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No matter where we may
N the world, carin
about the future and wel
neing of Armenia Is an
ancestral obligation that
we cannoi escape. It we
are serious about this
obligatijon, we need to be
rooted In reality and view
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Unfortunately, a sober look at our current
conditions is not always the order of the
day, even among thoughtful and com-
mitted Armenians. Too often, we have a
tendency to view our homeland through
a sentimental lens; one that is hesitant to
confront its uglier hardships.

Thinking honestly about Armenia to-
day means acknowledging the dispari-
ties between Yerevan and the rest of the
country, as well within the capital itself. It
means identifying the disturbing inequity
of genders within the country. It means
recognizing the widespread poverty, cor-
ruption, social injustice, unemployment,
and economic exploitation taking place
at the hands of a super-rich elite. This is
not the nation of our people’s hopes and
aspirations.

We need to come to grips with the
harsh reality that many Armenians con-
tinue to flee their homeland simply be-
cause they see little prospect for a better
future. They are not leaving their loved
ones and native soil behind because they
are unpatriotic or lack so-called “Arme-
nianess.” Rather, they are leaving for the
same practical reasons the bantukhts of
yesteryear fled the yergir: financial hard-
ship, corruption, lack of security, and a
desire for a more meaningful future.

In Armenia’s second largest Ccity,
Gyumri—where the AYF has been op-
erating a day-camp for underprivileged
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kids the last 3 summers—these socio-
economic problems are blatantly evident.
Rocked by genocide, epidemic, occupa-
tion, repression, earthquake, and eco-
nomic collapse, the city is struggling to
survive and return to its past glory. It is
hampered in the process by the absence
of basic services, poor infrastructure,
widespread corruption, low investment,
and a ruling elite that lacks the desire to
tackle society’s most pressing problems.

The only way forward is through the
empowerment of the masses. Reduc-
ing inequality and improving economic
conditions requires increasing democ-
racy and public participation. Only by
supporting and encouraging genuine
democratic impulses for change, as
well as assisting in grassroots efforts to
heighten consciousness, can we over-
come the marginalization of the popula-
tion which has solidified the dire situation
we see today.

Mere speeches or appeals to na-
tional pride are not enough; serious
work needs to be done to improve liv-
ing conditions, not only in the regions of
Armenia, but also Javakhk, Artsakh, and
all areas of our homeland.

If this occurs, there is no doubt that
the modern-day bantukhts—who, as in
the past, similarly dream today of when
they can return to their homeland —will
flock back to the yergir.
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After graduating from the
Mekhitarist School in Cairo,
Egypt, he went on to study
graphic design and worked
as an illustrator for various
newspapers and magazines
in Cairo.In 1951, he joined the
Foreign Service and worked
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TATULSONENTZ-PAPAZIAN

For its Winter 2010 issue, the Haytoug had the opportu-
nity to catch up with Tatul Sonentz- Papazian, a champion
of Armenian advocacy in the US who has played a pivotal
role in the advancement of the Armenian Cause since as
far back as the early 1960s.

fortheUSInformationAgency,
as an art and publications
director. Six years later, he
moved to the US, where
he was eventually asked to
serve as the director of the
ARF and first Republic of
Armenia Archives and editor

of the Armenian Review.

He currently directs the
Publications Department of
the Armenian Relief Society
and is working on a book
covering the 100 momentous
years of the ARS for its
Centenary this year.



HAYTOUG: As a veteran Hai Tahd
activist, can you take us back to
1965 for a moment and describe
the impetus behind the move-
ment that developed during that
period? Why was the 50th an-
niversary of the Genocide such
a turning point and what made
Armenians suddenly stand up to
demand their rights?

TATUL SONENTZ-PAPAZIAN: I
was involved in ACIA (American
Committee for the Independence
of Armenia) activities after its re-
vival by the ARF Bureau in the ear-
ly sixties. In Vahan Cardashian’s
time, this select group of Ameri-
can personalities was trying to

secure an American Mandate for
Armenia, and it failed because
there was no oil in Armenia. Car-
dashian—the founder of ACIA—
was a lawyer married to a wealthy
American socialite of New York.
Until 1915, he was an attaché on
the legal staff of the Imperial Ot-
toman embassy in Washington
DC. When news of the genocide
reached the US, he resigned from
his post. Being financially secure
and well connected, he decided
to form a high level lobbying
group to promote the Armenian
Case. He was the only Armenian
on the Committee and served as
Executive Director.

As to your question:"what
made Armenians sudden-

ly stand up to demand their
rights?”Armenians did not sud-
denly stand up in quest of their
rights—there was a period of
gradual recovery after the suc-
cessive traumas of the 1915 Ar-
menocide, the 1920 Kemalist-Bol-
shevik attack and destruction of
the first Republic, and the 1930s
Stalinist purges amounting to
an attempt at “Houshaspanuti-
un” (the eradication of collective
memory, “memoricide”, to coin a
word) which almost succeeded in
Soviet Armenia—through the re-
writing of history, restructuring
of the language with the infusion
of foreign (Russian) words and
changes in orthography, etc.—to
wipe out our ancient and more
recent memories, replacing them
with a contrived history and bo-
gus internationalist values of the
“Homo Sovieticus” of a utopian
future.

One must also remember
Taleat Pasha’s boast in 1915, that
he would deliver such a blow to
the Armenians, that they would
not be able to raise their heads

ism on a global scale—eventually
leading to another united effort
to liberate Artsakh, alongside
a newly independent, though
somewhat battered, Homeland.
H. What do you make of the cur-
rent state of Hai Tahd activity
here in the United States? What
direction do you feel we need to
go towards as a community in
pursuing our Cause in the 21st
Century?

TSP: Before getting to that, per-
haps we should take a look at the
events and the policies dictated
by Western imperial interests—
particularly those of the United
States—in the Near and Middle
East which, by the way, haven't
changed much to this day. Ac-
cordingly, our argument, present-
ed in 1965 and after, was that by
not implementing the resolutions
of the Sevres Treaty, the just and
logical solutions of festering prob-
lems were postponed in order to
arrive at short-term, colonial ar-
rangements that, in the long run,
would pave the road to far more

We must learn to rely on our own
potential—those who rely on hand-

outs from the mighty
will, inevitably, lose their freedom.”

for at least half a century... He
was not too far off, was he? Fifty
years later, in 1965, after years
of low profile yet continuous
Hai Tahd work spearheaded by
the Delegation of the first Arme-
nian Republic in Europe, and the
ACIA in America, a consensus
was achieved among leadership
circles in both the Diaspora and
Soviet Armenia to come out unit-
ed in quest of our national rights.
The momentum generated by the
50th Commemoration carried us
all the way to the 60th Anniver-
sary commemoration—achieved,
once more, in unity of effort and
purpose—as the armed struggle,
although somewhat divisive,
marked the start of political activ-

hty and powerful

serious crises in Eastern Anatolia,
the Caucasus, Mesopotamia and
the Middle and Near East. Seri-
ous predicaments, as the present
crises in the area demonstrate in
such a violent fashion. Now, the
Kurdish issue is coming to full
view, while the Armenian Cause,
now dormant in the “six vilay-
ets”, still awaits final resolution in
Karabagh. The main reason is that
Turkey, the present Turkish state,
was allowed to grab and keep
former Ottoman holdings, such
as Western Armenia, Kurdistan,
Hellenic Pontus and Armenian
Cilicia by brutal ethnic cleansing
methods of massacre, depor-
tation and forced assimilation.
Those lands were no more Turk-
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ish than Greece, Bulgaria, Syria
or Egypt, all former possessions
of the Ottoman Empire. There-
fore, the present Turkish Repub-
lic's bloated boundaries cannot
be regarded as historically justi-
fied, legitimate—or permanent,
for that matter. Let us not forget,
that at the time, the US Congress
refused to recognize the Lau-
sanne Treaty because Turkey had
ignored President Wilson's adju-
dication on the Turkish-Armenian
boundaries.

As we know, Hai Tahd activ-
ity here in the United States was
focused mainly on the genocide
recognition issue which has not
met with success so far. In my
opinion, it should have been fo-
cused on putting a stop to the
on-going genocidal processes
that Turkey implements in West-
ern Armenia to this day, instead
of commemorating an on-going
genocide, sending the erroneous
message to the world, that the
Armenian Genocide was a trag-
edy of the past century, and not
a crime against universal human
rights being committed unchal-
lenged at this time through forced
assimilation and conversion to Is-
lam.

This new approach in the pros-
ecution of Hai Tahd can be based
on arguments presented below:

a. lItis a universally accepted dic-
tum, that denial is the last stage of
genocide; as such, it is the contin-
uation of the genocidal process.
Indeed, the Genocide started by
the Ottomans in the 19th century
and brought to its “Final Solution”
stage by the chauvinistic adven-
turers of the Ittihadist government
in 1915, has never truly ceased
and—through a process of deni-
als (denial of historical facts, de-
nial of the right to use and teach
the mother tongue, denial of the
right to practice one’s professed
religion, denial of ownership of
inherited religious and cultural
edifices and monuments) —con-
tinues to be implemented to this
day against Armenian, Kurdish,
Assyrian and other minorities, in
the very heart of these peoples’
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Turkish-controlled  homelands.
The denial policy, as you can see,
has many facets that need selec-
tive attention.

b. Armenians, by commemorat-
ing the 1915 - 1921 Genocide,
by setting an on-going annual
ritual in remembrance of a 6-year
Yeghern, create the impression—
both for their own people and
the world community—that the
Genocide has ceased, and all that
remains to be done is to prove to
the whole world, that a six year
long genocide was indeed com-
mitted, ignoring the fact, that
cloaked behind a consistent cur-
tain of denial, the genocide—
through forced assimilation—was
still going on against the forcibly
converted surviving Armenians
and their descendents still on
their native soil, coerced to hide
their true identity behind Islamic
Kurdish or Turkish names.

c. Decades ago—particularly dur-
ing the Nagorno Karabagh con-
flict, in order to keep Turkey on
the defensive, and out of that
conflict—the Armenians should
have brought up the issue of the
human and civil rights of their
persecuted fellow countrymen
in Eastern Anatolia, throwing a
searchlight on Turkey's total dis-
regard for the numerous articles
of the Lausanne Treaty—as well
as the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights —to which the
Turkish State was and is signa-
tory.

H. Some argue that, now that we
have anindependent Armenia, we
should focus less on the Geno-
cide and more on strengthening
Armenia’s economy and state-
hood. What are your thoughts on
this argument?

TSP: Those who bring forth this
argument base it on a strictly
state-, as opposed to nation-ori-
ented strategic approach. The Ar-
menian nation, at this date some
nine million strong, 1/3 of them liv-
ing within the landlocked and bel-
ligerently blockaded boundaries

of the 3rd Republic, the remain-
ing majority of 6 million scattered
throughout a constantly shifting
and unsettled Diaspora, simply
cannot accept its present status
imposed on it by the Genocide
and its aftermath. A status based
on multiple crimes of stunning
proportions perpetrated against
our nation by powers both within
and outside the law—by unten-
able treaties signed under duress
with and between rogue powers,
often unrecognized, or outlawed
at the time, by that same inter-
national community that today
swears by the ’‘sanctity’ of bor-
ders shaped by that very lawless-
ness...

Under such circumstances, the
fate of an entire nation takes pre-
cedence, in our case, not at all at
the expense of the security and
welfare of the state, but precisely
having that security and welfare in
mind. The present landlocked Ar-
menian Republic with its steadily
diminishing population in its trun-
cated boundaries, surrounded by
predatory neighbors, can hardly
be considered a viable haven for
the future of the Armenian nation,
whose just Cause is very much
alive at this juncture of history,
when global changes are taking
place and the destinies of many
nations are to be decided. In such
circumstances, it would be noth-
ing short of tragic to give up the
fight for our legitimate national
rights that have to be secured in
order to guarantee the freedom,
security and normal progress of
Armenia, as a nation state.

H. Over recent months, there
seems to be a growing rift be-
tween the governments of Tur-
key and lIsrael, as well as a strain
in relations between Ankara and
Washington. What do you make
of these developments?

TSP: Asljust stated, the world, as
we know it, is changing at a great
pace towards a destiny as yet un-
known. Mighty powers are being
brought to their knees while less-
er or emerging national entities
are maneuvering for their place in



the sun. In all these changes there
are geographic and demographic
invariables to which geopolitics
remain anchored.

The rift between erstwhile
close allies, Israel and Turkey is
the result of the latter’s recently
mapped “Neo-Ottoman” posture,
where Israel must play the role
of perceived ‘enemy’ to give the
new ‘Caliphate’s geopolitical im-
age some Islamic credibility in the

TSP: There was a short lived
movement initiated by a small
group of idealists in the ranks of
the ARF, after the establishment
of the first Independent Republic,
to drop the “A” from the initials of
the name and to call it Federation
of Revolutionaries (“Heghapokha-
kanneri Dashnaktsutiun”) uniting
the efforts of all revolutionaries
of neighboring nations and eth-
nic groups to bring about needed

The loftiest ideals of mankind
are universal in nature, and recog-

nize no racial, religious or cultural
boundaries.”

eyes of the Arab Middle East. Isra-
el is receiving the blows meant for
the Western powers—particularly
the United States (for its present
Kurdish policies), too important
a Turkish ally to be openly pum-
meled by the latter. If all things
proceed normally, this new Turk-
ish gambit for hegemony will be
checked in time by Egypt, Saudi
Arabia and Iran. In all probability,
Turkish-Israeli relations will return
to their former level, since they
remain anchored to geopolitical
invariables which, so far, remain
unaltered.

Based on the above analy-
sis, | see no permanent impact
(aside from shallow diplomatic
maneuverings to give credence
to a grossly overreaching Turkish
gambit) on the basic tenets of the
regional politics involving the Ar-
menian Cause.

H. You've spoken in the past
about the importance for us as
Armenians to be socially con-
scious. How do you strike a bal-
ance between, on the one hand,
struggling for your national rights
and dedicating yourself to your
people, and on the other, work-
ing for the betterment of all of
humanity and showing solidarity
with other causes?

changes in the socioeconomic
conditions in the region. Even
then, some nationalists had come
to understand, that there could be
no real—and lasting—progress
for one nation when neighboring
nations were denied their basic
human rights. This truth tran-
scends time and remains valid
also today. In that context, in or-
der to work for the betterment of
all humanity, obviously, one must
show active solidarity with other
causes struggling for recognition
and justice. The loftiest ideals of
mankind are universal in nature,
and recognize no racial, religious
or cultural boundaries.

H. Is there anything you would
like to add or discuss regarding
the Armenian Cause that we did
not address?

TSP: I'd like to say, that the 1965
recovery of a nation that was left
for dead in the sands of the Syrian
Desert was predestined beyond
the cynical prediction of Taleat.
What followed the 50th and what
will come tomorrow were, are
and will be the fruits of our own
efforts exerted under our own re-
sponsibility. We went through the
crucible and learned a few things.
The future will be ours only if and
when we learn our lessons well

and plan accordingly. We must
learn to rely on our own poten-
tial—those who rely on handouts
from the mighty and powerful will,
inevitably, lose their freedom.

Mine was the first generation
born in the post-Yeghern Diaspo-
ra. Although educated in western-
ized or western institutions, we
still had some immunity against a
total absorption by Western cul-
tures and values. Western “lib-
eral” values, particularly in the
United States, tend to confuse
nationalism with racism, or chau-
vinism, at best. They tend to pro-
mote an “internationalism” that,
in essence, refutes the necessity
of culturally distinct nations there-
by rendering the very concept of
internationalism meaningless. My
generation, being brought up by
survivors of the Yeghern, took a
stronger stand on principles that
we considered historically essen-
tial for our nation’s survival in a
world society of many cultures
existing in harmony. These is-
sues were relevant then and will
remain so if we are to prevail in
our present struggle to build a vi-
able future for our presently scat-
tered nation.

Ours was a firm conviction,
that the Armenian identity, along
with its distinct language and
culture, not only had to be pre-
served, it had to have its place
in the sun, not relegated to the
dusty corners of libraries and mu-
seums, condemned to eventual
oblivion. Preservation, “Hayabah-
banoum” alone, without develop-
ment, without rubbing shoulders
with the rest of the world, would
leave us behind, frozen in time as
relics.

We believed, that after all
those millennia, there was more
than enough energy in our unique
culture, as expressed in our lan-
guage, literature, music, art and
architecture, to give us a place
of honor in the 20th century and
beyond. Today, standing beyond
the threshold of the 21st century, |
do believe that we have managed
to pass that self-assurance, that
faith in our destiny, to the coming
generations.
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Cost of Living

Dy Kareen sassounian

My summer in Armenia was an eye
opening experience to say the least.
While Americans worry about the re-
lease of the latest Ipod or the new
fashion trends of the season, Arme-
nians worry about affording day-to-
day necessities such as gas and wa-
ter. As time progresses, it is becoming
increasingly difficult to sustain a living,
which has made staying in the home-
land a difficult decision.

Gyumri is Armenia’s second larg-
est city after Yerevan. Don't let this fact
fool you, however. People in Gyumri
are constantly struggling and are far
behind compared to Yerevan's city
streets. Their worries include, but are
not limited to, getting food on the ta-
ble, affording electricity, and staying
employed. This harsh reality is visible
on the streets of Gyumri where build-
ings are rundown, businesses are un-
derdeveloped, and supplies and food
in stores are minimal.

Although difficult to believe, Gyum-
ri was once a bustling city. The earth-
quake in 1988 and the collapse of the
Soviet Union broke down this devel-
oping and flourishing city and made
Gyumri unrecognizable to its citizens.

During our Youth Corps trip, |
sat down with Digin Lilig (our house
mother) to get a better sense of life
in Gyumri and to get an idea of just
how much life has changed since the
earthquake. After making sure we had
a fresh cup of Armenian coffee on the
table with chocolates and morsels on
the side, Digin Lilig painted a picture
of Gyumri before the tragic event. She
began talking about life during the
Soviet Union and how the socialist re-
gime provided for the well being of all.
No doubt about it, they were definitely
under heavy suppression; individuals
could not open businesses, the gov-
ernment placed strict guidelines on
all rights and freedoms. People, she
explained, could not advance in so-
ciety because communism required
that everyone be equal. It came to a
point where neighbors would be afraid
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to build higher fences on their lawns
or redecorate their homes because all
houses, for the most part, needed to
be identical. No one tried to step past
boundaries to advance and gain ma-
terial wealth.

Even with all of these detriments,
Digin Lilig explained that in some
ways, life during those times was
easier. Communism provided for ev-
eryone. Under the Soviet Union, the
people of Gyumri were all employed
and faced no fears of losing their in-
comes. Everyone received their pay-
checks in a timely matter and parents
were comfortable knowing that their
children would never go hungry. It
was here where she emphasized the
importance of the middle class during
those times. No one would be living in
a big mansion with riches while one
was struggling in the streets.

The fall of the Soviet Union and the
devastating earthquake took a toll on
the people of Gyumri. Digin Lilig ex-
plained how the fall of the Soviet Union
left her family financially unstable. She
cringed remembering the large sum of
money her father-in-law had saved in
the bank, which was all lost after the
Soviet Union’s collapse. That money
was hope for a brighter future and
peace of mind. During our discus-
sion, she went to the other room and
brought back bank records of exactly
how much money they had. To this
day, she has kept those records, ei-
ther to remember those times or with
hopes of one day receiving that sum.
After the conversion to dram (Arme-
nian currency), Digin Lilig’s family was
convinced that money would not be of
use or value. Instead, her family decid-
ed to invest in cattle in order to ensure
their livelihood. While others were left
in shambles, Digin Lilig expresses how
much gratitude she had for her father-
in-law’s smart investment. Instead of
worrying about money conversions,
they owned cattle and felt more se-
cure.

When the earthquake hit, Gyumri

turned upside down. Gas and electric-
ity would only be allowed during cer-
tain hours, food was scarce and less
than appetizing, stores shut down,
and the help never seemed to reach
those who needed it most. They felt
completely alone and began to rely on
one another. As she began describing
those difficult times, Digin Lilig’s eyes
filled with tears. She explained how
the years after the earthquake seemed
to last an eternity. Her youth, as she
put it, passed before her eyes, and
her now unrecognizable reflection in
the mirror is hard to handle. With diffi-
culty, she tried explaining the extent to
which she and her family endured. As
a young mother and father, Digin Lilig
and her husband were not prepared
to trade their content lives in exchange
for worries and suffering.

As the conversation progressed,
Digin Lilig asked me to forget today’s
Gyumri and imagine a place with
working factories, furnished build-
ings that lined the streets, a bounty of
foods and supplies in every store, and
people walking around with a sense
of comfort and stability. When | asked
if the government provides aid, as it
does here in America, she laughed.
She seemed to treat my question as
a joke. She made it clear that there is
no government assistance and that
neighbors depend on each other for
help. When her neighbors are low on
food, she prepares extra that day to
share and vice versa. Children have
a hard time going to school because
they don’t own a simple pair of shoes.
Instead of getting an education or kick-
ing around a soccer ball, children are
left to worry about their parents’ prob-
lems. The harshness of their situation
leaves young kids worrying about un-
employment and the loss of their par-
ent’s income.

When | asked Digin Lilig about em-
ployment in Gyumri, an even harsher
reality set in. The government expects
payments before they hire an individu-
al. Meaning, before money is earned,



Life in Armenia, Gyumri specifi-

cally,

citizens. Individ
make enou

the government expects a lump sum,
basically a bribe. Even after being em-
ployed, receiving a stable paycheck is
something unheard of in Gyumri. There
isn’t enough money to go around, as
Digin Lilig put it.

A major problem with the govern-
ment in Gyumri, and Armenia in gen-
eral, is corruption. Everything seems
to run on connections and bribery.
One example she brought up was
Oasis, a restaurant owned by the
Mayor’s brother. The plot of land that
the establishment stands on was pub-
lic property and was in fact a park for
the citizens of Gyumri. However, the
Mayor seized the land and allowed the
business to be built. An even worse
example of such corruption is the case
with Digin Lilig’s daughter. Thinking she
had been accepted to a university, Di-
gin Lilig’s family went to the orientation
at school. Their excitement and cel-
ebration soon turned into dismay and
frustration as they realized that they
were falsely informed of their daugh-
ter's acceptance. They had to pay an
exorbitant “fee” in order to expect any
sort of fair service. | was the first to find
out about this terrible event as Digin
Lilig began crying on my shoulder one
morning. An always cheerful woman,
was left crushed and hopeless. After
several parents complained and with
some extra payments, her daughter
was able to register for classes. Digin
Lilig explained the difficulties in advanc-
ing in such a place with corruption and
bribery, a place without a clear sense
of what is and isn’t fair.

She also explained how starting a
business in Gyumri is vital. These busi-
nesses aren’t what you would imagine
but instead are home-operated en-
deavors. Selling fresh lavash or other
homemade goods is a great way to
make extra money. Things such as
gas, electricity, flour, meat, water, and
fruit, have tripled in price recently. Digin
Lilig explained that water, a previously
free good, is now an added expense.
Making a simple meal at home re-

has become very costly for its
uals simply :
n money to sustain a
comfortableliving.

do not

quires calculations from the gas used
to the grain of salt. During the win-
ter, she explained, her family gathers
around the stove in the kitchen to stay
warm because heating the house for
one month would cost her almost that
entire month’s income. Imagine the
freezing temperature and her house
being surrounded by snow, and pic-
ture a family of five huddling around a
tiny stove for months.

Healthcare was another topic we
discussed. Even though technically
healthcare in Armenia is free, getting
special work done or operations are
quite expensive. Not only do patients
pay for their service, but also have
to give an addition “fee” to the doc-
tors and nurses. The lack of income
and supplies make doctors less than
thrilled to work, which provides for poor
quality healthcare. Doctors do range in
prices but as prices decrease, so does
the quality of the doctor. With incomes
being low, doctors will do anything to
make an extra dollar, even if it means
giving their patients the wrong medi-
cine. More and more doctors are low-
ering the quality of their work and most
simply are not qualified to even be run-
ning an office. Operations are costly
so if one can afford it great, if not then
good luck. The concept of taking out
a loan or borrowing money is foreign
to them. They either have the money
to afford their necessities or they go
without them.

Life in Armenia, Gyumri specifical-
ly, has become very costly for its citi-
zens. Individuals simply do not make
enough money to sustain a comfort-
able living. With prices increasing and
employment decreasing, more and
more people find themselves in diffi-
cult situations. Unfortunately, financial
instability and poverty aren’t their only
worries. With a lack of leadership, cor-
ruption being rampant, and an incom-
plete sense of fairness and equality,
their problems stack up and their cost
of living in Armenia increases.

After hearing about such hardships

and the amount of distress these peo-
ple face, my mood quickly changed.
Digin Lilig realized this and brought up
one important fact. Although they en-
dure hardships, she said, Armenia is
their homeland. Having independence
and calling the land their own makes
it special and something worth any
hardship. To this day, she explained,
most people living in Gyumri still greet
everyone with a smile. Although some
brides go to Russia to get married off
and some men go to France to find
jobs and get government aid, many
stay in Gyumri... why? Specifically for
her, it would be too difficult to move at
this stage in her life. With three grown
children, moving to another country
and starting out fresh would not be
the easiest of tasks. This is her home,
their home. She explained that hav-
ing a homeland gives them a sense of
ownership and security, and unites the
diaspora under one common cause.
Everyone knows they have a home-
land to go to, a place of their own.
They are struggling yes, but struggling
not only for themselves but also for the
future of Armenia.

The people themselves are ready
for a change, a change in the corrupt-
ed government whose sole purpose
is to fill the pockets of politicians while
their own citizens live in rampant pov-
erty, a change in the economic climate
of Armenia, and a change in their daily
lives in terms of stability and comfort.
Rabid post-independence capital-
ism brought hardships to Armenia but
now, Digin Lilig explains, citizens have
a sense of ownership of their belong-
ings and have an incentive to advance
in their homeland.

After hearing about one depress-
ing topic after another, | was shocked
to hear of such positivity and of how
much love she has for her homeland.
These uplifting attitudes despite their
hardships made visiting Armenia, and
especially Gyumri, an inspiring experi-
ence. Being happy with so little is not
a concept known in America but was
refreshing to see in Armenia. The love
they have for their country is uplifting.
As Digin Lilig said, we all work towards
one cause; Armenia unites us all.

Witnessing all of this, and after
hearing so many stories, | return with
an even greater sense of responsibil-
ity. | also return with gratitude for how
much Armenia has taught me and am
glad that our dreams and hopes for a
better and prosperous Armenia do not
stop in the diaspora but continue all
throughout our homeland.
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GCircumstance,
Choice & change

The Story of Gyumri and the AYF Youth Corps Program
B 9 Alwno. SooKasion

We often don’t realize that as humans, we don'’t
always inherit the best of worlds. Born without
choice, we are thrown Into consciousness; into

a reality we had no part in shaping. As we travel
through life, our surroundings, the people in our
ives and the societies in which we live all etch
their imprint into our very being, shaping our lives
and the people we are to become.




Some are born into security
and prosperity with the
freedom to choose. Others
are slaves to circumstance
the moment they enter this
world. Billions around the world
go their entire lives trapped
INn poverty, with little choice,
freedom, or opportunity —
always yearning for a moment ¢%
of reprieve from their world.

Such is the case everywhere.

&%@rwsﬁ-o\m_e_wj of

| found myself faced with this difficult
truth over the summer, working among
people coping with a life they would
rather not be living.

The people of the historic Armenian

city of Gyumri stand victim to this cir-
cumstance.
Gyumri, once known as Leninakan un-
der Soviet Rule and Alexandropol under
the Tsars, is Eastern Armenia’s second
largest city. It was a center of industry
in the 19th century and culture and art
in the 20th.

But an unexpected earthquake in
1988 destroyed the city and shattered
its people. In one fateful day, Gyumri
was leveled to the ground, its inhabit-
ants robbed of their homes, schools,
museums, monuments and infrastruc-
ture. Families were torn apart; sons were
left without fathers, and daughters were
taken from their mothers. More than
25,000 helpless people died as a result
of December 7 and with them died the
happiness and hope of the generations
that would unwillingly inherit the after-
shock of this catastrophe.

We traveled to this city as volunteers
from the Armenian Youth Federation to

work through its Youth Corps program
at a summer camp for the children of
Gyumri. Our group of 11 lived here for 4
weeks, spending our days teaching and
playing with nearly 200 kids escaping
from their summer of boredom.

We lived with a local fam-
ily in a district known as “Toorkee
Mayla”, down the block from a small
community of “domiks”. These ag-
ing aluminum shacks, built to be tem-
porary housing after the earthquake,
became “homes” for the past twenty
years. A poignant reminder of the sad
reality faced by far too many families.

S:k mﬁ “gomr-\'ﬂ\roush

Camp Gyumri, however, was a differ-
ent story; it was a welcomed sanctu-
ary from the gloomy day-to-day of life
in Armenia’s second largest city. To
paint you a picture, it's neces-
sary to go back to the begin-
ning—Session 1, Day 1. :
We started the first day of
camp on Tuesday, July 20 at
10:30 A.M. We were all very ner-
vous that day, especially as we wel-
comed the 75 children to the public
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school we were using as our day-camp.
“It wasn’t even 10:30 when we got to the
school and they were all already lined up,
and so full of energy and excitement,”
recalls participant Kareen Sassounian.
We were all excited and worried at the
same time.

“It was very intimidating counting
one kid after another as they filled into
the classroom we were in,” she con-
tinues. “It seemed very daunting at the
time. How were we going to do this for
four weeks, with just three counselors
for every thirty five kids?”

“Deer in the headlights” is the most
apropos expression to describe our
general reaction to the kids that day.
Thankfully, the rest of day went by rather
rapidly after the initial introductions and
presentation of camp rules. After about
an hour, we divided the children into col-
or groups of red, blue, and orange and
then into beginner, intermediate and ad-
vanced English classes based on their
comprehension of the language.

Once everything was sorted out,
we played what felt like a never-ending
game of butt volleyball—an AYF Camp
favorite that involves two teams playing
volleyball while sitting on the floor. We
ended that day by lining up in our color
groups and singing Mshak Banvor, the
anthem of the Armenian Revolutionary
Federation. Interestingly enough, many
of kids who were alumni from Camp
Gyumri 09, not only remembered the
song, but sang it with pride.

Every day after the first was a bit
better, with the daily agenda running

smoother and more efficiently. Our per-
sonal relationships with the campers
also solidified and in less than a few
days we had already became full time
mentors and older siblings for our camp-
ers, who had already come to see Camp
Gyumri as their home away from home.

A Do 3 W the Li€e

Picture this: A typical day at camp be-
gan with the 11 of us counselors scram-
bling out of bed, pouring tea down our
throats, grabbing “bonchiks” from the
nearest baker, and darting across town
to beat the kids to camp only to see the
bittersweet picture of them already there,
playing in the yard.

“No matter how early we woke up
or arrived there, they were always a
step ahead of us,” says Daniel Oha-
nian, a volunteer joining our team
from Toronto Canada. “It was like an
ongoing battle of failed attempts try-
ing to beat them to the school.”

Once at camp, we would quickly
scramble to set up our classrooms then
rush outside to line up the campers to
sing the Armenian national anthem.
What followed after that could only be
described as brief moments of mayhem
and havoc, as the kids, all at once, tried
to squeeze through a small doorway to
get to their respective classrooms to de-
vour their breakfast.

After breakfast, the campers would
split up into their English classes for an
hour. The beginner level classes focused
on teaching the ABC’s and how to read

and write basic words; the intermediate
classes built vocabulary and sentence
structure; while the advanced section in-
troduced conversational skills and prop-
er grammar.

“Most of the kids seemed to really
enjoy learning English and were con-
stantly leaping out of their seats to an-
swer a question or for a chance to write
on the chalk board,” recalls volunteer
Kristina Karayan.

At the hour’s end, the kids would im-
patiently run back into their color group
classrooms, eager to find out about the
day’s next activity. The general list of
color group activities included: drawing,
painting, and making necklaces, brace-
lets, key-chains, and other handcrafts
with beads and lanyards.

Complimenting our schedule were
weekly educationals about personal hy-
giene, nutrition, the dangers of smoking,
and the environment. Professionals from
environmental organizations such as the
Armenian Tree Project and Sunchild vis-
ited Camp Gyumri throughout the pro-
gram to teach the campers about a wide
range issues, from Gyumri’s trash and
pollution problems, to the deforestation
of the country and the fundamental im-
portance of trees to their personal lives.

Singing was also a big part of the
curriculum. For an hour each day, camp-
ers studied and practiced Armenian na-
tional and patriotic songs in preparation
for the end-of-session song competition
between the color groups. Interestingly
enough, the majority of the traditional
songs, commonly known throughout the




Diaspora, were relatively unheard of here
in Gyunri.

For camper Lusine Safarian, song
practice was the best part of camp. “I
really want to be a singer when | grow up
but | can’t afford singing lessons,” she
says. “Song practice was my favorite
part of camp because it was my first real
chance to practice singing in a setting
other than just by myself.”

One activity that everyone equally
anticipated form the moment the day
started was the two hours of sports and
games at the end of each camp-day.
Lunch seemed almost like a roadblock
to sports for many of them, especially
Hrach Maloyan, who thought of nothing
but sports all day long. “Game time is
my favorite part of camp because of the
teamwork factor,” he says. “l love being
able to work toward something with my
friends and the reward is so much great-
er when you win!”

“Sports and games were very im-
portant, especially since a majority of
the kids came from families that couldn’t
afford to buy balls for them to play with
over the summer,” explains red group
counselor Rita Yemenidjian. “It was also
a chance for us to connect with the
campers and give them an amazing and
active summer.”

Talent shows, games, singing, and
“dance parties” were all big hits among
the campers, recalls Marae Sarkuni, a
blue group counselor. “We would ini-
tially prepare a list of activities ahead
of time, but we realized the kids re-
ally appreciated, and loved, it when
we put music on and just let them be.”

Little Big Things

All these kids wanted was some free-
dom and attention—a chance to just
sing, dance, and show off their karate
or gymnastic skills. It was during these
moments, when the kids were doing

what made them happy, that we grew
the most attached to them.

“Little Robert loved making neck-
laces with beads so much that he
would stay in from sports time to work
on them,” explains Marae. “By the time
he made six of them, he was walking
all around camp, showing them off and
simply enjoying his works of art, his pride
and joy.”

“One day, when he came to show
them to me, | expressed my admiration
for them and told him how pretty they
were,” she continues. “At that second,
he took one off and handed it to me and
said, ‘Ungerouhi Marae, just for you.””

Robert’s case was not unique. The
majority of the nearly 200 campers forged
close bonds with the Youth Corps volun-
teers. That's because children in Gyumri
don’t generally get the love and attention
they need, according to the local ARF’s
Badanegan fieldworker, Ara Nakhshkary-
an. Unger Ara, as we came to know him,
works as a grade-school teacher in one of
nearly a dozen schools spread throughout
the city. For him, the very fact that people
were spending time with these kids was
reason enough for Youth Corps to exist.

“Teachers here don’t have the time
and resources to follow up with every
child’s specific needs,” he says. “Here,
children, who throughout the year don’t
get any attention from anyone, feel sig-
nificant and each relationship with a
counselor has a very strong impact on
their lives.”

“The smallest things can have the
largest impact in places like Gyumri,
where children don’t have access to ba-
sic things like a pencil and paper or even
a toothbrush. Here, the things we take
for granted are cherished beyond imagi-
nation,” says participant Nora Kayse-
rian, who had arrived in Gyumri a month
earlier to volunteer for the Gyumri Social
Services Center through BirthRight Ar-
menia.

“The VQ,ho,‘\e_e_s we . Make

- An amazing ‘thir{g'happehed this summer

in this city of misfortune, where few from
the Armenian Diaspora ever venture.
Here, a group of young Armenians, living
7000 miles away from their homeland,
made a difference in the lives of 180 chil-
dren. I don’t think any of us will ever forget
even a single minute of those four weeks
at Camp Gyumri. The children will forever
remember that the counselors spent ex-
tra time looking for the perfect colored
crayon for them, while the counselors
will forever relive the torrent of emotions
caused by every single tear shed by a
camper when each session came to its
bitter-sweet end.

We found a home in Gyumri, and it
changed our lives forever. Because at the
end of this entire experience, we all real-
ized that the kids of Camp Gyumri were
not the only one’s benefiting from the
Youth Corps program. Living and work-
ing in Gyumri reinforced our Armenian
identity and connected us to a very pow-
erful legacy of service to the homeland.

For Allen Yekikian, who served as this

year’s group leader, “Youth Corps instilled
in all of us the same dreams that inspired
a generation of revolutionaries to struggle
for a national awakening and liberation
over a century ago.”
“We did real ARF work here, like the
founders of the organization, who from
the 19th century Diaspora set out and
traveled to villages in the homeland and
worked side by side with other Armenians
to develop communities, build schools,
and spread national awareness,” he ex-
claims.

“When joining the AYF and later ARF,
| took an oath to work for the social, po-
litical, economic and educational better-
ment of my people and community and
that’s exactly what Youth Corps enabled
me to do this summer,” he adds.
Anyone who has ever served as a Youth
Corps volunteer has probably felt some-
thing akin to what drove us all to join the
program this summer.

This program is humbling. It is inspir-
ing. And it will define you.
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LEST TI-IEY PERISH
THE CRY FROM JAVAKHK

Daniel Ohanian

The following is an interview recently conducted with a Javakhktsi
Armenian. Although the conditions here have been reported in dif-
ferent ways at different times, we found that there is a paucity of
firsthand accounts given by those living in the region itself. We hope
that through this interview, we will be able to amplify the voices of
our fellow Armenians in a way not possible for them in their present
situation.

14 WINTER 2010 HAYTOUG



Let’s begin with a simple but impor-
tant question. What is Javakhk and
where is it located?

The name Javakhk can be understood
in two ways. Samtskhe-Javakheti is a
province within the Republic of Geor-
gia in the South Caucasus — an admin-
istrative division. But Javakhk is also
understood as a smaller region in the
southeastern corner of the country — a
historical entity.

The name Javakhk is a phonetic de-
rivative of Zabakha, a name used since
the 9th century BC. The region was
ruled by Armenians, Iranians, lberians
and others over the centuries, always
maintaining its Armenian identity. During
the time that the Kingdom of Armenia
existed - that is, from 200 BC to 400
AD - Javakhk was part of the province
of Gugark.

Moving on to the modern era, we
find Javakhk being a battleground be-
tween the Persians and Ottomans for
several decades until Ottoman hege-
mony over the area was established
in 17th century. From that point on-
ward, the population was subjected
to massacre and forced conversion
to Islam, but foreign immigration was
so low that an Ottoman census shows
the majority of the population remain-
ing Armenian.

Soon afterward, it was annexed by
Tsarist Russia and the Armenians of not
only Javakhk, but Thilisi as well, flour-
ished economically and culturally.

What is the Armenian population in
the region?

Over half the population is ethnically Ar-
menian, and the remaining 40% or so
are largely Georgian, Turkish and Azer-
baijani. The primary cities (Akhalkalak
and Akhaldzkha) and many villages are
almost exclusively Armenian; in Akhal-
kalak, for example, we make up 95% of
the population. Outside of Samtskhe-
Javakheti, an additional 200,000 live in
the capital, Thilisi.

How would you summarise the ma-
jor challenges faced by Armenians
in Javakhk?

The biggest problem we have is with our
youth, but there are political, social, re-
ligious and economic issues, too. The
government puts great pressure on us
to forget our language, our cultural trea-
sures and to leave our homeland. Using
Armenian is illegal here, for example.
We're facing a growing age gap. A

11 Thefgovernmentputsgreatpressure

onusto

orget our language, our cultural

treasures and to leave our homeland.
Using Armenian is illegal...”

large portion of Javakhktsi youth leave
for Yerevan to study and end up stay-
ing there after securing their diplomas.
Those that don’t leave for Armenia pur-
sue postsecondary education in Tbilsi
and settle there, or immigrate to Russia
to find work.

Here is another facet to the age
problem: it’s normal for men and women
here to get married between the ages of
18 and 21. So by the time they reach a
point where they’ve attained the neces-
sary amount of maturity and experience
to be able to have a positive and mean-
ingful impact on the region and its prob-
lems, they’re already preoccupied with
securing a family. So the pool of young,
capable Javakhktsis remains meagre.
We need to find ways of keeping them
here and ameliorating the situation.

You mentioned that the use of Arme-
nian is illegal. So you can’t speak
your mother tongue when you’re out
on the street or in public?

No, we can speak it in the street, but legal
documents have to be in Georgian — they
can’t be in Armenian. We can’t import
Armenian language newspapers into Ja-
vakhk; we are made to organise our own

press, which requires funding. Because
we’re an ethnic majority, we're allowed to
teach Armenian in our schools, but the
number of hours of Armenian-language
class has been decreased from 8 hrs per
week roughly 6 years ago to only 4 hours
this coming term, while the length of
Georgian classes has increased. There
was a law passed recently mandating
that all schools be renamed to follow a
generic numbering system; so a school
that was called Haik Nahabed Secondary
School may now be known as Georgian
Secondary School Number 13. In this
way, they lose their connection with their
fundamental Armenian identity. The use
of imported Armenian-language texts is
barred; instead, the government has de-
cided we're to use books translated from
Georgian by them. But the translations
are so inaccurate that they sometimes
don’t make sense. So how are our sons
and daughters supposed to learn? Those
that teach Armenian are underpaid, too,
thereby discouraging people from pur-
suing that career path. They're playing
a zero-sum game here; they’re not only
making it harder for our Armenian teach-
ers to work, they’re also making it so that
there is increased demand for Georgian
teachers to take their place.
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What types of religious problems are
there here?

What we see in Javakhk is a clear at-
tempt at erasing the Armenian character
of our churches, which have been here
for centuries. They destroy or remove
cross stones (khachkars) and the Arme-
nian writing engraved on church walls,
then seek to Georgify them by bringing
the building under the ownership of the
Georgian Orthodox Church. Clerics will
come and announce to the village that
this is now a Georgian church, etc.

Our Church currently operates outside
the proper legal framework in Georgia. It
does not have any de jure legitimacy here
because the government does not ac-
credit it the proper legal recognition it de-
serves. These are our major problems.

Are steps being taken to afford our
churches proper de jure standing, or
is that something that has already

... been tried and failed?

That's unfortunately something our reli-

gious leaders here would be able to an-
swer in greater detail than I.

If they’re able to completely erase the
Armenian character of the churches,
what would the consequences be for
the Armenians living here?

If this were to happen, we would become
witness to the same situation we see in

P g rwane -ohﬂ'fﬂ#{@hkbﬁ \‘l &

Western Armenia, which has been taken
from us. Javakhktsis consider them-
selves a people indigenous to this region.
It’s well known that there were waves of
immigration in the 1830s and 1840s, but
there was a large population living here
before then.

Today’s Georgian historians give us
a different official account than their Ar-
menian counterparts and these may be
interpreted as two subjective readings of
history. But the physical things we see
around us have to bear witness to the
truth, right? And what we see is that in
the 5th century, Armenian churches were
built. So there was Armenian life here,
an Armenian faith. This is what we see.
And we haven’t even spoken out our for-
tresses and walled cities yet, which fur-
ther solidify this “version” of history as the
truth.

And despite the fact that the major-
ity of the population is Armenian, you
aren’t able to make your way into the
political arena to solve these issues?

There are a small-number. of Armenians
in local government, but it appears that
that’s not sufficient. They only represent
10% of the governing body and aren’t
able to bring about meaningful change
through the positions they occupy. The
true power lays higher up, at echelons we
don’t have access to.

So, at the federal level.
Yes, at the federal level.

Although all these problems exist, it
seems that the Georgian government
hasn’t made a clear effort at keeping
Javakhk underdeveloped the way
we see in southeastern Turkey, for
example. The roads are well-paved,
there is running water and there are
new construction projects all around.
These are things that even Arme-
nians living in Armenia don’t always
have. What explanation is there for
this dichotomy?

Look, we are living, after all, in the 21st
century. The days of not having run-
ning water or electricity are behind us.
But there are several important points to
make here.

The primary land routes linking Geor-
gia to Turkey and Armenia run through
Javakhk, so keeping the roads in good
repair is an important economic asset to
Thilisi. The country also received $300
million as part of the US’ Millennium Chal-
lenge programme:-A third.of this amount

was earmarked for road repair projects

between the capital and the borders with
Turkey and Armenia.
So, yes, you're correct in noting that ..



there is a good deal of active construction
work in Javakhk, but the companies that
are granted these long-term projects are
usually either Turkish or Azerbaijani and
hire their workforces out of those coun-
tries. These labourers then sponsor their
families to join them and end up settling
here. All this happens while Javakhkisis
have to emigrate in order to secure an in-
come, thereby weakening our majority in
the region.

What has the Diaspora’s role been in
Javakhk and in what new ways can
the Diaspora help?

Unfortunately, we haven’t seen the same
level of interest in and support for Javakhk
that we’ve been seeing for Artsakh.
Moving forward, the Diaspora can
put the Javakhk issue on the agendas of
many different organisations and coun-
tries around the world. There are always
attempts at silencing this issue when it
arises on the international stage and the
Diaspora can oppose that. You can also
help us overcome our national, religious
and socio-economic hurdles. And most
importantly, our linguistic and cultural is-

sues.

We are trying to claim our rights in
Javakhk. According to the Congress of
the Council of Europe [in which Georgia
holds five seats], as a national minority
and as an ethnic majority in Samtskhe-
Javakheti, our language must be given
official status. Georgian will remain the
official language of the Republic, but Ar-
menian must become a recognised sec-
ond language. Especially seeing as how
our schools are losing their Armenian
character and it's becoming increasingly
difficult to teach Armenian to our children,
this is very important.

: Considering Javakhk is not part of

the Republic of Armenia, do you con-
sider yourself a Diasporan?

No. |If you called a Javakhktsi on the
street a spyurkahye, they would prob-
ably consider it an insult. The word
spyurk doesn’t even fit in Javakhkahye...
Javakhkaspyurkahye? It's awkward, it
doesn’'t make sense. We don’t accept
that label.

Here is a concrete example | can use

to demonstrate. When the Republic of
Armenia’s Diaspora Ministry wanted to
organise an event here, we refused their
invitation. Look, let them send their Com-
mittee of Physical Education and Sports
or something different; we would be more
than happy to accept their help. But not
the Diaspora Ministry. We’re not Diaspo-
rans. We're an ancient people living on
historically Armenian soil, regardless of
what the Georgian government says.
This is a part of Armenia and we're Ar-
menians. We’'re not part of the present
Republic, but this is still Armenia. We're
not Diasporans.

Thank you for your time so far. Do
you have any thoughts you would like
to share in lieu of closing remarks?

Simply that our nation must remain
united, because if history has taught us
anything, it’s that when Armenians stand
united, we have the power to solve prob-
lems in ways that are beneficial to us, not
others.




—ecollectin

A [Lesson Iin For

oy Ananid Yahjian

| arrived in Kigali, Rwanda on August 9,
2010: election day. The entire country
was in the midst of celebrating their op-
portunity to re-elect Paul Kagame, a na-
tional hero since since leading the Rwan-
dan Patriotic Front (RPF) to end the
Rwandan genocide in 1994. Kigali--the
nation’s capital--was covered in stream-
ers that matched the Rwandan flag and
every voting center erupted with music,
laughter and dance. Shortly after settling
into my home in the Kabeza neighbor-
hood, | was invited into the playground of
a nearby school-turned-polling-place by
a middle-aged man who had just submit-
ted his ballot.

“Come, come!” he said. “Please, be
with us today. This is a celebration!”

| had never seen anything like this
before--not even when U.S. President
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Barack Obama was being elected. Chil-
dren danced gleefully as their parents
waited in line to vote, each wearing t-
shirts with Kagame’s portrait. Upbeat
Rwandan pop music piped into the air
from massive speakers. Elderly Rwan-
dan men and women sat under shady
trees, energetically discussing the histor-
ical moment they were witnessing. Every
single person was smiling from ear-to-
ear with pride. Had | not already learned
of Rwanda’s history, | would have never
guessed that a mere 16 years prior to
that moment, Rwanda was a living hell
devoured by the pitch darkness of a
genocide that claimed the lives of nearly
one million of its people.

| re-experienced this pattern of rev-
elation over and over again throughout
the month | spent in Kigali. Each day, |

—wanaoa

gveness and Respect

would encounter a new aspect of Rwan-
dan culture that would leave me in awe;
| had never met such open-hearted
people in my life. Perfect strangers on
the bus would take another passenger’s
child to sit on their own lap if there was
a shortage of seats, the elderly were
looked upon like national treasures, chil-
dren played freely outside with no fear
of kidnapping, women walked side-
by-side with men in the evenings with no
fear of rape or petty theft, shop owners
offered their own cell phones to clients if
the power had gone out...and all this in
addition to the kindness shown to me as
a guest in their country. Each time | ob-
served or experienced such moments, |
would immediately go back to the same
question: how did these people exist in
such harmony, when less than twenty




years ago they were at each other’s
throats?

| traveled to Rwanda to teach a
month-long photography course to a
group of men and women in Kigali who
needed vocational skills and didn’t have
access to arts education or equipment.
Several of my students were orphaned
in the genocide, and almost all were
old enough to have distinct memories
of what happened in 1994. | didn't learn
any of this until a handful of my students
took me to the Kigali Genocide Memo-
rial Centre, though, because there is a
general, unspoken consensus amongst
Rwandans to actively resist discussion
about the genocide; in fact, | was told be-
fore my arrival that bringing up the topic
of the genocide was considered highly
offensive and disrespectful. Until our visit
to the Memoirial, | had no way of know-
ing what my students, let alone everyone
else in Rwanda, had experienced during
and after the genocide unless | readitin a
book or on the Internet. | didn’t encounter
anything throughout my time in Kigali that
referred to the genocide--everything had
been suppressed as a means of quickly
forgiving one another and moving on, in
order to be able to focus on Rwanda’s
future and rapid development.

When we were at the Memorial, one
of my students finally opened up about
losing his entire family in the genocide.
He said that it was hard for him to go
inside the museum and relive what hap-
pened, but that he had no anger in him.
He had forgiven the people who killed his
siblings and parents and did not harbor
hatred towards them. This ideation was
remarkable to me. It was so difficult to
reconcile this reality with my frame of ref-
erence: my experience in the Armenian
diaspora, where any talk of forgiving the
Ottoman perpetrators (and their descen-
dants) of the Armenian genocide is prac-

tically non-existent.

| learned from an exhibit at the Me-
morial that many accused killers in the
Rwandan genocide have since been re-
leased back into society, simply because
the families of their victims have forgiven
them (as dictated by Gacaca, a tribal-
based justice system instituted in the
wake of the genocide). As a result, both
victims and perpetrators of the genocide
are now once again living side by side.
Although they are divided by their re-
spective experiences, they are united in
thought: that to kill one another is wrong,
that the genocide was a bloody lesson in
peace and understanding and that the
only way for Rwanda to move on and
flourish is if each and every Rwandan
does their part to move on individually.
Of course, this is a double-edged sword:
countless survivors of the genocide are
now living with severe trauma-related
disorders, psychological issues and de-
pression but are actively participating in
this repression that will inevitably make
their mental conditions worsen. Yet for
the people of Rwanda, this seemed to
be a worthy sacrifice; to hold back their
personal healing for the sake of not taint-
ing the new generation with the disunion,
hate and anger that nearly shattered
Rwanda just 16 years ago. The result,
from what | described at the beginning
of this narrative, is a country ruled by
peace, love, unity, respect and unadul-
terated selflessness.

Anahid Yahjian is a 21-year-old student
at Occidental College in Los Angeles,
where she is studying comparative lit-
erature and film theory. She chronicled
her experience in Rwanda on her blog,
recollectingrwanda.tumblr.com. Her
students’ photography will be exhibited
alongside her own later this year on the
Occidental campus.
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Being in the center of one of the most
Armenian populated cities outside of Ar-
menia, the Glendale “Roupen” Armenian
Youth Federation (AYF) Chapter feels a
special obligation to keep the Armenian
youth involved culturally, socially and po-
litically.

hFounded in 1977, the Glendale
Chapter was named in honor of Roupen
Der Minasian, a famed Armenian revo-
lutionary and former Defense Minister
of the First Republic of Armenia. Born
in Akhalkalk in 1882, Roupen became
a key figure in the ARF soon after re-
turning from studying in Russia. He was
both an organizer and fedayee, who
traveled from Kars, to Van, to Sasoun,
leading resistance efforts and defending
the Armenian population. His famous
seven-volume “Memoirs of an Armenian
Revolutionary” serves as one of the most
important sources of information on the
figures, ideas, and events of the Arme-
nian Revolutionary Movement.

It is in the spirit of dedication and sac-
rifice set forth by famous heroes such as
Roupen that the Glendale AYF seeks to
carry out its activities in the heart of the
Armenian community of Southern Cali-
fornia. Yet, given the diversity of cultures
in Los Angeles and the many challenges
which confront the youth, this obliga-
tion can often be a difficult one to ful-
fill. Nevertheless, despite the obstacles,
what makes the Glendale AYF unique is
its strong emphasis on outreach, get-
ting the youth acclimated and interested
in contributing to the community, and
reaching higher grounds of success.
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In 2009, the Glendale AYF Chapter finally
received an important resource in its pur-
suit of activating the youth: the Krikor &
Mariam Karamanoukian Glendale Youth
Center. The ground breaking for the cen-
ter was on December 12, 2007, and the
opening on July 7, 2009. The chapter
finally had an “agoump” that they could
call their own.

“The Roupen Chapter might have
been on hiatus due to lack of a center,”
said Roupen Karakouzian, former chap-
ter executive. “However, with our new
Armenian center, it gives us the upper
hand showing the community what ac-
tivities we are able to carryout for Arme-
nians and non-Armenians.” This com-
munity center is shared along with other
organizations that serve the community,
such as the Armenian Relief Society and
the Armenian National Committee.

“We are such a big part of this cen-
ter and we stepped up to protect it when
the city asked for papers from the youth
center of financial proof; we took the ini-
tiative” explains Anahid Yahjian, a mem-
ber of the Glendale AYF. “We finally have
a center of our own; what sort of family
has no home? At times we had to have
our meetings in a parking lot” says Ana-
hid.

From the members’ perspective,
this center, opens doors to a stronger
community, “With our new youth center,
Glendale AYF is reaching out to the Ar-
menian-American youth. We organize a
variety of social and educational events
to bring the youth together” said former
chapter chariperson, David Arakelyan.
This past year the “Roupen” Chapter
welcomed the new agoump with activi-
ties for the AYF Olympics. After fifteen
years it was once again Glendale’s turn
to host the annual Olympics, which
was held in San Diego. The committee
spent months on the preparation and
the arrangement of the event. “It was
extremely successful and changed our
chapter,” says Executive member Kris-

tina Karayan. “It brought us together and
it was a blast. We didn’t expect it to rain,

though,” she says laughing. Building fun
memories and strong bonds together,
the chapter continues to grow and fulffill
each goal that they have set for them-
selves and their beloved new home.
Another treasured asset of the Glendale
Chapter is its ARF Badanegan (Junior)
chapters, “Shant” and “Zavarian.” The
main source of transfers to the “Roupen”
AYF continue to be Badanees from these
chapters. “It's important that we spend
time with them; they will soon follow our
footsteps” said Nairie Mirzayan who is a
Director for the Glendale ARF Badanees.
There are many plans in the works relat-
ing to the Badanees to ensure that ties
between them and the chapter remain
strong.

This is an investment that could
not go wrong. They are the future of
the chapter and of AYF as a whole. In
many ways, the future of the Glendale
AYF rests in their hands, along with the
overall youth of the community. “The
chapter is planning on starting a tutor-
ing program for high school and college
students and we will hopefully have that
starting next year” said Arakelyan.
Returning to the importance of the new
youth center, members regularly point
out how it is full of opportunities that are
created by the youth for the youth. “With
a new café and game room, we utilize
this Armenian center as a social environ-
ment, as well,” says Karakouzian. “We
encourage whomever is reading this to
come and experience what I've expe-
rienced, which are memories for a life-
time.”

The Glendale AYF extends its invite
to all youth in the community to come
and visit the new youth center. As mem-
bers constantly emphasize, this center
should be for all Armenian youth what
it is for them: a home and a place that
welcomes all.

For more information about the
Glendale “Roupen” AYF or how to
get involved with the chapter or ac-
tivities at the new youth center, send
an email to: Roupen@AYFwest.org.
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.
Araratl_ately

It is mid-August again and the heat may be unbearable here in Yerevan, but it is perfect
conditions for climbing Mt. Ararat (elevation 5,137 m/16,854 ft)—the best time of year for
such an undertaking. In the past month or so, | have heard of a few groups of climbers
who have successfully climbed Ararat and proudly announced their achievement. A bit of
controversy has been hitting the online news services, as a result, mostly about the reaction
from Turkey. There has been a lot of noise regarding whose flag was up there and what it
really represented.

| am no mountain climber myself, but coming from the same background as many Diaspora
Armenians, | can well understand the desire and appeal for taking on such a challenge. |
wanted to know about the real motivation that drives so many to attempt the climb. Mt.
Ararat is certainly nowhere near as high as the Himalayas or as daunting a climb. Even so,
one needs to keep the main goal in mind and a burning desire together with sheer strength
of will to keep going until one reaches the summit.

| have had very interesting conversations with local friends about this sudden interest in
climbing Mt. Ararat. One question, though, keeps coming up: “Why are they so obsessed
with climbing Ararat, when there is so much more that they can do, right here, in our
homeland?” Is the quest to climb Mt. Ararat, then, simply a travel adventure, or does it

represent something more to Armenian mountain climbers?




Motivation

Here, in Armenia, it is not uncommon
to meet repatriates who have a unique
sense of mission and purpose. They of-
ten start with a set of very ambitious goals
and stay in the country for however long it
may take to accomplish them. They have
a genuine desire to change Armenia for
the better. But how about the Diaspora
Armenians who cannot make that leap of
faith and directly move here? Don’t they
have the same attachment to Armenia
and nostalgic ties with the motherland
through songs, literature and, of course,
the iconic image of Mt. Ararat which
hangs in most Armenian homes?

For the climbers | met and with
whom | have become close friends, the
answer seems to be yes. They are the
quintessential Diaspora Armenians from
Los Angeles, California. They trained for
almost a year in order to climb a moun-
tain together. Their intention was not
to climb just any mountain, but to scale
the heights of their dream: Ararat. They
said that they had “read Ararat, dreamed
Ararat and sung songs about Ararat.” It
was, for them, a natural progression to
want to climb the very mountain that
had held such a special place in their
hearts and reach the summit of which
they would have the chance to see, with
their own eyes, the valleys of Western
Armenia. They wanted to soak up all that

could have, and should have, been part ,
of today’s Armenia.

It is not difficult to lead a team of eight
males and three females to Mt. Ararat
when you are Baghdik Der Grigorian, Va-
chik Zakarian and Roubik Mardirosian -
veteran mountain climbers. What made
this team so unique to me was that they
all share the same background. All are
Armenians born in Iran, but currently liv-
ing in Los Angeles. All but the youngest
member, Mineh, were members of the
“Ararat” Sports Club, an incredibly nur-
turing environment for young Armenians
living in Tehran. Their climbing expedi-
tion is aptly named “Ararat 2 Ararat.”

The team’s camaraderie has
its roots in their childhood during
which time they learned how to fol-
low orders, share a tent, be team
players as well as team leaders.
Above all, they learned the mean-
ing of what it is to be an Armenian.
They grew up together, sang the
inspiring national songs that invari-
ably express the longing and desire
to see an independent motherland
whilst they held onto the dream of,
one day, climbing to the very top
of Mt. Ararat. On 5th August, this
year, that dream became a real-
ity for the eleven member team.
Moreover, the eight male mem-
bers continued on with their climb
and reached the summit of Mt.
Sipan on the 8th of August.
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Baghdik Der Grigorian - This was his second
climb to the Ararat summit, a more mean-
ingful journey since his 35 year old daugh-
ter was climbing with him.

“We were better prepared this year, be-
cause we had more information in hand
which made the whole journey a lot easier;
S0 much so that we even climbed Mt. Si-
pan!

“The road is long, going through Geor-
gia, crossing Dogubayazit and then Khars,
but very interesting. We had mixed feelings
all the way, thinking this land was our home-
land. It was incredibly crowded in the sec-
ond camp which was a rocky and a rough
camp. Almost 200 people were camping
there. At 4,200 meters, we had to go up to
the summit from there and get back. We
came across Russians, French, Germans
and Iranians. There are lots of mountains
that are more challenging to climb, but Mt
Ararat has a special meaning for different
individuals.

“We are planning to create a website
for sharing all this valuable information. We
had detailed GPS plans. The first two days
were not difficult, at all, but the third day
was quite challenging. We started at 1.00
am and in five and a half hours, you reach
the summit. We were there for 45 minutes
then it took another three hours getting
down.

“I believe every young Armenian should
do this. Even if they can’t climb the moun-
tain | would suggest they all go to West-
ern Armenia. It is an incredibly interesting
place. I'm not an emotional person, I'm
more logical. But the first time that | went
there, | could not hold back my tears. |
have climbed many mountains, but always
felt that, for me, Ararat was the ultimate
climb because its been a dream of mine
for many, many years. As for the moment
when you reach the summit, | don’t have
the words to explain the feeling that over-
whelms one. And | had the same feeling
when climbing Mt. Sipan.

“Our success was due to teamwork
and having the girls with us made the
whole experience particularly special. And
the fact that all of us reached the sum-
mit together was incredible. It is common
practice, when mountain climbing, to raise
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one’s country’s flag at the summit just to
show a sense of pride and to mark one’s
achievement.

“This climb of ours has created a tre-
mendous amount of interest. Since we got
back, at least four people have approached
me to sign up for a climb next year. My el-
dest daughter is planning to be part of next
year’s team. This patriotic desire is healthy
and we should not ruin this for propaganda
purposes. | have little time for reactionary
talk which | believe is counter-productive
and does not serve any useful purpose. |
am, understandably, saddened to see the
state of ruin in which Ani, Akhthamar and
other similar treasures have fallen. | hope to
see them in a better condition, in future.”

Harmik Baghdasarian — Having just turned
50, he had this to say about the climbing
expedition:

“It was not just a physical challenge for me.
We have lived and been nurtured with the
idea of Ararat as a symbol of all that is Ar-
menia so this was something | simply had
to do. Every step for me was a memory.
One of the memorable images for me was
to see the mountain’s shadow getting larg-
er and larger as we reached closer to the
top and turned to look at the Ararat val-
ley. Itis just an amazing and indescribable
sight. You forget all feelings of pain and
fatigue. As you get closer to the summit,
you are overcome with this indescribable
energy and strength—an adrenaline rush—
to reach the very top.

“We met German and Austrian climb-
ers and they expressed surprise when
they learned of our emotional attachment
to this mountain. It felt like home to us
all and we were fortunate enough to be
there and welcome all these guests to our
homeland. After we descended Ararat, we
crossed Lake Van on the following day and
went to Akhtamar Island to visit the Akhta-
mar Monastery. There, we encountered a
group of teenagers aged between 14 and
16 who were holding the tricolor Armenian
flag. They were winners of the Hai Aspet’s
(Armenian Knight) television contest. They
filed into the church to light candles and to
sing, but they were turned out immediately
by the guards. Naturally, they were very up-

set because they had gone there to pray.
However, they danced the Ishkhan (folk
dance) outside the church - nothing was
more important to these youths than to
pay their respects to their ancestors. | ap-
plaud their courage. | felt that they brought
some life into the church.”

Roubina Hovnanian-Manouchehri — A 50-
year mother of two teenage sons, Roubina
had never climbed a mountain, before.

“I actually got up every Saturday at 6:30
am and went training for this climb. We ex-
ercised vigorously and it was worth it/ The
funny thing is that | was more nervous and
stressed over this challenge than | was on
my wedding day. My emotions took hold
of me from that first hour in the bus at the
start of the trip. Every step was a tear for
me, | was overtaken by emotions which |
could not control.

“Allthe way going up, | never attempted
to look at the summit because the goal be-
ing far, you do not want to be discouraged
by looking at the distance to be covered. |
kept my head low and followed our team
leader, Vachik. | never thought that doing
something special like this was something
no one else could do. Anyone can do this
but even with just ten steps to the summit,
I still could not believe that I'd make it. | was
S0 nervous that | could not say | realized
that I'd done it until | took the last step up!
They tell me that on the way back, I literally
rolled down the mountain. | don’t doubt it
because | have all the bruises to remind me
of it. People were just amazing with their
words of encouragement. On the way, we
met this man who said, “you have come
all the way from America to climb Mt. Ara-
rat. | wish | had a lamb to sacrifice in your
honor.

| asked Roubina if all the tears were
tears of exhaustion.

“No, | did not feel fatigue or exhaustion
going up. But, as soon as | came down to
my tent after the climb, | could not control
myself and [ cried for half an hour, straight,
from sheer exhaustion.”

Vachik Zakarian — An experienced moun-
taineer who celebrated his 70th birthday
on Mt. Sipan on August 8th had this to
say.

“I have been an active member of the Ara-
rat Club’s mountaineering division since |
was 18 years old and have climbed many
mountains in Iran and in the United States.
This was my third climb to Mt. Ararat and
my first climb to Mt. Sipan. My friends had
a big birthday surprise for me waiting on
the summit of Mit. Sipan. My good friend,
Greg had been carrying a piece of dry cake
(perok) and all other good stuff, all the way



from L.A. to the top of Sipan to celebrate
my 70th birthday. There were candles
and a banner which had ‘Happy Birthday’

printed on it. | was truly touched. | will
never forget this birthday.

“As it happened, | had a bottle of an
Armenian Cognac which added that extra
something to this amazing and unforget-
table celebration. My journey ended with
the climb of Mit. Aragats which | completed
on the return trek back to Armenia. | think
it's high time for me to stop these difficult
adventures and stick to more simple and
easier climbs. Allin all, it's been a fantastic
Journey!”

Roubik Mardiresian — This was his second
climb to Mt. Ararat and his first to Mt. Si-
pan.

“We had trained well in L.A. and that train-
ing paid off, Seven of us had a dream to
climb Mt. Sipan as well, and that dream,
too was realized! Though it was a much
more difficult a climb, this entire journey
was an amazing experience which I'll never
forget.”

Greg Sookasian — A first-time climber, Greg
had this to say about his experience.

“We read and breath Ararat from child-
hood, but | never imagined that one day
| would actually climb Ararat. There was
some doubt about my ability to make the
climb because of my serious back prob-
lems. | bought my first climbing boots, but
since | could not complete my first climb in
L.A., I had to return them to the shop. But
| did not give up! | bought another set of
boots and practiced and stuck with it until
| succeeded to complete a climb in L.A.!
By the time we reached the second camp
in Armenia, however, | had serious doubts
about being able to continue as my bad
back was giving me grief. But, | looked up
and the mountain seemed to be calling me
so | crawled and limped my way along until
| reached the top. | had a mission to track
and record every step of our team’s moves
on a video camera. I'm proud to say that

I managed to record everyone's arrival on
the summit. My next wish is to have my
daughter, Alina, accompany me on my
next attempt.”

Melineh Saginian — A 50-year old proud
mother’s account was moving.

“This was one of the most important and
difficult decisions made in my entire life.
| decided to do this for my father, Sevag
Saginian.”

Melineh’s father was a prominent member
of the Iranian parliament in Iran, prior to the
Islamic Revolution.

“My father had fought for the Armenian
cause throughout his life. However, due
to difficult circumstances and his illness,
he was not able to see our independent
Armenia. Even though | had never, ever,
climbed a mountain in my life, | felt that |
could climb Mt. Masis and reach the Ara-
rat summit and look towards Armenia from
the highest point and let my Dad see our
country through my eyes. I'm sure that he
now has! We had a great team and excel-
lent team leaders who led us safely to the
top. | owe my success in this to our team
leaders. And | have to say that if I, a fifty
year old female, can achieve this feat after
only seven months’ training, then anyone
with a strong will and purpose can do the
same, also.”

Armen Norhadian — A 63-year old frequent
visitor to Armenia who dreamed to see
Ararat from behind.

“I did this journey as homage to my par-
ents and my ancestors and for the one and
half million Armenians who lost their lives
So tragically nearly a century ago. This is
my sixth visit to Armenia and when staying
in Yerevan, | always try to book a room that
faces Mt. Ararat. As | had always longed
to see Yerevan from the other side, as soon
as | found out that a few of my friends were
getting ready for this expedition, | joined in
and prepared for this physically and men-

tally challenging feat. The most memorable
moment for me was seeing Alexan Bayan-
duryan, a disabled one-legged Artsakh \War
veteran climb Mt. Ararat and to reach the
summit. | admire him, greatly and he was
an inspiration to us all. Our achievements
were humble in comparison.”

Mineh Dergrigorian Zadourian — A 35-year
old young mother of two.

“My main motivation was to climb with my
Dad but as soon as | found out that my
aunt, too, was going, | just had to do it!
The ability of males vs females in moun-
tain climbing made no difference to me.
The only thing that was evident was that
we had to work a little harder physically.
Reaching the summit with my Dad was
something | will cherish for the rest of my
life. | would like it if every young Armenian
has this experience. It is for each genera-
tion to pay its debt to the past generations
in their efforts to continue to demonstrate
their patriotism. This experience has left a
profound impression on me. | now hope
that, one day, my two daughters will follow
their parents’, grandfather’s, great aunt’s
example and take this same journey.”

Unfortunately, | only had the opportunity to
talk to nine of the eleven members of the
Mt. Ararat climbing expedition. Each one
had a unique perspective and a purpose
for this challenge. To my surprise they all
became very emotional when talking about
their journey. Where do all these emotions
come from? These emotions run very deep
and the team’s sense of pride in reaching
its goal—after spending so many years sit-
ting around campfires as young scouts,
reading and dreaming of this event—is all
too clear to see.

To me, these “brothers and sisters”
who had realized their dream, had in a
sense “reached the moon!” This particu-
lar team of climbers seemed to be saying
to the world, “We came, we remembered
and we will never forget.” They called it
their “bardk” -homage to their motherland,
Armenia.
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When in 1899 the construction of a railroad tunnel in Jajur (the
birthplace of the renowned painter Minas Avetisyan) was com-
pleted and the first steam locomotive entered Gyumri, the in-
habitants of the city gathered at the rail station to see the oth-
erworldly sight. It is said that two youths, Poloz Mukuch and
his friend Madoyents Napo, were there as well. After watching
the approaching train for a while, Mukuch asked:

“Napo, how does this train move?”

“Bghov”, by vapor.

The eight-year-old Mukuch did not believe his friend. As
Napo tried hard to convince him, he expressed his doubt:

“Tso, if this train moved by vapor, then Dsito ghtsonts
bathhouse would have reached London!”

The hero of this aneqgtod (conversational Armenian for
‘ioke,” borrowed from Russian, borrowed from Greek, bor-
rowed from...) is Poloz Mukuch, the most famous of many
renowned witty persons of Gyumri. These tales have become
emblematic of the city’s spirit and are a veritable source of joy
and pride for the inhabitants.

Poloz Mukuch (Mkrtich Ghazari Melgonian) was born in
Gyumri on January 7, 1891. Because of his height, Mukuch
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(already a colloquial form of Mkrtich) was given the name
‘Poloz’ (colloquial for elongated, asymmetrical, out of propor-
tion). Despite his father being one of the most accomplished
blacksmiths and artisans in Gyumri, Poloz Mukuch didn’t learn
atrade. He only received an elementary education and, to earn
his living, became a podratchi. He would station his cart at dif-
ferent points inside the city and, as he sold fruits, would pep-
per his humble trade with endless sweet jokes. His impromptu
tales—many of which are based on real-life events—quickly
made him famous around Gyumri.

Among the witty contemporaries of Poloz Mukuch were
Tsitro Aleq, Tutkhal Harut, Madoyents Sirun Napo, Tiraturents
Margar, Nal’j Karo, Gramophone Onéss, Dzaghlents Nerses,
damrchi usta Kola, Sokh’ Heyvaré, and dholchi millstone Asho.
(If you are really curious, ask a Gyumretsi to decipher for you
these phantasmagoric nicknames. | will not do so here due to
space constraints).

Poloz Mukuch died in February 1931. The inhabitants of
Gyumri loved Poloz so much that a huge crowd accompanied
the funeral (As a reminder: the funerals in Armenia consist of
having the coffin openly carried out from the home of the dead



and, in special cases, the procession walks all the way to the cem-
etery). Twenty years later seeing that Poloz Mukuch did not have
a gravestone, Avetik Ishakyan asks varpet Simik to make one on
his behalf. On the one side of the gravestone is carved “To Poloz
Mukuch (Mkrtich Ghazarosi Melgonyan); on the other side, ‘A me-
mento from the poet Avetik Isahakyan’.

When | was growing up in Gyumri, Poloz Mukuch was an om-
nipresent and glorified figure. But because scarcely any facts were
mentioned about his life, secretly | started to seriously doubt that
such a person ever really existed. Most people didn’t bother to talk
about his biography. In fact, the jokes with which Poloz had made
his mark on the world were much more powerful than any histori-
cal facts. Hence, there isn’'t a Gyumretsi who not only has heard
about, but feels a warm, personal attachment to a figure called
Poloz Mukuch. The legend of this man is so dear to a Gyumretsi
that innumerable jokes are attributed to him, oftentimes posthu-
mously. Only after living in America for a while do | see the way a
city—my home city—has given birth to and nourished a wonderful
legend.

Yet, in the 1990s, this pride and humor, although of great psy-
chological use, was surreal and incomprehensible to me. Half of
the city was devastated by an earthquake; cycles of harsh winters
had left no trees standing in and around the city; the war and a
possible conflict with Turkey had made the residents anxious; and
people fell into object poverty overnight. Still, they managed to look
at the world as if half-seriously; not believing what they see and
making fun of it.

To recall, the opening anegtod mentions a railway being con-
structed through Gyumri, and a certain Dzitoghtonts bathhouse.
Unlike the rest of Eastern Armenia, Gyumri was annexed to the
Russian Empire in 1804 at the beginning of the 1804-1813 Russo-
Persian war. Already in this period, Gyumri was a major center. In
1829 its population grew significantly due to the influx of about
3000 families from Western Armenia. In 1837 Czar Nicholas |
visited Gyumri and renamed it Alexandropol, in honor of his wife,
Princess Alexandra Fyodorovna (Charlotte of Prussia). (Aimost a
century later, in 1924, the city would be renamed again, this time to
Leninakan, honoring Lenin...more on this, on re-naming).

Due to its strategic location, Gyumri became a major military
station for Russian troops. In many respects, the city’s architecture
was determined by this. Thus, two intermingled themes dominated
the city: commerce and military presence. Interestingly enough,
there are still Russian troops stationed at Gyumri, with a peace-
keeping, deterring mission, given the proximity of the current Turk-
ish border (this is the official version of the story). What also seems
unique about Gyurnri is the fact that during the 19th century the
vast majority of its inhabitants have been Armenians.

In the Armenia of today, despite the devastating earthquakes
that have periodically occurred in the region, Gyumri has the largest
number of standing 19th century buildings. The city was becom-
ing an important commercial and military outpost for the Russian
Empire. Ironically, the Russo-Turkish wars of the 19th century were
profitable for the commercial class of Gyumri. There were dozens
of taverns and large guesthouses. Usually, at the top of the arched
gate or somewhere on the front of the building is a slab on which
is inscribed the date of the construction, the varpet who built it and
the name of its owner.

Early on, the inhabitants of Gyumri lived in houses completely
or partially dug into the earth: in Armenian, getnapor and kisaget-
napor houses. The latter is also known as glkhatun or ‘Gharna-
vuj tun’ in the vernacular of Gyumri. These kinds of constructions
were used for multiple purposes (living space, storage, workshop,
etc.) and were popular throughout the Caucasus and the Arme-
nian Highland. They were built largely with tuff stone and had their
own gardens and conveniences. At the same time, another type
of building was being perfected: a house-complex with covered
internal gardens.

The architecture of these houses already testifies to the grow-
ing sophistication of the Gyumri artisans. Their multi-functionality,
efficient inner and outer solutions and decorative richness made
them exemplary buildings. One of the largest complex houses in
Gyumri was the Dzitoghtsonts old house. The Dzitoghtsyan was
one of the richest families of the city. It is not accidental that Poloz
Mukuch compares their baghniq (‘bathhouse’) to the new railroad
in the opening ‘aneqgtod’ of our writing. The Dzitoghtsonts com-
plex was built in 1829. Architecturally, this building was one of the
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s lead to the building of urban house
complexes in the second half of the 19th
century. There were one and two storied
houses and some of them were explicitly
called shahutaber (literally ‘income generat-
ing’) houses because they rented out fron-
tal spaces and interior rooms for shops and
guests, respectively. These houses. have
intricate designs on their frontal walls. They
incorporated details from previous forms of
buildings, such as basements, inside gar-
dens, windows on the ceiling and narrow
halways. Once again, the Dzitoghtsyan
had one of the largest shahutaber houses
in Gyumri. This new two-storied house was
built in 1872, according to the inscription
on the front of the entrance gate. The first
floor was used for commercial purposes
while on the second floor, lived the owners
of the house. Interestingly, this house had a
rare metallic ‘hanging’ balcony on the front-

- center of the building. Today, this late Dzito-

ghtsonts building houses the Gyumri mu-
seum of popular culture and the museum
of Sergei Merkurov — the renowned Soviet
sculpture of Greek origins and a native of
Gyumri. Anyone visiting Gyumri must visit
this museum.

Even though Gyumri has had more
prosperous days, it has never been as

~of a*klnd of cultural GEPhe: To Gyumn =

This decline, to be sure, was concomi-
tant with political and economic hard-
ships. There was the devastating impact

that the genocidal events of 1915 had on _

Armenia, in general. With the annihila-
tion and scattering of the Armenian life
in Western Armenia, Gyumri lost a great
source of-economic and cultural growth.
The city’s infrastructure and population
was put under great pressure by the in-

flow of refugees. The city lived through

harsh winters and devastating epidem-
ics. &

Before the collapse of the Armenian
Democratic Republic (the first Armenian
republic), Gyumri was occupied by Turk-
ish forces twice and in 1920 the infamous
Treaty of Alexandrapol was signed there.
Soon, along with the current day Arme-
nian Republic, Gyumri became a part of
the Soviet Union. Then came a few more
years of starvation that were accompa-
nied by forceful efforts to collectivize the
economy. This was followed by years of
Stalinist repression, and then WW II.

From 1950s on Gyumri experienced
major industrial growth. It became the sec-
ond largest city of the Soviet Republic of Ar-
menia, after Yerevan. lts factories produced
textile, high quality electronic devices, in-
dustrial parts and construction materials.

terated the eoonomy of the C|ty
Uwnfortunately, even without citing any
statistical information it is easily confirmed
that to this day Gyumri hasn't recovered
from these blows. There is still wide-spread
unemployment; the economic infrastruc-
ture is outmoded and sometimes blatantly
absent. A new generation of young Arme-
nians who have spent their formative years
in an independent Armenia, have not ex-
perienced prosperity. The young people of
Gyumri lack educational and technological
resources. For example, many of them are
poorly acquainted with the internet and do
not take advantage of the new modes of
world-connectedness. Add to this the ram-
pant corruption of the city administration
and the future doesn’t look very promising.
Instead, for the youth it is completely nor-
mal to aspire to move to Yerevan and, even
worse, to Russia, Europe, Australia, and
especially to the US.

But, | can’t help but be hopeful. Clearly,
the multifarious and sophisticated cultural
heritage of the city has the potential to rein-
vigorate itself. Consider all that early-indus-
trial achievement in architecture, artisan-
ship, the arts, and commerce. We should
think of how to tap into these potentialities
that will allow Gyumri to re-imagine itself.
Perhaps this should be left as material for
another article.
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