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For my mother.

With her, anything is possible.
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A note on nomenclature

Throughout this work, modern place names are used: Istanbul rather than Constantinople, İzmir instead of Smyrna, Tbilisi over Tiflis and so on. ‘Eastern Anatolia’ or ‘the Six Provinces’ are more frequently deployed than the contemporaneous ‘Western Armenia’. This is not for any political purpose, and I do not wish to obscure disputes, as with the renaming of Diyarbekir to Diyarbakır. Rather the goal is to ease the burden on the reader, to not clutter up the page, or the narrative, with parentheses.

For Armenian names, I have mostly used D-K-I-B spellings over T-G-Y-P formulations. For Turkish, the below guide should be helpful to those unfamiliar with the language and its phonetics.

C or c sounds like j as in juice, jewel, joint

Ç or ç sounds like ch: cheek, chain, chew

Ş and ş is a sh sound: sheep, shine, shower

Ğ and ğ lengthens the preceding vowel, almost silent (Erdo-an for Erdoğan)

İ with a dot is elongated, like eel

I or ı without a dot is more abrupt, as in the first syllable of earnest

Ö and ö as with the German umlaut, the ur sound in nurse or purse

Ü and ü are rounded, like tube or sue

The circumflex ^ extends a vowel sound. Talât is sounded as Talaat
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An introduction

Long shadows

A blue dawn broke over the hush, new light disputing the cool wash of lamp glow. Amidst the gathered thousands, drowsy, uncomprehending children wiped sleep from their eyes. In chill morning’s still apprehension, lapel-pinned poppies did not flutter. From the wan collage of faces, a dull glint of proud polished medallions, splinters of handed-down ribbon, the strong jutted chin and braced back of honour guards. Then, a mournful coda to stir hearts: The Last Post’s bugle blasts. It’s always the silence between notes which knots your throat.

All stiffen at the lamentations of remembrance, gaze cast downwards. There are fewer appeals to a high power than there once was, but this is still a congregation, a reverential scene repeated hundreds of times over – before the noble limestone Cenotaph in Auckland, in the bluster above Tarakena Bay, and in small towns where everyone knows everyone’s name. On Sydney’s Martin Place, eerie scenes of battles barely recalled are projected onto high-rises and office blocks. Over a calm Aegean Sea, its ripples barely visible in the gloom, pilgrims shudder themselves from sleeping bags atop Gallipoli’s sharp cliffs, where a century earlier, soldiers stormed shell-strewn beaches.

They came in the small hours to remember. Some had grandparents or great-grandparents – mere ancestors now – who fought, were injured and had been dashed against the rock face. The rest were moved by obligation, paying respects to those who, as the legend goes, gave their lives defending liberty.

Princes, presidents and prime ministers read their speeches. Wreathes burdened with the named fallen were laid at Lone Pine and Chunuk Bair. Pensive columns passed a dominating granite slab inscribed with the famed Words to the Anzac Mothers, taking comfort in their tone of peace and reconciliation.

This day, this lofty processional, enshrines Australia and New Zealand’s most exalted collective experience. The fitful birth of a nation’s narrative: an existence forged in steel, blood and courage.

One day earlier, an equally sombre ceremony took place. Princes, presidents and prime ministers too arrived at Tsitsernakaberd, a hilltop in Yerevan, the capital of Armenia. They read their speeches. They whispered prayers. They atoned.

A ring of jagged, imposing grey-black steeles reaching for a bright Caucasian sky encage a flickering eternal flame. Dignitaries approached it hesitantly, each bearing a single yellow rose, until the centrepiece was thick with flowers. Grandchildren, great-grandchildren, formed a sentry watch, cradling in worn arms heirlooms, portraits, weathered photographs, stories and fragmented memories. Mementos to be laid on the petalled memorial bed: evidence for the world to witness what their forebears had endured. The ache of inherited loss etched like old marble into every face.

Church bells tolled throughout the country. One hundred peals for one hundred years, repeated in Los Angeles, Beirut, Moscow and Montreal. Landmarks dimmed their lights: the Eiffel Tower and Colosseum going dark. Citizens in their abridged homeland, or flung into diaspora, crossed themselves, made their quiet vow of Never Again. Their tears, shed in compassion, anger or yearning for repair, are a measure of resilience.

Every last one of these commemorations, public or private, popular or minor, was reverent of lives lost, of lineages snuffed out before their time. But inherent in these days, 24 and 25 April, critical to their rituals, are denial, falsehood and forgetting, although we do not care to admit it.

To the very hour, on the night of 24 April and the morning of 25 April 1915, as Anzac troops swayed apprehensively in their ships off the Dardanelles coast, the intellectual and political elite of Armenian society in the Ottoman Empire were hauled from their homes, imprisoned and then banished.

And while those soldiers scrapped for mere inches of Gallipoli’s soil, killing squads swept swiftly through hamlets, cities and towns, hunting Armenian men. Those left behind – women, children and the elderly – were corralled south, to the desert wastes of Syria. Endless convoys. Death marches.

From the most fearsome man to the weakest child, from celebrated artists to feminist intellectuals, from the glittering capital to the most isolated village, few were spared the onslaught: a campaign by the ruling Committee of Union and Progress to transform by total cruelty and deprivation a plural, diverse empire into a homogenous and rigid nation state – to rid that land utterly of its minorities.

During the First World War and its aftermath, perhaps over a million Armenians were destroyed, along with 250,000 Assyrians. These years also saw the expulsion of more than a million ethnic Greeks.

The Polish-Jewish jurist Raphael Lemkin had to invent the term ‘genocide’ in 1943 to describe what had happened, had to invent a new law to prohibit it. Yet the killers and thieves of the Ottoman regime – the very foe Anzac soldiers were battling to defeat – went free and unpunished. Instead, the guilty party morphed into the first government of the Turkish Republic, led by Gallipoli veteran Mustafa Kemal, a strongman who oversaw the final clearance of non-Muslim minorities from Anatolia.

Contrary to the folklore – the mythology – that envisions him as a liberator, saviour, secularist and modernizer, Kemal ruled with an iron fist. He broke utterly with the past, hauling his new country from a deleterious collapse into a future cleaved from anything recognizable. There was no reckoning with the genocide, no repenting. Rather, the Republic engraved into its foundational principles a belief defended with adamantine strength to this day: that the Armenian Genocide never happened.

Imagine for a moment if Germany said this of the Jews and the Roma, and we can begin to see the injustice.

And yet to deny such a thing would be to deny the interweaving, the imbrication of the Anzac story with Armenian experience. Anzac soldiers captured at Gallipoli held in the Ottoman interior as prisoners of war witnessed the genocide as it took place. Other soldiers fought bitterly to protect the persecuted, and gave their lives in doing so. New Zealanders and Australians alike signed up to the Armenian relief cause, lending their succour to survivors. In tandem with an unprecedented international aid effort, funds established throughout Australasia raised money and donated food and clothing to support a people who had been whittled down to the very marrow of their being.

The attrition of memory, the slow operation of history and the deliberate obscuring of scholars have separated these facts. This book, therefore, is an attempt to piece together these apparently disparate strands, to mend what Ian Buruma once called the ‘political corruption of historical memory’.

In salvaging these stories of bloodshed and terror, heroism and humanity, we must pick apart the grand mythology which has smothered and replaced them – the more palatable story that suits our yearning for reconciliation enshrined in the Anzac Special Relationship shared between Australia, New Zealand and Turkey. This myth makes us no wiser, nor does it bring us any closer to understanding the First World War and its vast, traumatic legacy. This new history explodes the myth from the inside, so that we might create something more honest and truthful in its place.

For the most part, this book is a narrative, a style chosen for its accessibility to an unknowing reader. It recounts a story – a maligned and traduced story though it is – and can give only a hint of trauma, of depravity and of unendurable experiences endured. We like to imagine that mere words can convey experience. Many have tried.

But no language, separated from feeling by distance to the past, can ever describe what it is like to have the soles of your feet worn away over seven months of walking; can never capture the sound of a knife slicing sinew and muscle; can never convey the smell of a rapist to his young victim. Nor the sound of a whimper when long-separated parents and children reunite after a decade of mourning; nor the shade of blushed cheek warmed by basic comforts; nor the sound of a town hall that resounds with passionate solidarity.

It will only ever be an approximation of feeling: An echo, or a lingering murmur. But that feeling must be imprinted no matter how vague or faint, for the sake of history and understanding, and for justice.

This book can therefore only grasp at lives, and arrest their long shadows.


1

Pro patria mori

There is a mountain called Ararat, its peak permanently tipped by ice and snow: a towering epicentre, a stone-faced sentinel and a witness to the first furtive kicks of civilization.

Three lakes and three seas encircle the mountain: to the west, the bustling Black Sea; eastwards, Urmia and Sevan mark the gateway to the Caspian; in the south, the salted shores of Van and onwards to the Mediterranean.

Guided by a dove, the common tale holds, Noah and his lifeboat ran aground on Ararat after the Flood. If this legend is to be believed, it is from the mountain’s slopes that all human and animal life descended to begin again in a purged new world.

Journeys across this highland are slow, volcanic tempers having long ago rent great peaks and valleys into fertile umber. The Euphrates and Tigris Rivers find their sources between tectonic cracks, spilling out to the desert and the Persian Gulf. The Silk Road searches through its more navigable southern reaches.

From the time of antiquity to the recent past, this busy corridor between Europe, Asia and the Middle East has been governed by the whims of warlords, traders, usurpers, rival faiths; the ebb and flow of kingdoms and empires. It is here, in the fourteenth century before the Common Era, that the first whispers of an Armenian people will be heard.

Their origins are mysterious. Even the name ‘Armenia’ is of uncertain provenance, lost to the prehistory of humankind. The Armenian language, hardened by stiff consonants, forms a distinct branch of the Indo-European tree. Pagan gods demand their worship – deities of sun, moon and rain – later to be corrupted by Greek and Zoroastrian fables. They have heroes, too: the Babylonian exile Hayk who felled a tyrant; Vahakn, slayer of dragons.

For millennia, their homeland is invaded, conquered and plundered by Hittites, Persians, Seleucids and others. Only once will the region be united under an Armenian banner, during the era of Tigran the Great in the first century BCE, a powerful but short-lived burst of empire contending with the ailing Roman Republic.

Gregory the Illuminator brings the teachings of a Jewish Nazarene dissident to the Armenians in the early 300s, shortly before Constantine’s conversion, making them arguably the first Christian people in the world. The Apostolic Church emerges as a pillar of identity, upholding a firm independence from both Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy. Countless churches, monasteries and cathedrals are hived from dark rock, their cupolas made to resemble Ararat’s peak – redoubts in ages of war, treasure houses of sacred texts. Khachkars, carved stone tablets bearing intricate cruciform patterns, dot the landscape. To bring the Bible to the masses, a scholar priest named Mesrob Mashtots devises an alphabet in the fifth century: thirty-six letters, read from left to right, an elegant script.

By this potent combination of a distinct faith and a strong literary pedigree amongst the elite, Armenian life and culture endures – even as cycles of occupation roll on. Muslim Arabs arrive in the seventh century, Byzantines in the tenth and Seljuks soon after. Under this pressure, Armenians begin migrating en masse towards the Mediterranean’s northeastern coast. Here, they establish a kingdom known as Cilicia, later to become a base for marauding Crusaders on their quest to control the Holy Lands.

Then, further invaders: Mongols and Mamluks who break the back of Armenian society for generations. Finally Turks, descendants of roaming tribes from Central Asia, surge through Anatolia westward.

In 1453, twenty-one-year-old Mehmed II seizes Constantinople from the Byzantines. He anoints himself Conqueror and renames the ancient city Istanbul, the third capital of the rising Ottoman Empire. Cilicia splits apart not long after. Armenians become a colonized people once more.

The Ottoman Empire is a formidable machine of conquest and permanent warfare, mobilized for expansion. At its peak, the state is gargantuan, spanning Arabia and North Africa, parts of the Caucasus, the entirety of Anatolia and a European heartland: the Balkans, Greece, parts of Ukraine and Romania, pressing as far west as Austria.

From the Red Sea to the Danube, the Sultan reigns: a supreme ruler drawn from the House of Osman, Caliph of all Muslims, defender of the pilgrimage cities of Mecca and Medina.

Armenians comprise a small patch in an elaborate, multi-ethnic and multi-lingual Ottoman quilt. Turks are dominant. Beneath them, Arabs, Kurds, Jews, Assyrians, and various European peoples who will one day fragment and define themselves as Serbs, Bulgarians, Albanians, Montenegrins and Greeks.

Unlike early Christianity, Islam is built as a political force as well as a faith. The Koran and its accompanying Hadith lay out the ideal for Muslim rule, particularly for how to treat other monotheisms – People of the Book. Ottoman authority is split along religious lines into little theocracies known as millets, the Sultan delegating limited power to clerical figureheads. For the Armenians, a Patriarch acts as de facto leader of the community.

The millet system is a pact of privilege and subjugation. Armenians can practise their religion freely, operate civil courts, run schools, hospitals and businesses, but their status is second class. Churches and bell towers cannot shadow the minarets of mosques. Christians must make way for Muslims in the street. Access to Muslim courts is severely restricted. Their testimony carries little weight. They are not allowed to carry weapons.

Not separate and equal, then, but separate and protected. Compared to medieval Europe, it is an enlightened form of government and social organization. Armenians, by their willingness to keep their heads down, to make the necessary prostrations, earn the nickname ‘Loyal millet’.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, by far the majority of Armenians are peasants scratching out feudal lives in their ancestral lands, subdivided into the six vilayets, or provinces of eastern Anatolia: Van, Erzurum, Harput, Bitlis, Diyarbakır and Sivas.

For one hundred generations, Armenian women have wrung scarlet-hued clothes in the arterial ramblings of rivers and streams. They tend the silkworms, and with their husbands and sons, toil with rough-hewn
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