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Preface 
 

The literature on what Armenians call the first genocide of the twentieth 

century and what most Turks refer to as an instance of intercommunal warfare and 

a wartime relocation is voluminous. Yet despite the great outpouring of writing, an 

acrimonious debate over what actually happened almost one hundred years ago 

continues unabated. The highly charged historical dispute burdens relations 

between Turkey and Armenia and increases tensions in a volatile region. It also 

crops up periodically in other parts of the world when members of the Armenian 

diaspora push for recognition of the Armenian genocide by their respective 

parliaments and the Turkish government threatens retaliation. 

The key issue in this quarrel, it should be stressed at the outset, is not the 

extent of Armenian suffering, but rather the question of specific intent: that is, 

whether the Young Turk regime during the First World War intentionally 

organized the massacres that took place. Both sides agree that large numbers of 

Christians perished and that the deportation of the Armenian community was 

accompanied by many excesses. Several hundred thousand men, women, and 

children were forced from their homes with hardly any notice; and during a 

harrowing trek over mountains and through deserts uncounted multitudes died of 

starvation and disease or were murdered. To the victims it makes no difference 

whether they met their death as the result of a carefully planned scheme of 

annihilation, as the consequence of a panicky reaction to a misjudged threat, or for 

any other reason. It does make a difference for the accuracy of the historical 

record, not to mention the future of Turkish-Armenian relations. 

The situation today is highly polarized and is characterized by two distinct 

and rigidly adhered to historiographies. The Armenian version maintains that the 

Armenians were the innocent victims of an unprovoked act of genocide by the 

Ottoman government. Large numbers of Western scholars have embraced this 

position. The Turkish version, put forth by the Turkish government and a few 

historians, argues that the mass deportation of the Armenians was a necessary 

response to a full-scale Armenian rebellion, carried out with the support of Russia 

and Britain, and that the large number of deaths-the "so-called massacres"ð

occurred as a result of famine and disease or as a consequence of a civil war within 

a global war. Both sides make their case by simplifying a complex historical reality 

and by ignoring crucial evidence that would yield a more nuanced picture. 

Professional historians in both camps copy uncritically from previous works when 

a reinvestigation of the sources is called for. Both parties use heavy-handed tactics 

to advance their cause and silence a full debate of the issues. The Turkish 

government has applied diplomatic pressure and threats; the Armenians have 

accused all those who do not call the massacres a case of genocide of seeking to 

appease the Turkish government. In 1994 the well-known Middle East scholar 
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Bernard Lewis was taken to court in France and charged by the plaintiff with 

causing "grievous prejudice to truthful memory" because he denied the accusation 

of genocide. 

This book subjects the rich historical evidence available to the test of 

consistency and (as much as the state of knowledge allows) attempts to sort out the 

validity of the rival arguments. Unlike most of those who have written on the 

subject of the Armenian massacres and who are partisans of one side or the other, I 

have no special ax to grind. My purpose is not to put forth yet another one-sided 

account of the deportations and mass-killings; still less am I in a position to 

propose a conclusive resolution of the controversies that have raged for so long. 

Important Turkish documents have disappeared, so that even a person who knows 

Turkish and can read it in its old script most likely would not be able to write a 

definitive history of these occurrences. My aim has been to deal with this emotion-

laden subject without political preconceptions and to carry out a critical analysis of 

the two historiographies. Time and again, it will be seen, authors on both sides 

have engaged in highly questionable tactics of persuasion that include willful 

mistranslations, citing important documents out of context, or simply ignoring the 

historical setting altogether. After this uninviting task of "cleaning out the stables" 

(the results of which probably will please neither side), I attempt a historical 

reconstruction of the events in questionðto show what can be known as 

established fact, what must be considered unknown as of today, and what will 

probably have to remain unknowable. My hope is that such an undertaking will 

clarify and advance our understanding of these fateful occurrences and perhaps 

also help build bridges between the two rival camps. 

The Turkish government has issued collections of pertinent documents in 

translation, but the material from Western sources outweighs the available Turkish 

records (translated and untranslated), if not in quantity then in importance. The 

reports of American, German, and Austrian consular officials who were on the spot 

in Anatolia and Mesopotamia have been preserved, and many of them have written 

memoirs that draw on their personal observations. American, German, and Swiss 

missionaries who witnessed the tragic events have written detailed accounts. We 

have a large memoir literature composed by Armenian survivors and their 

descendants. Also of interest are the published recollections by members of the 

large German military mission who held important positions of command in the 

Turkish army. The availability of these highly informative sources in Western 

languages means that even scholars like me who do not read Turkish can do 

meaningful work on this subject. Indeed, a requirement that only persons fluent in 

the Turkish language be considered competent to write on this topic would 

disqualify most Armenians, who also do not know Turkish. 

I had the opportunity to immerse myself in the rich holdings of the archive 

of the German Foreign Ministry in Berlin, the Public Record Office in London, and 



9 

 
the National Archives in Washington. All of these sources yielded some findings 

that I believe are new. More importantly, many of the documents cited by Turkish 

and Armenian authors and their respective supporters, when looked at in their ori-

ginal version and proper context, yielded a picture often sharply at variance with 

the conclusions drawn from them by the contending protagonists. Both Turkish and 

Armenian authors, it turns out, have used these materials in a highly selective 

manner, quoting only those points that fitted into their scheme of interpretation and 

ignoring what Max Weber called "inconvenient facts." Both the Turkish and the 

Armenian sides, in the words of the Turkish historian Selim Deringil, "have plun-

dered history"; and, as if the reality of what happened was not terrible enough, they 

have produced horror stories favorable to their respective positions. 

While working on this book, I sometimes had the feeling that I was a 

detective working on an unsolved crime. Clues to the perpetrators of gruesome 

massacres lay hidden in dusty old books and journals. I experienced the surprise 

and amazement of finding still another footnote that did not substantiate what the 

author in question claimed for it. It was fascinating to find corroboration for 

hunches in unexpected places, which made it possible to firm up conclusions. 1 

hope that my readers too, while following the unfolding argument of this work, 

will share some of the satisfaction I experienced in finally coming up with an 

interpretation of these calamitous events that is supported by the preponderance of 

the evidence and is plausible. I may not have solved the crime in all of its 

complicated aspects, but I hope to have thrown some significant new light on it. 

In the interest of a treatment in depth, I have limited the scope of this study 

to the events of 1915-16, which by all accounts took the greatest toll of lives and 

lie at the core of the controversy between Turks and Armenians. I make only brief 

references to the fighting between Turks and Russian Armenian units in 1917-18 

and to what Armenian historians call the "Kemalist aggression against Armenia" in 

the wake of the Treaty of Sevres of August 10, 1920. These topics raise important 

but different questions that deserve treatment in their own right. I also quite 

intentionally have not discussed each and every allegation, no matter how far-

fetched, made by Turkish and Armenian authors in their long-standing war of 

words. To do so would have required a tome of many hundreds of pages. 

Moreover, it would have resulted in a work of gossip rather than history that no 

serious person would have been interested in and willing to read. 

Finally, I have endeavored to avoid becoming entangled in problems of 

definition and nomenclature. For example, the question of what constitutes 

genocide-whether according to the Genocide Convention approved by the General 

Assembly of the United Nations on December 9, 1948, or in terms of other rival 

definitions-is often far from simple; and the attempt to decide whether the 

Armenian massacres in Ottoman Turkey fit all, some, or none of these definitions 

strikes me as of limited utility. I have therefore concentrated on what appears to me 
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to be the far more important task of clarifying what happened, how it happened, 

and why it happened. The issue of the appropriate label to be attached to these 

occurrences is relevant for the ongoing polemics between Turks and Armenians. It 

is of secondary importance at best for historical inquiry, because the use of legal 

nomenclature does not add any material facts important for the history of these 

events. 

As those familiar with the field of Middle Eastern studies know, English 

transliterations of Turkish and Armenian words have produced great variations in 

the spelling of places and personal names. As much as possible I have resorted to 

the most common styles; I have not changed the spelling in quotations, though I 

have omitted most diacritical marks. The difference between the Ottoman or Julian 

calendar and the European or Gregorian calendar (twelve days in the nineteenth 

century and thirteen days in the twentieth century) presented another problem. In 

most cases I have used the dates given in the sources utilized The few instances 

where the interpretation of an event depends ot the precise date have been noted in 

the text. 

I would like to express my thanks to the archivists and librarians here and 

abroad, who have aided me in my research, as well as to those who have translated 

some important Turkish materials for me. I also acknowledge with gratitude a 

grant from the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). As it is customary 

to note, none of these institutions and individuals are responsible for the opinions 

and conclusions reached in this work, which remain my personal responsibility. 

 

Part I  

 

THE HISTORICAL SETTIN G 

 
Chapter I  

 

Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during the Nineteenth Century 

 

Armenian history reaches back more than two thousand years. In AD 301 

the Armenians were the first people to adopt Christianity as their official religion; 

the Holy Apostolic and Orthodox Church of Armenia (also known as the Gregorian 

Church) has played an important role in the survival of a people who for much of 

their history have lived under the rule of foreigners. The last independent 

Armenian state, the Kingdom of Cilicia, fell in 1375, and by the early part of the 

sixteenth century most Armenians had come under the control of the Ottoman 

Empire. Under the millet system instituted by Sultan Mohammed II (1451-81) the 

Armenians enjoyed religious, cultural, and social autonomy. Their ready 

acceptance of subservient political status under Ottoman rule lasted well into the 
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nineteenth century and earned the Armenians the title "the loyal community." 

Over time large numbers of Armenians settled in Constantinople and in 

other towns, where they prospered as merchants, bankers, artisans, and interpreters 

for the government. The majority, however, continued to live as peasants in the 

empire's eastern provinces (vilayets), known as Great Armenia, as well as in 

several western districts near the Mediterranean called Cilicia or Little Armenia. 

We have no accurate statistics for the population of the Ottoman Empire during 

this period, but there is general agreement that by the latter part of the nineteenth 

century the Armenians constituted a minority even in the six provinces usually 

referred to as the heartland of Armenia (Erzurum, Bitlis, Van, Harput, Diarbekir, 

and Sivas). Emigration and conversions in the wake of massacres, the redrawing of 

boundaries, and an influx of Muslims
1
 expelled or fleeing from the Balkans and the 

Caucasus (especially Laz and Circassians) had helped decrease the number of 

Armenians in their historic home. Their minority status fatally undermined their 

claim for an independent or at least autonomous Armenia within the empire-aims 

that had begun to gather support as a result of the influx of new liberal ideas from 

the West and the increased burdens weighing upon the Christian peasants of 

Anatolia. 

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century Armenians had not suffered 

from any systematic oppression. They were second-class citizens who had to pay 

special taxes and wear a distinctive hat, they were not allowed to bear or possess 

arms, their testimony was often rejected in the courts, and they were barred from 

the highest administrative or military posts. The terms gavur or kafir (meaning 

unbeliever or infidel) used for Christians had definite pejorative overtones and 

summed up the Muslim outlook.
1
 Still, as Ronald Suny has noted, despite all 

discriminations and abuses, for several centuries the Armenians had derived 

considerable benefit from the limited autonomy made possible by the millet 

system. "The church remained at the head of the nation; Armenians with 

commercial and industrial skills were able to climb to the very pinnacle of the 

Ottoman economic order; and a variety of educational, charitable, and social 

institutions were permitted to flourish." Living in relative peace with their Muslim 

neighbors, the Armenians had enjoyed a time of "benign symbiosis."
2
 

In the eastern provinces the Armenians lived on a mountainous plateau that 

they shared with Kurdish tribes. During the second half of the nineteenth century 

relations with the Kurdish population deteriorated. Large numbers of Armenian 

peasants existed in a kind of feudal servitude under the rule of Kurdish chieftains. 

The settled Armenians provided winter quarters to the nomadic Kurds and paid 

them part of their crop in return for protection. As long as the Ottoman state was 

strong and prosperous this arrangement worked reasonably well. When the empire 

began to crumble and its government became increasingly corrupt, however, the 

situation of the Armenian peasants became difficultðthey could not afford to pay 
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ever more oppressive taxes to the Ottoman tax collectors as well as tribute to their 

Kurdish overlords. When they reneged on their payments to the Kurds, the tribesð

never very benevolentðengaged in savage attacks upon the largely defenseless 

Armenian villagers that led to deaths, the abduction of girls and women, and the 

seizure of cattle. Ottoman officials, notoriously venal, were unwilling or unable to 

provide redress. The reforms introduced in 1839 and 1856 under Sultan Abdul 

Mejid I, which sought to establish elements of the rule of law and religious liberty 

and are known in Turkish history as the Tanzimat, did little to change the dismal 

situation of the common people and of the Armenian minority. In a period of 

twenty years before T870 Armenian patriarchs, as heads of the Armenian 

community, submitted to the Ottoman government more than 500 memoranda in 

which they detailed the extortions, forcible conversions, robberies, and abductions 

common in the provinces.
3
  

The constitution of 1876 proclaimed the equal treatment of all nationalities, 

but Sultan Abdul Hamid II suspended it in 1878 and began a period of autocratic 

rule that was to last thirty years. The situation of the Armenians soon went from 

bad to worse, accelerating the growth of Armenian national consciousness and the 

spread of revolutionary ideas. Armenian nationalistic feelings had begun in the 

diaspora and in the larger towns, from which they gradually permeated the eastern 

provinces. Protestant missionaries and their schools played an important role in this 

process of radicalization. Both the government and the Armenian church tried to 

discourage the influx of these foreigners and their Western ideas, but the number of 

missionaries, most of them American and German, kept growing. By T895, 

according to one count, there were 176 American missionaries, assisted by 878 

native assistants, at work in Anatolia. They had established 125 churches with 

12,787 members and 423 schools with 20,496 students.
4 

Even though the 

missionaries denied that they instilled Armenian nationalistic, let alone 

revolutionary, sentiments, the Ottoman government saw it differently. As Charles 

Eliot, a well-informed British diplomat with extensive experience in Turkey, put it: 

The good position of the Armenians in Turkey had largely depended on the 

fact that they were thoroughly Oriental and devoid of that tincture of European 

culture common among Greeks and Slavs. But now this character was being 

destroyed: European education and European books were being introduced among 

them-The Turks thought that there was clearly an intention to break up what 

remained of the Ottoman Empire and found an Armenian kingdom-"Onward, 

Christian sol diers, marching as to war," in English is a harmless hymn, suggestive 

of nothing worse than a mildly ritualistic procession; but I confess that the 

same words literally rendered into Turkish do sound like an appeal to 

Christians to rise up against their Mohammedan masters, and I cannot 

be surprised that the Ottoman authorities found the hymn seditious and 

forbade it to be sung.
5
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The reports sent home by the missionaries made the outside world aware of the 

unhappy life of their downtrodden fellow-Christians in Anatolia. The missionaries 

were hardly impartial observers, but the injustices and indignities suffered by the 

Christian population were indeed quite real. The Ottoman authorities, for their part, 

as Suny has written, "interpreted any manifestation of cultural revival or resistance, 

however individual or local, as an act of national rebellion....Turkish officials and 

intellectuals began to look upon Armenians as unruly, subversive, alien elements 

who consorted with foreign powers."
6
 The Ottoman government began to protest 

the growing European interest in the fate of the Armenians, regarding it as 

interference in Ottoman affairs. They suspected, not without justification, that the 

European powers were using the Armenian problem as a convenient pretext for 

further weakening of the Ottoman Empire. It was felt that Russia, in particular, 

which had seized some of the Armenian lands following the Russo-Turkish war of 

T828-29, was encouraging the Armenian agitation in order to annex the remaining 

Armenian provinces in eastern Anatolia. 

Matters came to a head in the wake of the Bulgarian revolt against Ottoman 

rule in 1876. Reports reaching the West about the ferocious manner in which the 

rebellion had been suppressed helped solidify the image of the "terrible Turk." 

Russian public opinion clamored for help to the Southern Slavs, and in April T877 

Russia declared war upon Turkey. The commander of the Russian army invading 

eastern Anatolia was a Russian Armenian, Mikayel Loris-Melikov (his original 

name was Melikian). The Russian troops included many Russian Armenians; 

Armenians from Ottoman Anatolia were said to have acted as guides. The spread 

of pro-Russian sentiments among the Armenians of Anatolia, who hoped that 

Russia would liberate them from the Turkish yoke, was well known. All this 

alarmed the Ottoman government and raised doubts about the reliability of the 

Armenians. The transition from "the most loyal millet" to a people suspected to be 

in league with foreign enemies was complete. Consequently, when the Russian 

troops withdrew, Kurds and Circassians pillaged Armenian villages in the border 

region, and thousands of Armenians took refuge in the Russian Caucasus. The 

massacres of 1894-96 arc unintelligible without taking note of this decisive change 

in the Turko-Armenian relationship. 

After some initial setbacks, the war of 1877-78 ended with a complete 

victory for Russia. In January 1878 Russian troops approached Constantinople; on 

the Caucasian front they took Erzurum. At the urging of the Armenian patriarch, 

the Treaty of San Stefano, signed on March 2, 1878, included a provision aimed at 

protecting the Armenians. According to article 16, the Sublime Porte (the 

Ottomangovernment) agreed "to carry out, without further delay, the ameliorations 

and reforms demanded by local requirements in the provinces inhabited by the 

Armenians, and to guarantee their security against the Kurds and Circassians."
7
 

Russian troops were to remain in the Armenian provinces until satisfactory reforms 
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had been implemented. 

The harsh provisions of the Treaty of San Stefano stripped the Ottoman 

state of substantial territories in the Balkans and yielded Russia the Armenian 

districts of Ardahan, Kars, and Bayazid as well as the important Black Sea port or 

Batum. These gains aroused the fears of the British that Turkey would become a 

client state of Russia, thus upsetting the balance of power in the eastern 

Mediterranean.
8
 Hence Russia, under pressure from the European powers, had to 

agree to the Treaty of Berlin several months later (July 13, 1878), which greatly 

reduced Russian gains. The creation of a Bulgarian vassal state subservient to 

Russia was shelved; the Armenian district of Bayazid was returned to Turkey and 

Batum converted into a free port; the independence of Serbia, Montenegro, and 

Rumania was reaffirmed; and BosniaT Ierzegovina was to be occupied and 

administered by Austria-Hungary. The new treaty also required Russia to withdraw 

its troops from Ottoman territory and placed the responsibility for enforcing the 

Armenian reform provisions of the Treaty of San Stefano (article 61 of the new 

treaty) upon the entire Concert of Europe. As George Douglas Campbell, Duke of 

Argyll, a former cabinet minister, later observed correctly: "What was everybody's 

business was nobody's business."? In the separate Cyprus Convention of June 4, 

1878, which allowed Britain to occupy the island of Cyprus, the Porte made an 

additional promise to introduce reforms into Armenia; but all these commitments 

remained mere words. 

The overall result was to increase antagonism between Turks and 

Armenians. The agreements raised the expectations of the Armenians, while they 

provided no effective security for them. The sultan was angry over the continuing 

interference of the European powers in Turkey's internal affairs. He became more 

fearful of the Armenians, whose lands constituted a crucial segment of the reduced 

empire, and hence was more inclined to use violence. The Armenians had become 

pawns in the European struggle for power and dominance. 

The contribution of the Treaty of Berlin and the Cyprus Convention to the 

Armenian tragedy was noted by Lord James Bryce, a great friend of the 

Armenians. Writing in 1896, after a wave of Armenian massacres, he remarked: 

If there had been no Treaty of Berlin and no Anglo-Turkish Convention, the 

Armenians would doubtless have continued to be oppressed, as they had been 

oppressed for centuries. But they would have been spared the storm of fire, famine, 

and slaughter which descended upon them in 1895.... Before the Treaty of Berlin 

the Sultan had no special enmity to the Armenians, nor had the Armenian nation 

any political aspirations. It was the stipulations then made for their protection that 

first marked them out for suspicion and hatred, and that first roused in them hope 

of deliverance whose expression increased the hatred of their rulers. The Anglo-

Turkish Convention taught them to look to England, and England's interference 

embittered the Turks.
10
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The European powers did nothing to enforce the treaty provisions designed 

to help the Armenians. Having an uneasy conscience, they repeatedly remonstrated 

with the sultan. Yet these remonstrations only further irritated Abdul I lam id and 

stiffened his back. He would rather die, he told the German ambassador in 

November 1894, than yield to unjust pressure and grant the Armenians political 

autonomy.
11

 

In 1891, fearful of Russia's continuing interest in the eastern Anatolian 

region and of Armenian revolutionaries on both sides of the Russian border, the 

sultan decreed the formation of Kurdish volunteer cavalry units. Modeled after the 

Russian Cossacks, the Hamidiye regiments, named after the sultan, were to 

strengthen the defense of the border provinces. They also had the purpose of 

bringing the Kurds under some control and using the Hamidiye as a counterweight 

to the Turkish notables of the towns, who often challenged the sultan's writ.
12 

By 

1895 the Hamidiye consisted of fifty-seven regiments and probably close to fifty 

thousand men.B Their marauding also affected the settled Muslims, but the 

Armenian peasants were the hardest hit. For them the new Kurdish armed bands 

meant more depredations and further pillaging of their villages. The fox, it 

appeared, had been put in charge of the henhouse. During the disturbances of 

1894-96 the Hamidiye participated in punitive expeditions against the Armenian 

population. 

Archbishop Mugrdich Khrimian, who had been one of the spokesmen of the 

Armenians at the Congress of Berlin in 1878, preached a sermon in the Armenian 

cathedral of Constantinople upon his return. He had gone to Berlin with a petition 

for reforms, a piece of paper, he told the large crowd, while the other small 

nationsðBulgarians, Serbians, and Montenegrinsðhad come with iron spoons. 

When the European powers placed on the tabic of the conference a "Dish of 

Liberty," the others were able to scoop into the delicious dish and take out a 

portion for themselves. The Armenians, however, had in their hands only the 

fragile paper on which their petition was written. Hence when their turn came to 

dip into the dish of liberty, their paper spoon crumbled, and they were left without 

any share of the meal. Archbishop Khrim-ian's famous sermon was a not so subtle 

appeal for the use of armsð "iron spoons."
14

 During the following decades a 

growing number of Armenians were to act upon this call for armed struggle. 

 

Chapter 2 

 

The Armenian Revolutionary Movement 

 

Disappointed by the failure of the European powers to enforce the pro-

tective provisions of the Treaty of Berlin and encouraged by the successes of other 

oppressed nationalities in the Ottoman Empire, especially the Greeks and 
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Bulgarians, young Armenian intellectuals began to organize for armed struggle. 

The revolutionary movement began in the European diaspora and spread from 

there into Anatolia. Another important base was the Russian Caucasus, where the 

large Armenian population embraced the idea of national liberation with growing 

fervor. The poet Kamar-Katiba called upon the Turkish Armenians across the 

border to defend themselves and not to rely upon Europe, which was too far, or 

upon God, who was too high.
1
 

During the early 1880s several secret societies sprang up in eastern 

Anatolia. Its leaders exploited the abuses of Abdul Hamid's autocratic regime and 

insisted that the national aspirations of the Armenian people could not be realized 

without the use of force. A group called the Defenders of the Fatherland was 

arrested in the city of Erzurum in 1883, and forty of its members were condemned 

to prison terms of five to fifteen years. At the same time, another secret 

organization, the Patriotic Society, operated in Van. After its detection by the 

government, this group changed its political aims and became a moderate-liberal 

organization that took the name Armenakan (after the newspaper Armenia 

published in Marseilles). This party existed well into the twentieth century, but its 

influence remained limited.
2
 

In 1887 a group of Armenian students in Geneva, Switzerland,organized  

the Hunchakian  Revolutionary  Party (after the  journal nunchak,  meaning 

"Bell"). The Hunchaks, as they became known, vere influenced by Russian Marxist 

revolutionary thought. The immediate objective was the resurrection of historic 

Armenia, which was to elude the Armenians in Turkey, Russia, and Persia; the 

ultimate goal was a socialist government. Armenian independence was to be 

achieved by oral and written propaganda as well as by the armed struggle of 

guerrilla fighters. Showing the impact of the Russian Narodnaya Volya 

revolutionaries, committed to direct action, the Ilunchaks embraced political terror 

as a means of eliminating opponents, spies, and informers. Article 6 of the program 

of the Hunchak party stated: "The time for the general revolution [in Armenia} will 

be when a foreign power attacks Turkey externally. The party shall revolt 

internally." 3 In due time this program of course became known to the Turkish 

government, and during World War I the Young Turks used the clause to justify 

the deportation of the Armenians. 

In June 1890 Russian Armenian students convened a meeting in Tiflis, in 

the Russian Caucasus, to discuss the unification of all revolutionary forces in a new 

organization. After long and stormy sessions a new party was founded that took the 

name Armenian Revolutionary Federation (Dashnaktsuthiun, meaning 

"Federation," or Dashnaks for short). The Hunchaks at first joined but soon 

withdrew and continued their separate existence. In T896 the Hunchak party 

divided into two hostile factions, and this split reduced its effectiveness. The main 

revolutionary player in the Armenian community became the Dash-nak party. 
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The platform of the Dashnaks was adopted at their first general convention, 

held in Tiflis in 1892. The central plank read: "It is the aim of the Armenian 

Revolutionary Federation to bring about by rebellion the political and economic 

emancipation of Turkish Armenia." The majority of the delegates were socialists, 

but many of them felt that the inclusion of the demand for socialism would harm 

the national cause. Socialism, writes Anaide Ter Minassian, "was to remain as it 

were the bad conscience of the Dashnak party."
4
 The platform spoke of a popular 

democratic government to be elected in free elections, freedom of speech and 

assembly, distribution of land to those who were landless, compulsory education, 

and other social reforms. In order to achieve these aims "by means of the 

revolution," revolutionary bands were "to arm the people," wage "an incessant 

fight against the [Turkish} Government," and "wreck and loot government 

institutions." They were "to use the weapon of the terror on corrupt government 

officers, spies, traitors, grafters, and all sorts of oppressors."
5
 

On the whole, then, as Louise Nalbandian has noted, "there was no radical 

difference between the Dashnak Program of 1892 and the aims and activities of the 

Hunchaks."
6
 Both organizations were committed to armed struggle to achieve their 

goals and accepted the use of terror (i e. recourse to assassinations). To be sure, the 

Hunchaks explicitly demanded an independent Armenia, while the Dashnaks 

embraced the valuer notion of a "free Armenia." In the eyes of the Ottoman gov-

ernment this was not a very important distinction, however, and both ideas were 

considered anathema. Even when the Fourth General Convention of the Dashnaks 

held in 1907 revised the party's platform and adopted the goal of Armenian 

autonomy within a federative system, the general attitude in the countryð

including that of many Young Turks, before and after their assumption of power in 

1908ðremained one of sharp distrust. The demand for an autonomous Armenia 

was seen as simply the opening wedge for complete separation and the breakup of 

the empire. 

Operating from bases in the Russian Caucasus and Persia and taking 

advantage of eastern Anatolia's mountainous terrain, Armenian guerrilla bands 

attacked Turkish army units, gendarmerie posts, and Kurdish villages involved in 

brigandage. There were charges of massacres of Muslim villagers. British consuls 

regularly mention the killing of Turkish officials. In late November 1892 an 

Armenian villager tried to assassinate the vali (governor) of Van. Upon 

interrogation, the British vice-consul reported, the villager stated that his brother 

and several others, including the village priest, had led him to believe that "the 

Armenian national cause would thereby be advanced."
7
 

The recruitment of fighters from among the Armenian peasantry was not 

easy, and the revolutionaries therefore carried out an active campaign of 

propaganda against what they considered the slavish mentality of the Armenian 

masses. They stressed the valor and heroism of the men known as fedayees, a word 
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derived from the Arabic, meaning dedicated patriots prepared to lay down their 

lives for the cause. The exploits of the guerrillas against superior Ottoman forces 

assumed legendary proportions, and this hero worship continues to the present day. 

For example, in a book richly illustrated with pictures of ferocious-looking 

fighters, proudly displaying their weapons, an American author describes his 

compatriots in Ottoman Turkey in language that recalls legend of Robin Hood. 

Armenian guerrilla companies, he writes, roamed the hillside and the plains 

defending the hard-pressed peasants, redressing wrongs, executing revolutionary 

justice and inflicting punishment on the tormentors of their people.... It might 

truthfully be said that the Fedayee was the finest and noblest creation of the 

Armen-
lan

 
rev

olution. Dedicated to the cause of his people, fearless in battle, 

chivalrous toward women, generous to his foes and yet terrible in his vengeance, 

the Armenian Fedayee renounced the comforts and pleasures of life, gave up his 

family and loved ones, endured the privation and suffering of a wanderer's life, and 

became a living Madagh {sacrificial offering} for the liberation of his people.
8
 

In contrast, the picture of the Turk painted in Armenian revolutionary 

propaganda was one of utter depravity and fiendish cruelty. Hundreds of books, 

pamphlets, and articles, making the most of Turkish oppression, were disseminated 

in Europe (especially in England) and in the United States. At least some of these 

reports, as Nal-bandian has pointed out, exaggerated Turkish atrocities.9 No doubt, 

the British diplomat Eliot noted, "Turkish prisons present most of the horrors 

which can be caused by brutality and neglect.... No doubt, too, such rough 

punishments as the bastinado are freely employed." Yet many of the "hellish" and 

"unutterable" forms of torture of which the Turks were freely accused were 

"largely the invention of morbid and somewhat prurient brains. Medical testimony 

makes it certain that no human being could survive the tortures which some 

Armenians are said to have suffered without dying."
10

 

Despite great efforts to build up mass support, the Armenian revolutionaries 

often enjoyed no more than a modicum of sympathy among the largely apolitical 

peasants and the more prosperous urban Armenians, who were fearful of losing 

their privileged position. There is general agreement, writes Vahakn N. Dadrian, 

that "the revolutionaries were not only opposed by the bulk of the Armenian 

population and of its ecclesiastical leadership, but in fact comprised a very small 

segment of that population."'' Hence they were often driven to resort to terror 

against their own people. British consular reports mention several attempts to 

assassinate Armenian patriarchs and many instances of Armenians killed for failure 

to contribute to the costs of the revolutionary struggle or accused of being traitors 

or spies. A report from Marsovan, dated May 27, 1893, noted that the "terrorism 

they {the revolutionaries] exercised over their more tranquil compatriots was 

increasing, and some murders which had recently occurred of supposed informers 

or lukewarm supporters had deepened the fears of the peaceable."
12

 The son of a 
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leading member of the Armenakan party describes in a memoir how "the Dashnak 

Central Committee in Van resorted to the use of terrorists to put my father away."
13

 

Dashnak literature contained long lists of persons liquidated by execution. 

"Early issues of the Dashnak Droshag [Standard]," writes a historian of the 

Dashnaks, "frequently carry notices of those against whom the death penalty has 

been served or about those who had met the penalty."
14

 This way of enforcing 

revolutionary justice was considered fully justified, for, as another more recent 

defender of this practice put it, "The revolutionary avenger was the Archangel 

Gabriel whom to oppose was unthinkable. He was sinless and impeccable, the 

executor of the will on high. He was invisible and invulnerable. His hands were 

always clean." After all, he added, the revolutionary terror affected only "those 

baneful elements which jeopardized the safety of the people and the progress of the 

emancipatory cause."
15

 

Well-informed observers on the scene were convinced that despite 

increased revolutionary activity and frequently voiced bombastic threats the 

Ottoman regime was in no danger. The number of Armenian militants was small, 

and they were fighting among each other. The great majority of the Armenians, 

wrote the American missionary Edwin M. Bliss, strongly opposed any seditious 

activity, and the idea of a general uprising was considered madness. Yet ill feeling 

between Christians and Muslims, he noted, was on the increase: "and there were 

not a few cases during 1893 and in the early part of 1894, when Turkish officials 

had all they could do to restrain the hostile manifestations of the Moslem 

communities."
16

 The authorities in Constantinople, fed alarmist reports from 

provincial officials, became edgy. The sultan, in particular, was said to be in a state 

of increasing paranoia and panic. Interpreting any minor raid or skirmish as a full-

scale rebellion, he ordered severe measures of repression that drew widespread 

condemnation in Europe. In the summer of 1892 the new Liberal government in 

England, headed by William Gladstone, sent sharp notes of protest to the Porte that 

further inflamed the situation. In the eyes of many patriotic-Turks the Armenians 

were, now more than ever, disloyal subjects in league with the European powers 

that sought to dismantle the Ottoman Empire. 

In their attempts to suppress the revolutionary agitation the Ottoman 

authorities in the eastern provinces made little effort to differentiate between the 

guilty and the innocent. Following the appearance of revolutionary placards in 

Marsovan in January 1893, the police arrested over seven hundred Armenians. In 

other towns, too, large-scale arrests and imprisonments on the most frivolous 

charges were common. The British ambassador reported to London on March 28, 

1894: "The inability of the officials to distinguish between harmless criticism and 

active sedition; their system of making indiscriminate arrests in the hope of finding 

somewhat [sic} that will justify the arrest; the resort not infrequently to torture in 

order to obtain testimony; the use made by unprincipled officials of existing 
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excitement in order to ruin personal enemies or to extort money by means of 

baseless charges... threaten to make rebels more quickly than the police can catch 

them."
17

 The Armenians, noted another British diplomat, "would be a perfectly 

contented, hardworking, and profitable part of the subjects of the Sultan, provided 

that they were protected against the Kurds; given a fair share in the administration 

of those districts where they form a large proportion of the inhabitants; and, what 

would follow as a natural consequence, treated, civilly and personally, on an equal 

footing with their Mahommedan neighbours."
18

 

In the summer of T894 the rugged Armenian villagers of Sassun, under the 

prodding of Armenian revolutionaries, refused to pay the customary tribute to 

Kurdish chiefs. Unable to subdue their former underlings, the Kurds appealed for 

help to the Ottoman government, which sent regular army units. After prolonged 

and sharp fighting and having been promised amnesty if they laid down their arms, 

the Armenians surrendered. Yet large numbers of villagers, without distinction of 

age or sex, were massacred. Christian missionaries and European consuls voiced 

their revulsion, and the sultan was forced to agree to a commission of inquiry with 

British, French, and Russian participation as well as to a number of reform 

measures.
19

 

The Turks insisted that Armenian armed bands had provoked the affair, had 

committed atrocities against the inhabitants of Muslim villages in their way, and 

thus had forced the government to send in troops to establish order.
20

 Some authors 

have argued that this and other incidents were part of a strategy on the part of 

Armenian revolutionaries, especially the Hunchaks, to provoke the Turks to 

commit excesses that would draw the attention of the Christian world and bring 

about European intervention. Perhaps the best known spokesman for what has 

become known as the "provocation thesis" is the historian William L. Langer. The 

revolutionaries, he contends, organized incidents to "bring about inhuman 

reprisals, and to provoke the intervention of the powers." Yet the Europeans never 

followed through long enough to achieve lasting reforms. The net result was that 

"thousands of innocent Armenians lost their lives, and there was no real gain to be 

shown."
21

 

More recently Justin McCarthy and Carolyn McCarthy have put forth the 

same argument: 

Only the intent to spark massacre in retaliation can explain the seeming 

madness of Armenian attacks on members of Kurdish tribes. Such attacks were a 

constant feature of small-scale rebel actions. Individual members of powerful 

Kurdish tribes were assassinated, undoubtedly in expectation of reprisals that 

would touch the heart of Europe. For example, the 1894 troubles in Sassun were 

preceded by Armenian attacks on the Bekhran and Zadian tribes, which resulted in 

armed battles between the Armenian revolutionaries and Kurdish tribesmen.
22

 

Most supporters of the Armenian cause have rejected the provocation thesis. 



22 

 
According to Richard Hovannisian, "those who have made it have failed to provide 

proof." 
2
3 Suny has argued that Langer and "those who have followed him 

seriously distort the aims and motives of the revolutionaries." The provocation 

thesis, he suggests, "is based on a misreading of the sources, a disregard for the 

causes of the Armenian resistance, and inadequate consideration of the reasons for 

the Turkish perceptions of the Armenian threat."
24

 In the eyes of Robert Melson, 

the provocation thesis "neglects the independent predispositions toward violence, 

the perceptions, and the actions of the perpetrators." It fails "to inquire into the 

intentions of the sultan, his view of the Armenians, or the context of Armenian-

Ottoman relations which might have exaggerated the Armenian threat."
2
5 In a 

foreword to a book by Melson on the Armenian genocide, Leo Kuper maintains 

that the provocation thesis makes the Armenians "the agents of their own 

destruction, [and] offers a parallel to the Nazi ideology of Jews engaged in 

international conspiracy against the Third Reich."
26

 

These reactions, I believe, are needlessly defensive. To take note of the 

tactical designs of the Armenian revolutionaries does not mean to ignore or excuse 

the malevolent intentions and deeds of the Turkish authorities. Given the weakness 

of the Armenian side, the need for great power intervention (especially on the part 

of Britain and Russia) was always an essential part of Armenian thinking. The 

provocative intentions of at least some of the Armenian revolutionaries to bring 

bout such an intervention are well documented and are mentioned by many 

contemporary observers of the events in question. For example, an eloquent 

defender of the revolution" explained to Cyrus Hamlin, the founder of Robert 

College in Constantinople, how Hunchak bands would use European sympathy for 

Armenian suffering to bring about Evropean intervention. They would "watch their 

opportunity to kill Turks and Kurds, set fire to their villages, and then make their 

escape into the mountains. The enraged Moslems will then rise, and fall upon the 

defenceless Armenians and slaughter them with such barbarity that Russia will 

enter in the name of humanity and Christian civilization and take possession." 

When the horrified missionary denounced this scheme as immoral, he was told: "It 

appears so to you, no doubt; but we Armenians have determined to be free. Europe 

listened to the Bulgarian horrors and made Bulgaria free. She will listen to our cry 

when it goes up in shrieks and blood of millions of women and children.... We are 

desperate. We shall do it."
27

 The program of the Hunchaks, Louise Nalbandian 

notes, required that the people were to be "incited against their enemies and were 

to 'profit' from the retaliatory actions of these same enemies."
28

 

In a message sent on May 6, 1893, to ambassador Clare Ford, British consul 

Robert W. Graves in Erzurum reported on the interrogation of an Armenian 

prisoner that he was allowed to attend. The self-declared revolutionary, "showing 

the boldest front possible," told his questioners that he was a socialist by 

conviction and was prepared to use any means to attain his ends. "He was paid for 
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this work by funds from abroad, and the attention of the movement was, he 

declared, to cause such disturbances in the country as should attract attention to the 

oppressed condition of his fellow-countrymen and compel the interference of 

foreign powers." 
29

 

In his memoirs published in 1933 Graves elaborated upon the intentions of 

the revolutionaries: 

They counted upon the proneness to panic of the Sultan, and the stupidity, 

misplaced zeal or deliberate malevolence of the local authorities to order and carry 

out unnecessarily punitive measures, which would degenerate into massacre as 

soon as the fanaticism and blood-lust of the ignorant Turk and Kurd populations 

had been sufficiently aroused. Then would come the moment for an appeal to the 

signatory Powers of the Treaty of Berlin to intervene and impose upon the Sultan 

such administrative reforms as would make life at least endurable for his Armenian 

subjects. They were quite cynical when remonstrated with on the wickedness of 

deliberately provoking the massacre of their unfortunate fellow-countrymen, with 

all its attendant horrors, without any assurance that the lot of the survivors would 

be any happier, saying calmly that the sacrifice was a necessary one and the 

victims would be "Martyrs to the National Cause." 
30

 

Other contemporaries report similar statements; it is clear that the -cions of 

the revolutionists did not just consist of self-defense, as most pro-Armenian 

authors are prone to argue. The American author George Hepworth, a highly 

regarded observer and friend of the Armenians, noted that "the revolutionists are 

doing what they can to make fresh outrages possible. That is their avowed purpose. 

They reason that if they can induce the Turks to kill more of the Armenians, 

themselves excepted, Europe will be forced to intervene."
31

 The veteran British 

correspondent Edwin Pears noted that Russia had turned against the Armenian 

revolutionists in the Caucasus, fearful that they would succeed in undermining the 

tsar's autocratic rule, and that under these circumstances an Armenian revolt 

against the Ottomans had no chance of success. "Some of the extremists declared 

that while they recognised that hundreds of innocent persons suffered from each of 

these attempts, they could provoke a big massacre which would bring in foreign 

intervention."
32

 More recently the British writer Christopher Walker has 

acknowledged that such a plan "was endorsed by some of the revolutionaries" but 

goes on to argue that this "was not the cold, vicious calculation that it has some 

times been represented to be.... In reality, the extreme measures to which they 

sought to provoke the Porte were only a speeded-up version of what was 

happening all the time to Armenians. There was little to choose between a 

thousand dying in a week and a thousand dying in a year." 
33

 

To prevent misunderstandings it is well to state again that the existence of 

plans on the part of at least some Armenian revolutionaries to provoke massacres 

neither excuses the actions of the Turks who acted upon these provocations with 
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vicious attacks upon innocent people nor amounts to blaming the victim. Given the 

avowed aims of all of the revolutionists to achieve a "free Armenia," a harsh and 

hostile reaction on the part of the Ottoman authorities would undoubtedly have 

been forthcoming even in the absence of the provocative acts. Whether the number 

of victims would have been as high as it turned out to be will have to remain a 

matter of speculation. That the attacks greatly increased tension between Muslims 

and Christians is a matter of record. The observation of Consul Graves in Erzurum, 

made about two years before the horrible massacres of 1895-96, turned out to be 

sadly prophetic. A "spirit of hostility and race hatred," he noted on July ' 
x
Á93> has 

been aroused among the hitherto friendly Turkish popu-ition which may some day, 

if further provoked, find vent in reprisals and atrocities."
34 

Unfortunately, that is 

exactly what happened. 
 

Chapter 3 

 

The Massacres of  1894-96 
 
By 1894 tensions between Armenians and Turks in eastern Anatolia had 

reached a dangerous point. Armenian revolutionaries were active in all of the 

provinces, while Turkish authorities were displaying increased severity. There 

were mass arrests and new reports of the use of torture in the prisons. The Kurds 

felt encouraged in their new role as the irregular soldiers of the sultan; former 

consul Graves called them "licensed oppressors of their Christian neighbors in the 

Eastern provinces."
1
 Events in the district of Sassun in the vilayet of Bitlis, men-

tioned briefly in the previous chapter, set off a round of massacres all over 

Anatolia that were to echo around the world. 

 

CARNAGE IN THE WAKE OF AN ATTEMPTED REFORM 

 

The report of the Turkish commission of inquiry set up after the bloodshed 

in the summer of 1894 in the Talori region of the district of Sassun blamed the 

entire episode on Armenian provocation. Hunchak organizers were said to have 

incited an uprising on the part of the villagers that required the dispatch of regular 

troops. Heavy fighting lasted over twenty-three days before the disturbance was 

put down. Muslim villages were said to have been burned by the Armenian ban-

dits, and their inhabitants slaughtered. No more than 265 Armenians had been 

killed.
2
 European consuls, however, denied that there had been an uprising. The 

villagers had refused to pay double taxation and had taken up arms to defend 

themselves against attacking Kurds. Turkish troops and Hamidiye regiments had 

massacred those who had surrendered and many others, including women and 

children. The total number of Armenian dead was reported to have reached several 
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thousand.

3
 Missionary accounts speak of women being "outraged to death and 

describe atrocities such as Armenian villagers being burnt alive in their houses and 

"children {being} placed in a row, one behind another, and a bullet fired down the 

line, apparently to see how many could be  dispatched with one bullet. Infants and 

small children were piled one on the other and their heads struck off."
4
 

After considerable delay, in July 1895 the three European delegates ttached 

to the Turkish commission of inquiry issued their own report, in which they 

complained about the difficulties put in their way by Ottoman authorities when 

they had tried to interview Armenian survivors. The delegates conceded that there 

had been isolated acts of brigandage by an Armenian band and resistance to the 

troops, but they denied the charge of an open revolt. The three delegates failed to 

agree on the number of Armenians killed (their views ranged from nine hundred to 

four thousand), but they were unanimous in reporting widespread massacres. 
5
 

More recently Dadrian has acknowledged that "the Hunchakists... exacerbated the 

situation by their intervention in the conflict when two of their leaders, through 

agitation, tried to organize an armed insurrection." But this agitation, by all 

accounts, had only limited success and certainly does not justify the massacres of 

villagers that appear to have taken place. 
6
 

The events of Sassun, as one writer puts it, "opened the floodgates to a 

torrent of Turcophobia in Europe and the United States."
7
 Just as after the 

Bulgarian atrocities of 1876, there was an outcry of protest, and the press of Britain 

and America demanded action. The ambassadors of Britain, France, and Russia 

now began to pressure the sultan to accept political reforms for the six eastern 

provinces of Anatolia. According to the plan, there was to be an amnesty for 

Armenian political prisoners, one-third of all administrators were to be Armenians, 

the gendarmerie was to be mixed, and the Kurdish Hamidiye regiments were to 

operate only in conjunction with regular army units. The appointment of governors 

was to be subject to confirmation by the European powers, a control commission 

was to be established, and a high commissioner was to implement the plan. Many 

of the Armenians as well as Britain had hoped for more far-reaching reforms, but 

Russia was adamantly opposed to any scheme that might eventually lead to 

Armenian independence or to the use of military pressure to gain acceptance of the 

plan.
8
 

Sensing the lack of unanimity on the part of the Europeans, the sultan raised 

objections to many of the reform provisions. Diplomatic exchanges continued all 

through the summer of 1895 while tensions between Christians and Muslims 

increased steadily. The Armenian revolurionanes were reported to threaten an 

insurrection; Muslim conservatives organized to prevent the implementation of the 

reforms, which they regarded as another example of European imperialism that 

would eventually lead to Armenian independence and the destruction of the 

Ottoman Empire. One group of Muslims in Bitlis, the British consul in Erzurum 
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reported on July TO, had vowed "to shed blood in case the Sultan accepts the 

scheme of reforms." The Turkish ambassador to Great Britain told the foreign 

secretary on August n that "knowledge of the encouragement given in England to 

the Armenians taken in connection with the outrages committed by them, might 

excite the Mussulman population to acts of retaliation, which would lead to a very 

serious state of affairs."
9
 

On September 30, 1895, the Hunchaks organized a demonstration in 

Constantinople that was to support the reform proposals of the European powers. A 

petition was to be presented to the grand vizier, but many of the approximately 

four thousand demonstrators were armed with pistols and knives. Several hundred 

yards from the government offices police and troops blocked the procession, shots 

were fired, and in the resulting skirmish sixty Armenians and fifteen gendarmes 

were killed and many more wounded. An outbreak of mob action all over the city 

ensued, in which Armenians were hunted down and hundreds brutally killed. It is 

not clear who fired the first shots, but European diplomats believed that the 

authorities had a hand in the violent repression that followed the demonstration. 

The German ambassador reported to his government on October 4 that the police 

had equipped the mob with thick cudgels.
10

 Some two thousand Armenians took 

refuge in various churches of the city. When they were eventually allowed to leave, 

more than ten percent were found to have arms.
11

 Both sides, it appears, had 

prepared for a violent collision. 

A few days later an attempt in Trebizond (today's Trabzon) on the life of 

Bahri Pasha, a former governor of Van, led to another round of killings. The 

attackers apparently were members of a revolutionary committee; and the attack, 

coming in the wake of the events in Constantinople, led to furious retaliation. On 

October 8 large numbers of rowdies attacked the houses and shops of Armenians; 

police and soldiers participated in the looting and killing. The work of butchery 

went on for five hours; estimates of the number of killed in Trebizond and the 

nearby villages were as high as eleven hundred.
12

 Turkish offi cials told the 

American George Hepworth that "the Armenians had brought the calamity on 

themselves by their ambition for autonomy"; but while Hepworth acknowledged 

that that there had been "great provocation" he also noted the "inexpressly cruel" 

mode of retaliation of the Turks that punished the innocent as well as the guilty. 
13

 

With renewed pressure from the European ambassadors, under whose eyes 

the killings in Constantinople had taken place, the sultan October 17 finally agreed 

to issue a decree that embodied most of the reform proposals.
14

 He refused to 

release the actual text, however, arguing that publication would inflame his 

Muslim subjects. The effect was an explosion of violence all across Anatolia. 

Rumors had it that the sultan had agreed to Armenian autonomy, and Muslim 

conservative elements retaliated by organizing widespread massacres. "The 

provocations of the revolutionaries (real or imagined), paled beside the reprisals of 
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Turks and Kurds," writes one student of the subject.

15
 

One of the first of many such outbursts of large-scale killings took place in 

Bitlis, a stronghold of Muslim fanaticism. On Friday, October 25, while Muslims 

were attending services in the mosque, a shot was fired. Assuming that it came 

from an Armenian, Muslims, many of them armed, poured out of the mosque and 

attacked every Armenian in sight. According to information obtained by the British 

vice-consul in Mush, between five hundred and eight hundred Armenians were 

killed that day and their shops pillaged. "The Kurds," he reported on October 29, 

"are profiting by the situation and commit outrages in every direction."
16

 Armenian 

villages were being attacked and their men murdered. The authorities were unable 

or unwilling to control the mobs. A similar report was received from Van, where 

the Kurds had pillaged villages and killed the men.
17

 

Erzurum exploded on October 30. Tension had been building up steadily 

during the month of September, with Armenian revolutionaries becoming more 

active and Muslims accusing the Armenians of wanting to create an independent 

state. Marauding bands of Kurds and Lax were attacking Armenian villages. "The 

feeling of enmity between the Turk and the Armenian had been fermenting for a 

long while," wrote Hepworth, "and it only needed a proper occasion to give itself 

vent. "
18

 That occasion was the news that the sultan had agreed to farreaching 

reforms. According to Consul Graves, the massacre apparently 3 been carefully 

planned, "for before it began hundreds of Turkish women flocked into town 

carrying sacks in which to remove the loot the Armenian quarter. The killing of 

Armenian men in the streets j started by a bugle-call and ended four or five hours 

later with another, the plundering of Armenian shops and houses was carried out  

systematically, the lives of women and children being spared."
19

 Foreign observers 

noted that soldiers had actively participated in the looting and killing. The number 

of Armenians killed was said to have been several hundred, all of them men.
20

 

Similar massacres took place in other Anatolian towns and villages. In each of 

these incidents, notes a balanced scholar, "the local government stepped aside and 

let them run their course until they could safely step back in and restrain the 

Muslims. No attempts were made to introduce troops into the area, which could 

have garrisoned the cities and suppressed the Kurds, until the winter, when most of 

the activity had subsided anyway."
21

  

In two instances Armenian revolutionaries decided to strike first. In the 

mountain town of Zeitun, located about 170 miles north of Aleppo and inhabited 

by strong-willed Armenians with a long history of militancy, Hunchak organizers 

had passed the word that the British and French fleets would come to the aid of an 

uprising. In late October the Zeitunis overwhelmed the local garrison and for 

several weeks successfully defended their stronghold against a large Turkish force 

that soon arrived on the scene and laid siege to the town. The rebellion finally 

ended with an amnesty, arranged with the help of European consuls.
22

 In Van, a 
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center of Armenian nationalist feeling, revolutionaries barricaded themselves in the 

Armenian quarter. Here, too, a siege-was resolved through the mediation of foreign 

consuls.
23 

 

During the winter of 1895-96 Armenian widows and orphans who had 

survived the wave of killing suffered from want of food and shelter, and large 

numbers died of cold, hunger, and exposure. Meanwhile, the British ambassador 

reported on December 19, "accounts from the Asiatic provinces show that rhe 

ravages of the Kurds remain unchecked. The perpetrators of the massacres remain 

unpunished, while innocent Armenians are committed to prison on frivolous 

charges."
24

 With the reform proposals effectively stalled, the leadership of the 

Dashnaks decided upon a dramatic act that would bring the Armenian problem 

back on the European agenda. In the early afternoon of August 26, 1896, a group 

of revolutionaries, armed with firearms and dynamite, seized the Imperial Ottoman 

Bank in Constantinople and threatened to blow up the bank if their demands for the 

introduction of reforms in Armenia were not granted. The demands included the 

appointment of a European high commissioner for the Armenian provinces and a 

general amnesty for Armenians convicted on political charges. Bombs were also 

thrown in several other parts of the city.
25

 

It appears that both the Turkish police and the Armenian comity knew of 

the audacious plan before it took place. Many well-to-,
U
Armenian families had left 

the city on the morning of the attack. The authorities may have thought that the 

seizure of the bank would discredit the bomb-throwers in the eyes of Europe and 

that they could Ich the Armenians a lesson by organizing a brutal retaliation. At x 

o'clock the same evening, bands of Muslims, chiefly lower-class Kurds and Laz 

armed with iron bars and wooden clubs, appeared in the streets and began to kill all 

the Armenians they could find. It was clear to observers on the scene that this was 

not a spontaneous reaction on the part of the Turkish population but a carefully 

prepared mob. "It is fairly certain," concludes Langer, "that the government had 

learned of the revolutionaries' plans some days before they were put into execution, 

and that these Turkish bands had been organized and armed. The clubs were 

mostly of one design and the men who wielded them were rarely residents of the 

neighborhood in which they operated."
26

 Few soldiers participated in the orgy of 

killing, but neither did they try to stop it. The mob was in control of the city until 

the evening of the next day. It is estimated that five thousand to six thousand 

Armenians lost their lives, most of them poor porters. Again, as in the earlier 

massacres in Anatolia, very few women or children were killedðanother indica-

tion that this was not a blind outburst of popular fury but a planned massacre with 

carefully chosen victims.
27

 

If the revolutionaries had hoped finally to bring about a decisive 

intervention of the European powers, they were again disappointed. Through the 

mediation of the first dragoman (interpreter) of the Russian embassy the survivors 
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of the attack on the Ottoman Bank were able to obtain nothing more than a promise 

of safe passage to France, and by midnight of August 26 they had quietly left the 

bank. The European diplomats submitted notes of protest; the European press 

published lurid accounts of the killings, illustrated with gruesome pictures; and in 

the capitals of the continent there were numerous meetings demanding help for the 

persecuted Christians-but that was all. Once again the Armenian revolutionaries 

had brought about nothing tit more suffering for their unfortunate and innocent 

compatriots. 

On  October I the sultan appointed a commission of inquiry into the 

disturbances in Constantinople, which included three European officers. The 

Prussian general Kamphovener Pasha resigned ten days later because he was 

unwilling to participate in an inquiry, which, he believed, was designed to 

whitewash the police.
28

 Meanwhile the news from Constantinople sent new tremors 

through the provinces. Consul Graves in Erzurum described the atmosphere of 

panic that ensued: 

At Erzerum the events of Constantinople had a disastrous effect, the 

surviving Armenians being more terrified than ever, while Moslem fanaticism was 

stirred to its depths by exaggerated accounts of Armenian seditious activity, to 

which colour was given by the foolish and criminal attempt on the Ottoman Bank. 

Incendiary placards appeared on the walls, calling for vengeance on the enemies of 

the religion and the state, and a further migration of Armenians from the frontier 

districts into Russian territory took place, while the work of our relief agents 

became more and more difficult and dangerous.
29

 

The events of 1895ð96 took a heavy toll in human lives. Estimates of 

Armenian deaths range between twenty thousand (a figure given by a Turkish 

diplomat and historian in 1985) and three hundred thousand (the number of victims 

claimed by two members of the Armenian Academy of Sciences in Erevan in 

1965). 
30

 Figures produced closer to the time of the events in question reveal a 

somewhat smaller disparity. The Ottomans gave the figure of 13,432.
31

 Hepworth 

speaks of fifty thousand dead. 
32

 On December 11, 1895, the German ambassador 

reported an estimate of sixty thousand to eighty thousand killed.
 33

 In the absence 

of reliable inquiries there is of course no possibility of reconciling these conflicting 

figures; as Jeremy Salt puts it, "the sensible reader may well arrive at the 

conclusion that more Armenians died than the Ottomans were prepared to admit 

but fewer than Armenian propagandists would like the world to believe."
34

 

Whatever figure is accepted, there can be little doubt that the events of 1895ð96 

created misery on a vast scale. Thousands of houses and shops were plundered and 

destroyed, many Armenians were forced to convert or made to flee for their life, 

and in the aftermath of the massacres hunger and disease added to the human toll. 

The loss of life, one should add, would have been even higher if (as several sources 

indicate) many Armenians had not been protected by their Muslim neighbors. 35 
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WHO WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE M ASSACRES? 

 

Given the similarity with which the disturbances played themselves out in 

the various locations it is tempting to consider the killings the result of a centrally 

planned plot, the personal responsibility of the sultan. The massacres, noted Eliot, 

"were executed with military precion. Each lasted only a short time, generally 

twenty-four or fortyeight hours and often began and ended with the sound of the 

trumpet. The authorities did not interfere, and in some cases encouraged the mob 

The victims were only Gregorian Armenians; other Christians, and even Catholic 

Armenians, remaining as a rule untouched."36 The American missionary Bliss 

reported that special care was taken everywhere to avoid injury to the subjects of 

foreign nations and to kill men only.
37

 Small wonder, therefore, that the European 

press everywhere placed the blame for the massacres on Abdul Hamid, an 

autocratic ruler known for giving minute attention to the internal affairs of his 

empire. Prime Minister Gladstone called him the "Grand Assassin" and "the 

unspeakable Turk."
38

 The "Red Sultan," wrote ambassador Henry Morgenthau in 

1918, had wanted to get rid of the Armenians and had to desist from complete 

annihilation only because of the protests of England, France, and Russia. 
39

 A more 

recent author speaks of "a conscious plot to wipe out a race of people... and that is 

what leads us to label it as genocide."
40

 Dadrian refers to a "continuum of a geno-

cidal policy" that links the actions of Abdul Hamid and those of the Young Turks 

in 1915.
41

 Still another writer calls the massacres "a dress rehearsal for the 'final 

solution' of 1915."
42

 

And yet the evidence for the personal responsibility of Abdul Hamid is 

weak, and the accounts of observers on the scene make other explanations more 

plausible. Eliot did not think that "orders were issued for a deliberate and 

organized slaughter of Armenians." He believed that the sultan, misled by local 

officials, genuinely feared an uprising by the Armenian revolutionaries and 

therefore commanded severe measures. "Probably the orders issued to the local 

Ottoman authorities warned them to be on guard against any revolutionary 

movement of the Armenians, and, should there be any reason to apprehend one, to 

take the offensive without delay."
43

 The Turks, according to Hepworth, really 

feared an insurrection. Unreasonable as this fear may have been, they "really 

thought that the whole country was infested with rebels, that unless the most heroic 

measures were taken, the government "ould be overthrown." In many cases, 

Hepworth relates, local officials invented revolutionary plots. Told by the sultan to 

put these down with verity, they organized massacres, reported these as the 

successful oppression of a rebellion, and collected their medals.
44

 

The German ambassador reported to Berlin on October 26, 1895, that he not 

think that the central government had ordered the recent outrages. It was more 



31 

 
likely, he believed, that provincial authorities were responsible for the killings. The 

sultan, he added on November 13, had given orders to crush the Armenian rebels, 

and that had unleashed the bloody revenge against the hated Armenians.
45 

The 

crucial role played by local officials is demonstrated by the instances where no 

massacres took place due to the intervention of such officials. The acting British 

consul in Angora noted on October 26, 1895: "The Vali [governor] has made 

strenuous and hitherto successful efforts to prevent disturbances of any kind." On 

November 24, 1895, British consul Henry D. Barnham in Aleppo praised Lt. Gen. 

Edhem Pasha, the local commander, who, despite high tension and small incidents, 

had been able to prevent a riot.
46

 Similar interventions occurred in other places. 

Many contemporaries who witnessed the massacres also stressed the 

responsibility of the Armenian revolutionaries, whose inflammatory propaganda 

had created an atmosphere of fear, and the empty promises of support by the 

European powers that had helped bring about the violent reaction of the Turks. The 

pamphlets of the revolutionaries, noted the American journalist Sidney Whitman, 

had called for an uprising to throw off the Turkish yoke. The Turks had taken these 

threats seriously, and this had led to the horrors and "the suffering of the innocent 

for the guilty."
47

 The revolutionaries, led by men safely ensconced in the capitals 

of Europe, had issued irresponsible threats of violence, wrote the British official 

Ardern Hulme-Beaman. They had pursued "their infamous and futile programme 

of attempting to force the hand of Europe by outrages on innocent people, 

Christians like themselves." The responsibility for the ruthless massacres therefore 

"rests divided between the cowardly Committees abroad and the braggart and 

ineffectual intervention of Europe."
48

  England, in particular, argued Hepworth, 

had promised protection for the persecuted Christians, "but her protection is a sham 

and a shame. She can talk eloquently about oppression, and she can play the simple 

and easy game of bluff; but when deeds are to be done she retires from the field."
49

 

European intervention was constant enough to produce fury among the Turks but 

was never forceful and effective enough to provide meaningful protection for the 

Armenians who relied upon the promises of assistance. 

Whoever the instigators of the massacres were, where did they find the 

hatchet men to do the actual killing? At a time when the Ottoman Empire was 

losing choice provinces in Europe, Asia, and Africa, the idea of granting the 

Armenians equal political rights drew widespread opposition. Muslims felt that 

their supremacy was at stake and that the Amenians, aided by the Europeans, 

would gain the upper hand unless forcefully suppressed and taught a lesson. 

Muslim refugees from the i|-ans spread horror stories of how their homes and 

properties had been taken from them by the Christians and how Muslims had been 

butchered. After the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-78 more than a half illion 

Bulgarian Muslims alone had become permanent refugees in Anatolia and were 

known for their strong anti-Christian hatred. Some f these refugees are known to 
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have been heavily implicated in the massacre of their neighbors. "The great mass 

have joined heart and soul in nurder, pillage and outrage," wrote Bliss. "This 

motive has undoubtedly been mixed. Political fear, religious fanaticism, lust for 

booty, have all entered in varying proportions in different places."
50

 

There was also much envy of the relative prosperity of the hardworking 

Armenians. A large part of the general dislike of the Armenians, noted Hepworth, 

probably originated "in their remarkable aptitude and their exceptional talent." 

Even though a large majority of the Armenian population eked out a difficult living 

as downtrodden peasants in the countryside, many Armenians in the towns were 

doctors, pharmacists, or successful traders. "The Turk had not the ability to com-

pete with him, and was a constant loser, much to his disappointment and 

indignation." The feeling of enmity had been growing steadily and only needed a 

proper occasion to explode in violence.
51

 The result was an orgy of violence that 

shocked the civilized world. 

 

Chapter 4 

 

The Young Turks Take Power 

 

After the massacres of 1895-96 Abdul Hamid's rule lasted another twelve 

years. Until the Young Turks' successful seizure of power in 1908, Armenian 

revolutionaries kept up their attacks and even came close to assassinating the hated 

autocrat. They also tried again to achieve the intervention of the European powers. 

None of this brought the Armenians closer to their goal of liberation from Turkish 

rule. Indeed, there are indications that these activities stiffened the back of the 

Turks and eventually led to a new rupture between Armenians and Turks with even 

more disastrous consequences than during the reign of Abdul Hamid. 

 

ARMENIAN GUERRILLA WARFARE  

 

In late July of 1897, one year after the ill -fated raid upon the Ottoman Bank 

in Constantinople, a force of 250 Dashnaks left their base on the Persian border 

and attacked the encampment of the Mazrik Kurdish tribe in the plain of Khanasor 

near the city of Van. The attack is said to have been a revenge for the tribe having 

wiped out an Armenian vil lage.
1
 Benefiting from the element of surprise, the 

Armenians scored a major victory described by Armenian writers in various ways: 

"a major part of the tribe was killed," "part of the menfolk were massacred out-

right," or "the entire tribe was annihilated."
2
 According to Langer, the Armenians 

"killed or barbarously mutilated men, women and children."^ The Khanasor raid 

was widely reported by the European press, but its major effect was on the 

Armenians. They experienced a sense of encouragement, and hope grew that they 
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would able to attain their political freedom by themselves rather than having to rely 

on impotent European promises.
4
 

Clashes between Armenian revolutionaries and Turks and Kurds continued 

in various parts of eastern Anatolia. A survivor recalls that hundreds of young men 

brought in arms and ammunition from Persia and Rissia to be sold to Armenian 

peasants and city folks alike.
5
 Innumerable epic encounters ensued, writes a 

historian of the Dashnaks: "It was an era of both glory and of heroic self-

sacrifice."
6
 

Twenty years after the first bloody fighting in the region of Sas-sun a new 

battle broke out there in the spring of 1904. The Dashnaks had'been distributing 

weapons and organizing fighting units for some ime- according to a chronicler of 

the struggle, this was done "with a view'to a general uprising in the future."
7
 Led 

by some of their best-known commanders, such as Andranik (Ozanian) and Murad 

of Sebas-tia, the Armenians managed to fight off an attacking force of fifteen 

thousand Turkish troops for three weeks but finally had to withdraw into the 

mountains. Several attempts by Armenian fighters in the Russian Caucasus to 

provide relief failed when they were intercepted and killed by Russian border 

troops. During the summer of 1905, according to two English missionaries, some 

three hundred Dashnak fighters conducted guerrilla operations on a fairly large 

scale in the district of Mush and to the west of Lake Van that cost five thousand 

lives.
8
 

The larger purpose of these and similar engagements fought by Armenian 

revolutionaries during these years was not always clear. Some-Armenian writers, 

admirers of the Dashnaks, speak of "immortals" who fought "the Armenian battle 

of liberation."
9 

They describe legendary heroes larger than life who managed to 

survive against heavy odds, sometimes through all kinds of miraculous escapes. 

The revolutionaries are referred to as avengers, who do not hesitate to risk their 

own lives or to kill those regarded as oppressors. One such fedayee, Kevork 

Chavoush, is called "the man with the dagger who was always ready to punish 

those who molested the defenseless people." After the defeat of the rebellion of 

Sassun in 1904 four of his men went after a particularly cruel Kurdish chief, 

"raided the Agha's mansion, dispatched the whole family of four," and got away.
10

 

Another author calls such acts "terroristic retaliation" carried out as "self-

defense."
11

 The arming of the population is sometimes described as preparation for 

an uprising; at other times it is called self-defense against marauding Kurds and 

other aggressors. During the period in question the propaganda of the 

revolutionaries accented the goal of national liberation, to be arhieved through 

armed struggle, while information meant for foreign consumption stressed the 

defensive aims of the violence. It is tempt-S to conclude that the obfuscation was 

deliberate, and the Turkish lonties facing the attacks of the Armenian 

revolutionaries may be forgiven if they were not always able to determine exactly 
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what they were dealing with. 

Whatever ambiguity may have been attached to the fighting in Anatolia, the 

attempt of the Dashnaks to assassinate the sultan was a manifestly offensive act. 

On Friday, July 21, 1905, as Abdul Hamid was saying his prayers in a 

Constantinople mosque, the revolutionaries managed to plant dynamite in his 

carriage. Only the fact that the sultan had delayed his departure from the mosque 

by a few minutes saved his life. The carriage exploded before he had reached it, 

killing twenty-six members of his retinue and wounding fifty -eight.
12

 Had the 

assassination succeeded, the repercussions for the Armenians might have been 

another large-scale massacre. 

 

AN UNEASY ALLIANCE  

 

The first congress of the Ottoman opposition convened in Paris in February 

1902. Among the chief players were the Ottoman liberals, the Committee of Union 

and Progress (CUP) or Ittihad ve Terakki, known as the Young Turks, and an 

Armenian delegation in which the Dashnaks played an important role. All agreed 

that the present sultan had to be replaced, but the CUP was split over the issues of 

Armenian autonomy and foreign intervention. The largest faction, led by Prince 

Mehmed Sabaheddin, was willing to grant the national minorities of the empire a 

great measure of autonomy and to accept the help of the European powers in 

implementing the necessary reforms. A group around Ahmed Riza, however, 

denounced such intervention as an act of imperialism and opposed any form of 

regional selfrule. The final pronouncement of the congress demanded the 

reestablishment of the constitution that had been suspended in 1878 and called 

upon the European powers to carry out the treaty obligations that they had 

assumed. This pleased the Armenians, who had insisted upon the "immediate 

execution of article 61 of the treaty of Berlin" and other reform provisions. But the 

resolution also deepened the rift between the two CUP factions.
13

 

During the following years the nationalist wing of the CUP with its anti-

imperialist agenda grew in influence, and tension increased between the Young 

Turks and the Armenians. After the victory over Abdul Hamid in 1908, however, 

the old disagreements were relegated to the background. In the face of reports that 

England and Russia planned to partition Turkey, a group of officers in Macedonia 

joined the CUP. Other garrisons followed suit, and the Young Turks took power in 

a bloodless coup. On July 24, 1908, Abdul Hamid was forced to restore the 

constitution that he had suspended in 1878, and Turks and Armenians together 

celebrated the principles of liberty and equality that they had achieved in their joint 

struggle. There were scenes n public reconciliation; Young Turk leaders such as 

Mehmed Talaat, Ismail Enver, and Ahmed Djemal visited churches, and prayers 

were said lor the future of the new order of national harmony. The Dashnaks 
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announced that while they would maintain their revolutionary organization they 

would abandon the armed struggle and would operate in the open as a political 

body.
14

 

The new friendly relations between the Dashnaks and the CUP survived 

even a new massacre of Armenians in Adana and other parts of Cilicia that took 

place in the wake of a conservative countercoup in April 1909. For some time, it 

appears, the leader of the Armenian community of Adana, Archbishop Musheg, 

had urged his people to acquire arms, had voiced chauvinistic ideas, and had 

engaged in what was perceived as contemptuous behavior toward the Muslims. 

The Armenians of Cil icia, Pears was told by several observers on the scene, "had 

asserted their liberty and equality with Moslems in terms which were unnecessarily 

offensive."
15

 Muslim religious figures, in turn, had come out against the newly 

proclaimed idea of equality for all religions and had incited the mobs against the 

Armenians. The first wave of massacres took place on April 14, a few hours after 

the reactionary group had taken power in Constantinople. Troops sent to restore 

order participated in the plundering and killing. After European warships had 

entered the port of Mersina and on the day the Young Turks retook Constantinople 

a second wave of massacres followed. Altogether the violent explosion resulted in 

an estimated death toll of close to twenty thousand, most of them Armenians.
16

 

Some Armenian writers have blamed the massacres on agents sent from 

Constantinople by Abdul Hamid and the rebelling reactionaries.
17 

Others have 

accused the Young Turks.
18

 Adana, writes Dadrian, "served as a test case from 

which the party was able to profit by improving its organizational network and 

putting that network into operation during the subsequent Armenian genocide."
19 

There is little evidence to support any of these interpretations, and the true causes 

of the disturbances may never be known. The massacres were limited to Ciii cia, 

which would tend to suggest that local factors loomed large. A well-informed 

contemporary British author, H. Charles Woods, stressed the "smouldering embers 

of Mohammedan jealousy against the Armenians of this district," who, largely 

untouched by the massacres of the 1890s, had increased both in numbers and in 

wealth. The events of 1909, he writes, "were probably remotely caused by the talk 

of equality which roused the Moslems to a state of fury, by the extreme orators of 

both religions, by the somewhat foolish actions of a very small section of the 

Armenian community, and by the feebleness and negligence of the governmental 

officials in the localities in which massacres actually occurred." 20 Another foreign 

observer on the scene attributes most of the killings in the villages around Adana to 

Kurds, who resented the role of the Armenians as moneylenders and usurers.
21

 

The CUP, reinstalled in power, moved quickly to repair the damage. Money 

was appropriated for the relief of the victims; on May 1 the chamber of deputies 

voted almost unanimously to set up a court-martial to try those guilty of the 

massacres. Eventually fifty Turks were condemned to death for murder and 
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incitement to riot; twenty of these were actually executedðthe first time that 

Muslims had been hanged for murdering Christians. Five Armenians were also 

among those condemned to death. At least three of them were probably innocent. 

The hotheaded Archbishop Musheg escaped.
22

 

After the defeat of the reactionary countercoup, Abdul Ham id, suspected of 

complicity in the plot, was forced to abdicate in favor of his brother, Mohammed 

V. The Armenians now became the most ardent defenders of the new regime. At 

their fifth congress (held in the fall of 1909) the Dashnaks affirmed their policy of 

cooperation with the Young Turks, and they decided to discontinue their 

underground activities.
2
3 Still, the collection of arms continued, ostensibly for self-

defense. The ox has its horns, the cat has its claws, and the dog has his fangs, the 

veteran guerrilla leader Murad is supposed to have told a group of villagers in the 

Sivas area. "Can it be that you do not have as much understanding about your 

needs as they have?"
24

 

Some contemporary authors have blamed the Dashnaks for inadequately 

preparing the Armenian population for the treachery of the CUP and the disastrous 

events of 1915.
2
5 During the years prior to World War I the Young Turks 

supposedly gave ample indication of their increasingly chauvinistic outlook, and 

their embrace of pan-Turkish ideas should have warned the Armenian minority of 

the dangers that lay ahead. Other writers have pointed out that "the leaders or the 

CUP were not ideologues but men of action. They were ideologi- 

,1 eciectic and their common denominator was a shared set of attitudes rather 

than a common ideological programme."
26

 As their liberal strategies failed to 

prevent the continuing decline of the empire, Suny bserves "the Young Turk 

leaders gradually shifted away from their original Ottomanist views of a 

multinational empire based on guarantees of civil and minority rights to a more 

Turkish nationalist ideology that emphasized the dominant role of Turks."
2
? Still, 

Suny adds, the leadership of the CUP never agreed on a clear ideological 

orientation, and their political thinking represented an uneasy mixture of Otto-

manism and Pan-Islamism. The notion of Turanismðthe idealization of the 

imaginary homeland of all Turks in central Asia and potentially an expansionist 

ideologyðwas espoused by the sociologist and prominent educator Ziya Gºkalp, 

but he and his followers constituted a fringe movement in Young Turk politics. 

Moreover, even for Gºkalp Turanism never represented a program of action. Still 

less did it envision the genocide of the Armenian minority, as has been charged by 

some writers.
28

 

More serious in their eventual impact on Turkish-Armenian relations than 

ideological developments within the CUP was the series of devastating foreign 

policy defeats experienced by the Ottoman government during the years 1908-13. 

These defeats, it must be remembered, came on top of a steady loss of Ottoman 

territory ever since the failed siege of Vienna in 1683. From this point on the 
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Ottoman Empire entered its period of decline, losing parts of Persia in 1736, the 

Crimea in 1784, Greece in 1832, and Egypt in 1840. In the early twentieth century 

the dissolution of the empire gathered momentum. On October 5, 1908, Bulgaria 

declared its independence, and within hours Austria-Hungary announced the 

annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina. At the same time, Greek leaders on the island 

of Crete proclaimed their merger with Greece. On September 29, 1911, Italy 

invaded the Ottoman province of Tripoli (today's Libya). The Balkan wars of 

1912-13 added to these setbacks. After the Ottoman government had been forced 

to sign the Treaty of Bucharest on August 10, 1913, the empire iad lost 32.7 

percent of its territory and 20 percent of its population. Put differently, by 1913 the 

Ottomans had forfeited 83 percent of their European territories. Not surprisingly, 

all this had a profoundly demoralizing effect on the Young Turk leadership and 

increased nationalis-sentiments. They developed a siege mentality and strong 

resentment of the Christian states that had brought about these humiliating 

defeats.
29

 

Tension between Turks and Armenians increased, especially in the wake of 

the Balkan wars. Turkish Armenians were said to have served loyally in the ranks 

of the Ottoman military, but the Turkish government did not fail to take note of the 

fact that one of the most famous Armenian commanders, Andranik, had relocated 

to Bulgaria, where he organized a group of volunteers to fight alongside the 

Bulgarians against Turkey. The Armenians of the Caucasus also agitated for Rus-

sian intervention against the Ottomans.
30

 Still more baneful was the influx of 

almost half a million Muslim refugees who had been forced to flee from their 

homes in the lost European provinces of the empire. Once again, as after the 

exodus following the Russian-Turkish war of 1877ð78, there were tales of 

massacres; many of the refugees had died during their flight. The survivors were 

filled with hatred for all Christians, whom they blamed for their misfortune.
3l
 

During the parliamentary election of 1912 the Dashnaks and the CUP still 

agreed on a common platform, but by early 1913 relations had become strained.
32

 

In the eastern provinces of Anatolia Kurdish depredations were on the rise. 

Formally the Dashnaks were still committed to a program of reform and autonomy 

within the empire, but increasingly many Armenians tended to look to Russia as 

their only effective protector.
33

 A Hunchak congress held in Constanza (Rumania) 

in September 1913 decided to move from legal to illegal activity, which included a 

plot to assassinate Talaat, the minister of the interior. In January 1913 he had been 

one of a group of nationalistic CUP leaders who had overthrown the cabinet and 

effectively enthroned themselves as dictators. The attempt to assassinate Talaat 

was not carried out,
34

 but it reflected the new more radical mood among many 

Armenian revolutionaries. Meanwhile Dashnak leaders, the heads of the Armenian 

church, and Armenians in the diaspora, seeking to take advantage of the militarily 

defeated Turkey, renewed their efforts to bring about a solution of the "Armenian 
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question" through the intervention of the European powers. For the CUP leadership 

this appeal for outside help was proof of the unpatriotic and provocative attitude of 

the Armenians. "Nowhere in the world," Talaat is supposed to have told the 

Armenian patriarch, Archbishop Mikayel Zaven, some two years later, "can you 

find a people which seeks the intervention of foreigners in the affairs or 

government by running from one capital to another." 
35 

 

THE ARMENIAN REFORM AGREEMENT OF 1914 

 

A f   d that an uprising by the Turkish Armenians in eastern Anatolia might 

spread to their own territory, the Russians took the lead in promight   a far-reaching 

program of reform. "Transcaucasia, with its varied and not over-peaceful 

population," Russian foreign minister Serge Sazonov recalled in his memoirs, "was 

dangerous ground for any kind cdisturbance, and the local administration feared 

nothing more than to see the Turkish border provinces become the theatre for an 

armed rebellion."
36

 The Russian proposal was drafted by Andre N. Mandelstam the 

first dragoman of the Russian embassy and a noted international lawyer. It 

included the appointment of an Ottoman Christian or European governor for a new 

single Armenian province that was to be established in the six eastern vilayets; the 

creation of an administrative council, a provincial assembly, and gendarmerie units 

composed of both Muslims and Christians; the dissolution of the Kurdish I 

lamidiye regiments; and the institution of similar reforms in other provinces inhab-

ited by Armenians, especially Cilicia. In accordance with the provisions of the 

Treaty of Berlin, the six European powers were to guarantee the implementation of 

all clauses of the agreement.
37

 

During the summer of 1913 the ambassadors of Russia, Great Britain, 

France, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy in Constantinople and a commission 

appointed by them deliberated about the Russian plan. The Ottoman government, 

excluded from these negotiations and seriously concerned about the loss of the 

eastern provinces, sought to prevent the adoption of the European initiative by 

proposing its own reform for the entire empire, but this maneuver failed.
38

 The 

Russian draft was supported by France and England but was opposed by Germany 

and Austria-Hungary, which sought to curry favor with Turkey and enlarge their 

influence in the Near East. 

While these negotiations dragged on, the situation in eastern natolia became 

steadily worse. Rumors spread that the proposed eforms would curtail the 

movement of the nomadic Kurdish tribes and that the Muslim Kurds would fall 

under the control of a Christian state.
39

 "The Ambassadors of the Great Powers," 

Sazonov writes, eceived daily reports from their Consuls on the spot, informing 

them the ceaseless oppression and violence of Turks and Kurds."
40

 Finally 

Ámpromise agreement was worked out that involved several Condons to the 
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Turkish point of view championed by Germany. The astern vilayets were to be 

grouped into two provinces, each under a European inspector. There was no 

mention of the words "Armenia" or "Armenians," and the program of reform did 

not include Armenian populations living outside the two inspectorates, as in 

Cilicia. The European powers, acting through their ambassadors, were given the 

right to supervise the execution of the reforms, but the obligation to guarantee their 

success was eliminated. On February 8, 1914, Russia (on behalf of the Europeans) 

and Turkey signed the revised accord.
41

 

The Russian charge d'affaires in Constantinople, M. Goulkevich hailed the 

reform: "The Armenians must now feel that the first step has been taken towards 

releasing them from the Turkish yoke."
42

 Richard Hovannisian notes that the 

reform did not fulfill all Armenian expectations but adds that "it did represent the 

most viable reform proposed since the internationalization of the Armenian 

Question in 1878."
43

 Many Armenians at the time, however, took a more cautious 

view. The Geneva organ of the Dashnaks warned that "before placing our trust in 

diplomatic reforms, the Nation must subject itself to basic renovations; it must 

extirpate the curse of cowardly passiveness; it must be inspired by the healthy and 

redeeming principle of self-assistance; it must arm and be prepared!"
44

 

The skeptical attitude toward the reform agreement expressed by the 

Dashnaks in Geneva turned out to be the more realistic view. The Ottoman 

government had signed the accord under duress, threatened by Russian armed 

intervention, but it had no intention of implementing it. Not until April did the 

sultan approve the choice of the two inspectors, the Dutch civil servant L. C. 

Westenenk and the Norwegian officer Hoff, who arrived in Constantinople a few 

weeks later to receive their instructions. There were more delays as the parties hag-

gled over the authority of the inspectors. By the early summer of 1914 Hoff had 

actually reached Van and Westenenk was about to leave for Erzurum, but on June 

28 the assassination of the Austrian Archduke Francis Ferdinand at Sarajevo 

provided the spark that set off World War I. On July 29 Germany declared war on 

Russia, and on August 8 Turkey ordered general mobilization. Soon thereafter the 

two inspectors were dismissed. In December 1914, after Turkey had entered the 

war on the side of Germany, the reform agreement was annulled.
45

 

And there is more to be said. Not only was the Armenian reform of 1914 

never implemented, but there is reason to think that it contributed to the disastrous 

events of 1915. Like the autocrat Abdul Hamid earlier, the Young Turk leadership 

also deeply resented the intervention of the European powers on behalf of the 

Armenians. The Russian role, in particular, created strong fears. The rights granted 

the Armenians in the aborted reform agreement, writes Feroz Ahmad, "seemed like 

a prelude to a Russian protectorate over eastern Anatolia, with eventual Armenian 

independence."
46

 Hence when many Armenians manifested open sympathy in 1915 

for the Russian invaders of the eastern provinces the Young Turks became 
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convinced that only a radical measure, ch as the wholesale displacement of the 

Armenian population would provide a permanent solution to the recurring 

treasonous conduct of the Armenian minority. The Armenians had regarded the 

reform agreement as a kind of down-payment on the eventual complete liberation 

from Turkish rule. They did not realize that the Turks would do anything in their 

power, no matter how ruthless, in order to prevent the loss of what they regarded as 

the heartland of Turkish Anatolia. The strong desire to be free from the shackles 

imposed by the Armenian reform agreement may have been one of the reasons that 

led the Young Turks to sign the secret military alliance with Germany on August 2, 

1914, and eventually to enter the war on the side of Germany several months 

later.
47 

 

Part II  

 

TWO RIVAL HISTORIOGRAPHIES  

 

Chapter 5 

 

The Armenian Case (I ): Genocidal Plans 

 

To this day, the prevailing view of the Armenians is that the deportation of 

hundreds of thousands of their compatriots in 1915 represented a state-organized 

plan of annihilation. The Ottoman government, dominated by the Committee of 

Union and Progress (CUP), it is argued, used the cover of war in order to fulfill its 

long-term ideological goals. "The method adopted to transform a plural Ottoman 

society into a homogeneous Turkish society," writes Richard Hovannisian, "was 

genocide." More than half of the Armenian population perished, "and the rest were 

forcibly driven from their ancestral homeland."
1 
Most defenders of the Armenian 

position also adhere to the view that plans for the extermination of the Armenian 

nation had been worked out well before the outbreak of war in 1914 and thus help 

to prove the element of premeditation. By the time of the Saloniki congress in 

November 1910, Dadrian has maintained, the central objective of the CUP had 

become "the forcible homogenizing of Turkey."
2
 Finally, authors invoke the large 

number of Armenian deathsðgenocidal consequencesðas proof that the 

massacres that took place must have been part of an overall plan to destroy the 

Armenian people.
3
 

 

Turkēsh Natēonalēsm, Turanēsm, And The Role Of Zēya Gºkalp 
 

As noted in the last chapter, some elements of the CUP leadership had been 

concerned from an early date about the spirit of nationalism growing among the 



41 

 
non-Muslim minorities of the empire and gradually had come to embrace a 

chauvinistic ideology that stressed the dominant role of the Turksðtheir language, 

culture, and religion. However, there is only hearsay evidence that this shift 

included plans for the forcible elimination of the Armenians. 

On August 6, 1910, several weeks before the opening of the Salonika 

congress, Talaat is supposed to have delivered a secret speech at a CUP strategy 

meeting in which he rejected the constitutional equality of Muslims and infidels 

and advocated the use of the army to homogenize the empire. This plan allegedly 

included the elimination of various troublesome nationalities and was ratified at a 

secret session of the Saloniki congress. The "projected extermination of the 

Armenians" writes Dadrian, "was but one phase of a comprehensive plan in which 

other nationalities, considered to be alien, discordant, and unsettling were to be 

targeted."
4
 

The sources reporting on these secret proceedings all rely on secondhand 

information, and none speak specifically of a planned destruction of the Armenian 

community. The British vice-consul at Monasrir, Arthur B. Geary, is said to have 

been one of several foreign diplomats who obtained the text of Talaat's secret 

speech; but, according to his report rendered on August 28, the relevant part of the 

speech mentioned nothing worse than the needed "task of Ottomanizing the 

Empire.'"
5
 Others claiming knowledge of the secret decisions include Galib Bey, 

the former director of post and telegraph in Erzurum and a participant at the 

congress. According to Dadrian, Galib "confided to his close friend Dikran 

Surabian, a Catholic Armenian and official interpreter at the French Consulate in 

Erzurum, that these plans 'make one's hair stand on end' (faire dresser les 

cheveuxsur la tete).'' As the main source for this information Dadrian cites the 

memoirs of Jean Naslian, the bishop of Trebizond.
6
 However, even pro-Armenian 

authors such as James 11. Tashjian and Yves Ternon acknowledge that Bishop 

Naslian's work has numerous errors."
7
 Moreover, the chain of transmission for the 

damaging information is rather lengthyðGalib confiding to Surabian, who 

presumably told Bishop Naslian. Dadrian is aware of the "limitations and 

problems" of such sources,
8
 and most readers probably will regard this as an 

understatement. 

Ternon, referring to the allegation that the Saloniki congress accepted the 

idea of the Armenian genocide, writes: "This assumption is not based on any solid 

proof." 
9
 The British historian Andrew Mango uses even stronger language: "I 

know of no evidence to support the assertion that in several secret conferences of 

the 'Committee of Union and Progress,' held in Salonica from 1910 onward, the 

elimination of all Armenians was adopted as a central object of Young Turk 

policy."
10

 

The allegation that the noted sociologist and educator Ziya Gºkalp (1878-

1924) and his espousal of Turanism played an important role in the planning for 
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the extermination of the Armenians has even less factual support, and yet it is often 

repeated. "What Wagner was to Hitler" writes the historian James Reid, "Gºkalp 

was to Enver Pasha."Gºkalp''s theory and its pragmatic application are said to have 

meant "the eradication'' of all non-Turkish societies in the shrinking Ottoman- 

Empire."
11

 According to Stephan II. Astourian, Gºkalp embraced a "mystical 

vision of blood and race" that turned out to be "devastating for the Armenians and 

many other non-Turks."
12

 Peter Balakian calls Gºkalp "a virulent racist... 

foreshadowing the leading Nazi propagandists Alfred Rosenberg and Joseph 

Goebbels."
13

 Haigazn Kazarian maintains that Gºkalp's teachings "set the 

philosophical base for the eradication of the Armenians," and he  includes Gºkalp 

among the 160 Turks he considers most responsible for the massacres.
14

 

Such a reading of Gºkalp's ideas appears to be strained, not to say outright 

wrong. Gºkalp became a member of the CUP's central committee in 1909 and, 

with justification, has been called "the spiritual father of Turkish nationalism" and 

"the philosopher of the AtatLirk Revolution." 
I5
 He sought to exalt the Turkish 

nation and to encourage pride in Turkish culture. In the last stanza of his poem 

"Turan," published around T9TT, Gºkalp declared that the fatherland of the Turks 

was not Turkey but "a vast and eternal land: Turan." The idea of Turan, an ancient 

Iranian name for the area lying northeast of Persia, was for him a symbol of the 

cultural unity of all Turkish people. "Turan," Gºkalp wrote in his book The 

Principles ofTurkism, "is the great fatherland of all Turks, which was a reality in 

the past and may be so again in the future." lie believed that the cultural unity of all 

Turks, once achieved, could serve as the basis for an eventual political unity. The 

Turkish nation was to be based on "a sharing of education and culture," not on a 

racial or ethnic group. The Ottomans, by contrast, had traveled the road of 

imperialism, which was so detrimental to Turkish culture and life." 
16

 

Practically all interpreters of Gºkalp's thought stress that his notion of 

Turan or Turanism did not involve any expansionist plans. Gºkalp's nationalism, 

writes Taha Parla, "rests unequivocally on language and culture. '' Gºkalp was "a 

man of vast humanitarian concerns." Turkish nationalism meant for him "a cultural 

ideal," "the basis of social solidarity'' as taught by Emile Durkheim. His 

nationalism "was a non-racist, non-axpansionist, pluralistic nationalism."
17

 Gºkalp, 

argues Gotthard Jaschke, interpreted Turanism in an unpolitical manner. Fantasies 

of a large empire "ran counter to his entire inner nature."
18

 Niyazi Berkes  tresses 

that Gºkalp never advocated "anti-Western jingoism" or "racism" and that in his 

later years he even ceased to mention the word "Turan."
19 

It is true that at the 

beginning of World War I Gºkalp caught up in the general outpouring of 

patriotism, wrote a poem in which he predicted that the "land of the enemy shall be 

devastated Turkey shall be enlarged and become Turan." As late as April 1918 

Gºkalp expressed the hope that the Turks in Russia would produce a leader who 

would undertake the task of liberating Turan. However, even Uriel Heyd, who 
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refers to these utterances, acknowledges that Gºkalp soon abandoned these calls 

for a political union of all Turks and emphasized that "the first task was to unite all 

the Turkish people on the cultural side."
20

 

In any event, one should add that there is a big difference between longing 

for a revival of Turkish national greatness and encouraging the violent elimination 

of all ethnic minorities. Dadrian has called Gºkalp an advocate of ethnic cleansing, 

one of the "party chieftains in this exterminatory enterprise,"
21

 but he provides no 

substantiation for this accusation other than quoting an ominous-sounding sentence 

from Uriel Heyd's intellectual biography of Gºkalp: "A considerable part of his 

suggestions were accepted by the Party and carried out by its Government during 

rhe First World War."
22

 The same sentence is quoted by Robert Melson, who also 

seeks to blame Gºkalp for supporting genocide.
23

 But both Dadrian and Melson 

distort the position of Heyd, who in the sentences preceding the quoted passage 

makes it quite clear that the suggestions in question were made in the autumn of 

19T7, well after the Armenian deportations, and concerned religious education, 

pious foundations, and family law. "As a member of the Central Council of the 

Union and Progress party," Heyd writes, "Gºkalp dealt with social, legal and 

cultural problems. He investigated the history of the Turkish guilds, the 

development of the dervish orders and the question of minorities, especially of the 

Armenians."
24

 Gºkalp was a respected advisor on cultural and educational issues, 

but he never became one of the CUP's policy makers on political matters.
25

 

After rhe defeat of Turkey and the armistice of 1918, Gºkalp was arrested 

and brought before a military court set up by the new Turkish government to try 

rhe Young Turk leadership. Unlike many of his colleagues, Gºkalp, apparently 

believing that he had not done anything wrong, refused to flee the country and 

stayed on lecturing at Constantinople University. When he was questioned at the 

trial about his concept of Turanism he denied that he had espoused it in order to 

provoke harm to any of Turkey's minorities. These trials and the significance to be 

attached to their findings are examined in detail in the next chapter. 

 

THE "T EN COMMANDMENTS "  

 

In early 1919 a British official in Constantinople obtained several Turkish 

documents, the most important of which, he explained in a memo that 

accompanied the documents to the Foreign Office in London, "is believed to be the 

original draft instructions issued by the Committee of Union and Progress relative 

to their plan for massacring Armenians. It is known as the Ten Commandments of 

the Committee of Union and Progress." The documents had been offered to him in 

return for a large sum of money by a member of the Turkish Department of 

Security, but he had finally acquired them without payment by promising the 

Turkish official who had stolen or rescued the documents protection "if in the 
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future he gets into trouble." The "Ten Commandments" were an unsigned and 

rough draft, but the handwriting was said to be that of Essad Bey, who at the time 

the document was drafted (December 1914 or January 1915) was one of the 

confidential secretaries keeping secret archives in the Ministry of the Interior. 

According to the informant, present at the meeting when this draft was drawn up 

were several high-ranking CUP officials, including Talaat Pasha, Dr. Behaeddin 

Sakir, and Dr. Nazim as well as Colonel Sen, the subdirec-tor of the political 

section of the Ministry of War. The instructions were to be sent to the valh in the 

different provinces "with instructions to read these orders to them and then return 

the originals which were to be destroyed."
26

 

According to Dadrian, the "Ten Commandments" were the product of a 

series of secret meetings held by top CUP leaders during the early part of World 

War I. The draft, he argues, was the result of the decision to commit genocide and 

was meant as an operative plan. "Both the decision and the blueprint reflect the fact 

that the crime committed against the Armenians was premeditated and the intent 

was the wholesale extermination of the victims."
27

 Christopher Walker also relies 

on this document,
28

 which, if considered authentic and taken at face value, indeed 

provides a powerful indictment of the CUP leadership. The text, in the British 

verbatim (and rather crude) translation, reads as follows: 

 

DOCUMENTS RELATING TO COMITE UNION AND 

PROGRESS ORGANIZATION IN THE ARMENIAN M ASSACRES: 

THE 10 COMMANDMENTS OF THE COMITE UNION AND PROGRES 

 

(1) Profiting by Art: 3 and 4 of Comite Union and Progres, close all 

Armenian Societies, and arrest all who worked against Government at 

any time among them and send them into the provinces such as Bag 

dad or Mosul, and wipe them out either on the road or there. 

(2) Collect arms. 

(3) Excite Moslem opinion by suitable and special means, in places as 

Van, Erzeroum, Adana, where as a point of fact the Armenians have 

already won the hatred of the Moslems, provoke organized massacres as 

the Russians did at Baku. 

(4) Leave all executive [sic] to the people in provinces such as Erzeroum, 

Van, Mamuret ul Aziz, and Bitlis, and use Military disciplinary forces 

(i.e. Gendarmerie) ostensibly to stop massacres, while on the contrary 

in places as Adana, Sivas, Broussa, Ismidt and Smyrna actively help the 

Moslems with military force. 

(5) Apply measures to exterminate all males under 50, priests and 

teachers, leave girls and children to be Islamized. 
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(6) Carry away the families of all who succeed in escaping and apply 

measures to cut them off from all connection with their native place. 

(7) On the ground that Armenian officials may be spies, expel them 

and drive them out absolutely from every Government department or 

post. 

(8) Kill off in an appropriate manner all Armenians in the Armyðto 

be left to the military to do. 

(9) All actions to begin everywhere simultaneously, and thus leave no 

time for preparation of defensive measures. 

(10) Pay attention to the strictly confidential nature of these instruc 

tions, which may not go beyond two or three persons.
2
^ 

It appears that British officials in Constantinople in early iÁ
J
9 regarded the 

"Ten Commandments" as genuine and hoped that they would help bring to justice 

those responsible for the Armenian massacres. Yet (as we will see in more detail in 

chapter 7) when the law officers the Crown a year later were seeking to build a 

legal case against the Turkish officials whom the British had arrested and taken to 

Malta, ade no use of the "Ten Commandments" and complained that roper 

evidence was available that would satisfy a British court of 30 By that time the 

British authorities in Constantinople also had un co realize that not every alleged 

secret document floating around genuine. A good number of foreign secret service 

organizations are operating in the Turkish capital, a British officer reported in 

February 1920  "and all are naturally anxious to obtain original documents or 

photographs of the same. This state of affairs affords a very large market for 

salable goods of this description, and has resulted in the regular production of 

forgeries for the purposes of sale."
31

 The press, too, was filled with sensational 

revelations of all kinds. The Armenian newspaper Verchinlour publicized the text 

of the "Ten Commandments" on March 23, 1919. 

The article in Verchinlour containing the "Ten Commandments," albeit in a 

different translation, was forwarded to Washington by American high 

commissioner Lewis Heck on March 26, 1919. Heck commented: "It is not known 

whether this document is authentic, but it can at least be stated that the instructions 

therein contained are of a nature which were followed during the deportations."32 

Dadrian invokes the same argument: "Evidence that the procedure described in the 

Ten Commandments and the other documents was followed during the genocide 

would support Essad's [in whose handwriting the document is alleged to be] 

veracity." He goes on to refer to testimony accepted by one of the Turkish courts-

martial of officials accused of participation in Armenian massacres held in March 

1919 by the new Turkish government. This tribunal makes no mention of the "Ten 

Commandments" but does make reference to the testimony of an officer who 

reported that he received secret orders regarding the massacres relayed to the 

provinces. "In other words," Dadrian concludes, "Essad's document on the 
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transmission of an official order by the Ottoman War Minister [the nird of the 

documents acquired by the British in early 1919] is veri-by the testimony of a 

military commander who received the order, demonstrated authenticity of the one 

document provided by Essad Points to the authenticity of the others." 
33

 

There are several problems with this way of reasoning. At the time when 

Commissioner Heck expressed his view of the nature of the instruction  followed 

during the deportations, little reliable evidence regarding these instructions was as 

yet available; and Heck undoubtedly was relying on sources that cannot be 

considered truly probative. The same difficulty arises in connection with the court-

martial testimony invoked by Dadrian. Of the proceedings of the trial in Yozgat 

(see chapter 6), where the testimony in question was supposedly given, only the 

verdict has been preserved;
34

 

Dadrian's account of this testimony therefore has to rely on an article in a 

Constantinople newspaper, Renaissance. The original text of the testimony is not 

available. This, I submit, is hardly the kind of evidence that can be used to 

demonstrate the authenticity of a document. 

The British official who forwarded the "Ten Commandments" to London at 

the time had suggested that Essad be arrested "to prove to the hilt the authenticity 

of the draft 'Ten Commandments' document."
35

 Once they had him in custody they 

presumably could have compared his handwriting with that of the document he 

was supposed to have compiled in his capacity as secretary in the secret archives of 

the Ministry of the Interior. This was never done, however, as Gwynne Dyer has 

shown in careful analysis of the "Ten Commandments." Indeed there was no need 

to arrest Essad: as other Foreign Office files show, Essad was employed as an 

agent by the British High Commission in Constantinople at least until September 

1919. The intelligence operative controlling him described him as "a low class 

intermediary" involved in the courier system functioning between the capital and 

the CUP exiles abroad. The fact that the British made no inquiries of him about the 

"Ten Commandments" suggests that they soon had come to doubt the authenticity 

of this document.
36 

As mentioned earlier, it was never noted or used by the law 

officers collecting evidence against the Young Turks. 

Dadrian has attempted to establish the authenticity of the "Ten 

Commandments" by pointing to the similarity between the provisions of this 

blueprint and the actual course of the deportations. His version of these events is 

certainly not to be considered the last word on the subject. However, even if his 

description of the deportations was to be accepted as fully accurate, the similarity 

between the provisions of the "Ten Commandments" and the deportations would 

not necessarily rule out forgery. Dyer has summed up the overall impression that 

one obtains from reading the "Ten Commandments": they "resemble the result of 

an attempt after the fact to reconstruct what might have been said, had the actual 

events of April 1915ðmid 1916 all been foreordained in a single comprehensive 
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official document months before their initiation." 

37
 

 

HE SECRET CUP M EETING OF FEBRUARY 1915 DESCRIBED BY MEVLANZADE 

RIFAT  

 

Still another secret meeting that is said to substantiate the element of 

premeditation and the guilt of the CUP leadership for the massacres is described in 

memoirs written by a purported member of the central committee of the CUP, 

Mevlanzade Rifat. The book in question, Turkiye inkilabinin ic yiibii (The Inner 

Aspects of the Turkish Revolution), was published in Aleppo in 1929. According 

to several Armenian authors, Mevlanzade Rifat participated in this meeting, held in 

February T915, in which "the savage plan to destroy the Armenian people was first 

formulated." 
38

 

The meeting is said to have been chaired by Talaat and attended by several 

other high-ranking CUP leaders. The main report, Rifat relates, was given by Dr. 

Nazim, who proposed the total destruction of the Armenian minority: 

If we are going to be satisfied with the kind of local massacres that occurred 

in Adana and other places in 1909 ... if this purge is not going to be universal and 

final, instead of good, it will inevitably result in harm. It is imperative that the 

Armenian people be completely exterminated; that not even one single Armenian 

be left on our soil; that the name, Armenian, be obliterated. We were now at war; 

there is no more auspicious occasion than this; the intervention of the great powers 

and the protests of the newspapers will not even be considered; and even if they 

are, the matter will have become an accomplished fact, and thus closed forever. 

The procedure this time will be one of total annihilationðit is necessary that not 

even one single Armenian survive this annihilation.
39

 

After some of the other central committee members had expressed their 

views, Rifat goes on, a resolution embodying Dr. Nazim's proposal to exterminate 

the Armenians to the very last man was adopted unanimously: 

The Ittihad ve Terrake Party recommended that a special organization beset 

up for carrying out this decision, made up of criminals and murderers under the 

direction of the "three-man executive committee," composed of Dr. Nazim, Dr. 

Behaettin Shakir, and the Minister of Education, Shoukrie.
40

 

Following this vote, Dr. Sakir is said to have spelled out the plan of 

execution. The police officers accompanying the convoys of deportees from the 

various cities would hand the Armenians over to the special force of convicts 

released from the prisons, who would be waiting "at various suitable points on the 

road designated by us." These assassins would put to death every last Armenian, 

throw rhem into pits prepared in advance, and appropriate the money, jewelry, and 

other personal belongings found on the murdered Armenians.
41

 

Among the relatively few authors who have bought into the story told by 
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Mevzanlade Rifat is Hovannisian.

42
 In 1973 Walker invoked this source in support 

of his argument that the killing of the Armenians was premeditated and represented 

a carefully planned plot, but by 1997 he had changed his mind and conceded that 

Rifat's account of the secret CUP meeting "appears to be a fraud and cannot be 

accepted as sound evidence, at least until a comprehensive bibliographical inquiry 

is published on the origin of the book and the authenticity or otherwise of its 

content."
4
"' Florence Mazian (in a book supporting the genocide thesis published in 

1990) refers to the work of Rifat, whom she calls "a former member of the Ittihad 

Central Committee."
44

 For reasons that will become obvious in a moment, the 

Kurdish historian Kamal Madhar Ahmad also cites the memoirs of the "leading 

Unionist" Rifat as proof of the Turkish government's plans to exterminate the 

Armenians.
45

 

The generally skeptical reception of Mevzanlade Rifat's account has been 

due primarily to the painstaking research into the background of the alleged Young 

Turk leader by Gwynne Dyer published in 1973, which has since been backed up 

by other scholars.
46

 Rifat, it turns out, was a Kurd who never belonged to the CUP. 

Still less was he a member of its central committee and in a position to have access 

to secret plans for the annihilation of the Armenians. To the contrary, from the time 

of the 1908 revolution on Rifat led a party in bitter opposition to the Young Turks; 

in 1909, when he was implicated in the reactionary coup against the CUP, a court-

martial sentenced him to ten years' banishment from Constantinople. After the 

armistice of 1918 Rifat was back in the Turkish capital, where he participated in 

Kurdish efforts to obtain independence for Kurdistan; but following the assumption 

of power by the Kemalists he went into political exile again. 

Despite the prominent Kurdish role in the wartime massacre of the 

Armenians, Kurds and Armenians had begun to cooperate at the Paris peace 

conference and continued their efforts to build a common front 

against the Kemalist regime in the following years
47 

During this time Rifat 

acted as liaison between Kurds and Armenians; his book, published in 1929, must 

be seen in this context. It represented an attempt to absolve the Kurds of 

responsibility for the wartime massacres by putting all the guilt for the killings on 

the CUP leaders and on the ex-convicts mobilized by them. "Presumably," writes 

Michael M. Gunter, "such 'revelations' would facilitate an Armenian-Kurdish 

alliance."
48 

Dyer concludes that the book could ease Armenian-Kurdish coopera-

tion by "transferring all blame to evil Ittihadist Turks who had prearranged and 

guided the entire operation from Istanbul."
49

 

Dadrian acknowledges that Rifat was a Kurd and an "avowed Ittihadist 

opponent" but nevertheless cites him as a source of information for "one of the 

super-secret meetings of Ittihad, during which the decision for the Armenian 

genocide was being debated."
50

 Dadrian fails to explain how an "avowed Ittihadist 

opponent" could obtain information about decisions taken at one of the "super-
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secret meetings" of the CUP. 

To the best of my knowledge, Suny is the only scholar on the Armenian 

side who has openly and publicly expressed his skepticism of the kind of evidence 

that Dadrian and other like-minded authors have put forth in support of the 

premeditation thesis. While stating his belief that the massacres represented an act 

of genocide, Suny has denied that this crime resulted "from long-term planning by 

militant nationalists." When criticized by Dadrian for his more "balanced" 

approach, Suny reaffirmed that he remained "unconvinced that there was 

premeditation and prewar initiation of plans for genocide as Dadrian has often 

argued."
51 

 

GENOCIDAL CONSEQUENCES 

 

Many authors of Armenian origin point to the large number of their people 

who perished during the course of the deportations of 1915-16 as proof that the 

large death toll must have been part of a premeditated plan of annihilation. 

Attained results, argues Dadrian, can g'rve us an indication of the objectives of the 

Young Turk regimeðan exterminatory intent is best revealed in an exterminatory 

outcome. It is possible to ascertain the aims of the CUP by posing the question: 

"Were the Ottoman Armenians in fact largely exterminated or not?"
52

 

This approach, of course, raises a difficulty of logic, for objective results are 

not the same as subjective intent. Finding a man with a smoking gun standing next 

to a corpse tells us nothing about the motive for the killingðit may have been 

murder or a case of self-defense. Indeed, we cannot even be sure that this man is 

the killer. Similarly, the fact that large numbers of Armenians died or were killed 

during the course of the deportations can give us no reliable knowledge of who is 

to be held responsible for these losses of life. The high death toll certainly does not 

prove in and of itself the guilt of the Young Turk regime; nor can we infer from it 

that the deaths were part of a geno-cidal plan to destroy the Turkish Armenian 

community. Large numbers of Turkish civil ians died as a result of severe shortages 

of food and epidemics; large numbers of Turkish soldiers, especially the wounded 

in battle, perished for lack of adequate medical care and as a result of neglect and 

incompetence on the part of their own officers; and large numbers of British 

prisoners of war lost their lives as a consequence of inattention and the kind of 

gross mismanagement rampant in the Ottoman regime (see the discussion below). 

Yet these results surely do not prove that the Ottoman governmentðultimately 

responsible for all of these conditionsðsought and intentionally caused the death 

of its own civilian population, of its own soldiers, and of its prisoners of war. The 

Turkish wartime government may deserve to be severely rebuked for its corruption 

and bungling misrule as well as for indifference to the suffering of its population 

during World War I. The Young Turk regime may be subject to special moral 
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censure or condemnation on account of its treatment of its Christian minorities. Yet 

all this does not prove that this regime intended to annihilate the Armenian com-

munity. A large death toll, no matter how reprehensible, is not proof of a 

premeditated plan of extermination. 

Most authors supporting the Armenian cause completely ignore the severe 

shortages of food that eventually were to afflict most classes of the Turkish 

population and led to widespread famines. The mobilization of large numbers of 

peasants in 1914 as well as the reckless requisitioning of their horses, oxen, and 

carriages had made it impossible to bring in the harvest, eventually left many fields 

unfilled, and was one of the reasons for the growing food shortage. The American 

consul in Smyrna, George Horton, reported on November 14, 1914, that there was 

much misery to be seen and that "people are actually beginning to starve."53 The 

domestic situation in the spring of 19T5, American ambassador Henry Morgenthau 

noted, "was deplorable: al 1 over Turkey thousands of the populace were daily 

dying of starvation."54 In the late spring and summer of 1915 Palestine, Lebanon, 

and Syria were devastated by a plague of locusts that destroyed everything in its 

wake and led to famine conditions. On October T8, 1915, Enver told Morgenthau 

that the possibility of shortages of flour existed even in Constantinople and that 

"therefore it is not certain if they can furnish bread to the Armenians all through 

the winter." 
55

 

By the fall of 1916, the provincial governor told a German physician, sixty 

thousand had died of hunger in the Lebanon alone; entire villages had become 

desolate and abandoned.
56

 According to the Austrian military attache, the death toll 

in the Lebanon during the winter of 1915-16 was a hundred and fifty thousand.
57

 

Syria and Lebanon had always imported large amounts of food from Egypt. When 

allied warships blockaded the coast, all trade with the outside came to a halt and 

the consequences for the food supply were severe. 

On March 23, 1916, the American charge d'affaires in Constantinople 

cabled the secretary of state on behalf of the Red Cross: 

Great suffering throughout the country, particularly at Constantinople and 

suburbs along the shores of Marmora, at Adriano, Broussa and Smyrna. In these 

regions five hundred thousand, not comprising Armenian refugees, need help for 

bread. Hundreds dying of starvation. No relief in sight. Sugar and petroleum oil at 

famine prices. Typhus is spreading, high mortality.
58

 

The food situation soon became even more severe. From 1916 until the end 

of the war in 1918, an Armenian pastor has written, the city of Urfa was plagued 

with famine, and many of the local poor died of starvation. "Starving Armenians 

and Turks were begging side by side in front of the same market and together were 

gathering grass from the fields." 
59

 

The shortages of food were made worse by the hoarding of speculators, who 

sold goods at exorbitant prices, and the widespread corruption. Some food supplies 
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bought for the army never reached the fighting units. The troops, reported a 

German officer in November 1916, received a maximum of one-third of the rations 

they were supposed to get, and undernourishment was at a dangerous level.
60

 The 

Turkish soldiers concentrated in Palestine, another observer noted, "had not 

enough bread to maintain their strength. They received almost no meat, no butter, 

no sugar, no vegetables, no fruits."
61

 Whatever supplies were available in the rear 

had trouble reaching the troops in the front lines as a result of severe transportation 

problems. The few existing one-track railroads were overburdened. At times 

locomotives could not be used because of severe shortages of coal and wood. A 

crucial tunnel on the line toward Syria (rhe famous Baghdad railway) was finished 

only in September 1918. Because of these transportation difficul ties the feeding of 

soldiers "varied enormously, depending on whether they were close to, or far away 

from, grain producing areas."
62

 A German officer reported in February 1917 that 

soldiers had started to eat grass because the bread ration was completely 

insufficient.
63

 

The worst situation prevailed during the winter of 1917ð18. The German 

ambassador, Count Johann von Bernsrorff, informed Berlin on March 30, 1918: 

"There is actually a famine, which is only veiled by the fact that no one troubles 

whether the poor die." 
64

 The head of the German Turkish military mission and 

inspector-general of the Turkish army, Otto Liman von Sanders, reported to the 

German ambassador on June 20, T918, that by April of that year seventeen 

thousand men of the Turkish Sixth Army in Iraq had died of hunger and its conse-

quences.
65

 

Descriptions of the horrible life in the camps to which the Armenians had 

been sent leave the impression that it was only the deported Armenians who 

suffered from starvation. Yet, in fact, similar conditions at times prevailed even for 

soldiers in the Turkish army. European travelers and missionaries who witnessed 

the misery in the camps in the Syrian desert reported that the Armenians at best 

received a small quantity of bread at irregular intervals and gradually were reduced 

to eating grass roots and even dead animals. A German engineer, who had visited 

the Armenian encampments along the Euphrates River, on September TO, 1916, 

reported to Jesse Jackson (the American consul in Aleppo) that in Abou Herrera he 

had seen women "searching in the dung of horses barley seeds not yet digested to 

feed on." The unfortunates were gradually dying of hunger.
66

 All this bears a 

striking similarity to what a German officer wrote on conditions in an artillery unit 

of the Turkish Fourteenth Infantry Division during the winter of 1915" 16: "The 

men received, if they were lucky, a handful of barley. They began to gnaw at the 

carcasses of dead animals and scraped meagei seeds from the dung of horses that 

originated from still better times. Gradually they fell victim to hunger-typhus and 

pined away. None of them survived the month of January." 
67

 

This comparison, I should stress, is not meant to belittle the misery of the 
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deported Armenians or to ignore the mass killings that w know to have taken place. 

Neither do 1 suggest that the situation 0 all Turkish soldiers was as bad as that of 

the deportees. However, at a time when even soldiers in the Turkish army were 

dying of starva-;c is hardly surprising that little if any food was made available-he 

deported Armenians, who were seen as in league with Turkey's enemies. _ 

Given the gradually worsening severe food shortages, the lot of the A orted 

Armenians soon went from bad to worse. Walter Rossler, the German consul in 

Aleppo, on February T4, 1917, expressed the view that despite great efforts to 

provide relief for the deportees in Rakka (Mesopotamia), carried out with 

American money and distributed with the permission of the Turkish authorities, 

most of them would surely perish. "For hunger now exists not only among the 

Armenians but also among the population of Rakka, so that the distribution of food 

to the deportees by the government has stopped almost completely." Typhus had 

broken our, and twenty were dying daily.
68

 

A Turkish historian has argued that the Armenians actually were better off 

than the Muslim population: "The Turkish citizens were starving while the 

Armenians were fed by American relief workers with money raised as a result of 

anti-Turkish propaganda."69 This appraisal is unsupported by any evidence and is 

undoubtedly false. The relief effort never had enough money or supplies to prevent 

the death of thousands of Armenians by starvation and disease. It is clear that the 

lot of the Armenians was made infinitely worse by their relocation. Still, it is 

important to see these events in their proper context. The corruption and 

incompetence of the Ottoman government, aggravated by a natural catastrophe, led 

to severe food shortages and sporadic famine that afflicted the Muslim civilian 

population as well as the Turkish army. In this situation, the high death toll among 

the Armenian deportees resulting from lack of food and disease in and of itself 

does not prove that the Ottoman government aimed at the annihilation of the 

Armenian community. 

The mistreatment of the simple Turkish soldier by his officers and - neglect 

of the wounded are another part of the historical setting King from Armenian 

accounts of the events of 1915-16. These con- 
10

ns led to the avoidable death of 

many thousands of Turkish soldiers, and they help explain why the Armenian 

deportees for the most lacked any kind of medical care. If the Turkish authorities 

were or unwilling to provide adequate clothing, decent hygienic conditions and 

appropriate medical attention for their Muslim soldiers, ukl one expect them to be 

concerned about the fate of the-man deportees, whom they regarded as a fifth 

column? 

The lack of regard for the welfare of their soldiers on the part of the 

Ottoman authorities was the main reason for the incredibly high number of 

deserters, which is estimated as one and a half million.Ê The mistreatment of the 

ordinary soldier was the subject of many comments by contemporaries. "Provisions 
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and clothing had been confiscated to supply the army," wrote an American 

missionary in Van, yet "the soldiers profited very little by this. They were poorly 

fed and poorly clothed when fed or clothed at all."
71

 The Danish missionary Maria 

Jacobsen noted in her diary on February 7, 1915: "The officers are filling their 

pockets, while the soldiers die of starvation, lack of hygiene, and ill ness."
72

 Many 

of the soldiers had neither boots nor socks, and they were dressed in rags. "The 

treatment received by these men by their officers," wrote another American 

missionary and president of Euphrates College, Henry Riggs, "offered spectacles 

every day that made the blood boil." Cruelty on the drill ground was common. "It 

was not at all unusual to see an officer step up to a soldier standing in the line, and 

for some offense equally unintelligible to the bystander and to the soldier, slap him 

in the face, or, if the offense was more serious, knock him down, or, as I have seen 

once or twice, kick him in the stomach."
73

 

The treatment of sick soldiers was especially appalling and was char-

acterized "by a callous brutality that is unbelievable," Riggs wrote: 

One day I saw a squad of sick soldiers being taken to the hospital. For want 

of an ambulance they were trying to walk, and as I approached, I saw that one poor 

fellow had dropped down in the road. The spruce young officer who was escorting 

them ordered him to get up, and when he failed to do so, struck him several times 

with a horsewhip. As I drew near, I could hear the torrent of curses and abuses with 

which the horsewhip was being explained, but it was of no use. The man evidently 

could not get up. So, finally, the officer kicked the man over into the ditch beside 

the road.
74

 

A similar episode is described by an Armenian in Aleppo during the typhus 

epidemic of 1916, who "saw a Turkish soldier lying sick with typhus in acute fever 

and coma." A passing young Turkish officer simply kicked the dying man aside in 

order to clear his way.
75

 

During the fighting in eastern Anatolia, which had no railways and often not 

even regular roads, soldiers wounded in combat and trying to reach a hospital were 

lucky when they were able to catch a ride on the horse-drawn carriages or ox-carts 

on which Muslim refugees were making their way westward. Many had to walk on 

foot and never reached any hospital. The American consul in Ilarput, Leslie Davis, 

described the situation in the winter of 1915-6: 

All that winter sick and wounded Turkish soldiers came from the front to 

Mamouret-ul-Aziz. Notwithstanding what we know about the way the Turks 

treated the Armenians, it seemed incredible that their own soldiers fared little 

better. They were sent away from Erzerum and other distant places in midwinter, 

without food and with little clothing. They were told to go to the hospitals in 

Mamouret-ul-Aziz, which were the nearest to them. As no means of transportation 

was provided, they were obliged to make the journey of several weeks on foot, 

begging or stealing something to eat in the villages through which they passes 
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{sie} and occasionally stealing a donkey on which to ride. I often met them as they 

were approaching the town. All but the hardiest ones, of course, had died on the 

way Those who did arrive were often so exhausted that nothing could be done for 

them.
76

 

Those fortunate enough to reach the hospitals were not necessarily on the 

road to recovery, for conditions in most of these hospitals were horrendous. 

Because of the lack of beds, patients shared beds or simply lay next to each other 

on the floor, some on mattresses, others on blankets. Many hospitals had neither 

running water nor electricity; there was a shortage of medications, syringes, 

medical instruments, and clean linen. Hygienic conditions were catastrophic. There 

were not enough doctors and nurses, and pharmacists and orderlies had to 

substitute for regular medical personnel. The training of the doctors was not up to 

date. The American missionary Clarence Ussher described how on a visit to the 

military hospital in Van he could hardly find room to step between the men as they 

lay on the floor. They were covered with vermin, for facilities for keeping clean 

were very insufficientðThe windows were kept closed because of the cold and 

patients and orderlies smoked almost constantly to counteract the stench. The army 

doctors refused to enter the wards. They would stand at the doors and inquire of the 

orderlies how many men had died and what were the diseases of the others.
77

 

According to Maria Jacobsen, the situation was no better in Harput. The 

Turkish doctors did literally nothing for the sick because, firstly, they have little 

knowledge, and secondly, a human being counts as nothing with them. If he lives, 

he lives. If he dies, he dies."
78

 The efforts of German doctors gradually brought 

about some improvement in this situation, but a high mortality rate continued to 

take its toll. A German nurse recalled that in the hospital in which she worked in 

the fall of 1917 forty to fifty percent of the patients admitted died of exhaustion 

and undernourishment before it was possible to treat them
79

 Hygienic conditions, 

too, continued to be a serious problem. A German inspector visited the military 

hospitals only after prior notice. "In this way I could be sure that at least on the 

occasion of my visit the hospitals were cleaned thoroughly."
80

 

In view of these conditions it is not surprising that typhus, cholera, 

dysentery, and other infectious diseases spread rapidly among the troops. Two Red 

Cross surgeons reported on March 3, 1915, from Erz-injan that an epidemic of 

typhus, made worse by the lack of sanitary arrangements and sufficient medical 

help, was decimating the ranks of the military "in a manner unthinkable under 

German conditions."
81

 A German doctor estimated that the death toll from typhus 

among Turkish soldiers at times reached fifty percent, while among German 

military personnel it was about ten percent.
82

 According to Consul Davis in Harput, 

as many as seventy-five to eighty soldiers died of typhus there on some days 

during the winter of 1914-15.83 Maria Jacobsen noted in her diary on May 24, 

1916, that cholera had broken out in Malatia, and one hundred soldiers were dying 
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every day. "The army there will soon be wiped out without a war."

84
 

Facilitated by the disastrous sanitary conditions prevailing in the convoys 

and in the camps to which they were sent, typhus was rampant among the 

Armenian deportees. The Swiss missionary Jakob Kunzler called the disease the 

"great consoler," because the afflicted person soon lost consciousness and, without 

medical care, experienced a relatively quick death.
8
5 From the deportees the 

disease spread to the Muslim population. Lice carried in clothing brought typhus to 

villages and towns along the routes of deportation. Typhus was also spread by the 

thousands of Turkish refugees who fled the Russian offensives of 1915 and 

1916.86 An American intelligence agent estimated in July 1915 that three hundred 

thousand had died from typhus in eastern Anatolia.
8
? In Aleppo more than thirty-

five thousand were reported to have died from the disease between August 1916 

and August 1917.
88 

Even though Ottoman casualty figures are incomplete, it is clear that 

Turkish military losses from disease by far exceeded those resulting from combat. 

According to a new history of the Ottoman army by Edward Erickson, the Turkish 

armed forces experienced 243,598 combat deaths, while 466,759 soldiers died of 

disease. Another 68,378 suc cumbed to their wounds.
89

 Nearly seven times as 

many Turkish soldiers died of illnesses as died of wounds experienced in 

combat.90 No ther army in World War I appears to have had such a disastrous ratio 

f losses from disease and wounds versus the number lost in combat. Furthermore, it 

is estimated that at least one and a half million Muslim civilians died as a result of 

the war, most of them probably from disease and malnutrition or starvation.
91

 

The terrible death toll among Turkish Muslims quite obviously does not 

excuse the horrible fate of the Armenians, but neither can it be ignored. Many of 

the Turkish deaths, as we have seen, could have been prevented by better sanitary 

conditions and medical care. A government as callous about the suffering of its 

own population as was the Young Turk regime could hardly be expected to be very 

concerned about the terrible human misery that would result from deporting its 

Armenian population, rightly or wrongly suspected of treason. The Ottoman 

government decided to dislocate an entire communityðmen, women, and 

childrenðand send them on a trek of hundreds of miles. The Armenians from 

eastern Anatolia had to pass through the most inhospitable terrain, a voyage that 

would have exacted a heavy cost in lives even during the best of times. As it turned 

out, thousands died of starvation or disease, while large numbers of others were 

massacred. Still, we can account for this tragedy without the hypothesis of a CUP 

genocidal plan. As discussed later in this book, other explanations of this human 

catastrophe are supported by far better evidence and are far more convincing. 

Finally, the treatment meted out to Turkish prisoners of war is another 

illustration of how a great number of deaths can occur without a plan of 

extermination. The largest number of prisoners to fall into Turkish hands resulted 
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from the successful siege of Kut-al-Amara in Mesopotamia, which ended with the 

surrender of the starving Anglo-Indian garrison on April 29, 1916. The captives 

were composed of about three thousand British troops and ten thousand Indian 

soldiers. Eleven hundred of the worst hospital cases were repatriated, but the 

emaining twelve thousand or so were sent into captivity. Of these over four 

thousand ultimately perished (i.e., roughly one-third).
92

 By contest, only 4 percent 

of British and American troops captured in World War II died in German captivity.  

Many of the captives of Kut-al-Amara never reached a prison camp, 

Though starved and weak from  the long siege, they were marched across the hot 

Mesopotamian desert. There was little food or water. Hundreds died each week 

from exhaustion and dysentery. A British government report described the 

situation: "The way in which an operation of this kind may be mismanaged in 

Turkey is almost incredible, familiar as the details become by repetition. It is a fact 

that these men were sent off without food for the journey, and that no provision 

was made for them at any point on the road."
93

 Those who survived the death-

march were put to work on the construction of the Baghdad railway; but they were 

too weak to do any real work, and the dying continued. Eventually those still alive 

were sent to a prisoner-of-war camp. 

Survivors later testified that there had been some brutality by the guards, 

but there also were cases where Turkish soldiers shared their meager ration with 

the captives.
94

 The guards, a British officer recalled, were not cruel or even hostile. 

For the most part, the prisoners died as a result of sheer neglect, incompetence, and 

mismanagement.
95

 Of the British rank and file who went into captivity, 70 percent 

lost their life; yet all this occurred without any plan to murder the prisoners. The 

treatment of the British prisoners-of-war does not disprove the proposition that the 

Young Turks sought to destroy the Armenian community, but it is another example 

of how in a setting of Ottoman misrule an extremely high death toll could take 

place without a premeditated scheme of annihilation. 

 

Chapter 6 

 

The Armenian Case (2): 

 

The Implementation of Genocide 

 
Authors supporting the Armenian cause maintain that there exists abundant 

documentary evidence to prove that in 1915 the CUP and the Turkish government 

implemented plans for the total destruction of the Armenian community. The 

materials used to substantiate this charge include telegrams allegedly sent out by 

minister of the interior Talaat Pasha, ordering the extermination of the Armenians, 

and similar documents presented to the courts-martial of Young Turk officials held 
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in 1919-20 by the Turkish government. The Special Organization, a covert special 

forces unit, is said to have been the primary instrument in the implementation of 

the plan of extermination. 

 

ARAM ANDONIAN 'S The Memoirs Of Nairn Bey 

 

Aram Andonian was an Armenian, employed as a military censor at the 

time of mobilization in 1914, who was arrested and deported from Constantinople 

in April 1915. After a series of escapes and rearrests he reached Aleppo, where he 

managed to obtain a permit for a temporary residence. After the liberation of the 

city by British troops in October 1918, Andonian collected the testimonies of 

Armenian men, women, and children who had survived the deportations. As he 

relates the story, he also made contact at that time with a Turkish official by the 

name of Nairn Bey, who had been the chief secretary of the deportations com-

mittee of Aleppo. Nairn Bey handed over to Andonian his memoirs, which 

contained a large number of official documents, telegrams, and decrees that, he 

stated, had passed through his hands during his term of office. Andonian translated 

these memoirs into Armenian; and, after some delay, they were published in 

Armenian, French, and English editions. The Armenian version, which appeared in 

Boston in 1921 under the title Medz Vodjiru (The Great Crime), is the most 

complete. 

The French and English editions, published in Paris and London in 1920, 

reveal substantial differences from the Armenian edition as well as from each 

other. Much of the material that is presented as the words of the Turkish official in 

the English edition is narrated by Andonian himself in the French edition, making 

it difficult to decide whether the text was written by Nairn Bey or by Andonian. 

Many passages in the French edition (168 pages long) are omitted in the English 

version, which consists of a mere 84 pages.
1
 

The French edition, Documents officiels concernant les massacres arme-

niens, contains fifty documents, including thirty-one alleged telegrams from Talaat 

Pasha. The English edition, The Memoirs of Nairn Bey: Turkish Official 

Documents Relating to the Deportations and Massacres of Armenians, contains the 

text of forty-eight documents, thirty of which are said to be Talaat Pasha telegrams. 

These documents, especially the telegrams of the wartime minister of the interior, 

undoubtedly are the most damning and incriminating evidence put forth by the 

Armenians. If accepted as authentic, they provide proof that Talaat Pasha gave 

explicit orders to kill all Turkish Armeniansðmen, women, and children. 

Several of the documents directly implicate the Committee of Union and 

Progress in the plan of extermination. A dispatch from the governing body of the 

CUP, dated March 25, 1915, states: "It is the duty of all of us to effect on the 

broadest lines the realisation of the noble project of wiping out the existence of the 
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Armenians who have for centuries been constituting a barrier to the Empire's 

progress in civilisation." A telegram of Talaat Pasha dated September T6, 1915, 

notes that the CUP has "decided to destroy completely all the Armenians living in 

Turkey. Those who oppose this order and decision cannot remain on the official 

staff of the Empire. An end must be put to their {the Armenians'} existence, 

however criminal the measure taken may be, and no regard must be paid to either 

age or sex nor to conscientious scruples." The same odd tone of self-accusation and 

acknowledgment of criminality is sounded in another directive from the CUP of 

February 18, 1915: 

The Jemiet [CUP] has decided to save the fatherland from the ambitions of 

this cursed race, and to take on its own patriotic shoulders the stain which will 

blacken Ottoman history. 

The Jemiet, unable to forget all old scores and past bitterness, full of hope 

for the future, has decided to annihilate all Armenians living in 

Turkey, without leaving a single one alive, and it has given the Government 

a wide scope with regard to this.
2
 

The utter ruthlessness of Talaat Pasha is a recurring theme in the 

documents. An undated telegram by the interior minister to the authorities in 

Aleppo gives the order to "collect the children of the Armenians" and to "take them 

away on the pretext that they are to be looked after by the Deportations Committee, 

as not to arouse suspicion. Destroy them and report." On September 21, 1915, 

Talaat informs the government of Aleppo: "There is no need for an orphanage. It is 

not the time to give way to sentiment and feed the orphans, prolonging their lives. 

Send them away to the desert and inform us." In another undated telegram Talaat 

notes that by "continuing the deportation of the orphans to their destinations during 

the intense cold, we are ensuring their eternal rest."
3
 

The demonization of Talaat Pasha in Andonian's work, it should be noted in 

passing, represents an important change from the way in which many Armenians 

regarded Talaat's character before the events of 1915. For example, on December 

20, 1913, British embassy official Louis Mallet reported to London that the 

Armenians had confidence in Talaat Bey "but fear that they may not always have 

to deal with a Minister of the Interior as well disposed as the present occupant of 

that post."
4
 Similarly, after the German missionary Liparit had visited Turkey in 

December 1914, he stated that Talaat was a man "who over the last six years has 

acquired the reputation of a sincere adherent of Turkish-Armenian friendship.'"
5
 

Some others who later came into close contact with Talaat continued to adhere to 

this favorable appraisal. William Peet, the American head of the international 

Armenian relief effort in Constantinople, recalls that Talaat Pasha always "gave 

prompt attention to my requests, frequently greeting me as I called upon him in his 

office with the introductory remark: ''We are partners, what can I do for you 

today?'"
6
 Count Bernstorff, from September 1917 until October T918 the German 
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ambassador to Turkey, acknowledges Talaat's failure to prevent the crimes against 

the Armenians but adds that he has come to respect him and calls him a man of 

"absolute integrity."
7
 Perhaps the Turkish statesman at some point indeed turned 

into the vicious fiend that Armenian writers have accused him of being ever since 

the deportations and massacres. Or could it be that the Armenians after 1915 

simply got it all wrong? 

Practically all Armenian authors writing on the subject of the massacres 

have accepted the documents reproduced in the memoirs of Nairn Bey as genuine 

and consider them the centerpiece of their case against the Turks. The Andonian 

documents, writes Stephan Astou-rian in a typical appraisal, "establish without the 

shadow of a doubt the intent and involvement of the highest Ottoman authorities" 

in the massacres.
8
 Among recent supporters of the Armenian cause who have relied 

upon the Naim-Andonian documents are David Lang and Robert Melson.9 Yves 

Ternon has defended the authenticity of the work but has suggested that it is 

preferable not to use it in view of the great difficulty of proving its genuineness.
10

 

As proof of the authenticity of the documents appearing in the memoirs 

publicized by Andonian, several writers refer to the 1921 trial of Soghomon 

Tehlirian, who was charged with the assassination of Talaat Pasha in Berlin on 

March 15, 1921. At that trial, it is alleged, five of the Talaat Pasha telegrams were 

authenticated and accepted by the court as evidence.
11

 However, the stenographic 

record of the trial, published in 192T, yields a rather different picture. Andonian 

had come to Berlin and had made five telegrams, supposed to be originals, avail-

able to Tehlirian's lawyers. Yet when defense counsel Adolf von Gordon sought to 

introduce these five telegrams as evidence, the prosecutor objected on the ground 

that the question of Talaat's guilt could not be resolved by the court. To do so, he 

submitted, required a historical inquiry, "for which quite different material than 

what is here available would be needed." The prosecutor argued, furthermore, that 

the question of whether Talaat was indeed responsible for the Armenian massacres 

was irrelevant. It was enough to take note of the fact that the accused Tehlirian had 

been convinced of Talaat's guilt. "This fully clarified his motive." Defense counsel 

von Gordon thereupon withdrew his motion to introduce the five telegrams into 

evidence.
12

 

Not only were the Talaat telegrams not admitted into evidence, but they 

were never authenticated either. Tehlirian's lawyers, before using the documents, 

sought to make sure that they were genuine. With the help of Dr. Johannes 

Lepsius, a longtime supporter of the Armenian cause, they therefore contacted Dr. 

Walter Rossler, who had been German consul in Aleppo from 1910 to 1918 and 

who had witnessed the tragic events of 1915. In a letter dated April 25, 1921, 

Rossler gave his assessment of Andonian's book and of the documents contained 

therein. While the author appeared to be carried away by his passions 

and lacked the ability to be objective, Rossler wrote, "the content of the 
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book gives an impression of authenticity. The published documents coincide with 

the course of events and share a similarity with reality." Nonetheless, it was 

difficult to establish the genuineness of the telegrams said to be sent from 

Constantinople, "because these telegrams contain only the handwriting of the 

telegraph officials and the individuals responsible for their decoding." Rossler 

concluded that he could not see how the authenticity of the telegrams could be 

proven.
13

 

Some of the documents in the Naim-Andonian book are also reproduced as 

facsimiles. None of the originals of these documents were ever made available for 

inspection by outside observers, however, which adds to the difficulty of 

establishing the genuineness of the documents. According to Andonian, in the 

summer of 1920 some of the originals were sent to Constantinople at the request of 

the Armenian patriarch there, to be used at the forthcoming trial of a Turkish 

official, Abdula-had Nuri Bey. This man is described by Andonian as the Aleppo 

representative of the general deportations committee and as Nairn Bey's boss. As it 

turned out, this trial never took place, because Abdulahad Nuri escaped from 

custody. In a letter dated July 26, 1937, Andonian states that he never learned what 

happened to these originals.
14

 

Nothing is known of the subsequent fate of the five original documents 

(mentioned earlier) that were taken by Andonian to Berlin in T921 in order to be 

used at the Tehlirian trial. Other originals are said to have been deposited at the 

Bibliotheque Nubar in Paris, the main library of the Armenian General Benevolent 

Union, where Andonian served as curator until his death in 1951. According to 

Dadrian, however, "Nubar library no longer has these documents, believed to have 

been transferred to Soviet Armenia in the 1960 s."
15

 As of today, all of the 

originals of the documents reproduced in the Naim-Andonian book have 

disappeared. 

Sinasi Orel and Siireyya Yuca, two Turkish authors who have undertaken a 

detailed examination of the authenticity of the documents in the Andonian volume, 

suggest that the Armenians may have "purposely destroyed the 'originals,' in order 

to avoid the chance that one day the spuriousness of the 'documents' would be 

revealed."
16

 Orel and Yuca argue that the documents in question are "crude 

forgeries," and they justify this conclusion by pointing to numerous discrepancies 

between authentic Turkish documents and those reproduced in the Naim-Andonian 

book. Some examples: 

1.The signature of Mustafa Abdulhalik Bey, the governor of Aleppo, which 

appears on nine of the documents, does not jibe with actual specimens of the 

governor's signature. 

2. Andonian either was unaware of or carelessly neglected to account for 

the differences between the Ottoman and European calendar. These errors destroy 

the system of reference numbers and dates that he used for his documents. 
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3. An examination of the dates and reference numbers that are found in 

the ministry of the interior's registers of outgoing ciphered telegrams reveals that 

the reference numbers on Andonian's documents bear no relationship to the actual 

reference numbers used on ciphered telegrams sent from Constantinople 

to Aleppo in the period in question. 

4. All but two of the documents are written on plain paper with none of 

the usual signs found on the official paper used by the Ottoman government during 

World War I. 

5. The documents contain mistakes in grammar and language that only a 

non-Turkish writer would make.
17

 

Orel and Yuca have searched for the name of Nai m Bey in various official 

registers but have not found any reference to such a person. In this situation, they 

conclude, "it seems impossible to make a definite judgment on the question of 

whether or not Nairn Bey was an actual person." If not a fictitious person created 

by Andonian, he clearly must have been a very low-ranking official, who "could 

not have been in a position to have access to documents of a secret and sensitive 

nature."
18 

If Nairn Bey was in fact an actual person, he is described in a highly 

contradictory way by Andonian. In the French edition of the book Nairn Bey is 

portrayed as an honest and kind individual, who provided the documents to 

Andonian because his guilty conscience prompted him to expiate for this misdeeds 

as an official of the deportations committee. "Although his financial situation was 

not good, Nairn Bey declined any offer of money."
19 

However, in the letter 

composed in 1937 (referred to earlier) Andonian gives a totally different account: 

There were matters which I could neither disclose in my book, nor to 

Tehlirian's lawyers in order not to blacken Nairn Bey's character which was in 

reality not that good... .He was addicted to alcohol and to gambling, and in reality 

it was these shortcomings which dragged him into treachery. The truth of the 

matter is that everything which he provided us in the way of documents, we bought 

from him in return for money  

In my book I gave an entirely different portrayal of Nairn Bey, because ro 

have unveiled the truth about him would have served no purpose. Nairn Bey was a 

totally dissolute creature.
20

 

It would appear, suggest Orel and Yuca, that Andonian in his book 

published in 1920 lied about the character of Nairn Bey, for "he did not want to 

risk anything which would threaten the credibility of the 'memoirs' and 'documents' 

provided by Nairn Bey. Andonian knew, of course, that no one could be expected 

to believe the 'memoirs' of an alcoholic, gambler or dissolute character."
21

 It also 

would not have been opportune to admit that the material was bought, especially 

from a depraved character like Nairn Bey, who would be suspected of having 

manufactured the documents to obtain money for his destructive and expensive 

habits. 
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Andonian links his work on the memoirs of Nairn Bey to his endeavor to 

preserve the memory of the horrible suffering of the Armenian community. 

However, Orel and Yuca point out that the publication of the book was in fact "part 

of a larger organized undertaking....The book's appearance coincides with the 

extensive attempts on the part of various Armenian circles to persuade the Entente 

Powers to establish an independent Armenian state in Eastern and South-Eastern 

Anatolia, in the wake of the Ottoman Empire's defeat in the First World War."
22

 

The documents contained in the book, depicting the Young Turk leadership and 

indeed the entire Turkish people as utterly ruthless and evil villains, were to 

influence public opinion in America and Western Europe and provide ammunition 

for Armenian lobbying at the Paris Peace Conference. This is why the Armenian 

National Union, formed under the leadership of the veteran Armenian statesman 

Boghos Nubar Pasha, bought the documents. Andonian confirms this interpretation 

in a letter to Tehlirian's lawyers dated June TO, 192I: "I was entrusted with the duty 

of bringing these documents to Europe in the name of the Armenian National 

Union in Aleppo, and to submit them to the delegation of the Armenian National 

Union at the Peace Conference."
23

 

At the time when Andonian was taking the documents to Europe, the British 

were searching archives all over the world for evidence that could be used against 

the Ottoman officials they had arrested, taken to Malta, and planned to try for the 

massacre of the Armenians (ses  chapter 7). Among the materials that came into 

their hands in Constantinople were the Nairn memoirs. Several telegrams from the 

Naim-Andonian book were included in a dispatch sent to London in March 1921.
24

 

They also appear in the dossiers of the Malta detainees. Yet the British government 

never made use of these telegrams. As in the case of the "Ten Commandments" 

discussed in chapter 5, the law officers of the Crown apparently regarded the 

Naim-Andonian book as another of the many forgeries that were flooding 

Constantinople at the time. 

While Andonian willingly undertook the mission given him by the 

Armenian National Union, he apparently was not entirely happy with the way in 

which the Armenians who brought out the English and French editions of the book 

treated his text. In his letter of July 26, 1937, he concedes that Consul Rossler's 

criticism of the book as lacking in objectivity was warranted. However, he goes on 

to say that Rossler "forgets that my book was not a historical one, but rather aiming 

at propaganda. Naturally, my book could not have been spared the errors 

characteristic of publications of this nature... .1 would also like to point out that the 

Armenian Bureau in London, and the National Armenian Delegation in Paris, 

behaved somewhat cavalierly with my manuscript, for the needs of the cause they 

were defending."
25

 

It is possible that the repeated instances in the documents where Turkish 

leaders confess their guilt on account of the drastic measures that they are forced to 
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take against the Armenians are the result of changes made by Andonian's British 

and French editors. The dispatches and telegrams, note Orel and Yuca, are full of 

expressions which simply are out of character with what Andonian would have us 

believe was the typical behaviour of the leaders of the Committee of Union and 

Progress. Is it conceivable that the leaders of Union and Progress, who it is claimed 

made a "premeditated," "cold-hearted" decision to "massacre the Armenians," 

would have referred to their decision in this respect as the "shame which will 

besmirch Ottoman history," or state that they had been "obliged to take, 

unfortunately, bloody measures in this respect"?...The aim of the individual who 

concocted these forged "letters" was nothing less than the desire to have the Turks 

themselves acknowledge (in advance of the events themselves) the "guilt of the 

Turks," to confirm as it were the Armenian claims against the Turks. In short, to 

have the Turks say what the Armenians themselves wanted to say. 
26

 

The admission made by Andonian (in order to protect his own reputation) 

that the book was written for propaganda purposes and was then further 

embellished by zealous editors seriously undermines the value of the work. When 

all is said and done, we are left wondering what credence to give to any of the 

documents, knowing that they were purchased and publicized as part of a 

propaganda effort. 

In 1986 Dadrian published an article in which he sought to 

answer the strong criticism of the Naim-Andonian book by Orel and 

Yuca. Andonian, wrote Dadrian, assembled the book "in the turmoil 

and chaos of the armistice"; it was a "penchant for propaganda that 

prompted Andonian to rush the documents to London with a view 

to influencing public opinion and Allied diplomats who were to elab 

orate the terms of peace with defeated Turkey. A valuable opportu 

nity was thus lost for submitting the documents to Ottoman authori 

ties for possible authentication." Dadrian acknowledged that "all three 

versionsðArmenian, French, and Englishðsuffer from a series of typo 

graphical and editorial errors, including inaccuracies of dates The result is 

incongruities in the interrelationships of the various pieces as well as in the 

chronology of the events depicted." Nevertheless Dadrian decided that the flaws in 

the documents were mere "technicalities" and that "it may be concluded with a 

high degree of certainty that the two letters and the 50 decoded ciphers that 

constitute the Naim-Andonian material are true documents."
27

 

Dadrian arrived at this conclusion by dismissing the points raised by Orel 

and Yuca as inconsequential and asserting that "their own volume... is teeming 

with identical errors"-"errors of dates, date conversion, and typography." It is 

difficult to provide "a strictly legal authentication of the material," Dadrian 

conceded; there are other ways of arriving at the truth, however, such as the 

"method of content verification. The principal actors covered by the Naim-
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Andonian material are repeatedly depicted [in other sources] in the same roles of 

arch-perpetrators and with reference to the same atrocities in identical or similar 

circumstances pinpointed in that material." According to Dadrian, the findings of 

the Turkish military tribunals convened in 1919-20 in particular confirm the 

veracity of the Naim-Andonian documents. "These findings were based on 

authenticated official documents, sworn testimony, and depositions provided by a 

plethora of high-ranking officials, civilian and military, who independently verified 

the direct complicity of the men prominently figuring in the Naim-Andonian 

documents." Other corroboration comes from reports of German and Austrian 

diplomats.
28

 

But what if these other sources are not as reliable and conclusive as Dadrian 

suggested? In the case of the Turkish military tribunals of 1919-20, the "official 

documents, sworn testimony, and depositions" relied upon by Dadrian do not 

actually exist; they are known to us simply from reports of the legal proceedingsð

official and unofficial. The originals of these documents and depositions are lost. 

The findings of the Nuremberg tribunals that judged the Nazi war criminals after 

World War II have become an invaluable historical source because they were 

based on thousands of original Nazi documents that everyone can consult in the 

archives of the Federal Republic of Germany. By contrast, not a single original 

Turkish government document used by the Turkish tribunals has been preserved. 

The reports of German and Austrian diplomats contain plenty of valuable 

information on the deportations and killings, but little solid evidence on who is to 

be held responsible for the massacres that took place. In other words, Dadrian's 

attempt to authenticate the Naim-Andonian documents through the method of 

content verification stands or falls with the reliability of the sources he has invoked 

for this purpose. As the reader will learn later in this chapter, these sources do not 

provide conclusive evidence regarding the responsibility for the massacres, and the 

attempt to use them to prove the genuineness of the Naim-Andonian material must 

therefore be regarded as a failure. "Dadrian and his supporters," writes a critic, "are 

trying to prove what is a good case in regards to the general theme of massacres 

with bad evidence about a premeditated genocide."
29

 

All Turkish authors regard the Naim-Andonian documents as forgeries. But 

even a number of non-Turkish writers have raised questions about the Naim-

Andonian materials. Generally pro-Armenian, Christopher Walker had abandoned 

his earlier acceptance of the Talaat telegrams by 1997 and noted that "doubt must 

remain until and unless the documents or similar ones themselves resurface and are 

published in a critical edition."
30

 Hilmar Kaiser, who supports the charge of 

genocide, refers to several extant Turkish documents from the Ottoman ministry of 

the interior that "confirm to some degree the contents of two other telegrams 

ascribed to Talaat in Andonian's book." Orel and Yuca did not use these sources, 

and therefore "their thesis is to be put into question and further research on the 
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'Naim-Andonian' documents is necessary."

31
 The Austrian historian Wolfdieter 

Bihl has called the Naim-Andonian material "controversial" and notes that Artem 

Ohandjanian, the Armenian author of several well-researched books on the 

massacres, does not rely on them.
32 

(It should be noted here that Dadrian himself, 

in two books on the Armenian genocide published in 1995 and 1999 

respectively, similarly does not refer to the Naim-Andonian documents and does 

not even list Andonian's work in the bibliographies of these books.)
33

 

Other Middle East specialists have been more forthright. In a review article 

published in 1989, Michael Gunter called the works of Mevlanzade Rifat and 

Andonian "notorious forgeries."
34

 The Dutch historian Erik Ziircher argued that the 

Andonian materials "have been shown to be forgeries."
35

 The British historian 

Andrew Mango speaks of "telegrams dubiously attributed to the Ottoman wartime 

Minister of the Interior, Talat Pasha."
36

 The controversy over the authenticity of the 

Naim-Andonian documents, it is clear, will only be resolved through the discovery 

and publication of relevant Ottoman documents, and this may never come to pass. 

Until then, I would argue, Orel and Yuca's painstaking analysis of these documents 

has raised enough questions about their genuineness as to make any use of them in 

a serious scholarly work unacceptable. 

 

THE TURKISH COURTS-M ARTIAL OF 1919-22 

 

Following the defeat of Turkey in World War I and the signing of the 

armistice of Mudros on October 30, 1918, the new Turkish government formed on 

November 11 accused the Young Turk regime of serious crimes. These accusations 

led to the convening of special courts-martial to try the leadership of the 

Committee on Union and Progress and selected officials of the former government. 

Several contemporary Armenian writers cite the findings of these proceedings as 

crucial support for the charge of genocide. Vartkes Yeghiayan argues that they "are 

primary evidence of Turkish confessions and condemnations which corroborate 

and authenticate the Armenian witness' accounts of the genocide."
37 

Dadrian, as we 

have seen above, invoked the trials to confirm the genuineness of the Naim-

Andonian documents. 

After losing the war, the Young Turk government was badly discredited, 

and harsh criticism of the CUP became the chief theme in the Turkish press.
38

 

Public clamor for the punishment of the Young Turk leadership gathered strength 

after the escape from Constantinople of seven top CUP leaders, including Talaat 

Pasha, on board a German destroyer during the night of November 1. British high 

commissioner Arthur G. Calthorpe informed London on November 29 that plan-

ning was underway to try Enver, Talaat, and their associates by court- 

martial. There is hardly an organ of the press, he added, "which is not 

vehemently attacking these men either for the incalculable harm they have brought 
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to the country or for their share in the massacres of the various Christian races."

39
 

A committee of the Turkish parliament and a commission convened in the ministry 

of the interior undertook the gathering of evidence and procured a large number of 

relevant documents that were later used by the courts-martial.
40

 

By all accounts, the most important reason for the establishment of the 

military tribunals was massive pressure by the victorious Allies, who insisted on 

retribution for the Armenian massacres. As early as May 24, 1915, the Allied 

governments had warned the Sublime Porte that they would "hold personally 

responsible [for] these crimes all members of the Ottoman government and those 

of their agents who are implicated in such massacres."
41

 When the Turkish cabinet 

made the formal decision on December 14 to set up the courts-martial, writes 

Taner Akcam, author of the most detailed study of the trials, "the political pressure 

of the British played a decisive role."
42

 Dadrian also speaks of the Allies' eagerness 

for punitive justice.
43 

It is most certain, Dadrian writes in another article, that the 

convening of the courts-martial "was dictated by political expediency. On the one 

hand, it was hoped that it would be possible to inculpate the Ittihadist Party 

leadership as primarily, if not exclusively, responsible for the Armenian massacres, 

thereby exculpating the rest of the Turkish nation. On the other, many 

representatives of the victorious Allies nurtured a strong belief that the punishment 

of the perpetrators might induce the victors to be lenient at the Peace 

Conference."
44

 

The wartime plans of the Allies had provided for the dismemberment of the 

Ottoman Empire. According to the so-called Constantinople agreement of March 

18, 1915, Russia was to annex Constantinople and parts of eastern Thrace as well 

as an adjoining area in Asiatic Turkey. The Sykes-Picot agreement of May 16, 

1915, negotiated between Mark Sykes and Georges Picot for Britain and France 

and ratified by the Russians, divided large areas of Asiatic Turkey among France, 

Russia, and Britain.
45

 Understandably, the Turks were greatly concerned about 

these plans, and they decided early on that only full cooperation with the Allies 

would help minimize the loss of territory. They also unleashed an elaborate 

publicity campaign to convince the world that the Young Turks alone were to 

blame for the crimes that had been committed. According to an American 

intelligence report of December ro, 1918, the Turks had created a commission of 

propaganda "in order to persuade civilized people that the Turk is worthy of their 

sympathy, throwing all the responsibility for the massacres on the Young Turk 

Government."
46

 

The National Congress, an umbrella group of more than fifty political and 

cultural organizations, issued several pamphlets addressed to the West, sounding a 

theme that was to be echoed by some of the courts-martial. The National Congress 

argued that the deportations of the Armenians had become necessary because of 

the treasonous activities of the Armenian revolutionary organizations and the 
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"numerous outrages against the Musulman population" but that the massacres that 

had taken place were inexcusable. It accused the CUP of having carried out an 

"infernal policy of extermination and robbery" but maintained that the Turkish 

people should not be held responsible "for a criminal aberration against which its 

conscience protested from the outset." Muslims as well as Armenians had suffered 

greatly from the reign of the Young Turks. "All classes, all nationalities were the 

victims of its tyranny."
47

 Grand Vizier Damad Ferid, appearing before the Paris 

peace conference, argued likewise that the responsibility for Turkey's entry into the 

war on the side of Germany and for the crimes committed against the Christians 

lay strictly with the CUP.
48

 

Large-scale arrests of leading Ittihadists began in January 1919. A list of 

suspects had been compiled by the Greek-Armenian section of the British high 

commissioner, which drew on the assistance of the Armenian patriarchate; others 

arrested were nationalists opposed to the armistice or political enemies of the 

Liberal Union party now in power, which sought to settle old accounts. The 

charges included subversion of the Turkish constitution as well as massacres of 

Greeks and Armenians and wartime profiteering. The main trial judged key cabinet 

ministers and high CUP functionaries. Several other courts took up crimes in 

provincial cities where massacres had taken place. Due to inadequate 

documentation, the total number of courts is not known. Taner Akcam arrives at a 

count of twenty-eight, but there may have been more.
49 

An attempt of the Turkish 

government in February 1919 to have representatives of four neutral governments 

(Denmark, Spain, Sweden, and Holland) participate in the investigation of the 

massacres was foiled by British and French opposition.
50

 All of the proceedings 

took place in Constantinople. 

The first of the tribunals, focused on Yozgat (province of Ankara), began on 

February 5, 1919, and lasted until April 7. It charged several Turkish officials with 

mass murder and plunder of Armenian deportees. 

Of ē,800 Armenians who had been living in the town of Yozgat before the 

war, only 88 were still alive in 1919. The court heard testimony by survivors who 

told of killings, robbery, and rape and accepted as evidence documents that 

contained orders to kill the Armenians. For example, a letter by one of the 

defendants, commander of the gendarmerie for the districts of Chorum and Yozgat, 

contained a telegram to one of this subordinates, telling him that "the Armenians 

are to be eradicated."
51

 On April 8 the court-martial found two of the defendants 

guilty; the case of the third defendant was detached to another trial. 

The main trial got underway in Constantinople on April 28. Twelve of the 

defendants (among them important members of the CUP's central committee and 

several ministers) were present in the dock; but seven key figures who had fled 

(including Talaat, Enver, and Djemal) had to be tried in absentia. "Embedded in 

the Indictment," writes Dadrian, "are forty-two authenticated documents 
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substantiating the charges therein, many bearing dates, identification of senders of 

the cipher telegrams and letters, and names of recipients."
52

 Among these 

documents is the written deposition of Gen. Mehmet Vehib Pasha, commander of 

the Turkish Third Army, who testified that "the murder and extermination of the 

Armenians and the plunder and robbery of their property is the result of decisions 

made by the central committee of Ittihad ve Terakki [CUP]."
53

 In another 

document quoted in the indictment, a high-ranking deportation official, Abdulahad 

Nuri, admits having been told by Talaat that "the purpose of the deportation was 

destruction."
54 

The court-martial ended with a verdict handed down on July 22. 

Several of the defendants were found guilty of having subverted the constitutional 

form of government by force and of being responsible for massacres in various part 

of the country. Talaat, Enver, Djemal, and Nazim were sentenced to death (in 

absentia). Others were given lengthy prison sentences.
55

 

The verdict of yet another trial (of the representatives of the CUP in various 

cities) implicated a unit called Teskilat-i Mahsusa (Special Organization) in the 

massacres.
56

 The actions of the Special Organization were also discussed at length 

during the main trial, and the court is said to have compiled a special file called 

"The Residual Special Organization Papers." According to Dadrian, the 

proceedings of the main court-martial and other trials are replete with references to 

the crimes of "massacre and destruction" of the Armenians on the part of the 

Special Organization.
57 

(The Special Organization is discussed in more detail later 

in this chapter.) 

Despite widespread hatred of the discredited Young Turk regime, the trials 

of the CUP leaders received only limited support from the Turkish population. The 

funeral of Mehmed Kemal, former governor of Boghazliyan who had been hanged 

on April 10, led to a large demonstration, organized by CUP elements. It is 

probable, reported the British high commissioner to London, that many here 

"regard executions as necessary concessions to Entente rather than as punishment 

justly meted out to criminals."
58

 Speaking of the continuing arrests of former 

government officials, the American high commissioner Lewis Heck reported to 

Washington on April 4, 1919, that "it is popularly believed that many of them are 

made from motives of personal vengeance or at the instigation of the Entente 

authorities, especially the British."
59

 

Many Armenians, too, voiced their skepticism. Aram Andonian called the 

trial of the CUP leadership "a political ruse [rather] than a work of justice. The 

present Government in Turkey simply wanted to throw dust in the eyes of 

Europe."
60

 Opposition to the trials increased dramatically following the Greek 

occupation of Smyrna (today's Izmir) on May 15, which caused a strong outburst 

of patriotic and nationalistic feeling. "This provocative move," writes James Willis, 

"raised fears that the Allies favored territorial annexations by the ancient enemy of 

Turkey."
61

 Under the leadership of Mustapha Kemal, a highly decorated Turkish 
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officer, a nationalist movement now emerged that eventually was to overthrow the 

government of the sultan in Constantinople. From the beginning, the Kemalists 

criticized the sultan for his abject surrender to the Allies, and they increasingly 

expressed the fear that the trials were part of a plan to partition the Ottoman 

Empire. The atrocities committed by the Greek forces upon landing in Smyrna 

remained largely unpunished while the Allies pressured the Turks to persecute the 

Young Turk leaders, which made the Allies appear to be hypocritical and adhering 

to a double standard.
62

 

Between May 20 and 23 Constantinople saw several large demonstrations 

against the Allied occupation. To appease the nationalists the Ottoman government 

freed forty-one prisoners. The British had long been concerned about the lax 

discipline at the prisons and the large number of escapees. They now feared the 

release of all of the prisoners. Hence on May 28 British forces seized sixty-seven 

of the detainees, including some already on trial, and transferred them to Malta. As 

the Kemalist movement gathered strength, the work of the courts-martial slowed 

down more and more. On March 16, 1920, the Allies occupied 

Constantinople, but the signing of the Treaty of Sevres by the Ottoman 

government on August 10 further weakened the Turkish courts-martial. The treaty 

envisaged an international tribunal that would judge those suspected of serious war 

crimes and thus undermined the relevance and importance of the Turkish courts. 

The last Ottoman government uncovered several mistakes in the proceedings of the 

military tribunals. The trials formally ended on March 28, 1922. An amnesty a year 

later freed those still in custody.
63

 

Dadrian considers the military tribunals of 1919-20 "a milestone in Turkish 

legal history." The courts, he concedes, suffered from instability in structure and 

personnel. There was much turnover among presiding judges and prosecutors. The 

proceedings failed dismally "in the area of retributive justice." Despite the 

enormity of the crime, there were only fifteen death sentences, only three of which 

were actually carried out. Still, Dadrian argues, the trials "demonstrated beyond 

reasonable doubt that the Ittihad, which had become a monolithic governmental 

party, intended to destroy the Armenian population of the empire and for that 

purpose had organized and implemented its scheme of genocide."
64

 Hovannisian 

concludes similarly that, although justice was not done, "the relevant documents 

stand as reminders of the culpability of the Young Turk regime."
65 

According to 

Melson, "the courts-martial demonstrate that Turkish authorities once did exist 

with the integrity not to deny but to face up to the truth of the Armenian 

Genocide."
66

 

Armenian writers and their supporters have praised the contribution of the 

military tribunals to the discovery of historical truth, despite serious problems 

concerning our knowledge of these proceedings and the reliability of their findings. 

It is of course not surprising that the proceedings in 1919-20 lacked many basic 
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requirements of due process. Few authors familiar with Ottoman jurisprudence 

have had many positive things to say about the Turkish court system, especially the 

military courts. Dadrian notes that military tribunals in 1915 "hanged countless 

Armenians on the flimsiest charges," and he cites with approval a German memo 

that referred to these tribunals as "kangaroo courts."
67

 In January 1916 the German 

ambassador, Paul von Wolff -Metternich, demanded the supervision of Turkish 

courts by German officials, "since one cannot have confidence in Turkish jurispru-

dence."
68

 In July 1915 and again early in 1916 a Turkish military court condemned 

to death a total of seventy-eight leading citizens of Syria. "Many, probably a large 

majority," writes one student of the subject, "were innocent of anything which 

would justify such a sentence."
69 

To be sure, the military tribunals of 1919-20 passed few death sentences, 

but this was not the result of improved legal procedures. "It is interesting to see," 

commented British high commissioner Richard Webb on July 7, 1919 (on the just-

concluded trial of Talaat and other Young Turk leaders), "how skillfully the 

Turkish penal code has been manipulated to cover the acts attributed to the 

accused, and the manner in which the sentences have been apportioned among the 

absent and the present as to effect a minimum of real bloodshed."
70

 In other words, 

while there were fewer death sentences than during the war years, political 

interference continued to afflict these court proceedings just as before. If Armenian 

writers like the trials of 1919-20, one is inclined to conclude, it is less because the 

leopard changed its spots but rather because they are happy about the findings of 

these courts with regard to the responsibility of the Young Turk leadership for the 

Armenian massacres. 

The legal procedures of Ottoman military courts, including those operating 

in 1919-20, suffered from serious shortcomings when compared to Western 

standards of due process of law. Nineteenth-century American courts-martial, for 

example, granted the accused or their counsels the right to question and cross-

examine witnesses concerning the alleged offense.
71

 This right is embodied in 

Articles 32 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, enacted by Congress in 1950, 

which provides that the accused be able "to cross-examine witnesses" and to obtain 

evidence in their own behalf.
72

 Even the much-criticized rules of procedure for the 

military tribunals proposed by the administration of George W. Bush in 2002 to try 

terrorists grant the accused the right to present evidence in their defense and to 

cross-examine witnesses.
73 

By contrast, the Ottoman penal code did not acknowledge the right of cross-

examination, and the role of the judge was far more important than in the Anglo-

American tradition. He weighed the probative value of all evidence submitted 

during the preparatory phase and during the trial, and he questioned the accused.
74

 

At the trials held in 1919-20 the presiding officer, when questioning the 

defendants, often acted more like a prosecutor than like an impartial judge. 
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In line with Ottoman rules of procedure, defense counsels at the courts-

martial held in 1919-20 were barred from access to the pretrial investigatory files 

and from accompanying their clients to the interrogations conducted prior to the 

trials
75

 On May 6, 1919, at the third session of the main trial, defense counsel 

challenged the court's repeated teferences to the indictment as proven fact, but the 

court rejected the objection.
76

 Throughout the trials, no witnesses were heard; the 

verdict of the courts rested entirely on documents and testimony mentioned or read 

during the trial proceedings but never subjected to cross-examination. Commenting 

on the Yozgat trial that had just started American high commissioner Heck noted 

with disapproval on February 7, 1919, that the defendants would be tried by 

"anonymous court material."
77

 "After the establishment of the Turkish republic," 

writes a Turkish legal officer, "the military justice system developed during the 

Ottoman Empire was generally considered to be unconstitutional, and an entirely 

new Turkish Military Criminal Code and Military Criminal Procedure were 

prepared and accepted by the Turkish Great National Assembly in 1930."
78

 

Probably the most serious problem affecting the probative value of the 

1919-20 military court proceedings is the loss of all the documentation of these 

trials. This means that we have none of the original documents, sworn testimony, 

and depositions on which the courts based their findings and verdicts. We know of 

some of this material from reports of the legal proceedings that are preserved in 

selected supplements of the official gazette of the Ottoman government, 'L'akvim-i 

Vekayi, or from press reports; but, of course, such reproductions can hardly be 

considered a valid substitute for the original documentation. In many cases we do 

not know whether the official gazette or the newspapers covering the trials 

reprinted all or only some of the text of the documents reproduced. Neither can we 

be sure of the accuracy of the transcription. According to Daclrian, "before being 

introduced as accusatory exhibits, each and every official document was 

authenticated by the competent staff personnel of the Interior Ministry who 

thereafter affixed on the top part of the document: 'it conforms to the original.'" 
?
9 

However, in the absence of the original documents and without the ability of 

defense counsel to challenge the authenticity of this material, we have to take the 

word of the officials in questionðand that is indeed a tall order. It is doubtful that 

the Nuremberg trials would ever have attained their tremendous significance in 

documenting the crimes of the Nazi regime if we had to rely on a few copies of 

such documents in the trial record or in the press covering the trials instead of the 

verdicts being supported by thousands of original German documents preserved in 

our archives. 

In the absence of the complete original documents, we have to be content 

with selected quotations. For example, General Vehib Pasha in his written 

deposition is supposed to have described Dr. Behaeddin Sakir, one of the top CUP 

leaders, as the man who "procured and engaged in the command zone of the Third 
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Army the butchers of human beings... He organized gallow birds as well as 

gendarmes and nolicenien with blood on their hand and blood in their eyes."
80

 Parts 

of this deposition were included in the indictment of the main trial and in the 

verdict of the Harput trial,
81

 but without the full text we lose the context of the 

quoted remarks. The entire text of the deposition is supposed to have been read 

into the record of the Trebizond trial on March 29, 1919, but the proceedings of 

this trial are not preserved in any source; only the verdict is reprinted in the official 

gazette. 

Other highly incriminating testimony is said to have been given at the 

Yozgat trial, but here again only the verdict was published in the official gazette. 

Dadrian, who quotes this testimony, has to rely on accounts of these proceedings in 

Turkish newspapers, all of which were operating under the dual prior censorship of 

the Turkish government and the Allied high commissioners.
82

 Moreover, much of 

this testimony must be considered hearsay at best. For example, former Turkish 

official Cemal is supposed to have testified that Ankara's CUP delegate Necati had 

told him that the time had come to begin "the extermination of local Armenians."
83 

Similar hearsay evidence is contained in the indictment of the main trial. The 

Turkish official Ihsan Bey had heard Abdulahad Nuri Bey, the Aleppo 

representative of the deportations committee, say: "I have taken up contact with 

Talaat Bey and have personally received the orders of extermination."
84 

In the 

absence of corroboration from other reliable sources, it seems difficult to consider 

this testimony evidence in any meaningful sense of the term. 

Contemporary Turkish authors dismiss the proceedings of the military 

tribunals of 1919-20 as tools of the Allies.
85

 The victorious Allies at the time, 

however, anxious for retributive justice, considered the conduct of the trials to be 

dilatory and half-hearted. The trials, British high commissioner Calthorpe wrote to 

London on August 1, 1919, were "proving to be a farce and injurious to our own 

prestige and to that of the Turkish government."
86 

In the view of commissioner 

John de Robeck, the trials were such a dead failure that their "findings cannot be 

held of any account at all."
87

 Hence when the British considered conducting their 

own trials of alleged Turkish war criminals held at Malta they declined to use any 

of the inculpatory evidence developed by the Turkish tribunals (see chapter 7). 

According to Dadrian, "several aspects of the court-martial proceedings 

merit attention for the quality of their judiciousness, despite the consideration of 

the fact that these trials were urged on by the victorious Allies, under whose 

shadow they took place." Among the features that deserve praise Dadrian notes 

that the trials were held in public, that the defendants had able defense counsel, and 

that the verdicts pronounced by the tribunals were based almost entirely on 

authenticated official documents.
88

 As explained earlier, however, the authenticity 

of documents admitted into evidence cannot be established by assertion on the part 

of the prosecuting authority. Moreover, none of the testimony, written depositions, 
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and documents put forth by the prosecution were subjected to cross-examination 

by the defense, which makes it impossible to consider these materials conclusive 

proof. Some of these materials are reproduced in the indictments, but an indictment 

is not tantamount to proven guilt. The serious violations of due process as well as 

the loss of all of the original documentation leave the findings of the military 

tribunals of 1919-20 unsupported by credible evidence. 

 

THE ROLE OF THE TESKILAT -I M AHSUSA (SPECIAL ORGANIZATION ) 

 

Several of the courts-martial held in 1919-20 made references to the 

destructive role of the Special Organization, and Dadrian accepts this appraisal. 

"The stated responsibilities of the Special Organization," he writes, "included 

intelligence, counter espionage, and the prevention of sabotage." As it turned out, 

however, the members of this unit eventually became the primary instrument used 

by the CUP to carry out its plan to exterminate the Armenians. "Their mission was 

to deploy in remote areas of Turkey's interior and to ambush and destroy convoys 

of Armenian deportees."
89

 The Special Organization's "principal duty was the 

execution of the Armenian genocide."
90

 

According to Philip Stoddard, author of the only scholarly full -scale study 

of the subject, the Special Organization (SO) developed between T903 and 1907; 

from T913 on it used the name "Special Organization." Under the overall direction 

of Enver Pasha (minister of war since January 1914) and led by many talented 

officers, the SO functioned like a Special Forces outfit. Stoddard calls it "a 

significant Unionist vehicle for dealing with both Arab separatism and Western 

imperialism," which at its peak enrolled about thirty thousand men. During World 

War I it was used for special military operations in the Caucasus, Egypt, and 

Mesopotamia. For example, in 1915 units of the SO seized key oases along the 

Ottoman line of advance against the Suez Canal. The SO was also used to suppress 

"subversion" and "possible collaboration" with the external enemy. However, 

according to Stoddard, this activity targeted primarily indigenous nationalist 

activities in Syria and Lebanon. He maintains that the SO played no role in the 

Armenian deportations
91 

Several recent authors have discussed some aspects of the 

secretive organization, but due to the loss of most documentation our knowledge of 

the operations of the SO remains spotty at best. Jacob Landau stresses the pan-

Turkic and pan-Islamic activities of the SO, which led to the dispatch of agents 

even before the outbreak of World War I. During the war SO operatives were sent 

to Transcaucasia, Mesopotamia, Afghanistan, and India.
92

 Dogu Ergil speaks of an 

organization "composed of the most dynamic officers of the army," who, in 

cooperation with local organizations, sought to foment nationalist revolutions in 

Mesopotamia, Turkestan, Egypt, Libya, and Tunis.
93

 

Donald McKale refers to the SO as originally being Enver Pasha's "private 
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secret service," which later, under the leadership of Sulayman Askeri Bey, 

functioned "as a wartime intelligence and guerilla organization."
94

 According to 

Erik Ziircher, the SO was "in effect a secret service directly responsible to Enver 

and paid out of secret War Ministry funds." It was sometimes quite successful in its 

counterespionage, as for instance in Syria. But, he concludes, "its 'offensive' 

operations were an almost total failure."
95

 

The indictment of the main trial maintained that the SO, after having 

participated in the war, carried out "criminal operations and activities" against the 

Armenians. For this purpose the CUP is said to have arranged for the release of 

convicts who participated in the murder of the deportees.
96

 Dadrian's argument is 

based on this indictment: In other words, following the abortive guerilla operations 

against Russian forces in the Transcaucasus, the Ittihadist leaders redeployed the 

brigand units for use on the home front internally, namely against the Armenians. 

Through a comprehensive sweep of the major cities, towns and villages, containing 

large clusters of Armenian populations, the Special Organization units, with their 

commanding officers more or less intact, set to work to carry out Ittihad's blueprint 

of annihilation
97 

Turkish as well as German civilian and military sources, Dadrian 

maintains, confirm this information, including the employment of convicts in the 

killer units of the SO. Yet when checking the references that he provides for this 

assertion it becomes clear that these sources do not always say what Dadrian 

alleges. It is generally known and undisputed chat the Ottoman government during 

World War I released convicts in order to increase its manpower pool for military 

servicc.
98

 Yet there is no credible evidence other than the assertion of the indict-

ment of the main trial for the allegation that the SO, with large numbers of convicts 

enrolled in its ranks, took the lead role in the massacres. 

Dadrian quotes German documents in support of the alleged link between 

the SO and the Armenian massacres. One of these documents is a report on the 

Armenian deportations by a German officer, Colonel Stange. In this document, 

dated August 23, 1915, Stange reports that Armenian villagers, deported from the 

area north of Erzurum, "were murdered, with the acquiescence and even the 

assistance of the military escort, by so-called Tschettes (volunteers), Aschirets 

[tribesmen] and similar scum."
99

 Dadrian, in quoting from this document, leaves 

out the phrase "with the acquiescence."
100

 More importantly, the term "Special 

Organization" does not appear in the Stange report. It is in Dadrian's gloss that 

Stange "confirmed the swift transfer of the brigands employed in guerilla war to 

mass murder duties".
101

 and it is Dadrian, not Stange, who equates the "scum" 

involved in this massacre with released convicts and enrolls them into the ranks of 

the SO. 

Dadrian uses the same technique when quoting from a report by the German 

consul in Aleppo, Walter Rossler. This German official supposedly "described the 

Special Organization massacre details as 'convicts, released from the prisons, and 
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put in military uniform."

102 
But again it is Dadrian and not Rossler who blames the 

killing not just on released convicts but on the SO. The question of who murdered 

the Armenian deportees and who, if anyone, made them do their ghastly deeds is 

difficult to resolve conclusively (see chapter 12). Dadrian finds an easy solution to 

this problem by manipulating the statements of contemporary observers. 

And there is more. In an apparent attempt to increase the credibility of 

Stange and to link this German officer to the SO, Dadrian describes him as "the 

highest-ranking German guerilla commander operating in the Turko-Russian 

border."
103

 In another place Dadrian calls him '"Special Organization' Commander, 

8th Infantry Regiment, and in charge of a Turkish Teshkilati Mahsma Detachment, 

of regimental strength, operating on the Russian border area."
104

 Yet there is no 

credible evidence to support this assertion about Stange's service as an SO 

commander; and in view of the well-known tension between the Turkish and 

German secret services it is a highly unlikely assignment.
105

 At the beginning of 

the war SO units did indeed operate, with out much success, in the border area, and 

some of them are said to have included released convicts.
106

 However, according to 

German Foreign Ministry files and other sources, during the winter offensive of 

1914-!5 Stange commanded a unit of regular Turkish troops, the Eighth Infantry 

Regiment of the Third Turkish Division. Although this unit, known as the Stange 

Detachment, was reinforced by two thousand to three thousand irregulars, these 

irregulars were not released Turkish convicts but Georgian Muslims (Laz and 

Acar) who had volunteered to fight the Russians.
107

 Even if Stange's appointment 

as commander of a regular army unit is regarded as camouflage and the 

detachment was in fact part of the SO, there is no evidence anywhere that this or 

any other SO detachment was diverted to duty involving the Armenian 

deportations. The Stange Detachment, according to another German officer, also 

included Armenians, who are said to have fought well.
108 

The supreme irony of this 

situation is rather striking: here is an alleged unit of the SO, the organization that 

Dadrian calls the primary instrument in the implementation of the Armenian 

genocide, that included Armenians! 

Dadrian takes similar liberties with a Turkish source that deals with the 

leading SO official, Esref Kuscubasi. At the outbreak of World War I Esref was 

director of SO operations in Arabia, the Sinai, and North Africa. After his capture 

on a mission to Yemen on January 13, 1917, he was sent to Malta, where he was 

held until 1920. Esref was interrogated by the British, but he denied any 

involvement with the Armenian massacres. He died in 1964 at the age of 91.
109

 

According to Dadrian, Esref admitted in an interview with the Turkish author 

Cemal Kutay that he "had assumed duties [in operations that revolved around] the 

covert aspects of [the Armenian deportations]." He also defended the former grand 

vizier, Said Halim, against charges of "complicity in crimes associated with the 

Armenian deportations. As a man deeply involved in this matter 1 firmly reject this 
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false accusation."

110 
The text in which these sentences appear, as Dadrian 

acknowledges, is taken from pages 18, 36, and 78 of a book by Kutay on the SO in 

World War I,
111

 and indeed it is only through shrewd juxtapositions of words and 

insertions (which he puts in square brackets) that Dadrian ends up with the desired 

resultðthe well-known SO operative Esref Kuscubasi now acknowledges his 

responsibility for the crimes against the Armenians.
112

 

Two other examples of the way in which Dadrian uses interpolations and 

rephrasing to make his points should be mentioned. When 

discussing the release of convicts, Yusuf Kemal Bey (undersecretary in the 

Ministry of Justice) is quoted as telling the Ottoman senate in 1916 that "these 

people are not being sent directly to the theaters of war as soldiers but are being 

used for special services e.g., in the ranks of the Special Organization." In 

Dadrian's assessment this testimony is said to mean that the convicts "are being 

used for special services {killing operations} in the ranks of the Special 

Organization" (the words in square brackets are inserted by Dadrian).
113

 Also 

addressing the issue of the released convicts, Behic Bey (the deputy director of the 

Department of the Army in the Ministry of War) is quoted as testifying during the 

same debate that "the majority of these criminals was not made part of the military 

troops but was placed under the command of the Special Organization in which 

outfit their involvement proved profitable." When Dadrian summarizes this 

testimony, "the majority of these criminals" becomes "virtually all of the felons," 

and placement "under the command of the Special Organization" is said to mean 

"deployment in the interior provinces of Turkey for an extra-military mission, 

meaning the liquidation of the Armenian element, as subsequently documented by 

the Turkish Military Tribunal."
114

 Again, it is Dadrian's gloss and not the original 

text quoted that includes the incriminating words. 

In order to establish a connection between the SO and the Armenian 

massacres, Dadrian quotes repeatedly from the indictment of the main court-

martial of 1919; but neither the proceedings of this trial nor the verdict support the 

allegation. Under questioning by the presiding judge of the main trial, several 

defendants confirmed the use of the SO for covert operations behind enemy lines 

on the Russian front, described the use of released convicts, and explained the way 

in which the SO had cooperated with the army and had been paid out of a secret 

fund of the Ministry of War. They also testified that individual CUP functionaries 

had served in the SO and had helped to recruit volunteers, describing this 

participation as a patriotic duty. The defendants denied any connection between the 

SO and the central committee of the CUP, however, as well as any role of the SO 

in the Armenian deportations and massacres.
115

 

When the presiding judge kept on insisting that the SO had participated in 

the massacres, defendant Riza Bey finally expressed his "conjecture" that locally 

recruited reinforcements for the gendarmerie, which did not have enough 
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manpower to carry out the deportations, could also be called "special 

organization." However, he insisted that these forces and the units of the SO were 

"completely different things."
116

 All of the defendants rejected the idea, repeatedly 

put forth by the presiding judge, that the SO had two parts, one functioning under 

the direction of the Ministry of War and the other under the central committee of 

the CUP. I know of no credible evidence that proves their testimony to have been 

false. 

Until the main court-martial of 1919, nobody had linked the SO to the 

Armenian deportations. The reports and writings of foreign consular officials, 

missionaries, and German officers who served in Turkey are a rich source of 

information about the deportations and massacres, but the SO is never mentioned. 

It would appear that the SO was selected by the prosecutors in 1919 as an easy 

target. Engaged in covert activities, the SO had regularly destroyed its papers. 

Moreover, practically all of whatever documentation may have been available at 

the end of the war had disappeared after the collapse of the Young Turk regime. 

Little was known about the organizational structure of the SO. All this made it 

tempting to use the SO as a scapegoat and attribute to it all kinds of nefarious 

activities. 

The Turkish journalist Ahmed Emin Yalman revived the story about the 

involvement of the SO in the Armenian massacres in a book published in the 

United States in 1930. The SO, he wrote, "was in some cases directly instrumental 

in bringing about attacks and massacres."
117 

Yalman cited no sources or evidence 

to back up this statement. In 1971 Kazarian published an English translation of the 

indictment of the main trial that contained references to the SO, and in a 1976 

article he called the SO the instrument that carried out the killing of the Arme-

nians.
118

 Walker, in an exchange with Dyer in 1973, relied upon Yalman and two 

other secondary sources when he attributed the "Ittihad-ist planned extermination 

of the Armenians" to the "bands of Teskilat-i Mahsusa (Special Organization)." 
119

 

Dyer, at the time a senior lecturer at the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst and 

one of the few persons to have done research in the Ottoman military archives, 

responded that in his understanding the SO had been employed "mainly in 

furthering the Holy War among the Muslim peoples on and beyond the Ottoman 

borders. It was certainly not primarily involved in the Armenian events of 19T5-

1916." With regard to such an involvement, Dyer noted that he had seen "little 

evidence apart from gossip like that quoted by Mr. Walker." 
120

 

This is where matters stood until Dadrian began to write about the courts-

martial of 1919-20 in the late 1980s and to publicize the 

accusations against the SO made by these tribunals. Dadrian fully accepted 

the charges made by the military tribunals and considered the SO to have played a 

central role in the program of genocide. Several authors apparently were persuaded 

by his argument. The SO, wrote Hovannisian in 1992, had the responsibility to 
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oversee the deportations and "used as agents of death and destruction" hardened 

criminals released from the prisons as well as predatory tribes.
121

 Ziircher, who in 

1984 had discussed the SO without any reference to the Armenian deportation, in 

1997 referred to "indications" that an inner circle within the CUP leadership, under 

the direction of Talaat Pasha, had pursued a policy of extermination and had used 

the relocation as a cloak for this policy. "A number of provincial party chiefs 

assisted in this extermination, which was organized through the Teskilat-i Mahsusa 

under the direction of its political director (and CUP central committee member) 

Bahaeddin Sakir."
122

 Akcam, for the most part relying on the proceedings of the 

courts-martial as well as on the work of Dadrian, similarly concludes that after its 

failures on the Russian front the SO was used to organize and carry out the 

extermination of the Armenians.
123

 Repeating the charge without any new 

supporting evidence, Donald Bloxham maintains that the irregular units of the SO 

were "the principal murderers of the Armenian deportees."
124

 

The allegations of the involvement of the SO in the Armenian massacres are 

based upon testimony and documents introduced by the prosecution at the military 

tribunals of 1919-20 as well as on what Dyer has correctly characterized as 

"gossip." Given the limited credibility of this material, the role of the SO in the 

travail of the Armenians, too, must be considered not proven. The archive of the 

Turkish General Staff is said to contain ciphered telegrams to the SO,
125

 but so far 

they have not been seen by any Western scholar. It is possible that authentic 

documentation concerning the SO may yet be discovered in Turkish or other 

archives that will throw additional light upon the activities of this secretive 

organization. Until then the allegations will remain just thatðallegations 

unsupported by real evidence. 

 

THE COVERT NATURE OF THE GENOCIDE  

 

Dadrian has argued that the deportation order as well as the rules 

implementing the deportations were part of a scheme of deception and duplicity, 

for "subsequently these orders were superseded by secret orders decreeing the 

destruction of the convoys through massacre." Both Talaat and Enver are said to 

have used for this purpose telegraphic apparatuses that they had installed in their 

homes.
126

 According to Dadrian, Resit Akif Pasha, a veteran Ottoman politician 

and president of the council of state in the first postwar Turkish government in the 

fall of 1918, confirmed this nefarious practice in a speech before the senate on 

November 21, 1918. Dadrian refers to this speech as a "document {that} has 

extraordinary value. In this sense, it is perhaps the most damning piece of legal 

evidence, confirming the reality of the most critical feature of the Armenian 

Genocide: its covert and highly secret design, especially the resort to a two-track 

system of transmission of orders."
127
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In the speech in question Resit Akif Pasha stated that while occupying his 

last post in the cabinet he had become "cognizant of some secrets." The official 

order for the deportation of the Armenians had been followed by "an ominous 

circular order," sent by the central committee of the CUP to the provinces, "urging 

the expediting of the execution of the accursed mission of the brigands (gete). 

Thereupon, the brigands proceeded to act and the atrocious massacres were the 

result."
128

 Unfortunately the existence of this circular order depends upon Resit 

Akif Pasha's word, which must be considered suspect. His speech was part of the 

elaborate propaganda campaign waged by the postwar Turkish governments that 

sought to heap all blame for the Armenian massacres upon the CUP leadership and 

thus forestall the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire. This political purpose 

becomes clear in the remarks immediately following his mention of the secret 

circular order. Resit Akif here castigates the central committee of the CUP as a 

"vile and tyrannical body" that was more influential than the official government. 

This committee "alone is the cause of the immense catastrophes befalling this 

innocent state and nation, [and] emerges as the singular cause of this slaughter" 

(my emphasis).
129

 Resit Akif never produced the circular order implicating the 

CUP leaders in the massacre of the Armenian convoys. The mere allegation that 

such an order was issued can hardly be considered "legal evidence," as Dadrian has 

claimed. 

 

Chapter 7 

 

The Turkish Position 

 

The Turkish government denies that the Young Turk regime during World 

War I ordered the annihilation of the Armenian community and therefore was 

guilty of genocide. Unti 1 very recently, all Turkish historians took the same 

position. Their writings were heavily influenced by nationalism and, with few 

exceptions, were notable for extreme partisanship and a lack of critical self-

reflection.
1
 The relocation of the Armenians, it is argued in this literature, was an 

emergency measure made necessary by the treasonable activities of the Armenian 

revolutionaries who organized a full -scale rebellion behind the Turkish lines. 

Unable to tell who was and who was not in league with the enemy, the Ottoman 

government had no choice but to remove the entire Armenian community to a new 

location in the interior of the country. This removal was a relocation and not a 

deportation, they insist, since the destinations in Syria and Mesopotamia were part 

of the Ottoman Empire. During this relocation, most Turkish authors concede, 

unfortunate excesses took place, and many Armenians lost their life. However, the 

government did its best to prevent these killings and punished those who could be 

found responsible for them. There were no large-scale massacres; moreover, many 
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Muslims, too, died as a result of what in effect was a civil war within a global war.

2
 

 

THE ARMENIAN REBELLION  

 

Turkey's entry into World War I on the side of Germany put the Armenian 

community in a difficult position. The Armenians were especially unhappy over 

the prospect of having to fight the Russians, whom they had come to regard as their 

protector. The fact that the Russian army of the Caucasus included large numbers 

of Russian Armenians added to the predicament. Still, the Armenian patriarch and 

even the Dashnaks went out of their way to affirm their loyalty to the Ottoman 

state, and most Armenians of military age at first responded to the call for military 

service.
3
 

The Ottoman regime was not impressed by these declarations of support, 

and for good reason. As most Armenian authors concede, the sympathy of the great 

majority of their compatriots was in fact with the Allies. "Although most 

Armenians maintained a correct attitude-vis-a-vis the Ottoman government," writes 

Hovannisian, "it can be asserted with some substantiation that the manifestations of 

loyalty were insincere, for the sympathy of most Armenians throughout the world 

was with the Entente, not with the Central Powers."
4
 In view of the Ottoman legacy 

of massacres and despite "overt demonstrations of support for the Turkish war 

effort," acknowledges Dadrian, "it is fair to state that most (though not all) 

Armenians privately hoped for Turkish defeat and the end of Turkish domination."
5
 

Individual Armenians differed on the degree to which they wanted to involve 

themselves actively in the struggle against Turkey, but the general sentiment was 

clearly pro-Entente. A cartoon that appeared in the Turkish satirical paper Karagbz 

illustrated this attitude and also indicated that the Turks were well aware of the 

defeatist posture of the Armenians. The cartoon depicted two Turks discussing the 

war: 

"Where do you get your war news from?" asked Turk number one. "I do not 

need war news," replied Turk number two; "I can follow the course of the war by 

the expression on the faces of the Armenians I meet. When they are happy 1 know 

that the Allies are winning, when depressed I know the Germans had a victory."
6
 

In September 1914, about a month after the general mobilization, the 

Ottoman government instructed provincial authorities to keep the activities of the 

Armenian organizations under surveillance and to seize any illegal arms.
7
 This 

order led to widespread searches for weapons; several governors reported that they 

had discovered large stocks of arms and explosives, most of them of Russian 

origin. The Armenians claimed that these weapons had been prepared for self-

defense only, but the Turks were unconvinced by this argument. By that time large 

numbers of Armenian conrcripts had begun to desert, and some Armenian revo-

lutionaries had started to engage in acts of sabotage. The Turkish army had just 
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suffered a serious defeat at the Caucasus front; Armenian assistance to the enemy, 

it was charged, had played a crucial role in this debacle. There were reports of 

telegraph lines being cut and of armed clashes with bands of Armenian deserters. 

In some instances, villagers were said to have provided shelter for the Armenian 

bands; in other cases, they had refused.
8
 

On February 25, 1915, the operations division of the Turkish General Staff 

sent a directive to all army units entitled "Increased Security Precautions." The 

order took note of the activities of Armenian brigands and deserters. 'Although 

these incidents are not serious at the moment, they indicate that preparations for 

rebellion are being made by our enemies within our country." The General Staff 

gave commanders authority to declare martial law and directed that Armenians be 

removed from all military service.
9
 Several days later, on February 28 Interior 

Minister Talaat informed the governors of the order from the General Staff and 

advised them to take "all necessary preventive measures in those matters affecting 

the civilian administration."
10

 

By April 1915, Turkish authors and supporters of the Turkish cause argue, 

Armenian guerrilla activities had picked up momentum. Roads and communication 

lines were being cut. On April 22 the governor of Sivas informed the Ministry of 

the Interior that according to information supplied by arrested suspects the 

Armenians had thirty thousand armed men in the region: fifteen thousand had 

joined the Russian army and the other fifteen thousand would threaten the forces 

from the rear if the Turkish army suffered defeat.
11

 Ambassador Morgenthau 

reported to Washington on May 25 that nobody put the Armenian guerillas "at less 

than ten thousand and twenty-five thousand is probably closer to the truth."
12

 

Armenian insurgents had seized parts of the city of Van, and there were also 

skirmishes in Cilicia. The Ottomans, writes Justin McCarthy, "were forced to 

withdraw whole divisions from the front to combat the rebels."
13

 While the Turkish 

war effort was thus being weakened, Russian troops were advancing into eastern 

Anatolia, and a powerful British attack at the Dardanelles threatened Constanti-

nople itself. In this situation of great stress, the Young Turk regime had become 

convinced that a general Armenian uprising was underway, a rebellion that 

endangered the very existence of the Ottoman state. The Armenian insurrection, 

writes the Turkish historian Yusui Hikmet Bayur, was a fact, and it caught the 

Turkish government in a dangerously volatile situation.
14

 The well-armed 

Armenian partisan forces operating in Anatolia, insists another Turkish historian, 

Selim Deringil, "were more than 'self-defense' units."
15

 

Turkish authors have cited article 6 of the Hunchak program, adopted in the 

late 1880s, as proof that the Armenians in 1914-15 aimed at a general uprising. 

That article stated that the "most opportune time to institute the general rebellion 

for carrying out the immediate objective was when Turkey was engaged in war."
16

 

In 1919 the National Congress of Turkey (an umbrella organization founded to 
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discredit the Young Turks) publicized a proclamation of the Hunchaks allegedly  

issued after the outbreak of World War I, which called for a rebellion that would 

"drown ottoman tyranny in blood." The Hunchaks, it said, "will participate with the 

sword of insurrection in this gigantic fieht for the existence of nations." The 

publication went on to describe how the Armenians, acting upon this call for 

rebellion, had attacked military convoys, cut off the retreat of Turkish troops, and 

also committed "numerous outrages against the Musulman population."
17

 The 

Dashnaks also had drawn up a plan in January 1915 for a general uprising 

(according to a recently published history), but this plan was never implemented.
18

 

Another Dashnak publication praises the famous Murad of Sebastia for his 

uncompromising revolutionary role in 1914. Convinced that the Russian army and 

Armenian volunteers would soon enter Turkish Armenia, Murad "sent word 

everywhere for Armenians not to offer soldier conscripts to the Turkish army, to 

avoid military service, and to...fight, resist, and to die with honor." Unfortunately, 

the account continues, "Murad failed to persuade the Armenians of Sebastia to rise 

in rebellion."
19

 According to these sources, then, the Hunchaks issued a call for 

rebellion, though it is not clear how many Armenians followed this order. The 

Dashnaks prepared plans for a general uprising but never carried them out. 

Some European diplomats and other observers on the scene questioned 

whether the country in 1915 indeed faced a general Armenian uprising, and the 

issue continues to be the subject of controversy. On May 15, 1915, the Austrian 

consul in Trebizond relayed to his government Turkish reports of a widespread 

Armenian rebellion, though he added the caveat that these reports could be 

"exaggerations common in this country."
20 

Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, 

who was German vice-consul in Erzurum from February 17 to August 6, 1915, in 

report to Berlin acknowledged that Armenian revolutionaries had ngaged in 

seditious activities, but he denied that there had been "a general and planned 

Armenian rebellion."
21

 The same position was taken by the first dragoman of the 

Russian embassy, Andre Mandelstam.
22

 On the other hand, German Vice-Consul 

Kuckhoff in Samsun considered it a fact that a large Armenian conspiracy was 

excellently organized in all of Anatolia and was in constant contact with foreign 

powers. In all towns, the conspirators were well supplied with weapons, 

ammunition and bombs."
23

 Similarly, the high-ranking German officer Felix Guse 

(who as chief of staff of the Turkish Third Army was a witness to the events of 

1915 in eastern Anatolia) insisted that the activities of the Armenian 

revolutionaries represented a "prepared undertaking" rather than simply a reaction 

to stepped-up persecution. "The seriousness and scope of the Armenian 

insurrection," he noted, "have not been sufficiently recognized and appreciated."
24

 

Pro-Armenian authors have denied that the fighting in 1915 represented a 

general uprising. Dadrian acknowledges that "a number of Armenians, individually 

or in consort with the enemy, engaged in espionage and sabotage, mainly on the 
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eastern border." 

25
 However, he denies the assertion of Guse and others that this 

was the result of a "prepared undertaking" or full-scale rebellion. Guse, Dadrian 

asserts, "was largely, if not exclusively, dependent upon the information fed to him 

by his Turkish subordinates as well as his Turkish superior, the Commander-in-

Chief of the Caucasus, or the Illrd Army. He had absolutely no alternative or 

supplementary source to check, modify, verify, or dismiss a flow of information 

with seemingly actual military implications but in reality with enormous political 

ramifications."
26 

This assessment has some validity; yet after thus devaluing Guse 

as a reliable witness, Dadrian cited Guse in two writings published several years 

later as saying that "there was no proof that the Armenians had any plan or 

intention to mount a general uprising."
27

 Dadrian's use of Guse's views raises 

several problems. First, if Guse's testimony is not to be trusted when he says that 

there was a "prepared uprising" because he had no independent sources of 

information, he should also not be considered a reliable source when he allegedly 

says that there was no planned uprising. Second, and more seriously, Guse 

nowhere states that there was no planned insurrection. Dadrian cites as his source 

Guse's T925 article (quoted earlier), but Guse there maintains the opposite of what 

Dadrian makes him sayðhe affirms that there was indeed a large rebellion. 

Dadrian does not put Guse's words into quotation marks, but by falsely attributing 

an opinion to a source, even when not citing it verbatim, he once again commits a 

serious violation of scholarly ethics. 

When all is said and done, we are left without firm knowledge as to whether 

the various guerrilla forces known to have operated in Anatolia were part of a 

general insurrection; the open-and-shut case claimed by Turkish authors is not 

substantiated. It is difficult to decide, observes Erickson in his history of the 

Ottoman army, when, where, and why the rebellions broke outðwhether provoked 

by intolerable conditions imposed upon the Armenians or as part of a more 

encompassing scheme.
28

 As it so often does, the assessment of Dyer appears to be 

the most sensible. Turkish allegations of wholesale disloyalty, treason, and revolt 

by the Ottoman Armenians, Dyer concludes, "are wholly true as far as Armenian 

sentiment went, only partly true in terms of overt acts, and totally insufficient as a 

justification for what was done [to the Armenians]."
29 

 

THE REVOLT OF VAN 

 

One of the most important factors in the decision to deport the Armenian 

community was the uprising at Van. This important city, close to the Russian 

border and in the heartland of historic Armenia, for a long time had been a center 

of Armenian nationalist agitation, had developed a strong revolutionary tradition, 

and was considered a stronghold of the Dashnaks. As the Russians were advancing 
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into eastern Anatolia in the spring of 1915-so goes the Turkish argument-the 

Armenians of Van began a revolt aimed at aiding the Russian offensive. 

Relations between Armenians and Muslims in the Van area had been 

deteriorating for some time. Tension had been rising, especially between Armenian 

villagers and Kurds; depredations by Kurdish brigands led to stepped-up arming of 

the Armenian population. On July 9, 1913, the British vice-consul in Van reported 

that the "general lawlessness [is] worse than has existed at any time during the past 

three years."
30

 Mobilization and the outbreak of war only aggravated the situation. 

The local Dashnak organization decided to oppose the conscription of young 

Armenians.
3l
 The government removed some of the gendarmerie for service at the 

front and created a militia, made up of Kurds and released convicts, to maintain 

local security. There are numerous reports that these forces used the excuse of 

requisitions in order to rob and pillage.
32

 Following orders received from 

Constantinople, Armenian houses were burnt down as punishment for desertion. 

By October 1914 Turkish military commanders reported increased 

Armenian desertions. The Russians were said to be distributing arms to Armenian 

bands. A dispatch dated November 29, 1914, stated: From the confessions of two 

arrested spies it is understood that rebellion is expected in Van and in the province 

at any time now."
33

 According to Turkish authors and their supporters, this 

insurrection, using Russian weapons, actually broke out in March 1915. Telegraph 

lines were cut, gendarmerie posts were attacked, and Muslim villagers were 

slaughtered. "The rebellion quickly took on the character of an inter-communal 

war. Armed Armenian bands attacked Kurdish villages. Kurdish tribesmen then 

retaliated by attacking Armenian villages. Wholesale massacres followed on both 

sides."
34

 Armenian writers assert that it was the Turkish militia thatðpretending to 

search for armsð repeatedly opened fire on unarmed Armenians and plundered 

and burned down entire hamlets. "Unable to stomach barbaric injustices, the 

village[r]s resisted and a fight ensued. The overwhelmed and terrified population 

escaped to nearby villages and eventually to Van."
35

 

On April 20 (according to the European calendar) the Armenians of Van, 

under the leadership of the Dashnak leader Aram Manoukian, went on the 

offensive. The Turkish governor reported on April 24 that four thousand Armenian 

fighters had opened fire on the police stations, had burned down Muslim houses, 

and had barricaded themselves in the Armenian quarter. About fifteen thousand 

Armenian refugees from the countryside eventually joined the besieged rebels, 

creating overcrowding and near-starvation. Still, the Armenians were able to hold 

out for several weeks. The Turks used large cannons and made several attempts to 

storm the Armenian positions, but they were thrown back with heavy losses. The 

fighting was fierce. "Nobody gave quarter nor asked for it," wrote the South 

American soldier of fortune Rafael de Nogales, who served with the Turkish 

forces. "The Christian or the Moor who fell into the enemy's hands was a dead 
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man." 

36
 By the beginning of the fourth week of the siege the Armenians' supply of 

ammunition had become very low, and they had suffered a large number of killed 

and wounded. The insurgents were eventually saved by the advancing Russian 

army. On May 17 the Turkish garrison had to retreat in the face of superior enemy 

forces; on May 20 Russian-Armenian units, followed a little later by Russian 

troops, entered Van. 

The jubilant Armenians offered the commanding Russian general the keys 

to the city. In return, the Russian military authorities appointed Aram Manoukian, 

the head of the Armenian defense committee, governor of the region. "Armenian 

political consciousness was stimulated," writes I lovannisian, "for the promised 

reward, an autonomous Armenia under Russian protection, was within sight."
37 

For 

the Turks, however, the fact that the rebellion of Van had succeeded with the help 

of the invading Russians was final proof that the Armenians were in league with 

Turkey's enemies; they were traitors against whom any retribution would be fully 

justified. Turkish hostility toward the Armenians was further increased as a result 

of the well-documented deeds of vengeance committed by the victorious 

insurgents. After the flight of the Turkish garrison, all important buildings in the 

city of Van were set on fire. Revenge for centuries of slavery under Turkish rule 

exploded in "a night of orgy, of saturnalia," wrote an eyewitness.
38 

"It is impossible 

to even faintly depict the grandeur of the flaming night," Onnig Mukhitarian, the 

secretary of the Armenian defense council, recorded in his diary. "It would require 

the brush of a genius to put on canvas the crimson hue of the clouds created by the 

burning of Turkish military and administrative buildings, the dense smoke curling 

up from a dozen or more lairs of their unparalleled tyranny." The "burning and 

looting," he continued, went on for several days. "No authority could have curbed 

the uncontrollable vengefulness that had seized the Armenians of Van ."
39

 

According to Mukhitarian, none of the many Turkish prisoners taken were 

killed; but American and German missionaries on the spot tell a different story. 

After the departure of the Turks, writes the American missionary Clarence Ussher, 

the Armenians searched the city. "The men they put to death; the women and 

children they spared." Despite their protest, Dr. Ussher writes, this went on for two 

to three days. "They burned and murdered; the spirit of loot took possession of 

them, driving out every other thought."
40

 The American mission compound, which 

earlier had sheltered five thousand Armenian refugees, now took in one thousand 

Turkish women and children. "These thousand fugitives," wrote Mrs. Ussher in a 

letter, "would all have been killed had we not opened our doors to them."
41

 

Another German missionary noted years later that the three days of Armenian 

revenge that she had witnessed in Van were difficult to forget. "The memory of 

these entirely helpless Turkish women, defeated and at the mercy of the victor, 

belongs to the saddest recollections from that time."
42

 

The departing Turks had murdered their Armenian prisoners, including the 
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wounded, and the Armenians now took their revenge. According to a Turkish Red 

Book published in 1916, the Armenians burned alive twenty-four sick Turkish 

soldiers who had been left behind at the military hospital.
43 

This charge is not 

implausible. An Armenian boy, recalled Dr. Ussher, entered the Turkish military 

hospital and killed several patients who had been left behind.
44

 Another eyewitness 

writes that some of the Armenians went to look for their wounded in the Turkish 

hospital, "and when they did not find them they were so infuriated that they killed 

some of the Turkish wounded and burned the  building."
45 

  A   Swiss  missionary   

concluded   with  considerable understatement that the victorious Armenians of 

Van "did not act according to the provisions of the Geneva Convention and still 

less according to the words of Jesus Christ."
46

 

The Turkish side, too, has made charges of atrocities. The grand vizier Said 

Halim told the American ambassador Henry Morgenthau in 1915 that the 

Armenian rebels had killed a hundred and twenty thousand Turks at Van 
47

 A 

recent publication of the Assembly of Turkish American Associations alleges that 

after the Armenian takeover large numbers of Muslim inhabitants of the villages 

surrounding Van were murdered. "In one incident, Muslims from villages to the 

North of Van were herded into the village of Zeve, where all but a few of the 

approximately 3,000 Muslim villagers were killed. Similar incidents took place 

throughout the region."
48

 Another publication by the same organization includes 

interviews with survivors of the Van region, who tell how the "Armenians skinned 

the men, castrated them, and raped and impaled the women." Women and girls 

threw themselves into rivers to escape their tormentors 
49

 Many thousands of 

Armenians who feared punishment for the atrocities they had committed, writes a 

Turkish historian, fled with the retreating Russian troops into the Caucasus.
50

 

Armenian writers, in contrast, speak of their people fleeing for their lives 

and being forced to leave all of their property.
51

 They also make charges of 

massacres. According to Dadrian, after the Turks retook Van in August 1915 

"some 55,000 Armenians in the outlying villages of Van were mercilessly hunted 

down and killed."
52

 The figure of 55,000 murdered Armenians comes from Dr. 

Ussher, who reported that the Russians collected and cremated this number of dead 

Armenians in the province.
53

 Accusations that wells ended up full of bodies and 

accounts of the suicide of violated women who drowned themselves in rivers 

appear in the writings of both sides. None of these allegations of atrocities are 

supported by hard evidence, but given the strong hatred that had developed 

between Armenians and Muslims by the spring of 1915 and in view of the known 

ferocity of the fighting, some of these charges may well be true. 

Turkish authors maintain to this day that the rebellion at Van was designed 

and timed to facilitate the advance of the Russians. Whether intended for this 

purpose or not, the insurrection certainly had this effect. It forced the Turks to 

withdraw troops from their operations in the Caucasus region and Persia and move 



87 

 
them to Van to suppress the rebellion.

54
 Two German diplomats and officers on the 

scene, one of them friendly toward the Armenian cause, agreed that the 

insurrection was a premeditated undertaking. According to Scheubner-Richter, the 

German vice-consul in Erzurum, the Armenians at Van had been collecting arms 

for some timeðat first only for defense against a possible-massacre, "but later 

probably also for an armed uprising." Only in Van, he noted, did the Armenians 

prepare a revolution or insurrection; in other places it was a matter of self-

defense.
55

 The German staff officer Felix Guse, too, speaks of a "prepared 

undertaking."
56

 

The Armenian position is that the insurrection, as Dadrian puts it, was 

aimed at preventing "the Turks from deporting and destroying the Armenian 

population of the city and its environs."
57

 Two weeks earlier deportations had 

started in Cilicia. The new governor, Cevdet Pasha, was an avowed enemy of the 

Armenians and had started massacres in the villages of the province. The 

precipitating event is supposed to have been the murder of four Dashnak leaders, 

two of whom were members of parliament.
58

 

Three American missionaries in VanðClarence and Elizabeth Ussher and 

Grace Knappðsupport the Armenian version of events. "Although the Vali calls it 

a rebellion," wrote Mrs. Ussher in her diary on the day the fighting started, "it is 

really an effort to protect the lives and homes of the Armenians."
59

 Grace Knapp 

wrote that the governor had "planned a general massacre of his Armenian 

subjects."
60 

The Russian foreign minister, Serge Sazonov, in a cable to his 

ambassador in London on May 15, 1915, expressed the view that the uprising 

undoubtedly had been the result of a bloodbath wreaked by the Turks.
61

 The 

Englishman C. F. Dixon-Johnson, however, writing in 1916, saw "good and 

sufficient reasons for believing that the Armenians themselves commenced the 

troubles by rising in rebellion." The defeat of the Turkish army in the Caucasus and 

the absence of the greater part of the local garrisons and gendarmerie provided a 

propitious moment for the plans of the revolutionaries.
62

 More recently Dyer has 

thought it "probable that Cevdet Pasha must bear most of the blame," though he 

added that he was "by no means entirely certain that some Armenians in Van did 

not have plans for a rising." 
63

 The organizers of the uprising for obvious reasons 

did not reveal their true intentions to anyone outside their own circle, so it is likely 

that the real causes of the insurrection will remain in dispute. 

 

ARMENIAN SUPPORT FOR THE ALLIED WAR EFFORT  
 

In August of 1914 (some sources give an earlier date), the Dashnaks held 

their eighth congress at Erzurum. There exists no documentary record of the 

proceedings of this gathering, which appears to have been secret, and Armenians 

and Turks report different conclusions. With war about to break out, 
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representatives of the Young Turks are supposed to have made the following 

proposition to the Dashnaks: 

If the Armeniansðthe Turkish as well as the Russian Armenians-would 

give active cooperation to the Turkish armies, the Turkish government under a 

German guarantee would promise to create after the war an autonomous Armenia 

(made up of Russian Armenia and the three Turkish vilayets of Erzurum, Van and 

Bitlis) under the suzerainty of the Ottoman Empire.
64

 

The Dashnaks, Hovannisian writes, agreed to support the government in a 

war with Russia but turned down the offer to foment rebellion among the Russian  

Armenians.
65

 According to a Turkish source, it was a representative of the 

Dashnaks who approached the governor of Erzurum with this demand: "Should the 

Ottoman Government declare war on Russia and attack Caucasia, the Ottoman 

Government must make a concrete promise on the establishment of Armenia in 

order to propagate the arrangement for cooperation of the Armenians therewith 

Turkey." 
66

 

The commander-in-chief of the Ottoman army reported that the Dashnaks at 

the Erzurum congress had adopted the following plans: 

1. To preserve loyalty in tranquillity pending the declaration of war, but to 

carry on with the preparations for arming with weapons being brought from Russia 

and others to be obtained locally 

2. If war is declared Armenian soldiers in the Ottoman Army will  join the  

Russian army with their arms. 

3. If the Ottoman Army advances to remain calm.  

4. Should the Ottoman army then retreat or come to a standstill position, 

to form armed guerilla bands and begin programmed operations behind army 

lines.
67

 

A critic of the Dashnaks asserts that the Turkish Dashnaks did not keep 

their promises of loyalty to the Turkish cause and thus created a very dangerous 

situation for the Turkish Armenians. The "fate of two millions of their co-nationals 

in Turkey might not have proved so disastrous, if more prudence had been used by 

the Dashnag leaders during the war."
68

 According to Yalman, the Turkish 

government "warned the Armenian leaders in Constantinople that the whole 

Armenian community would be held responsible, in case Armenian revolutionary 

organization took any hostile action."
69 

 It is known that Minister of War Enver 

sent a personal note to the Armenian patriarch, in which he asked him to restrain 

the militants and their expressions of support for the Allies.
70

 According to 

Ambassador Morgenthau, Enver told him repeatedly of warnings conveyed to the 

Armenian patriarch that "if the Armenians made any attack on the Turks or 

rendered any assistance to the Russians while the war was pending, he will be 

compelled to use extreme measures against them."
71

 

After the outbreak of war between Turkey and Russia, Tsar Nicholas II 
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personally visited the Caucasus front and conferred with Armenian leaders. 

Catholicos Gevorg V, the supreme head of the Armenian church, praised the 

Russian monarch and expressed regret that no political changes had been achieved 

despite the benevolence shown to the Armenians by Russia. "The salvation of the 

Turkish Armenians is possible only by delivering them from Turkish domination 

and by creating an autonomous Armenia under the powerful protectorate of great 

Russia." The tsar replied: "Tell your flock, Holy Father, that a most brilliant future 

awaits the Armenians." Hovannisian, who reports this exchange, comments: 

"Though soothing and comforting to the political mind of the Armenians, such 

statements disturbed the few who feared that the declarations would only deepen 

the suspicion of the Itti-had government toward its Armenian subjects."
72

 

Soon after the Erzurum congress the Russian branch of the Dashnaks began 

to organize volunteers to fight the Turks on the Caucasus front. Most of the 

volunteers were Russian subjects, exempt from mili tary service; but some of them 

came from as far as America and Western Europe, and Turkish Armenians, too, 

began to cross the border to join these units. An Armenian source put the total 

number of these volunteers at fifteen thousand.
73 

According to one of his 

biographers, the famous Armenian military commander And ran ik had arrived in 

the Caucasus on August 2 and in a meeting with General Mishlayevsky, 

commander of Russian forces in the Caucasus, pointed out "the routes through 

which the Russian army should advance on Turkey."
74

 In addition the volunteer 

detachments, led by veteran Armenian revolutionry figures such as Andranik, Dro 

(Igdir Drasdamat Kanayan), and Garo, about a hundred and fifty thousand 

Armenians served in the regular Russian armies. 

The Russian government is supposed to have furnished a large sum of 

money for the provision of arms and training for Turkish Arrrie nians,
75

 though the 

exact number of Turkish Armenians who joined the Russian forces is not known. 

Turkish sources speak of fifteen thou sand to fifty thousand.
76

 Pro-Armenian 

authors cite smaller numbers Souren Aprahamian states that General Andranik 

"commanded seven to eight thousand Turkish Armenian volunteers."
77 

Among the 

several thousand Armenian volunteers, writes Dadrian, were only "a few hundred 

former Ottoman subjects."
78

 In the eyes of the Turks the distinction was 

unimportant. As they saw it, the Armenian people the world over had thrown in 

their lot with the Allied cause and were arrayed against them in a fateful struggle. 

One of the first Turkish Armenians to offer his services to the Russians was 

Garegin Pasdermadjian, the Dashnak revolutionary who had participated in the 

seizure of the Ottoman bank in 1896, later had become the Armenian deputy for 

Erzurum in the Turkish parliament, and was known by the revolutionary name of 

Armen Garo. He did so recalled Pasdermadjian in his memoirs, despite warnings 

from some of his comrades that his service with the Russians "could have negative 

effects for the Armenians in Turkey."
79 

Many Turkish Dashnaks are said to have 
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expressed serious fears of a large-scale massacre.

80
 

Armenian volunteer units contributed to the success of the Russian winter 

offensive. Turkish troops attacking on the Caucasus front at first had been very 

successful, but they were ill -prepared for the harsh winter in the high mountains 

and soon had to retreat amidst heavy losses. Of the original ninety thousand men in 

Enver's Third Army, only twelve thousand came back alive. The others were 

killed, captured, died of hunger and disease, or froze to death.
81

 By January 4, 

1915, Enver had to admit defeat, and he is supposed to have blamed the disastrous 

outcome on the treacherous activities of the Armenians.
82 

The major factor in the 

Turkish rout, of course, was the lack of preparedness for a winter campaign. Still, 

the Armenian volunteer units, organized in six legions of battalion size each and 

reaching a total of eight thousand to ten thousand men, were of significant benefit 

to the Russians. Familiar with the rugged mountainous terrain, they acted primarily 

as scouts, guides, and advance guards. At the battle of Sari-kamis, which marked 

the final defeat of Enver's offensive, their dedicated and courageous service drew 

the praise of Russian military commanders and even of the tsar.
83

 

The Armenian volunteer detachments coming from Russian ter-the Turks 

charge, were joined by Armenian deserters from the Etonian army, who destroyed 

bridges, raided convoys, and did every-r possible to facilitate the Russian 

advance.
84

 A historian close to heDashnaks appears to confirm this charge when he 

speaks of guer-11a fighters in the Caucasian campaign who distributed arms to the 

feasants and thus saved many lives. Eventually, he writes, "the mounts swarmed 

with Armenian irregulars." 
85 

A French military his-r an too, links the Ottoman 

Armenian volunteers to the partisans who attacked isolated Turkish units.
86

 

Pasdermadjian noted with pride chat the Armenian resistance movement in the 

summer of 1915 tied down five Turkish divisions and tens of thousands of Kurds, 

who therefore were not able to fight the Russians on the Caucasus front.
87

 Not 

surprisingly, the Turks eventually came to consider the Armenians a fifth column 

and decided to take decisive measures to put an end to these treasonable actions. 

Ambassador Morgenthau reported to Washington on July TO, 1915, that "because 

Armenian volunteers, many of them Russian subjects, have joined Russian Army 

in the Caucasus and because some have been implicated in armed revolutionary 

movements and others have been helpful to Russians in their invasion of Van dis-

trict, terrible vengeance is being taken."
88

 The Turkish position is that the issue was 

not revenge but national survival in a situation of extreme danger. 

Threats of an Armenian insurrection were also a worrisome problem for the 

Turks in Cilicia. The first outbreak of violence took place in Zeitun, an Armenian 

town in the mountains northwest of Marash that had kept its independence well 

into the nineteenth century and was the center of a strong Hunchak organization. 

During the Turkish mobilization none of the inhabitants of Zeitun accepted 

enlistment in the army, and by the end of 1914 clashes between Armenian bands 



91 

 
and gendarmes had taken place. On February 23, 1915, the French ambassador in 

Moscow reported that representatives of an Armenian revolutionary group in 

Zeitun had arrived in the Caucasus. Almost fifteen thousand men, the emissaries 

declared, were ready to attack Turkish mes of communication, but they lacked 

guns and ammunition. The commander of the Russian Caucasus army wanted to 

know whether British and French warships could bring them arms via the port of 

Alexandretta.
89

 The British rejected this idea as impracticable because of the 

difficulty of transporting arms and ammunition into the interior. They suggested 

that if the Russians thought that the Armenian insurgents were of military value to 

them they should supply them through Black Sea ports under their control.
90

 

In early April of 1915 Djemal Pasha, the commander of the Turkish Fourth 

Army, reported that "bandits staged an armed attack against -gendarmerie 

detachment carrying ammunition to Zeytun."
91

 Assaults upon the local army 

barracks and the arrival of Turkish reinforcements followed. Eventually the 

Armenians retreated to a monastery on the outskirts of town and from there into the 

mountains. Armenian sources essentially confirm these accounts. Young 

Armenians, after attacking an army convoy carrying arms, had succeeded in killing 

five hundred soldiers who had pursued them. Eventually the rebels, facing twenty 

thousand Turkish troops, took refuge in the mountains.
92 

An Armenian woman 

from Zeitun told the American journalist George Schreiner that armed Armenians, 

hearing that the British and French had taken Constantinople, had attacked the 

barracks of the Turkish battalion stationed in the town. After holding their own for 

two days they finally had to flee into the mountains.
93

 Following the end of the 

fighting, the more than twenty thousand Armenian inhabitants were forced to leave 

the town. According to an Armenian pastor liv ing in the region, Armenian 

guerrillas continued to operate in the mountains "for the whole four years of the 

war and caused the Turkish army much trouble."
94

 

A still more serious threat to the Turkish military position in Cilicia came 

from outside the country. In December 1912 Catholicos Gevorg V had appointed 

the prominent Egyptian Armenian Boghos Nubar to head the Armenian National 

Delegation, which functioned as liaison with the Western Allies. After the outbreak 

of war, Boghos Nubar began to raise funds for Armenian volunteers in the 

Caucasus campaign. He also offered the help of the Turkish Armenians for a land-

ing in Cilicia. Late in 1914 British and French warships bombarded the harbor of 

Alexandretta and other coastal points. Following these attacks, and especially after 

the Allied offensive at the Dardanelles had bogged down in the spring of 1915, the 

Armenians had hopes that the Allies would open a second front by landing troops 

at Alexandretta or Mersina. Such a force, it was believed, could cut the Baghdad 

railway (running only forty-five miles away from the coastline) and thus paralyze 

the Turkish forces in Mesopotamia and Palestine, whose supplies depended upon 

this railroad. Boghos Nubar assured Sir John Maxwell, the British commander in 
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Egypt, that his compatriots in Cilicia would greet the British soldiers as liberators 

and would offer them "perfect and total support." All they needed was guns.
95

 A 

similar assessment was made by the German consul in Adana. He had not come 

across any evidence of an Armenian conspiracy, he reported on March 13, 1915; 

but if the English or French carried out a successful landing, "they will  be received 

with enthusiasm by all Christians."
96

 About a month later the Turkish authorities 

accused several Armenians in the town of Dºrt Yºl (about twenty miles from 

Alexandretta) of having passed valuable information to Allied warships, and some 

were executed.
97

 Offers of military help soon also poured in from other parts of the 

Armenian diaspora. In early March of 1915 the Dashnak organization in Sofia 

proposed to land twenty thousand Armenian volunteers in Cilicia. Some ten 

thousand were to come from the Balkans, and another ten thousand from the 

United States. The volunteers knew the countryside and could count on the support 

of the local population.
98

 The Armenian National Defense Committee of America 

in Boston informed the British foreign secretary on March 23, 1915, that after 

dispatching volunteers to the Caucasus it was now making "preparations for the 

purpose of sending volunteers to Cilicia, where a large section of the Armenian 

population will unfurl the banner of insurrection against Turkish rule, a 

circumstance which would greatly help to disperse and to prevent the onward 

march of the Turks against Egypt." The Defense Committee proposed to equip and 

arm the volunteers. The British and French government, it was hoped, would 

supply them with ammunition and artillery.
99

 On July 24, 1915, the Armenian 

National Defense Committee in Cairo once again offered to Sir John Maxwell to 

undertake a landing on the shores of Cilicia. 

Allow us to state that the military campaign in question would require a 

force of 10,000 to 12,000 fighters to occupy Alexandretta, Mersin, and Adana 

(together with the defiles) and ensure the collaboration of 10,000 Armenian 

volunteers and the total Armenian population of the region. Because under those 

probable circumstances, it would be possible to rely on the 25,000 Armenian 

insurgents in Cilicia and on the more to come rrom nearby provinces. This 

formidable force of close to 50,000 would even be able to advance well beyond the 

borders of Cilicia and thus become an asset for the Allies. It would be just the 

reiteration of an oft repeated truth, when we state that in Turkey only the 

Armenians of rrnenia and Cilicia are the inhabitants with obvious insurrectional 

tendencies against Turkish rule.
100

 

The British took a dim view of these proposals. The Army Council had little 

confidence in the military ability of the Armenian volunteers or of the local 

insurgents. There was concern about the difficulty of transporting, training, and 

equipping the volunteers; it was enough of a challenge, they noted, to find a 

sufficient number of rifles for the British forces.
101

 Moreover, and probably most 

importantly, in February 1915 a decision had been made to use all available 
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military assets for the attack against the Dardanelles.

102
 Summing up British policy 

on the subject, Sir Harold Nicolson noted in a minute of November 15, 1915, that 

"geographical, strategic and other reasons would render it impossible for the Allied 

troops to render such assistance to Armenian insurgents as would save them from 

extermination the moment the movement was discovered."
103

 The evidence thus 

clearly contradicts Turkish assertions that the Allies incited the Armenians to rebel 

or ordered them to rise up.
104

 

Boghos Nubar for some time had been concerned that the existence of 

Armenian volunteer units would provide the Turks with an excuse to commit 

atrocities, and he eventually concluded that in order to prevent Turkish retaliation 

Armenians should join the Allied forces rather than form a separate unit.
105 

Other 

Armenians, however, kept pressing for a landing in Cilicia, hoping against hope 

that such an operation would hamper, if not halt, the deportations that were 

underway in all of Anatolia by the summer of 1915. "The mass deportations," 

wrote the Armenian National Defense Committee in Cairo to Sir John Maxwell on 

July 20, "will cause the annihilation of the Armenian population of the region if 

effective protection is not extended to them soon."
106

 When the British showed 

themselves unwilling to reconsider their rejection of an Armenian volunteer force, 

the Armenians shifted their pressure to the French. On September 2 a French 

warship had rescued more than four thousand Armenians who had taken refuge on 

the mountain of Musa Dagh on the Mediterranean coast and had fought off Turkish 

troops for fifty -three days. Unwilling to sit idle in an Egyptian refugee camp, the 

leaders of this group approached the French and requested the formation of an 

Armenian unit that would fight alongside the French against the Turks. 

The French government had its eyes on gaining a foothold in Syria and 

Cilicia, but pressed by the Germans they had been able to send no more than a 

small detachment of colonial troops to the Turkish front. Hence the Armenian offer 

of assistance had its appeal. During the fall of 1915 prolonged negotiations took 

place between the British and French about the formation and training of such a 

force; and on February 2, 1916, the French signed an agreement with the Armenian 

National Defense Committee in Egypt that provided for the creation of a unit of 

"irregular troops." Four hundred men from the refugees of Musa Dagh were to 

form the nucleus of this formation, but other Armenian volunteers could also join. 

The unit was to be employed "only in the districts of Cilicia and Lesser Armenia 

with which the Armenians are as natives familiar: and that at the earliest 

opportunity that may seem advisable from a military point of view." The Arme-

nians had to agree that "the Allied Governments are free of any moral 

responsibility for reprisals or acts of violence on the part of the Turks that may be 

regarded as reprisals for the employment of these volunteers."
107

 The British were 

asked to agree to the use of Cyprus for the training of the Armenian volunteer 

force, and this consent was finally given in September of 1916. Boghos Nubar also 
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decided to go along, though he urged discretion.

108 

The French were well aware that the Armenians were hoping to use the 

military contribution of the volunteers to strengthen their claims for an independent 

Armenian state. Hence the French hedged when Boghos Nubar sought assurances 

that after the Allied victory the "national aspirations" of the Armenian people 

would be satisfied.
109 

The same sentiment of caution may explain why, when the 

French Ministry of War formally established the new formation on November 15, 

1916, it was given the name Legion d'Orient rather than Armenian Legion and why 

the volunteer unit had to wait nearly two years before it saw action. The French 

also opened the new unit to Syrians and Arabs, thus further diluting its special 

Armenian character. 

Not surprisingly, Armenian recruiters were the most active; and by 1918 

some four thousand Armenians from all over the world had arrived in Cyprus for 

military training. In July of that year the Legion d'Orient, composed of three 

battalions of Armenians and one company of Syrians, was finally sent to Palestine, 

where it participated in the victorious offensive of Gen. Edmund Allenby in 

Palestine and Syria. After the signing of the armistice of Mudros on October 30, 

1918, the French sent the three Armenian battalions (now called the Armenian 

Legion and possessing its own flag) to occupy Cilicia. There the Armenian Legion 

quickly began to engage in acts of revenge against the Turkish population. Turkish 

authors speak of atrocities such as raping the women, killing innocent women and 

children, and putting fire to the mosques after having filled them with local 

Muslims," but even outside observers concede that the Armenian troops committed 

numerous crimes.
110

 Eventually the legion was disbanded, though many of its 

members stayed in Cilicia. 

The extent to which the Turks knew of the Allied discussions and plans for 

an Armenian landing and insurrection in Cilicia is not clear. Coordinated for the 

most part by Boghos Nubar, appeals for enlistment and financial assistance to send 

volunteers to the Caucasus had appeared in European and American newspapers, 

though the recruitment for the Legion d'Orient was carried out more discreetly. In 

early May 1916 a Turkish court-martial in Constantinople, after having tried 

Boghos Nubar in absentia, sentenced the Armenian statesman to death for having 

collaborated with the French, English, and Russians and having raised funds for 

Armenian volunteers in the Caucasus.
111

 The Turks also caught agents that the 

British had landed on the coastline of Cilicia and thus may have learned some 

details about the Allied plans.
112

 Whatever the degree of Turkish knowledge, the 

Armenians' eagerness to fight alongside the Allies and their promise of an insur-

rection by local revolutionaries certainly speak for themselves. The fact that the 

Armenian volunteers actually joined the fighting against the Turks in Palestine and 

Syria only near the end of the war in the summer of 1918 is irrelevant in this 

context: as we have seen, the delay was not due to any Armenian restraint. 
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After the war had ended and at the Paris peace conference in 1919 the 

Armenians talked with pride about the important contribution they had made to the 

Allied victory. In a letter written on October 29, 1918, to French foreign minister 

Stephen Pichon, Boghos Nubar asserted that the Armenians in fact had been 

belligerents since they had fought alongside the Allies on all fronts. Between six 

hundred and eight hundred volunteers had served on the western front with the 

French Foreign Legion, and only forty were still alive; three battalions had taken 

the field in the Middle East and had been cited by General Allenby for their 

courage; and a hundred and fifty thousand had fought in the Russian army and had 

held the front in the Caucasus after the Russians had dropped out of the war in 

1917.
113

 The Armenians therefore deserved their independence and their own 

country. "We have fought for it. We have poured out our blood for it without stint. 

Our people have played a gallant part in the armies that have won the victory." 

Armenia, Boghos Nubar told the peace conference on March 8, 1919, had been 

devastated by the Turks "in retaliation for our unflagging devotion to the cause of 

the Allies."
114

 

This rhetoric undoubtedly was designed to win the support of the peace 

conference for an independent Armenia, and in this respect the Armenians were 

not unduly modest. Encouraged by the promises of liberation from the Turkish 

yoke made by British prime ministers Herbert Henry Asquirh and David Lloyd 

George, they claimed not only the six eastern provinces of Anatolia but also Cilicia 

in order to have a port on the Mediterranean. In none of these provinces did the 

Armenians consrirute a majority of the population, and these extravagant demands 

therefore required powerful supporting arguments. Still, the essential facts put forth 

by the Armenian delegation were correct. The Armenians had supported the Allies 

in a variety of ways; and if more of them did not actually get to do battle against 

the hated Turkish foe it was not for want of trying. Authorized by their highest 

authorities, the commitment of the Armenians to the Allied cause had been strong, 

and they had expressed it in word and deed both during and after the war. In July 

1915 Boghos Nubar had assured the British high command in Egypt that a landing 

in Cilicia would have the support of "the total Armenian population of the region," 

and from all we know this was not an idle boast. In eastern Anatolia, too, as we 

have seen, Armenian assistance to the Russians had been extensive. None of this 

can serve to justify what the Turks did to the Armenians, but it provides the 

indispensable historical context for the tragedy that ensued. Given this context, the 

Armenians can hardly claim rhat they suffered for no reason at all. Ignoring 

warnings from many quarters, large numbers of them had fought the Turks openly 

or played the role of a fifth column; not surprisingly, with their backs against the 

wall, the Ottomans reacted resolutely, if not viciously. 
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THE PUNISHMENT OF EXCESSES 

 

Turkish authors have admitted that the deportations were accompanied by 

regrettable excesses, which deprived the deportees of their property and led to the 

kil ling of defenseless men, women, and children. Some of these killings are said to 

have been the result of the strong hatred between Muslims and Armenians; in other 

instances local officials condoned the murders. However, they insist, the Ottoman 

government did what it could to halt these excesses. "The government arrested 

those who were responsible for this, as far as it was able to determine the culprits 

and sent them to the martial law court. Quite a few of them were executed."
115

 

Talaat Pasha himself acknowledged the occurrence of crimes against the 

deportees. In his posthumous memoirs the wartime Ottoman minister of the interior 

spoke of abuses and atrocities: 

I admit that the deportation was not carried out lawfully everywhere. In 

some places unlawful acts were committed. The already existing hatred among 

Armenians and Mohammedans, intensified by the barbarous activities of the 

former, had created many tragic consequences. Some of the officials abused their 

authority, and in many places people took the preventive measures into their own 

hands and innocent people were molested. I confess it. I confess, also, that the duty 

of the Government was to prevent these abuses and atrocities, or at least to hunt 

down and punish their perpetrators severely.
116

 

The documentary record confirms that Talaat Pasha was aware of these 

excesses at the time that they occurred. In a message to Diarbekir province sent on 

June 29, 1915, Talaat Pasha expressed his concern about the massacres of 

Armenians that had occurred in the province (though his main interest in this 

dispatch appears to have been the protection of non-Armenian Christians): 

It has been reported to us that the Armenians of the province of Diyar- 

bekir, along with other Christians, are being massacred, and that some 

700 Armenians and other Christians, were recently slaughtered in Mar- 

din like sheep after having been removed from the city through nightly 

operations. The number of people thus far slain through such massacres 

is estimated to be 2,000. It is feared that unless these acts are stopped 

definitely and swiftly the Muslim population of the region too may pro 

ceed to massacre the general Christian population. The political and dis 

ciplinary measures... adopted against the Armenians are absolutely not 

to be extended to other Christians as such acts are likely to create a very 

bad impression upon public opinion. You are ordered to put an immedi 

ate end to these acts lest they threaten the lives of the other Christians 

indiscriminately Keep us informed of the true state of the matter.
117

 

As Ambassador Morgenthau reported to Washington on May 2, 1915, 

Talaat had told him that "instructions had been sent by the Porte to provincial 
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authorities to protect all innocent people from molestation and that any official 

who disobeyed these orders would be punished."
118 

On August 28 Talaat repeated 

this warning: "In cases where the emigrants will be the object of an attack whether 

in the camps or during their journey, stop the assailants immediately and refer the 

case to the court martial with particulars." Those who accepted bribes or abused 

women were to be dismissed, court-martialed, and severely punished.
119

 A similar 

order addressed to the governors of the provinces, issued on August 29, stressed 

that the aim of the Armenian relocations was the prevention of activities against 

the government; the "decision is not intended to destroy innocent people." The 

order provided for the prosecution of all those "who attack the convoys, and those 

who engage in robberies, and who commit rape, succumbing to bestial feelings." 

The provinces and districts were to be held responsible for any such incidents.
120

 

On September 2 the German ambassador, Prince Ernst Wil -helm Hohenlohe-

Waldenburg, who had been given copies of these orders, reported to Berlin that 

Talaat had told him of his intention to proceed to the provinces as soon as the 

military situation allowed it, "in order to supervise the conscientious 

implementation of these orders."
121 

On December 18, after his return from 

Anatolia, Talaat told ambassador Paul von Wolff -Metternich that he had taken 

comprehensive measures to ensure that offenses against the property and life of the 

Armenians would be punished severely. More than twenty persons found guilty of 

such offenses had been executed.
122

 

The same acknowledgment of excesses can be found in a Turkish white 

paper of February 1916 that was distributed by the Ottoman government to the 

foreign legations in Constantinople on March 1. Entitled "The Truth about the 

Armenian Revolutionary Movement and the Measures Taken by the Government," 

it asserted that in order to assure the tranquillity and security of the country it had 

been necessary to transfer the Armenians to secure locations. "During the 

application of this measure, the Armenians were sometimes victims of regrettable 

abuses and violence," made "inevitable because of the profound indignation of the 

Moslem population against the Armenians who tried by revolution and treason to 

place in danger the existence of the very country of which they were citizens." In 

one case, several gendarmes guarding a convoy had even been "killed by the 

furious population." However, the government had taken all possible steps to 

protect the lives and property of the Armenians.
123

 

On May 5, 1916, Talaat Pasha told a special correspondent of the Berliner 

Tagehlatt in an interview that he knew that Armenian deportees had been 

massacred. "Unhappily bad officials, into whose hands the execution of these 

orders [deportation] had been committed, went into unreasonable excesses in doing 

their duty." These tragic events, he added, "have caused me more than one 

sleepless night."
124

 In a report  to the annual meeting of the CUP in late September 

of that year, Talaat is reported to have admitted the same excesses and mentioned 
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the formation of commissions of inspection.

125
 And in a speech at the last congress 

of the CUP on November I, 1918, he again acknowledged "incidents," though he 

argued that these had been exaggerated by the Armenian and Greek press. "Many 

officials used force and violence-more than was necessary. In many areas some 

innocent people unjustly fell victim. I admit this."
126

 

The sincerity with which Talaat Pasha expressed these regrets and the 

forthrightness with which he responded to the excesses committed against the 

Armenians have been questionedðat the time as well as later. On September 3, 

1915, the Austrian ambassador, who had been told of Talaat's order forbidding 

attacks on convoys, expressed his suspicion that this could represent an attempt to 

mislead foreign ambassadors. It remained to be seen whether this decree, if it was 

really issued, would be implemented.
127

 The German consul in Adana, too, spoke 

of a "bold deception," since the decrees of late August were soon superseded by a 

second order that annulled the earlier provisions.
128

 More recently, Taner Akcam 

has spoken of Talaat Pasha's two-track system in which publicly issued orders were 

later canceled by special emissaries or telegrams.
129

 The evidence to substantiate 

such a system is slim. Ambassador Hohenlohe thought that Talaat's orders had 

failed to achieve their effect because of the arbitrary rule of the provincial 

authorities.
130

 Or perhaps it was just the usual Turkish habit to assume that 

something would happen after an order had been nicely put down on paper. 

As regards Djemal Pasha, commander of the Turkish Fourth Army in Syria 

and Palestine and another top CUP leader, there is reliable evidence that he took 

steps to prevent violence against the Armenians and actually punished 

transgressors. The German consul in Aleppo, Walter Rossler, reported on April 1, 

1915, that a decree issued by Djemal Pasha on March 29 had forbidden private 

individuals to interfere with governmental affairs. Every Muslim who attacked an 

Armenian would face a court-martial.
131 

Later that year Djemal Pasha proved that 

he meant to enforce this order. Two Turkish officers, Cerkez Ahmed and Galatali 

Halil, were implicated in atrocities against Armenian deportees in the vilayet of 

Diarbekir and were held responsible for the murder of two Armenian members of 

parliament (Krikor Zohrab and Seringulian Vartkes). At the request of Djemal they 

were arrested the moment they came into territory under his jurisdiction, tried by a 

court-martial in Damascus, and sentenced to be hanged.
132

 

There are other examples of Djemal Pasha's efforts to punish those 

responsible for atrocities against the Armenians. After the transit camp at Islahia 

(north of Aleppo) had been the scene of repeated attacks by Kurds and women and 

children had been killed, Djemal ordered severe measures against the culprits; 

several Kurds who were caught were hanged.B3 On February 15, 1916, the 

Austrian consul in Damascus, Karl Ranzi, reported that due to the intervention of 

Djemal Pasha an officer of the gendarmerie was executed for serious offenses 

against the honor and property of Armenian refugees there.
134

 Even Dadrian, who 
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does not generally praise CUP leaders, concedes that Djemal Pasha was one of the 

few leading Ittihadists who "refused to embrace the secret genocidal agenda of the 

party's top leadership and whenever they could tried to resist and discourage the 

attendant massacres."
135 

The other person credited by Dadrian with such a role is 

the commander of the Turkish Third Army, General Vehib Pasha, who in February 

1916 is said to have court-martialed and hanged the commander of a gendarmerie 

unit and his accomplice responsible for the massacre of two thousand Armenians in 

a labor battalion.
136

 

Turkish authors stress that the Ottoman government from an early date took 

note of the robbing and killing of Armenians being relocated and in the fall of 1915 

therefore sent out commissions of inquiry to investigate these abuses. A special 

investigative council in the Ministry of War examined irregularities and performed 

this task until early 1918. According to the white paper of 1916, the government 

"promulgated a special law to safeguard property belonging to deported Armenians 

and it charged the application of this law to a commission composed of 

experienced and capable functionaries. It likewise sent inspection committees 

which made on-the-spot investigations and referred to court martials those whose 

guilt had been established."
137 

The Turkish historian Kamuran Giirun, relying on an 

archival source, writes that 1,397 individuals were tried by military courts for 

offenses against Armenians and that some received the death penalty.
138

 

The Turkish journalist Ahmed Em in Yalman (in a book published m 1930) 

questioned the effect of the investigations. "Some minor offenders were really 

punished; but those favoring the deportations being 
v
ery influential in the 

Government, the whole thing amounted more to 
a
 demonstration rather than a 

sincere attempt to fix complete responsibility."
139

 Dadrian, relying on copies of the 

reports of the commissions of inquiry preserved in the archives of the Armenian 

patriarchate in Jerusalem, asserts that the mandate of the commissions was limited 

to the misappropriation of property and that the matter of the massacres was not 

part of their investigative task. He quotes from several reports that indeed refer to 

plunder and fraud, though in one instance a report also speaks of the punishment of 

attacks against Armenians.
140

 Edward Nathan, the American consul in Mersina, on 

November 6, 1915, mentions the arrival of an imperial commissioner "to 

investigate the abuses of local officials regarding the taking of the personal 

property of the deported Armenians."
141

 The place in question saw no mass 

killings, so the fact that this investigation dealt only with the theft of Armenian 

property does not necessarily disprove the occurrence of investigations for killings 

in other places. 

Talaat Pasha himself lends support to the argument that the investigations 

and consequent punishment were limited in scope. In his posthumous memoirs he 

writes that in "many places, where the property and goods of the deported people 

were looted, and the Armenians molested, we did arrest those who were 
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responsible and punished them according to the law." However, he adds, although 

many of the guilty were punished, "most of them were untouched." This group of 

offenders included that large group of Turks who insisted that the Armenians be 

punished for the massacre of innocent Muslims and their help to the "Armenian 

bandits." 

The Turkish elements here referred to were short-sighted, fanatic, and yet 

sincere in their belief. The public encouraged them, and they had the general 

approval behind them. They were numerous and strong. Their open and immediate 

punishment would have aroused great discontent among the people, who favored 

their acts. An endeavor to arrest and punish all these promoters would have created 

anarchy in Anatolia at a time when we greatly needed unity... .We did all we could, 

but we preferred to postpone the solution of our internal difficulties until after the 

defeat of our external enemies.
142

 

Talaat's acknowledgment that most of the guilty remained unpunished does 

not distinguish between types of offenses. We do not learn from it whether the 

massacre of Armenians was punished less frequently than the unlawful 

appropriation of Armenian property. The documentary record has many references 

to the dismissal and punishment of officials who enriched themselves by seizing 

Armenian property, including governors.
l43

 However, practically all the 

punishments 

for killings that we know of took place in provinces under the jurisdiction of 

Djemal Pasha, whose record in this respect is unique, as we have seen. Turkish 

claims that the Ottoman government generally did what it could to investigate and 

prosecute crimes against the relocated Armenians thus appear to be less than 

convincing. The manner in which these prosecutions were implemented, as Talaat 

Pasha himself admitted, let most of the guilty escape and probably reached only a 

small number of those responsible for massacres. 

 

ARMENIAN ATROCITIES : 

A CIVIL WAR WITHIN A GLOBAL WAR 

 

The Turkish government and many Turkish historians argue that "the events 

of 1915 can best be described as a civil war within a global war."
144

 In this civil 

war the number of Muslim deaths is said to have been far higher than the number 

of Armenian deaths. A Turkish-American publication issued in 1997 says that 

more than a million Muslims "lost their lives in intercommunal fighting."
145

 

According to the memoirs of Djemal Pasha published in 1922, one and a half mil-

lion Turks and Kurds died as a result of Armenian atrocities.
146

 The Turkish 

historian Mim Kemal Oke states that this figure is confirmed by statistical 

information gathered from documents discovered since Djemal Pasha made this 

estimate; in addition to massacres, however, he includes among the causes of death 



101 

 
"migrations, diseases, war, famine and climatic conditions," most of which, of 

course, cannot be blamed on the Armenians.
l47

 

We do know that eastern Anatolia in 1915ð16 was the scene of heavy 

combat and that Armenian volunteer and guerrilla units took an active part in these 

battles. Due to the changing fortunes of war and the seesawing front lines, the area 

was conquered and reconquered several times; hence the local population suffered 

greatly. No reliable information is available on the total number of civilian 

casualties that occurred during this period or on the role of Armenian atrocities in 

accounting for these losses. That the fighting was ferocious and little quarter was 

given by either side is mentioned in many sources. European missionaries in Van, 

as we have seen earlier, observed the brutalities committed by all parties to the 

conflict. Many allegations of atrocities are probably fabrications, and others 

involve gross exaggerations, but many are probably true. This is the larger context 

in which Turkish charges that the Armenians instigated a civil war and committed 

numerous atrocities must be evaluated. 

Both Turks and Armenians have accused each other of horrible crimes 

while at the same time denying or minimizing the misdeeds committed by their 

own forces. In only a few instances have Armenian writers acknowledged the 

killing of Turkish civilians. In a memoir privately published in 1954, Haig 

Shiroyan recalled the sad fate of his hometown, Bitlis: "The Turks had killed and 

exiled all Armenians, looted their homes, burned down their houses. The Russian 

victorious armies, reinforced with Armenian volunteers, had slaughtered every 

Turk they could find, destroyed every house they entered. The once beautiful Bitlis 

city, under the retreating feet of defeated soldiers and incoming conquering armies, 

was left in fire and ruins."
148

 Pastor Abraham Hartunian relates how Armenians in 

the village of Funde-jak near the city of Marash, who faced deportation in late July 

1915, "determined to rebel. Having disposed of about sixty Turks living in the 

village they were ready to fight for their lives."
149

 The American relief worker 

Stanley Kerr, drawing on another Armenian source, confirms this massacre.
150

 The 

pastor's choice of the word "dispose" to describe the killing of Turkish villagers is 

typical of Armenian writing, in which, as Dyer has correctly observed, "Muslim 

massacres of Christians are a heinous and inexcusable outrage; Christian massacres 

of Muslims are, well, understandable and forgivable."
151

 Turkish writers, too, have 

said little about crimes committed by their compatriots, which has not prevented 

Western authors from dwelling on Turkish misdeeds while saying little about 

atrocities committed by Armenians. Turkish crimes, observed Arnold Toynbee in 

1922, "are undoubtedly exaggerated in the popular Western denunciations, and the 

similar crimes committed by Near Eastern Christians in parallel situations are 

almost always passed over in silence."
152

 

The Turkish side has published the testimony of Muslim villagers from the 

areas of Van, Bitlis, and Mush who are said to have survived Armenian massacres. 
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Here is an example of the kind of experiences described in this book: 

I am from the Gollii village. The Armenians revolted when the army in Van 

retreated toward Erzurum. Our mothers and fathers were all slain by Armenians. 

My father, a gendarme, was among those killed. The vil lagers in Mollkasim, Amik, 

Sihayne, Gollii, Hidir, Kurtsatan, and Kopriikoy were also murdered. Part of our 

village hid in Zeve and were later killed, but we were able to escape. Armenians 

tortured and inflicted all types of cruelties on the people they kidnapped. They cut 

up pregnant women and removed the unborn children with bayonets. They raided 

and burned all of the Muslim villages, murdering men, women, young and old.
153

 

Similar accounts can be found in published documents from Turkish 

archives. A district governor reported on March 4, 1915, that local Armenians, in 

concert with Armenian volunteers in the Russian army, had murdered forty-two 

men and thirteen women in the village of Merhehu. They had raped, cut off 

breasts, burned a baby in an oven, and so forth.
154

 Numerous reports tell of the 

destruction of mosques and other public buildings. According to the Turkish 

historian Salahi Sonyel, "the Dashnaktsutiun as a party bears a major portion 

responsibility, for it was often the leading force in perpetrating these massacres."
155 

Nogales (a high-ranking South American officer in the Turkish army) states that 

when the Oashnak leader Pasdermadjian went over to the Russians he took with 

him "almost all the Armenian troops of the Third Army," only to return with them 

soon after, "burning hamlets and mercilessly putting to the knife all of the peaceful 

Musulman vil lagers that fell into their hands."
156 

The Turkish journalist Yalman 

writes that within eighteen days almost the entire population of a hundred and forty 

thousand Muslims on the plain of Elashkird-Bayizid had been massacred by 

Armenian volunteer soldiers helped by local Armenians.
157

 According to Felix 

Guse, both Russian and Turkish Armenians participated in these atrocities.
158

 

Some allegations of massacres were made during and immediately after 

World War 1.
159 

The Austrian ambassador on August 19, 1915, wrote of "large-

scale massacres of Turks" by Armenians that had taken place but added that it was 

not clear whether Turks or Armenians had started such killings. 
160

 At the main 

court-martial of the CUP leadership, the deputy prosecutor Resad Bey, seeking to 

justify the deportation of the Armenian community, charged that Armenian 

revolutionary bands in the provinces of Van, Bitlis, and Erzurum had massacred 

without mercy many thousands of women, children, and old people.
161

 The Turkish 

senator Ahmed Riza, whom Dadrian praises as concerned about Armenian 

suffering and as a man who "valiantly challenged the Ittihadist power-wielders,"
162 

n a memorandum dated March 17, 1919, called for an international inquiry into the 

crimes committed against the Muslim population by Armenian bands before the 

deportation of the Armenian community.
163

 

Stronger evidence exists for the occurrence of Armenian atrocities during 

the last two years of the war. These crimes took place after the Armenian 



103 

 
deportations and massacres of 1915-6 and therefore can be considered acts of 

revenge. Nevertheless, the large numbers and great cruelty of these killings prove 

that the Armenian side was fully capable of committing horrible deeds, and this 

rinding lends some credibility to Turkish charges of earlier Armenian atrocities. 

In January 1916 the Russians, led by advance guards of Armenian 

volunteers, took Diarbekir. "The Moslems who did not succeed in escaping," 

recalled the American missionary Grace Knapp, "were put to death."
164

 According 

to Vatche Ghazarian, in July 1916 an Armenian volunteer unit "attacked seven 

Turkish villages, destroyed them, and killed the Turkish population. This attack 

had a two-fold purposeð to avenge hundreds of thousands of massacred 

Armenians, and to provide future security."
165

 The special correspondent of the 

Manchester Guardian, M. Philips Price, in November 1916 spent several weeks 

with Russian-Armenian volunteers in the Lake Van area, during which time he 

observed the killing of several Kurdish villagers. This happened, he noted, because 

the Armenian volunteers saw "absolutely no difference between combatants and 

non-combatants."^ One of the reasons for the eventual disbandment of the 

Armenian volunteer units is said to have been the charge that they were killing  

noncombatants in the occupied territories.
167

 

A British political officer, Major E. W. C. Noel, reported on March 12, 

1919, that after "three months touring through the area occupied and devastated by 

the Russian Army and the Christian Army of revenge accompanying them during 

the spring and summer of 1916,1 have no hesitation in saying that the Turks would 

be able to make out as good a case against their enemies as that presented against 

the Turks." According to the unanimous testimony of local inhabitants and 

eyewitnesses, Noel wrote, the Russians, acting on the instigation and advice of the 

Nestorians and Armenians who were with them, had "murdered and butchered 

indiscriminately any Moslem of the civilian population who fell into their hands." 

There was "widespread wholesale evidence of outrages committed by Christians 

on Moslems." The destruction was enormous, and "anything more thorough and 

complete would be difficult to imagine." 
168

 

After the Russian revolution of March 1917 Russian soldiers deserted in 

large numbers. Most of the front lines from then on were held by Armenian units 

of the Russian army, who were joined by volunteers from the Turkish Armenian 

population.
169

 The Turkish army was able to stage a successful offensive, and 

during the Armenian retreat numerous new atrocities were committed. When 

Turkish forces entered the city of Erzinjan in February 1918, they found a 

destroyed city and hundreds of bodies in wells and shallow graves. An Armenian 

author writes that the Armenian fighters who were forced to withdraw from the 

city, intent upon vengeance, fell upon the Turkish homes and "committed 

extraordinary acts."
170

 A Turkish report speaks of people being forced into 

buildings that then were set on fire.
171

 Erzurum fell soon thereafter; and there, too, 
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large numbers of Muslim dead, including women and children, were discovered. A 

Turkish source speaks of 2,127 male bodies that were buried during the first days 

after the fall of the city.
172

 The pro-Armenian French author Yves Ternon acknowl-

edges that, following the Russian abandonment of the Caucasus front, Armenians 

massacred the civilian population of Turkish villages and committed "unspeakable 

crimes."
173

 

Several foreign observers who toured the region some time later confirmed 

the Armenian atrocities. A report by two American officers, Emory N. Niles and 

Arthur E. Sutherland (who visited eastern Anatolia in the summer of 1919 in order 

to ascertain the need for relief aid), noted that in the region from Bitlis to 

Trebizond he Armenians committed upon the Turks all the crimes and outrages 

which were committed in other regions by Turks upon Armenians. At first we were 

most incredulous of the stories told us, but the unanimity of the testimony of all 

witnesses, the apparent eagerness with which they told of wrongs done to them, 

their evident hatred of Armenians, and, strongest of all, the material evidence on 

the ground itself, have convinced us of the general truth of the facts, first that 

Armenians massacred Musulmans on a large scale with many refinements of 

cruelty, and second that the Armenians are responsible for most of the destruction 

done to towns and villages.
174

 

An American military mission to Armenia, led by Maj. Gen. James G. 

Harbord, reported in 1920 that the "retaliatory cruelties [of the Armenians] 

unquestionably rivaled the Turks in their inhumanity."
175

 Muslims and Christians, 

wrote the British military attache in Constantinople in a book published in 1925, 

"showed themselves equally vil lainous in their bestialities. Whichever side got on 

top massacred the other."
176

 Taken together with what we know about events in the 

city of Van and the conduct of the Armenian Legion in Cilicia, these reports make 

it likely that at least some of the Turkish charges are true. 

The two large waves of Muslim refugees generated by the Russian advances 

into eastern Anatolia in the winter of 1914-15 and the summer of 1916 are another 

indication of the prevalence of Armenian atrocities. An Ottoman commission on 

refugees reported that more than eight hundred and fifty thousand Muslims had to 

flee their homes in order to escape the fury of the conqueror. These were the 

officially registered refugees, and the total number may have been more than a mil-

lion.
1
^ Armenian units were especially feared and apparently were a major factor 

in the flight of the Muslim population. The great suffering of these refugees has 

often been ignored by Western authors. That so many thousands of people were 

desperate enough to be willing to face a future of deprivation and death lends 

support to the Turkish argument that these Muslim villagers abandoned their 

homes because they feared being mistreated and massacred by Armenian bands. 

German staff officer Guse writes that those who failed to flee were frequently 

abused and killed by the Russians and Armenians.
178
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Many of the refugees had to travel large distances on foot, and the mortality 

from starvation and disease was high. A Turkish report on the resettlement of 

refugees from the war zone claims that by the end of October 1916 as many as 

702,900 refugees had been "resettled, fed, and given medical care as well as 

clothes." 
17

9 The report conceded that road conditions and the lack of 

transportation vehicles had hampered care for the refugees, but this was a great 

understatement. The large exodus caught the government unprepared, and the help 

that was eventually organized for the most part came too late. Only a few 

provinces provided real care; in most places the refugees were simply abandoned 

to their fate.
180

 This crisis was a repeat performance of the failure of resettlement of 

refugees from Tripoli and the Balkans in 1914. 

According to observers on the scene, the fate of the refugees was nothing 

short of catastrophic. The Austrian consul in Samsun reported on April 7, 1917, 

that the lot of the refugees was going from bad to worse. The distribution of bread 

had ceased weeks ago; and cases of death by starvation, especially among women 

and children, were becoming ever more frequent.
181

 The American missionary 

Henry Riggs in Harput described the miserable condition of the refugees, who had 

been put into the houses still left standing after the deported Armenians had 

abandoned them: 

Crowding was beyond all reason, and yet it was impossible to find place for 

ill without crowding them into small quarters. In some of the houses hich were 

designed for a single family, there were as many as fifty or ixty people, and at 

night the floor was literally covered with prostrate people trying to get a little 

sleep. Lying on the floor close together with onlv covering enough of one blanket 

for half a dozen people, and often not even that, it is not to be wondered at that 

disease became terribly prevalent. Hunger and privation had weakened the people, 

and herded together as they were, epidemic swept through them and carried off 

many.
l82

 

Other missionaries report similar conditions. Grace Knapp in Bit-lis 

observed that "hundreds of the fleeing Moslem civilians died from illness and 

exposure." 
183

 Ernst Christoffel in Malatia took note of the efforts of the Turkish 

authorities to feed the refugees but concluded that there was not enough food and 

that "thousands perished on the way."
184

 The German consul in Sivas, Carl Werth, 

returning from a journey to Erzurum and Erzinjan, reported that most of the 

refugees, fleeing from the Armenians who robbed and massacred them, died on the 

roads of hunger and cold.
185

 The McCarthys estimate that "more than half of those 

who survived the first battles and massacres must have become refugees. Judged 

on the basis of the general wartime mortality of the Ottoman eastern provinces, 

more than half of the internal refugees in eastern Anatolia must have died."
186

 

Armenian authors have ignored or denied the allegations of atrocities. They 

have also taken strong exception to the Turkish argument that the conflict in 
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Anatolia was a civil war in which the Muslim population suffered a larger number 

of deaths than the relocated Armenians. As a result of the conscription of all able-

bodied males, argues Hadrian, the Armenians were "an impotent, defenseless 

minority" who were completely unable "to engage in armed conflict with the 

omnipotent and dominant Turks and the other Muslims ruling over them."
187 

adrian 

also challenges the McCarthys' numbers, which are said to be based on a faulty 

method of computation.
188

 Vigen Guroian maintains that the relative number of 

victims is irrelevant and has no bearing on the charge of genocide.
189 

 

Dadrian's  suggestion  that  the  Armenians  were  "an  impotent, defenseless 

minority" unable to engage in armed conflict is both true and false. It is true that 

the Armenians were never strong enough to prevent the deportations, which in 

most instances were carried out without encountering any organized opposition. 

However, as we have seen earlier, the Turkish Armenians were able to field large 

numbers of fighters from their own ranks; and on the Caucasus front they had the 

support of thousands of Russian Armenians, both regular troops and volunteer 

detachments. These well-armed Armenian units were strong enough to keep large 

numbers of Turkish troops tied down. Fighting here was fierce and protracted, and 

many innocent Muslims died. 

On a more basic level, Dadrian is correct in pointing out that Muslim and 

Armenian losses of life were incurred in different situations. "By juxtaposing two 

disparate orders of events he [McCarthy] creates the impression that by and large 

these losses are integral components of a unitary event, namely war, whether civil 

or international."
190 

Some of the Armenians who perished during those years died 

as a result of battling their Turkish enemy in intercommunal fighting. But many 

others lost their lives as a result of the deportations and the massacres that 

accompanied this forcible dislocation of the Armenian community. The Turkish 

argument that the losses of both sides should be subsumed under the label "civil 

war" undoubtedly has the purpose of deflecting attention from this basic fact. The 

large number of confirmed Armenian atrocities is irrelevant in this connection and 

does not make the "civil war" argument any more convincing. Dissenting from the 

prevailing national consensus, the Turkish historian Selim Deringil has insisted 

that "colossal crimes were committed against the Armenian people in eastern 

Anatolia and elsewhere" and that "no historian with a conscience can possibly 

accept the 'civil war' line, which is a travesty of history."
191

 I agree with this view. 

 

THE RELEASE OF THE M ALTA PRISONERS 

 

Fearing the release of all Turkish war crimes suspects, on May 28, 
1919  the British seized sixty-seven of the detainees and moved them to 

the islands of Mudros and Malta (see chapter 6); eventually all the pris 

oners were held on Malta. Other Turkish political figures were arrested 
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following the full military occupation of Constantinople on March 16, and further 

arrests continued during the rest of the year. Yet British plans to try these prisoners 

for various crimes, including the massacre of the Armenians, never materialized; 

and all of the detainees eventually were released. The fact that the British never 

prosecuted the prisoners for the Armenian massacres is cited by Turkish authors 

as another proof that these massacres never took place or, at least, that the Ottoman 

regime should not be blamed for them. The release of the Malta prisoners, write 

Orel and Yuca, ended the "fable" of Turkish responsibility for Armenian 

massacres.
192 

By August 1920 the number of prisoners held on Malta had risen to 118, but 

the legal machinery for their prosecution was moving very slowly. The 

Commission of Responsibilities and Sanctions of the Paris peace conference had 

proposed that a trial of Turkish war criminals be held by an international or Allied 

tribunal. The charges were to include the mistreatment of British prisoners of war 

as well as the deportations and massacres of the Armenians. However, the Allies 

soon began to disagree on the importance of establishing such a court. The French 

and Italians hoped to secure a foothold in Anatolia and therefore did not want to 

antagonize the increasingly powerful Kemalists, who were strongly opposed to 

having Turkish nationals prosecuted by a foreign court for war crimes. The British 

meanwhile were anxious to obtain the release of thirty British officers, soldiers, 

and nationals taken hostage by the nationalists on March 16, 1920, and they 

therefore eventually were forced to consider an exchange of the Turkish prisoners 

for their own men. Differences of opinion also emerged between the law officers of 

the crown, the War Office, and the Foreign Office about the scope and urgency of 

the prosecutions. 
193

 

One of the factors slowing up the prosecution of the Turkish captives was 

the difficulty of obtaining relevant evidence with regard to the Armenian 

massacres. The section of the British high commissioner's office entrusted with the 

collection of evidence most of the time consisted of only one officer, Andrew 

Ryan, who had no authority to search for evidence and who could merely pass on 

information that came into his office. Article 228 of the Treaty of Sevres, signed by 

the Turkish government on August 19, 1920, required that government to "to 

furnish all documents and information of every kind" in order to ensure the 

prosecution of offenders. Article 230 called for the surrender of persons 

"responsible for the massacres" committed on the territory of the Turkish 

empire.
194

 The sultan's government was steadily losing ground to the nationalists 

who refused to recognize the validity of the treaty, however, and it therefore 

quickly became a dead letter. Hence the British, for the most part, were limited to 

information from the Armenian patriarchate and items of such dubious value as 

Andonian's Memoirs of Nairn Bey. Other sources were the Constantinople newspa-

pers and the published proceedings of the Turkish military tribunals.
195

An undated 
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minute on the "Work of the Armenian-Greek Section" in the office of the British 

high commissioner noted that "almost all our information is derived from the 

'Bureau d'information armenienne' [of the Armenian patriarchate] or from 

Armenians from the provinces who themselves come to the High Commission with 

their complaints."
196

 

In a minute dated November 8, 1920, Harry Lamb, the officer at the British 

high commissioner's office responsible for making arrest recommendations, 

expressed his frustration over the unsatisfactory pace of the proceedings and the 

weakness of the available evidence. Not one of the Malta prisoners, he wrote, "was 

arrested on any evidence in the legal sense." No real dossiers existed. "It is safe to 

say that very few 'dossiers' as they now stand would not be marked 'no case' by a 

practical {practiced?} lawyer." The information available amounted to a prima 

facie case, but no more than that. In an implicit rejection of the authenticity of the 

Talaat Pasha telegrams contained in the Andonian-Naim book, Lamb noted the 

need for "Turkish official information, e.g. orders or instructions issued by the 

Central Government or the Provincial Administrations etc."
197

 

The Turkish historian Bilal Simsir has argued that because the Turkish 

capital was under Allied occupation "all Ottoman State-archives were easily 

accessible to the British authorities in Istanbul." Yet nothing incriminatory turned 

up.
198

 The same argument was made more recently by the Turkish ambassador in 

Washington. The British appointed an Armenian, I laig Kazarian, to conduct a 

thorough examination of documentary evidence in the Ottoman archives, yet he 

was unable to discover evidence of complicity in massacres. "Proof could not be 

found because the acts complained of had not been committed."
199

 

Armenian sources corroborate one part of this argument. Haigazn Kazarian 

indeed served as interpreter and archivist for the British occupation authority. 

According to the editor of the Armenian Review, he was given access to the 

Turkish government archives. However, the editor's claim that Kazarian "found a 

large number of highly valuable documents on the Turkish plan of extermination of 

the Armenians" is wrong,
200

 for none of the material contained in Kazarian's book 

Tsegbas-ban Turkeh (The Genocidal Turk), published in Armenian in Beirut in 

1968 and excerpted in several issues of the Armenian Review, supports the charge 

of complicity by the Ottoman government or any other plan of extermination. 

More importantly for the issue at hand, it is not clear how much access 

Kazarian or any other British employee actually had. According to the 

documentary record, the British never were able to search the Turkish archives 

fully; nor did they have access to the evidence used by the Turkish courts-martial. 

British high commissioner Horace Rum-bold noted with regret on March 16, 

T92T, that "since the Treaty [of Sevres] has not yet come into force no sort of 

pressure could be brought on the Turkish Government or officials. Consequently 

no Turkish offi cial documents are available." Rumbold went on to describe the 
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diffi culty of obtaining other evidence. Because of the lack of public security, travel 

to Constantinople was impossible, and therefore very few witnesses had come 

forward. "Of the male Armenian eye-witnesses to the massacres few indeed 

survive and among them there are practically no men of any education who are 

refugees in Constantinople." Those witnesses who had come forward had almost 

all done so under the promise of secrecy, because they feared for the safety of their 

relatives who might still be alive in Anatolia. "Up to the present," Rumbold 

concluded, "the Armenian Patriarchate has been the principal channel through 

which information has been obtained."
201

 

An examination of the voluminous file listing the "accusations" against 

individual Malta detainees reveals the weakness of the legal case against them. For 

example, a note in the chart of Abbas Halim Pasha, minister of public works in 

1915, stated: "No specific accusation has been made. He was a member of the 

cabinet which ordered the deportations entailing the massacre of hundreds of 

thousands of Christians."
202

 Several other ministers and CUP officials similarly 

found themselves as prisoners of the British simply on account of the office they 

had held. Ziya Gºkalp had been a member of the CUP central committee; the 

military court in Constantinople that had tried him had produced no evidence 

whatever implicating him in any wrongdoing, yet he wound up in Malta accused of 

"atrocities." The source of this accusation was not identified.
203

 Ahmed Muammer 

Bey, the vali of Sivas, was also accused of atrocities, in his case on the basis of 

incriminating telegrams that his dossier referred to as "alleged to be translations of 

Turkish official telegrams."
204

 Several dossiers include documents from the 

Andonian-Naim book. 

Practically all of the information in the dossiers had come from Armenian 

sources, who, under the trauma of the deportations and massacres, were inclined to 

accept almost any allegation of Turkish guilt. Lven the processing of the 

information in the Armenian-Greek section of the office of the high commissioner 

was in Armenian hands. Until he was no longer needed in November 1920, the 

head clerk and keeper of records in the section was an Armenian named A. 

Fenerdjian.
205

 As mentioned earlier, another archivist was Haigazn Kazarian. For 

good reason none of the information laboriously collected by the section was 

considered legal evidence admissible before a British court of law. 

In their search for evidence the British turned to the United States. On 

March 31, 1921, British ambassador A. Geddes in Washington was asked to 

contact the State Department and find out whether the U.S. government was in 

possession of any information that might be of value.
206

 But on June 1 the 

ambassador reported his failure to find anything suitable. "I have made several 

inquiries at the State Department and to-day I am informed that while they are in 

possession of a large number of documents concerning Armenian deportations and 

massacres, these refer rather to events connected with perpetration of crimes than 
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to persons implicated... .From the description I am doubtful these documents are 

likely to prove useful as evidence in prosecuting Turks confined in Malta."
207

 On 

July 13, after an embassy staff member had personally examined "a selection of 

reports from United States Consuls on the subject of the atrocities committed 

during the recent war" and had checked the files for any mention of forty-five 

Malta detainees accused of outrages against Armenians and other Christians, the 

ambassador sent a follow-up report, which again was negative: 

I regret to inform Your Lordship that there was nothing therein which could 

be used as evidence against the Turks who are being detained for trial at Malta. 

The reports seen, while furnishing full accounts of the atrocities committed, made 

mention, however, of only two names of the Turkish officials in question-those of 

Sabit Bey and Suleiman Faik Pasha-and in these cases were confined to personal 

opinions of these officials on the part of the writer, no concrete facts being given 

which could constitute satisfactory incriminating evidence. 

American officials, the ambassador wrote, had expressed the wish that no 

information supplied by them be employed in a court of law. However, he added, 

this stipulation was really irrelevant, for "the reports in the possession of the 

Department of State do not appear in any case to contain evidence against these 

Turks which would be useful even for the purpose of corroborating information 

already in the possession of His Majesty's Government."
208

 

The Turkish detainees on Malta repeatedly appealed to the governor of the 

island for their release. A petition of May 12, 1921, signed by forty-four of the 

prisoners, claimed that they had been the victims of "intrigues and denunciations" 

by political rivals and "Armenians and Greeks of suspicious character who wanted 

to sell their services to the invaders in capacities of spies, secret agents, and 

interpreters."
209

 What finally brought about the release of all of the prisoners was 

the shrewd maneuvering of Mustapha Kemal. After the victory of the nationalists 

in parliamentary elections and their successes against the French in Cilicia, on 

March 16, 1920, the Allies had taken full control of Constantinople and had 

detained prominent politicians and intellectuals considered to be sympathizers of 

the nationalist movement. "It is a good thing that we should arrest people from 

time to time," noted W. S. Edmonds in a foreign office minute of May 3, 1920, "for 

it will keep alive the wholesome effect of the occupation."
210

 The Kemalists 

retaliated by seizing several British officers, including Lt. Col. Alfred Rawlinson, 

the brother of Lord Henry Rawlinson, commander-in-chief in India, and twenty-

five other British soldiers and nationals. From this point on the Britons in Turkish 

custody came to drive British policy on the matter of the Malta detainees.
211

 

Lengthy negotiations ensued to arrange a mutual release of prisoners. A 

partial exchange took place in May and June, but the release of the rest of the 

prisoners was still not resolved. For a time the British sought to exempt from 

release the eight detainees charged with mistreating British prisoners of war as well 
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as those accused of atrocities against Christians; but as the negotiations dragged on 

pressure mounted for a deal that would free all Malta prisoners in exchange for all 

prisoners held by the nationalists. Lord Rawlinson asked the Foreign Office to save 

his brother, and the War Office as well as the governor of Malta supported this 

plea. There was fear that the British prisoners would not survive another harsh 

winter in captivity. The idea of holding a trial of Turks responsible for massacres 

of Armenians now was all but abandoned. A Foreign Office minute of July 20, 

1921, noted: 

'We shall have to think twice trying the Turks. To do so might expose our 

people to barbarous reprisals."
212

 On September 6 sixteen detainees escaped from 

Malta, thus further weakening British bargaining power. By September 20 both the 

Foreign Office and the law officers had agreed to an "all for all" exchange, for it 

was clear that the nationalists would settle for nothing less. On November 1 fifty -

three Turkish captives were exchanged for the remaining British hostages.
21

3 

In the eyes of most Turkish authors the release of the prisoners of Malta 

accused of crimes against the Armenians supports their denial of Turkish 

responsibility for such crimes. "For once," write Orel and Yuca, justice triumphed 

over propaganda."
214

 Dadrian, however, speaks of "retributive justice [that] gave 

way to expediency of political accommodation."
215 

The release of the Malta 

prisoners, writes Levon Marashlian, "was no indication of their innocence."
216

 

Both sides, I believe, are correct in part. There can be little doubt that the 

main reason for the final release of the Turkish captives was the desire to obtain 

the freedom of the British hostages, and one can certainly call that a triumph of 

expediency. Nonetheless, it is a fact that the British were unable to find legal 

evidence against those alleged to have been involved in the Armenian massacres, 

and this outcome is not insignificant. Practically all of the relevant information 

available to them came from the Armenian patriarchate, hardly a disinterested 

party, and the British certainly were acting judiciously when they dismissed 

allegations such as those contained in the Naim-Andonian book as of no use in 

establishing the guilt or innocence of their prisoners. 

"What the victorious Alli es lacked," argues Dadrian, "was not so much 

evidence as probative evidence warranting the conviction of a criminal implicated 

by it."
217

 Implicit in this appraisal is the view that the writing of history involves 

different standards of proof than a court trial, and this is certainly a correct 

observation. Still, the historian, too, cannot rely simply on allegations of guilt 

unsubstantiated by either authenticated documentary evidence or the testimony of 

credible and impartial witnesses. The failure of the Brirish to locate evidence that 

could stand up in a court oflaw does not establish the innocence of the Malta 

prisoners, but neither can it be dismissed as unimportant. The occurrence of large-

scale massacres is not disputed by anyone but a few Turkish historians who 

probably know better. At issue is the question of whether the Turkish officials 
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imprisoned on the island of Malta are to be considered responsible for these 

massacres, and here the burden of proof is on the Armenians. As I see it, so far 

they have not been able to put forth evidence that could convince either a legal 

tribunal or a disinterested student of the history of these tragic events. 

 

Part III  

 

HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION  

 

What We Know and What We Do Not Know  

 

Chapter 8 

 

The Sources 

 

Despite the widespread destruction or disappearance of Turkish documents 

at the end of World War I, the sources available for a historical reconstruction of 

the tragic events of 1915-16 are extensive. During the 1980s the Turkish 

government began the release of archival materials; and since then both Turkish 

and Armenian authors have searched for and publicized a large quantity of 

documents. We have the reports of American, German, and Austrian consular 

officials as well as the testimony of Protestant missionaries who witnessed the 

deportations in Anatolia. Many members of the German military mission have 

composed recollections. Last but not least, numerous Armenian survivors of the 

deportations have written their memoirs. All this yields a rich mosaic of 

information, and in many instances it is possible to augment or confirm the 

trustworthiness of reports by checking a source against one or more other sources. 

Regrettably, though not surprisingly, the information available is of varied 

reliability, and some aspects of the events in question are better illuminated than 

others. In what follows I review the usefulness and significance of the most 

important primary sources available for the analysis of the deportations and 

massacres.
1 

 

TURKISH ARCHIVES  

 

Because of the renewed interest in the Armenian massacres during the last 

twenty years and the demands of Western scholars for access to Turkish 

documentary evidence, the Turkish government in 1982 began the transliteration 

(into modern Turkish) and the publication of documents relating to the Armenian 

question. Three volumes of documents have also been translated into English and 

published in 1982-83 and 1989.
2
 The quality of the translation is poor, and the 
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publication had a pronounced political motive. As the editor noted in the 

introduction to volume 2 of the series: 

Documents published herein again reveal in a catalogue the Armenian 

atrocities and massacres perpetuated on Turkish people during the First World War 

years. The documents also very explicitly demonstrate the just and fair treatment 

accorded by the Ottoman administration to all citizens, irrespective of their 

religion, race or any other consideration.
3
 

The documents released focus almost exclusively on Armenian rebellious 

activities. Hardly any documents are included on the relocations or the confiscation 

of Armenian property. 

In January 1989 the Turkish foreign minister announced that the Turkish 

archives would be openedðprimarily, it was said, in order to render ineffective the 

Armenian accusations of genocide. He also promised to make archival material on 

the treatment of the Armenians available to Western repositories on microfilm. At 

the time of this announcement only 9 percent of the documents had been cata-

logued, which made it difficult for potential users to know what could be found in 

the opened archives. Scholars everywhere welcomed this decision, though some 

expressed concern about the partisan posture of the historians entrusted with the 

task of administering the new program and feared that documents damaging to 

Turkey's official view of the deportations might be removed
4
 Dadrian argues that 

the delay in opening the archives was not due to ineptness but rather provided the 

opportunity "to sanitize the records."
5
 

The manner in which access to the archives has been implemented since 

1989 has not stilled these concerns. The American researcher Ara Sarafian, for 

example, in 1991-92 was able to work for seven months in several Turkish 

archives but complained that he was denied access to fil es seen by other 

researchers sympathetic to the Turkish point of view, such as Stanford Shaw, Justin 

McCarthy, and Kemal Karpat.
6
 Ismet Binark, the director of the state archives, 

denied that Sarafian had been treated differently than other researchers;
7
 and after a 

second visit in January 1995 Sarafian reported that he "did not encounter any diffi -

culties in gaining access to the catalogued materials and was allowed to see 

documents which had been withheld during my earlier research trips." Still, 

Sarafian continued to argue, "partisan authors are granted exclusive and privileged 

access to such collections years before these materials are made available for the 

scrutiny of other scholars," thus creating "a two tier system" that impeded 

scholarship.
8
 The director of state archives, given the last word, again disputed 

Sarafian's charges and suggested that "the cause of his dissatisfaction might rather 

be that he, being of Armenian origin, cannot find evidence for his biased thesis."
9
 

The affair ended in the summer of 1995 when Sarafian, as he relates it, was 

again refused access to records cited previously by Turkish authors and was 

assaulted by a guard. Threatened with expulsion, Sarafian left Turkey soon 
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thereafter and was informed a bit later by colleagues that he had been expelled in 

absentia. His German colleague Hilmar Kaiser was also summarily expelled on 

"disciplinary grounds." The Turkish authorities, Sarafian charged, "are now 

committed to a semblance of an open-archives policy while restricting access to 

critical scholars and encouraging partisans to prop up the Turkish nationalist 

agenda."
10

 I have not seen the Turkish version of the events leading up to the 

expulsions of Sarafian and Kaiser. 

The Turkish General Staff has published a 27-volume history documenting 

the role of the Ottoman army in the First World War, which is said to be 

"comprehensive and reliable."
11

 In the early 1970s Dyer had been able to work 

extensively in the historical archive of the Turkish general staff in Ankara. 

However, in 1996 Ziircher noted that the archives of the Turkish general staff "are 

almost completely closed to foreigners (and to most Turkish scholars as well)."
12

 

Erikson was given access to this archive but was less than enthusiastic about the 

general state of affairs regarding access to Turkish documents. "Only a fraction of 

the massive Turkish archival holdings are available to researchers, and these are 

carefully controlled by the Turkish authorities."
13

 This appears to be a fair 

assessment of the current situation. 

 

THE POLITICAL ARCHIVE OF THE GERMAN FOREIGN M INISTRY  

 

The archive of the German foreign ministry is fully catalogued, and all of its 

holdings are open to researchers. The Political Archive contains the records of the 

German embassy in Turkey as well as the reports or the German consuls in 

Anatolia, materials representing one of the most important sources for the events of 

1915-16. Some of the information in the consular reports was supplied by 

Armenian informants, but much of what the consuls wrote is based on their own 

personal observations. 

In 1919 the German missionary and Orientalist Johannes Lepsius (1858-

1925) published a collection of 444 documents from the archive or the German 

foreign ministry under the title Deutschlandund Armenien 1914-1918: Sammlung 

diplomatischer Aktenstiicke (Germany and Armenia 1914-1918: Collection of 

Diplomatic Documents).
l4
 Lepsius was a well-known friend of the Armenians, who 

already had written a book in 1897 protesting the massacres of Armenians under 

Abdul Hamid during the 1890s.
15 

In JulyðAugust of 1915 he spent three weeks in 

Constantinople as well as several weeks in Sofia and Bucharest, where he collected 

material about the most recent massacres. A year later he brought out his book 

Bericht liber die Lage des armenischen Volkes in der Tiirkei (Report on the 

Situation of the Armenian People in Turkey). 
16

 As a result of protests by the 

Turkish government and to please its ally the German censor limited the number of 

copies that could be sold and eventually prohibited the further printing and 
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distribution of the book. In 1918 Lepsius asked the German foreign ministry to be 

given access to the ministry's files in order to inquire into the truth of the 

accusation made by the Allies as well as many Armenians and Turks that Germany 

was responsible for the deportation and massacres of the Armenians during the 

world war. The German foreign ministry, which had intended to publish a white 

paper on this subject, readily agreed; the result was the collection of 444 

documents published by Lepsius a year later. Lepsius was promised access to all 

documentary material in the foreign ministry and the right to select whatever 

documents he considered appropriate for inclusion in his book.
17

 

It has been known for some time that the text of some of the documents 

included in the collection published by Lepsius in 1919 differed from the originals 

kept in the archive of the foreign ministry. In 1998 Wolfgang Gust published on 

the Internet a revised edition of the Lepsius book in which omissions and 

alterations were marked.
18

 The discrepancies turned out to be far more extensive 

than hitherto assumed; only a few of the 444 documents corresponded fully to the 

originals. It appears that Lepsius was given only doctored copies of the documents 

and that most of the changes were made by pro-Turkish officials in the foreign 

ministry. Some additional alterations were made by Lepsius himself, who besides 

being a friend of the Armenians was also a German patriot.
19

 Researchers who seek 

to read the full version of these important German diplomatic documents therefore 

must consult them in the archive of the German foreign ministry or in the Gust 

edition, though even the original documents do not resolve all discrepancies Thus, 

for example, in the case of a report by two Danish Red Cros-nurses on their trip 

from Erzinjan to Sivas we read in one version tn they had seen about a hundred 

Armenian laborers lined up next to a slope and this observation is followed by the 

sentence "We knew what otild happen next." Another version of the same 

document reads: "We i,new what would happen next, but did not see it Wir 

wussten was mm peschehen wurde, sahen es aber nichf]."
20

 These two documents 

are not in the Lepsius collection; they reveal the extent to which German officials 

manipulated documentary evidence. 

Authors in the Armenian camp consider the archival holdings of the 

German foreign ministry especially significant. In this abundant documentation, 

writes Dadrian, "the Armenian genocide is elevated to its highest degree of 

incontestability."
21

 The German records, I would airree, are indeed very valuable, 

and Dadrian is correct in noting that many German diplomats considered the 

deportation of the Armenian community tantamount to annihilation. These records, 

especially the consular reports from Anatolia, help establish the terrible suffering 

of the deported Armenians and the occurrence of massacres. But, contrary to 

Armenian claims, they do not prove the responsibility of the central government in 

Constantinople for these killings (see chapter 10). 
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OTHER GERMAN EYEWITNESSES 

 

As a crucial ally Germany maintained a large military mission in Turkey 

that at all times had a sizable presence in Anatolia and Mesopotamia. Some of 

these officers commanded or were staff officers of Turkish army units. Others had 

administrative assignments, such as on the Baghdad railway; military physicians 

sought to improve Turkish sanitation and medical services. In all of these positions 

German offi cers, though not proficient in the Turkish language and dependent on 

interpreters, were in an excellent position to observe the course of the Armenian 

deportations; and their reports, to be found in the archive of the German Foreign 

Ministry, contain much valuable information.  

After the end of the war some of these officers published memoirs. The best 

known of these military authors are Colmar von der Goltz, Fredrich Kress von 

Kressenstein, Otto Liman von Sanders, Ludwig Schraudenbach, and Theodor 

Wiegand, as well as the Austrian mili tary attache Joseph Pomiankowski. All of 

these books represent important sources for the wartime deportations. 

In contrast, the work of the writer and poet Arm in T Wegner, who has been 

called the genocide's "leading eyewitness,"
22

 has been found to be untrustworthy. 

Serving as a young lieutenant in a volunteer sanitation, Wegner had learned of the 

deportations and massacres. On journeys in 1915 and 1916 between Baghdad and 

Aleppo Wegner observed the terrible suffering of the deportees and was able to 

take photographs, despite orders forbidding the taking of pictures. Wegner 

conveyed this information to Lepsius and Walter Rathenau, later to become foreign 

minister; but the publication of Wegner's findings ran into difficulties in wartime 

Germany and did not take place until 1919 and 1920.23 In January 1919 he also 

addressed an open letter to President Woodrow Wilson, in which he pleaded for the 

creation of an Armenian state in order to make up for the cruel fate of the Arme-

nians and find a just solution of the Armenian question. The following excerpt 

from his letter to the American president is an example of what Tessa Hofmann, a 

generally sympathetic critic, has called a mode of description characterized by 

"pathos and passionate exaggeration."
24

 

Children cried themselves to death, men threw themselves to their death on 

the rocks while women threw their own children into wells and pregnant mothers 

leapt singing into the Euphrates. They died all the deaths of the world, the death of 

all the centuries. I saw men gone mad, feeding on their own excrement, women 

cooking their newborn children, young girls cutting open the still warm corpses of 

their mothers to search their guts for the gold they had swallowed out of fear of the 

thieving gendarmes.
25

 

Wegner was a poet, Hofmann has noted, and was prone to "a highly 

dramatized self-absorption."
26

 But Wegner's work on the Armenian tragedy suffers 

not only from excessive pathos and exaggeration. In 1993 the German scholar 
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Martin Tamcke brought out a detailed critical examination of Wegner's writings on 

the deportations. Tamcke compared Wegner's published work with the original 

diary on which it was based, which had become available after his death in T978. 

This comparison revealed numerous discrepancies as well as important differences 

of substance when contrasted with other available accounts of conditions in the 

Mesopotamian camps. Tamcke concluded that Wegner certainly did not deserve 

the title "chief eye-witness of the genocide," which had been bestowed on him by 

the Armenians and their friends. Wegner's published work, Tamcke wrote, could 

not be considered an authentic source on the Armenian deportation and belonged 

not to history but to "the realm of legends."
27 

 

THE BRTTTSH BLUE BOOK "T HE TREATMEN T OF ARMENIANS IN THE 

OTTOMAN EMPIRE "  

 

In 1916 the British government published a parliamentary Blue Book on the 

treatment of the Armenians in Ottoman Turkey in 1915-16.
28 

The work was 

authored by Lord James Bryce, a long-time friend of the Armenians, and Arnold 

Toynbee, a young Oxford historian and clerk in the newly formed Department of 

Information located at Wellington House. Both men had previously written on war 

atrocities. Lord Bryce was the author of the Report of the Committee on Alleged 

German Outrages, published in 1915, which has been called "in itself one of the 

worst atrocities of the war."
29

 Toynbee had written a pamphlet on Armenian 

Atrocities: The Murder of a Nation, which was also issued in 1915.
30

 The large 

work that he and Bryce compiled in 1916 contained 149 documents as well as 

historical and statistical background information on the Armenians in the Ottoman 

Empire. Most of the documentary material had come from American sources: the 

U.S. Department of State and the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 

Missions (ABCFM).
31

 At the time of publication in 1916 many of the persons 

reporting on the Armenian atrocities were still residing in Turkey, so their names 

and many of their places of residence were withheld. A confidential key to the 

names and places was published separately.
32

 

Turkish authors have dismissed the Bryce-Toynbee volume as wartime 

propaganda. Giiriin calls the Blue Book "a massacre story," typical of British 

efforts to spread "rumours of Armenian massacres" and consisting of documents of 

unproven accuracy "collected from Armenian sources or from people sympathetic 

to Armenians from second or third hand."
33

 Enver Ziya Karal refers to the British 

work as "nothing more than one-sided propaganda."
34

 Authors such as Sarafian, 

however, believe that the Blue Book possesses "a serious documentary quality 

because of its explicit presentation of data and careful analysis."
35 

It is known that the British government commissioned the compilation of 

Turkish atrocities against the Armenians for propaganda purposes, especially with 
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regard to American public opinion. In October 1915 the Foreign Office asked G. 

Buchanan in Petrograd to inquire as to whether there existed "any photographs of 

Armenian atrocities or Armenian refugees," since "good use might be made of 

them in America."
36

 As Toynbee recalled many years later, the Russian armies had 

committed barbarities against their Jewish population, which had been exploited by 

the Germans. The British government, worried that the influential American 

Jewish community might turn against the Allied cause and strengthen the anti-

British camp in the United States decided that "some counter-action must be taken 

quickly"; fortunately suitable ammunition had become available. "If Russian 

barbarities were telling against Britain and France, would not Turkish barbarities 

tell against Germany and Austria-Hungary? This line of reasoning in Whitehall," 

Toynbee concluded, "lay behind H.M.G. "s application to Lord Bryce to produce a 

Blue Book on what the Turks had been doing to the Armenians."
37

 At a time of a 

desperate military need, writes Akaby Nassibian, the propagation of information 

about the Armenian deportations and massacres became an "aspect of British 

policy and a means, in the hands of the sophisticated Foreign office, for diminish-

ing American sympathies for the Central powers."
38

 The British Blue Book, 

observes Sarafian, "is an excellent example of the use of American reports for anti-

Turkish propaganda."
39

 

Toynbee later expressed the view that both he and Lord Bryce had been 

unaware of the political purpose of the British government. If it had been known to 

them, "I hardly think that either Lord Bryce or I would have been able to do the job 

that H.M.G. had assigned to us in the complete good faith in which we did, in fact, 

carry it out. Lord Bryce's concern, and mine, was to establish the facts and to make 

them public, in the hope that eventually some action might be taken in the light of 

them."
40

 In a private letter written in 1966 Toynbee acknowledged that "the British 

Government's motive in asking Lord Bryce to compile the Blue Book was 

propaganda. But Lord Bryce's motive in undertaking it, and mine in working on it 

for him, was to make the truth known."
41

 

In the final analysis, of course, the importance of the British Blue Book for 

historical knowledge must be judged irrespective of the motive that produced it, 

and in this respect it appears that both the Turkish and the Armenian sides 

overstate their case. The documentary materials of the Blue Book can neither be 

dismissed out of hand as propaganda nor (considered by themselves) be regarded 

as conclusive historical evidence. The accounts reproduced in the Blue Book 

contain important details about the deportations and massacres; contrary to the 

assurance of Lord Bryce that "most of them are narratives by eyewitnesses,"
42

 

however, the majority of the enormities described appear to be based on hearsay.
43

 

In his preface Lord Bryce noted that facts "of the same, or of a very similar, 

nature occurring in different places, are deposed to by different and independent 

witnesses" and that therefore there was every reason to believe that "the massacres 
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and deportations were carried out under general orders proceeding from 

Constantinople."
44

 This conclusion is unwarranted. First, the deportations in fact 

did not proceed in the same way everywhere. Second, while nobody denies that the 

deportations were ordered by the central government in Constantinople, the Blue 

Book contains no evidence proving the responsibility of that government for the 

massacres that did occur. The collection of materials assembled by Bryce and 

Toynbee thus is important, but it is hardly an "exemplary academic exercise" and 

"a solid milestone in the historiography of the Armenian Genocide," as Sarafian 

has argued.
45 

 

AMERICAN ARCHIVES  

 

After the United States had declared war on Germany on April 6, 1917, 

Turkey severed its diplomatic relations with America and U.S. diplomats and 

consuls had to leave the country. Until this time American diplomatic personnel 

were at their posts in Turkey and thus were able to witness the Armenian 

deportations. The State Department, in turn, shared reports on the Armenian 

situation with the Reverend James L. Barton, the chairman of the American Board 

of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, who published accounts of the 

deportations and massacres in order to raise funds for the surviving victims. The 

reports of the American diplomats on the events of 1915-16 are available at the 

National Archives at College Park, Maryland, and have also been published in a 

carefully prepared edition by Ara Sarafian.
46

 

The most valuable of the consular reports is the testimony of Leslie A. 

Davis, the American consul in Harput. A career foreign service officer since 1912, 

Davis arrived in Harput in March of 1914 and left in May 1917. He thus was an 

eyewitness to the deportations at a location that was an important transit point for 

deportation convoys from eastern Anatolia. We have his individual dispatches as 

well as a final report of 132 pages, dated February 9, 1918, prepared for the State 

Department after his return to the United States. Davis did not know Turkish, and 

his reports draw on Turkish and Armenian informants as well as on information 

provided to him by other foreign residents in Harput. Still, he made repeated 

efforts to find out for himself what was going on. Of special importance are 

accounts of his visits to several mass execution sites, one of the few such reports 

available from any source.
47

 

The American ambassador in Constantinople from November 1913 until 

February 1916 was Henry Morgenthau, a real-estate developer and chairman of 

Woodrow Wilson's 1912 presidential campaign. After his return to the United 

States, Morgenthau received permission to publish his memoirs. Several chapters 

of Ambassador Morgenthau's Story, published in 1918, deal with the Armenian 

deportations and massacres.
48

 Morgenthau's book draws on the reports he received 
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from American consuls and missionaries in Anatolia as well as on his own 

personal contacts in Constantinople. Armenians consider Morgenthau's book one 

of the key documents proving the Armenian genocide. Morgenthau, writes 

Dadrian, "emphatically confirms the genocidal intentions of the leaders of the 

Young Turk regime and equally emphatically affirms the reality of the intended 

genocidal outcome."
49

 

In 1990 the pro-Turkish American historian Heath Lowry published a 

critical appraisal of Morgenthau's memoir. Lowry drew attention to Morgenthau's 

declared desire to help win a victory for the war policy of the U.S. government. In 

a letter to President Wilson, written on November 26, 1917, Morgenthau had 

expressed his discouragement at the amount of opposition and indifference to the 

war and proposed authoring a book that would help bring about a change in this 

situation: 

I am considering writing a book in which J would lay bare, not only 

Germany's permeation of Turkey and the Balkans, but that system as it appears in 

every country of the world. For in Turkey we see the evil spirit of Germany at its 

worst-culminating at last in the greatest crime of all ages, the horrible massacre of 

helpless Armenians and Syrians. This particular detail of the story and Germany's 

abettance of the same, I feel positive will appeal to the mass of Americans in small 

towns and country districts as no other aspect of the war could, and convince them 

of the necessity of carrying the war to a victorious conclusion.
50

 

Lowry argues that Morgenthau's propagandistic purpose to foster public 

support for the war effort explains the exaggerations and distortions of the book. 

Lowry compared Ambassador Morgenthau's Story to the sources on which it is 

based (Morgenthau's Constantinople diary, his dispatches to Washington, as well 

as letters to his family) and found numerous discrepancies between the version of 

events recorded in these sources and the description of the same meetings and 

discussions narrated in the book. 

I checked some of these alleged differences and found them to be real. The 

memoir is characterized by a pronounced anti-German outlook, which, as also 

noticed by Ralph Cook,
51

 does not appear in his diplomatic reports. Indeed, as 

Morgenthau notes in his diary, in early 1916 on his way back to the United States 

he was told by undersecretary Arthur Zimmermann in Berlin that "I was the only 

American ambassador who was nor antagonistic to the German government."
52 

The 

diary records Talaat telling Morgenrhau in May 1915 of his order to protect the 

deportees and to punish those who mistreared them,
53

 but this kind of detail, 

favorable to the Turks, is omitted from the book. The published memoir portrays 

Talaat Pasha as the principal villain of the story, calling him "bloodthirsty and 

ferocious,"
54

 when in fact Morgenthau had good relations with the Ottoman 

minister of the interior. On November 14, 1914, Morgenthau wrote secretary of 

state Robert Lansing that he had been able "to maintain the most cordial and 
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almost intimate relations with Talaat and Enver, the Ministers of the Interior and of 

War,"
55

 and the diary reveals that these good relations continued all through his 

renure as ambassador. Morgenthau's entry for August 30, 1915, describing a 

meeting with the minister of the interior, is typical of many such observations: "He 

[Talaat] was in a very conciliatory mood and agreed to do most of the things that I 

asked." According to the diary, Enver told Morgenthau on November 5, 1915, that 

he appreciated the Americans' kind attitude toward them and that they "were ready 

to do most anything for me." Morgenthau not only saw Talaat and Enver on 

frequent official occasions but also invited them for meals at his home and went 

riding with them in the countryside. Much of the talk during these outings was 

frivolous banter. 

The book records long conversations put into quotation marks, which 

include purported statements made by Turkish or German offi cials; however, wirh 

few exceptions, no such verbatim comments appear in the sources utilized by 

Morgenthau. The use of this literary device, designed to make the words put into 

the mouths of the various players more believable, apparently was the brainchild of 

the journalist Burton J. Hendrick, who ghosr-wrote the book and received a share 

of the roy-Ities. Morgenthau, who knew neither Turkish nor French, also relied 

heavily on the assistance of his Armenian secretary, Hagop S. Hagom, who 

followed him to the United States and lived with him while the book was under 

preparation. Another key figure in the writing of the book was Morgenthau's 

interpreter in Constantinople, Arshag K. Schmavonian. The memoir, Lowry 

concludes, was less a personal memoir than "a memoir by committee as it were," a 

work that bears "only a cursory relationship to what was actually experienced by 

Henry Mor-genthau during his tenure in Turkey."
56

 

Dadrian concedes that Morgenthau "may have erred in some respects, 

blundered in other respects, and in the description of some events in his book he 

may have submitted to the impulses of his ghostwriter to embellish certain points, 

and yielded to the pressures of a superior at one point or other." Still, he maintains, 

Morgenthau's central message-the occurrence of the Armenian genocideðis the 

same in his wartime reports and in the memoir, and this key element is confirmed 

by other American diplomats.
57

 Dadrian is correct in maintaining that 

Morgenthau's propagandistic motive does not necessarily invalidate the argument 

he is making; nor, of course, does it have a bearing on the significance of the 

consular and missionary reports on which it draws. Both he and Lowry agree that 

Morgenthau's wartime dispatches and reports sent to Washington are the more 

important material on which to base any pertinent study of the events in question. 

Morgenthau's memoir, one is inclined to conclude, is a popular and rather 

imperfect summary of Morgenthau's experience in Turkey and of even less reliable 

assistance in resolving the question of the Armenian genocide. It has been given an 

importance that it does not deserve. 
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Some American consular officials were considered to be too close to the 

Armenians by their superiors. The charge d'affaires of the American embassy, 

Philip Hoffman, on September 15, 1916, communicated to the secretary of state in 

Washington his impression that Jesse Jackson in Aleppo, because of his "long and 

constant association with the seemingly hopeless Armenian situation, may at times 

unconsciously over-accentuate certain phases of that situation." His views, 

therefore, were not shared by "all well-informed Americans in the country." Nev-

ertheless, Hoffmann added, Jackson's judgment was good, and the information 

received from him was "most valuable."
58

 The judgment "most valuable" can 

probably stand as a general summary appraisal of the reports rendered by 

American consular personnel in Anatolia. 

M ISSIONARY REPORTS During the course of the nineteenth century 

Protestant missionaries had established stations in a large number of Anatolian 

towns. The most active group was sponsored by the American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), which by the beginning of the 

twentieth century had placed nearly 145 missionaries and 800 native workers 

managing numerous churches, hospitals, and schools. Other American Protestant 

denominations sponsoring missions were the Presbyterian Church, the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, and the American Baptist Missionary Union.
59

 German 

missionaries were sent to Turkey by the Deutsche Orient-Mission (German 

Mission for the Orient), headed by Johannes Lepsius, and by the Deutsche 

Hilfsbund fiir Christliches Liebeswerk im Orient (German League of Assistance 

for Works of Christian Charity in the Orient), founded in 1896. The missionaries 

sent regular reports to their respective headquarters; many of them kept diaries and 

wrote memoirs about their years of service in Turkey. The writings of these 

missionaries represent another important source for the history of the deportations 

in 1915-16. 

The archive of the ABCFM is located in the Houghton Library of Harvard 

University. In 1917 James L. Barron, the head of the ABCFM, sent a circular 

survey to American missionaries who had been forced to leave Anatolia after the 

rupture of diplomatic relations with Turkey. In this survey Barton solicited 

descriptive statements about the persecution of Christians in the Ottoman Empire, 

which he submitted to "The Inquiry," a research group organized by Col. Edward 

M. House at the request of President Wilson to investigate geographical, economic, 

historical, and political problems that would become important for the work of the 

anticipated peace conference. Twenty-two of the missionary reports in Barton's 

survey were first-person accounts of the deportations, and twenty-one of these 

were published in 1998 under the editorship of Ara Sarafian.
60

 The report of Henry 

H. Riggs, because of its length, was brought out as a separate volume.
61

 Barton had 

asked the missionaries to distinguish between their own observations and what 

they had heard from others but believed to be true, and some of the responses paid 
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attention to this distinction. Other materials collected by 'The Inquiry," including a 

large number of missionary reports of considerable importance, can be consulred at 

the National Archives.
62

 

In a publication sponsored by the Assembly of Turkish American 

Associations, Justin and Carolyn McCarthy have called the American missionaries 

prejudiced and biased. "Missionary accounts of the troubles of the 1890s or of 

World War I," they write, "did not mention the part of the Armenian 

revolutionaries or the massacres of Muslims....From their accounts one would think 

that all was well for the Muslims and only the Armenians had troubles."
63

 This 

appraisal has some merit but is also somewhat overdrawn. The reports of the 

missionaries did not ignore the suffering of the Muslim population. At the same 

time, i t must be acknowledged that the strong commitment of the missionaries to 

the Armenian cause made many of their writings less than objective and often led 

them to include half-truths.
64

 In their zeal to help the Armenians they many times 

reported as facts events that they could not possibly have observed in person. Mary 

L. Graffam, principal of the girls' high school at Sivas, was one of the few 

missionaries who truthfully insisted that she had written "only what I have seen 

and know to be true." Hence, for example, when speaking of the fate of Armenian 

men who had been taken from a convoy she was accompanying, she acknowledged 

that the situation was unclear and constituted "a profound mystery. I have talked 

with many Turks, and I cannot make up my mind what to believe."
65

 

The picture of the Muslims that the missionaries presented frequently 

conformed to the centuries-old image of "the terrible Turk," while Armenians were 

regularly depicted as innocent victims and Christian heroes who could do no 

wrong. When Armenian men were arrested in Bitlis, for example, Grace Knapp 

wrote that in one house, "according to the patriarchal custom of the country, there 

were ten guns which were used with telling effect against the police."
66

 One would 

not know from this account that Bitlis province was one of the strongholds of the 

Armenian revolutionary movement and at the time of the Russian offensive in the 

spring of T915 was the scene of prolonged fighting between Armenian guerrillas 

and Turkish troops. In the eyes of the missionaries, when Armenians used guns it 

was always strictly for self-defense, while Turkish troops using force were usually 

described as engaged in murderous activities. 

 

ARMENIAN SURVIVOR TESTIMONY  

 

At the time of the deportations foreign missionaries and the diplomatic 

representatives of the European powers considered the accounts of Armenians who 

had managed to escape from the convoys an important source of information, and 

there is no reason to question this appraisa And yet the reception of these reports 

was often uncritical. There pr( vailed a strong inclination to believe anything the 
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suffering Armenians were saying and to discount Turkish explanations. Some of 

the rec ents of this information were aware of the Levantine tendency to (xag 

gerate and therefore realized that not everything that was told them  

their Armenian informants could be regarded as the complete truth. In a 

report on Armenian deaths dated September 23, 1913, the British consul in 

Erzurum noted "the Armenian tendency to blatant exaggeration."
67

 The German 

missionary Hans Bauernfeind related in his diary entry for July 23, 1915, how 

several of his Armenian pupils had told him stories of robberies that they had 

witnessed, "even though with the exaggeration typical of this country."
68

 The 

American consular agent in Damascus, Greg Young, on September 20, 1915, 

reported hearing numerous stories of cruelty on the part of Turkish guards, seizure 

of young women, selling of children, and the like and commented that he was 

convinced that "many of the worst stories that are circulating are much 

exaggerated." Still, he added, "there are some which I must credit."
69

 The German 

missionary Anna von Dorbeller noted that people in the Middle East were in the 

habit of using imprecise language. "Assertions such as 'I have not eaten for three 

days,' etc., are regularly used by both Turks and Armenians, not to mention clumsy 

lies."
70

 According to Arnold Toynbee, "Oriental arithmetic is notoriously inexact," 

and there is much "unconscious exaggeration" and "purposeful 

misrepresentation."
71

 Some of these observations can be written off as stereotypes 

that are no more valid than the picture of the "terrible Turk," but others probably 

contain at least an element of truth. 

The German consul in Trebizond, Heinrich Bergfeld, was able to track 

down one of the many false stories that flourished in a time of great stress and 

uncertainty. Soon after the first convoy of Armenians had left Trebizond rumors 

spread that the deportees had been murdered right after leaving the town and that 

the river Deirmendere, running parallel to the road taken by an Armenian convoy, 

was full of corpses. Bergfeld noted that the most fantastic accusations against the 

Turks had become highly popular in the town. However, as the stories about the 

masses of corpses in the river became ever more frequent and hardened into 

definite assertions, he decided to check out their veracity. On July 17, accompanied 

by the American consul as a neutral witness, he rode for four hours along the river 

but found only one dead body. Inasmuch as the river contained very little water 

and was split into numerous small and shallow branches, he concluded that it 

would have been quite impossible for a large quantity of corpses to be carried by 

the river and swept out to sea. In the meantime news was also received that the first 

group of deportees had reached Erzinjan without losing a single person.
72

 Bergfeld 

served in Turkey for eight years and spoke the Turkish language. His credibility is 

enhanced by his documented intercessions on behalf of the expelled Armenians; 

later on he did not hesitate to report the murder of other deportees. 

The reliability of the Armenian accounts that reached the diplomatic corps 




