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A strict, narrow definition of resistance, and the use of the concepts of
resistance and armed resistance interchangeably, stand as staples of Armenian
genocide scholarship. But most Armenians did indeed resist - often without
weapons - as soon as the arrests, deportations, and massacres started in April
1915. They organized a clandestine network of communication between the
provinces, Constantinople, and the outside world, smuggling reports on
developments that served as raw material for politicians, humanitarians, and
newspapers. They created networks that procured, transferred, and
distributed funds, food, and medication to deportees. They focused on
upholding - as much as practicable - sanitary conditions in transit and
concentrations camps. And the list goes on. These actions were conducted
against the law or against the will of the Ottoman Turkish authorities, by
loosely organized clandestine groups whose members continuously risked
getting arrested or killed. In this essay, | explore the relief - and, later,
resistance - efforts of a network of humanitarians in the city of Aleppo,
emphasizing the leading role Armenians played in this network.

ALEPPO AS HUB OF HUMANITARIAN RELIEF
The city of Aleppo constituted a major hub for deportation routes during
the Armenian Genocide.® Convoys that survived the treacherous journey
reached the area beginning in May 1915. According to a document in the
Aleppo Armenian Prelacy archives,* 322 deportees from Zeytun® arrived in
Bab, north of the city, as early as 18 May.® In a report dated 5 June, the US
Consul in Aleppo, Jesse Jackson, explained:
There is a living stream of Armenians pouring into Aleppo from the
surrounding towns and villages, the principal ones being Marash, Zeitoun,
Hassanbeyli, Osmania, Baghtche, Adana, Dortyol, Hadjin, etc. They all
come under a heavy armed escort, usually from 300-500 at a time, and
consist of old men, women and children; all the middle-aged and young
men have been taken for military service. No animals are provided by the
Government, and those who are not fortunate enough to have means of
transport are forced to make the journey on foot.”
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Often, deportees from a particular village or town gathered in a specific
neighborhood or site in Aleppo before being broken up into groups by
authorities. Deportees arriving from the village of Shar north of Hadjin, for
example, mostly gathered in the Djemile neighborhood.®

The ten-thousand-strong Armenian community in Aleppo mobilized to
assist the deportees when the first convoys arrived. The Prelacy of the
Armenian Apostolic Church in Aleppo initially took ad hoc measures to
support the new arrivals for a few days. The church ledgers indicate that
between 19 and 24 May, the church had already assisted nearly 400
deportees, providing them with funds, food (bread, cheese, eggs, bulgur,
yogurt, onions, and oil), and wood.® On 24 May, the church launched a much
more coordinated effort, inviting a group of community leaders to form the
Council for Refugees (Kaghtaganats joghov in Armenian, henceforth, the
council), tasked with “caring for the immediate financial, moral, and health
needs” of the arriving Armenians.”® The city’s Armenian Evangelical and
Catholic churches launched their own relief initiatives' and coordinated efforts
as needed.” US Consul Jackson noticed this groundswell of support from the
community early on, reporting to his superiors on 5 June that the deportees
were being “taken care of locally by the sympathizing Armenian population of
this city.”™ In another report, he noted, “Each religious community has a
relief committee to care for its own.”"

THE DEMISE OF GOVERNOR CELAL BEY

Governor Celal Bey provided direct and indirect assistance to the Aleppo
Armenians’ relief effort. He advocated for the deportees in his communication
with the central authorities as well. As caravans of deportees arrived in the
province, he continually pressed the Ministry of the Interior, asking for a
concrete plan to ensure the dignified treatment of the deportees, beyond
general and vague orders. In a telegram on 23 May, he explained that settling
non-Muslims in Maarra and Rakka was “absolutely impossible,” because most
of the population in the region was nomadic, and the areas available for
settlement were close to wasteland. Thus the deportees would be subject to
attacks by bandits. Moreover, he inquired about the manner in which
settlement would be implemented, pointing out that while it would not be
advisable to scatter the deportees in Muslim villages, the financial situation was
not conducive to forming separate villages for the new arrivals.”® In a
subsequent telegram, he posed a barrage of follow-up questions to the central
authorities: Will new houses be built for the deportees, as there are no empty
homes in these villages? Will the government provide the deportees with land?
Will they receive assistance until they are settled? And how are these expenses
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going to be covered?’® Celal Bey even lectured the central authorities that it
was unbefitting for a state to leave the deportees hungry and without shelter.”
If Celal could not move the central authorities, he wielded significant sway over
government officials in the province. The police chief Fikri Bey, for instance,
was influenced by him." Together, they absorbed some of the pressure from
central authorities which would have worsened the situation of the deportees
in these early months.

Celal’s attitude was partly shaped by his relationship with the Armenian
church leadership, as well as his friendship with US Consul Jackson and a
number of local Armenians, including the Mazloumian brothers Onnig and
Armenak, known as “the barons” for the hotel of the same name they owned
in Aleppo.” Consul Jackson described his own relations with the governor as
“brotherly”: “During several years that Djelal Bey had been governor of
Aleppo our weekly exchange of dinners, receptions and card parties had
cemented our friendship until it had become almost brotherly, and was
recognized throughout the province and even in all Syria.”?

Celal Bey’'s sympathy for the plight of the Armenians did not earn him
many friends in the capital. The Minister of the Interior removed him from his
position as governor in late June 1915 for his moderate policies, and for
refusing to deport Armenians in his province. Jackson explained that Celal
“was and had been for many years very friendly towards the Armenians, and
because of the tremendous influence brought to bear on him locally, he at first
ignored the instructions he received [to deport the Armenians], and which
were repeated several times, and finally flatly refused to be an instrument in
such an atrocious proceeding. Naturally this could have but one result, and
that was his removal.”?" In his memoirs, Celal Bey himself traced his dismissal
to his resistance to deporting Armenians from Aleppo.

Beirut governor Bekir Sami Bey replaced Celal Bey in Aleppo, while the
latter was designated governor of Konya. The news of Celal Bey’s removal sent
shockwaves across the camps and settlement areas in the province, leaving the
Armenian community leadership grief-striken. Prior to Celal Bey’s departure
for Konya, Catholicos Sahag met with him one last time, and appealed to him
to do his utmost to assist the 5000-6000 deportees in Konya. Celal Bey
promised not only to help the deportees in Konya - a promise he kept - but to
advocate for the deportees in general during his next visit to Constantinople.?
The Catholicos mourned his departure:

The transfer of Celal Bey to Konya added one more pain to all my pains.

He was wholeheartedly against the policy of deportation. He suffered as

much as we did about the unprecedented misery [of the deportees] but

couldn’t remedy it.
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In the end, the military made him a victim of his sentiments, as some
proudly announced after his departure.

The race of anguish and suffering [i.e. the Armenians] was afflicted with an
irremediable loss with His Excellency’s departure. During his last visit, he
left almost in tears, and seeing deportees in the narthex of the church, he
declared: | would have preferred to be sucked into the earth than see this
suffering.®

The government’s actions in Aleppo province soon grew more violent, as
the German Consul Walter Rossler reported:

As was to be expected after the dismissal of the local Vali Djelal Bey, the
deportation has now been extended to the coastal strip of the Vilayet [of]
Aleppo. According to news from an Armenian source, the order for the
clearance of Alexandretta, Antioch, Harem, Beilan, Soukluk [Sovuk Oluk],
Kessab and other towns has been given, but only a short term of notice has
been granted for carrying this out.*

THE CATHOLICOS IN ALEPPO

The arrival of Catholicos Sahag Khabayan in Aleppo a few weeks prior to
Celal Bey’s dismissal had intensified efforts to intervene with the authorities on
behalf of the deportees. In response to appeals by the Catholicos, Cemal Pasha
sent him a telegram on 21 June asking whether there were violations of the
property and honor of the deportees and, if so, requesting a report about
these. Cemal also noted that efforts would be made to assist the deportees by
whatever means possible.”® The Catholicos had a copy of the telegram
delivered to the council, requesting the preparation of “an extensive and
elaborated report” as soon as possible about the “theft of property and
violation of the honor” of Armenians on the deportation routes, with the
names of the perpetrators, if possible. The minutes of the council’s regular
session note that additional reports about the needs of the deportees would
also be included in the folder the Catholicos would hand to Cemal Pasha when
the latter arrived in Aleppo shortly.”® Chairman Fr. Haroutyun was entrusted
with preparing the report on the difficulties faced by the deportees en route,
as well as the inconsistencies in the distribution of aid by the local
authorities.?”

The Catholicos met with the deputy commander of the Fourth Army,
Fahrettin (Fakhri) Tiirkkan Pasha?® on 26 June. Lamenting the deplorable state
of the deportees, he implored the deputy commander to consider what had
been done so far as a lesson and sufficient punishment and to halt the
deportation of Armenians from other parts of Cilicia like Adana and Sis.
Fahrettin Pasha told the Catholicos that Cemal Pasha “is categorically opposed
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to the ongoing deportation.”?® The Catholicos met with Cemal Pasha himself,
in the presence of Governor Celal Bey, who was still in town, three days
later.*® He got a very different message. According to the Catholicos, after
listening intently to the two men’s reports, Cemal Pasha burst out in anger
“mixing together Van, Dortyol, and Zeytun”:
The government recognizes Armenians as Armenians, it does not
differentiate between bandit, party-member, or Caucasian and Cilician; it
considers all of them the enemy, as much of an enemy as the Russian, the
British, and the French... It is the final decision of the Council of Ministers
to destroy the hearths of the political parties and to completely empty areas
heavily populated by Armenians...*!

As the conversation continued, Cemal was all over the map. He stated flatly
that what Fahrettin Pasha had told the Catholicos about him being
“categorically opposed to the deportations” was part of his earlier plan, which
had not been accepted by the Council of Ministers. He added, “Had it not
been for my explicit and threatening statements and had the agitated Muslims
not been reined in, horrible massacres could have happened, just like they did
in Diyarbakir,” where tens of thousands were massacred.* The Catholicos met
with Cemal Pasha again the following week, on 2 and 4 July, and discussions
now proceeded in a “calmer” manner.*® The commander of the Fourth Army
promised to investigate crimes committed against the deportees, and to punish
by death those responsible. The Catholicos also received permission from
Cemal to send priests to the various concentration camps and settlement areas
for “spiritual needs.”34

Having secured the relevant authorization documents from Cemal through
the efforts of the Catholicos, the council dispatched Fr. Sahag, a priest from
Kilis, and Iskender Effendi, a pharmacist, to the camps in and around Der
Zor, providing the delegates with a check for 60 liras to be cashed upon
arrival in Der Zor. The two were asked to make stops at Bab and Mumbuj on
their way, and they were given 10 liras to be distributed among refugees in
Bab and 15 liras among those in Mumbuj. The council also sent Fr.
Khachadour to the deportees in Idlib, Maarra, and Riha, providing him with 25
liras to be distributed to the deportees, and an additional five liras for travel
expenses.® In addition to bringing food and medicine, these visits to camps
and settlement areas in remote towns and villages were an opportunity for the
council to acquire first-hand information about the plight of the deportees and
to address their problems. Going beyond the “spiritual needs” of the
deportees, the council essentially engaged in illegal activities that undermined
the central authorities’ aims. If caught, the emissaries risked becoming targets
of the central authorities. And indeed, the Ministry of the Interior sent a
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telegram to the Aleppo Governorate notifying them that Fr. Sahag and
pharmacist Sarkis [Iskender Effendi], who carried documents from Aleppo
authorizing them to visit Der Zor, were illegally distributing money to the
deportees there.®® This was followed by a telegram to Der Zor asking the
authorities to send the two back to Aleppo immediately.” Fr. Sahag returned
to Aleppo®® and reported his observations to the council.*® The Catholicos
communicated the details to Rossler, who in turn passed the information on to
the Imperial Chancellor, speaking of deaths in the hundreds and food scarcity.
“In order to protect themselves from starvation, the deportees have had to sell
more than 30 of their children,” he wrote.*

Dispatching to Der Zor emissaries who sought to maintain the deportees’
health constituted council action that openly contravened the restrictions
imposed by central authorities. This incident was one of the first indicators
that the central authorities aimed to crack down on relief efforts in the entire
region. Within a few months, the Armenian relief network would be forced to
go underground and continue its efforts against the will of the state.

Trying desperately to alleviate the suffering of his flock and prevent further
deportations and massacres, the Catholicos also appealed to the German
ambassador in Constantinople. His letter, while cautious and overly laudatory
of the “gracious” Ottoman Empire, argued against “the false opinion that is
held here and there that the Armenians would not wish for Germany’s
success.” He noted that “the good or bad opinion of the Armenians [about
Germany] has no influence on the power and glory of the victorious German
people. But the widespread suspicion which rests on the Armenians causes
our unhappy, dying people [emphasis added] one of its greatest griefs.” The
Catholicos’s letter was, in essence, a plea for help from the Germans,
although he was careful to underline that “[m]y letter is neither a complaint
nor a plea... for as Turkish subjects we can only turn to the Ottoman
government to handle our difficulties.”* Thus, he concluded:

In the hope that Your Excellency will believe the truth of my letter, |

request that Your Excellency uses his great influence to direct this

suspicion away from us, which is one of the greatest of our many griefs.

We ask Your Excellency to continue intervening on our behalf as you have

done in the past. We pray for Your Excellency’s and your wife’s precious

life, for the Ottoman government and for the powerful empire allied with
it.*2

The much needed interventions never came. The appeals of German
consuls and the ambassador to Berlin were repeatedly silenced from above, so
as not to jeopardize Germany’s alliance with the Ottomans in war time. In a
response to the German ambassador who demanded that Berlin confront the
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Ottomans, the Chancellor responded, “Our only aim is to keep Turkey on our
side until the end of the war, no matter whether as a result Armenians do
perish or not.”* The Catholicos, and the Armenian deportees, were indeed
left to perish.

FROM RELIEF EFFORTS TO HUMANITARIAN RESISTANCE

The situation changed drastically in spring 1915. Having deported most of
the empire’s Armenian population, the central authorities now focused their
attention on the survivors who had managed to reach Syria, enacting a series
of swift actions. A number of high level meetings and consultations in the
region, the formation of the Sub-Directorate for Deportees in Aleppo, the
dispatch of officials to the city to oversee the re-deportation process, the
replacement of the governor twice (and finally with an Armenophobe), the
crackdown on the leadership of the community (particularly the banishment of
the Catholicos to Jerusalem), the decisions to remove all Armenian deportees
from the city and to ban the entry of newly-arriving convoys, were far from
disparate, unrelated actions crammed into a few weeks. They point to a
sustained effort by the central authorities to neutralize organized Armenian
response to their policies and deal with what they perceived to be a
demographic problem created by the arrival of tens of thousands of
survivors.* However, it was circumstances on the ground - particularly the
spread of typhus - that prompted military and civilian authorities to accelerate
the re-deportation process, as ridding the province of diseased deportees was
considered a military necessity. For the authorities, the deportees had become
a serious health hazard for both the population of Aleppo and the military
supply lines in the area. They had to be removed quickly. The argument of
military necessity was now used once again to deport Armenians - who
wouldn’t have been in such a condition had they not been forcibly removed
from their homes and sent on death marches in the first place, also under the
pretext of “military necessity.” Thus, the re-deportation of Armenians from
Aleppo city picked up pace in fall 1915 due to the confluence of a number of
factors.®

Initially, the efforts of a relief network stretching from Aleppo all the way to
the camps in Ras ul-Ain and Der Zor had received the blessing of the local and
regional authorities. Yet the crackdown on humanitarian relief efforts in the
fall of 1915 gradually forced these efforts to go underground and evolve into
humanitarian resistance. Adapting to the seismic shifts in policy in late 1915
and 1916, this struggle saved the lives of thousands and tried to keep deportee
morale high in the concentration camps by establishing a secret
communication network across camps, circulating handwritten newspapers,
and distributing food and medication clandestinely.*® This loose, underground,
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Armenian-led resistance network coordinated the efforts of Armenian
clergymen, dignitaries, doctors, and nurses, as well as western humanitarians
and local Muslims and Christians; helped anchor and support thousands in
Aleppo in 1915-1917; and saved the lives of thousands of others elsewhere in
Syria.

Rev. Hovhannes Eskijian’s life - and death - typifies the sacrifices made by
members of this network. “My dear Badveli [Reverend], barely out of bed
from his sickness, disregarding the personal hardships and peril to his own
life, relentlessly labored day and night to save other lives. Together we
pressed ourselves to the very limit of our endurance. All our time, energy,
effort, sleep, food, clothing, and other material possessions we put on the line
in behalf of this wretched, miserable mass of torn and battered humanity,”
wrote Rev. Eskijian’s wife in a letter in 1919.4 Until his death in March 1916,
Rev. Eskijian, the pastor of the Emmanuel Armenian Evangelical Church in
Aleppo, provided food, shelter, and medication to deportees arriving in the
city, risking his own life in the process. His health was failing him, and the
Ottoman Turkish authorities were tracking his movements. The former got to
him first. He died at the age of 34 from typhoid he had contracted from
deportees.

Rev. Eskijian, like other Armenian leaders in the network, received
considerable support from missionaries and diplomats, but he - more than
western humanitarians - was at the forefront of the effort, shouldering the
bulk of the burden, and taking the greatest risks.

ANNIHILATION IN THE DESERT

The liquidation of camps occurred in two distinct phases. The camps
around Aleppo were shut down beginning in the winter of 1915, and the
deportees were driven either towards Ras-ul Ain or the lower Euphrates, while
the camps in Ras ul-Ain and along the river were emptied, often brutally, from
the spring of 1916, with the survivors being marched to Der Zor. The
emptying of the Dipsi camp is a case in point. In late April 1916, some twenty
gendarmes were dispatched from Meskeneh to liquidate Dipsi. Considering
the condition of most prisoners, emptying the camp and sending everyone
downstream was not easy. The gendarmes set fire to tents and assaulted
deportees to force them to move. ‘The wealthy and the poor had to be re-
deported.... Within half an hour, the convoy was on its way to Abu Harar.
Horrible crimes were committed that day... many died of beatings and other
were burned alive’, recounted Armenian survivor Krikor Ankut.*® A
‘cemeterial silence’ reigned in Dipsi on 7 June 1916 when Ankut passed
through on his way from Abu Harar back to Meskeneh. Only the gendarme
station stood there, amid a sea of scattered objects.* Shortly thereafter,
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survivor Yeghisheh Hazarabedian journeyed through Dipsi and observed a
‘place that had once been a staging area for deportees but now stood
abandoned’, with only a few orphans left behind, begging for food from
travellers and deportees.®® The situation of children, many of whom were
orphaned, was no less terrible in this camp than it was elsewhere along the
Euphrates line. When pitching their tents, the Seropians were surrounded by
children begging for food. Seropian also witnessed a group of emaciated
children gathered around the corpse of a dead mule, tearing apart and eating
its meat.”'

The liquidation of the Ottoman camps was followed by further massacres.
Most of the deportees who survived the camp system perished in two waves of
violence in Ras ul-Ain (March 1916) and Der Zor (August 1916). Estimates
vary, but conservative figures indicate some 30,000 killed in the former, and
up to 200,000 in the latter.> Thousands of others survived primarily through
the efforts of the Armenian-led humanitarian resistance network that operated
in the triangle formed by Aleppo, Ras ul-Ain, and Der Zor,*> while thousands
more, mostly women and children, were saved from the carnage by tribesmen
in the region who forced them to become their wives, workers, and sex slaves.

ARMENIAN AGENCY

Much of the scholarship on humanitarian efforts during the Armenian
Genocide focuses on the role played by western relief efforts, where
missionaries and consuls emerge as selfless heroes protecting and saving
thousands of Armenians against opposition from the Ottoman authorities.
“That the missionaries helped between 1 and 2 million Armenians testified to
their commitment and ability to deliver a stricken people from deprivation and
death,” wrote scholar Suzanne Moranian.®* The genocide “spawned
extraordinary heroism on the part of American foreign service officers—from
consuls posted to remote areas to the U.S. ambassador in Constantinople,”
asserted scholar Peter Balakian.>® Historian Hans-Lukas Kieser noted how the
Ottoman authorities “could not destroy this international humanitarian
resistance that was, interestingly enough, also supported by German diplomats
on the ground, even after the United States entered the war.”*® What remains
neglected in scholarly inquiry is Armenian agency. | argue that this
humanitarian resistance waged in the Ottoman Empire was driven by
Armenians. Western missionaries and diplomats provided significant support
and sustenance, but it was the Ottoman Armenians themselves who led the
resistance effort and shouldered the largest share of the burden.

Until the end of World War I, and even in the years that followed, the relief
network continued to support the thousands of deportees who had managed,
one way or another, to disappear into the fabric of the metropolis or seek
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refuge in orphanages and community centers, escaping re-deportation to the
desert. Thanks, in large part, to the efforts of the Aleppo Armenian
community, thousands of Armenians survived the genocide and rebuilt their
lives in the diaspora.”’
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Sknwuywuniehiu 61 Vwpnluyht Cunnhdnyehiu
Oudwubwu wikwh Uke' 1915-1916hu
(Udthnthnud)
Fuwshy Unipwwnbiwu
km3253@columbia.edu

RtUnigp  Yp putwpyt <wjng  Sbnwuwwunyebiwu pupwgpht  gnhbpnt
nhdwnpwlwu gnpdniubnpbwu quuwquwu npubitnpndutipp’ 1915-16pu:

Atippwywinipbiwug, wbnwhwunyebwug bt swpnbipnt  gnpdnnniehluutipniu
gniqwhtin  Uywwbh Yp nwnuwu gnhbpne Ynndb  wybuwy  nhdwnpuywu
wpwppubip, npnugdb  wjunbn  nwwpdwlh wwy  Y'wnuntht nge-ghtbwg
nhdwnpwlwu wpwppubpp:

bnhuwyp (nwwpdwyh wnwly Y'wnut oudwubwu quiwnubpniu, Mnuny G
wpunwuwhdwuh  dhobit gnpénn  purywwwlybiwy  hwnnpnwygnyebiwug gwugtp,
npnugdny  wpuwpht  woluwph  Yp  Jwpuwubugnibht'  gwpnbpniu  Jwuhu
wbntywagntip: Uunup hnwip Yp Swnwjtht wpunmwuwhdwuh hwy pl onwp dwdnih
ntdpbpniu, owwp  pwnwpwlwu gnpdhsubpnit’  pwguywynbint  Oudwubwu
Ywjupniebwu dky hwyng nkd Ywwwpninn swpnbpp, dwupwdwutbnt nfwpbipniu
Gt Ynunnpwdubipniu, wpdwwnwhwunyshiutbpniu, pwunnudubpniu mwpnnneghiup
Giu.: Uhw Ynndtu, wju gwugbpn twbr wpnwuwhdwubu Yp thnfuwugnibhu
Uptpwlwu bwywuwnubp, www quiwnubp br qunpwlwjwuubp Yp jnnikhu wnnup'
uuntun. qubint, pd24ulwu hnquénietiwtu b gnjwwnbitnuh bwwwnwyubpny:

bnhuwyp Y'pungdt np  wpunpwywpbipniu, quwiwnht G Mnuny  dhobi
hwnnpnwygniebwug wju guwugbpnit YEuuwwu onwly Yp hwunhuwuwp <wibwp,
nt Yp ubplujwgul wju gwugbpnit wnugnuwd wudtipne Gu fuunhpubipne dnye
Swipbpp: Yp wwpgnth twbi, np purywunwybw) dwpnuiht wiu guugbpny ng
dhwiu  ownwp, wybir  hwy wowygnyehtt G Uwywuwn  Yp  Ywwwpnibp
gbinwuwwunyetiwu nhdwnpnietiwt hwdwn:
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