PATMEH TESNENK' :
CONVERSATIONS IN THE FIELD

SUZAN PATTIE

What is important for Armenians to «aremembers, to «keepy, to
«change»? While church and secular leaders speak and write of an ideal
Armenian, people in their own homes speak of changes and flexibility. They
also frequently compare themselves and their habits to the other peoples
around them, noting ways in which different diaspora communities borrow
from their host cultures, whether Greek, Turkish, British, Arabic, Iranian
or other. Speaking with Armenians in Cyprus and London | often heard
explicit debate over what Armenian culture might be (or has been), whether
it was possible for it to continue in diaspora, whether the collective, the
nation, should be given priority over the individual and the family.

These conversations sometimes had a very familiar sound, and early
in my fieldwork, after one young woman had analyzed her personal iden-
tity and then that of the community, I asked if she had been reading articles
about theories of ethnicity or national identity. She hadn’t, she said, nor
had the many others whom I later heard discuss similar issues. Some of these
ideas are absorbed through their analysis in the Armenian press as well as
from related topics treated in other media, but many people suggested that
it is living in diaspora which makes them conscious of different levels of
identity and of the flux which surrounds them.

This study begins with conversations and anecdotes to give some con-
text to the shaping and articulation of the ideas as I began to hear them.
Recurrent themes are then drawn out and linked to the wider world of the
other works and peoples. The themes which I noticed are not, of course,
the only ones possible. They struck me, most of them many times over, from
different directions and in various ways, as the framework of an invisible
shared background for the group, conscious and unconscious, information,
«truths», and attitudes which all share in varying degrees.

Dzur nstink, shitak khosink®

«How do you decide who to talk to?» many people asked. In fact
relatively few meetings involved a prior decision on my part. My s;ng!c arulen
was to keep as much variety of age, sex, politics, and occupation as possi-
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ble in my scheduled meetings and otherwise allow one acquaintance 10 lead
to another. At first these introductions were especially important as | spoke
no Armenian and needed to know in advance whether and how well the per-
son spoke English, or if 1 should bring someone to translate. Most people
spoke at least some English, a large number extremely well, and many were
fluent. As | gradually learned Armenian my confidence grew to the point
where I thought I was ready to contact an unknown person by myself.

Someone had suggested I meet Mr. Boghos, an older man who made
basterma’, very spicy, garlicky dried filet of beef, and erishik*, a spicy beef
sausage also called soujouk®. Feeling very confident indeed I decided to
look up his address and phone number instead of asking for help. Then a
twinge of doubt... the telephone... speaking Armenian on the phone... Why
not just stop by his shop and ask for an appointment? The address was right
in the middle of town. Much easier... And Nvart said it was a great idea.
I could buy some erishkik at the same time. She did not ask exactly where
I was going:

So, I set off on a favorite walk®, through the municipal park, past
the rows of tall date palms and colorful flowering trees, through the rem-
nants of the Paphos Gate and along the narrow streets inside the wall of
the old city. Walking slower and slower, I passed the right street number
but no one was inside. The shop seemed to be full of textiles and fabrics.
I glanced back and, of course, the men from the grocery store I’d just pas-
sed were now at their door, watching. I looked the other way and another
merchant was watching too. What else was there to do? 1 went and asked,
in English, if he knew Mr. Boghos.

«Yes...,» he replied very slowly, looking over my shoulder. «There
he is now.» He smiled.

One of the other three men was walking towards us, a lean, wiry older
man. He looked at me with head cocked and asked something in Greek.

wAre you Mr. Boghos?» 1 ventured in Armenian.

wYes!n

«I'd like to buy some erishkik, please,» I uttered out, happy to have
a concrete reason to be there. But he looked bewildered. I went over it
again,— it should be my Armenian. «Is this your shop?» I gestured towards
the fabrics.

«Yes...n

«Um.... do you make basterma?» It still seemed possible somehow.

«No.»

I was running out of ideas now. «Someone told me...» But now I
saw another head pop out of a shop further along and soon a familiar figure
was running to the rescue.

Ared arrived and started talking in Armenian as fast as he was run-
ning. First to me. «Look! You are better off if you don’t go into people’s
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shops while they are working! We'll arrange for you to come to the Club
on Wednesday afternoon and you can talk to the men there and we'll talk
about this,» and,.. so on.

All of this at 90 mph, but I got gist of it and apreed that it was a
good idea. I would come on Wednesday, yes, thank you, «Bul just now
1 was trying to buy some basterma, actually, erishik... from Mr. Boghos...»

The two men looked at each other and Ared caught his breath. «Eri-
shkik?!» Broad smiles suddenly from both. «Ok. Ok! I'll get it for you!
How much do you want?» laughed Ared.

Now I didn't understand at all. «Where? Where will you get it?»

«Don't worry! I'll get it. How much?»

«MNo, no, please, don't trouble yourself! Don't worry about it! I'll
get it. Just tell me...»

«MNo, it’s too far. I'll go in my carly

I was lost. Finally they explained that there was another man of the
same name who did make basterma but who lived a couple of miles away!
I sighed and surrendered Nvart’s money and agreed (o wait with the other
Mr. Boghos while Ared drived off.

This day was not turning out exactly as 1'd planned, and | wondered
what I should have done differently as I followed Mr. Boghos into his shop.
Thinking of Ared’s words, 1 apologized for taking up his time. Perhaps 1
should wait outside? «No, no!» He pulled up a chair and ordered tea to
be delivered from a near-by shop. He sat in the door and we tried to talk.
He spoke no English and was very discouraged by my Armenian, but this
changed a little as we struggled along. Fortunately he had already under-
stood something about my work from what Ared said outside and thought
it was a good idea.

«S0, you will write a book about what life was like so that the young
people do not forget!?»

«Well, yes... but I'm also interested in what the young people are
doing...»

He carried on with his ewn train of thought, «Yes, what they're doing.
It's terrible! They don’t know Armenian!» He threw a meaningful glance
around. «They're marrying foreigners, not listening to the older people! It's
not the same anymore!»

1 tried to join his train when it slowed down. «What do you think

is most important for me to write down for the young people to remember?»

He thought a bit and looked out the door towards the sunny street,
then turned back to me and began again, full of passion: «You must tell

‘the young people that they must marry Armenians. Otherwise Armenians
will disappear. Write that down!»

I was listening, watching him, waiting for the next part.

«Write that down!» He repeated. 1 was slow, He meant it literally.
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«Write it down so you don't forget! Why are you holding a notebook?!»
so 1 did. He leaned over looked at it, '«Wha! language are you wriling in?»

1 was embarrassed. «English...

«Eh, you see?» He stared back out the door as if wishing Ared to
return aud save him now. He sighed and looked back eventually. «It’s easier
for you..

«Bul what about here in Cyprus now?» 1 askcd «Why did you say
the young people don’t speak Armenian? They do..

«They do now. But they will forget their Armeman eventually. This
place is becoming more and more Greek, especially since 1974, It is
completely Greek, for us here. Look at me. I speak more Greek than Arme-
nian. There's only Ared on this street. Otherwise all shopowners are Greek.
My helper is a Greek. It's become easier for me to speak Greek...»

Ared flew to the door with the erishkik. «Don't forget Wednesday!»
And Mr. Boghos by now almost seemed sorry that 1 was leaving and very
kindly invited me back. «Monday afternoons aren’t busy, you see...» I wan-
dered back home feeling properly chastised but, at the same time, happy
to have chanced on a new and interesting acquaintance, impressed once again
by spontaneous hospitality and the patience of the people I meet.

In a chance meeting themes were expounded which were already soun-
ding very familiar. Concern over intermarriage, and often I found that
unmarried people were most strident on this subject, loss of language, and
assimilation. There was general fear of the Armenian people drifting off
into obscurity. At the same time, certain values and habits continued —
hospitality, interest in each other’s (and my) affairs, willingness to drop work
at hand and do a favor, entertain, talk.

‘On Wednesday, after lunch and siesta time, | did venture to the Club
as invited. Several men came to greet me and show me a seat in the mxddle
of the room where a number of chairs were gathcred «Ah! Bari yekar!»®
Others were already in the back room playing fric trac’ or cards and across
the patio in the opposite building a few other men and women had gathered
to plan future club events.

Speaking in a mixture of English and Armenian, we chatted and
others joined us. The men first discussed how many Armenians were still
in Cyprus. The estimates varied widely but in the end a consensus was rea-
ched and we agreed on between 1700 and 1800, «The main thing though
is the political uncertainty,» said one. And the others agreed. «The trend
of the youth is to find their fortunes elsewhere — not just the Armenians,
I mean — but the Greeks too and probably the Turks, but we don’t know
about them... There are plenty of scholarships and many go to England,
or other places, and they get used to the life there. They find a wife; they
stay...» I looked around and realized that all the men present were around
ﬁfty or older.
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Someone else added that the Cypriot Armenian community was like
a witch’s brew. «Everything is in it. The people are from everywhere and
(hey are 1ryinq to extend their roots here. Look at me. Half of my family
is in Hayastan'® and half are in America.» «Yes,» added his neighbor, «I'm
from Kharpert, bul my wife is from Adana, you see...?» '

Mr. Shant, a tall, older man, leaned forward, finger raised. «Now,
Kharpert'' is a mispronounciation from our Turkish-speaking days. It
should really be Karpert. Stone castle, But we have forgotien that.» He loo-
ked around and continued: «My family was also from Kharpert. When the
troubles came to us in 1915, 1 became separated from my family — except
for my small sister, my auni, and my grandmother. We stayed together and
began walking, wandering towards Hayastan, The others went south to Der
Zor'’... We were from Kharpert and we walked north, through the moun-
{ains and snow, to the Russian frontier. My auntie, she was a young girl
herself, had taken an Armenian alphabet book with her and so, wherever
we sal she opened that book and we learned Armenian.»

He paused and looked at us. «Doesn’l a race of this character have
a right to live in this world? She was thinking of the future. The book would
last longer than a loaf of bread, 1 remember the pictures in the book, and
learning to make the letter 'r'.»

While we were talking a young teacher from the Melkonian Insti-
tute, the Armenian secondary school in Nicosia, had been pacing back and
forth behind us. Now he sat down beside me and said that Mr. Shant, across
from us, used to be his own teacher at the Melkonian. The young man had
come from Turkey and knew no Armenian when he arrived.

«Mr. Shant taught me my Armenian. Not just the language! But he
taught me what it is to really be Armenian.» Looking at the dignified Mr.
Shant, 1 thought I could imagine what he meant, but I wondered... I star-
ted to ask, bul the young teacher was a step ahead.

«You must tell her the story that you told us when we were students.
I can never forget it, it affected me so much. About Hayastan...

«Yes,» Mr. Shant knew which one he meant, «but it's not about
Cyprus... 1 don't know if she wants to hear.»

«She must. Yes, tell it!»

e He began slowly, quietly, and the other men leaned forward to lis-
ten. «When we arrived in Hayastan it was... unbelievable. The hunger, the
poverty, you can’t imagine it. And yet we were so happy to be there. But
it was a terrible time for the people, so much starvation. We were taken
to 'n:I ‘orphanage and we were the fortunate ones. Even though there was
no food,

_ «For dinner, say, two walnuts. Why walnuts? Because Hayastan is
famous for its walnuts. They're easier to find than anything else. The rule
was this. Of course, sometimes you break the nut and there is nothing inside
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— it"s rotten or old. If you break two walnuts and there's nothing in either,
you take the empty shells to the teacher and get one more. If you're lucky,
that's a good one. If not, bad luck... We were ten, eleven years old and
my little sister was seven. Before the organization of schools, we found time
to forage. We'd look for anything to eat. If you've noticed the almond trees
after the rain, there's resin on the bark, for example. We would eat it with
the bark. Anything to survive. We used to go to the fields. And there some-
body found some sort of root, like a carrot but flesh-colored. He ate it...
and he was satisfied for the moment but after a while, it all came out, It
didn’t make any difference. He ate it anyway and he told his friends to do
the same. Under these circamstances, a child who has always been hungry,
he never remembers a full stomach...

«A child wanders under the trees and looks for a walnut that the crows
have dropped. Imagine, a child of seven or eight finding a walnut and
breaking it up and seeing that it is excellent and keeping it clenched in her
fist and taking it to her brother to share...»

Mr. Shant's voice trailed off and his own clenched fist was trembling.
I looked up from my notes and saw that his face was suddenly wet with
tears, silent ones, and they continued to flow. We looked at each other as
everyone quietly shifted in their chairs. | wished I knew what to say. «Your
sister... she was full of love... even though she was so hungry...» Anything
sounded inadequate and stupid at this point but he graciously nodded. The
others shifted again and murmured that those were indeed difficult times.

Mr. Shant collected himseif and looked back down from the ceiling
at Vrej. «Don’t ever ask me to tell that story again in front of people.» Then
to me, «l can never tell that story without crying... It says something about
not just one person but about the Armenians as a race.»

«Everything is embedded in that story,» said Vrej.

On the way home I wondered about what was embedded in that story.
This one, like others I had heard, combined depths of misery and depriva-
tion with optimism and innocence, here expressed by the sister’s love. Often
someone would turn a story of total abjection into one which demonstrated
the heroism of a family member or sometimes to make the point that cer-
tain Turks or Kurds did help Armenians to escape or survive. Hope was
rarely far behind the despair that was still so deep. Sacrifice, for family or
nation, was another frequent theme.

What else had come up that afternoon? Insecurity, physical and poli-
tical. The «missing generation» as someone put it another day, the young
people who went away to study and didn’t come back. The importance of
learning: the Armenian language, but also learning in general, which now
frequently led to working abroad. Though mentioned only briefly, the idea
‘of the «witch’s brew» was a very strong one and often came up in gossip
‘about what it was like when Armenians from all over Cilicia had settled
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in Cyprus, in explaining why one woman cooked with onions and another
with garlic, and so on. It had a counter-part in the constant discussions of
the differences between Armenians in the various parts of the diaspora and
in Hayastan.

Some young people felt it was very important that 1 hear as many
stories of the massacres and deportations as possible. It was evident that
for both survivors and their families, memories and perceptions of the mas-
sacres greatly colored attitudes to daily life in subiie and in more CONSCIONS
ways'’. At times members of the oldest generation would encourage and
push each other to tell me the stories of their own deportations. In other
instances, a spouse or {riend would try to derail someone from «carrying
on about it again.» «It's over, finished,» they would say.

It seemed that most young people had gained their most detailed infor-
mation about the massacres from school, written accounts, history books
or published memoirs, poetry recited, and more generally from posters, pho-
tographs, songs and lectures at school, clubs, and church. Many parents
felt their children and grandchildren had not really wanted to hear, or felt
they couldn’t bring themselves to tell them of such horrific experiences.

1 found that in our private conversations and interviews, men usually
dwelt more on the adventurous aspects of this childhood experience, while
women held back neither tears nor gruesome details. This changed in more
public places where men could deliver a less personalized, more rhetorical
account.

Mrs. Haiganoush had been a young child when her family was de-
ported. Though she said, and it was clear, that the experiences of those years
had made a powerful emotional impact on her and continued to bother her
greatly, she had never told her own children the story. She wondered aloud
whether anyone who had not been through such an ordeal could possibly
appreciate not only the terror felt at the time, but the scars it left on one’s
psyche. Even so, she said, she had really wanied to tell them to her hus-
band, but the time never scemed quite right. There was dinner to make, clo-
thes to wash, getting the children ready for school, listening to their adven-
tures, her husband’s concerns, family plans — everything and anything. And
why disturb them...?

But she herself remained disturbed, carrying these horrific memo-
ries alone. We spoke in London where she now lives with her family, and
‘when she began, the words poured out, their rush unimpeded by the tears
which flowed alongside. Here Mrs. Haiganoush described part of her family’s
journey from Kharpert. s

 Having walked three days, they sat at the river's edge, a branch of
the Euphrates. A priest’s wife, lying beside her, had been shot the night

‘before and thrown in the river.
«lt became morning. Everyone was sad, there were no men. (Earlier



the men in the caravan had beem separated from the women and Killed in
Malatya.) Women and little children. What was going (o happen? Were they
going to throw us all in the water? What would happen? And you would
see things in the water... Someone would say it was a man, someone would
say something else. Horrible things. They said they were going to make us
pass over to the other side of the river. _

«They killed a few other boys. We had already staved there quite
a bit. They killed people not because they had to, but for the enjoyment
of it. That was the worst part. In the morning, at the river edge, there was
a boy of ten to twelve years old. This I will never, never be able to forget.
He got up early in the morning to fetch water. You know there were those
gourds which had a big belly and you could hollow it out, dry it, and il
served as a jug. It was light. How could you carry something heavy around?
He took it to get water. To wash, to drink, for his mother? Who knows.
There was the sound of a gun. A gun was fired from above. Very simple,
they had taken aim just to see if they could shoot somebody down or not.
So that they could be sure.

«Another woman had gone to get water. That boy dropped the gourd
from his hand and the water took it and it went away. And he stayed there
like that, as if dazed, a small boy of just eleven or twelve. The woman who
had gone for water shouted, «Whose boy is this? He's been shotly

«They had taken aim from above and had already shot him in the
foot. OFf course all the people got up together and ran. The mother came,
the poor woman. The brother. They came at once. The gendarmes came
too and saw that he had been shot in the foot. They threw him in the water.
Aman Astvadzim!"* You should see those people, frozen in place. Nobody
said anything, nobody could speak. What would you say? They were
pushing the little one into the water. The little one knew how to swim. He
swam and came back, swimming. They pushed him back with a stick. They
found a stick and beat him into the water so thal the water would take him
away. He swam back. This was such a horrible picture that they should make
itinto a film so that people could see what the Turks were like, that it wasn't
Jjust murder, it was — in the act of killing they were getting pleasure to see
how they could kill.

«Then, finally, they pushed him and he was gone. The people gave
a big sigh together. He was free, they thought. The boy had gone. Because
they pushed him into the depths with that big stick. The sound of the peo-
pleis still in my ears. Still... He must have been freed. How much could he
be tortured? They thought he was gone. But — he came back again! Swim-
ming, he came back. He came and they all went back. They also thought
that he must have been finished, that is, that he was gone. All of a sudden
he took his head out of the water and started swimming back. Maybe he
was a villager. It seems he was a villager and he knew how to swim. They
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musi have lived near a river. He came and we could see that he had no
strength left. Just like this, like an animal, his hands on the ground, he was
looking at the people... «Help!!»

«...Did anyone...7»

Who was going to help? The mother ran. The brother ran. They (gen-
darmes) came, they came, and one of them hit the brother too. Then he
immediately began bleeding. The mother forgot the first one and immedia-
tely wrapped her head-scarf around the second son so that the soldiers
wouldn't see that he was wounded and throw him in the river too. At that
place, in front of so many people, in front of the women, he took out a
gun and emptied it into the ear of the child and threw him back in the water.

«This is, 1 mean, it’s nol a story. I saw it with my own eyes. And,
though many years have passed, I was six years old, it’s impossible to for-
get it. Impossible. Those who died, who were beaten, who were wounded.

We shuddered and sat guietly together until the vivid images started
to fade. Mrs. Haiganoush began 1o apologize for «burdening» me with her
troubles.

Not only her own generation but those which followed had to come
to terms with the incredibility and horror of what was done. There is a popu-
lar notion that the generations can be characterized by different reactions,
that is, 1) survivors: stunned, trying to rebuild their lives; 2) their children:
ignoring parents worries, assimilating and building life in a new country;
3) grandchildren: interest, anger at injustice — desire to do something about
it, but 1 found much more variety within generations than between them
and considerable overlapping of these categories.

~While Mrs. Haiganoush had not told her children her own story, other
survivors felt a need to talk about their experiences. In London a woman
in her late fifties, who had been raised in Cyprus, spoke of how she heard
of the massacres, '

«One day, when I was six or seven, my mother said «Armineh, sit
down by me. I'm going to tell you a story». I was very excited and sat down,
crossed my arms and waited with wide-open eyes and open mouth. «I'm
going to tell you a story about a little girl — how she became a refugee,
how she came to an orphanage, and so on,» she said. I said, «It's you, the
little girl, isn’t it!?» And it affected me very much — to this day.

«Father was a teacher and had collected Armenian orphans after the
massacres and taken them to an orphanage in Alexandretta. Then to Port
Said and then to Beirut where he married one of the orphans. At night we
were so interested in the stories about their lives — the older people. There
was nothing else to do, of course, but we loved them. We especially listened
‘o my mother who was very forceful and vivacious and talked about her
days at the orphanage and during the massacres.

When we came to Cyprus, people were semi-literate. Mother was edu-
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cated compared 1o them and could read and write. And she would sing Gao-
midas'S. We thought, as little kids, that we were really something special.
The refugees spoke Turkish, but we spoke Armenian.

Mrs. Armineh felt very proud of mother's courage, but she also indi-
cated the pride felt by families who spoke Armenian and were knowledgea-
ble in Armenian matters, when most around them spoke Turkish and were
relatively uneducated. This is a division which was not based entirely on
wealth. Certainly teachers’ families were neither well-off nor secure.

Mrs. Armineh became a teacher at the Melkonian-Ouzounian pri-
mary school, where most in the next generation first heard about the
pogroms. Hratch, now in his late twenties, recounted how it had impressed
hin.

«This is one of the few things I really remember from primary school.
Mrs. Heghineh was our teacher. She was very nice. We loved her. But one
day she was telling us about the massacres and the deportations. All of these
people killed, carried away, kidnapped. And she was telling us very sadly,
very depressed... and I couldn’t understand why she wasn't angry and shou-
ting. ‘No’ she said. I couldn’t believe this either. *“Why not?’ She told us
they couldn't. They didn't have any guns... and I think she really believed
that then. That's what people were told and they believed it. But I was a
little boy. It didn’t make sense. I thought, why didn’t they have hunting
guns or knives or — anything? They could even have used sticks and sto-
nes! Why did they let the Turks do that te them?

«It made a big impression on me and those days, for a long time
afterwards, I used to imagine myself back during that time and would hide
behind a door with a big stick and wait for the first Turk to come along...
Even after 1 stopped doing that I wondered about it for a long time,..

«Now it's different, Now they are telling us that people did resist.
Some people did fight back and I am very happy to hear that, It makes a
difference to me.»

Hratch came out from behind the door and dropped his imaginary
stick as his mother called from the other room for him to calm down, and
not get so worked up. He remembered an appointment at the club and took
off at high speed.

«Don’t worry, Mum!» «l do worry and I don’t understand,» she said
as his car pulled away. «His father and I care about what happened — it’s
terrible, of course — but we never pushed it on any of our children. What's
the point? What can anyone do about it? The big countries will do what-
ever they want. And Turkey is their friend. They will never even admit they
did it. Why should anyone get so excited about it? Let him concentrate on
his own life. It's almost time to start a family.»

When I passed by another house that week, Mrs, Araxi was sitting
on asofa with her two teenaged grand-daughters, surrounded by paper clip-
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pings. Astghig was looking through poems her grandmother had saved for
one to recite at the April 24 commemoration of the 1915 massacres the fol-
lowing week.

«It’s really difficult... Look at this, it's so self-pitying! *Why us, God?
Even the flowers are better off.” I can’t say something like that. That's what
so many of them are like. And there are two other choices, I figure, out
of what we’ve been looking at. It happened to us and now we musi fight.
I mean, we must work harder and try to build up our lives again. Or the
other type — it happened and now look at us. Aren’t we great?! I think
I believe that we must work, I don’t know... But we can’t find just the right
poem anyway...» She returned to the pile to see what her grandmother had
found.

Hratch and others were busy organizing the commemoration at one
of the youth clubs that year and invited me to attend. The walls of the stair-
case leading up to the club were lined with large plasticized photographs
of atrocities during the deportations — piles of skulls, miserable, bony chil-
dren, men hanging from scaffolds. Upstairs young people were beginning
to gather, some arranging chairs and the podium, while others sweeping the
floor.

A few middle-aged men and women (parents) were in the crowd but
many more older men were gathered in the smaller adjoining rooms playing
tric trac or cards. This disappointed some of the young people, but by the
time the program began, there was no space in the room f or the card players,
as nearly one hundred mostly young people crowded onto the closely-packed
small chairs. We arranged our knees and listened to an hour of songs, a
short lecture, and recitations of poetry, including one by Siamanto'® selec-
ted by Astghig and her grandmother.

Briefly outlined, the poem'” described a small group of Armenians
who, having escaped the deportations, were hiding in a dark cave. Outside
Turks were looking for them and suddenly, a baby among them began to
cry. Someone said, «We'll have to strangle that baby before it gives us all
away!» The mother cried, «No, strangle me first and then the baby!» As
the outside footsteps came closer, two hands came out of darkness and kil-
led the baby. The soldiers passed by and in the morning they escaped. The
last scene was that of the crazed mother wandering through a village. «I’ve
killed my baby! Won't anyone strangle me?! 1 have no more sirength to
do it!»

Though impressed with Astghig’s delivery, 1 was shocked as 1 lis-
tened to the words. 1 didn’t see how it fitted with what she said she was
looking for. But clearly the poem fitted with a popular theme of personal
sacrifice for the greater common good. It was not accidental that in this
poem and others the image of family ties being secondary to those of the
nation was used to show the importance of being and remaining Armenian.
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In fact there was nothing in the Armenian world more important, on a day-
to-day level, than the bonds between parents and children and still, to a
degree, extended family. For many young people the message of the massa-
cre was a commission to do well in this world (for nation, family, self) to
honor the memory of those who died.

In Cyprus another kind of sacrifice continued to be made several times:
a year in-a combination of religious ritual and community celebration, kill-
ing sheep donated by members of the community, cooking and serving the
meat to all who came. The ceremony was held at the church except for one
which was traditionally held at Soorp Magar, a monastery in the Kyrenia
Mountains, to honor that saint’s name day. Following the division of the
island in 1974, Soorp Magar was lost and this madagh'® was not held again
until May 1983 when it was transferred to the grounds of the Melkonian
Institute' and the celebration revived.

In 1985 the madagh ceremonies | observed were short, held outside
on the Melkonian grounds or in the church courtyard where the sheep were
tied. The priests said a prayer and sang the service with deacons standing
beside them, children usually standing in a line, staring at the sheep. The
sheep and crowd of pcople listened quietly as salt was blessed and put into
the sheep’s mouth. The ceremony ended very quickly and a professional
butcher, waiting nearby, began his work.

As the Soorp Magar service ended a group of women in the Melko-
nian kitchen began cooking and preparing for the next day's feast, washing
vegetables, and boiling chicken and wheat to make heriseh®'. A huge caul-
dron was heated in readiness for the sheep and the large room filled with
steam. Men came in and out, helping to carry pots, vegetables, and water.
The cooks worked until late at night, returning early the next morning to
finish their preparations by 12:00, when a large crowd was already sitting
at tables set inside and out, around the club.

In November, while helping with the preparations of the madagh for
the Nicosia \church’s name day, several people mentioned that they thought
that in the past the feast of the madagh had been distributed to the poor
and not shared among the whole community. During a visit the next week
Mrs. Alice, a Protestant, said that she and her neighbor, an Apostolic”,
had been diseussms the madagh and its meaning. The neighbor, Mrs.
Zabelle, had told her that in the Sunday’s sermon the priest explained that
madagh custom was a carry-over from pagan times. In the Armenian Chris-
tian tradition it was changed to an offering by the rich to the poor, first
blessed in a special service. Now it was a meal of fellowship for all. Mrs.
xxmddﬁ l;hal;:ngugh all of this sounded good, she was still troubled by

¢ of the as «sacrificen, «Didn’t Jesus say that he, himself, wa
the last sacrifice?» e L
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Later the priest added: «1i is a tradition in old societies. But, during
the Christian era, Christ said. ‘I'm not looking for sacrifices.’ So, why do
we doit, if Jesus says this? Because in the old days, you couldn't eradicate
anything overnight. Today it is_g way to take part in the religious activity
of the church — the old agape™ system of eating together. In the liturgy
we mention the forgiveness of sins, blessings from God... Well, it is a hold-
over from pagan times, but given a Christian aspect,»

Whereas some people wonder to each other about the specific mea-
ning and even «correctnessy of such an act, most (not all), including the
priests, were content to accept it as a tradition which should be continued
for the sake of the tradition — and, if necessary, re-explained in terms which
make sense today,. The combination of sacrifice and sense of community
was a major part and grew in a somehow symbiotic way alongside its twin
of display of wealth (or would-be wealth) and pride.

In 1986 the April 24 commemoration in London was a coope¢rative
event, sponsored by the different ¢clubs and organizations, Following the
introductory remiarks by a retired Melkonian teacher («Our cause, the Arme-
nian Cause, is a holy one and it will persevere because of that.») and a dra-
matic recital of the poem of the baby in the cave, the main speech was given
by an Armenian Iranian. The points were familiar.

«The most important thing is our Armenian language. Without it
we don’t have our songs, our poems, our literature. Without it we don’t
have Armenian culture, Armenian schools and families are also important,
mothers who raise the children to speak and to be Armenian. The church
and the clybs must also be supported. As we don't have a government, these
are the institutions which in turn support us.»

The speaker concluded that the Armenian Cause was the return of
the Armenians (o their homeland. And the solution of the problem of the
lands depended on the politicization of the Armenians.

A poem about Ararat, the holy mountain, was read by a young
woman. Songs-about Armenia were sung by a community choir, Finally the
bishop rose to end the program.

, «Ours is a history of blood spilled over 3,000 years. But we don’t
have a day of mourning in all our history. If we are the true descendants
of those whe were massacred, we must vow to keep our church, our lan-
guage, and to work for the Armenian Cause. We have been a visionary and
artistic race. April 24 must live on in the memory of our cherished dead.
But we will work rather than mourn for them.»

Emerging Themes
The memories of the massacres and deportations of the early twen

tieth century are the most striking part of the Armenian «prior text»™ or
shared background. The subject is internalized, absorbed from family atti-
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tudes and schooling. The external, organized reminders, such as the com-
memorative services, lectures, and events described above, interact with the
internal aspect, sometimes irritating with their stridency, sometimes ins-
piring. Don and Lorna Miller, working with the survivors and their fami-
lies in Los Angeles, observe that communal conversation revolves around
these traumatic events, adding that when such stories «include moral con-
tradictions, we may reject them because they paralyze and threaten us, or
we may seek to correct our past in an effort to achieve personal wholeness
and healing. »23

Armenians speak of feeling a collective and an individual debt to the
past. A feeling that the loss should not be forgotten and that those who
have survived should somehow make up for it. This includes the notion of
sacrifice for family and for nation. Frequently those who are most active
in Armenian politics, education, or«cultural» affairs speak in terms of sacri-
ficing their time and energy for the nation. Similarly, attending weekend
classes in Armenian is very time-consuming for parents, children, and tea-
chers, yet it is done in order to ensure that some part of the national heri-
tage will continue. A sense of moral duty pervades many of the organized
activities.

At the same time, life is to be enjoyed and lived to the fullest. Sacri-
fice is not necessarily monetary, and the well-dressed, stylish Armenian most
visible to other ethnic groups in Nicosia or London is not obviously a per-
son touched by the memories of deep personal and collective losses. Ins-
tead, their neighbors in Cyprus and England speak of Armenians as a group
known for their hospitality and gregariousness, business acumen and
shrewdness.

‘Both sacrifice and enjoyment of the moment relate to insecurity, a
word frequently heard in conversations concerning the physical uncertainty
of the future, but also explaining the psychelogical scars of the past created
by thie earlier deportations and by more recent losses in Cyprus during in-
ter-communal conflicts. The barricades along the Green Line in Nicosia are
constant reminders of the old homes which lay just beyond and also of the
dangerous times when they were lost. But though there is a longing for the
old neighborhood, there is also concern that current negotiations to reunite
the island could lead eventually to more disturbances. Armenian Cypriots
want to believe that a united Cyprus would remain a peaceful one but their
own experience leads to great anxiety. People ask: «Will we be forced to
move again? Should we move now to avoid losing everything?»

Concurrently, another kind of insecurity influences Armenians in
‘Cyprus and more so in London: the question of assimilation, &f'losmg the-
Armenian nation not through bloodshed but through jermag chart,™
general drift into the surrounding cultures. The question of mtermarrmge-
also enters here, perceived by many as the biggest threat to the nation and
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more immediately, to the continuation of closely interwoven family ties. Phil-
lips, working with Armenians in the Boston area, has described this combi-
ned fear of physical danger in some countries, assimilation in all, as the «root
paradigmy for Armenians, «the endangered nation, endangered people,»
a ‘concept which informs their beliefs and actions as individuals and as
communities.”’

Insecurity, both individual and communal, in turn encourages a sense
of urgency and a need to achieve as much as possible while the opportunity
is there. For many this takes the form of earning as much money as possi-
ble¢ — to make up for what was lost and provide for future contingencies.
Others push themselves, or their children, towards further education and
various professions (also seen as ensuring mobility, if necessary). In this case,
another problem emerges as higher education introduces the students 1o many
job possibilities that the Cyprus community can not support'and to a num-
ber of other interesting and attractive non-Armenian students at an age when
many are beginning to think of marriage. Parents who encourage their
children to achieve in education often find they develop interests and a cir-
cle of friends quite outside the community. This is also called sacrifice, put-
ting the children’s interests first, though sometimes children speak of sacri-
ficing their own wishes for those of their parents, giving up the foreign girl-
friend, choosing a job close to the family home.

In practice it is the rare person who puts nation above family. In many
ways, nation does mean family and is often thought of, pictured in those
terms, but on a day to day level, the needs of family life are first. Though
both family and nation are spoken of in terms of duty and resposibility,
informally it is only where nation overlaps with family in psychological terms
that it is spoken of with similar affection. When people complain that there
is a «missing generation» in Cyprus which skews community life and bodes
ill for its future, they very frequently add that this includes a personal loss,
a son or daughter (or more) who have moved away. Family is the axis of
activity, the first priority in loyalty and in all practical terms.

Hospitality, ™ the constant visiting, keeping in touch, is a basic part
of Armenian family life. It includes one of the most powerful, most discus-
sed, but least acknowledged symbols of Armenian life, food. It is taken for
granted and only really noticed when it is not there, as when students began
arriving in London. Then especially, the smell of a good pilaf™ or the taste
of a crisp, sweet watermelon brings with it ail the memories of home and
other Armenians.

Food is not taken seriously as a symbol because the dishes are 5o simi-
lar to those eaten by the neighboring peoples and because hospitality is
thought of as a Middle Eastern or Cypriot custom, not only Armenian. What
is particularly Armenian is concern of the community leaders, teachers, poli-
ticians, and priests. Family and hospitality are important, they would agree,
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but when it comes to passing on Armenian-ness o the next generations, this
is not enough. The «witch’s brew» mentioned carlier included a large variety
of habits, customs, and dialects in the early part of this century. People's
primary identity was with their extended family, village, or town.

This flux and diversity led to a cons¢ious consolidation of themes
‘and symbols throughout the diaspora to emphasize the unity and encou-
rage the future of the Armenian people as a nation. Today three elements.
are presented as the cornerstones of Armenian culture and identity: history,
language and church. They are portrayed as only nominally separate,
sharing considerable overlap as major symbols of Armenian life, currently
in danger themselves of being lost to the next, or at least to future
generations.

Today the Armenian Cause, as it is called by some, the fate of the
Armenians, as others refer to it, has taken on a sacred quality for many

‘who are committed to working for it. For others this remainsa poetic meta-
phor, but for them, moral fulfillment is found in working for the cause,
for the organization and political parties.
Living in Diaspora

Often Armenians asked me, or each other while we were talking, if
they really had a culture. This was nearly always a rhetorical question and
the same person would answer. «Yes, but... We in Cyprus are watered-down
versions of the real Armenian. And it’s worse in England.» When people

‘spoke of «traditional culture», 1 nuuced it was the vague but powerful and
often idealized memory of the customs and habits of Armenians before dis-
persal and modernization. An important part of the current culture is the
contrast it is felt to have with «traditional culturey.

Culture is popularly understood as a certain conjunction of traits and
customs and when these are seen to have changed, the culture is lost or in.
danger of being lost. Here [ am deﬁnmg culture as being a system of ideas
and wars of communmating and behaving, a set of shared symbols and
associations™, Gellner notes that while culture is socially transmitted, soci¢-
ties are not necessarily nor wholly transmitted by culture®'. Particular rela-
tions or sets of relations between people, like certain dominant traits or ideals,
‘are transformed or even abandoned as physical, emotional and intellectual
circumstances change,

At the same time, as Hirschon has observed, there is continuity in
the core «values and perceptions which people hold about themselves and
the world about them, the ways in wtnch thmr relationships are organized»
even through the most disruptive times.* Cﬂﬂtmuuy sshould not be confu-
sed with stagnation though, and culture is recognized to be in flux and always
changing. How dees culture change? Individuals make choices within the
realm of possibilities known to them through the family, community, and
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culture, which in turn work back on the culture (community and family),
transforming it in the process. Cultures have many strands, including cer-
tain dominant ideals. These ideals or images of culture are not always car-
ried out in practice and societies contain much individual variation.

This must, of course, be understood within the wider context of
politico-social affairs of the host country, area, and world events. Given
the crises which have disrupted Armenian communities in the past, it is temp-
ting to see the cultural change as imposed, as a consequence of outside cir-
cumstances. This aspect is certainly not denied but, through the personal
stories and ideas, it should be made clear that even within the most drama-
tic events, choices were being made from a complex assortment of possible
alternatives, selecting one strand over another from the culture. As Har-
ding points out in Remaking Ibieca (1987), in many cases, choices are made
with the hope that the traditional life and especially values might continue
and prosper. People often cannot foresee that their decisions, for exam-
ple those concerning their children’s education, will irrevocably change the
fabric of their own and community life. : :

. Individuals choose, but choices have certain limits and the results are
far from guaranteed. Ortner further clarifies the role of the indiviual actor
in culture as one «who is ‘loosely structured’, who is prepared — but no
more than that — to find most of his culture intelligible and meaningful
but who does not necessarily find all parts of it equally meaningful in all
times and places»™. She adds that what is felt 1o be meaningful at one stage
of one’s life may be less so at another (and vice-versa). This becomes espe-
cially pertinent in diaspora as the actors are living in both their home and
host cultures, and are often mobile, both physically and socially.

The differences between each level of identity within diaspora, com-
miunity, ethnic group, and nation, are slim and can be viewed as variations
on a theme of the group. But each has its particular resonance and indivi-
duals will find themeselves more attached (and committed at times) to one
than }-g.n;n_:_sth'er,_ again depending on the situation and their own «prior
textn™.

A community is a group of people who share a certain geographical
ared, institutions, interests, and conversation. Markowitz™ suggests that
community is formed and held together by talk, while Hannerz, a characte-
ristic shared in more formal ways by the ethnic group or nation. Here I use
the word as Armenians do, to mean the local entity, whether belonging to
a city or a country. Bakalian traces gaghout, community, from gharipou-
tiune, living as strangers, the root borrowed {rom the Turkish and Arabic
word gharib/garib, stranger’ . Referring to the «wider Armenian commu-

nityw, linking these local bases, Armenians speak of the Armenian people
or nation™,
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Bowman suggests that the Palestinian people occupy three «discrete
locales» in diaspora, allowing and encouraging the development of diffe-
rent kinds of national identity. He cites Israel and the Occupied Territories;
Middle Eastern Refugee Camps; and the bourgeois diaspora™. The corres-
ponding Armenian world would be Hayastan (formerly Soviet Armenia);
the Middle East and Cyprus (lands inside or closest to the old homelands);
and the rest, mostly Western diaspora. Though not entirely discrete, each
area has its own distinct priority and variant of the shared culture and, as
Bowman points out, ways of imagining the nation and thus the aims and
methods of nationalism, differ widely between them*

«Ethnicity» i$ a more appropriate term 1o use in Westem Diaspora,
as Tololyan suggests , while Armenians in the Near East, including
Cyprus, probably view themselves and their connection to the rest of the
diaspora and homeland, as a nation in exile. This has as much to do with
the political organization of the host states, such as Cyprus or Lebanon,
as with the physical closeness of the homeland. Both ethnic group and nation
connect local people to other related communities, and with this shift in
emphas:s comes an increased interest in the more theoretical and more rea-
dily observable aspects of identity and away from the practical, every-day
functioning of community. Ethnicity is more conscious — but less so than
nationalism, a more politicized term wh:ch requires belief and a certain
amount of dedication to it as a causc

Community, ethnic group, nation, and culture all involve the boun-
dary marking and maintaining suggested by Barth*' (1969). This also ser-
ves to mask, or draw attention away from, the many internal differences
which in turn prowde the fodder for cultural change, new forms of com-
munity life and views of ethmc:ty and nation. What makes an Armenian
Armenian or a group of people an Armenian community? In both cases
[ am takmg the self-ascriptive approach: those who consider themselves
Armenian are Armenian. This then leaves the discussion of how Armenian
someone is to nationalists. | am more interested in this study, in the many
different ways of being Armenian that exist within a certain commumty

I think of the Armenians as a long-standing «ethnos»** with shared
characteristics and institutions, and also many differences, which has come
Lo view itsell’ as a nation in modern times. The time period covered here
is just after the transition from «ethnos» to self-aware nation but, from the
stories and memories described within, it should be clear that there was
indeed considerable variety in traditional Armenian culture and a very eou-_
certed effort through education, the clergy, and popular literature, to create
a madern Armenian nation

Armenians do clearly see themselves as a group distinguishable from
others in a number of important Ways. Today this is believed 1o be due to
a shared language, church, and history*®. Within that, history includes a
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shared descent, traced through family ties and connections, but also through
an assumption of ancestral ties to a much more ancient past. For most Arme-
nians this is the myth and symbol complex which Smith describes as the
underpinning of ethnic polity, stating that one must also look «at the mecha-
nisms of their [myth and symbol] diffusion (or lack of it) through a given
population and their transmission to future generations if one wishes to grasp
the special character of ethnic identities»”’.

This transmission does not follow a smooth course. Fischer, looking
at autobiographical works which focus on ethnicity, observes that ethnicity
is dynamic. «It can be potent even when not consciously taught; it is some-
thing which institutionalized teaching easily makes chauvinistic, sterile, and
superficial, something that emerges in full — often liberating — flower only
through struggle»™. |

This struggle is most often a personal, relatively hidden one, but early
in this research a related though very different kind of struggle was frequently
in the news and in people’s conversations and thoughts, that of armed Arme-
nian «freedom fighters» or «terrorists». In her study of the London Arme-
nian community Talai points out that the small group of activists sympa-
thetic to the armed struggle received an «ambivalent response» from the
larger community®. As with other conscious aspects of ethnicity, their
aggressive dedication to a specific cause had the ability to both inspire and
repel, and soon after 1983 changes in international politics and groups’ own
intranecine warfare had left them splintered and relatively quiet.

Writing in the context of the Jewish experience, Kugelmass notes that
the myth and stories which all cultures provide to make sense of the chaos
of their experience are themselves «all subject to considerable dispute.»’
Jews, like Armenians, disagree among themselves on interpretations and rela-
tive importance of the different components of the myth-symbol complex.
One of these is the notion of homeland, where and what it is, how central
is its importance, whether the myth of return is a sustaining dream or a prac-
tical, however eventual, reality. '

In After the Last Sky Said illuminates a Palestinian perspective, asking
questions which concern all peoples in diaspora. -

«All of us speak of awdah, ‘return’, but do we mean that literally,
or do we mean ‘we must restore ourselves to ourselves'? The latter is a real
point, I think, although 1 know many Palestinians who want their houses
and their way of life back exactly. But is there any place that fits us, toge-
ther with our accumulated memories and experiences? Do we exist? What
proof do we have?

«...When did we become *a people’? When did we stop being one?
Or are we in the process of becoming one?»™ _yr

" A people is always in the process of becoming. New ties and attach-
ments are formed and re-formed at personal, communal, and national levels.
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