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PREFACE




In recent decades, the Armenian Genocide has often been referred to as “the forgotten genocide,” the “unremembered genocide,” “the hidden holocaust,” or “the secret genocide.” However, such epithets convey little sense of how large the massacres of the Armenians in the 1890s and the genocide of the Armenians in 1915 loomed in American (as well as European) consciousness and social and political life during a span of four decades. The U.S. response to the Armenian crisis, which began in the 1890s and continued into the 1920s, was the first international human rights movement in American history and helped to define the nation’s emerging global identity. It seems that no other international human rights issue has ever preoccupied the United States for such a duration. Looking back at the World War I era, President Herbert Hoover noted that “the name Armenia was in the front of the American mind…known to the American schoolchild only a little less than England.”1 The breadth and intensity of American engagement in the effort to save the Armenians of the Ottoman Empire is an important chapter in American history, and one that has been lost. It is also one from which Americans today can learn a great deal.

In the past decade there has been much focus on and debate about the issue of United States engagement, response, and responsibility for crimes of genocide committed in other parts of the planet. What is the role of the most powerful nation in the world when the ultimate crime is being perpetrated in plain view? Why was there no U.S. activist response to the Holocaust, or to Pol Pot’s genocide in Cambodia in 1978, or to the Rwandan genocide in 1994, when in fact the State Department, media, and general public often knew what was happening in those killing fields? Why is U.S. policy evasive, sluggish, resistant to action (of various and creative kinds, not simply or only military intervention), and often tinged with denial? Why has there been so little political will at the top when media coverage and popular knowledge and empathy are often large and dramatic?

A deeper understanding of these questions and of the history of America’s confrontation with genocide must begin with a study of the Armenian Genocide. For the Armenian Genocide is—as historians and genocide scholars Yehuda Bauer, Robert Melson, Howard M. Sachar, Samantha Power, and others have noted—the template for most of the genocide that followed in the twentieth century. In the world after September 11, 2001, Americans and U.S. leaders may find that the Armenian lesson has much to teach about the moral accountability of bystanders, trauma and survivor experience, and the immediate and far-reaching impact of mass violence committed against innocent civilians.

A hundred years ago, in 1903, the feminist writer and social critic Charlotte Perkins Gilman believed that the Armenian massacres of 1894–96 should prompt a new age of American international leadership. “The most important fact in this new century is the rapid kindling of the social consciousness; and among the shocks of pain which force that wakening the archetype is to be found in the sorrows of Armenia.” The word “Armenian,” she wrote, “has a connotation of horror; we are accustomed to see it followed by ‘atrocities,’ ‘massacre,’ ‘outrage’; it has become an adjective of incredible suffering.” Gilman’s appeal to international ethics in the Armenian case was adamant. “America has heard and responded to a certain degree,” but there must be more engagement in order to prevail “on the Turkish government to desist from its criminal conduct.” Human rights crimes such as the Armenian massacres, Gilman noted, “demand international law, to restrain, prohibit, punish; best of all, to prevent.

“Who is to do it?” she demanded. “The world…of civilized nations…advancing in united action for the common good. And America,” she answered, “with the blended blood of all peoples in her veins, with interests in every land, and duties with the interests; America, who leads in so many things, can well afford to lead in this; not only allowing human liberty here, but using her great strength to protect it everywhere.”2

Less than two decades later, during and after World War I, former president Theodore Roosevelt berated President Wilson for his refusal “to take effective action on behalf of Armenia…. The Armenian massacre,” Roosevelt concluded, “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; and because when we now refuse war with Turkey we show that our announcement that we meant ‘to make the world safe for democracy’ was insincere claptrap.”3

Had Theodore Roosevelt answered Charlotte Gilman’s question? The dialogue posed by their statements is one that still haunts us.

 

During the 1890s Sultan Abdul Hamid II ordered massacres against the Armenians—the largest Christian minority culture in the Anatolian part of the Ottoman Empire—that took the lives of about two hundred thousand Armenians. In response to the Hamidian massacres taking place halfway around the globe, Americans from all classes and walks of life organized philanthropic and relief programs. Women’s groups, churches, synagogues, and civic organizations around the country organized to protest the massacres—which were covered boldly and regularly in U.S. newspapers and magazines—and to raise money. The National Armenian Relief Committee, headed by influential American industrialists—including John D. Rockefeller, Spencer Trask, and Jacob Schiff—raised hundreds of thousands of dollars in money, services, and goods, and recruited the venerable elder stateswoman Clara Barton to take her Red Cross relief teams, for the first time, out of the country—to the Armenian provinces nearly six thousand miles away. In 1896 Congress passed the Cullom resolution—the first international human rights resolution in American history—condemning the sultan for the massacres.

American intellectual and cultural leaders articulated their opinions on the Armenian atrocities and often worked for Armenian relief. Julia Ward Howe, Isabel Barrows, Alice Stone Blackwell, William Lloyd Garrison Jr., Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and Stephen Crane all lent their voices and deeds. At the forefront of the movement were women who had been abolitionists and were now at the head of the woman suffrage movement. By the second decade of the twentieth century, public figures as varied as Theodore Roosevelt, Ezra Pound, H. L. Mencken, William Jennings Bryan, and President Woodrow Wilson addressed and assessed the century’s first genocide.

Much of America’s moral sentiment emanated from the near century of Protestant missionary presence in the Ottoman Empire. American missionaries had first gone to Turkey in the second decade of the nineteenth century in an effort to convert the Muslim Turks, but they found more fertile ground with the Christian minorities. By the middle of the century, the missionaries had set up a network of missions, colleges, schools, and hospitals throughout Turkey for the Armenians, Greeks, and Assyrians. From their deeply entrenched place, the Protestant missionaries became witnesses to atrocities against Armenians, and often rescuers and administers of relief. But American Catholics and Jews, as well as secular intellectuals, all worked to alleviate the Armenian crisis. The Zionist rabbi Stephen Wise, along with Wall Street financier Jacob Schiff, were prominent Jewish-Americans leading the Armenian relief campaign. The Central Conference of American Rabbis went so far as to pass a proclamation in 1909 urging the European powers to protect the Armenians from Turkish barbarism.4

 

The Armenian Genocide of 1915 spawned extraordinary heroism on the part of American foreign service officers—from consuls posted in remote areas to the U.S. ambassador in Constantinople, Henry Morgenthau. These U.S. State Department officials often risked their lives to save men, women, and orphaned children. Ambassador Morgenthau went beyond the duty of his job as he became the crucial nexus between the killing fields and the American relief community and the press back home. A man of high moral conscience, Ambassador Morgenthau was most likely the first high-ranking diplomat to confront boldly the leaders of the Ottoman government about its treatment of the Armenians. When he left his post in 1916, he wrote, “My failure to stop the destruction of the Armenians had made Turkey for me a place of horror.”5

Eyewitness accounts of the Armenian Genocide from American foreign service officers stationed in the heart of the massacre and deportation zones quickly became the first body of U.S. diplomatic literature about a major foreign human rights tragedy. Their narratives were eloquent in their clean language and clinical images, and provided a certain detachment and perspective on events that might otherwise seem to surpass description. In their consistency, their narratives also corroborated one another as they disclosed the plan and process of the Turkish final solution for the Armenians.

By the early 1920s, the American response to the Armenian Genocide was divided between a passionate popular appeal for aid and justice, and the limits of the federal government—the State Department, the White House, and a powerful segment of the Senate, which was isolationist and Republican. The post–World War I power alliance with Kemal Atatürk’s new Turkish republic, and the American drive for oil in the Middle East, led to the abandonment of Armenia. In some sense this paradox would haunt the United States through the twentieth century and beyond.

 

In many ways it is a propitious time to study the Armenian Genocide. In the past two decades scholars have unearthed and translated a large quantity of official state records documenting the Committee of Union and Progress’s (Ottoman Turkey’s governing political party) finely organized and implemented plan to exterminate the Armenians. I have studied hundreds of U.S. State Department documents (there are some four thousand documents totaling about thirty-seven thousand pages in the National Archives) written by American diplomats that report in depth the process and devastation of the Armenian Genocide. The extermination of the Armenians is also illuminated in British Foreign Office records, and in official records from the state archives of Germany and Austria-Hungary, Ottoman Turkey’s World War I allies. The foremost scholar of the Armenian Genocide, Professor Vahakn Dadrian, has made available in translation a body of Turkish sources both primary and secondary. Dadrian has also translated and annotated the issues of Takvimi Vekayi, the Ottoman parliamentary gazette, that record the proceedings of post–World War I Ottoman military tribunals, with court-martial testimony that documents the process of the genocide and confessions of guilt from the Turkish perpetrators.

As scholars of the Holocaust have made clear, survivor accounts are a profound part of history and allow us into regions we would not otherwise come to know. I have found Armenian survivor narratives and memoirs, as well as oral histories on audio-and videotape, to be of great value. I have also included a broad selection of historical photographs. Some of them, such as those from the London Graphic in the 1890s, are landmarks in photojournalism, bringing an unprecedented human rights atrocity to the vivid view of the general public. The most important group is that of the German military medic Armin T. Wegner, who risked his life photographing extraordinary scenes of the massacres and deportations and then smuggling them out of Turkey. A comprehensive demographic map of the massacres and deportations, and a map of President Wilson’s post–World War I award to Armenia, also provide a graphic view of a lost history.

Unfortunately, writing a history of the Armenian Genocide still entails addressing the Turkish government’s continued denial of the facts and the moral dimensions of this history. As Richard Falk, the eminent professor of international law at Princeton University, has put it: The Turkish campaign of denying the Armenian Genocide is “sinister,” singular in the annals of history, and “a major, proactive, deliberate government effort to use every possible instrument of persuasion at its disposal to keep the truth about the Armenian Genocide from general acknowledgment, especially by elites in the United States and Western Europe.”6

Today Turkey would like the media and the public to believe there are “two sides” to the Armenian Genocide. When scholars and writers of Armenian descent write about the Armenian Genocide, the Turkish government calls this a biased “Armenian point of view.” This accusation is as slanderous as it would be for the German government to claim that the work of Jewish scholars and writers represented merely a “Jewish side” of the Holocaust, which is to say a biased and illegitimate version of history.

The most notable scholar of genocide denial, Professor Deborah Lipstadt of Emory University, has written: “Denial of genocide—whether that of the Turks against Armenians, or the Nazis against Jews—is not an act of historical reinterpretation. Rather, it sows confusion by appearing to be engaged in a genuine scholarly effort.” Lipstadt also notes that deniers claim that all documents are “forgeries and falsehoods.” She calls denial of genocide the “final stage of genocide,” because it “strives to reshape history in order to demonize the victims and rehabilitate the perpetrators.”7

That the Turkish government today and a small group of its sympathizers work hard (spending time and money) in order to undermine and distort the history of the Armenian Genocide does not, Deborah Lipstadt concludes, comprise a legitimate debate, and certainly not an intellectual conversation worth reporting. In short, she argues, it is morally wrong to privilege the deniers by according them space in the classroom or in the media. Elie Wiesel, too, has called denying genocide, and in particular the Armenian Genocide, a “double killing,” because it murders the memory of the event.

It is troubling to find in the press today the echoes of Turkish denial when references to the Armenian Genocide use phrases like “Armenians claim” that more than a million died in the Armenian Genocide. This effort to present the Armenian Genocide as a history that has two legitimate sides, and one that can be reduced to ethnic perspectives—the victims’ and the perpetrators’—trivializes and defames a human rights crime of enormous magnitude. It is doubly ironic when one notes that in 1915 alone, the New York Times published 145 articles on the Armenian massacres (one about every 2.5 days). The conclusive language of the reportage was that the Turkish slaughter of the Armenians was “systematic,” “deliberate,” “authorized,” and “organized by government”; it was a “campaign of extermination” and of “systematic race extermination.”8

The Association of Genocide Scholars and the community of Holocaust scholars—which is to say, the professional scholars who study genocide—affirm that the extermination of the Armenians was genocide, and that this genocide took the lives of about two-thirds of the Armenian population of Ottoman Turkey. Genocide scholars are comfortable putting the number of dead at more than a million (some estimates put it at 1.5 million). Out of exasperation with Turkish denial, the Association of Genocide Scholars in 1997 passed unanimously a resolution stating the facts of the Armenian Genocide. In June 2000, 126 leading Holocaust scholars, also deeply troubled by Turkey’s campaign of denial, published a statement in the New York Times: “126 Holocaust Scholars Affirm the Incontestable Fact of the Armenian Genocide and Urge Western Democracies to Officially Recognize It.” Among the signatories were Elie Wiesel, Yehuda Bauer, Israel Charny, Stephen Feinstein, and Ward Churchill. Inevitably, progressive Turkish scholars are also beginning to acknowledge the Armenian Genocide. Professor Taner Akçam’s several recent books on the Armenian Genocide, published in Turkey, may be a signal light for a new era.

The Armenian Genocide prompted two historic responses in the evolution of international ethics. In May 1915 in the midst of World War I, the Allies conceived of what they termed “crimes against humanity,” in warning the Ottoman government that massacring the Armenian population would violate a fundamental standard of humanity and would have consequences. And during the 1930s and 1940s, when the Polish jurist Raphael Lemkin was studying and writing about what he would term genocide, he articulated his definition in large part by what had happened to the Armenians in 1915 and by what was happening to the Jews of Europe.

In many ways, then, the Armenian Genocide emerges as a landmark event—and one that deserves its proper place in modern history.











Part I


THE EMERGENCE OF INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS IN AMERICA:


The Armenian Massacres in the 1890s














1


A GATHERING AT FANEUIL HALL



Ah, Mrs. Howe, you have given us a prose Battle Hymn.


—Frederick Greenhalge, governor of Massachusetts







The light in New England in late fall is austere and clean and rinses the white steeples of Boston’s Congregational and Unitarian churches, the red brick of the State House, and the gray stone of the Back Bay town houses. Even the gold dome on the white cupola of Faneuil Hall reflects its luster. It’s November 26, 1894, the Monday before Thanksgiving, a windy and clear evening, as men and women file into Faneuil Hall from all over Boston and from the suburbs of Cambridge, Watertown, Winchester, and as far out as Quincy and Andover. They have come to this public meeting place near the harbor to talk about the most pressing international human rights issue of the day.


Schooners and sloops and oyster scows make a grid of rigging that glows in the sunset. The sound of squawking gulls. Buckets of cod and haddock on the docks. The outline of the giant masts of the USS Constitution fading in the twilight of the Charlestown Naval Yard. Across the street the stalls of Quincy Market are closed, the awnings rolled up for the night.


Faneuil Hall was known as the Cradle of Liberty because Samuel Adams and James Otis and the Sons of Liberty had met here in the decade before the American Revolution to form their opposition to the sugar tax, the stamp tax, and other forms of British oppression. The Boston Tea Party was conceived here. The space itself was made even more dramatic when the architect Charles Bulfinch redesigned it in 1805. Even after government by town meeting ended in Boston in 1822, the hall continued to be the main forum for political and social debate. Here in the 1840s William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips, Charles Sumner, and Frederick Douglass gave some of their most important antislavery speeches to overflowing crowds.


By 1873 women were speaking from the podium, and suffragists Lucy Stone and Julia Ward Howe were among the first to address the movement for woman suffrage on that stage beneath George A. Healy’s dramatic painting of Daniel Webster exhorting, “Liberty and union, now and forever” on the Senate floor. In keeping with that spirit of reform, a group of prominent New Englanders filled Faneuil Hall on that blustery late-November evening.


All that summer and fall, news of the massacres of the Armenians at the hands of the Turks in the Ottoman Empire reached Americans through news reports and bold headlines in the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Boston Globe, the Chicago Tribune, the San Francisco Chronicle, and in the nation’s leading magazines—The Nation, The Century, and Harper’s. The news came from American missionaries who were teaching Christians at missionary colleges all across the Anatolian plain of central and eastern Turkey; it came from American and British diplomats stationed in the Armenian provinces of the Ottoman Empire, from European and American journalists, and from Armenian survivors and refugees. And recently it came by way of a new invention—the wireless telegraph.


The outrage over the Armenian massacres emerged in a culture that was just beginning to look outward to the international arena in which the United States would define a global identity in the coming decade. In the first years of the 1890s, there had been a near war with Chile over the killing of two American sailors in Valparaiso, and U.S. involvement in a border dispute between British Guiana and Venezuela that brought jingoism to a new level. Americans such as Theodore Roosevelt began to broadcast their feeling that the country needed a war. The question of annexing the Hawaiian Islands dominated a tug-of-war between the imperialists and anti-imperialists that lasted throughout the decade.


Americans also expressed great sympathy for the Cubans in their struggle for independence from Spain. By 1895, when Cuban rebels rose up against the deplorable conditions to which they were subjected by their Spanish rulers, the Cuban crisis became a Western Hemisphere liberation cause for Americans. By 1898 the Cuban struggle would lead to the Spanish-American War—the war that consummated the jingoist spirit and launched the United States as a colonial force in the world. With the defeat of Spain, in a war that lasted ten weeks and gave Cuba its independence, the United States acquired Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam, giving the nation a rising sense of global power.


The 1890s were a transformative time for U.S. foreign policy—a decade in which it would embrace imperialism and assert itself, at times, with a rhetoric of Protestant Anglo-Saxon superiority over the “backward” peoples of the world. The Armenian Question emerged, in some ways uniquely, as a humanitarian project at a time when imperialist designs were governing most American international interventions.


 


Sultan Abdul Hamid II, the Turkish caliph, had begun to implement his solution to what was now internationally known as the Armenian Question. In short, the Armenian Question revolved around the issue of much-needed reform for the oppressed Armenians—the largest Christian minority living under Ottoman Turkish rule in Anatolia. As the British journalist and longtime resident of Constantinople—Sir Edwin Pears—put it, all the Armenians “desired was security for life, honour, and property.”1 But, the sultan’s lifetime friend and confidant, the Hungarian scholar Arminius Vambery, wrote, the sultan had decided that the only way to eliminate the Armenian Question was to eliminate the Armenians themselves. The means would be government-sanctioned mass murder on a scale never before seen.2 The Turkish massacres of some fifteen thousand Bulgarians in 1876 (a response to the Bulgarian uprising for independence) had been an unprecedented act of state-sponsored mass murder that riveted Europe and the United States. Yet even that atrocity paled beside what happened in 1894, when the very sultan who came to power in the midst of the “Bulgarian horrors,” as they were soon known, began a campaign of mass slaughter against his Armenian subjects. By the end of 1896 the sultan’s campaign had taken the lives of about two hundred thousand Armenians—approximately one hundred thousand killed by direct massacre and the rest dying of disease and famine.3 In a two-year period, in the middle of what in the U.S. was called the Gay Nineties, the sultan refined the idea of state-sponsored murder, creating a new and ominous political weapon for the modern age.


 


That evening at Faneuil Hall was marked by a distinguished company of social reformers that included William Lloyd Garrison Jr. (the son of the great abolitionist); Henry Blackwell and his poet daughter, Alice Stone Blackwell; Julia Ward Howe; the Reverend Samuel June Barrows, publisher of the Christian Register; Massachusetts governor Frederick Greenhalge; and a score of other leading civic figures.


Julia Ward Howe, in her seventies, was beginning to feel the effects of another year on the national lecture circuit. For decades she had lectured on woman suffrage, world peace, freedom in Russia—and on literary and cultural topics. A leading abolitionist, she continued to be a national and international voice of conscience. By the nineties Mrs. Howe was a figure of such national stature that the New York Times compared her with Queen Elizabeth I and Queen Victoria, claiming that these English monarchs never inspired “the spontaneous, instinctive, chivalric obeisance which American audiences now pay to Julia Ward Howe, who fills the national imagination as no other woman has, by her identification with a great chapter in human liberty”—the abolition of slavery.4


Soon to become the first woman elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters, Howe had risen to national prominence in the wake of her famous poem, “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” which had helped to galvanize the Union cause with its vision of sacrifice for human liberty. By 1868, when she became the first president of the New England Woman Suffrage Association, she was a figure in American public life of the same stature as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Mark Twain. No woman in American history had ever equaled the breadth of her moral and intellectual concerns or the radius of her voice in the national and international arenas.


Although Howe was not feeling her spunky self that Monday in November, she confessed when she reached the podium that she “could not stay away from this meeting…. I have to pray God night and morning that He would find some way to stay this terrible tide of slaughter.”5 A meeting about a human rights issue that had gripped America for the past two months was more than she could resist.



Dressed in her usual lilac satin gown, black flowered silk cloak, and small lace cap, Julia Ward Howe was eloquent:



Now, the fleets of the Western nations are waiting for some diplomatic development which shall open the way for action. I think that we, the United States of America, are now called upon to play the part of Florence Nightingale; to take our stand and insist upon it that the slaughter shall cease. Oh! let us give money, let us give life, but let us stand by our principles of civil and religious liberty.





With rising passion, she went on:





It may be asked, where is the good of our assembling here? what can a handful of us effect against this wicked and remorseless power, so far beyond our reach…? The walls of this old hall should answer this question. They saw the dawn of our own larger liberties. They heard the first indignant plea of Wendell Phillips when, in the splendor of his youth, he took the field for the emancipation of a despised race which had no friends. So, on this sacred arena, I throw down the glove which challenges the Turkish Government to its dread account. What have we for us in this contest? The spirit of civilization, the sense of Christendom, the heart of humanity. All of these plead for justice, all cry out against barbarous warfare of which the victims are helpless men, tender women and children. We invoke here the higher powers of humanity against the rude instincts in which the brute element survives and rules.6




Governor Greenhalge was so moved by Mrs. Howe’s words that he embraced her afterward, declaring: “Ah, Mrs. Howe, you have given us a prose Battle Hymn!”7 The analogy was lost on no one. Now, three decades after the Civil War, Howe saw the plight of the Armenians as yet another chapter in the struggle for human liberty and human rights. Throughout the rest of the nineties, the phrase “Spoke for Armenia” would be a frequent entry in Julia Ward Howe’s diary.8


Howe’s was not the only voice resounding that night. The leading Unitarian minister Samuel Barrows exclaimed: “We are appealing to the ears of the whole civilized world. We want you, Armenian citizens, and Armenians all over the world, to know and feel that from our heart of hearts we sympathize with them tonight in the deep wrong, in the terrible crimes, that have been committed in the name of government.” Social reformer Henry B. Blackwell—perhaps best known today as the husband of Lucy Stone and the brother of Elizabeth Blackwell, the first woman to earn a medical degree in the United States—spoke in terms that seem prescient, looking back at the dawn of the twentieth century’s age of genocide.


“It is literally true,” he exclaimed, “that an attempt is being made to exterminate the whole Armenian race and put an end to the whole Armenian question. All the horrors in Bulgaria that led to a great war have now been repeated, and we are here, not only to protest, but to demand of our government that it shall send its delegates to Turkey and ascertain the facts and demand explanation.” Blackwell was equally insightful in characterizing the American dilemma and appealing to an idea of foreign policy that transcends national self-interest:



It will be said that the traditional policy of the United States is one of non-intervention, and I approve of that principle, but there are times and places when every nation owes to human nature itself an expression of sympathy with those who have been so wronged. The people in Turkey who are governed are civilized; the government is barbarous…. What we want to do is to move not only our own government, but the governments of Europe.




Another speaker, Col. Albert Clarke, declared that “Turkey might govern as she pleased, but she was not to be permitted to outrage the sense of humanity.”9


The next day the Boston Globe headline reported: CRY FOR JUSTICE COMES FROM FANEUIL HALL, and the Boston Herald’s headline: TURKISH ABUSE AND THE SLAUGHTER AT SASSOUN ROUNDLY CONDEMNED. The article called the speeches “the opening shot of a fusillade of popular indignation that bids fair to be heard around the world.”10


 


But some Americans had been introduced to the tyranny of Turkish rule decades before the meeting at Faneuil Hall, when the most famous American novelist and wit, Mark Twain, recorded in his memoir Innocents Abroad his revulsion toward the autocracy of the sultanate. Writing about his travels to Europe, Turkey, and the Holy Land in 1867, he viewed other cultures through the lens of his democratic perspective. His encounter in Paris with Sultan Abdul Aziz, Abdul Hamid’s uncle and predecessor, spurred him to reflect on the brutality of monarchial rule in the Ottoman Empire. Twain called the sultan a “representative of…a government whose Three Graces are Tyranny, Rapacity, Blood. Here in brilliant Paris,” he reflected, “under this majestic Arch of Triumph, the First Century greets the Nineteenth!” He spared no words in attacking Abdul Aziz—who was known for his despotism, decadence, and cowardice. Of the sultan, Twain wrote:



a man who sits upon a throne…who holds in his hands the power of life and death over millions—yet who sleeps, sleeps, eats, eats, idles with his eight hundred concubines, and when he is surfeited with eating and sleeping and idling, and would rouse up and take the reins of government and threaten to be a Sultan, is charmed from his purpose by wary Fuad Pacha with a pretty plan for a new palace or a new ship—charmed away with a new toy, like any other restless child; a man who sees his people robbed and oppressed by soulless tax-gatherers, but speaks no word to save them;…a man who found his great empire a blot upon the earth—a degraded, poverty-stricken, miserable, infamous agglomeration of ignorance, crime, and brutality…11




Twain also recorded his sympathy with the plight of the Syrians, whom he encountered on his trip, and noted that they were an oppressed race living “under the inhuman tyranny of the Ottoman empire,” and had been “ground down by a system of taxation” that would destroy most peoples.12 Although Innocents Abroad first appeared in 1869, its reissue in 1897, a year after the Armenian massacres, was timely, and twenty-five years before the Armenians rebelled against the unjust tax system, Twain’s observations would come to seem prophetic.


 


Julia Ward Howe’s understanding of Ottoman Turkish history had been formed in part by her husband, Samuel Gridley Howe, a social reformer who had founded the Perkins Institute for the Blind. In 1825, after graduating from Brown University and Harvard Medical School, he decided to emulate his favorite poet, Lord Byron, and join the Greek army in its war for independence from the Turks. As a surgeon in the Greek army, he spent the next two years in battle giving medical aid to Greek soldiers. Byron loomed large for both Julia and Sam Howe. Not only had Byron died in Greece in 1824 for the cause of Greek freedom, but in his passion for the classical cultures of Asia Minor, he had studied the Armenian language in the winter of 1816–17 at the Armenian monastery in Venice.


In 1828, when Sam Howe returned home to Boston to raise money for the Greek cause, he carried with him Byron’s helmet, which he had bought at an auction. As he rode down Beacon Street on a black stallion draped with a crimson saddlecloth, his fellow Bostonians welcomed him as if he were Byron’s brother. Indeed, with his strong features, piercing blue eyes, jet black hair, and soldierly demeanor, he was Byronesque. He had little trouble raising the money, and within a few months he was back in Greece helping the war-ravaged country begin a new era. In appreciation of his work, the Greek government later bestowed on him the title Chevalier of the Greek Legion of Honor, and thereafter his friends dubbed him “Chev.”13


Under Julia Ward Howe’s leadership on that evening at Faneuil Hall, the United Friends of Armenia—which had formed a year earlier, in 1893—began a process of activism and international relief, becoming a primary conduit for raising consciousness about the Armenian massacres as well as money for food, clothing, and medical supplies for Armenian relief work in Turkey. Before the 1890s were over, the organization would bring scores of refugees and orphans to the United States and was instrumental in finding employment for Armenian refugees in America.14


By September 1894, America’s major newspapers carried the names of faraway Armenian villages and romantic-sounding places like Sasun, Moush, Bitlis, and Zeitun, as reports of massacres on an unprecedented scale reached American readers—just as a hundred years later, the names Cambodia, Pol Pot, Rwanda, Hutu, Tutsi, Bosnia, and East Timor would be insignias of atrocity in the headlines of the late twentieth century. Harper’s Weekly featured large, dramatic illustrations of Armenians being massacred in the streets of Constantinople or on the rocky plateaus of Anatolia.



In the New York Times alone, often on the front page, headlines read: THE WORST WAS NOT TOLD, THE ARMENIAN ATROCITIES, EIGHT THOUSAND BUTCHERED, THE HORRORS OF THE ARMENIAN MASSACRES ONLY JUST BEGINNING TO BE REALIZED BY THE WORLD. And also DENYING ARMENIAN ATROCITIES, and TURKEY’S REPLY DEFIANT. Perhaps the first use of the word “holocaust” to describe a human rights disaster was on the front page of the New York Times on September 10, 1895, in the headline ANOTHER ARMENIAN HOLOCAUST. The article describes the mass murder of more than five thousand Armenians by a force of one thousand Turkish troops in the Erzinjan district of eastern Turkey. The beginning of modern human rights reporting had begun, and Americans were responsive.














2


“THERE IN THE WOODS”





Alice Stone Blackwell was among those in the audience at Faneuil Hall that evening. She was the daughter of the social reformers and suffrage activists Henry Blackwell and Lucy Stone. At thirty-seven she might have thought of herself a single woman for life, except that the previous summer she had fallen in love with Ohannes Chatschumian (o-ha-NESS ka-choom-YAHN), a young Armenian theology student, who was visiting Isabel and Samuel June Barrows, friends of the Blackwell family.


Isabel Barrows had befriended Chatschumian when she was visiting Leipzig in the winter of 1893. Chatschumian, a brilliant but penniless graduate student, had been studying theology for the past several years at the University of Leipzig, where he was sent, with the help of some patrons, from his native town of Elizavetpol in Russian Armenia. Isabel, her young daughter, Mabel, and her friend Rose Hollingsworth met Chatschumian at the boarding house near the university, where they were staying. Isabel, a pioneering woman doctor like Elizabeth Blackwell, had received her M.D. from the University of Vienna in 1870, and returned frequently to Germany and Austria.


On their first evening in Leipzig, when the three women came down to dinner, the three young men seated at their table rose and remained standing until the women sat down. Isabel remarked to her friend Rose on the good manners of the young Germans. She soon learned that they were Armenians.


Isabel liked one of the men instantly. Finding Ohannes “exceptionally brilliant and lovable,” as she later described him, she soon discovered that he could converse about theology, history, and politics, and that he could speak and read half a dozen languages. She was moved also by his passion for the ancient history of his people and his acute sense of their worsening plight under Turkish rule. She found a quality of gentleness and soulfulness in him that she ascribed to his idealistic vision of human justice and Christian compassion, and she also noted how fiercely proud and opinionated he was. A staunch follower of the Armenian Apostolic Church, Ohannes had little goodwill for the American Protestant missionaries who had come to Turkey with the hope of converting Muslims and were instead converting his countrymen and women to Protestantism.1 Through Isabel Barrows, however, he would discover another side of Protestantism.


Not long after meeting Ohannes, Isabel scribbled a note to him: “He would have a cold heart who could not be warmed into loving ‘poor Armenia’ after knowing an Armenian idealist.”2 By the end of her stay in Germany, Isabel was doing her best to persuade Ohannes to come to the United States to represent the Armenian church at the World Congress of Religions, which was to be part of the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago that summer.


By the time she left Germany in April, she was writing to Ohannes regularly, addressing her letters “My beloved son” and signing them “Your loving Mayrig” (the Armenian word for “mother”) and referring to her husband as Hyrig (Armenian for “father”). On board the Cameo, sailing the North Sea toward Scotland, she wrote again to urge him to come to the United States: “What would be the earliest that you could leave Leipzig if you stay for the semester? But why discuss it all again when by the time I reach Aberdeen I may hear the glad news that you are going with us.” Fatigued by travel, she wrote: “[Right now] I have not energy enough to study Armenian. The very thought of it makes me giddy. Nevertheless I love my Armenian son and for his sake I will yet be able to read his mother tongue.”3


“I felt more like weeping to think how poor you are if I am all you have, save your country,” she wrote Ohannes shortly after leaving Germany on that same trip. Alarmed by Ohannes’s anguish over the deteriorating conditions for the Armenians, she continued:



I am grateful for your love and your trust and wish I were more worthy of it. And, oh, how I wish I could do something for your country. But that is impossible. I can only help you to help her. We are all hopelessly and helplessly ignorant about Armenian details. You know the facts. What you must do is to acquire the English and German with such accuracy that you can put the truth in a telling way. I have often said I would help you about this. There is no weapon stronger than the press.4




It didn’t take long for Isabel to learn the facts about Armenia, and by the spring of the next year, as the news of the Sasun massacres shocked the West, Isabel and Samuel June Barrows were involved in the United Friends of Armenia movement in Boston. It wasn’t surprising for Isabel Barrows to urge the young Armenian divinity student to come to the United States and be, for a short time, a son to them. For the Barrowses were among the most internationally oriented social reformers of their time, and their devotion to public service and philanthropy was unique. Traveling back and forth across the Atlantic by steamship for various social causes, including prison reform in Europe and human rights in Russia and Turkey, they were acquainted with a wide spectrum of international problems as well as international colleagues and friends.


 


Although Isabel Barrows was a trailblazing woman in the late nineteenth century and a presence in New England culture, today she is all but forgotten. The daughter of Scottish immigrants, Katherine Isabel Hays was born in 1845 and grew up in the small towns of Irasberg, Vermont, and Hartland and Derry, New Hampshire, where she learned to be a competent physician’s aide, accompanying her father on his medical rounds and house calls. Her mother, Anna Gibb, was a schoolteacher, and Isabel’s childhood was never far from the reach of books. With her turned-up nose, red curls, and Scottish burr, she rode through New England towns on her father’s medicine box in their two-wheeled carriage.5 Raised by progressive parents, she was initiated by her father into two professions—stenography and ophthalmology.


By virtue of her talent at the new “science” of stenography, she was called on in 1868 to fill in for her ill husband, June, then secretary to William Seward, President Andrew Johnson’s secretary of state (and Abraham Lincoln’s earlier). Known as “that little woman” around the White House, she did such good work for Seward that she earned a salary equal to any man of her rank, and it appears that she was the only woman to earn equal pay in that world until well into the twentieth century. As Seward’s stenographer and secretary, she observed the complexities of American diplomacy in the years after the Civil War. This experience, along with her first marriage, to a missionary who took her to India (where he died), were formative in shaping her international interests.


Eager to complete her medical training at the new Woman’s Medical College of New York Infirmary for Women and Children, she moved to New York City in 1869, while her husband continued his job in Washington. The Woman’s Medical College had been founded by America’s first woman physician, Elizabeth Blackwell, the aunt of Alice Stone Blackwell, to whom Isabel herself would become a surrogate aunt and mother figure in the coming years. Later that year Isabel traveled to Austria to study ophthalmic surgery at the University of Vienna, and then returned to Washington to begin a private practice in ophthalmology. She was the first woman in the nation’s capital to have a private practice in medicine, and while she was practicing, she also lectured at Howard University’s School of Medicine and ran their clinic for indigent Negroes. And to add one more job, she worked as a stenographer for congressional committees on Capitol Hill—again, the first woman ever to do so.


By 1881 she had decided to leave Washington with her husband, who had since graduated from Harvard Divinity School and had accepted the post of pastor in Boston’s oldest Unitarian Church, Meeting House Hill in Dorchester. Shortly after their arrival June was asked to become the editor of the Christian Register—the weekly organ of the Unitarian Church—and Isabel agreed to join him in the venture as associate editor. For the next sixteen years, until June was elected to Congress, the two of them ran the Christian Register, and with their broad humanitarian interests, which included Native American education, education for the blind, science, public health reform, environmental issues, and human rights, they turned the paper into one of the country’s leading progressive publications.6


 


Arriving in the United States in June 1893, Ohannes Chatschumian spent several weeks in Chicago, where he represented the Armenian Apostolic Church at the World Congress of Religions. His first taste of America agreed with him, and by the end of the month he found himself eight thousand miles from his home in Russian Armenia, amid a group of reform-minded New Englanders. He was the new guest at the Barrowses’ summer camp on the shore of Lake Memphremagog, just over the Maine border in the Province of Quebec. The camp was a cultural retreat where like-minded progressives gathered each year to commune with the restorative powers of the mountains and the sky, the forest and the lake. At camp, men and women shared work equally, and daily discussion groups about new books and reform-oriented ideas shaped the week’s activities. No Barrows summer camp was ever without the presence of the Blackwells, who were like family to Isabel and June. From the time she was young, Alice always wrote to “Aunt Isabel” and signed her letters “your niece Alice.”7


Perched on a peninsula of the thirty-mile lake, with a mountain known as Owl’s Head rising across the water, the camp looked out on sloping sandy beaches and forests of cedar, spruce, hemlock, and birch. Into “the wild luxurious freedom” of camp life, as June Barrows called it, Ohannes arrived dressed in a white shirt and a black suit, wearing a straw hat, and carrying one worn suitcase with his life’s possessions. A slight, fine-featured young man with a head of dark curly hair and a beard, his penetrating eyes and gentle smile were immediately appealing to Alice, who saw in him both a worldly graduate student and a slightly ascetic Armenian monk.8


Alice recalled that for the first couple of weeks, she and Ohannes couldn’t speak to each other for lack of a common language, but because he had with him some copies of L’Armenie (a paper published in French and edited by the writer and influential public figure Professor Minas Tcheraz), she began to learn in greater detail about the worsening plight of the Armenians. A gifted linguist, Ohannes was speaking English quite well by the end of July.


Because men and women shared the housework at the Barrowses’ camp, one evening, while Alice was washing dishes and Ohannes was drying them, he began to practice his English by telling her the story of the famous Battle of Avarayr—a fifth-century battle in which the now sainted Armenian general Vartan Mamigonian and his nobles were slain by the Persians (the most important martyrdom in classical Armenian history). In her journal Alice recalled the scene as if it were something out of Edith Wharton: “We were both of us so absorbed in the story that we made but slow progress with the work. Mrs. Barrows, bursting with silent laughter, watched us for some time, and finally came and took the dishes out of our hands.”9


As Alice became captivated by Ohannes—his stories of the classical Armenian past and his knowledge of the present issues surrounding the Armenian Question—the two became inseparable. On long walks into the Canadian woods, rides in Uncle June’s boat, and picnics on the beach, they talked endlessly about politics and history, literature and human liberty. Ohannes always had with him his well-worn volume of Eghishé, one of Armenia’s major classical historians. Daily he would read from it aloud, translating into his newly learned English.10


By the beginning of August their relationship had blossomed, and conversations about the Armenian Question seemed to be inextricable from the passion between them. Amid the white pines and Douglas firs, and the cries of the loons from Lake Memphremagog, Alice Stone Blackwell—whose life had been shaped by her family’s commitment to reform, especially woman suffrage—fell in love with this brilliant, handsome theology student who seemed to have dropped out of the blue from his embattled old world into her New England.


As the summer progressed, Isabel suggested that Alice and Ohannes collaborate in translating “some of Armenia’s touching and beautiful poetry into English verse.” Alice, who had studied English literature at Boston University and who wrote and translated poems, found it an irresistible suggestion. In her lifetime she would bring a large body of foreign poetry into English from Russian, Spanish, Hebrew, Hungarian, Armenian, and French, becoming the same sort of international presence for poetry that Henry Wadsworth Longfellow had been in the middle of the nineteenth century.


One evening after dinner, Mrs. Barrows brought Ohannes to the door of Alice’s tent with pencil and paper, and left him there. (These summer camp “tents” had wooden walls and canvas roofs, were well lit with candles and kerosene lamps, and were furnished with a bed, some rustic chairs, an Oriental throw rug, and a small table.) The two sat down and began to work on “The Tears of Araxes,” a poem by one of the most popular nineteenth-century Armenian poets, Raphael Patkanian, who had died the year before.


On a summer night in a candlelit tent, “there in the woods,” as Alice put it, Alice Stone Blackwell and Ohannes Chatschumian founded “a little society” they called “Friends of Armenia.”11 When they returned to Boston in the fall, Julia Ward Howe agreed to be its president, and before long Friends of Armenia expanded and became central to launching America’s first international human rights movement. This movement would help define American ideas about international human rights and responsibilities, and over the next four decades it would permeate American culture. Intellectuals, politicians, businessmen, churches, civic organizations, and schoolchildren who sold ice cream and lemonade to raise money, would all work in various ways to help save the Armenians from slaughter at the hands of the Turks.


The poem they translated that night, “The Tears of Araxes,” is a sentimental Victorian poem in quatrains, in which a poet talks to the great river of his nation. The Araxes flows from the Ararat Plateau, making a border today between Turkey, Armenia, and Iran, and like Mount Ararat, it is a mythic place in the Armenian landscape. In the poem a young man asks the river why it is sad and why it is not refreshed by nature and the singing shepherds and gamboling lambs. The river’s answer is an allegory about the pain of political oppression and colonialism that has dominated Armenia’s history.




My own Armenian nation


Is banished far away;


A godless, barbarous people


Dwells on my banks today.





Still while my sons are exiled,


Shall I be sad, as now.


This is my heart’s deep utterance


My true and holy vow.12




The place where Ohannes Chatschumian found himself in that summer of 1893 could not have been more propitious. The New England intellectual community of the 1890s—especially the one centered around Julia Ward Howe, Isabel and June Barrows, Lucy Stone, Henry Blackwell and Alice Stone Blackwell, William Lloyd Garrison Jr., and writer and abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson—carried on the grand tradition of New England social reform that began in the 1840s in Boston, Lexington, and Concord with Ralph Waldo Emerson, educator Horace Mann, feminist and writer Margaret Fuller, and the prominent abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips. Two crucial members of Friends of Armenia, Julia Ward Howe and William Lloyd Garrison Jr., were direct bridges to that era.


Julia Ward Howe and her husband had been among the inner circle of Garrison’s and Phillips’s abolitionist movement, which had been Julia’s political seedtime. She and Sam had been close friends with reformers like Mann, Fuller, and Dorothea Dix. Julia had known Garrison’s son, William Lloyd Jr., since his childhood, and the younger Garrison had been raised to carry on his father’s commitment to reform.


As leaders in the suffrage movement since its beginning in the 1850s, Lucy Stone and Henry Blackwell had worked shoulder to shoulder with Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, and were close friends with Henry Ward Beecher, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Mary Livermore, and the Howes for most of their lives. Devotion to human rights—to woman suffrage, abolitionism, and now to international human rights—was their lifetime project.


Ohannes had come to the right place at the right time, and he had so inspired Isabel Barrows, Alice Stone Blackwell, and Julia Ward Howe that before the summer was over Isabel and Alice had persuaded him to stay a while longer in the United States and apply to Harvard Divinity School as a special student for the coming year.


 


There were no more than ten thousand Armenians in the United States by the middle of the 1890s, and one could say that Ohannes was a “first.” Never before had an Armenian figure appeared on the American scene with such charisma and intelligence, such political fervor and spiritual piety. June Barrows said that he knew no other Armenian in the United States who had made so many friends in so short a time.13


Ohannes’s application for admission to Harvard Divinity School reveals some facts about his life. He was born in 1869 in the mountain town of Elizavetpol, in the historic Armenian region of Nagorno Karabagh in the Russian Caucasus, and he grew up in poverty. His father, a carpenter, died when he was five, and his mother, who was from an old and wealthy family, died when he was eleven. “Through treachery,” he wrote, “we lost our property. My mother ‘cut the bread from her mouth,’ working day and night by the fire-light, she sent me to the public school.” At the age of twelve, he was the one student chosen by his town to attend college in Etchmiadzin, the seat of the Armenian church.


With about fifty dollars his brother had borrowed for him, he set out alone on foot and sometimes on horseback, “passing near Mount Ararat,” he wrote, on his journey to Etchmiadzin—several hundred miles southeast of Elizavetpol, in the mountains. He attended the academy in Etchmiadzin, which he called “as rigorous an institution as any in Russia,” and after a year in the academy, became the youngest person ever to graduate.


For the next three years Ohannes taught religion at a girls’ school in Elizavetpol, wrote several religious handbooks, and began translating books from Russian into Armenian. So impressed were the people of his community that he was able to gain several patrons, and at the age of twenty he went off to begin graduate study at the University of Leipzig.14


In his application he informed Harvard Divinity School that he knew Russian, French, German, Greek, and English, modern and classical Armenian, and was acquainted with Hebrew, Persian, Georgian, and Slavonic. In a letter on his behalf to Professor Francis G. Peabody of the Divinity School, Alice Blackwell noted that he “began life as a barefooted peasant boy of illiterate parents” and at twenty-four was “able to read fourteen languages.”15 Isabel Barrows praised Ohannes as “high-minded,” “remarkable,” “lovable,” and “warm in character.” She went on, calling him “one of the purest, most unselfish men I have ever known.”16 Isabel reminded Professor Charles C. Everett, dean of the Divinity School, that Ohannes was a poor foreign student who “is so accustomed to simple living that he could subsist on what most Harvard students waste.”17


As an Armenian who came of age in the Caucasus in the last decades of the nineteenth century, Ohannes had been shaped by the new cultural renaissance in Russian Armenia. During this period of cultural awakening, Armenian intellectuals in the czar’s empire were most inclined to study in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Leipzig, and Berlin, and like their Russian counterparts, they discovered Marxism and socialism. The two main Armenian political organizations of the new era, the Hunchak and Dashnak Parties, were formed by Russian Armenian intellectuals of the 1880s. The Russian Armenians had been cut off from the Armenians of Persia and the Ottoman Empire since the annexation of eastern Armenia by Russia in the 1820s. In Russia an industrial elite and bourgeoisie developed among the Armenians. By the 1880s a Russian Armenian intelligentsia had emerged, and in Tiflis, which had become its center, literary and political circles formed around Grigor Artsruni’s newspaper Mshak (The Cultivator), which espoused a moderate brand of liberal nationalism.18


The impact of modern social thought on the Armenian intelligentsia impelled Russian Armenians to devote their newfound ideas to help solve Armenia’s political problems. As Russian Armenians became articulate opponents of political oppression, their outrage against Russian autocracy was outstripped by their commitment to social change and reform for their fellow Armenians living over the border under the Turkish yoke. It was out of this intellectual climate that Ohannes Chatschumian grew before he found himself in Boston in 1894—an eloquent spokesman for the Armenian Question.
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YANKEES IN ARMENIA






More than a hundred years later, it may seem surprising that prominent Bostonians filled Faneuil Hall in 1894 to discuss the Armenian Question, or that Ohannes Chatschumian was greeted with such affection by a group of New England’s intellectual elite. But in the late nineteenth century, Armenia resonated with Americans, and Armenian civilization held a place of fascination in the Western mind because it was an ancient culture of the Near East and the first Christian nation in the world.


American interest in the Armenian Question was inseparable from the legacy of the Protestant missionary movement, which had brought American culture, and in particular New England Protestant culture, to the Armenians of the Ottoman Empire by the second quarter of the nineteenth century. American Protestants were not the only missionaries in Turkey in the nineteenth century: Catholics and Protestants from Great Britain, France, Germany, Austria, Denmark, and other countries had found their way to the Christian interior of Anatolia, some as early as the late eighteenth century. But the American Protestant missionaries had, by the 1880s, created an organized network of institutions that surpassed those of European Christians.


The American missionary movement grew out of the Second Great Awakening that swept through the United States in the early nineteenth century; it spread with particular intensity through New England, upstate New York, and the new Ohio Territory. A Christian revival movement, the Awakening was a response to growing secularization in American life and a fear that the American Christian ethos was waning. Charles Grandison Finney, Lyman Beecher, and Samuel Hopkins were among the dynamic clergy who propelled the new wave of religious enthusiasm across the various “burned-over districts,” as they came to be called, of the Northeast. At the same time enthusiasm grew for missionary work abroad.


In 1806 Samuel Mills Jr. formed the Society of Brethren, which was dedicated to foreign missions, at Williams College, and two years later he took his society to the newly founded Andover Theological Seminary, renaming it the Society of Inquiry on the Subject of Missions.1


The founding of Andover Theological Seminary in 1808 by the Calvinist minister Samuel Hopkins would become a bedrock of the Protestant foreign mission movement. Hopkins believed that Christian spirit and duty should inspire evangelists to convert non-Christians around the world—the essence of the missionary zeal that led Americans to Turkey in the 1830s, or as the historian Suzanne Moranian has put it, to “export Jesus and America to the ‘cradle of civilization.’”2 Within years Princeton, Yale, Dartmouth, Union, and Andover Theological Seminaries became leading forces behind the foreign missions movement, and colleges like Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, Smith, Bowdoin, Middlebury, Williams, Amherst, Hamilton, and Oberlin sent their graduates out to foreign missions, many of them in the Armenian provinces.3


The earliest missionaries had millennial views, and hopes that the conversion of the world to Christianity would bring about the Second Coming of Christ and thus the fulfillment of history. But it became clear to them that the Muslims of Turkey were not going to become Christian, and so most of their energy became focused on modernizing the already existing Christian cultures of the Near East and converting those who were willing to Protestantism. By 1812 the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) had been founded in Boston by Congregationalists and to a lesser degree Presbyterian and Dutch Reform churches, which later went out on their own. The first missions were set up in 1812 in India and in 1816 in Ceylon, and a year later, on native ground, the ABCFM began its program among the Cherokee and the Choctaw. By 1818, evangelizing the Holy Land and the Near East became a priority, and by 1819 two missionaries who were Middlebury College classmates, Levi Parsons and Pliny Fisk, shipped out for Smyrna on the western coast of Turkey.4


Parsons and Fisk were sent on an exploratory mission to the Ottoman Empire with the millennial hope of converting the Jews of Palestine, and then the Turks, Arabs, and the Orthodox Christians of the Near East, such as the Armenians, Greeks, Assyrians, Maronites, Nestorians, and Copts. In his send-off speech to the two young men, Samuel Worcester, a founder of Andover Theological Seminary, told Parsons and Fisk to search “from the heights of the Holy Land, and from Zion” for “variegated scenes presenting themselves on every side to Christian sensibility.” The young missionaries were to ask themselves: “WHAT GOOD CAN BE DONE? and BY WHAT MEANS?”5


Parsons and Fisk, reporting back to Boston, noted that of all the Christians in the Ottoman Empire, the Armenians seemed among the most welcoming to the Protestant mission. In 1831 the ABCFM established missions for the Armenians in Smyrna and in Constantinople, where later that year Mr. and Mrs. William Goodell became the first American missionaries to set up shop in Turkey. Delighted with this success, the American Board soon opened missionary stations in Brusa, Trebizond, and Erzurum—part of the heartland of the historic Armenian vilayets, or provinces. And by 1863 Protestant missions had spread from Asia Minor and Anatolia to northern Syria and Mesopotamia. By the end of the century, the ABCFM had twelve stations and 270 outstations in Asiatic Turkey; about 150 missionaries and 114 organized churches had already made more than thirteen thousand converts to Protestantism. The missionaries taught more than sixty thousand students in their 132 high schools and eleven hundred elementary schools, and ran six colleges and various theological academies.6


Although the Yankee Congregationalists never lost hope of converting the Turks—who regarded Christians as gâvur, meaning “infidel” and “unbeliever”—when they realized that the Ottoman authorities and Turkish families punished and sometimes even killed Muslims who showed an interest in Christianity, they directed their energy toward the Armenians, the Greeks, and the Assyrians. The missionaries were further galvanized by the fact that there was already a reform movement afoot in the Armenian Apostolic Church (Armenia’s original church), which, they believed, had made the ground fertile for their mission. But, for the Armenians, the missionaries created further complexity and often damage. While the Armenian church leaders were interested in improving their mother church, they were not interested in abandoning it. Thus the missionaries, with their zeal for converting Armenians to the Protestant way, became agents of divisiveness: They were often imperialistic in their attitudes at the same time as they were forces for progressive change and democratic ideas.


The clergy, and the wealthy Armenian community that often controlled the clergy, saw the missionaries as powerful threats to their authority. Now Armenians were often forced to choose between being Armenian Apostolic or this new thing—Armenian Protestant. In the city of Chemeshgezek, the Armenian community referred to converts as “Protes,” which was a pun on “the first syllable of Protestant, but also meant leper in Armenian.”7 The missionary Henry Otis Dwight reported that the Armenian Apostolic patriarch and the wealthy class of Armenians called for “the expulsion of Protestantism from the land.” There were even cases of Armenian Protestant converts being imprisoned or exiled. By 1846 the Armenian patriarch was so enraged by the havoc created by the missionaries that he excommunicated all Armenian Protestant evangelicals. Within days his decree led to the founding of the First (Protestant) Evangelical Armenian Church of Constantinople.8 Even the sultan remarked—from a slightly different vantage point—in 1847 that the American missionaries were “turning the world upside down.”9


While the relationship between the new Protestantism and the ancient Armenian church remained tense throughout the nineteenth century, the American missionaries and the Armenian Protestants activated social change for Armenians throughout the Ottoman Empire. The missionaries emphasized the importance of learning, and their educational projects included making the Bible available to the Armenian populace through translation from classical into modern Armenian. As a campaign for total literacy was essential to modernizing Armenian culture, the missionaries not only established schools and colleges but promoted Sunday School, Bible study, prayer meetings, and youth organizations—all of which conveyed the democratic ideas of human liberty and individualism embodied by Protestantism.


Because many of the missionaries were women who had graduated from progressive colleges, they stressed the idea of equality for women in their educational mission and curriculum. Educating women was such a primary goal for many of the missionaries that by the later part of the nineteenth century, women’s schools and colleges had cropped up in Armenian cultural centers from Constantinople to as far east as Van and Bitlis. Euphrates College at Harput, Central Turkey College in Aintab, the Girls’ College and Theological Seminary at Marash, Anatolia College of Marsovan, the International College of Smyrna, and Robert College in Constantinople were some of the major institutions the missionaries created.


At Mount Holyoke, for example, women were trained for foreign missions and to crusade against the subjugation of their sex; and they were trained to be teachers. Mary Lyon, founder of Mount Holyoke Female Seminary in 1837, formulated feminist ideas about education that fueled, among other things, an interest in educating women in foreign lands, and especially Christian women who were living under the yoke of patriarchal societies.10 Opposed to the idea of educating privileged women to be the refined wives of wealthy men, Lyon believed in training women to be independent, intellectually rigorous, and capable of professionally sustaining themselves. In the spirit of Lyon’s motto—“Go where no one else will go, do what no one else will do”—her graduates were fast creating the first generation of American women teachers, many of whom went to the American West or to far parts of the world to practice their new profession. Their progressive ideas about teaching had come from Lyon’s notions, some of which sound contemporary: “If you cannot teach without scolding,” she wrote, “lay aside your office; let certainty rather than severity inspire dread; Never ask categorical questions that could be answered by ‘yes’ and ‘no.’ Know your students personally and sympathetically. Never let a dull pupil know that she was thought dull. Never mortify one before the others.”11


By 1888 Mount Holyoke had sent 178 graduates to work in foreign missions, and had transported Mary Lyon’s philosophy of activist education to Turkey, which meant to the Christian minorities, and most particularly the Armenians. This new force of educated women missionaries was an extraordinary aspect of what was evolving as a groundbreaking experiment in nineteenth-century education.12 By the 1880s a network of international education had been established between elite colleges and universities in the United States and the Armenian cities and provinces of the Ottoman Empire.



The impact on Armenian life was dramatic. The missionaries chipped away at Armenian patriarchal customs in the church and family and made it possible for women to attend church services in public rather than listen to them from an adjacent chamber. And, because the missionaries trained women to become teachers, by the end of the nineteenth century most of the women teaching in Armenian elementary schools were Armenian graduates of American missionary schools.


 


Along with these liberal American notions, the missionaries also planted ideas about freedom of expression and justice in the face of oppression—ideas that fostered resistance to the existing structures of Ottoman authority, as well as pride in Armenian cultural values. As the missionary Edwin Bliss wrote in 1896: “We have no political ends to serve; we want not to square a foot of the sultan’s domains…. But we stand, as we have always stood, for freedom for the oppressed, for the right of every man to worship his God in the light of his own conscience.”13


Activities at Robert College, the Christian college in Constantinople, reveal the impact of the new liberalism on the Christian minorities. Because Turks were generally forbidden to attend the missionary schools, the students were Christian, primarily Armenian, Bulgarian, and Greek. Among the college’s official goals was the promotion “of the use of the English language and the influence of Protestant…and American ideas in the East.”14 In 1881 alone the college sponsored public debates on such topics as “Christianity and Patriotism,” “Free Thought,” “Representative Government,” and “Violation of Popular Rights.” George Washburn, soon to be president of Robert College, remarked, “There was certainly no other place in Constantinople where such subjects could have been publicly discussed,” though he maintained that “there was nothing seditious in any one of them.”15 At first the Ottoman government watched the missionaries with “a curious and nonchalant eye, and cared not a straw what particular form of worship the infidel dogs preferred,”16 but as the progressive American influence began to vitalize Armenian society and culture, the Turks grew suspicious and finally hostile to the new reality that had been created. This would make for more complexity as the Armenian dilemma unfolded.


 



Although the missionaries had planted a vivid sense of Armenia in the American mind by the end of the nineteenth century, Europeans and Americans already had a sense of Armenia’s place in Near Eastern history and Western civilization. An Indo-European civilization, Armenia emerged from Urartu, the ancient civilization that spanned eastern Anatolia and western Transcaucasia, around the sixth century B.C. In the classical period the Greek historian Herodotus, the Greek writer Xenophon, and the Persian king Darius depicted Armenia as a rugged highland culture bridging Asia Minor and Europe. English travelers to Armenia in the seventeenth century John Cartwright and John Freyer wrote about the Armenians as excellent entrepreneurs, defined by tight-knit family structures, and as a people who were keepers of both ancient Christian civilization and the Hebraic past. The eighteenth-century English historian Edward Gibbon in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire noted the prominence of the Armenian Empire under King Tigran I during the first century B.C.17


Certain facts about Armenia continued to be significant for European and later American intellectuals and cartographers. On maps of the Roman Empire in and around the era of Caesar’s rule, Armenia is the most formidable kingdom abutting the Roman Empire on the east. At the peak of its power in the late to mid 70s B.C., Armenia extended midway across Anatolia into the Russian Caucasus, from the Black Sea to the Caspian, and encompassed what is now northernmost Iran. It was large and powerful enough for Caesar to send his generals Pompey and Lucullus to conquer it. After killing the Armenian king, Tigran the Great, the soldiers of Marcus Antonius kidnapped his talented son, Artavazd II—who wrote plays in Greek and founded a Greek theater—and put him and his family to death.


For the Christian West it was of no small significance that in the early fourth century A.D. (the traditional date celebrated by the Armenian church is A.D. 301) Armenia became the first nation to adopt Christianity as its official religion. (A century later Armenia’s reigning monarch commissioned the monk Mesrop Mashdots to invent an alphabet so that people who could not read Greek or Syriac would be able to read the Bible in their native language.) In the European imagination Armenia would be continuously associated with the place and landscape of the Bible. Armenia’s national symbol, Mount Ararat, was the site of God’s covenant with Noah, and cartographers of the Renaissance depicted Mount Ararat, the Garden of Eden, and other sacred sites in or near Armenia.


But upholding a Christian civilization amid invading tribes from the East proved more than difficult. In the seventh century Arab tribes came from Arabia, and by the eleventh century nomadic hordes from central Asia started their journey south and west, sweeping through the lands of the Arabs, Armenians, and Byzantine Greeks. Saracens, Seljuks, Mongols, Tatars, and lastly the Ottoman Turks, who were by now predominantly Muslim, rode in by the tens of thousands. For several centuries Armenia persisted in the wake of the Turkic invasions.


In the early medieval period, from about A.D. 861 until the first attacks by the Seljuk Turks in 1064, Armenia flourished under the Bagratid dynasty, which negotiated delicate diplomacy between the Byzantines and the Muslim rulers to the east. Thus by the tenth century Armenia was socially cohesive, prosperous from its commerce and agrarian productivity, and culturally vital. Music, poetry, and architecture flourished. The most important poet of the era, Krikor Narekatsi (Gregory of Narek), anticipated Dante with his epic poem, Book of Lamentations: Conversations with God from the Depths of My Heart.


Armenians built hundreds of churches in the rocky highlands during this period, many of them innovative in their structure and artistically sophisticated with their decorative stone carvings and inscriptions. The city of Ani, the capital of the kingdom, was so refulgent with churches, cathedrals, and chapels that it was known as the city of a thousand and one churches.18 Today the remains of those churches lie in ruins in Turkey, just yards from the Armenian border. (Thousands of other Armenian churches throughout Turkey also lie in ruins and are used as stables or army barracks, while others are demolished by local people or destroyed by dynamite).19 Not far from Ani, on the island of Achtamar in Lake Van, the Church of the Holy Cross (915–21) is another monument of the Armenian imagination, with its elegantly drawn and carved iconography, bas-reliefs, and friezes.20


But in the eleventh century the Seljuk Turkish invasions drove a good portion of the Armenian population southwest to what came to be known as Lesser Armenia, also known as Cilician (Kilikian) Armenia, in what is now south-central Turkey. An important geopolitical zone in the European quest to recover the Holy Land, it quickly became “a symbol of Christian hope.”21 The Armenian kings of Cilicia made strong alliances with the Crusaders and the Crusader states in the Levant, and by the late twelfth century an Armenian-Frankish alliance was exerting cultural and political impact on both Armenia and Europe. Cilician Armenia was also an important trading zone from which dyes, textiles, coffee, and spices came into Europe.


The Armenian king Levon II was a close friend of King Richard I (the Lion-Hearted), who was a passionate Crusader himself, and Levon aided him in the Third Crusade. The significance of Armenia was embedded deeply enough in the cultural and political milieu of the late Middle Ages that the great English poet Geoffrey Chaucer wrote about or made allusions to Armenia in the prologue to The Canterbury Tales and in “The Squire’s Tale,” “The Man of Law’s Tale,” and “The Monk’s Tale,” as well as in Anelida and Arcite.22


The last Armenian king, Levon VI, was close to King Richard II and was involved in English court politics. In the last decades of the fourteenth century, he worked assiduously as a mediator trying to bring about peace between the French and the English in the midst of the Hundred Years’ War.23 When Cilician Armenia was destroyed by the Muslim Mamluks in 1375, it became an emblem of the failure of European Christianity to save its “Eastern brothers.” Philippe de Mézières, the fourteenth-century French diplomat and writer, described the fall of Armenia as “a great disgrace to all of Christianity.”24 It was a statement that would foreshadow the European and American concern for Armenia in the early twentieth century.


In May 1453 the Ottoman Turks brought down the Byzantine Empire, sacking Constantinople, which they made the seat of the new Ottoman Empire. After this the Armenians of Anatolia lived in a complex relationship with their new Muslim rulers. Like the other non-Muslims of the empire, the Armenians were legally designated “infidels” and subjected to a set of oppressive social and political rules that would remain at the center of the Armenian Question when it finally emerged more than four hundred years later.


 


The imprint of Armenia deepened in the nineteenth century. Lord Byron—who later fought and died in the Greek War for Independence, and was a champion of the Christians living under Ottoman rule—spent 1817 studying and learning classical Armenian at the Armenian monastery on the island of San Lazzaro in Venice. So passionately did he feel about Armenia that he wrote:



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 pachas of Turkey have alike desolated the region where God created man in his own image.25




In the United States the bard of the new age, Walt Whitman, attuned to the mythic power of ancient Armenia, allotted the Armenians one of the more extensive meditations in his poem to the peoples of the world, “Salut au Monde”:



You thoughtful Armenian pondering by some stream of the


Euphrates! you peering amid the ruins of Nineveh!


you ascending mount Ararat!26




Whitman envisioned Armenia in the same geocultural realm as Greece, Egypt, and Syria and located the Armenians on their native homeland of 2,500 years. Defining Armenia by iconic landmarks of Western civilization, including the Armenian national symbol, Mount Ararat, the poet sees the Armenians amid the debris of historical struggle (“the ruins of Nineveh”) but also creates a hopeful image—“ascending” the great mountain.


To Americans of the 1890s, then, the Armenians were a Christian people who had survived on the battleground of empires for centuries and were known for their endurance. As the first Christian nation and the easternmost indigenous Christian culture in the world, the Armenians held a unique place in the American mind. As a Bible land civilization that was now in need of rescue (as it had been in the late fourteenth century), Armenia was an inspiring reminder of the continuity and typology of the Judeo-Christian tradition as it evolved from its origins in the Near East through Europe and then to the Puritan wilderness of New England.


While Armenians in the late nineteenth century were in the middle of a cultural revival on their own terms, rediscovering their history and creating a new body of literature and music, the American missionaries remained an important force in this renaissance. In the end the Protestant missionaries embodied the dual nature of imperialist attitudes. Fiercely proud of doing God’s work in the wilderness, they brought beneficial change and reform to the Armenians. Yet they were arrogant about their superior role in the so-called backward parts of the world, and too often oblivious to the dangerous situation they were creating for the people they were so dedicated to helping. That paradoxical situation would unravel in increasingly tragic and ironic ways as the fate of the Armenians became bound up in the power struggles surrounding President Wilson’s foreign policy during and after World War I. But in the 1890s, as Armenian relief movements sprang up around Turkey, the missionaries were working day and night to help the Armenians.
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THE SULTAN AND THE ARMENIAN QUESTION






THE ARMENIAN QUESTION


At the end of the nineteenth century, Sultan Abdul Hamid II had become the most notorious despot known to the Western world. (The brutality of Belgian king Leopold II’s treatment of the Africans in the Congo had not yet come to full public awareness.) The “Bulgarian horrors,” and the sultan’s policy of wholesale massacre of the Armenians between 1894 and 1896 led Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone and the press in Great Britain to refer to him as “the bloody Sultan” and “the great assassin,” while the French press and President Georges Clemenceau denounced him as “le Sultan rouge” and “Monstre de Yildiz.” Not only was the sultan making headlines in the Western press, but dozens of cartoons condemning him and his ruthless policies appeared in the British magazine Punch in the 1890s and on into the early years of the twentieth century.


By 1890, Arminius Vambery reported, the one issue that obsessed Abdul Hamid more than any other was Armenia. In his memoir Vambery recalled a night at Yildiz Palace, when he and the sultan were peacefully sipping their after-dinner coffee; the sultan suddenly turned to him with a look of cold determination and said, “I tell you, I will soon settle those Armenians. I will give them a box on the ear which will make them smart and relinquish their revolutionary ambitions.” The remark upset Vambery, who wrote later that by “this ‘box on the ear,’ he meant the massacres which soon after were instituted. The Sultan kept his word.”1


Sir Edwin Pears—the distinguished British writer and journalist who had lived in Constantinople since the 1870s—noted that “the very name of Armenia” had become “anathema” to the sultan. “He had long since given orders that it should never be employed in the newspapers, and the order had to be strictly obeyed. By an imperial decree Armenia ceased to exist.”2 He closed Armenian schools on the slightest pretext and prohibited the entry into the empire of any books that mentioned Armenia or that dealt with its history. Armenian teachers, in particular, were loathed and were constantly arrested without reason, imprisoned without trials, tortured, and often killed. Clarence Ussher, an American physician and missionary who went to the Armenian provinces in 1899, upon entering the country was searched by Ottoman customs officials who confiscated his dictionary because it contained the words “liberty” and “revolution,” and who then proceeded to cut the maps out of his Bible because the name “Armenia” appeared on them.3 So pathological was the sultan’s obsession with expunging the name of Armenia from public consciousness that he demanded that the State of Massachusetts change the name of the missionary college in Harput from Armenia College, and so it became Euphrates College.4


There is speculation that the Armenian Question was even more complex for the sultan because it was rumored that his mother was Armenian. Her name was Pirimujan. A former dancer who was only nineteen when he was born, she has been referred to as either Circassian or Armenian. Further mystery was added to the circumstances of his birth when it took the harem officials three days of record checking to verify his mother’s identity. For the rest of her short life, Pirimujan was assiduously ignored by Hamid’s father, Sultan Mejid. The young prince, who was close to his mother, watched her slowly die of consumption, and after her death, when he was seven, he fell into inconsolable grief. Some said he had an Armenian-looking face, but Abdul Hamid always denied vigorously that he had any “Armenian blood in his veins.”5


 


In the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the Armenian Question emerged as an international issue and it came to be defined by the question of reform for the Armenians of the Ottoman Empire, who were seeking security for life, property and some civil liberties. The Armenian Question had grown out of the Ottoman reform movement known as Tanzimat, meaning the restructuring of Ottoman society. Two Tanzimat reform acts, in 1839 and 1856, proposed constitutional and social change within the Ottoman Empire. Among the serious problems with which the Tanzimat reforms grappled were the issues of more equitable treatment for the non-Muslim minorities, which were discriminated against at every social and political level.


The Ottoman scholar Roderick Davison has noted that the 1839 imperial edict, Hatt-i Sherif of Gulhane, made an official declaration of equality for all the nationalities of the empire; and the Hatt-i Hümayan of 1856 promised equal opportunity in the administration of justice, taxation, military service, education, and government appointments. In short it promised to end prejudice and discrimination against non-Muslims.6 Understandably the Armenians were encouraged by these Tanzimat proclamations. Correspondingly, between 1850 and 1870, the Armenian patriarch sent 537 notes to the Sublime Porte (office of the grand vizier) requesting and often pleading for protection from the daily abuses of violence and social and political injustice to which Armenians were subject. The patriarch asked for his people’s protection from brigandage, murder, abduction and rape of women and children, confiscatory taxes, and fraud and extortion by local officials.7


In certain salient ways the Armenian reform movement was also inseparable from the tangle of Russo-Turkish relations that were so flammable in the nineteenth century that four Russo-Turkish Wars broke out (1806–12, 1828–29, 1853–56, and 1877–78). While the wars were bound up in national struggles for control and domination of strategic areas in the Balkans, along the Black Sea, and in the Caucasus, the plight of the Christians under Ottoman rule also figured into Russia’s concern for its coreligionists across the border.


When the Russians went to war in 1853 in the Crimea—a peninsula jutting into the northern Black Sea—part of their justification was to protect the Ottoman Christians, and to settle a secondary squabble about whether the Latin church or the Greek would have the right to protect holy sites in Palestine. France and Sardinia, both Roman Catholic countries, joined the Ottoman Empire against Russia. Because the ruling Tory party in Great Britain could not abide the thought of Russian encroachment into Turkey, British forces also joined the war on the Turkish side. After three years of bloodshed, the British had helped the Ottoman army to win.


Following the Crimean War, the Russians were forbidden from protecting the Armenians in Turkey, and the Armenians stayed within the realm of the sultan’s “own sovereign will.” The Hatt-i Hümayan was inserted into the peace treaty, thus promising more equitable treatment of Christian subjects, prohibiting mistreatment and discrimination against them. It also explicitly forbade the major powers “either collectively or individually” from interfering in relations between the sultan and his subjects.


But continual struggles between Turkey and Russia brought them to war again in 1877–78. This Russo-Turkish War was inspired by a Russian freedom cry for the subject peoples of Eastern Europe, who were predominantly Christian, and who were seeking more autonomy from Ottoman rule. The Greeks had already broken free of Ottoman rule in 1832, and now the Balkan nationalities felt that they too had the right to free themselves from oppressive Ottoman rule. In 1876 Serbia and Montenegro joined Bosnia and Herzegovina in seeking independence, and a year later Bulgaria too rebelled. Ottoman reprisals against Bulgarians—which took the lives of more than fifteen thousand innocent people—were well covered in the British press and brought outcries across England against the “Bulgarian horrors” and against entering another war on the side of Turkey.8


Czar Alexander II, who saw himself as a Christian liberator, called the Sublime Porte “immovable in its categorical refusal of every effectual guarantee for the security of its Christian subjects.” The czar invoked “the blessing of God” upon his armies as he ordered them to “cross the frontier of Turkey” on April 24, 1877.9 The Russians defeated the Turks quickly, making extraordinary gains. By the terms of a preliminary armistice, signed by the Turks in January 1878 in order to prevent the Russians from marching on Constantinople, Bulgaria was to be autonomous; Montenegro, Romania, and Serbia independent; and Bosnia and Herzegovina to have autonomous administrations.


Russian gains were considerable in the East as well, and the Russian army now occupied the heavily populated Armenian territories including Kars, Ardahan, and Batum, and as far west as Khorasan. For the Armenians the peace treaty signed at San Stefano, near Constantinople, in March 1878 offered brightening prospects: Article 16 stated that Russian troops would evacuate the Armenian provinces they were occupying once the Sublime Porte implemented “the improvements and reforms demanded by local requirements in the provinces inhabited by Armenians, and to guarantee their security from Kurds and Circassians.”10


But the Turks were angry over their losses in the Treaty of San Stefano and appealed to the British to intervene. Lord Salisbury, Disraeli’s foreign secretary, was sympathetic to the sultan’s request and demanded that Russo-Turkish issues be settled by the European powers. In Salisbury’s mind the Russian gains were a threat to Europe and in particular to British interests in the Near East and Asia. He was particularly hostile to the Russian gains in the Armenian territories because European trade that passed from Trebizond to Persia would now be subject to Russian governmental jurisdictions. With commercial and political interests at stake, Salisbury and Disraeli insisted that a new treaty be drawn up at a congress that would meet in Berlin later the same year.


The Treaty of Berlin returned thirty thousand square miles of territory and 2.5 million Europeans to the sultan’s administration. Disraeli managed to have article 16 of the Treaty of San Stefano nullified and reversed, ironically, by article 61 of the new Treaty of Berlin. Article 61 authorized the return of just two Armenian provinces, with neither Russian forces nor an organization of European militia remaining there to protect the Armenians. Article 61 in fact contained the identical reasoning of the earlier Hatt-i Hümayan reforms, which put the very sultan who had been abusing the Armenians in charge of protecting them from himself—a classic case of having the fox guard the henhouse. Disraeli agreed to establish British consulates in the region to try to restrain the Turks, and after signing the treaty, the Sublime Porte disclosed “to the amazement of the delegates” that it was giving Cyprus, which happened to be populated mostly by Greeks, to England.11


Notwithstanding the success of Turkish pressure on Great Britain to reverse the Treaty of San Stefano, the fact remained that in the aftermath of the Russo-Turkish War, the treatment of the Armenians had been made an international issue. Not only Russia but the other European powers were to oversee the Armenian reforms. An angry Abdul Hamid II now referred to European concern and demands for the improvement of life for the Armenians as “the everlasting persecutions and hostilities of the Christian world.”12 Consequently, in the period after 1878, social and political conditions for the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire grew worse; and the question of what it meant to be a Christian and an Armenian in the Ottoman Empire grew more acute.


The French ambassador to Turkey, Paul Cambon, assessed the Armenian plight:



The masses simply yearned for reforms, dreaming only of a normal administration under Ottoman rule…. The inaction of the Porte served to vitiate the good will of the Armenians. The reforms have not been carried out. The exactions of the officials remained scandalous and justice was not improved…from one end of the Empire to the other, there is rampant corruption of officials, denial of justice and insecurity of life…. The Armenian diaspora began denouncing the administrative misdeeds, and in the process managed to transform the condition of simple administrative ineptness into one of racial persecution.13




INFIDEL STATUS IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE


From the time they first came under Ottoman rule in the fourteenth century, the Armenians as Christian subjects were designated under Ottoman law as dhimmi—that is, non-Muslim subjects living under the protection of the Muslim Turkish ruling order—and were ostracized as gâvur. By the eighteenth century the Turks had organized the Armenians, as a conquered people, into communities known as millets, and within the millets, the Armenians had permission for limited self-governance. They were allowed to run their communities’ internal affairs, such as the institutions of marriage and inheritance, and the building of schools and hospitals. But the payback for this autonomy was often severe, and the arrangement of being protected as dhimmi has been described by one historian as closer to racketeering.14


Perhaps nothing was so discriminatory as the fact that Christians and Jews had almost no legal rights in Turkey’s pre-Tanzimat Muslim society. While Armenians had courts and prisons for their own communities and could conduct civil cases for conflicts between a Christian and a Muslim, an Armenian had no recourse in the Islamic court system. A Muslim could apply to have his case heard in the religious court (the sheriat mehkeme), but there non-Muslim testimony was either disallowed or accorded significantly less value. A Muslim need only swear on the Koran and the case was settled. In this way the deck was powerfully stacked against the Armenians and all other dhimmi. The amount of theft and extortion, as well as rape and abduction of Armenian women, that was allowed under this Ottoman legal system placed the Armenians in perpetual jeopardy.


Armenians were made vulnerable by other policies that often rendered them incapable of defending themselves. They were not allowed to own weapons, which made them easy prey for Turks and Kurds. Since only Muslims were allowed to join the army to defend Islam, Christians were exempt from military service; if this spared them from warfare, it also kept them out of positions of military power and removed them from the warrior class, with its knowledge and skills. Notwithstanding all that, Christians were also subjected to what was known as boy collection or devshirme, which meant that Ottoman officials would take children from their Christian families, convert them to Islam, and put them to work in the Ottoman military and civil service.15


The Ottoman system of taxation further burdened and exploited Christian subjects. The Armenians and other Christians, along with Muslim peasants, were subjected to the tax-farming system—a system in which the right to collect taxes was sold to the highest bidder, who then farmed out the actual collection duties to an array of underlings, which resulted in corruption and extortion. Christians also were forced to pay a special head or poll tax, which was later converted into a military exemption tax to compensate for their exemption from the service. Armenians paid a “hospitality tax” to the vali (governor) that entitled “government officials, and all who pass as such,” to free lodging and food for three days a year in an Armenian home.


Another burden solely for the Armenians was the kishlak, or winter-quartering obligation, which enabled Kurds and Turks to quarter themselves, their families, and their cattle in Armenian homes during the long winter months. The fact that the Kurdish way of life was nomadic and rough and the Armenian dwellings did not allow for much privacy made the intrusion unbearable, and knowing that the unarmed Armenians had neither physical nor legal recourse, a well-armed Kurd or Turk could not only steal his host’s possessions but could rape or kidnap the women and girls of the household with impunity. The dhimmi were also required to follow institutionalized codes of behavior. Armenians, for example, had to be deferential before Muslims in public; they could not ride a horse when a Muslim was passing by; they were to wear dress that made them easily identifiable; they were forbidden to own weapons.16


In a basic way the lives of the Armenians were in the capricious hands of the ruling vali, feudal lords, or tribal chieftains, who, if they chose, could exert a degree of control over the local Muslim populations. Thus in one province, under a relatively kindhearted vali, the Armenians might have a period of respite, while in another their fate could be exceptionally cruel—as in districts such as Afyon Karahisar, where the ruling official had at one time decreed that an Armenian could speak his native language only at the risk of having his tongue cut out, so generations of Armenians learned to speak only Turkish.17


In the late nineteenth century, with much encouragement from the sultan, the authorities in the eastern provinces also allowed the collection of illegal levies; official tax collectors would come around a second time insisting that the taxes had never been paid, or the Kurdish chieftains would impose taxes, claiming they were representing the central government. In addition the Turkish chieftains demanded protection money to prevent their people from attacking and kidnapping Armenian women, and when two Kurdish clans were at odds, or claimed to be, the chiefs of each side demanded payment to protect the Armenians from the other. The Armenians were well aware that these were not taxes at all—although they passed as such—but outright extortion.


The British vice-consul stationed in Adana, P. H. Massy, put it perceptively:



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, even on the most frequented highway. Taxes are levied without mercy, even from the poorest. The prisons are filled with innocent men, who lie there for months without trial.18




The British ethnographer William Ramsay—who spent more than a decade in Turkey doing fieldwork and was fond of the Turks—described what it meant to be an infidel:



Turkish rule…meant unutterable contempt…. The Armenians (and the Greeks) were dogs and pigs…to be spat upon, if their shadow darkened a Turk, to be outraged, to be the mats on which he wiped the mud from his feet. Conceive the inevitable result of centuries of slavery, of subjection to insult and scorn, centuries in which nothing that belonged to the Armenian, neither his property, his house, his life, his person, nor his family, was sacred or safe from violence—capricious, unprovoked violence—to resist which by violence meant death.19




At the heart of the problem—whether in the Balkans or in the Armenian provinces of the east—was the legal, political, and social status of Christians in the Ottoman Empire. On one front the fundamental question was: Can a Christian be the equal of a Muslim? The question was raised again and again by the Christian minorities and by the European powers, and in the end the answer from the Ottoman ruling elite was a resounding no. And the Armenians, as well as the Assyrians and the Greeks, all paid dearly for that answer.


ARMENIANS RESPOND


In the aftermath of 1878, as Armenian frustration grew, a new Armenian activism emerged. Because article 61 of the Berlin treaty was an obvious hollow clause, Armenian expectations for reform were dashed and, in fact, conditions grew worse. With the Treaty of Berlin signed and sealed, Abdul Hamid felt emboldened to send masses of Muslim refugees (muhajirs), whom the Russo-Turkish wars had driven from the Balkans and the Caucasus, into eastern Anatolia. This led to open violence against the Armenians—as murdering, looting, and pillaging were sanctioned. Enraged that the Armenian Question had become an international issue, the sultan by 1890 had created the Hamidiye, a well-trained force made up of Kurds whom he armed and had clothed in distinctive uniforms. Hamidiye regiments were responsible only to the sultan and were fanatically loyal to him.20


In forming the Hamidiye (literally, “belonging to Hamid”) regiments the sultan could both control the unruly Kurds and at the same time use them to deal with the Armenians as he wished. The lands over which the Kurdish nomads roamed bordered on and often dovetailed with those of the Armenian peasants, whom the Kurds resented for their relative prosperity. It was the old scheme of divide and conquer.


Thrown back into misrule and wanton violence, Armenians began to take matters into their own hands. Even at the time of the Treaty of Berlin, the Armenians had eagerly, even if naively, sent a delegation to Berlin, headed by the venerated and popular former patriarch, Mugerditch Khrimian (known affectionately to the Armenian people as Khrimian Hairig—Father Khrimian). The Armenian delegation hoped to secure some agreements for security of life and property and some governance reform. Khrimian Hairig and his delegation were ignored as they stood outside the conference hall in Berlin. When the Armenian delegation read article 61 of the new Treaty of Berlin, which declared that the Sublime Porte would carry out “improvements and reforms” in the Armenian provinces, they were furious about the hollow clause and wrote a formal protest, boldly stating that the Armenians had “been deceived” and that “their rights [had] not been recognized.”21 On returning home Archbishop Khrimian gave a sermon in the Armenian Cathedral in Constantinople and expressed his sense of betrayal over what had happened in Berlin. In short, he likened the peace conference to a “big cauldron of Liberty Stew,” into which the big nations dipped “iron ladles” for real results, while the Armenian delegation had but a “Paper Ladle.”


“Ah, Dear Armenian people,” Khrimian said, “could I have dipped my Paper Ladle in the cauldron it would sog and remain there! Where guns talk and sabers shine, what significance do appeals and petitions have?”22


In Turkish Armenia the rising tide of progressive ideas about liberty, human rights, and equality came both from the Armenian intellectuals in Russia and from a long-standing intellectual relationship with Europe and its Enlightenment. Western ideas had come to Armenians either in the course of travel or study in Europe, if their families were well-to-do, or because they had been educated at one of the many American Protestant schools in Anatolia, where they were instilled with the egalitarian ideas of the American Revolution.


But the formation of three political parties gave voice to Armenian aspirations in ways that were unprecedented for them and their Turkish rulers. The fall of 1885 saw the founding of the Armenakan Party in Van—that Armenian cultural center near the Russian border. It was a secret society and had its first meetings literally underground in a burrow used for pressing grapes. The party espoused self-defense in the face of violence, and it affirmed Armenia’s right to self-rule, trusting that the European Powers would eventually come to Armenia’s aid. More vociferous and centralized was the Hunchak Party, founded in 1887 by a group of Russian Armenians in Geneva. A socialist party with a strong Marxist orientation, its members believed that a new and independent Armenia would initiate a worldwide socialist revolution.23


By the summer of 1890, Dashnaktsutiun (Armenian Revolutionary Federation) was founded in Tiflis. Dedicated to a revolutionary struggle for Armenian advancement and freedom, this third party evolved into a more nationalist platform that involved a commitment to engage in armed struggle in the face of wholesale violence and oppression; eventually it would become the best known and most controversial of the three.24


As the political parties evolved so did civic protest. In the summer of 1890 in Erzurum, about two hundred Armenians met in the cathedral yard to draw up a petition to protest the conditions under which Armenians were living throughout the empire. The police interrupted the rally and before long an Ottoman battalion was dispatched to Erzurum. Before it was over, the Armenian quarter was attacked and looted, and there were more than a dozen dead and 250 wounded. A month later in Constantinople, Armenians demonstrated outside their cathedral in the Kum Kapu section of the city, and again violence broke out between the police, some soldiers, and the Armenian demonstrators. Of the fracas that followed, the British ambassador, Sir William White, noted what seemed to him the historical importance of the occasion by referring to it as “the first occasion since the conquest of Constantinople by the Turks on which Christians have dared resist soldiers in Stamboul.”25


By 1893 Armenian activists were placing yaftas—placards—on the public walls of certain towns in western and central Anatolia. The placards were addressed to Muslims around the world asking them to stand up to the sultan, an incompetent oppressor. Instead of instigating Muslim rebellion, however, the plan, which had come from Hunchak cells throughout Anatolia, instigated a mass of arbitrary arrests and torture across the empire. Nonetheless, by the early nineties the Armenians were making themselves heard, which further enraged the already paranoid sultan.26


 


The Armenian Question was received by a sultan who—notwithstanding his cunning—was mentally unstable.27 The Armenian quest for reform also dovetailed with the rule of a sultan whose empire was collapsing at an accelerating pace, causing him and his empire a crisis of self-esteem. The Ottoman Empire had been dubbed the “sick man of Europe” in the middle of the nineteenth century, when Sultan Abdul Aziz escalated the empire’s plunge into debt with a decadence and profligacy that had become scandalous. Now his nephew Abdul Hamid plunged his empire deeper into crisis. Under Hamid’s reign the debt grew worse, misgovernment and political corruption became further institutionalized, and the condition of his subject peoples, particularly the Christians, grew disastrous. “In one of the worst periods of his reign,” Sir Edwin Pears wrote, “one of the ablest of his Ministers remarked that if Abdul Hamid could be removed better government could be secured for the Empire.”28


As the state of the empire and the state of the sultan were tightly intertwined, Abdul Hamid’s paranoia had a profound and complex impact on the infrastructure of his empire. His residence in Constantinople was an apt emblem of that entanglement. After his ascension to power in 1876, the sultan began building a fortress and a maze around himself. Having moved permanently to Yildiz Palace overlooking the Bosporus, he appropriated contiguous houses and grounds for miles, including two Christian cemeteries, and built a rambling patchwork of gardens and high walls around him. On every vantage point he then built a chalet or a kiosk fully furnished for sleeping, and had powerful telescopes installed in each so his guards could survey the outside world.29


Against a second large encircling wall he ensconced his imperial guards in barracks, making Yildiz a kind of arsenal. He assembled a private, self-contained world inside the walls that included a farm, a small artificial lake, stables, workshops, a menagerie, and an aviary. With the women of his harem and his servants, there were about five thousand people in residence, along with another seven thousand men in the Imperial Guard.30 A police office and a prison were in operation close to the palace grounds, and as Edwin Pears put it, “There can be no reasonable doubt that many persons suffered tortures for offences committed in and around Yildiz, for the details given of these horrors are too many and too detailed not to have in them a large amount of truth.”31


An early riser, the sultan had a simple breakfast, after which he devoted himself to the reports of his spies, who were part of an enormous surveillance network he had created to keep tabs on things. Deeply superstitious, he took advice from fortunetellers and soothsayers, one of whom had told him when he was a young man that he would come to his death from cholera or poison unless he drank from one pure spring at Kiat-hane, which he did every day for the rest of his life.32


Apart from being a heavy smoker and coffee drinker, Abdul Hamid was, unlike his predecessors, frugal and almost austere in his habits and meals. He preferred a good pilaf and stuffed squash and cucumber to the elaborate concoctions prepared by his Greek chef. Yet, however simple his food, the most elaborate precautions were taken in its preparation. His special kitchens had barred windows and iron doors. Before it was served, each dish had to be tasted by the chief chamberlain, Osman Bey, whose title was Superintendent of the Kitchens and Guardian of the Sultan’s Health and Life.33 The sultan’s meals were transported from the kitchens to Little Mabeyn, the tightly guarded kiosk adjoining the palace that was now his private apartment. Then two officials in gold-embroidered uniforms wheeled a trolley holding the imperial dinner service. Covered with a black cloth, a second trolley held the various dishes on an enormous silver tray. A lackey followed carrying a covered bread basket, and last came the water carrier, bearing a sealed bottle of water from the springs of Kiat-hane.34


His staff lived in fear of him. He was an insomniac for whom his physician’s sedatives seemed not to work. He often dismissed—long before dawn—the harem woman who was to share his bed on a given night, and the palace eunuchs reported seeing him wandering from room to room inspecting various couches to sleep on. He kept a gold-and-mother-of-pearl pistol in his pocket and had been known to fire spontaneously on anyone if startled: A palace gardener was shot dead when he inadvertently surprised the sultan, who thought he was alone in a secluded part of the garden. A little slave girl who had strayed from her mother and was playing with one of the jeweled firearms she’d found in the palace was killed on the spot.35 As one historian put it, the “entire Hamidian system had but one aim: the security of the Sultan himself.”36


 


From the start, as historian Bernard Lewis has noted, the sultan was “bitterly hostile” to constitutional ideas and reform.37 In the aftermath of the treaties of San Stefano and Berlin, when constitutional reform was being urged by the Europeans and by liberal forces within Turkey, the newly installed sultan grew angry and intransigent. In short, “He hated the very word ‘constitution’ and everyone who approved of it.”38


The idea of reforms for the Armenians was part of the sultan’s aversion to change. The British ambassador in Constantinople, Sir Henry Layard, a Disraeli appointee and a Turcophil, worked hard to get the sultan to implement the proposed reforms for Armenia but came to see that his efforts were futile. When Gladstone’s Liberal Party came to power in 1880, there was an outcry to recall Ambassador Layard because of his failure to negotiate reforms for the Armenians and other Christians in the empire. The sultan was delighted because he believed he had won a victory over Great Britain—a country which he was coming to despise, in large part because of its concern for the Armenians.39 But, in assiduously ignoring the efforts of the European powers to implement article 61 of the Treaty of Berlin—and in ignoring the demand for constitutional government by disbanding parliament after one session and in dismissing his most able and reform-minded minister, the grand vizier, Midhat Pasha—Abdul Hamid made it clear that his reign would be autocratic. In 1880 one British official summed it up: “There is less security for life and property; poverty has increased, while crimes of oppression and corruption have increased proportionately with the impoverished state of the Empire.”40
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