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From the time of the Abdul Hamid massacres 1894-96 — the systematic
annihilation of some 100-300,000 Ottoman Armenians, combined with the
forced Islamization of perhaps a further 100,000 Armenians’ — the
persecution of this Christian minority had a significant impact on leading
Danish public figures, as well as on the general public. Ranging from the
then famous secular author and literary critic of Jewish descent. Georg
Brandes (1842-1927), who in 1900 forcefully exposed the indifference of
the European governments to the sufferings of the Armenians,’ to bishop
and minister of cultural affairs H. V. Styhr (1838-1905), who denounced
what he called Abdul Hamid’s “holy war of extermination,” these public
figures raised awareness of the Armenian atrocities and their political
implications in speeches, articles, and books.” In addition, just before the
turn of the century, the German priests Ernst Lohmann and his brother
Johannes Lohmann from the German missionary organization, Deutsche
Hiilfsbund (DH), had toured Denmark and Sweden, where they spoke at
public meetings organized by KFUM (YMCA) in Denmark about their
experiences among the survivors of the massacres.”

Like in other parts of the western world, the Abdul Hamid massacres
were the main factors leading to a wave of relief work and missionary
efforts directed towards the Ottoman Armenians. Unlike similar American
and, to some extent, German organizations, which received both political
support and substantial funding from their governments, the Danish
missionary and relief organizations were privately funded and without auy
significant govermnmental backing.” Even though they generally had
significant institutional and/or personal connections to the established
Danish Lutheran state church, the organizations were mdependent,
voluntary, and self-supporting, and were often viewed as secterian. * Due to
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these factors, as well as to the initial lack of experience and organization,
the Danish efforts were closely connected to first of all German, and later
on American, organizations.

These included DH, Deutsche Orient Mission (DOM) and its
Armenisches Hilfswerk, a relief organization founded and led by the
famous German theologian, Johannes Lepsius, and, as the oldest, largest
and most important of all the Western organizations in the Empire, the
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM,
American Board).” Originally, Lepsius had established DOM in order to
proselytize among Muslims, but in the wake of the Abdul Hamid
massacres, he was among the first Europeans to establish an effective,
comprehensive organization aimed at aiding first and foremost Armenian
children from all over the empire, more than 100,000 of whom were either
fatherless or orphaned.'’ Obviously, the missionaries and rescue workers
were not facing an easy task. The British relief worker, Professor J. Rendel
Harris, stated that, “It is like putting together a clock that has been
smashed: 1t is a piece of broken society, and you have to study the
conditions of life, beginning at the bottom — food, clothing, shelter -
working up.™"

In 1897, the Danish linguist, writer, and secular intellectual Age
Meyer Benedictsen (1866-1927), the son of a Danish-Jewish merchant
from Copenhagen and an Icelandic actress, had started off on a series of
research journeys that brought him to places like India, Russia, Persia, and
to the Armenian. Arabic, and Kurdish parts of the Ottoman empire. The
main purpose of Benedictsen's journeys in Persia and Eastern Anatolia
was 1o study the dialects of Kurdish tribes. But when visiting DOM’s
projects in Van in Eastern Anatolia, Khoi in Persia, and Urfa (Edessa) in
Southern Anatolia — orphanages, workshops, etc., run by well educated,
European men and women — he was inspired to establish a similar Danish
relief organization.'"” Shortly after his return to Denmark in 1902, he
founded Danske Armeniervenner (DA; Danish Friends of Armenia), but
since the organization initially did not have the capacity to carry out its
own projects, DA became closely associated with DOM.

Among other things, this was reflected in the fact that the DA
sponsored a number of Armenian children in DOM’s orphanages, or paid
the salaries and travel expenses for Danish relief workers who were trained
by DOM and worked alongside DOM’s relief workers in places like Khoi
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and Urfa. The most important Danish representative of this DA-DOM
cooperation was Karen Jeppe (1876-1935), school teacher, relief worker,
and later, from her base in Aleppo, Syria, one of three members of the
Commission of Inquiry for the Protection of Women and Children in the
Near East. This League of Nations commission was established in 1920 to
deal with the problem of the tens of thousands of mainly Armenian women
and children who had survived the genocide, many of them only to be
forcibly converted to Islam, who were still kept in captivity in the Turkish,
Arabic, and Persian areas of the former Ottoman empire."”

In 1902, inspired by articles and speeches by Benedictsen about the
suffering of the Ottoman Armenians, Karen Jeppe became a volunteer for
DA, and the organization’s only “member in the field.” After meeting
Lepsius in Berlin, she was sent to Urfa in 1903, where the legendary
American missionary Corinna Shattuck greeted her.'* Jeppe immediately
ventured to learn Armenian, Arabic, and Turkish, and soon after her arrival
she became leader of the German orphanage in the city, which housed 350
Armenian boys, ten of whose care was paid for by DA." Though Jeppe
was deeply rooted in the relatively liberal Danish Lutheran movement
called “Grundtvigianism” -- one of the two most influential Danish
theological movements of the nineteenth century — she did not consider
herself a missionary.'® She believed from the beginning that Protestants
ought not to speak of the “dead” Gregorian Church, inasmuch as the
Protestant Church could tear away the national roots of the Armenians,
separate them from the people.”’

Faced by the effects of massacre. persecution, and poverty, she, as
well as the DA, considered it more important and appropriate to help build
up industrious Armenians rooted in their national culture, which to a large
degree was regarded as synonymous with the Gregorian Church. Thus she
concentrated her efforts exclusively on teaching, as well as on creating
possibilities for Armenians to support themselves through farming, factory
work. trade, and various crafts, all in close cooperation with German and
American missionaries, and with the support of local Kurdish and Arab
tribes. Karen Jeppe stayed in Urfa until 1919, witnessing every aspect of
the Armenian genocide — death marches, massacres, starvation, and
resistance — in the region.'®
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WOMEN MISSIONARY WORKERS
While the DA was a relief organization with little or no intention of

proselytizing among the primarily Gregorian Ottoman Armenians, thereby
following the trend of the similar British organization, The Friends of
Armenia,'’ for the other large, Danish relief organization in Armenia,
Kvindelige Missions Arbejdere (KMA; Women Missionary Workers),
mission first and foremost equalled proselytizing. KMA was founded in
Copenhagen in 1900 on the basis of a bible study group founded by upper-
class women, and was ideologically rooted in the second of the two most
influential Danish theological movements of the nineteenth century,
namely the evangelical Indre Mission (Home Mission), But KMA was also
very much influenced by foreign religious movements and organizations,
like the British revivalist “Keswick™ movement, and by the Swedish KMA,
founded in 1894, as well as by visits to Copenhagen by the Welsh
Pentecostal author and activist Jessie Penn-Lewis, and by the German
Reverend Johannes Lohmann, leader of DH.* The direct reason for the
founding of the Danish KMA was the continued suffering of Armenians in
the Ottoman empire, but the fuorther aim was to follow what was
considered to be one of the key messages of the New Testament: “It was
clear to the founders of KMA that what was needed was not only temporal
aid, there was also a missionary task to fulfill, and Armenia became the
first mission field of the society.™" Like their American Board colleagues.
they too believed that, “...it was their moral duty to redeem an errant
mankind through active intervention.”™

Many of the Western missionaries, including most of the Danes, had a
rather arrogant, “cultural imperialist,” attitude towards not only Muslims,
but also towards non-Protestant Churches like the Gregorian Armenian
Church, which they considered to be dead or dying, and it was the stated
goal of KMA and other organizations to convert Armenians to what was
considered true Christianity, i.e. Protestantism, which was viewed as an
intermediate step towards reaching the local Muslim populations as well.”
Other  contemporary  Danish  missionary  organizations,  like
Osterlandsmissionen (OM, “The Eastern Mission™), founded in 1898 by
the Reverend Einar Prip, were initially directed solely towards almost
completely futile attempts at proselytizing among Muslims in the Ottoman
Empire, more precisely among Arab muslims in Syria, but the attitude
towards both non-Protestant Christianity and Islam was equally hostile. As
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Prip himself wrote in a letter sent from Jerusalem, 1898: “Cold, barren,
and rigid forms [of religion] are more than plentiful here, but Death has
marked them.”"*

But that is not the whole picture. Especially during the genocide, when
relief (rather than “spiritual salvation™) was needed on an unprecedented
scale, even the most fundamentalist Danish Protestant missionaries
provided aid to the Ottoman Armenians and other groups of the Empire,
often risking their lives in the process. But the missionaries were also
instrumental in bringing medical assistance and education to the Ottoman
Empire during peacetime, although this could have been motivated less by
purely altruistic motives than by a desire to win the “hearts and minds” of
the local population.® Accordmg to Djurdjis Katibe, an Arab Christian
teacher working for OM in Nebk, Syria, educating Muslims and Christians
in the same schools “...prevents hatred and envy between them and puts
out the fire of fanaticism and their hatred of the idolaters, which 1s what
[the Muslims] call the Christians.”™* And schools run by missionaries were
not only for boys. Rather, emphasis was put on educating and employing
first and foremost Armenian, but also Muslim as well as other Christian
girls and wc-men, a large majority of whom were illiterate in the Ottoman
Provinces.”” This was something that was not only necessary, considering
the lack of Armenian men due to the massacres, but also something which,
in the often very conservative Christian and Muslim environment of
Anatolia and Arabia, could have a sometimes disruptive, but also
genuinely emancipatory effect. ™

It was no coincidence that such attempts to soften rigid gender
structures were made at a time when European and American female
missionaries, including the missionary wives, began to outnumber male
missionaries by two to one. Being a missionary gave these women
opportunities for religious, vocational, and personal dew:lopment that they
lacked at home, and the female missionaries often wanted to give similar
opportunities to girls and women of the local populauon ? Overall, this
movement of what has been called “missionary feminism™" could be seen
as a direct consequence of what Hans-Lukas Kieser calls, “...the [19™-
century] utopia of the Protestant missionaries in Turkey [whlch] consisted
in an almost millenarian belief in a new social and symbolic order,
promoted by their own evangehsnc educative, and civilizing efforts, and
linking their modern belief in progress with evangelical spirituality.™
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Promoting some form of female emancipation had now, in the early part of
the 20" century, become part of being progressive, and the mainly female
missionaries had no trouble in linking this ideal with the ideal of
evangelism.

JENSINE ORTZ AND THE ABDUL HAMID MASSACRES

In the course of their work, Danish missionaries collected testimonies
of Armenian massacres preceding the First World War. One example is
trained nurse and KMA missionary Jensine Ortz, who was stationed in
Malatia in Central Anatolia from 1906 until May 1914. Here she worked
together with the German Reverend Emst Jakob Christoffel, and his sister,
Hedwig, who had founded the organization, Christoffel Blindenmission
(Christian Blind Mission), which was aiding both Christians and Muslims
of the region. The authorities would not allow Ortz to proselytize in the
area, a ban which she ignored in the first year of her stay by handing out
bibles to seven Turks, some of whom were, as she puts it, “secret
believers,” knowing that such acts put not only her own life, but the life of
the involved Turks in acute danger.” Her actions were detected fairly
quickly by the local authorities, which led to her being interrogated by the
local police, but she managed to avoid further trouble. According to Orz,
Mustapha Arra, mayor of Malatia and one of the secret Christians of the
city, was not so lucky: he was later killed by his Muslim son for his
transgressions.”

After these episodes, Jensine ©rtz gave up any direct attempts at
proselytizing among Muslims, and engaged herself mainly in bible work,
the education of young Armenian women, and the establishing of a
kindergarten, until she, worn down by malaria and stress, had to return to
Denmark on sick leave.” In the interim, the Ottoman Empire joined
Germany and Austria-Hun%ary in World War [, and she was prevented
from returning to Armenia.”* But even though this in turn prevented Oriz
from being a witness to the genocide, she does. in her books about her
experiences in Malatia, retell a number of incidents during the Abdul
Hamid massacres. One example is the experiences of an unnamed
Armenian woman during the massacres in the city in November 1895,
when 1000 houses were looted and burned down, and approximately 3000
Armenians, mainly men, were killed — in fact, in 1907, Ortz tells of whole
streets in Malatia where not a single Armenian man had survived.”® The
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woman in question lost her own husband and two young children, but
managed to survive together with two young Armenian men by bribing an
elderly Kurd until the massacre ceased afier three days.”’

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF KMA IN MAMOURET-UL-AZIZ

The first Danish KMA-missionary, nurse Christa Hammer, had arrived
in Turkish Armenia in November 1901, and, as was the case with the DA,
the initial effort was channeled through a German organization, in this
case Deutsche Hiilfsbund, 1o the effect that KMA, as a so-called “support
organization™ at this point, sponsored 40 Armenian girls in DH
orphanages.” But in 1903 KMA established its own orphanage with 73
children, “Emaus.” in Mezreh in central Anatolia.”’ Mezreh was the
smallest of the “twin cities,” Harput and Mezreh, in the region of
Mamouret-ul-Aziz. Here, the Danish missionaries experienced first-hand
the conditions under which many of the Armentans lived. Nurse Christiane
Black, who had joined Hammer in Mezreh shortly after, described starving
children, destitute women, and masses of unemployed men, all living in
ramshackle huts,"" while Christa Hammer described how, even though the
great massacres had ceased, general oppression had not: “The Turks try to
find all sorts of things that can give them a reason to treat the Armenians
as revolutionaries — these poor people who are like sheep to be
slaughtered.”™

The fate of these two Danish missionaries shows that conditions were
dangerous for them as well: Christa Hammer died of typhoid fever in
Mezreh in 1903, and Christiane Black had to return to Denmark the
following year when she caught rheumatic fever. But other KMA
missionaries soon followed. In the Vilayet of Mamouret-ul-Aziz,
Wilhelmine and Sigrid Griinhagen, mother and daughter, took over the
administration of “Emaus.” Hansine Marcher became leader of the DH
girls’ school, and Jenny Jensen led the large DH-home for Armenian girls,
“Elim,” both in Mezreh.* During the World War, both Marcher and
Jensen also worked at the German Red Cross hospital in Harput, while
“Emaus,” in the absence of Mrs. Griinhagen, was run by KMA missionary
Karen Marie Petersen from 1909 on.**

In 1907, KMA was running its own operations in Anatolia, had its own
missionary college in Copenhagen, and had 2,600 members, as well as
supporters and contributors from all walks of life, including a number of
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Danish aristocrats, which testifies to the fact that the fate of the Armenians
was still considered by many Danes to be an important issue more than a
decade after the Abdul Hamid massacres.*® At around this time, KMA was
employing 18 unmarried female missionaries in places like the Ottoman
Empire, India, and the Virgin Islands (“Danish West Indies”), a Danish
colony until 1917, Of these, five were stationed in Mamouret-ul-Aziz, and
two in Syria."” Aided by the apparantly changing political climate, the
efforts were successful: In the few years between the Young Turk
revolution in 1908 and the outbreak of the Balkan wars in 1912, conditions
seemed to improve, not only for the Ottoman Armenians, but for the
Western missionaries as well.® During the reign of Abdul Hamid,
Protestant missionaries in particular were viewed as subversive elements,
but now they suddenly experienced being called “pioneers of progress™ by
the modernist Young Turks, as well as being invited as speakers to
meetings in Young Turk clubs in places like Harput.*’

The best known KMA missionary in Mamouret-ul-Aziz, nurse Maria
Jacobsen (1882-1960), was sent to Harput in the Fall of 1907, The
decision was made after the experienced American ABCFM missionary
Dr. George C. Raynolds had visited KMA in Copenhagen and generated
the Danish organization’s interest for cooperating with a well-established
organization like the American Board, which ran schools. clinics,
hospitals, and mission stations all over the Ottoman empire.” When
Jacobsen arrived in Harput, she worked as a nurse at the American hospital
there, but in 1910 she became the head nurse at the newly built American
Annie Tracy Riggs hospital in Mezreh, which made her a central part of
ABCFM's operations in the region® Together with American
missionaries like Henry Riggs, Jacobsen also rode on horseback to visit
even the most inaccessible villages in the region on what she called
“Evangelist travels.” On that subject she wrote in her diary, September
20, 1908, about how she longed for, *...the opportunity to guide some of
the many people, who do not know Him as their saviour, to the Cross, to
show them the way. Yes, the Lord makes me a winner of souls.”” In
Mamouret-ul-Aziz, 1914, on the eve of the genocide, there were reportedly
not only “good feelings” between Muslims and Christians,™ but the
missionaries were also still confident that they could awaken and
reinvigorate what they considered to be the outdated Gregorian Armenian
Christians by turning them towards “true” Christianity.”
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THE ADANA MASSACRE, 1909

The Adana massacre in April 1909 was a notable exception to what
seemed to be the new Young Turk rule of brotherhood and peaceful
coexistence: some 20,000 Armenians, together with two American
missionaries, were brutally slaugthered by Turks and Kurds, with the
participation of the local authorities, in and around the city of Adana in
Cilicia (*Armenia Minor”).* It is still not clear whether, or to what extent,
the Young Turk government was responsible for this particular massacre,’
but there is evidence from Danish, German, and British eyewitnesses
which points to the fact that Sultan Abdul Hamid had planned the Adana
massacre to be part of a more widespread scheme. According to Jenny
Jensen, a similar massacre of the Armenians and missionaries of Mezreh
and Harput in the Vilayet of Mamouret-ul-Aziz was planned to take place
on April 26, 1909. This seems to have been part, not of Young Turk
central or local policy, but of the short-lived counter-revolution led by
sultan Abdul Hamid. However, the otherwise conservative vali of the
Vilayet hesitated in carrying out the orders he received from
Constantinople until later that same day, when the orders were retracted
after news of the final deposition of the sultan reached the vali by
telegram.®® This version of the events in Harput and Mezreh is confirmed
by the British historian and adventurer Gertrude Bell, who was in Harput
at the time.”

In Malatia, some hundred kilometers to the southwest in that same
Vilayet, yet another massacre of this city’s approximately 20,000
Armenians had been planned. According to the German missionaries from
Christian Blind Mission, Armenians and missionaries had been warned
previous to the planned attacks by the government-controlled Kurdish
militias that they had been put on death lists by the authorities, a plot that
was only averted by the actions of a courageous Young Turk officer.” Ortz
adds, that when the Kudish militias entered the city, they gathered, as was
costumary, at the central market place to await orders. But since what Ortz
calls the “resident governor,” most likely the local Kaimakam, had died the
night before, no orders came, and the Young Turk officer took command
and ordered that no Christians were to be harmed. The officer was not
rewarded for his deeds by the authorities, though: rather, he was
imprisoned until local Armenians and German officials managed to have

149



him released and sent away.®' Seen in connection with the fact that known
Muslim killers of Armenians in Adana were generally given light, if any,
sentences. this treatment of an actual rescuer of Armenians is an indication
of how little value even the new, purportedly democratic and tolerant
Young Turk government ascribed to a generally despised minority. Then
World War | came.

CONCLUSION
Despite massive problems and regular setbacks, Danish missionaries

and relief workers were guardedly optimistic about the prospects of
fulfilling their goals of bringing relief, and for some also of bringing “true
Christianity,” to Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. That was before the
Armenian genocide. The genocide was a premeditated, and largely
“succesful,” Young Turk attempt at Turkifying the remains of the Ottoman
Empire. The killing of 1-1.5 million Ottoman Armenians, the Killing and
persecution of hundreds of thousands of Assyrians, Nestorians, Arabs,
Greeks, and Kurds, as well as the forced conversions, the “confiscations”
of property, and the destruction of Christian schools, villages. churches,
etc., etc., thus secured the almost complete disappearance of age-old
cultures and societies from what would become the modern Turkish
republic. The genocide also almost completely destroyed what Western
missionaries and relief workers had tried to create for at least 15-20 vears.
By their stubborn refusal to abandon first and foremost the persecuted
and defenseless Armenians, some missionaries, like Maria Jacobsen in
Harput and Karen Jeppe in Urfa, managed to save the lives of literally
thousands during the genocide.”” And they also managed to save some of
the foundations of their lives’ work. After the war and the genocide, these
foundations were used in new efforts at saving an old nation. This was
now an even more difficult task than after the Abdul Hamid massacres, not
least because in Anatolia the Kemalist movement increasingly hampered
the presence of missionary or relief workers trying to search for and help
surviving ‘Armenian women and children kept in captivity, if not outright
slavery, in their tens of thousands.”® As Hilmar Kaiser states: “The fate of
Armenian orphans demonstrates that the Armenian Genocide was not
simply a general massacre but a differentiated program. This program
allowed for the forcible assimilation into Muslim communities of clearly
identified victims, such as young children and women. In these individual
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cases, assimilation served the Ottoman government’s purposes more than
murder.”™ For missionaries and relief workers like Jacobsen and Jeppe,
who went to Syria and Lebanon, respectively, around 1920, these women
and children, many of them still in Muslim harems, became the main
priority for what was now first and foremost relief efforts — even for a
missionary “fundamentalist” like Jacobsen.

At this point, their work was not only supported by their own
organizations, but also, directly or indirectly, by the newly created League
of Nations, and by Danish and intemational women’s rights
organizations.”” Other Danish organizations, like Industrimissionen (“The
Industrial Mission™), founded by the former KMA missionary Jensine Ortz
in 1922, concentrated their efforts on Armenian refugees in Greece, mainly
in Saloniki.*® All in all, these Danish relief and missionary efforts — small,
but important parts of what was arguably the first, and probably still one of
the inr§esl, international humanitarian grassroots movements in modern
history®” — managed to continue in one form or another until well past the
Second World War, despite the sometimes questionable missionary
ideologies, the lack of governmental support and funding, diseases and
nervous breakdowns, and, above all, the Armenian Genocide.
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