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“The Armenian Legionnaires presents to an English-language audience an important but little-known aspect of Middle Eastern History in the World War I era. The Armenian legion was formed while the Ottoman Empire’s genocide of its Armenian population was still ongoing, and this tale of its deployment, actions, and dissolution brings together the later passages of the Great War in the Middle East, the aftermath of genocide, Armenian hopes for the postwar future, resurgent Turkish nationalism and cynical great power politics.”

Donald Bloxham, Richard Pares Professor of European History, University of Edinburgh

“This book, written lucidly and meant for the general public as well as scholars, is based essentially on published and unpublished memoirs by certain key volunteers. Because substantial excerpts from those eyewitness accounts have been included in translation from Armenian to English, the study renders a most valuable service to the non-Armenian reader as well. What is more, the numerous illustrations and maps certainly pump additional oxygen into the faces, situations, and places that come to life. All in all, it is a timely reminder of the oft-forgotten Armenian contribution to the Allied victories in the Levant during World War I. It is also a tribute to the young men and some women who put their lives on the line for a higher cause.”

Vahram L. Shemmassian, Professor and Director of the Armenian Studies Program, California State University, Northridge

“This is a long-awaited book on the Armenian legion. The author has done a wonderful job by giving a voice to the main actors of this story, the legionnaires themselves, who through extracts from their memoirs make this book more vivid, concrete and comprehensible. The richness of the photographs of the legionnaires published in this book is also a very important contribution towards successfully reconstructing this crucial period of Armenian history.”

Vahé Tachjian, Project Director and Chief Editor of Houshamadyan Project and Lecturer at the Péter Pázmány Catholic University in Budapest
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Early morning in Adana. American flag flying over Near East Relief building and below, workers going to the vineyards.

John Amar Shishmanian Papers, envelope B, Hoover Institution Archives.
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Foreword

As a young boy growing up in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the Armenian legionnaires were a part of my life for as long as I can remember. Born in Hyusenig, an Armenian village in Ottoman Turkey, my father Nishan Najarian emigrated to the United States before the Armenian Genocide of 1915 and settled in Cambridge. Despite his comfort and safety in the United States, like hundreds of other young Armenian men, he answered the call to join the Armenian legionnaires. He was 19 years old. At the end of the war he returned home, bringing with him a woman and her daughter, survivors of the Genocide. We don’t know where or how he met them. We do know that when he was being discharged from the legionnaires he was told he could stay in the region or get on a boat back to the United States and take one other person with him. He said he wished to return but insisted on taking a mother and a daughter and wouldn’t leave without both of them. He obtained the necessary permission, brought them to the United States, and eventually married the daughter, Arshalous, my mother.

The legionnaires who returned became close, lifelong friends whom we would see regularly. I remember going along to the legionnaires’ picnics at Camp Hayastan in Franklin, Massachusetts, where the families gathered and the men would trade stories. A few times a year the legionnaires would get together and play cards and enjoy one another’s company. Similar groups gathered informally in various cities: Providence, Rhode Island; New Britain, Connecticut; Troy, New York; Worcester, Boston, Cambridge, Springfield, Lawrence, Massachusetts. When talking to non-Armenians about these young fighters, we would use the word “legionnaires” but in general conversation amongst Armenians they were known as the Gamavors, the Volunteers. These men fascinated me and inspired me: young men who willingly put their lives at risk to go back to their homeland and fight, who were committed to help free Armenia and rescue those in need.

This book is dedicated to the Gamavors, the Armenian legionnaires, the men whose idealism and courage fired their determination as represented in the spirit of my father, Nishan Najarian.

K. George Najarian
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1. Upon discharge from the Legion, Nishan Najarian (right) returned to Massachusetts, bringing with him a mother and daughter, survivors of the Genocide. He later married Arshalous (center) and they raised four children together.
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2. Title page of Dickran H. Boyajian’s Haygagan Lekeone [The Armenian Legion]. Courtesy of Baikar Press.
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3. George Kolligian (fourth from right) and comrades. Courtesy of the Armenian Museum of America.
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4. Légion Arménienne. Poste d’Erzine (also known as Yeşilkent), a town in the Hatay district on the Turkish coast. Michael Najarian Collection.
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Note on the Contents of The Armenian Legionnaires

This book includes eyewitness accounts, memoirs, letters, stories, documents and photographs passed down through families as well as excerpts from interviews with children and grandchildren of legionnaires about the memories passed on to them. Many of these were gathered by Michael Najarian in the 1980s and archived until the present.

The backbone of Chapters Three through Twelve is based on excerpts from Dickran H. Boyajian’s Haygagan Lekeone: Badmagan Hushakrutiun (The Armenian Legion: A Historical Memoir, Watertown, MA: Baikar Press, 1965), translated into English for this publication by Gagik Stepan-Sarkissian. Some of the memoirs included by Boyajian were earlier published in Armenian papers such as Hairenik, The Armenian Weekly, The Armenian Mirror Spectator and Haratch. We are grateful to Baikar Press for consent to use extensive portions of the text of The Armenian Legion.

In 2001, Ardemis Matteosian, Arakel Almasian and Barbara Merguerian created an historic exhibition at the Armenian Library and Museum of America (Watertown, Massachusetts), “Betrayed Dreams: The Armenian Legion and the Great War”, supported by George and Carolann Najarian. In 2007, a traveling exhibition on the subject, “Forgotten Heroes: The Armenian Legion in World War I” was produced by the Museum, also supported by the Najarians, and is available today for display.1 Some of the material found in this book is in the archives of the Museum, collected and used in these exhibitions and generously made available for research and use for the present book.

Chapter Two, an original text by Varak Ketsemanian, provides an overall political and historical context for the personal experiences of the legionnaires, helping to make this book a lasting resource about the men and their times.

Regarding transliteration, Boyajian’s original book is written in literary West Armenian and this text follows the spelling conventions of that variant of the language. Elsewhere, men’s names are written as they did when using Latin letters. In the bibliography, Armenian names and titles are transliterated phonetically, where possible avoiding diacritical marks and other more scholarly conventions, hoping to make the list as accessible as possible.


[image: ]


5. Dickran Boyajian, author of Haygagan Lekeone: Badmagan Hushakrutiun [The Armenian Legion: A Historical Memoir]. Courtesy of the Armenian Museum of America.
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6. Banner publicizing the 2001 exhibition at the Armenian Museum of America. Courtesy of the Armenian Museum of America.
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7, 8. Postcard to Khan B. from “G”, inscribed on the back: To my Comrade Khan. In remembrance of Cilicia and Mesopotamia. This is how we started our work and we will continue in the same way. Some day we will remember these days. Your friend in ideals, “G”. Courtesy of Ardemis Matteosian (daughter of Khan B.).



The Armenian legionnaires were also called Gamavors or Volunteers. There were other Armenian volunteers who joined the fight against the Turkish and German armies during World War I, many who fought on the Caucasian Front under General Antranig, as well as resistance bands (fedayee) of men and some women defending their villages and towns. Other young Armenian men joined the national armies and navies of their new countries, the United States and France. All of these deserve recognition.

This book, however, focuses on those who joined the Légion d’Orient (afterwards becoming the Armenian Legion) and primarily on those who left from the United States. The Légion d’Orient was later remembered as part of the French Foreign Legion, though it was an auxillary force with the French army (see page 17).

In the Epilogue, the reader will find photographs of men in uniform from all of these forces, on the different fronts posing proudly together at community gatherings. Their experiences and dreams could best be shared with each other and, according to family and friends, they did indeed remain comrades and patriots together to the end of their days.
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