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Armenia and the ‘great crime’: The long shadow of history

Bourj Hammoud 
fights the Armenian 
genocide by 
keeping identity

Armenian Anniversary

Beirut

A 

rmenians call it Medz 
Yeghern — the “great 
crime” — when they say 
as many as 1.5 million 
of their ethnic kin were 

slaughtered by Ottoman forces 100 
years ago, starting with scores of 
prominent intellectuals, lawyers, 
journalists, teachers, priests and 
doctors who were rounded up on 
government orders in Istanbul on 
April 24, 1915, then sent into the in-
terior and killed.

That was the start of what the Ar-
menians, and most historians, call 
a genocide in which they maintain 

the Ottoman Caliphate, in its dying 
days, systematically annihilated 
most of a thriving Christian minori-
ty through massacres, forced labour 
and death marches into the Syrian 
desert, then part of the Ottoman 
Empire.

This has been seen as the fore-
runner of the Nazi Holocaust in the 
second world war.

Hundreds of thousands of Arme-
nians were herded into concentra-
tion camps by the Ottomans, whose 
empire was crumbling around 
them, decayed by corruption from 
within and doomed by the Sublime 
Porte’s alliance with Kaiser Wil-
helm’s imperial Germany in the first 
world war.

“The roads and the Euphrates are 
strewn with corpses of exiles and 

those who survive are doomed to 
certain death,” the New York Times 
reported in August 1915. “It is a plan 
to exterminate the whole Armenian 
people.”

To this day, Turkey vigorously 
denies there was an officially sanc-
tioned extermination programme 
and bitterly rejects the term “geno-
cide”.

All references to these events 
have been expunged from official 
histories and from school text-
books in Turkey in what interna-
tional affairs commentator David 
Gardner calls “an enforced amnesia 
strengthened by a wall of silence 
from reputed Ottomanist scholars”.

Turkey concedes that around 
500,000 Armenians died of starva-
tion, thirst and disease as they were 

deported because they were con-
sidered revolutionaries allied with 
Russia against the Ottomans in the 
first world war.

At the time, the Ottomans were 
reeling from the loss of their Euro-
pean territories in 1912-13 as Chris-
tians across the Balkans rose up to 
throw off the Turkish yoke. As Mus-
lim groups were driven eastward, 
Istanbul had to find space for them 
and Anatolia, where most Armeni-
ans lived, was selected to accom-
modate the refugees.

Ottoman horror of being encir-
cled was heightened with the Allied 
amphibious assault on Gallipoli, in 
the strategic Dardanelles Strait, on 
April 25, 1915. Turkish forces re-
pelled the British, French, Austral-
ian and New Zealand forces but the 
Ottomans remained fearful of the 
fate that was descending on them.

Today, five generations later, the 
events of 1915-16 still sear the col-
lective memory of a region, most of 
which the Ottomans ruled for more 
than five centuries, as it grapples 
with the current massacre of Shias, 
Christians and other minorities by 
jihadist fanatics of the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The events of 1915-16 remain a 
source of conflict for Turkey, and 
the resonance is particularly trou-
blesome right now as President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan pursues ambi-
tions of making Turkey a regional 
power again.

At the same time, more world 
governments are accepting the 
Armenian accusations, largely be-
cause historians are unearthing 
evidence to substantiate Armenian 
claims. This is impeding Turkey’s 
relations with the West and its as-
pirations of joining the European 
Union.

It is true that Erdogan, a neo-Is-
lamist who dreams of restoring his 
nation’s influence a century after 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk abolished 

the empire and declared a secular 
republic, has made more effort than 
any of his predecessors to open up 
about the events of 1915-16.

In April 2014, while still prime 
minister, Erdogan set a precedent 
by publicly referring to the victims 
of 1915-16 as “Ottoman citizens” 
and offered condolences to their 
descendants.

But Erdogan  still seems deter-
mined never to acknowledge the 
genocide. That would be to admit 
there was premeditated intent by 
the Ottoman state to murder its 
own citizens on a monumental 
scale. Under a 1948 international 
convention, such intent is required 
to prove genocide.

Pope Francis dramatically stoked 
the controversy on April 12th by de-
claring that “the first genocide” of 
the 20th century took place in 1915-
16. Ankara withdrew its ambassa-
dor to the Vatican.

On the other hand, US President 
Barack Obama gave Erdogan a pass 
— primarily for geopolitical reasons 
— when he avoided using the term 
“genocide” while marking the cen-
tennial anniversary of the killings, 
despite campaign promises in 2008 
to do so.

The US State Department and the 
Pentagon had pressed Obama to 
omit the G-word out of deference 
to a key US partner and NATO’s only 
Muslim member whose support 
against jihadism is considered es-
sential.

Ed Blanche is the analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly and has 
reported on the Middle East since 
1967. He lives in Beirut.
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O 

ne hundred years on, the 
memories of the mass 
killings and deportation 
of Armenians living on 
their ancestral land un-

der Ottoman rule are still vivid in 
the neighbourhood of Bourj Ham-
moud, north of Beirut.

Most, if not all, of the Armenian 
inhabitants in the area are descend-
ants of survivors of the Armenian 
genocide. Arpi Mangassarian, an 
architect and urbanist fights tears as 
she recalls how, in 1915, her grand-
mother Nazeli, then a young wom-
an, had to abandon her mother to a 
sure death in the desert during their 
deportation. “Keep walking and 
don’t look back,” begged the older 
woman with bad legs who found 
herself helpless as the donkey on 
which she was riding fled. Mangas-
sarian’s grandmother was never to 
see her mother again.

A few days later, she found herself 
facing a new terrible ordeal. She had 
to bury with her bare hands and a 
few handfuls of sand, Koharik, her 
7-year-old daughter who died of ex-
haustion, a fate shared by many of 
the million or so Armenians deport-
ed on foot through the Syrian and 
Iraqi deserts by Ottoman soldiers 
riding horses.

Such heart-breaking stories can 
be heard in many streets, shops 

and workshops of Bourj Hammoud, 
the 2.5 sq. kilometre neighbour-
hood that came to existence in 1928 
when prominent Armenian families 
bought empty land between the 
Beirut river and the Mediterranean 
coast and built homes and shops for 
the destitute survivors of the depor-
tation.

Bourj Hammoud is, in fact, made 
up of many Armenian neighbour-
hoods named after villages in East-
ern Anatolia or elsewhere such as 
New Sis, New Marash or New Adana.

“The first thing Armenians did 
here before building their own 
homes was to erect churches with 
adjacent schools. In the aftermath 
of the genocide, Armenians have 
focused wherever they went on pre-
serving their language and religion 
that are the pillars of our identity,” 
said landscaper Sarine Hagopian as 
she shows visitors Karasoun Man-
oug — Church of the 40 Martyrs — 
the oldest in Bourj Hammoud.

Elsewhere in Lebanon old con-
vents or churches built even before 
the deportation stand as a testimony 
of Armenian identity.

Armenians, upon the establish-
ment of modern Lebanon, were 
granted Lebanese citizenship by the 
French mandate authorities. This 
helped their integration into the 
Lebanese economic and political 
fabric.

They profess a strong attachment 
to Lebanon but they are also inhab-
ited by their ancient culture and 

civilization and in Bourj Hammoud 
many are focused on safeguarding 
what they consider a unique Ar-
menian heritage. One such place is 
Badguer, a cultural space in an old 
renovated pink two-storey house. 
The project was initiated by Man-
gassarian, using all the money she 
inherited from an uncle in Australia.

There are regular exhibitions, 
there is a restaurant with a bar with 
rugs hanging from the walls, and a 
piano. Middle-aged women are seen 
in the restaurant preparing typical 
cuisine, including Armenian cin-
namon tea and homemade cookies. 
Old Caucasian carpets, delicate in-
tricate embroideries and antiques, 
such as the loom of a legendary Ar-
menian carpet weaver, are on dis-
play.

Armenians brought with them 
their craftsmanship such as jewel-
lery making, leather work, carpen-
try and copper work.

“To me our artisan art is also a 
pillar of our culture and my aim is 

to help this survive in an era where 
challenges are numerous and com-
petition tough from Asian-made 
cheaper products,” said Mangassar-
ian, who also heads the technical 
and urban department at the mu-
nicipality.

Through her work at Badguer, an 
Armenian word for “image”, Man-
gassarian recently won a UN grant 
to develop and pass on the crafts 
of Bourj Hammoud to a new gen-
eration, with a focus on jewellery. 
Training schools will open and Ar-
menian goldsmiths and jewellers, 
who are already very successful in 
Lebanon and Arab gulf countries, 
will receive technical assistance 
to meet the demands of European 
markets.

But Bourj Hammoud is no Arme-
nian ghetto.

Most days this neighbourhood, 
despite its old decaying buildings, is 
a busy place with unique shops, the 
like of which are hard to find else-
where in Lebanon. It is a favoured 

destination for many in the coun-
try looking for shops to manufac-
ture jewellery, fix or repair almost 
everything from home appliances 
to watches, or just shop along the 
unique streets lined with jewellery 
and clothing shops, shoemakers, old 
photographers and seamstresses, 
spices and leather goods at whole-
sale prices.

To Beirutis bored with luxurious 
empty shopping malls in downtown 
Beirut, Bourj Hammoud offers an 
exotic and different experience.

Because of cheaper rents and the 
influx of Syrians in Lebanon, there 
are many Syrians and Kurds living or 
working in Bourj Hammoud but the 
place retains its Armenian identity 
as reflected by the multiple banners 
hung across the streets or on walls 
where one can read: “1915-2015, I 
remind, I remember and I demand.”

Dominique Roch is a regular analyst 
and special correspondent for The 
Arab Weekly.
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In Marash street, sculptor Ashod displays his works including a bust of Armenian American writer 
William Saroyan. (Photo: Badguer)


