances, and threatening to blow up its bullion and people inside, the group planned to force European governments to end the ongoing massacres. In essence, they wanted to use the bank as a hostage for political negotiations. Founded in Tiflis, Georgia (at the time, the city was under Russian rule) in 1890, the ARF was ideologically socialist and influenced by European political ideals. It pushed for reforms within the Ottoman Empire that would grant the Armenians equal rights and protection from the Sultan’s persecutions.18


Twenty-six operatives showed up at the Ottoman Bank on a hot, clear afternoon in August 1896, armed with guns and dynamite. As they started to fight their way into the building, a bank guard shot their leader dead, compelling a twenty-four-year-old horticulture student named Armen Garo (Karekin Pastermadjian) to take over. The cloud of “smoke and white dust” permeating throughout the neoclassical building slowed down the Armenian advance but also camouflaged them from guards who could not see through the fog. One Armenian, believing he had seen a security guard in the pandemonium of gunfire and explosions, nearly shot Garo. Because few of them had any experience with dynamite, their explosives burst arbitrarily, chopping the callow group into pieces. One man, shot in the foot, dropped a bomb. The blast shredded his arm, leaving only a few tendons and muscles to connect it to his shoulder. Also suffering from chest wounds, the man asked Garo to show him mercy by taking his life. When Garo could not bring himself to kill his comrade, another Armenian had to fire into the wounded man’s chest. Despite this confusion, the group took control of the building.19


“The time of diplomatic play is passed,” the ARF declared during the takeover, referring to multiple failures to assist the Armenians. European diplomats immediately commenced negotiations, and about fourteen hours after the siege had begun, they promised to put a stop to the massacres if Garo’s group agreed to end the standoff. The agreement did not hold as Ottoman mobs began to attack Armenians in the capital. The Sultan ordered a new round of reprisals across the empire, leading to the murder of tens of thousands of Armenians through the end of the year.20


In all, some 100,000 to 300,000 Armenians perished from 1894 to 1896. These massacres revealed a dangerous attitude emerging within the Ottoman populace toward the Armenians. Envy of Armenian economic achievements and anger at repeated European intervention on their behalf justified the mistreatment of the minority to many. At the time of the massacres, a Turkish soldier wrote a letter to his parents boasting of helping to kill “1,200 Armenians, all of them as food for the dogs.” He mentioned that his battalion might soon be stationed near their home: “if so, we will kill all the Armenians there.”21 The legal imprimatur, government endorsement, and social acceptance of the persecution of Armenians encouraged this mind-set, allowing it to flourish and be used to lethal effect by the Genocide’s ringleaders twenty years later when thousands of ordinary Ottoman soldiers and citizens participated in mass killings.


• • •


As the Ottoman Empire descended into corruption and ineptitude under Hamid’s watch, a group of Turkish intellectuals called the Young Turks began to agitate for constitutional changes and reforms in the late nineteenth century. They were just as unsuccessful as the Armenians in extracting any reforms from the Sultan. Eventually, they marched from Macedonia toward the Ottoman capital to reinstate the constitution discarded by Hamid in the 1870s. The Sultan stepped down from his throne when troops sent to quash the coup refused to fight on his behalf.22


The end of Hamid’s rule in 1909 ushered in a great deal of hope within the empire. The Young Turks were perceived as progressive modernizers who would reduce corruption, lift the empire from its decayed state, and repair interethnic strife. But they inherited one characteristic from the ousted Sultan that would ultimately prove deadly for the Armenians: a legacy of intolerance toward the empire’s ethnic and religious minorities. Despite the veneer of interethnic amity, soon after taking power, the Young Turks did little to stop a massacre in 1909 in which 20,000 Armenians perished.23 As in Hamid’s day, those responsible for the murders went largely unpunished.


A power struggle among the Young Turks in 1913 placed Mehmet Talaat and his inner circle at the helm of the empire. Talaat, who grew up in Thrace in Southeast Europe, took a job as a letter carrier where he learned to operate a telegraph, a skill he exploited during World War I. Through his crucial posting at the central post office in Salonica (a city now in modern-day Greece), he sent information gleaned from the Sultan’s confidential correspondence to the Young Turks organizing in Macedonia. His career skyrocketed when he became vice president of the Ottoman Parliament and then minister of the interior, where he established and took control over the Young Turks’ political organs throughout the country. The U.S. ambassador to the empire considered the “good-natured but wily giant” smarter than most of his colleagues. Of all the leaders of the Young Turks, Talaat enjoyed the greatest camaraderie with Armenian leaders, as evidenced by Zohrab’s letters. He promised to return land illegally seized during the 1890s massacres and visited cemeteries to honor Armenian victims.24


• • •


Since Greece’s independence in 1832, the Ottoman Empire first under Sultanic and then Young Turk rule had lost nearly all of its holdings outside of Anatolia. The French occupied Algeria in 1830 and Tunisia in 1881. When Britain captured Egypt in 1882 and Italy invaded what is now Libya in 1911, the Ottoman Empire lost all of its African possessions. It also lost Crete, Cyprus, and other islands in the Mediterranean. Its European holdings either seceded or joined other empires. Austria-Hungary annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908. Bulgaria declared its independence the same year.25


In 1912, a coalition of Balkan states—Greece, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Serbia, Montenegro—banded together to strike at the empire, leaving the Ottoman state with a tiny fraction of its European territory. The latest thrashing in the Balkans had a profound impact on the empire. Hundreds of thousands of embittered refugees swamped Anatolia, creating a toxic mix with the local Armenian population. The Balkan debacle also saw Muslims fall victim to massacres at the hands of Christians. A Young Turk official wrote to his wife, “our anger is strengthening: revenge, revenge, revenge; there is no other word.”26


All of these setbacks convinced the Young Turks that repeated rebellions and agitation for reform by subject nationalities were contributing to the empire’s demise. The lack of an overriding ideology or common history among its nationalities posed many challenges to those governing the empire. One observer noted that “The history, customs, religion, relationships, hopes and dreams, manner of thinking, occupational patterns and levels of civilization of the peoples who were Ottoman subjects were so different from one another that it was strange even to imagine them uniting in some compatible way. … Is … coexistence at all possible?”27 The Young Turks answered this question with a resounding no. In response to the disjointed composition of the Ottoman state, they hatched a plan relying upon Turkish nationalism to salvage the empire.28 “‘Ottoman,’” the British ambassador wrote to his foreign secretary in explaining this plan, “inevitably means ‘Turk’ and their present policy of ‘Ottomanization’ is one of pounding the non-Turkish elements in a Turkish mortar.”29


The ruling Turks came to see the significant Armenian population in Anatolia—the largest and wealthiest of the empire’s remaining minorities—as the biggest threat to their vision. They no longer viewed the Armenians simply as an irritating subgroup clamoring for equality; rather, the Armenians were now perceived as a veritable rival for the last chunks of territory at the heart of the empire. Compared to the loss of Ottoman holdings outside of Anatolia, any degree of Armenian autonomy might mean the loss of the last remnants of the empire.30 Hamid aptly characterized this mentality: “By taking Greece and Romania [the Great Powers] cut off the feet of the Turkish state. By taking Bulgaria, Serbia and Egypt they cut off our hands. Now by stirring up trouble among the Armenians they are getting to our vital organs. … We must defend ourselves at all costs.”31


As relations between the ruling Turks and the Armenians grew more distrustful, Armen Garo, the student turned ARF leader from the Ottoman Bank takeover who had gone on to serve in the Ottoman Parliament, met with Talaat on June 30, 1914. The two had established a friendship after Garo and other Armenians had initially embraced the reform-minded Young Turks, thinking that they would moderate the Sultan’s persecution of the Armenians and modernize the economy. The U.S. ambassador had described the downfall of the Sultan as a “love feast” among the different ethnicities and religions of the empire. The Young Turks, however, eventually turned their backs on this interethnic brotherhood. Garo’s meeting with Talaat foreshadowed what was to come. “You know, Garo,” Talaat said during their conversation, “it seems to me, as time goes on, we are drifting further apart, and the day may come when we will no longer understand each other’s language.”32 It was the last time the men saw each other. Two days before their meeting, an assassin had killed the archduke of Austria-Hungary, plunging the empire into a global war.


An alliance with the Central Powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary at the start of World War I in 1914 pitted the Ottoman Empire against Russia, France, and Great Britain. A few months into the war, an attempted assault into Russia ended disastrously, wiping out an army of 90,000 men. Looking for a scapegoat for the botched offensive, the Ottomans blamed the Armenians. This led to the expulsion and disarmament of Armenian soldiers from a once integrated Ottoman army. At about the same time, the empire’s chief cleric declared a jihad sanctioning the murder of Christians. In the past, Britain and France would have lodged complaints against these actions. But as the empire’s new enemies, they no longer had any standing. Germany, which had never advocated on behalf of the Armenians, was not about to start now and threaten its new alliance just as a cataclysmic war was underway. All of these events formed a perfect storm. Months into the war, the Armenians were unarmed, isolated from their foreign patrons, and the target of a religious death warrant. Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, a German diplomat based in Anatolia, who later became an early inductee of the Nazi Party, reported to his superiors that under this cover of war, the Young Turks had finally found a “solution to the Armenian question.”33


This “solution,” of course, was genocide. Along with Ismail Enver, Dr. Behaeddin Shakir, Jemal Azmi, Dr. Mehmet Nazim, Ahmed Jemal, and others, Interior Minister Talaat masterminded a plan to exterminate the Armenian people.


Dr. Khachig Boghosian, a prominent psychologist and leader of the Armenian community in Constantinople, described in his memoirs what happened on the night of April 23–24, 1915:


After supper, I went to the house of my neighbour … and we passed the time playing backgammon and piano. I left and came home at 1:30 a.m. and went to bed; everything was calm. … I had just lain down and was on the verge of falling asleep, when the outside doorbell rang loudly three times. My sister Esther hurriedly went downstairs, opened the door and, after exchanging a few words, rushed upstairs and knocked on my door, telling me that the police wanted me.34


Similar scenes played out across the empire over the upcoming weeks as the Young Turks arrested and banished 2,345 Armenian leaders to desolate camps to preclude any organized resistance for the slaughter that would follow. Zohrab was among them. Armenia’s leading men, the patriarchs, community leaders, intellectuals, and even artists, were lost for a generation.35


Within days, the head of the Armenian Church asked the United States to intervene. Acting under Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan’s instructions, the American ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Henry Morgenthau, Sr., asked the Young Turks to cease their campaign. Having declared its neutrality during the war, the United States could do nothing more than implore the Young Turks. After decades of impunity under Hamid, Ottoman leaders felt neither remorse nor fear of retribution in exterminating the Armenians and they easily dismissed Morgenthau’s pleas. Talaat later told the ambassador: “our Armenian policy is absolutely fixed and … nothing can change it. We will not have the Armenians anywhere in Anatolia.”36


Starting in the spring of 1915, Ottoman death squads made up of gendarmes or released prisoners assembled large groups of Armenians in Anatolia and hanged, shot, and killed the vast majority of the adult men. Talaat sent instructions to the far corners of the empire through telegrams—the use of which he had mastered during his stint at the Salonica post office—and dismissed those who disobeyed.37 With both Armenian leaders and the adult male population neutralized, the gangs faced little resistance in evicting the women, children, and elderly from their homes over the next few months. A historian chronicled the early stages of the Genocide for the British Parliament:


After the Armenian men had been summoned away to their death, there was usually a few days interval in whatever town it might be, and then the crier was heard again in the streets, bidding all Armenians who remained to prepare themselves for deportation, while placards to the same effect were posted on the walls. This applied … to the women and children, and to a poor remnant of the men who, through sickness, infirmity or age, had escaped the fate marked out for their sex.38


The carnage proceeded in various forms. Sometimes, the Ottomans killed with bullets. Other times, they used axes, knives, or clubs to bludgeon victims or chop off body parts. In coastal cities and rivers, they drowned Armenians by dumping them into deep waters or forcing those who could not swim into the water. At one point, the number of corpses in the Euphrates clogged the river.39


Gendarmes chaperoning the caravans to desert camps on the outskirts of the empire in Syria and Iraq often robbed the Armenians of their valuables and clothing, leaving them to walk barefoot and uncovered through frigid mountain passes and blistering deserts where temperatures reached triple digits.40 An American missionary in the Ottoman Empire described the plight of the deportees:


From all over the Turkish domains … from every village and town where the Armenians had lived, travelled these wretched herds of persecuted humanity, driven along by their inhuman guards. … And as they dragged themselves along, the throngs gradually grew less and less in numbers, and the heaps of rags and bones by the waysides—after the dogs and the vultures had finished their feasts—grew more and more numerous all over the land.41


Even the most resilient Armenians had no defense against the random kidnappings, rapes, and murders perpetrated by the Turks and Kurds accompanying them on the deportations. They deprived the Armenians of food, and longer routes to their final destinations allowed disease, exposure, and starvation to knock off the most vulnerable deportees. All sense of dignity vanished as deportees, their faces caked with mud and dirt, their stomachs empty of food or water, and their family members dying by the day, turned bestial, begging for help, searching through feces for food, drinking from urine-infested puddles, sometimes even partaking in cannibalism. The crippled and enfeebled, the young and old, received no mercy. A German engineer observed a woman abandon her newborn twins because she would not be able to keep up with the caravan with them. Other mothers, who could no longer feed their babies, threw them into rivers rather than allow their children to suffer any longer. An American missionary witnessed one Armenian take comfort in burying her infant rather than allowing the child to be dumped in a mass grave.42 For some, a dignified funeral was the only solace the deportations offered.


Sadists splurged. An Ottoman officer assigned to Der Zor in the Syrian Desert recorded how soldiers gathered 5,000 Armenians to pile up stacks of wood and thorns. The men were then tied to each other around the stack, encircled by the soldiers, and set on fire. A Swedish missionary hundreds of miles away recalled a similar scene of “heartrending … cries of the people and children who were being burnt to death. …” A regional governor earned the title of “horseshoer” for nailing horseshoes on the feet of Armenian victims. Scenes of hacked hands and feet, noses and ears, became omnipresent as sadism ran amok. The unprecedented scale of the rape, torture, and murder left eyewitnesses without words to explain the catastrophe. “In spite of all attempts to identify the horror of murderous lust, rapaciousness, religious hate, thirst for power,” wrote the interpreter for Germany’s top general, stationed in the empire, “so much remains incomprehensible. …”43


Many who survived were destined to fates not much better than death. Countless women and girls were sold as concubines or forced into marriage. A provincial governor boasted of selecting the prettiest teenagers as a gift for his fourteen-year-old son. Some women covered themselves in mud to make themselves abhorrent enough to evade lascivious eyes. Others committed suicide rather than succumb to rape—the fierce currents of the Euphrates River offered solace to many. Children were pried from their mothers’ arms and given to Muslim families to raise as their own. Armenian mothers often tried to give them away to missionaries or friendly Muslims in the hope that they would survive. One missionary described the scene at a camp near Kharput. “One after another,” he wrote, “mothers pressed up to us, holding their little children in their hands. ‘Oh take my baby! Take it and save it!’ and the emaciated little ones, with their starving eyes, seconded the plea.” A survivor recalled his mother’s efforts to protect his sisters. She gave his twelve-year-old sister to an Arab woman who offered two loaves of bread in return. A Kurdish man took his nine-year-old sister without offering anything in return. His seventeen-year-old sister was abducted.44


A significant percentage of those who survived received help from altruistic Turks and Kurds—a smaller percentage bribed their way to safety. Some escaped death by converting to Islam, either voluntarily or by force. Many Armenians preferred martyrdom, however, over conversion. An American missionary recalled what two boys told their father: “You may turn if you like, but we will go on the road, and die if need be.” Holding a Bible in his hand, the father abandoned the life-saving idea.45


With few harrowing options available to the deportees, the body count grew precipitously. A New York Times headline in September 1915 read: 500,000 ARMENIANS SAID TO HAVE PERISHED. A month later, another headline screamed: 800,000 ARMENIANS COUNTED DESTROYED.46


The Genocide’s ringleaders took special care to extract as much wealth as possible. The Ottoman Parliament passed laws calling for the confiscation and liquidation of Armenian property. In some instances, Armenians sold off their valuables at a fraction of the cost before leaving. In other instances, Muslims simply moved into the homes left behind by the Armenians. Some Armenians who planned on returning naively left their valuables for safekeeping at banks or with foreigners—ultimately, few ever returned to collect. “The 1,000 Armenian houses are being emptied of furniture by the police,” reported the American consul in the coastal city of Trebizond. “There is no attempt at classification and the idea of keeping the property in ‘bales under the protection of the government to be returned to the owners …’ is simply ridiculous.” The Ottomans seized bank accounts, assumed businesses, and ransacked communal properties, including 2,043 churches. One contemporaneous estimate of the looted assets totaled $3.7 billion (about $44 billion in today’s dollars). The American consul in Syria described the process as “a gigantic plundering scheme.” No stone was left unturned, not even the riches that could be extracted from the deaths themselves. At one point, Talaat asked the American ambassador Henry Morgenthau to hand over lists of Armenians insured by American companies so that the empire could inherit the proceeds of the dead.47


In the end, the Ottomans killed as many as 1.5 million Armenians and evicted 500,000 others from lands occupied by their ancestors for 2,500 years. Talaat told Morgenthau before the ambassador left the region: “we have ready disposed of three quarters of the Armenians; there are none at all left in … Van and Erzurum.” Talaat and the Young Turks were supposed to be an improvement over the deposed Sultan, who died months before the end of World War I. Instead of reforming the rotting empire as many Ottoman subjects had hoped—perhaps none more so than the Armenians—they concocted a plan more diabolical than anything Abdul Hamid could have imagined—a plan that would make the Sultan’s bloodbaths pale in comparison. The totality of the Genocide hardly left any traces of the Armenians in areas they had inhabited for millennia. In Van, the prewar Armenian population totaled 197,000; 500 remained in 1922. Erzurum’s population dropped from 215,000 to 1,500 during the same time span. “The hatred between the Turks and the Armenians is now so intense,” Talaat told Morgenthau, “that we have got to finish with them. If we don’t, they will plan their revenge.”48


He was right. Armen Garo had begun to work on a plan to avenge Talaat and the Young Turk leadership for their crimes.


While Garo was looking to exacting retribution, his ARF colleagues initiated a more ambitious plan of forging a nation from the ashes of the Genocide that would serve the Armenians as a modicum of recompense for so much carnage and guarantee their permanent safety from any more Ottoman butchery.





The Nine-Hundred-Day Republic



The Armenian massacre was the greatest crime of the war, and failure to act against Turkey is to condone it; because the failure to deal radically with the Turkish horror means that all talk of guaranteeing the future peace of the world is mischievous nonsense.


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


Simon Vratsian’s heart must have jumped when he heard the news on November 9, 1917: EXTREMISTS RISE TO POWER IN RUSSIA, screamed the New York Times in a typical headline.1 The possibilities raced through Vratsian’s mind. Few Armenians clamored for sovereignty during Ottoman times, but nationalism—a murky, undefined feeling rather than a plan of action—grew stronger as Armenians who had studied in Europe returned to the region with ideas of self-determination.2 This newfound nationalism had swept many educated young Armenians like Vratsian into a frenzy at the end of the nineteenth century.


Like Armen Garo, Vratsian had dreamed of the day Armenians would be free of the Ottoman yoke. The latest twist in world history frightened him but also opened the window to an opportunity that might fulfill his wildest ambitions: the establishment of an independent Armenian state not seen since the fourteenth century.3 Dozens of primary and hundreds of secondary figures labored to fulfill this dream. Few more so than Vratsian, who from the moment of the nation’s birth in May 1918 to its demise two and a half years later toiled for that new nation from within, fighting its wars and quelling outbreaks of famine and disease that threatened to destroy the callow country.


Born in Russia in 1882, Vratsian preferred to speak Russian over his mother tongue as a child, and if it was not for his mother’s insistence on bringing him up in Armenian surroundings, he may never have found himself at the center of Armenia’s revival decades later. “Our bread be cursed,” she responded to his father’s protests against giving up a profitable enterprise to return to their Armenian village. “It is better to eat the paltry dry bread of our village, to live in hunger if only our children remain Armenian. …”4 Vratsian’s inheritance of his mother’s passion inspired a life devoted to his people.


Upon joining the ARF (Armenian Revolutionary Federation) at the age of sixteen, Vratsian’s prowess as a student activist and organizer propelled him to the upper ranks of the party. The carnage of the 1890s massacres weighed heavily on party thinking at the time, making its primary aim the improvement of conditions for the Armenians within the empire. Before the start of World War I, Vratsian joined the upper echelons of the party. Fluent in four languages, he studied law and pedagogy in St. Petersburg before moving to Boston in 1911 to edit an ARF newspaper. His return to the empire landed him in an Ottoman prison. “It was so dark in the cell,” he later wrote, “that you couldn’t see your finger even if you stuck it in your eye.” He escaped from jail and went on to organize Armenian volunteer units fighting alongside the Russian army during World War I.5


The wounds he suffered as a political prisoner paled in comparison to those inflicted by the Genocide. Decades later, he wrote: “Now those dark days are in the past—the distant past, but they are always near. …You want to…forget, but you do not forget. You want to understand, but you do not understand. You want to be cured, but you are not cured.”6 The massacres and deportations that started in 1915 demonstrated to Vratsian and the remaining Armenian intelligentsia that all the safeguards and reforms endorsed by Europe throughout the nineteenth century amounted to little. He arrived at the conclusion that only one thing could shelter the Armenians from further persecution: the establishment of an independent state shielded from Ottoman tyranny. Launching one required a delicate dance. Decimated, living largely as refugees, bereft of government experience, the Armenians were in no position to administer a state on their own during World War I.7 Besides, with the empire and Russia still in control of the region, carving out an Armenian state from these imperial rulers would be no easy task. Yet even as Vratsian and his colleagues weighed the possibilities, events in Moscow forced them into action.


Reeling from years of warfare and a bruising civil war with czarist loyalists, the Communist rulers of Russia capitulated to Germany in March 1918. Their sudden departure from the war left a power vacuum in Anatolia that presented a historic opportunity for the realization of an Armenian state but also invited a host of new dangers. The Armenian population of the Ottoman Empire was largely destroyed or living in refugee camps faraway from its historic lands. Fighting starvation and disease at every turn and deprived of its leadership, this population was in no condition to form the foundation for a new state. Protected from Ottoman persecution by the Czar’s armies during the war, the Armenian population in Russia fared better. Yet it lacked a functioning government and commanded a standing army of little consequence. Vratsian and other up-and-coming leaders realized that with the Russians gone, the Armenians would either have to unite with their neighbors in some form of loose federation or receive the patronage of one of the Allies to survive further Ottoman onslaughts. The Ottoman leadership recognized the same vulnerability and ordered its troops to move east toward the defenseless Armenians.8


With hundreds of thousands of Russian soldiers removed from the front, Ottoman forces easily reconquered areas taken by the Russian army during the war. As they made their way east, they overran the inconsequential Armenian defense forces in their path, driving them into a chaotic retreat. “Their flight, in the middle of the night, on a road covered by a thick layer of snow, was extremely arduous,” one general said of the withdrawal, “and was made more difficult by the necessity of repelling the attacks of the Kurds. All along the precipitous slopes the service wagons overturned …or plunged into the snow. Men were frozen.”9 The unstoppable eastward march of the Ottoman army threatened to extinguish the only significant Armenian population unmolested by the empire’s genocidal scheme of the previous three years—that of the Armenians in Russia.
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