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FROM THI COLLECTION OF WAROUTUNE P. MAZARIAN

Snowy beacon through dark centuries
of Armenia’s often tragic history, the rum-
pled presence of Mount Ararat (left) looms
as the symbolic heart of the ancient nation.
Clearly visible from Soviet Armenia, the
mountain rises within Turkey, where only
a few Armenians still dwell. In 1915 the
Ottoman Empire, allied with the Central
Powers, embarked on a mass deportation
of its Armenian minority, some of whom
were collaborating with the enemy, Rus-
sia. Starvation and mass executions killed
two-thirds of the empire’s Armenians.

or Virap church, inside the Soviet
border, marks the spot where Christian
evangelist Gregory the Illuminator was
imprisoned by Armenia’s pagan King Tiri-
dates III for several years prior to 301. At
that time, legend tells, demons turned the
kinginto a pig, until, in a moment depicted
on an illuminated manuscript from 1679
(above), Gregory cast out the demons at
the bidding of the king’s sister, who kneels
at Gregory’s left. Converted by his cure,
Tiridates established Armenia as the first
Christian kingdom.




Faint with hunger, she had eaten a handful
of raisins. In torment she had approached
the priest, confessed, and been absolved. I
saw no greater joy that night.

The old fear was present too. As we left, a
girl stopped me. “Do not forget us,” she
pleaded softly. “We are alone here. We are
always afraid that something will happen to
cause trouble.”

ANY TIMES as I traced the journey
of Armenia, I was to wonder if
worse trouble had ever afflicted any
other people, or whether any other

people persecuted down the centuries had
persevered more nobly. Armenians have
gone forth into the world and multiplied.
Peaceful, hardworking, intelligent, reli-
gious, family oriented, they have become a
great, though little-known, success story.

But not in the land of their origin. Arch-
bishop Shnorhk Kaloustian, Armenian Pa-
triarch of Istanbul, struggles daily with the
realities of survival in Turkey. I called on
him at his island home in the Sea of Mar-
mara. A white-bearded, Biblical figure, he
seemed frail and weary, but resolute.

In the early 1900's, he began, more than
two million Armenians were living in the
Ottoman Empire, mostly in the east where
their ancestors had dwelt for nearly three
millennia. Then came a series of massacres
and deportations—his own father, broth-
ers, and uncles were Kkilled, his sister
taken—by government forces.

By 1920 or so, he went on, only about
150,000 remained. Today they have dwin-
dled to perhaps45,000in Istanbul, 15,000in
the interior. The exodus continues.

“If T were to tell you that we do not have
problems,” the Patriarch said, “I would be
lying. We are free to practice our religion.
And Armenians do well in their businesses.
They are diligent and clever. But there are
bureaucratic discriminations. I have pre-
sented these difficulties to our government.”

I asked him to explain. “We cannot build
new churches or repair old ones, " he replied.
“But Turks can build new mosques.” His

eves swept the horizon, where minarets of
Islam pierced the city's skyline. “Ourchurch
properties are unfairly taxed. Our schools
have Turkish co-directors, whose power
grows. Even to enroll our children meets
with bureaucratic obstacles. We are second-
class citizens.'

The Patriarch sipped a cup of tea. “So far
we have managed, somehow, to take care of
our churches, schools, and orphanages. We
receive help from Armenians overseas, es-
pecially in America. But we do not have the
means to resettle our refugees from the inte-
rior. They are real heroes.”

I could suggest others. Only hours before
Armenian Christmas services were to be
held last January 6, bombs heavily damaged
the patriarchate and cathedral. The services
went on as scheduled, communicants pick-
ing their way through the debris.

The bombing was believed to be in retali-
ation for similar incidents in Europe against
Turkish property. Tragically, since 1973 six
Turkish diplomats have been assassinated
by terrorists claiming to be Armenians.

NE ASKS the why of it all. At base, I
have concluded, rest three historical
factors: geographic situation, racial
characteristics, and religious differ-
ences. To oversimplify: Turkey is for the
Turks, and Armenians persist in their right
to be Armenians
Ancient Armenia spread over eastern
Turkey into Iran, Irag, and the Soviet
Union (map, following page). Armenians
were occupying this land bridge between
Europe and Asia—their Armen ancestors
were Indo-Europeans—in the days of the
Assyrians, Medes, and Parthians. The
blood of the Hittites is one of their strains.
The Armenian people have always clung
to their culture, traditions, language, and
ideals—sustained by the religion that they
embraced around 300 as the first Christian
state. In the fifth century, when the Holy
Scriptures were translated into their lan-
guage, a historian wrote that God became
an Armenian-speaking God.

Sleep, little children. An Armenian family shelters in an Istanbul church while
awaiting resettlement in the city. Even though Turkish law proscribes persecution,
Armenians claim that ancient animosities still exist in remote areas




They looked on their rugged and beautiful
land as an earthly paradise. The Garden of
Eden had graced their soil, so they believed.
To this day they salute, and mourn, the
great mountain called Ararat, on which, itis
said, Noah's Ark came to rest.

1 know firsthand that it pains Soviet Ar-
menians to view, with each sunrise, Ararat’s
snowy peak looming just across the forbid-
den border with Turkey (pages 848-9).*

Once I stood with alocal journalist, Loris
Gukasyan, before a great monument that
salutes the martyred Armenians. Loris held
out his fist and clenched it. “That is my
heart,” he said. The sacred mountain rose
majestically bevond us.

The land so loved by the Armenians hada
fatal flaw. The ancient invasion routes from
east and west traversed it. As a result, five
different Armenian kingdoms have existed,
for a thousand of the last 2,500 years.

Centuries before Christ, the Persians
came as conquerors; alittle later, Alexander
the Great and the Seleucids. Parthians and
Romans used the Armenians as a buffer.

Persia and the Byzantine Empire divided
the land. Arabs conquered it.

As the 11th century ended, the Seljuk
Turks swept through from central Asia. An-
other triumphant invader, the Ottoman
Turks, followed. From 1375 until World
War I the land of the Armenians was carved
up among Turkey, Persia, and Russia.

Most of the old Armenia came under the
rule of the expanding Ottoman Empire in
1514, Its religion was Muslim. Centuries of
intermittent persecution ensued, exacerbat-
ed by the imbued Armenian longing for na-
tionhood. In the late 1800's some 200,000
Armenians were massacred, a portent.

In World War I, when the empire sided
with the Central Powers, it decided to settle
the Armenian question. The Armenians,
seen as a dangerous element fighting beside
the enemy, Russia, and cooperating with the
other Allies, would be eliminated.

The result: Massacres and deportations
—forced marches into the Syrian Desert

*See “Turkey, Cross Fire at an Ancient Cross-
roads,” by the author, in the July 1977 GEOGRAPHIC.

852

High noon of Armenian history saw Tigran the Great in 70 B.C. ruling an empire
that far exceeded the traditional homeland. Intermittent independence and subjuga-
tion followed until the last Armenian kingdom fellin 1375. A short-lived republic born
after World War I was crushed by Turkey and Russia in 1920,

National Geographic, June 1978

—took place beginningin 1915. In all an es-
timated million and a half men, women, and
children died.

And a tragic phrase echoed around the
world: “The starving Armenians. . . .” You
hear it even in this day, a remonstrance to
children who pick at their food.

I discussed all this with many Turks.
Younger ones generally knew nothing of the
Armenian holocaust; it is not taught in their
schools. In eastern Turkey old men recalled
to me how Armenian forces had overrun
their villages. “The Armenians were seeking
to establish their own nation,” one said.

To the Turks, Armenians had betrayed
their country in wartime, causing civil con-
flict (in which Turks, too, were massacred),
thus justifying countermeasures. Also, they
dispute the number of Armenians killed.

What of more recent events? I made it
a point to talk with informed Turks. One
deplored the terrorist assassinations and
bombings of the past few years. “The world
is full of hatred,” he said.

“There could be some bureaucratic prob-
lems for Armenians, like everyone else, to-
day in Turkey,” he continued. “You have
problems with your own bureaucracy in the
United States. But Armenians as Turkish
citizens have the same rights and protection
under the constitution as all others. The
courts are there.”

HE EXODUS led to Russia, Iran,
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Europe, and
more distant lands. (A classic account
of conditions in the refugee towns of
what is now Soviet Armenia appeared in the
November 1919 GEOGRAPHIC—"The Land
of the Stalking Death,” by Melville Chater.)
The United States opened its gates wide; Ar-
menians are still arriving, most from Soviet
Armenia and war-devastated Beirut.
Upwards of half amillionliveinthe U. S.,
concentrated in Greater Boston, New York
and northern New Jersey, Philadelphia, De-
troit, Chicago, and California, home to as
many as 150,000. They are successful mer-
chants and businessmen, educators and en-
gineers. Increasingly they go into medicine,
law, and journalism. Politics attracts them.
I traveled extensively in California and
found thatits Armenian-Americans stand as
good exemplars. One of the first I talked

The Proud Armenians

with was the late George M. Mardikian.

As a boy of 15 he had fought in Turkey
and was imprisoned; he escaped and at 18
sailed in steerage to America. He took a job
washing dishes in a San Francisco speak-
easy. Eventually he bought it and built it
into the famed restaurant called Omar
Khayyam’s. He became the friend of Presi-
dents and won the Medal of Freedom, the
country’s highest civilian award.

As Mr. Mardikian said, he heard “the
song America sings.” I spent an evening
with him last year at Omar Khayyam’s, not
long before he died. “I was born on Novem-
ber 7,” he told me. “ButI celebrate my birth-
day on July 24, That's the day I began to
live, the day I saw the Statue of Liberty.”

HAVE NEVER MET an Armenian-
American who did not look on the U.S.
with gratitude. Like George Mardikian,
many have grown wealthy. One day a
quiet-spoken multimillionaire named Haig
Berberian philosophized about money.
“Armenians,” he mused, “indeed know
the value of money. Some people think we’re
on the tight side. We call it conservative.
“You can’t buy happiness with money.
Pleasure, yes. Happiness is: You enjoy your
work, you enjoy your family. When you
start something and build it on your own,
that is happiness. All this and one thing
more: the Church. The Armenian Church
and Armenians cannot be separated. In the
old country, my father and brother were
killed. My father could have been saved if he
had said, ‘Yes, I will become a Muslim.” "
Haig Berberian began processing wal-
nuts in Modesto, California, in 1947, Ten
years later he was the “Walnut King,” the
world’s largest individual walnut handler.
Now retired, a philanthropist, he invests in
land, plants orchards, develops shopping
centers. He does not know how to quit.
The simple fact is that Armenians like to
work, preferably for themselves. For many
it is their play. In Beverly Hills I visited gro-
cer Archie Dickranian. For forty years he
has been operating his Premier Market
there—"a village store,” in his words. He
keeps the front open, even in winter: “I say
to the boys, if you're cold, work a little fast-
er. You'll stay warmer that way.” His son-
in-law and (Continued on page 858)
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United States

Open-armed message proclaims the pride of
New Jer born Vivian Hovsepia ight).
me-
ates when she sa
about Armenians. Most of my
friends are Armenians. And so Ilook for Arme-
nian things.”
A shared bac
outside
stival celebrates the
vineyard harvest in Armenia. The smell of
shish kebab and the strains of Armenian music
fill the air as more than 4
munch hundreds of pounds of grapes blessed
by Armenian clergymen.

The snowy profile of Mount Ararat adornsa
shoulder patch worn by Sossi Dayian (left),
member of an Armenian Girl Guide troop in

ntreal attending a reg olym; i

ew . While the New York-Nev y
area once boasted the largest Armenian popu-
lation inthe U. S., California now holds the ti-
tle. The mo bvious sign of ethnic identity
lies in the n" endings of family
names—suffixes that mean “of” or “from.”

National Geographic, June 19




“We live as one nation—as Armenians.
Qutside of that, we are an assettoevery na-
tion.” A galaxy of leading Armenian-
Americans e from top, left) bears
out the words of Alex Manoogian. The
Turkish-born industrialist earned the hon-
orific title “world’s leading Armenian”
with charitable contributions of more than
13 million dollars to both Armenian and
non-Armenian institutions.

merica's most familiar Armenian is
r Ohanian, better known a
Mike Connors, and best known tc
the television detective Mannix. Tim Aga-
janian reaped a fortune through combined
garbage disposal and landfill operations af-
ter emigrating from Russia.
A street institution in San Franci

flower vendor Al Nalbandian also collects
art and organizes tours to Soviet Armeni

New York opera singer Lucine Amara in-
cluded classic Armenian songs when she
performed in Yerevan. Kirk Kerkorian
performs financial wonders as the head of

an empire that includes M Studios.
Pulitzer Prize-winning author William Sa-
royan has portrayed his native Armenian
community in Fresno, California, with a
warmth reflected in his assertion, “I am
biased. I do like my family.”




(Continued from page853)  nephew work
with him, fast.

Inan upstairs room, six telephone stations
take orders from Hollywood's stars. Movie
and television actors on location abroad ca-
ble him for delicacies. Ordinary folk receive
equal welcome.

Archie Dickranian stocks only highest-
quality items, and his customers have made
him rich. “I came to this country with noth-
ing but faith and hope,” he told me. “I had
been hungry as a child. I went into the food
business so I could eat all I wanted. America
has been a feast to me.”

Mr. Dickranian, a leader in community
affairs as well as national Armenian mat-
ters, speaks proudly of his heritage. And he
is gravely concerned for its future. Many
Armenian-Americans believe as he does
that assimilation is inevitable.

PUT IN A PLEASANT HOUR with

Mike Connors (born Krikor Ohanian),

the television and movie actor (preceding

page). “I grew up in Fresno,” he said, “as
an Armenian. But my children—they're
half Armenian—are almost unaware except
for what I tell them. I'm afraid it's only a
matter of time before Armenians will be just
like everybody else.”

I hope not, for one obvious reason: This
country needs its creative minorities. And
indeed you can find many young people
who may well retain their Armenian-ness
all their days.

I think especially of hundreds of them
happily yelling and milling about outside the
Rose and Alex Pilibos Armenian School in
Los Angeles, waiting for 8:30 and the open-
ing bell. They were dark haired and dark
eyed, wore blue sweaters, and ranged from
kindergartners through ninth graders.

After the bell, they recited the Lord’s
Prayer in Armenian, gave the Pledge of Alle-
giance in English, and filed into school.

In the U.S. and abroad the Armenian
General Benevolent Union has 6,000 chil-
dren in its own schools. Life president of the
AGBU is the distinguished Detroit industri-
alist Alex Manoogian, the leading patron
and benefactor of Armenian causes and an
international Armenian leader (page 856).

“For many years,” he told me, “our chief
concern was to aid refugees. We still help the
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Venice

Quiet hours of study lead toward the
priesthood for students (above) at San
Lazzaro, an Armenian ecclesiastical en-
clave. Since their arrival in the Italian city
in 1717, the fathers of the Mekhitarist Or-
der have built not only a church and a semi-
nary, but also a library containing more
than four thousand invaluable Armenian
manuscripts located on what Lord Byron,
who often visited, described as “a small
island situated in the midst of a tranquil
lake” (right). A long-established printing
press, the order's most vital contribution to
Armenian culture, publishes works in the
unique Armenian alphabet.







