The Forgotten Genocide:
Remembering the Armenian Massacre
By Daniel Aznavorian

In 1915, Armenian men, women, and children were forced from their homes by the thousands. They were force-marched into the desert where they died slow, painful deaths, some from exposure, others from starvation.

As World War I shook the world’s superpowers, the Ottoman Empire, a Muslim nation in the Near East was experiencing a massacre the likes of which they had never seen before. The dominant population systematically slaughtered the Armenians, a long-persecuted Christian minority. It is often considered the first modern genocide. 

Often standing in the shadow of larger world events, the Armenian Genocide has been all but forgotten by those who didn’t experience it. Yet the voices of the past can still be heard today.

The Massacre is remembered in a variety of ways, one of which is the “Genocide project.” Based in Glendale, California, the project chronicles the experiences of 65 survivors with interviews done by Garen Yagparian, many of the below quotes are from his interviews. The project was exhibited originally at the California State Capitol in 1998 and will be shown again at the Downy Museum of Art, Los Angeles this summer.

“They too us to Husenik to the shores of Euphrates River. For a while, we were left alone. Sometime later, Turkish gendarmes came over and grabbed all the boys from 5-8 years old. I was about 7 or 8. They grabbed me too. They threw us all into a pile on the sandy beach and started jabbing us with their swords and bayonets. I must’ve been in the center, because only one sword got me, nipped my cheek. But I couldn’t cry. If I had, I would not be here today,” said Sam Kadorkian, a survivor.
The genocide against the Armenian people began in the early part of 1915 with the disarming of the Armenian citizens, the culling of the leaders and the arresting and deportation of artists, scholars, writers, and poets. When it came time for the killing to begin, the people were left with virtually no representation or voice for their culture. 

The disarming alone was one filled with violence and dread. Having been persecuted by the Turks in an earlier massacre in 1895-1896, the Armenian people knew what was ahead for them. Despite their foreknowledge, the very government that ruled them gave them no aid or assistance. Against the Turkish troops and Kurdish cavalrymen who assisted in the culling, the Armenians had little help as many countries surrounding them were either indifferent or at war.

It wasn’t long after the disarming of the people that the deportations began. On April 8, 1915, all Armenian males in the Ottoman city of Zeitoun were ordered to report to the Government Building. With no explanations, they were imprisoned and later marched into the desert to die. Other cities and towns throughout the empire quickly began the same procedure, and soon, the massacre was in its final phase.
The men were marched far into the wilderness, treated worse than animals. Turkish soldiers, under strict orders, gave the suffering people no food or water. The people died as they marched, some from gunshots, others from swollen tongues and empty stomachs. 

Women were given an alternative to the men’s fate. They were given the opportunity to convert to Islam. In doing so, however, they had to marry a Muslim man and give up their children to mysterious institution known as “Government Orphanages,” where they would be raised as Muslims.

The women who refused this alternative were given the same fate as the men – to die on the roads. 

“…They were the women and children, the old and the sick…some had to carry children in their arms, too young to walk, others had been sent off with the convoy when they were far gone with child, and gave birth on the road. None of these latter survived, for they were forced to march on again after a few hours’ respite; they died on the road and newborn babies perished with them,” stated Historian Arnold Toynbee.

“…We were in the middle of a vast, sandy area, and the Armenians there were from all over, not only from Marash. We had no water, and the gendarmes would not give us any. There were only two gendarmes for that huge crowd. Just two. Wasn’t there a man among us who could have killed them? We were going to die anyway. Why did we obey those two gendarmes so sheepishly? Eventually, we crossed the Euphrates River to Rakka, where we found an abandoned house with no doors or windows and we squatted there. But we still had no food. We used to eat grass. We used to pick grains from animal waste, wash them, and in tin cans fry them to eat. We used to say: ‘Oh, Mommy, if we ever go back to Marash, just give us fried wheat, and it will be enough,” Sion Abajian, a survivor.
The eyes of the world opened in 1918 when the Turkish Government was finally held accountable for their actions. Some of those involved were put on trial and sentenced to death in absentia and in August of 1920, the Treaty of Sevres was signed to recognize Armenia as an independent state. Despite the actions taken, little else was done to punish the perpetrators of the atrocities.

Eighty-five years later, the Massacre has largely been forgotten by the world and the 1,500,000 victims have been left to the memories of families, trying desperately to understand and move on. April 24, the day Armenian leaders were executed, has now been recognized as Armenian Holocaust Remembrance Day, and on April 30, local Armenians remember this time as well in a ceremony held in Providence’s North Burial Ground where a memorial to the victims has been erected. In addition, a number of books and websites are also available to inform the world of this dark moment in the 20th Century.

“…[T]hat the war, begun with out excuse, and conducted without mercy, was accompanied by massacres whose calculated atrocity equals or exceeds anything in recorded history…” Arthur James Balfour, British Foreign Secretary.

With research contributed by Nanor Bouladian.
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