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I Ask You Ladies and Gentlemen is Leon Surmelian’s personal tale of deep sorrow and

profound gratitude, of terrible loss and a lively embrace of life itself. The out-of-print book, first

published in 1945, a bestseller in its time, was internationally acclaimed and translated into

many languages.The Armenian Institute, convinced of its relevance today, is bringing out a new

edition for a new generation. With added photographs, a map, glossary and historical context,

Surmelian’s memoir of his own experiences of surviving genocide and migrating to find shelter

is a story that resonates strongly even today.Growing up in multi-ethnic Trebizond (Trabzon), in

what is now north-eastern Turkey, Surmelian enjoyed his extended Armenian family, his Greek

neighbours and Turkish friends. In 1915, his childhood world shattered, his parents were

deported and his siblings were divided and sent into hiding for safety. The Armenian Genocide

had begun and he was soon on his own, his quest for survival forcing him on an adventurous

and meandering journey from one fragile shelter to another. His idealistic vision of saving his

people through agriculture took him on a scholarship to study in Kansas. There, on an isolated

farm, he found an unexpected sense of belonging to this new, alien place, America. Amidst the

harrowing losses, Surmelian eventually finds his way through his love of words and his

poetry.His zest for life is always present in his words and there is much wry humour in his

narrative capturing his determination to survive.The devastation of a people and a culture, the

struggles for survival of children as well as adults are far too familiar in our contemporary

world. I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen is a witness to the sad news that little has changed,

neither in the treatment of former neighbours as non-humans nor in the desperate courage and

instinctive intelligence shown by the survivors searching for a new life. I Ask You, Ladies and

Gentlemen is a book for today and a testimony to the humanity of survivors and the righteous

who help them along the way.



ReviewsThere is an intimacy here, even though it is a memoir of displacement and mass

murder. The big picture of a genocide — such a cold word for such unfathomable horror — is

told from the vantage of a small boy, who remembers the smells and sounds of his hometown.

Leon Surmelian evokes the textures of a lost world, the bravado of the young, and the

bewilderment of the elders, angry with God. Is it a memoir or a novel, the fragments of the past

recalled and woven into a narrative? It is a story of the luck and courage that preserved young

Leon and his brother and sisters, saved by Greeks when there was no escape. From the

graveyard of Western Armenia, Surmelian migrated to Caucasian Armenia, witnessed the

coming of the Soviets, travelled as a stowaway from Batumi to Istanbul, discovered that he was

a poet, and in a cheap new suit and brown Oxfords he eventually reached America, the “real”

America, Kansas. The memories of Trebizond and those lost never leave him, even as he

celebrates his new country.Ronald Grigor SunyWilliam H. Sewell Jr. Distinguished University

Professor of History, University of Michigan, Ann ArborLeon Surmelian wanted his bestselling

and widely translated memoir to be known as “a universal story, the timeless legend of

boyhood.” It is that, but it is also an astonishingly rich and nuanced portrait of an Armenian

world lost to war and genocide. With fierce intelligence and beautiful prose, Surmelian tells his

own tale of survival and renewal, and at the same time illuminates the tragic history of his

people.Nancy KricorianAuthor – Zabelle; Dreams of Bread and Fire; All the Light There

WasLeon Surmelian’s I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen remains a vivid reminder of man’s

inhumanity to man and the impact of genocide on a human soul. With a great command of

detail, this masterful memoir recounts the horrors he witnessed as a child and the struggle to

find a home. The lyricism and beauty of the prose enrich our understanding of the effects of

diaspora on the Armenian people. This masterpiece deserves to be widely read. I ask you,

ladies and gentlemen, please ensure this book never goes out of print again.Vartan

GregorianPresident, Carnegie Corporation of New YorkThe republication of this vivid and tragic

memoir of a boy’s experience of the events of the Armenian Genocide and its aftermath is very

welcome. Leon Surmelian’s book is beautifully written, told with poignancy and humour and

deserves to be a best-seller.Thomas de WaalAuthor – Black Garden; The Caucasus: An

IntroductionReading the book made me immeasurably sad about the spectrum of violence

especially the young survivors of the Armenian Genocide had to put up with, in loss of family,

friends, home, possessions, stigmatisation by the Turks and the constant threat of death. I will

work with all my might to ensure such a tragedy of humanity does not happen ever

again.Fatma Müge GöçekProfessor, University of Michigan, Ann ArborA most interesting &

almost certainly true story of an Armenian boy from Trebizond who, after losing both his

parents in the 1915 deportations/massacres, eventually ended up in the U.S.A.Sir Denis Arthur

WrightFormer British Ambassador to Iran and former Vice-Consul in Trabzon(handwritten note

on flyleaf of 1946 UK edition)Surmelian’s delight in little things is exciting and catching. He

presents a truly wonderful picture of his old country. One literally smells and touches it. Exotic

is an overworked word, but it fits here. The customs and characters he brings forth are

enchanting. I think that here I touch on the secret of the pull of the book. Another,

unquestionably, is the author’s ability to dramatize himself. He is appealing, a little ludicrous (as

he should be and wants to be), and there is no difficulty in getting him. His New Year’s Eve

oration to the ladies and gentlemen, to cite one chapter, is a little masterpiece. Surmelian has

got the stuff.Louis AdamicAuthor and Editor – From Many Lands; Common Ground(review

published in the 1945 US edition)Leon Z. SurmelianI Ask You, Ladies and GentlemenTHIRD
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handwritten note “A most interesting & almost certainly true story of an Armenian boy from

Trebizond …” was the first thing that drew my attention when handed a first UK edition of Leon

Surmelian’s classic I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen. These words were inscribed on the

flyleaf of the book by its previous owner, Sir Denis Arthur Wright, the former British

Ambassador to Iran who happened to have served as vice-consul in Trebizond in the 1940s.

The second thing that crossed my mind was the question: why had I never heard of it?I was

soon drawn into the personal journey of a nine-year-old boy, a heart-warming autobiographical

account presented in a novelistic manner. Set in the beginning of the 20th century, Surmelian

begins by painting a lively picture of an idyllic childhood in the multi-cultural Ottoman port city

of Trebizond on the Black Sea. The onset of the Armenian Genocide in 1915 renders life as he

knows it to an abrupt end. Yet, notwithstanding the multitude of losses personally experienced,

this is a narrative devoid of bitterness or anger. What strikes the reader is the eloquent and

profoundly sincere account of tragic and transformational events from the vantage point of a

young boy. This is a beautiful book written with a great sense of humour and humanity.

Furthermore, the dozen or so photographs reproduced at the end of this edition provide a

visual record of the characters and places that populate its pages.One hundred years after the

events it recounts so vividly, this timeless book continues to be extremely relevant. It delves

into the themes of forcible displacement, loss, trauma, memory, survival and ultimately,

rebuilding. I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen is a gem in modern Armenian and American

literatures. A must-read for everyone, it awaits re-discovery among new generations of

readers.PrefaceSusan Paul Pattie“I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen is strictly a factual story,

the literal truth about my boyhood. Most of it originally appeared in literary magazines, such as

Louis Adamic’s Common Ground. I should like to see it publicized as the universal story, the

timeless legend of boyhood. To regard it in any other light is to miss its point and significance.”

– Leon Surmelian, 1945.When Leon Surmelian was a child, the 19th century had recently

passed into history and the once great Ottoman Empire was undergoing a long, severe

decline. A widely extended imperial power with its mosaic of peoples and religions, the

Ottomans had lost possessions to independence movements in Greece and in the Balkans.



They feared the intentions of the Russian Empire on the eastern border as well as the

encroaching British and French imperial intentions in the Levant, Palestine and Mesopotamia.

Brutal repressions and unfair taxation within the Empire became more common and in the

1890s, devastating massacres of Armenians took place under Sultan Abdul Hamid II.In spite of

pogroms and raids, most Armenians continued to hope for better times, staying on the land

and in the towns they considered historically their homes, some of which they shared with

Assyrians, Greeks, Turks, Kurds and others. Surmelian lovingly describes his town of Trebizond

and his encounters with the variety of people living there, young and old. The country village

where the family kept a summer home and garden is also part of this affectionate portrayal. He

describes his own dawning awareness of a change in attitude among their Turkish neighbours,

the sudden reversals of friendships, the spread of fear and the rapid contagion of an ideal of

national unity built exclusively on Turkish identity. The Young Turk movement, initially supported

by many Armenians, had begun by promising reforms that would enhance the lives of all,

including minorities. However, by late 1914, when Ottoman Turkey entered World War I as an

ally of Germany and an opponent of Russia, Armenians were already being targeted, regarded

as suspect, not Turkish, no longer loyal subjects. Surmelian’s town and others in the Armenian

homelands would soon suffer deeply as arrests, deportations and genocide of the Armenian

population spread across the empire throughout 1915 and the following years.In fact, very few

Armenians had considered rebelling against the Empire but rather the vast majority were trying

to continue with their daily lives. In some places arms were taken up in self-defence but there

was little agreement about solutions to the terrifying situation. Discussions and arguments

within communities about the best way forward are alluded to in the text and Surmelian’s

anecdotes touch on many important issues and events of the time. From the start, we realise

that his own family is torn between the politics of a daring uncle willing to fight to defend them

and the majority of his family and town who wish to somehow just get along. Uncle Leon, with

whom Surmelian’s father disagreed on politics, was nonetheless his chosen bodyguard at

night. Decisions and alliances were not straight-forward but most Armenians continued to hope

that the ongoing massacres would pass and life would return to normal. Sadly, by Surmelian’s

time, “normal” had become a powder keg existence.As an adult, looking back at these times,

Surmelian writes about how the Armenians he observed had difficulty hiding their hoped-for

alliances and dreams of being saved by the European/Christian powers. He writes, “The

Turkish comic paper Karagoz had truthfully said, If you want to know the situation in the

Dardanelles, look at an Armenian’s face. The Turks were very different from us; one could

never tell what they really thought, what they really knew. They kept their secrets to

themselves, and if they talked, they often meant the opposite of what they said.” As the war

went on, deportations increased and the genocidal aim became apparent. Armenians had

indeed put their hopes on outside powers but by the end of the WWI, followed by the Turkish

war of independence against the occupying Allied forces, over a million Armenians were dead,

their culture destroyed and erased in its homelands. The survivors, like Surmelian, spread

across the world, creating new homes, remembering and honouring the old.Surmelian’s

memoir takes some people by surprise, wondering at the seeming impossibility of his escapes

and travels. Could he really have done all the things he said he did, seen such tragedy and

survived with a sense of humour and the soul of a poet? The zest for life that permeates

Surmelian’s writing does not negate or deny the seriousness or sadness of his experiences but

instead is something that also propels many others who are less gifted at writing their own

tales. As a child, I grew up hearing survivors of the Armenian Genocide describe their own

feats of endurance and astonishing escapes and have lived with laughter and joking from these



same people. Their bone-crushing hugs spoke of an appreciation of life, love and family that

could hardly be imagined by those of us who grew up taking it all for granted.Later while doing

ethnographic fieldwork with other survivors, similar narratives emerged: stories of scavenging,

even stealing to stave off starvation, hiding from enemies, seeking for family and friends, a little

bragging about a particular exploit, quite a few tears and some memories only mentioned

aloud at a life’s ending. These people, like Leon Surmelian had traveled however they could,

wherever they could, often or even usually, on foot. They had crossed long distances,

sometimes backtracking or circling around until reaching a place of temporary respite, often

helped en route by kind and brave members of the same ethnic groups who were killing

them.Today, unfortunately, we have hundreds of thousands of contemporary examples of

people engulfed by war and other forms of violence. Thanks to modern media, we also witness

the same audacity and courage of those struggling to survive, willing to try anything to escape

their situation. Some of the more intimate documentaries also demonstrate how quickly

refugee children grow up and take on responsibilities for themselves and for others, how they

learn to grab or even create opportunities, assess their possibilities, move onward, imagine

new dreams.This is the world that Leon Surmelian describes with open-hearted gusto but also

with a more private, deep and unveiled grief. The chapter sharing the book’s title embodies this

discomforting contradiction. The ironic, witty tone of I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen does not

hide his anguish but simultaneously delivers a love letter to the disappeared world of his

childhood and an ode of appreciation to the country that welcomed him and where he

thrived.“There are millions like me, tonight, in free, happy America, haunted by their early

years, which are always, everywhere, the happiest. The world is full of sorrow and memories,

of stories that cannot be told, of poignant images that have no stories. Forgive me, ladies and

gentlemen... I must have another drink.”If other refugees had Leon Surmelian’s talent for

writing, many of their stories would share a similar combination of traits. Survival depends on

luck, strength and practical sense but thriving surely requires all of this and more. As Surmelian

also makes clear, the refugee child’s quest had been nourished by his own family but also by

strangers, by Turks, Greeks, Kurds, Armenians unknown to him, and in the US, a farming

family in Kansas, utterly different from his experiences and yet, his conduit to feeling utterly at

home once more.Surmelian has written that this is the “literal truth about my boyhood”. I leave

it to our readers to decide if, given these historical circumstances, the book you are reading is

also, in the author’s own words, a “timeless legend of boyhood”. In its charming presentation of

the sense of adventure felt by a young boy with no real idea of the broad implications of his

daily travails, it is certainly found in other homeless, displaced boys and girls through history

and in our world today. Thus it is also a timeless and poignant narrative of survival and rebirth,

of thriving while living with a hole at the center of one’s life. It is also a timeless reminder of the

need to help these desperate children.

ForewordRichard Mourad AnooshianThe handwritten note “A most interesting & almost

certainly true story of an Armenian boy from Trebizond …” was the first thing that drew my

attention when handed a first UK edition of Leon Surmelian’s classic I Ask You, Ladies and

Gentlemen. These words were inscribed on the flyleaf of the book by its previous owner, Sir

Denis Arthur Wright, the former British Ambassador to Iran who happened to have served as

vice-consul in Trebizond in the 1940s. The second thing that crossed my mind was the

question: why had I never heard of it?I was soon drawn into the personal journey of a nine-year-

old boy, a heart-warming autobiographical account presented in a novelistic manner. Set in the

beginning of the 20th century, Surmelian begins by painting a lively picture of an idyllic



childhood in the multi-cultural Ottoman port city of Trebizond on the Black Sea. The onset of

the Armenian Genocide in 1915 renders life as he knows it to an abrupt end. Yet,

notwithstanding the multitude of losses personally experienced, this is a narrative devoid of

bitterness or anger. What strikes the reader is the eloquent and profoundly sincere account of

tragic and transformational events from the vantage point of a young boy. This is a beautiful

book written with a great sense of humour and humanity. Furthermore, the dozen or so

photographs reproduced at the end of this edition provide a visual record of the characters and

places that populate its pages.One hundred years after the events it recounts so vividly, this

timeless book continues to be extremely relevant. It delves into the themes of forcible

displacement, loss, trauma, memory, survival and ultimately, rebuilding. I Ask You, Ladies and

Gentlemen is a gem in modern Armenian and American literatures. A must-read for everyone,

it awaits re-discovery among new generations of readers.PrefaceSusan Paul Pattie“I Ask You,

Ladies and Gentlemen is strictly a factual story, the literal truth about my boyhood. Most of it

originally appeared in literary magazines, such as Louis Adamic’s Common Ground. I should

like to see it publicized as the universal story, the timeless legend of boyhood. To regard it in

any other light is to miss its point and significance.” – Leon Surmelian, 1945.When Leon

Surmelian was a child, the 19th century had recently passed into history and the once great

Ottoman Empire was undergoing a long, severe decline. A widely extended imperial power with

its mosaic of peoples and religions, the Ottomans had lost possessions to independence

movements in Greece and in the Balkans. They feared the intentions of the Russian Empire on

the eastern border as well as the encroaching British and French imperial intentions in the

Levant, Palestine and Mesopotamia. Brutal repressions and unfair taxation within the Empire

became more common and in the 1890s, devastating massacres of Armenians took place

under Sultan Abdul Hamid II.In spite of pogroms and raids, most Armenians continued to hope

for better times, staying on the land and in the towns they considered historically their homes,

some of which they shared with Assyrians, Greeks, Turks, Kurds and others. Surmelian lovingly

describes his town of Trebizond and his encounters with the variety of people living there,

young and old. The country village where the family kept a summer home and garden is also

part of this affectionate portrayal. He describes his own dawning awareness of a change in

attitude among their Turkish neighbours, the sudden reversals of friendships, the spread of fear

and the rapid contagion of an ideal of national unity built exclusively on Turkish identity. The

Young Turk movement, initially supported by many Armenians, had begun by promising

reforms that would enhance the lives of all, including minorities. However, by late 1914, when

Ottoman Turkey entered World War I as an ally of Germany and an opponent of Russia,

Armenians were already being targeted, regarded as suspect, not Turkish, no longer loyal

subjects. Surmelian’s town and others in the Armenian homelands would soon suffer deeply as

arrests, deportations and genocide of the Armenian population spread across the empire

throughout 1915 and the following years.In fact, very few Armenians had considered rebelling

against the Empire but rather the vast majority were trying to continue with their daily lives. In

some places arms were taken up in self-defence but there was little agreement about solutions

to the terrifying situation. Discussions and arguments within communities about the best way

forward are alluded to in the text and Surmelian’s anecdotes touch on many important issues

and events of the time. From the start, we realise that his own family is torn between the

politics of a daring uncle willing to fight to defend them and the majority of his family and town

who wish to somehow just get along. Uncle Leon, with whom Surmelian’s father disagreed on

politics, was nonetheless his chosen bodyguard at night. Decisions and alliances were not

straight-forward but most Armenians continued to hope that the ongoing massacres would



pass and life would return to normal. Sadly, by Surmelian’s time, “normal” had become a

powder keg existence.As an adult, looking back at these times, Surmelian writes about how the

Armenians he observed had difficulty hiding their hoped-for alliances and dreams of being

saved by the European/Christian powers. He writes, “The Turkish comic paper Karagoz had

truthfully said, If you want to know the situation in the Dardanelles, look at an Armenian’s face.

The Turks were very different from us; one could never tell what they really thought, what they

really knew. They kept their secrets to themselves, and if they talked, they often meant the

opposite of what they said.” As the war went on, deportations increased and the genocidal aim

became apparent. Armenians had indeed put their hopes on outside powers but by the end of

the WWI, followed by the Turkish war of independence against the occupying Allied forces,

over a million Armenians were dead, their culture destroyed and erased in its homelands. The

survivors, like Surmelian, spread across the world, creating new homes, remembering and

honouring the old.Surmelian’s memoir takes some people by surprise, wondering at the

seeming impossibility of his escapes and travels. Could he really have done all the things he

said he did, seen such tragedy and survived with a sense of humour and the soul of a poet?

The zest for life that permeates Surmelian’s writing does not negate or deny the seriousness or

sadness of his experiences but instead is something that also propels many others who are

less gifted at writing their own tales. As a child, I grew up hearing survivors of the Armenian

Genocide describe their own feats of endurance and astonishing escapes and have lived with

laughter and joking from these same people. Their bone-crushing hugs spoke of an

appreciation of life, love and family that could hardly be imagined by those of us who grew up

taking it all for granted.Later while doing ethnographic fieldwork with other survivors, similar

narratives emerged: stories of scavenging, even stealing to stave off starvation, hiding from

enemies, seeking for family and friends, a little bragging about a particular exploit, quite a few

tears and some memories only mentioned aloud at a life’s ending. These people, like Leon

Surmelian had traveled however they could, wherever they could, often or even usually, on foot.

They had crossed long distances, sometimes backtracking or circling around until reaching a

place of temporary respite, often helped en route by kind and brave members of the same

ethnic groups who were killing them.Today, unfortunately, we have hundreds of thousands of

contemporary examples of people engulfed by war and other forms of violence. Thanks to

modern media, we also witness the same audacity and courage of those struggling to survive,

willing to try anything to escape their situation. Some of the more intimate documentaries also

demonstrate how quickly refugee children grow up and take on responsibilities for themselves

and for others, how they learn to grab or even create opportunities, assess their possibilities,

move onward, imagine new dreams.This is the world that Leon Surmelian describes with open-

hearted gusto but also with a more private, deep and unveiled grief. The chapter sharing the

book’s title embodies this discomforting contradiction. The ironic, witty tone of I Ask You, Ladies

and Gentlemen does not hide his anguish but simultaneously delivers a love letter to the

disappeared world of his childhood and an ode of appreciation to the country that welcomed

him and where he thrived.“There are millions like me, tonight, in free, happy America, haunted

by their early years, which are always, everywhere, the happiest. The world is full of sorrow and

memories, of stories that cannot be told, of poignant images that have no stories. Forgive me,

ladies and gentlemen... I must have another drink.”If other refugees had Leon Surmelian’s

talent for writing, many of their stories would share a similar combination of traits. Survival

depends on luck, strength and practical sense but thriving surely requires all of this and more.

As Surmelian also makes clear, the refugee child’s quest had been nourished by his own family

but also by strangers, by Turks, Greeks, Kurds, Armenians unknown to him, and in the US, a



farming family in Kansas, utterly different from his experiences and yet, his conduit to feeling

utterly at home once more.Surmelian has written that this is the “literal truth about my

boyhood”. I leave it to our readers to decide if, given these historical circumstances, the book

you are reading is also, in the author’s own words, a “timeless legend of boyhood”. In its

charming presentation of the sense of adventure felt by a young boy with no real idea of the

broad implications of his daily travails, it is certainly found in other homeless, displaced boys

and girls through history and in our world today. Thus it is also a timeless and poignant

narrative of survival and rebirth, of thriving while living with a hole at the center of one’s life. It is

also a timeless reminder of the need to help these desperate children.Introduction to First

EditionWilliam SaroyanThis is a solemn, gentle, civilized book, full of innocence, comedy, and

that kindly power which is the possession of men who are truly aliveand cultured.Leon Z.

Surmelian is one of the many Armenian children of war years who fooled the enemy and didn’t

die. The story of these children is by now well-known to everyone. Franz Werfel tells part of it in

The Forty Days of Musa Dagh, and Elgin Groseclose tells a little more in Ararat.Here, however,

for the first time is the full story, by one of the children himself. Their world was destroyed, but

not their lives. Many of them are now in Soviet Armenia, Russia, Persia, Syria, Greece,

Canada, Mexico, South America, and America. Many are dead in the old country, with the

world that was destroyed. Their comrades, who were tougher or luckier, will never forget them.

Their enemy was not any particular nation or any particular people. Their enemy was Evil, as

abstract as Evil might be in any parable. These children were certainly innocent. If they

belonged to any nation, it was to the nation of children. They had wronged no one. And yet Evil

in men sought to destroy them, and as if they were real only in a fable, rather than in reality

itself, these children lived.Leon Z. Surmelian came out of the old country to America, and

proceeded to mend the wrecked legend of his life.This book tells the story of that mending.It is

a story without hate, for hate and death are partners, and this is a story of life.I Ask You, Ladies

and Gentlemen contains some of the finest writing I have ever read. The whole book is almost

a lyric poem. Surmelian’s style is simple and unaffected, warm and humorous, and at the same

time full of the melancholy of the civilized and intelligent.I can’t imagine anybody being

disappointed with this book. It is one of the most beautiful and exciting stories I have ever read.

I say this in spite of the fact that Leon Z. Surmelian is my friend.I know a great and good book

when I see one.MapsI Ask You,LadiesandGentlemenCHAPTER 1Introduction to MortalityOne

bright autumn morning, when I was almost eight years old, my mother took me to

Grandmother’s because Uncle Harutiun had come back from Paris. I must have seen him a few

times, but I did not remember him. All I knew about Uncle Harutiun was that he had sent, from

Paris, a little dachshund to Uncle Leon, who was a great hunter, a member of the Armenian

Revolutionary Federation, and my childhood hero. The pomegranates were bursting with

crimson joy in the gardens of Trebizond, it was the season for oranges and lemons, and

itinerant vendors sold roast chestnuts and corn in the streets. A warm wind blew from the sea;

the air was crisp and dry. It was like a holiday for me, but my mother was unusually sad and

thoughtful.Relatives and friends gathered at Grandmother’s house to welcome Uncle Harutiun

home. But strangely enough, all had serious, mournful expressions. My grandmother, a

queenly lady, presided over this gathering with an officious smile which could not hide from me

the grief in her breast. We all anxiously waited for Uncle Harutiun to arrive from the harbor, and

presently a phaeton drew up at the gate, and Uncle Leon alighted from the carriage with a very

tall, thin man. Grandmother embraced him and kissed him on his cheeks, Mother and the

others did the same, and all pretended to be very happy, but I knew that there was something

wrong in this reception.Uncle Harutiun was a year or two older than Uncle Leon, and must



have been in his twenty-third or -fourth year. He had a small, pointed brown beard, like a

French artist’s, and walked with the stooping shoulders of very tall men. There was that air of

distinction about him, possessed by those who belong to the aristocracy of the spirit. The fine

dignity which distinguished the members of my mother’s family was particularly evident in her

scholarly brother from Paris. He was not like other men, not like the grown-up male relatives on

my father’s side, for instance. He would have stood out in any crowd by the nobility of his

bearing and the sweet sorrow of his intellectual eyes. He made altogether an extraordinary

impression on me.It seemed that he was very tired and needed rest. They took him upstairs

and put him to bed in a sunny room, practically the only one in Grandmother’s gloomy house,

where the doors of many rooms were locked, the curtains drawn; and there was a character

istic smell which I may best describe by calling it funereal. It was a large old building, the vast

entrance hall on the ground floor paved in marble-like flagstones, yellowed and cracked at

several places. It was one of the few houses in the city with a Turkish bath of its own — the

mark of an aristocratic family. But Grandmother now lived in genteel poverty. In the salon

upstairs hung my maternal grandfather’s portrait in a massive gilt frame. I can see it now, the

kind expression of his eyes, the handsome countenance, and the wing collar and bow tie he

wore. Many of the Christian men in those early days still wore the native garb, but my grand

father in the picture was dressed like a European gentleman. When the Turks killed him in a

massacre several years before I was born, he was the leader and spokesman of our

community before the government, the most influential and progressive of our notables, and

the man who had opened the first fabrica, or European factory, in Trebizond, a great flour mill

where everything was done by machinery to the endless wonder of the populace, both

Christian and Mohammedan. That famous fabrica was now in other hands, and my mother’s

eyes filled with tears every time we passed by it. And Uncle Harutiun, who was expected to

take the place of his martyred father and to heal the wounds of the past, had come back from

Paris and lay in bed in a sunny room upstairs.He never came out of his bed. He lay there, like

Jesus. I visited him with my mother two or three times every week, and his air of distinction

now was something saintly and sublime. He would help me with my French lessons, and I

would perform before him the semi-military gymnastic drills I had learned in school. In

gymnastics all the commands were given in French.Repos!Gardez-vous!En avant, MARCHE!

Un deux gauche droite, un deux gauche droite!I was always playing soldier, and had a military

uniform, with rifle, saber and accoutrements. I was going to fight for Antranik, the Armenian

national hero, who with his bands of revolutionaries defied the might of the Ottoman

Empire.Sometimes I found Uncle Harutiun writing in bed, and he had a mysterious bundle of

manuscripts which I regarded with awe. He had gone to France to study agriculture for patriotic

purposes, though he was born and grew up in the city. My mother’s family was an eminently

patriotic one, but while Uncle Leon inclined toward the sword, and was always armed, Uncle

Harutiun wanted to serve his people with the pen and the plow. I was half-consciously aware

of the fact that he was a poet.And he presented in bed the classic picture of a consumptive

poet. In a few months he was reduced to skin and bones. One day Grandmother said to

Mother: “Last night he despaired of getting well. He begged Leon to give him his revolver; he

wanted to shoot himself. We had a hard time in quieting him. Oh, my God, my God!”Mother’s

lips trembled, but when we entered his room she looked bright and cheerful. And he looked to

me more than ever like Jesus. Oh, I loved him so much!Every night on going to bed I prayed to

God to make Uncle Harutiun well. Time and again we thought he was on the road to recovery,

and my poor mother would smile again. But a relapse invariably followed, and for a few days he

would hardly have enough strength to speak a few words. I felt like crying when I caught the



haunting, ghost-like glance of his eyes during these recurring periods of relapse.It was in the

afternoon of a magnificent spring day shortly before Easter. I had just returned from school

when my mother received a message: Uncle Harutiun was “gravely ill” and doctors were

holding a “consultation.” She was crying, silently, in her quiet way, as she put on her charshaf,

the silk mantle she wore on going out, and taking me along hurried to Grandmother’s. Mother

almost never went out without me.When we arrived at Grandmother’s house I saw Uncle Leon,

alone in the dim drawing room, crying with his head bent down, his black hair disheveled and

his face covered with his hands. He raised his head for a moment and looked at us with

bloodshot eyes. He did not speak. Mother asked me to stay in the entrance hall, and went

upstairs to Uncle Harutiun’s room. I felt the gravity of the situation, but it did not occur to me

that Uncle Harutiun was in the agony of death. I had never seen anybody die. I had not even

witnessed the death of an animal, such as a dog, which is the first experience of many children

with the awful concept of death. Stealthily I crept up the staircase, anxious to know what was

going on there, in Uncle Harutiun’s room, but I turned back on hearing the doctors’ voices. After

a few minutes my mother came downstairs, daubing a handkerchief on her eyes. “You go

home,” she said. “Uncle Harutiun is dying. I will stay here tonight.”And so it fell to my lot to carry

that portentous news home, to tell my paternal grandmother, brother, and sisters, that Uncle

Harutiun was dying. We children cried, but my paternal grandmother, a majestic woman of

eighty-six, merely said, “May God illuminate his soul,” and continued counting the beads of her

chaplet seated cross-legged by the stove in our living room. She was past tears, and serenely

waited for her own death, though she could walk from one end of the town to the other, and her

eyesight was keener than mine.We closed the door so that neighbors would not hear us, and

besides, grief seeks privacy. Suddenly somebody knocked on the door, and we crying children

rushed to open it, wondering who it could be. An old Turkish beggar was calling on us. Turkish

beggars did not fare very well in our exclusively Christian street; our old clothes and leftover

food usually went to Christian beggars, but we were extremely generous with this man. He

might have been Christ himself for all we knew. In fact, I knew a story about Jesus going

around disguised as a beggar in order to test the faith of the people He called on for alms. So

we filled his sack with food, gave him fresh and not stale bread. He was delighted with our

kindness; we treated him as if he were a holy man, and he kept thanking us by saying, “May

Allah give you plenty.” We were quite certain that God, seeing our good deed, would summon

back the angel of death and permit Uncle Harutiun to live.The swallows had returned to

Trebizond and were staging their customary jamboree in our street, as the sun descended over

the Promontory of Yoroz, the Sacred Mountain, which extended darkly into the sea. Golden

clouds gathered on the fringes of the pale-blue sky, and on the slopes of the Gray Hill that

towered over the city was the dazzling pageantry of sundown. For a few minutes our street was

magically lighted with a roseate glow and the windowpanes reflected the flaming brilliance of

the departing sun. It was enchanting! The muezzin of our neighborhood mosque ascended the

soaring white minaret, and putting his hands behind his ears chanted in far-reaching melodious

voice, “Allah Ekber! God is Great!” At this hour of the day the children in our street stopped

playing and gazed about them and above them rapturously, as if they were looking at the world

through bits of colored glass, a favorite pastime with all of us, and especially with me. But now

all this beauty of nature made our grief the more poignant. Our beloved uncle, whose name

meant Resurrection, was dying a few days before Easter, our greatest and most glorious

festival. Images of Christ’s crucifixion and subsequent rising from the tomb, on rolling clouds,

became interwoven in my mind with Uncle Harutiun, and I felt sadder than I would have felt

otherwise.How I missed my mother that night! She was not in the living room while Father had



his customary apéritif before dinner. This was a period of family bliss. When Father poured

some water in a glass of raki, which instantly turned it milky white, and tossed it off, we children

said together, “May it be sweet!” Father would wipe his mouth with a napkin, and then exhale

with a sound of lordly enjoyment. But that night we did not say, “May it be sweet!” and Father

did not make that noise. For the first time Mother was not with us at the dinner table. There

were seven of us at home, but our house was empty because Mother was absent.God did not

call back the angel of death. Uncle Harutiun died, and wearing our best clothes we children

went to Grandmother’s to attend the funeral ceremony. The salon on the second floor, now

stripped of all its furniture, and a black gauze covering my grandfather’s portrait, was thronged

with mourners. All the women were dressed in black, and the men wore black bands around

their arms. When we four children entered, all heads were turned toward us. As no other

children were present we attracted attention. In the center of the hall, placed between two

burning candles of enormous size, there was a long, silvery coffin, in which lay Uncle Harutiun,

with his hands crossed over his breast and his eyes closed. His face was blanched to a chalk-

white color. He was surrounded by a group of women crying on their knees, while

Grandmother, waving a handkerchief bordered with black, spoke to him in the most beautiful

language I have ever heard.Her speech was like a series of death ballads, a recitative of

deepest motherly love and of grief inconsolable. She reviewed the main events of his life,

reminded him of the things he had done and said as a child, how his father and uncles were

killed in the massacre, when he was a boy of six, their happiness before that dread event, the

summers they had spent in the country. You went to study, she told him, in the great

universities of Europe, you wanted to make us happy again, but now you have left us before we

could enjoy you. She described the charms of the beautiful girl she had chosen to be his bride,

and this part of her sobbing soliloquy was particularly touching to me, small as I was. My

grandmother, talking to her dead son, before the portrait of his father, now covered with a black

gauze so that he would not see him, was the image of Mother Armenia with all her ancient

sorrows; the tears she shed were also the tears of countless Armenian mothers sobbing over

the dead bodies of their stalwart sons. And it seemed to me Uncle Harutiun heard and saw it

all, but did not say anything.I could not bear for long this spectacle of death and mourning.

Grandmother’s words and the sight of my mother weeping on her knees next to her pained me

so much that I broke loose and fought my way to the coffin.“Please don’t cry any more!” I

pleaded with Grandmother, meanwhile addressing myself to my mother and the other women

who formed this circle of woe around the corpse. Grandmother looked at me fondly with her

eyes, the saddest I have ever seen, and a wan smile flickered on her lips. The wailing ceased.

People carried their handkerchiefs to their mouths instead of their eyes. And I wanted to stay

there to keep them from crying, but somebody with strong arms pulled me back, back to the

side room where my brother and sisters were, and the lamentation broke out anew.

CHAPTER 1Introduction to MortalityOne bright autumn morning, when I was almost eight

years old, my mother took me to Grandmother’s because Uncle Harutiun had come back from

Paris. I must have seen him a few times, but I did not remember him. All I knew about Uncle

Harutiun was that he had sent, from Paris, a little dachshund to Uncle Leon, who was a great

hunter, a member of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation, and my childhood hero. The

pomegranates were bursting with crimson joy in the gardens of Trebizond, it was the season

for oranges and lemons, and itinerant vendors sold roast chestnuts and corn in the streets. A

warm wind blew from the sea; the air was crisp and dry. It was like a holiday for me, but my

mother was unusually sad and thoughtful.Relatives and friends gathered at Grandmother’s



house to welcome Uncle Harutiun home. But strangely enough, all had serious, mournful

expressions. My grandmother, a queenly lady, presided over this gathering with an officious

smile which could not hide from me the grief in her breast. We all anxiously waited for Uncle

Harutiun to arrive from the harbor, and presently a phaeton drew up at the gate, and Uncle

Leon alighted from the carriage with a very tall, thin man. Grandmother embraced him and

kissed him on his cheeks, Mother and the others did the same, and all pretended to be very

happy, but I knew that there was something wrong in this reception.Uncle Harutiun was a year

or two older than Uncle Leon, and must have been in his twenty-third or -fourth year. He had a

small, pointed brown beard, like a French artist’s, and walked with the stooping shoulders of

very tall men. There was that air of distinction about him, possessed by those who belong to

the aristocracy of the spirit. The fine dignity which distinguished the members of my mother’s

family was particularly evident in her scholarly brother from Paris. He was not like other men,

not like the grown-up male relatives on my father’s side, for instance. He would have stood out

in any crowd by the nobility of his bearing and the sweet sorrow of his intellectual eyes. He

made altogether an extraordinary impression on me.It seemed that he was very tired and

needed rest. They took him upstairs and put him to bed in a sunny room, practically the only

one in Grandmother’s gloomy house, where the doors of many rooms were locked, the curtains

drawn; and there was a characteristic smell which I may best describe by calling it funereal. It

was a large old building, the vast entrance hall on the ground floor paved in marble-like

flagstones, yellowed and cracked at several places. It was one of the few houses in the city with

a Turkish bath of its own — the mark of an aristocratic family. But Grandmother now lived in

genteel poverty. In the salon upstairs hung my maternal grandfather’s portrait in a massive gilt

frame. I can see it now, the kind expression of his eyes, the handsome countenance, and the

wing collar and bow tie he wore. Many of the Christian men in those early days still wore the

native garb, but my grandfather in the picture was dressed like a European gentleman. When

the Turks killed him in a massacre several years before I was born, he was the leader and

spokesman of our community before the government, the most influential and progressive of

our notables, and the man who had opened the first fabrica, or European factory, in Trebizond,

a great flour mill where everything was done by machinery to the endless wonder of the popu

lace, both Christian and Mohammedan. That famous fabrica was now in other hands, and my

mother’s eyes filled with tears every time we passed by it. And Uncle Harutiun, who was

expected to take the place of his martyred father and to heal the wounds of the past, had come

back from Paris and lay in bed in a sunny room upstairs.He never came out of his bed. He lay

there, like Jesus. I visited him with my mother two or three times every week, and his air of

distinction now was something saintly and sublime. He would help me with my French lessons,

and I would perform before him the semi-military gymnastic drills I had learned in school. In

gymnastics all the commands were given in French.Repos!Gardez-vous!En avant, MARCHE!

Un deux gauche droite, un deux gauche droite!I was always playing soldier, and had a military

uniform, with rifle, saber and accoutrements. I was going to fight for Antranik, the Armenian

national hero, who with his bands of revolutionaries defied the might of the Ottoman

Empire.Sometimes I found Uncle Harutiun writing in bed, and he had a mysterious bundle of

manuscripts which I regarded with awe. He had gone to France to study agriculture for patriotic

purposes, though he was born and grew up in the city. My mother’s family was an eminently

patriotic one, but while Uncle Leon inclined toward the sword, and was always armed, Uncle

Harutiun wanted to serve his people with the pen and the plow. I was half-consciously aware

of the fact that he was a poet.And he presented in bed the classic picture of a consumptive

poet. In a few months he was reduced to skin and bones. One day Grandmother said to



Mother: “Last night he despaired of getting well. He begged Leon to give him his revolver; he

wanted to shoot himself. We had a hard time in quieting him. Oh, my God, my God!”Mother’s

lips trembled, but when we entered his room she looked bright and cheerful. And he looked to

me more than ever like Jesus. Oh, I loved him so much!Every night on going to bed I prayed to

God to make Uncle Harutiun well. Time and again we thought he was on the road to recovery,

and my poor mother would smile again. But a relapse invariably followed, and for a few days he

would hardly have enough strength to speak a few words. I felt like crying when I caught the

haunting, ghost-like glance of his eyes during these recurring periods of relapse.It was in the

afternoon of a magnificent spring day shortly before Easter. I had just returned from school

when my mother received a message: Uncle Harutiun was “gravely ill” and doctors were

holding a “consultation.” She was crying, silently, in her quiet way, as she put on her charshaf,

the silk mantle she wore on going out, and taking me along hurried to Grandmother’s. Mother

almost never went out without me.When we arrived at Grandmother’s house I saw Uncle Leon,

alone in the dim drawing room, crying with his head bent down, his black hair disheveled and

his face covered with his hands. He raised his head for a moment and looked at us with

bloodshot eyes. He did not speak. Mother asked me to stay in the entrance hall, and went

upstairs to Uncle Harutiun’s room. I felt the gravity of the situation, but it did not occur to me

that Uncle Harutiun was in the agony of death. I had never seen anybody die. I had not even

witnessed the death of an animal, such as a dog, which is the first experience of many children

with the awful concept of death. Stealthily I crept up the staircase, anxious to know what was

going on there, in Uncle Harutiun’s room, but I turned back on hearing the doctors’ voices. After

a few minutes my mother came downstairs, daubing a handkerchief on her eyes. “You go

home,” she said. “Uncle Harutiun is dying. I will stay here tonight.”And so it fell to my lot to carry

that portentous news home, to tell my paternal grandmother, brother, and sisters, that Uncle

Harutiun was dying. We children cried, but my paternal grandmother, a majestic woman of

eighty-six, merely said, “May God illuminate his soul,” and continued counting the beads of her

chaplet seated cross-legged by the stove in our living room. She was past tears, and serenely

waited for her own death, though she could walk from one end of the town to the other, and her

eyesight was keener than mine.We closed the door so that neighbors would not hear us, and

besides, grief seeks privacy. Suddenly somebody knocked on the door, and we crying children

rushed to open it, wondering who it could be. An old Turkish beggar was calling on us. Turkish

beggars did not fare very well in our exclusively Christian street; our old clothes and leftover

food usually went to Christian beggars, but we were extremely generous with this man. He

might have been Christ himself for all we knew. In fact, I knew a story about Jesus going

around disguised as a beggar in order to test the faith of the people He called on for alms. So

we filled his sack with food, gave him fresh and not stale bread. He was delighted with our

kindness; we treated him as if he were a holy man, and he kept thanking us by saying, “May

Allah give you plenty.” We were quite certain that God, seeing our good deed, would summon

back the angel of death and permit Uncle Harutiun to live.The swallows had returned to

Trebizond and were staging their customary jamboree in our street, as the sun descended over

the Promontory of Yoroz, the Sacred Mountain, which extended darkly into the sea. Golden

clouds gathered on the fringes of the pale-blue sky, and on the slopes of the Gray Hill that

towered over the city was the dazzling pageantry of sundown. For a few minutes our street was

magically lighted with a roseate glow and the windowpanes reflected the flaming brilliance of

the departing sun. It was enchanting! The muezzin of our neighborhood mosque ascended the

soaring white minaret, and putting his hands behind his ears chanted in far-reaching melodious

voice, “Allah Ekber! God is Great!” At this hour of the day the children in our street stopped



playing and gazed about them and above them rapturously, as if they were looking at the world

through bits of colored glass, a favorite pastime with all of us, and especially with me. But now

all this beauty of nature made our grief the more poignant. Our beloved uncle, whose name

meant Resurrection, was dying a few days before Easter, our greatest and most glorious

festival. Images of Christ’s crucifixion and subsequent rising from the tomb, on rolling clouds,

became interwoven in my mind with Uncle Harutiun, and I felt sadder than I would have felt

otherwise.How I missed my mother that night! She was not in the living room while Father had

his customary apéritif before dinner. This was a period of family bliss. When Father poured

some water in a glass of raki, which instantly turned it milky white, and tossed it off, we children

said together, “May it be sweet!” Father would wipe his mouth with a napkin, and then exhale

with a sound of lordly enjoyment. But that night we did not say, “May it be sweet!” and Father

did not make that noise. For the first time Mother was not with us at the dinner table. There

were seven of us at home, but our house was empty because Mother was absent.God did not

call back the angel of death. Uncle Harutiun died, and wearing our best clothes we children

went to Grandmother’s to attend the funeral ceremony. The salon on the second floor, now

stripped of all its furniture, and a black gauze covering my grandfather’s portrait, was thronged

with mourners. All the women were dressed in black, and the men wore black bands around

their arms. When we four children entered, all heads were turned toward us. As no other

children were present we attracted attention. In the center of the hall, placed between two

burning candles of enormous size, there was a long, silvery coffin, in which lay Uncle Harutiun,

with his hands crossed over his breast and his eyes closed. His face was blanched to a chalk-

white color. He was surrounded by a group of women crying on their knees, while

Grandmother, waving a handkerchief bordered with black, spoke to him in the most beautiful

language I have ever heard.Her speech was like a series of death ballads, a recitative of

deepest motherly love and of grief inconsolable. She reviewed the main events of his life,

reminded him of the things he had done and said as a child, how his father and uncles were

killed in the massacre, when he was a boy of six, their happiness before that dread event, the

summers they had spent in the country. You went to study, she told him, in the great

universities of Europe, you wanted to make us happy again, but now you have left us before we

could enjoy you. She described the charms of the beautiful girl she had chosen to be his bride,

and this part of her sobbing soliloquy was particularly touching to me, small as I was. My

grandmother, talking to her dead son, before the portrait of his father, now covered with a black

gauze so that he would not see him, was the image of Mother Armenia with all her ancient

sorrows; the tears she shed were also the tears of countless Armenian mothers sobbing over

the dead bodies of their stalwart sons. And it seemed to me Uncle Harutiun heard and saw it

all, but did not say anything.I could not bear for long this spectacle of death and mourning.

Grandmother’s words and the sight of my mother weeping on her knees next to her pained me

so much that I broke loose and fought my way to the coffin.“Please don’t cry any more!” I

pleaded with Grandmother, meanwhile addressing myself to my mother and the other women

who formed this circle of woe around the corpse. Grandmother looked at me fondly with her

eyes, the saddest I have ever seen, and a wan smile flickered on her lips. The wailing ceased.

People carried their handkerchiefs to their mouths instead of their eyes. And I wanted to stay

there to keep them from crying, but somebody with strong arms pulled me back, back to the

side room where my brother and sisters were, and the lamentation broke out anew.Suddenly

we heard a commotion downstairs. A large cross flashed in the doorway, clouds of incense

smoke swept into the hall, and a crowd of death-smelling ecclesiastics made a dramatic

appearance, led by our prelate, a distinguished prince of the Church. With firm, resolute steps



he advanced toward the coffin as people made way for him and crossed themselves with

bowed heads. The wailing women around the coffin got up to their feet. Standing between two

acolytes who carried tall copper candlesticks, the prelate read from the sacred book he held in

his hands and offered the appropriate prayers for the dead. After this ceremony pallbearers

moved forward and lifted up the coffin to carry it downstairs, whereupon Grandmother and the

other women let out heart-shattering screams and clung to it desperately, would not let them

take it away. This struggle ended with Grandmother’s fainting. She was carried to her

bedchamber.Uncle Harutiun was to be buried with all the pomp of the Church, as befitted the

son of a prominent family. There were two long lines of wreath-bearers as the funeral

procession formed in the street. The bells of the ancient cathedral of the Holy Mother of God

tolled the plaintive invitation of death. As the procession wound through the streets many

stores had their shutters drawn and suspended business; all Christian men, whether

Armenians, Greeks, or Franks, took off their fezzes or hats, and even the Turks looked grave

and respectful. On the faces of all, irrespective of their religion, was reflected man’s

brotherhood and humility in death.And now the streets were streets of death, the sky was a sky

of death, and death sang its everlasting dirge through the voices of the priests and the forty

children who formed the choir. Uncle Harutiun was carried to his tomb with the grand and

solemn music of the Church, with the profound supplications voiced in the mighty words of the

Fathers of our Church and Nation. That music of the soul was now a murmurous tumult, and

now swelled into divine intonations of hymns chanted in antiphony.We children did not go to the

cemetery, which was a few miles outside the town. We went home after the requiem mass in

church. Uncle Harutiun was the first person I had seen die, and I pondered upon the mystery

and grandeur of death. I was troubled, deeply troubled. And on our way back from church, I

asked my brother, Onnik, two and a half years older than I, many questions about death. He

remarked that everybody would sooner or later die.“What!” I exclaimed, terrified. “Do you mean

to say that Father and Mother will die too, that you and I also will die?”“Yes,” he said. “Father

and Mother, you and I, all of us, everybody will die some day.”The wholly innocent and utterly

happy phase of my childhood was over. And I did not have the consolations of philosophy as I

thought about death, trying hard to comprehend its infinite mystery. A new secret world, visible

only to the inner eye, was revealed to me, and my child-mind wandered into the regions of

eternal solitude. This tragic end to which all of us were doomed, as my brother asserted, meant

that neither my mother nor my father, absolutely nobody, could protect me from death, that I

would be separated from them, or they from me, and all of us would face death alone and

helpless.But I could not, no matter what my brother said, imagine myself dead, like Uncle

Harutiun. Others, perhaps, would die, but not I.“I’ll never die,” I declared.“You think you won’t!”

my brother replied sarcastically. “You will just close your eyes and die like the rest of us.”“But I

won’t close my eyes!” I protested, indignant. “I’ll always keep them open,” I insisted. “I’ll never

close them, never, no matter what happens, no matter how sick I am. Tell me, how can I die if I

always keep my eyes open?”I believed I had discovered the secret of immortality.CHAPTER

2The Shame ofMaundy ThursdayEaster in Trebizond! What a holiday that was! The schools

closed for two weeks, and there was goodness and happiness on the faces of people as they

prepared to rejoice in the resurrection of Christ. Holy week was the busiest week of the year.I

had joined the church choir. They gave me the most coveted and difficult piece, the solo part

from the Book of Daniel, to read on the night of Holy Saturday. And I was one of twelve boys

whose feet our prelate was going to wash on Maundy Thursday. That was something to

remember all our lives.“So the prelate is going to wash your feet!” people would tell me. “Be

sure they are clean.”On the morning of Maundy Thursday we went to the bathhouse, my



brother and I carrying two bundles containing such family heirlooms as Turkish towels, clogs

inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a silver bowl for pouring water. We always went to the bathhouse of

the Infidels — the Giaour Hamami, originally a Byzantine church. When the mighty poet-sultan

Mohammed II conquered Trebizond eight years after his conquest of Constantinople, he had

the largest and most beautiful church buildings in the city transformed into mosques and public

baths for the eternal glory of Allah.Both Christians and Turks bathed in the Giaour Hamami, but

never together. There were separate days for each. Women and children bathed during the

day, men at night. It was situated in a maze of medieval lanes, with white and red roses

climbing garden walls. A small gate led into a wood yard where you could see the huge furnace

in the basement — a fearful sight. It made me think of the fires of hell. The great boilers were

kept furiously hot day and night. Crossing this wood yard we entered the cool outer, or dressing

hall, of the bathhouse. The manager, a handsome, passionate-looking Turkish woman with a

milk-white face, sat cross-legged in a railed dais at the door furnished with rugs and cushions,

smoking a cigarette. She might have been the reigning queen of a sultan’s harem. She

welcomed us with all the polite, poetic phrases of the ceremonious East, inquiring after our

health and showering compliments on us, which Mother duly returned.The outer hall was

round, with an elevated double gallery on three sides divided into open compartments and a

few rooms. The rooms were furnished with better mattresses and had gilt-framed mirrors and

accordingly cost a little more. In the center of the hall there was a decorative fountain with a

fish pond. In an alcove an old and withered Turkish woman wearing clogs and peshdimal, a

sheet of striped cloth tied around the hips and reaching down to the knees, was busy with her

copper coffee pots. Pink, languid Greek and Armenian women wrapped in fluffy snow-white

towels lay on their mattresses in the gallery, resting after the rigors of their baths. Every time

the thick, heavy door that gave access to the inner hall was pushed open the outer door

resounded with a sudden blast of ringing uproar and steam, abruptly shut off as the door

closed.We undressed, and walking carefully along a slippery vestibule entered a vast, torrid

rotunda, filled with clouds of steam and an infernal din composed of women’s voices, babies’

screams, children’s shouts, the clash and boom of metal bowls, and the constant splashing of

water over the marble slabs. For a few minutes it was almost impossible to breathe that steam-

laden air. The bathing compartments consisted of a marble basin with faucets of hot and cold

water and two marble slabs to sit on. There were small chambers affording privacy, but the air

was unbearably hot in them. Women retired to those blistering cells to henna their hair and

have leeches suck their blood, which was not very pleasant to see.In the center of this rotunda

was an octagonal platform of colored tiles, over which a few women lay at full length, and the

Turkish bath attendants rubbed and massaged them with rough gloves. The women of

Trebizond are famous for their beauty. Rubens should have been in our bathhouse. I can see

those nude women now — their swelling, voluptuous figures — I can see the slender virgins

running with their long hair streaming down their backs. We children were stark naked, but the

women and older girls wore peshdimals. We boys played tag, a dangerous game on those

slippery marbles, and jumping on to the octagonal platform blew soap bubbles. They floated

through the vaporous air like balloons, and the light that fell from the glass apertures of the

lofty dome directly above it tinted them with all the colors of the rainbow.From time to time we

had to return to our respective compartments and suffer the unspeakable tortures of being

rubbed and washed by our merciless mothers. A thorough rubbing and three soapings from

head to foot were required before Mother pronounced me cleansed. And, of course, everyone

joked about my feet, said they were dirty, no matter how hard I washed them.This bathing

lasted four or five hours, after which, wrapped in towels and wearing clogs, we returned to the



dressing hall. It was like getting out of the heat of the deserts of Araby and entering the cool,

delicious paradise of Allah. We did not dress immediately; that would have spoiled the luxury

of our bath. We reclined on the mattresses in indolent repose, refreshed ourselves with fruit

and lemonade, appeased our hunger with halva and simits, or sesame rings. And leaving the

bathhouse had its special etiquette. Mother again exchanged the customary compliments with

the manager as she paid her.Late in the afternoon, our cheeks still flushed with the charac

teristic bathhouse glow, we went to church for the most solemn rite of the washing of the feet. I

put on my surplice, red, with a blue cape of velvet, and took my place in the choir, proud and

self-conscious. I knew that my mother watched me approvingly from the women’s gallery.While

the prelate was being appareled in the vestry, our precentor sang the stately and monumental

hymn, “O Mystery Deep!” with the rest of the choir humming a deep drone in antiphony.“O

mystery deep!”“Hummmmmmm”“Incomprehensible, eternal!”“Hummmmmmm”“Who hast set

up Thy heavenly throne in unapproachable light, in splendid glory of brilliant celestial

spirits!”“Hummmmmmm”“Thou who didst spread Thy creating arms to the stars, make our

arms firm with power, to intercede when we raise our hands unto thee.”“Hummmmmmmmm.”At

the end of this hymn, the singing of which took fully ten minutes, the prelate came out of the

vestry with a deacon and subdeacon, with the crown on his head, looking like a Byzantine

emperor. He wore a shimmering chasuble and the buckle of his belt was studded with jewels.

One of the deacons swung a censer before him walking backward and bowing continually,

while the other carried a small basin and a pitcher of water. The prelate washed his hands

before us and then addressed the congregation, telling them how much he had sinned and

begging them to entreat God for him. He then turned around and went up the stairs of the

sanctuary accompanied by his two acolytes. The curtain was drawn.Toward the end of the

interminable mass the singing ceased suddenly. Everybody stood still. Men who had been

prostrating themselves, touching the floor with their foreheads, rose to their feet and did not

move. We twelve boys representing the twelve disciples of Christ went up the stairs of the

sanctuary in single file and took off our shoes and socks in a side chamber. A large basin of

water was placed on the platform of the altar. I peeped out from behind the curtain to see my

mother, grandmothers, aunts, and other female relatives who had come to see the prelate

wash my feet. I was nervous, palpitating, but immensely proud. Not only could you hear a pin

drop, so profound was the silence, but to use the Armenian idiom, there was no place to drop a

needle, so large was the crowd. The cathedral was jammed full with a congregation eager to

witness the most dramatic ceremony of the church. I saw a sea of faces.The prelate, who was

a towering bishop, took off his crown and chasuble, and rolling up his sleeves knelt humbly by

the basin. I went to sit on the stool before him and held my foot over the basin. He dipped a rag

in the water and, murmuring a prayer, squeezed it on my foot, after which he put consecrated

ointment on my toes. I didn’t know what to do next.“Kiss and go,” he whispered.I raised my foot

as high as I could and stretching my neck as far down as it would go, tried to kiss the holy

ointment he had put on my toes, but I could not reach it with my lips.A multitudinous murmur

swept through the cathedral, which grew louder and louder and became peals of laughter. I

was very good in gymnastics, but one had to be an acrobat to do what the bishop asked. The

more I struggled with my foot the louder became the mortifying laughter. The thought that I

should be the cause of this appalling and sacrilegious uproar in the house of God was so

crushing that I wished I could fly away and disappear forever. I knew they were laughing at me,

but didn’t know why. In the delirium of my confusion and despair, the cathedral was rising in

vast billows of blazing lights and faces, faces, faces, dissolving into space. Angels wheeled

over this terrific and catastrophic tumult and an angry God watched me from his throne with



his bushy white brows drawn together. The bishop assumed the proportions of a gigantic

phantom, became an oppressing shadow before me, above me, and all around me.I finally

gave up my acrobatics and looked helplessly at his wrathful face.“Kiss the cross, the CROSS!”

I heard him saying.So it was the cross I had to kiss, and not my foot! It lay on the stool at my

side with a large, silver-mounted Bible, a heavy jeweled episcopal cross. I fell on it with devout

lips and hobbled away in a hurry, to find the other choir boys rolling behind the altar and

gasping for breath as they held their sides. This was the most humiliating of all.“Fool!” one of

them said.I could make no reply. There was a stinging sensation in my burning ears.On the

night of that same disastrous day clergy and congregation, dressed in black, lamented the

crucifixion of Christ in a long dolorous service. All the lights, except one or two on the altar,

were put out, and the usual bright curtain of the sanctuary was removed and replaced by a

black funereal one. This midnight service was faithfully attended especially by those women

who like my mother were in mourning.On Good Friday Mother dyed eggs by boiling them with

onion skins, and made several loaves of paschal cake, each weighing about two pounds,

baked in our neighborhood bakery. On the morning of Holy Saturday I confessed, with a group

of other boys. We knelt in the vestry of the church and the priest read the appropriate prayers

over our bowed heads, enumerating all the sins human flesh is heir to, and begging

forgiveness from God. Every minute or two, changing the tone of his voice, he told us under his

breath: “Say, ‘I have sinned, O Lord!’”“I have sinned, O Lord!” we all exclaimed piously.“May

God grant ye remission,” the priest said, and began reading the next list of sins.Guilty or not we

had to say, “I have sinned, O Lord!” We did not know the meaning of many sins. The language

of our Bible and liturgy was in ancient Armenian, which only the old folks and highly educated

people could understand.After this group confession we boys went around and asked those

whom we had wronged or injured in any way to forgive us. Old scores and feuds were now

settled in a spirit of true Christian humility and brotherhood, as we got ready for the

communion. Boys who were not on speaking terms shook hands and became friends. There

were, however, a few louts who sputtered with laughter every time they saw me, and grabbing

their feet tried to kiss them.The festival of Easter began with a grand mass, the Lighting of

Lights, late in the afternoon of Holy Saturday. I read my scroll from the Book of Daniel with a

vengeance, “like a bulbul,” people said later, even though among my schoolmates I could never

live down the shame of Maundy Thursday. We went home and had our traditional meal of fish,

with colored eggs and paschal cake, beggars being our honored guests. I was so happy to

round up groups of them in the churchyard and take them home with me. They ate for the

salvation of Uncle Harutiun’s soul. On Ash Wednesday we children had hung an onion from the

lamp in our dining room, with seven feathers stuck into it. Every week we had plucked out a

feather, and now joyously removed the last one. It was our Lenten calendar.Sunday morning

we went to church without eating breakfast, or even drinking a drop of water, because we had

to take the communion. The altar was lighted brilliantly and decorated with flowers. The picture

of the Virgin and Child was replaced by an old painting showing the resurrection of Christ.

There were new faces in our choir, men who had worn the surplice in their younger days.Our

precentor struck his tuning fork, gave the signal, and we sang with glad ringing voices the

Easter introit, as he clashed his cymbals together.Christ is risen from the dead! By His death

He overcame death andby His resurrection He has granted us life. Glory be to Him forever!

Amen.From behind the new curtain, woven in heavy golden threads and sparkling with

sequins, the bishop glorified the resurrection in exultant words, to which we responded by

singing:Christ is risen from the dead; alleluia.Come, O ye people, sing to the Lord; alleluia.To

Him Who is risen from the dead; alleluia.To Him Who has enlightened the world; alleluia.The



veteran choristers who had joined us were the day’s soloists, and vied with one another with

their vocal talents. The bishop delivered one of the sermons for which he was famous,

denouncing young women who wore décolleté gowns and copied the sinful modes of Paris.

He held his episcopal staff as he spoke, with its double-headed silver snake.We sang the

Lord’s Prayer, the blessed, unleavened bread was passed around, and at last a deacon called

out to the congregation:“Come near with awe and communicate with holiness!”The crowd

surged forward. Holding the golden chalice high in both hands the bishop turned around,

uttering words of rapture, and descended the altar steps, to squat at the edge of the platform, a

candle bearer standing on each side of him. He broke a piece of the consecrated wafer,

soaked it in the wine of the chalice, and put it in the communicant’s mouth, who made the sign

of the cross as he swallowed it.As people came out of the church, the crowd in the churchyard

became thicker. Hundreds had to stand outside during the service, for lack of room in the

church. All were in their Easter best, and even the children of the poorest families wore at least

new shoes. Outside, in the crooked narrow street, the Turkish simitjis, men in purplish baggy

breeches and red sashes, handkerchiefs tied around their fezzes by way of a turban to

distinguish them from fez-wearing infidels, did a lively trade selling crisp sesame rings as we

famished children swarmed around them with coppers and nickels in our hands.At home we

had our customary Easter dinner, an entire roast lamb stuffed with rice, raisins and pine nuts

being the main course. Father, who never observed the Lent, let us children have half a glass

of wine each, thinking he was doing us a great annual favor, not knowing I had drunk from his

big wine bottle many a time, when nobody was around to see me. Refilling his wine bottle in

Mr. Persides’ distillery was one of my chores. We tapped colored eggs: you won the egg you

cracked.After dinner Onnik and I took our rockets and fire-crackers, which we had bought with

our savings of several weeks, and staged a noisy celebration in our street with Elevtheraki

Persides and other Greek boys. And then, with Mother’s permission, we went to the cinema to

see a picture on the life of Christ. It caused a riot as some boys, excited by the scenes of

Christ’s sufferings at the hands of the Jews, attacked a lone Jewish boy in the theater and

began to beat him. There was only one Jewish family in our town, or at least I knew only one, a

pale contractor, from whose yard we boys stole barrel hoops to roll them.The next few days

were spent in making and receiving calls, people greeting each other with the Easter

salutation:“Christ is risen from the dead.”“Blessed is the resurrection of Christ.”We served our

visitors Turkish coffee, cognac, liqueurs, raki, candy, cherry and rose leaf jam, citron

marmalade — in an elaborate silver set. If our maid Victoria did not know who was to be

served first, Mother directed her with her watchful eyes. That was very important. The strictest

etiquette of priority was observed. The oldest and most educated people were served first. We

received all our guests in the drawing room, which was formally furnished, with French sofas,

chandelier with crystals, a porcelain stove, which was imported from France but never kept the

room warm and was cracked, piano, round walnut table, and a magnificent Persian rug on the

floor. Our living room was a bit à la Turca, but our drawing room was fashionably à la

Franca.Our parish priest, Der Shaghah, came for the Easter house-blessing with the sexton,

the exorcist, the candle lighter, deacons, subdeacons and precentor — a real state visit. We

children had to go to the drawing room to kiss his hand. After they blessed our house with an

appropriate ceremony, they sat stiffly, partaking of the refreshments in the silver set and

conversing with Mother. She was the treasurer of the Ladies’ Union, and our maternal

grandmother was its perpetual president. Together they raised a lot of money for the church,

and sponsored an industrial school for needy girls.We children had to show them our

accomplishments. Nevart played the piano, Onnik his violin. I stood on a chair and recited a



poem Der Shaghah’s beautiful daughter had taught me in the kindergarten, where she was my

teacher, and I loved her very much. I shouted at the top of my voice:When I grow upAnd have

mustachesA soldier braveI will be.“Very good, very good,” Der Shaghah said, when I finished.

He patted me on the head.“He can repeat the sermons of the Holy Prelate,” Mother said,

pleased.“I know!” the precentor said, with a cautious little laugh. “I have caught him doing it —

with a broomstick in his hand.” He praised my singing and reading.“God’s key opened his

mouth,” Der Shaghah said, smiling at me. He had put the key of our church door in my mouth

when I had reached my third year without learning to speak. A miracle was performed, and

after that, I more than made up for lost time. I stuttered when I became nervous, Mother told

him, and he said God would cure me of that too. No mention was made of the awful incident on

Maundy Thursday. They spared my feelings. I was anxious to redeem myself in their eyes, but

the shame of it, I knew, would always cling to me, and nobody who saw me trying to kiss my

foot before the altar would ever forget it. When they rose to go, Mother slipped into Der

Shaghah’s hand a gold coin, to be divided among the members of his party, according to their

rank. The others pretended not to see it.“God bless you all,” the priest said again at the door,

and murmured another benediction on our house.CHAPTER 3The Fiery HorseFortune and

history have favored the first-born among the male, and it is they who have been deemed

worthy of inheriting the kingdoms of the world. My older brother was favored over me in a

hundred different ways, even though I was as tall as he, and just as strong, I insisted. I fought

with him almost every day, to prove it. In school too, even though he was always first in his

class, I didn’t do badly either. I got good grades, and I was never punished. No teacher ever

rapped my hands for being late or not knowing my lesson, or made me kneel alone in the

corner, with my face to the wall, for shooting a paper swallow.And now another summer had

come, no more school for three months! With other boys in the third grade I was given my cer

tificate and turned loose. We celebrated our freedom in the traditional manner — smashing

our ink bottles on the cobblestones as we ran up a steep street with cries of joy. From time to

time, as I ran, I glanced up at the blue sky, thrilled with the thought of another vacation in the

country. I could see myself finding a bird’s nest in the still heart of the woods, with five little

eggs in it, warm to the touch, covered with blue dots or delicate coffee-colored stripes… I could

see myself bringing down a sparrow with my slingshot… wading through a stream. Too bad few

boys in my class could go to a village in the summer.My mother was busy sewing on her

Singer machine when I dashed into our house, with my rolled-up certificate. I gave it to her

proudly. She gasped when she saw I had received 10, the highest mark, for Conduct.“How you

fool them!” she said. “I am going to see your director and ask him to change it to zero.”I was

terrified. “But Mother, I behave in school, I really do!”I was always conscious of my

responsibility to uphold the honor of my family among outsiders.My mother relented and

agreed not to complain to the director on my promise I would behave myself also at home —

and I could make no bigger promise than that. And then, as if to reward me for it, she said,

“Here, try these on.” She held up a pair of blue pants on which she had been working. I took

one look at them and recognized them as Onnik’s. She blushed and looked embarrassed. Her

trick didn’t work. She had altered them and tried to pass them on to me as new.“Look at this

patch in the seat,” I protested, indignantly.“But it’s no bigger than a pinhead. Nobody would

notice it. You can wear it in the village.”Father was frankly partial to my older brother and sister

Nevart. He never refused them anything. He was always boasting about their accomplishments

to his friends. But he never boasted about me: I could not play a musical instrument, I could not

read and understand classic Greek, I got poor marks in arithmetic — and music, Greek and

mathematics were the only subjects that mattered, according to Father. All his Greek



customers knew that Nevart was first in her class in a Greek school. He was a great admirer of

the Greeks, their language and culture. We lived in a Greek street, and some Armenians

sarcastically said we were more Greeks than Armenians.And now Mother has done something

that hurt me worst of all. If Nevart and Onnik were “Father’s children,” I and my baby sister

Eugenia were “Mother’s children.” The balance was all in Nevart’s and Onnik’s favor, because

Father’s word was law in our home.Wearing Onnik’s discarded pants was the climax of all the

discrimination and neglect I had suffered. I wore them only because I thought of the poor and

beggar children who would have been very glad to have them.“See, how nicely they fit you,”

Mother said, pulling them up. My pants were always on the verge of falling down, I was so thin,

while Onnik was plump.I stood before the mirror and sighed. “I wish I were good looking like

Onnik and Nevart,” I said to myself. But I was the ugly duckling in my family. I was dark, and my

black hair stood up on top of my head, I could not keep it laid down no matter how much I wet

and combed it. Onnik, on the other hand, was light, with soft brown hair, and Nevart was

blonde. Everybody said I didn’t look like them at all.Onnik came in, with his violin under his

arm, looking important. He had two tutors; I had none. Nevart also had two tutors. Father spent

so much money on them. But he ignored me. Nobody took me seriously. I didn’t count. Ever

since he received a basket of pears from the Patriarch Zavén, the supreme primate of our

Church, for reciting a poem before him, Onnik thought he was somebody. Why, I could recite

better than he. Only he knew a poem with a lot of hard words in it, being two classes above me

in school, and having two tutors.“The vegetable man didn’t come today,” Mother said. “I want

one of you to go to the grocery and bring me an oka of peas and three bunches of parsley.”“I’ve

to practice my violin lesson,” Onnik said, excusing himself.So of course I had to go. It was I who

always went on errands. And after I brought the peas and the parsley, I had to carry two pails

of water from the public fountain — as if I had no pride. At last I was free to play. Anthula and

Penelope Persides asked me to play hopscotch with them.Anthula, pale and gentle, was my

sweetheart. I was going to marry her when I grew up. There were six girls in the Persides

family, our Greek neighbors across the street, and each one of them could have posed for

Praxiteles, they were all so perfectly beautiful. I was reluctant to play with Anthula and

Penelope. After all, I was a boy, and I wanted to assert my male superiority. They begged me,

and I finally consented.Their older sister, Helene, being twelve, was already past the playing

age. She sat on the doorstep of their house, watching us.“Look at the mirror, the mirror!” I

laughed, pointing to her panties. That was the expression naughty boys like me used on seeing

the panties of the girls. Her cheeks flushed, and she pulled down her skirt.“Oh, pull it up,” I

said, “let me see the mirror again.”Helene stuck out her tongue and gave me, what you would

call, the raspberry.I picked up a clog — a heavy wooden shoe with a leather strap —

somebody had left in the street, and threw it at her, not really meaning to hit her, but out of

sheer deviltry. To my surprise, the clog struck her right on the eye. She jumped up screaming.

Blood flowed down her face. I stood staring at her, petrified with fear and remorse. Did I blind

her? Anthula and Penelope were speechless. They said nothing. They were too well behaved.

Perfect little ladies.Our game was over. Everybody ran out to see what had happened. “Oh, my

God!” Mother cried, ran back into our house, and rushed out with bandages and a bottle of

iodine to dress Helene’s wound. She threatened to call the police. “Even the jail is too good for

you!” she said. “May you go to the bottom of Gehenna!” Nevart was wringing her hands and

apologizing to everybody.“Wait until Father comes home,” she told me.“Stupid!” Onnik

said.“Kurd! Savage!” Nevart added.I fled into our house and dashed upstairs to my bedroom,

slamming the door behind me.I was now an outlaw, and I knew nobody would speak to me

again. Lying in bed flat on my face, I waited for the police to come and take me to jail.All the



policemen were Turks, wearing grey lambskin caps with a crescent and star, huge pistols at

their sides. There was a police karakol close by our street. I had seen gangs of prisoners with

heavy chains tied to their feet. I had even witnessed the hanging of criminals in the Maydan,

the central square of the town, and could now see their bare feet dangling from under their

white robes, with official papers enumerating their crimes pinned on their breasts. The Turkish

judge would sentence me to jail, and then they would tie those dreadful chains to my feet. Well,

let them hang me, I said to myself. I would die like a hero. I could see myself walking down our

street handcuffed, escorted by two policeman — but my lips tight, and my chin up. I could hear

people saying, “He’s a bad boy, but brave.”A swallow flew into the room through the window,

fluttered against the walls, circled round and round, twittering to me, and then flew out. It was

my swallow, one of a pair that had built their nest in our entrance hall upstairs, for in the spring

we left our doors and windows wide open. That swallow was the only friend I had now. It told

me, in its language, that it would visit me in my prison cell, carry messages for me, like the

swallow in a story in my Armenian reader, The Happy Prince. I was so touched by that tender

and beautiful tale!
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and the fits and bursts of young love, frustration and that small bitterness of adolescence.

Showing the reader what it must have been like, how things must have felt in a place so far and

so different but yet nevertheless the same. “I mean that men have the same noses and eyes

and hair. They are uniformly and monotonously alike in their outward appearance, and little

physical differences that may exist are of no significance to the artist. But we all differ very

tremendously in our thoughts, in our inner life, in our mysterious and true existence.”So similar,

but also so different. Because tremendous, perilous and petrifying tragedy leaves its

permanent mark upon people. “I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen” is an extraordinary novel. It

is written from the perspective of an Armenian child growing up in a Black Sea town of western

Armenia, under the control of the Ottoman Empire. In a simple, childlike way it presents

eloquently what a young man must have experienced, lived and seen and heard in the run-up

to a genocide. Children are naïve and innocent and yet full of such grounded wisdom and

persistent hope and faith; things to them do not seem to be strange, for they have nothing to

compare them to and have entered into life with no assumptions. Those all are for the elderly –

bitter and envious and greedy.“The good world is renewed in children. In them takes place the

miraculous resurrection of the race. The soul of the child is like the crocus that blooms in the

sun. Therein lies the secret of that world-state we’ve been hearing and reading and thinking

about.” In his epic, simple novel Leon Surmelian follows the protagonist through childhood and

then into genocide, when his father and mother are murdered. And then the madness of what

came after – displacement, disappearances, flight – to Batumi, to Dilijan, to Yerevan.

Revolution, as the Red Armies advanced. Panic and the seeking out of refuge by young minds

unable really to understand the gravity of their situation or the extraordinary moments in which

they have been immersed. All this in a beautiful, simple prose that evokes the yearning of a

man for his land – the deep canyons and grand mountains of the Caucasus and the ancient

feasts of a people who existed upon the stony patch of ground since the time when Noah

marched down off the mountain.Truly, and I say this as a well-read fellow (and a writer myself),

“I Ask You, Ladies and Gentlemen” is one of the most powerful, beautiful, haunting novels I

have ever read. We writers learn early that a good book must start well, must have good beats,

capture the imagination but – above all – must end in a triumph. “I Ask You” ends with a

majestic explosion, and Chapter 24 – written directly from Leon to the reader – evokes all the

power of the written word to channel the profound longing of a refugee for his homeland.This

afternoon, when I started reading that penultimate chapter, I called for my wife – who is

Venezuelan, and is too a stranger forced to be far from the land where she was raised: the

deep jungles and storied white-sand beaches, the festivals and the songs – and I read it to her

out loud. It was hard to keep from tearing up, and neither of us were fully successful, for in

these pages Surmelian captures the beautiful drama of flight and the terrible, desperate

knowledge not only that one cannot go back, but even if one could – the past is long gone; and

with it the places we once knew so well.”

Pamela A. Cole, “The print is small. I am sure this is a good book . I will have trouble because I

don’t see that well and the print is small.I wish publishers wouldn’t do this .A little bigger would

make the difference.The book itself was in great condition .”

The book by Leon Z. Surmelian has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 8 people have provided feedback.
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