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In Search of the “Immortal” Volunteers: The Legacy of
Armenian Fedayis on the Caucasus Front, 1914–1916

CHRISTOPHER GUNN

Abstract

Since the establishment of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) in 1890,
the practice of honoring the revolutionary acts of its fedayis has been an important
means through which to both recruit the next generation of members and to maintain
its claim to be the defender of the Armenian nation. It is, therefore, surprising that the
decision to form Armenian volunteer units to fight alongside the Russian army between
the fall of 1914 and the spring of 1916, is barely mentioned in ARF publications, and
given relatively little attention in the historiography of the period. Given the ARF’s
tendency to glorify the acts of its fedayis it is puzzling why the organization would
not promote and honor its members who took up arms in a more conventional
manner against the Ottoman Empire. Three possible reasons can be gleaned from
the literature. The first two involve the problems the Legions pose to the historiography
on World War I in eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus. The third reason involves the
legacy of the ARF and the decision of the Armenian Volunteer Legions to retreat from
Van and not relieve the Armenians trapped in Muş in the summer of 1915.

Keywords: Armenian Revolutionary Federation; fedayis; World War I; Ottoman
Empire; the Caucasus; eastern Anatolia; the Armenian Volunteer Legions; the Committee
of Union and Progress

From all countries, Armenians are hurrying to enter the ranks of the glorious
Russian Army, with their blood to serve the victory of Russian arms…Let
the Russian flag wave freely over the Dardanelles and the Bosporus.1

Samsun Harutinian, President of the Armenian National Bureau.
When the Armenian Revolutionary Federation uttered the call to self-defense
and formed the immortal Volunteer Regiment, Tehlirian did not tell his
father of his intentions… he simply left home…
Sarkis Atamian,“Soghomon Tehlirian: A Portrait of Immortality, Part I”.

Introduction

Since the establishment of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) in 1890, the
practice of honoring the revolutionary acts of its fedayis [guerrillas] has been an impor-
tant means through which to both recruit the next generation of members and to main-
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tain its claim to be the defender of the Armenian nation. The anniversaries of the
Ottoman Bank takeover in 1896 and the Battle of Khanasor in 1897 are both annually
celebrated, the ARF press regularly published the accounts of their fedayis, and the
names Armen Garo, Andranik, Dro, and Soghomon Tehlirian are all well known.2 In
particular, as the key figures in the ARF’s Operation Nemesis began to die during the
1960s and early 1970s, the frequency of publications glorifying the assassinations of
Turkish and Azeri leaders between 1920 and 1921, and praising the men who
carried them out, began to increase. Even the morally reprehensible assassinations of
Turkish diplomats during the 1970s and 1980s by the ARF’s Justice Commandos of
the Armenian Genocide and the Armenian Revolutionary Army were well covered in
the Armenian Weekly and the Armenian American bilingual daily newspaper Asbarez.

It is, therefore, surprising that one of the organization’s most defensible revolutionary
acts in their 120-year history, the decision to form Armenian volunteer units to fight
alongside the Russian army between the fall of 1914 and the spring of 1916, is barely
mentioned in ARF publications, and given relatively little attention in the historiography
of the period. In operation during the most critical and tragic years of modern Armenian
history, nearly every prominent ARF politician and fedayi of the era participated in the
volunteer legions in some capacity.

The ARF represented a majority within the Armenian National Bureau (ANB), the
organization that oversaw the creation of the legions, and a number of high profile
ARF politicians, intellectuals and former fedayi were involved in the creation, staffing,
equipping, and maintenance of the legions.3 These included Stepan Zoryan (Rostom),
one of the three founders of the ARF; Hovhannes Katchaznouni, an ARF fedayi,
representative from Van and the first prime minister of the (first) Armenian Repub-
lic;4 Simon Vratzian, a leading ARF intellectual who had recently been elected to
the Executive Bureau, the organization’s main governing body, and who would
become the last prime minister of the Armenian Republic;5 Garo Sasuni, a high-
ranking member of the ARF’s Western Bureau (Istanbul), and future Executive
Bureau member; and Armen Garo (Garo Pasdermadjian), one of the most famous
fedayi of his generation and a recent former Ottoman parliamentarian at the time of
his participation in the volunteers. The most famous ARF fedayis of the period also
comprised the volunteers’ military leadership: in addition to six of the seven Legion
commanders, Andranik, Dro, Hamazasp, Keri, Vartan, and Arghutian; other major
figures such as Sebouh, Torcom, Khetcho, and Murad were given high-ranking positions
in the legions.

Given the ARF’s tendency to laud the acts of its fedayi, even those which are, at a
minimum, morally questionable, it is puzzling why the organization would not
promote and exalt the members who took up arms in a more conventional manner
against the Ottoman Empire in the fall of 1914. While it is impossible to answer that
question definitively, at least three possible reasons can be gleaned from the literature.
The first two involve the problems the Armenian Volunteer Legions pose to the histor-
iography on World War I in eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus. First, in the late
summer of 1914, before the start of hostilities between the Ottoman Empire and
Russia, a handful of ARF leaders in the Ottoman Empire, chose to disregard the pol-
icies established by the party’s executive leadership and, without the unanimous
consent of its own central committee, essentially declared war on the Ottoman
Empire. That these Ottoman ARF members chose to irrevocably split with the Commit-
tee of Union and Progress (CUP), its former political ally, as early as late August 1914,
and the consequences of their decision, remain largely unexplored in the historiogra-
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phy. Second, their defection to the Russian Empire, and the creation of Armenian Vol-
unteer Legions, were carried out in the most provocative and public ways imaginable.
Descriptions of the volunteers as “guides” and “scouts”, in much of the recent histor-
iography, downplays the true purpose and intention behind their creation, and the
degree to which these acts provoked the Ottoman government’s subsequent actions
against its Armenians has yet to be explored.
Any measure of sustained analyses into these topics, might bring unwanted attention

and criticism to the ARF fedayi involved, and may explain why the Volunteers have
never achieved a prominent place in the organization’s historical lore. The third reason
seems to be of an internal nature and involves the decision of the Armenian Volunteer
Legions to retreat from Van and not relieve the Armenians trapped in Muş in the
summer of 1915. Their collective damnation for this act, while puzzling, may also help
explain their absence from the literature. Unfortunately, it is difficult to separate fact
from fiction in the statements made, and the memoirs written, by the individuals
involved, written well after the actual events, and is probable many were trying to
deflect blame, cement their own legacies and, perhaps, rewrite the history of the ARF
in the aftermath of World War I.

The Armenian Volunteer Legions in the Caucasus, 1914–1916

Organization

In the fall of 1914, the Armenian National Bureau (ANB) in Tiflis (Tbilisi), in close
cooperation with the ARF, whose members dominated its board, established four Arme-
nian volunteer legions to fight alongside the Russian army on the Caucasus front.6 This
was in addition to the 150,000–250,000 Russian Armenians already conscripted into the
Russian army.7 The legions were comprised of approximately 3,100 men fit for service,
out of an alleged 20,000 willing volunteers.8 By the spring of 1915, three more legions
were organized, bringing the total number of Armenian volunteers fighting against the
Ottoman Empire in the Caucasus to approximately 5,000.9 These volunteers were a com-
bination of Ottoman Armenians, former Armenian emigrants from the Ottoman Empire,
Ottoman Armenian army defectors, Russian Armenians who were not called up in the
general Russian army mobilization, 180 ARF fedayi released directly into the volunteer
legions from Russian prisons, and Armenians from the wider diaspora, including the
United States, France, and elsewhere.10

The First Legion, commanded by Andranik Ozanian was the largest, and contained
between 1,200 and 1,500 volunteers; the Second Legion was commanded by Drasta-
mat Kanayan, more commonly known as Dro; the Third Legion by Hamazasp
Srvandztyan; and the Fourth Legion by Arshak Gafavian, who was also primarily
known by his revolutionary alias, Keri.11 The Second, Third and Fourth Legions
each contained approximately 500 men each.12 Of the three volunteer units that
were established in early 1915, the Fifth Legion was commanded by Sarghis Mehrab-
yan, known as Vartan; the Sixth Legion, formed by the Hunchaks, was led by Grigor
Avsharian, operated independent of the six, and may have contained as many as
1,500 men, including a fairly large contingent of Armenian Americans; and the
Seventh Legion was led by Hovsep Arghutian.13 It must be noted, however, that
there are some discrepancies regarding the details of the Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh vol-
unteer Legions in the literature.14
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Early Engagements

Although the dates vary, it appears that shortly before the outbreak of hostilities between
the Ottoman and Russian Empires on the Black Sea on 29 October 1914, and prior to the
formal declaration of war by the Russian government on 2 November 1914, the Arme-
nian volunteer units set out for the front to engage the Ottomans as the vanguard of
the Russian army. The First Legion headed toward the Ottoman-Persian frontier on
19 October to link up with Russian forces; and the Second Legion left for Igdir on 20
October, the hometown of its commander, Dro, and an important Russian military
center close to the Ottoman-Russian border. Nearly two weeks later, the Third Legion
marched toward Sarıkamış on 1 November 1914; and the Fourth Legion headed in
the same general direction, toward Erzurum, the hometown of its commander, Keri,
on 6 November.15 In other words, “along the entire front, from Olti to Solmast, the
four Armenian regiments were arranged as vanguards” by the Russian army,16 and “par-
ticipated in nearly every major campaign on the Caucasus front”.17

In particular, the legions were involved in what some Armenian observers argue were
the twomost significant engagements in the region during the war. The first was the battle
of Sarıkamış (22 December 1914–18 January 1915), where Hamazasp’s Third Legion
and Keri’s Fourth Legion saw action, and which ended in a devastating defeat for the
Ottoman army.18 As early as 1918, ARF Armenian leaders pointed out the “invaluable
service” Armenian legions provided to the Russian army in this battle, and claimed
they were instrumental in the defeat of the Ottoman army in January 1916.19 More
recent scholarship, however, has argued that Armenian legions were not in a position
to make a significant contribution to the overall course of the campaign, and did not par-
ticipate in the decisive battle.20 The second was the battle of Salmas (Dilman) on 1 May
1915, in which Andranik’s First Legion turned back the forces of Khalil Pasha. At least
one author has argued that the Armenian victory at Salmas was “one of the highlights in
the history of the Armenian Volunteer Movement, as well as the larger struggle for Arme-
nian liberation”, and which saved both the Russian Armenians and the Ottoman Arme-
nians in Van from “extermination” and “utter annihilation”, respectively.21

The contributions of the Armenian Legions did not end there, however. The “Arara-
tian Legion”, which was formed by combing the Second, Third, Fourth and Fifth
Legions under the command of Vartan, along with the First Legion, entered the city of
Van on 18 May 1915, relieving the Armenian citizens who had waged an uprising
against the Ottoman government and its forces since 13 April 1915.22 Between the
Russian occupation of Van, and the Russian retreat from the area on 26 July 1915, the
Armenian Legions participated in a number of engagements with the Ottomans as they
attempted to remove the Turks and Kurds from the southern and western regions of
Lake Van through either intimidation or force.23 After the Russian retreat, the Legions
acted as rearguard, protecting both the Russian army and the Armenian refugees who
were forced to evacuate Van.24

After the occupation of Van and during the retreat, however, it appears that a large
number of individual Ottoman Armenian volunteers deserted the legions to return
home, including Sebouh, one of Andranik’s top commanders.25 The Third and Fourth
Legions participated in retaking the southern Van region in the late summer and fall of
1915,26 and in late October the First, Third and Seventh Legions reoccupied the city
of Van.27 At the same time, a prominent former ARF fedayi leader Torcom (Torkom)
was on a recruiting to London to raise more Armenian volunteers from the diaspora.28

From that point on, the First, Second, Third, Fifth and Seventh legions were involved
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in the capture of the entire Van region and the eventual occupation ofMuş (15 February),
Erzurum (16 February), Bitlis (3 March), Trabzond (18 April), and Erzincan (25 July) in
the first half of 1916.29 During this time, the Fourth and Sixth Armenian Legions fought
with the Russian army on the Persian front.30

Dissolution

In the spring and summer of 1916, the Armenian volunteer legions were disbanded, and
its members were offered the opportunity to be incorporated into the Russian regular
army command structure as six Armenian rifle battalions.31While the allegations of “law-
lessness” on the part of the Armenian volunteers by Russian officers are dismissed by
many scholars and authors, who attribute the decision to a much broader policy of the
Russian government to suppress Armenian nationalism when its usefulness had run its
course after the military victories in northwestern Anatolia in early 1916, there is dis-
agreement on precisely who made the decision, and when, to demobilize the Armenians.
32 While the details are unclear, we know that at least in terms of the seven legion com-
manders, Andranik, whose entire unit was dissolved, Dro, Keri, who was killed in Raw-
unduz in May 1916, and Grivor Avsharian, who was also killed in action, did not
accept offers to be commissioned in the regular Russian army.33 Regarding the rank
and file, however, we only know that several thousand of the Armenian volunteers
chose not to be reorganized into the Russian army and were discharged from service,
while several thousand more did join with the Russian troops.34

The Armenian Volunteer Legions, despite being poorly equipped, supplied, and
usually outnumbered, more than proved their worth on the battlefields of the Caucasus,
and, at least prior to the spring of 1916, were the recipients of a number of accolades from
the Russian government.35 Furthermore, in addition to protecting the refugee column of
Armenians from Van that retreated toward Russian Armenia with the Russian Army in
the summer of 1915, and the Armenians saved by Andranik’s victory at Salmas, the vol-
unteer legions are credited with rescuing thousands of Armenian civilians during their
nearly two years of existence.36 These achievements, however, came at the great cost
of losing over a third of the volunteers to casualties, including at least twoof their com-
manders.37

The Armenian Volunteers in the Literature

Interestingly, very little can be found in the existing English literature on the Armenian
volunteers who fought on the Caucasus front. There are no articles, theses, dissertations,
or monographs dedicated to a study of the Armenian volunteers and their activities. At
most, one can find only a few pages or paragraphs spread across the historiography.38

Evenmore surprising, however, given both the heroics and valiant efforts of the Armenian
volunteer legions, and the ARF’s dominant role within them, is the fact that these fedayi
who fought alongside the Russian army in the Caucasus are conspicuously absent in the
ARF press and the hagiographical literature.
A short history of the ARF published in 1949 provides only an inaccurate paragraph

that claims “when the frenzied Turk undertook to annihilate the Armenian race by depor-
tations and wholesale massacres, it [ARF] organized volunteer forces…”39 In 1963,
another brief history of the ARF provides an even shorter, but more accurate paragraph.40

By 1968, the coverage of the volunteers is reduced to two sentences.41 A special issue of
the Armenian Weekly to celebrate the 90th anniversary of the founding of the ARF, in

In Search of the “Immortal” Volunteers 5



which the opening editorial claims that in order to“recount the ninety year record of the
…Armenian Revolutionary Federation” it is not necessary to “tell the stories of Khanas-
sor, or Bank Ottoman, or the countless heroics of the legendary fedayees” because “it is
all there in the annals of history, repeated time-after-time in our press, glorified in
volume-after-volume”, but does not even acknowledge the Armenian volunteers.42

Neither does a recent historiographical essay on the 120-year history of the organization,
nor, curiously, a two-part biographical article about Dro published in the Armenian
Review by Simon Vratzian.43 The journal, evidently, preferred to translate and publish
only what Vratzian knew about Dro’s earlier career as an ARF fedayi, in the years
before he took over command of one of the units.

The only complete article that appears to exist on the volunteers is the first part of
Gabriel Gorganian’s analysis of Armenians on the Caucasus front throughout World
War I, published in the Armenian Review in 1967.44 And while Andranig Chalabian
covers Andranik and Dro’s participation in the legions in his biographies of these two
Armenian heroes, these two years only comprise a small part of their respective
stories.45 The lack of attention to the volunteers is even more surprising when one con-
siders that at least six of the handful of immediate post-war fedayi heroes, the Nemesis
agents, participated in the volunteer legions: Armen Garo, based in Boston at that
time, was one of primary leaders and organizers of the assassination campaign;46

Missak Torlakian, who assassinated the Minister of Internal Affairs of Azerbaijan,
Behbud Khan Cavanşir, in Istanbul on 18 July 1921, and who had actually been a
non-commissioned officer in an Ottoman artillery unit in Erzurum when he deserted
in 1914 to join a local Armenian irregular unit, before making his way to Yerevan to
join the volunteers in early 1915;47 Harutiun Harutinian and Yervant Fundukian, who
both assisted in the assassination of Cavanşir, were also members of the volunteers,
respectively joining in 1914 and 1915;48 Stepan Dzaghigian, the leader of the three-
man team which assassinated Cemal on 25 July 1922, was a volunteer in the First
Legion under Andranik;49 and, arguably the most famous Armenian hero, Soghomon
Tehlirian, who assassinated Talaat Pasha, the former Grand Vizier of the Ottoman
Empire, in Berlin on 15 March 1921, left his comfortable settings in Belgrade to join
the volunteers as soon as the war broke out.50 Even Gourgen Yanikian, the 78-year-
old Armenian who murdered Mehmet Baydar and Bahadır Demir, the two highest
ranking Turkish diplomats in Los Angeles in 1973, claimed to have served in the Volun-
teer Legion under the command of General Dro.51

Despite the fact that OperationNemesis, and the Armenian national heroes who partici-
pated, have been fairly well covered in ARF publications,52 only Tehlirian’s decision to
join the volunteers “when the Armenian Revolutionary Federation uttered the call to
self-defense and formed the immortal Volunteer Regiment”, is acknowledged.53 Even
in the same hagiographical article, when the author lists the impressive fedayi credentials
of the operation’s leader, Armen Garo as:

… participant in the famed expedition to Khanasor, organizer and hero of the
Bank Ottoman capture, Regional Commander of the Armeno-Tatar Wars,
member of the Ottoman Parliament, and, now, the Armenian Republic’s
Ambassador to the United States… one of the giant dynamos of Armenian
history… 54

However, his command of the Second Legion from November 1914 until March 1915,
while Dro was recovering from wounds sustained in the early fighting, was omitted.
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This is particularly interesting in that, by publishing the details of Tehlirian’s involve-
ment in the legions, the ARF exposed both the fabricated elements within Tehlirian’s
successful defense strategy in the Berlin court which acquitted him in the murder of
Talaat Pasha, and one of the key components of his legend: that he was driven to ven-
geance because he had personally witnessed the destruction of Erzincan and the
murder of his family.55 Curiously, the Armenian volunteers who fought for France in
the Legion d’ Orient, which was not dominated by the ARF, has received considerably
more attention than the ARF fedayi who fought with the Russians in the Caucasus,
and even have an online exhibit commemorating their participation in World War I.56

The Formation of the Armenian Volunteer Legions in the Caucasus

The Meeting with the CUP

It is clear that as the ARF’s 8th World Congress in Erzurum in August 1914 adjourned, a
meeting took place between representatives of the Ottoman Government’s ruling party,
the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), and representatives of the ARF. Repre-
senting the Ottoman government were Dr. Bahaeddin Şakir and Ömer Naci and repre-
senting the ARF were Arshag Vramian, Stepan Zoryan (Rostom) and Agnouni
(Khachadour Maloumian). What, precisely, was discussed, however, remains controver-
sial. Some scholars claim that the CUP simply offered to grant the ARF autonomy in
exchange for assistance in inciting Russian Armenians to revolt against their government.
The ARF declined, or rejected, the CUP’s offer, and while it cautioned the Ottoman gov-
ernment against entering the war, it made it clear to the CUP that if war did come,
Ottoman Armenians would remain loyal to the Empire and perform all duties expected
of them. This was also the decision of the 8th World Congress regarding the position of
Ottoman and Russian Armenians in the likely event of war.
Despite their protestation of loyalty, however, these scholars argue that the rejection of

the CUP offer increased anti-Armenian sentiments within the Ottoman government.57

This argument can be found in some of Armen Garo’s writings immediately after the
war when he, without mentioning ARF calls for Ottoman Armenians to remain loyal
to the Ottoman Empire, states that “the bold retort of the Armenians to the Turkish pro-
posal… intensely angered the Turks, and from that very day the extermination of the
Armenians was determined upon by the Turkish government”.58 Some go so further,
and call the meeting a ruse by the Ottoman government to hide their true intentions
for being in Erzurum at that time, since the Ottomans had already decided to massacre
the Armenians.59

More recent scholarship, however, including that which utilized material from the ARF
archive in Boston, has described a slightly more nuanced meeting between the CUP and
the ARF in August 1914. There, the CUP approached the ARF leaders in Erzurum in
order to ascertain their stance on two very probable scenarios: first, what would the
Armenians do if Russia invaded the Ottoman Empire; and, second, how would the Arme-
nians react to either an Ottoman invasion of Russia or Ottoman support for a rebellion
inside the Russian Caucasus.60 To the first scenario, the ARF responded that it would
participate in the defense of the Ottoman Empire, “including all of its lands and its con-
stitutional laws”. In response to the second scenario, the ARF declined to give an answer,
arguing that it “could not answer without more information”.61

After offering autonomy for the Russian Caucasus, which was envisioned as a buffer
zone between the Ottoman and Russian Empires, the ARF leaders present were still non-
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committal, stating only that “they did not have the authority to make a commitment at
that time”… and that “only the responsible bodies for the Caucasus could make such
a commitment”.62 They did, however, also warn the CUP representatives that Russian
Armenian support for the Ottoman Empire had eroded since 1910, and that “Armenian
support for the Russian government was gaining in strength”, and suggested that the
Ottoman Empire implement reforms in the Armenian areas of the Empire in order to
regain the confidence of the Russian Armenians.63 Much less than a rejection of the
CUP offer, the participants believed that discussions or, more precisely, negotiations
were ongoing.64 Still, it appears that while Vramian and others believed that the CUP
was content with the ARF’s answer to the first scenario, he also felt the representatives
left Erzurum with the impression that the ARF sympathized with the Russians, and the
Interior Minister of the Ottoman Empire, Talaat Pasha, expressed his disappointment
to Armen Garo over the ambiguous position taken by the ARF.65

It is possible that this is the same meeting that Garo would write about later, although
the dates and the purpose of the meeting do not coincide, in which he claimed to have, for
all intents and purposes, declared war on the Ottoman Empire:

Our Armenian national consciousness has so grown that we will first of all opt to
pull down that building which bears the name of the Ottoman Empire, rather
than give you the opportunity to see an Armenia without Armenians. I know
that we will remain under the consequent rubble and that we will suffer a
good deal. But in the final accounting, we will emerge from this debris more
profitable than you—for you will lose a great empire, and we will come out of
that rubble; we will be bloodied—but we will be freed of you people once and
for all.66

And Garo does not appear to have been the only one who believed that the ARF’s attempt
to stall equated to an outright rejection of the Ottoman offer.67

Shortly thereafter, a hastily called meeting by ARF bureau members, presumably in
Istanbul, to develop a firmer position ended in two rather different proposals. The min-
ority believed that Russia would win a quick war against the Ottomans, and therefore it
was critical that the ARF have volunteer units ready “to act as an advance guard to protect
Armenian population centers from Turkish or Kurdish retaliation” and begin nego-
tiations with Russia as soon as possible. The majority, however, believed that a rapid, suc-
cessful Russian advance was not guaranteed, and the Armenians trapped in the middle
would be in grave danger. Therefore, this group proposed to organize large fedayi
groups that would wait along the Russian border until it was either necessary to intervene
to protect Ottoman Armenians frommassacre, or a “complete defeat of Ottoman forces”.
They believed it would be too dangerous to hand over volunteer units to the Russia army,
which would undoubtedly provoke the Ottoman government, and it was wiser to instead
use their presence to keep potential Ottoman violence against the Armenian populations
in check. Unable to come to a decision, the Bureau forwarded their positions to the
various central committees and the Armenian Bureau in Erzurum for further review.68

The ARF Chooses the Entente

Very quickly, however, events on the ground began to outpace political deliberations
within the ARF’s governing bodies. In mid-August, the ARF’s Western Bureau in Istan-
bul received a message from the ARF committee in Paris which claimed that the French
were willing to give Ottoman Armenians autonomy in eastern Anatolia if they supported
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the Entente in the coming war.69 After receiving this message, the Western Bureau,
without consulting any of the other ARF committees in Europe or the Balkans, or
their colleagues who had not yet returned from Erzerum, sent word to Tbilisi on 22
August 1914 that it was ready to lend its full support to the organization of Armenian vol-
unteer legions. Garo, who sent the message, suggested that the legions contain “thirty
thousand” volunteers, and that the legions should enter the Ottoman Empire as “van-
guard units of the Russian army”.70 While this French promise appears to have only
recently been discovered, Garo does allude to it in one of his articles immediately
written after the war:

But this time the Armenians knew that Russia was not alone; the two great
liberal nations of the West, France and Great Britain, were her Allies. After
long and weighty consultation, with their hopes pinned on France and
England, the Armenians resolved to aid the Russian armies in every way poss-
ible.71

What remains unexplained, however, is the fact that two weeks before the message from
France, the Western Bureau had already sent word to Andranik in Varna to go to Tbilisi
immediately, where he arrived on 2 August 1914, to begin consultations with the ANB for
the coming war.72

Before the decision by the Western Bureau, however, the Eastern Bureau in Tiflis had
begun negotiations and preparations. The head of the ANB, Harutiunian, and the head of
ARF’s foreign relations, Dr. Zavriev, had begun tentative conversations with the Russian
Viceroy for the Caucasus in late July and early August 1914. It appears, then, that even
before the meeting in Erzerum between the CUP and the ARF, some in the Western
Bureau were aware of the Russian negotiations, explaining why Andranik was sent to
Tiflis. In exchange for the creation of Armenian volunteer units, the Viceroy offered to
grant amnesty to ARF fedayi that the Russian government had either exiled or impri-
soned.73 The Viceroy also spoke with Bishop Mesrop and Alexander Khatisian, the
Armenian mayor of Tbilisi on the subject of raising Armenian volunteers.74 On 5
August 1914 the head of the Armenian Church, the Catholicos Gevorg V in Echmiadzin,
appealed to the Russian government to assist in the realization of Armenian autonomy in
eastern Anatolia, and announced the Church’s support for the Russian war effort.75 The
2 September 1914 response from the Russian government urged temporary caution,
while at the same time requesting the Catholicos to use his influence “to ensure that
Armenians on both sides of the border would be prepared, in case of war, to undertake
the missions that he (the Viceroy) would propose…”76

By late September 1914, both the ARF’s Armenian Bureau (Erzerum), and the Eastern
Bureau (Tbilisi), supported the Western Bureau’s decision to create a volunteer legion of
Armenians to fight alongside the Russian army in the Caucasus.77 Although there were a
number of holdouts among the ARF’s Ottoman Armenians, and who are on record for
dissenting in the decision to create the volunteers, including the ARF Committee in
Van,78 Stepan Zoryan (Rostom),79 Simon Vratzian,80 and Hovhannes Kachaznouni,81

most were eventually won over.82 Ironically, Zoryan, Vratzian and Kachaznouni went
on to play prominent roles in the recruitment and organization of the volunteer
legions.83 At least one prominent dissenter, Agnouni, was killed during the roundup of
Armenian politicians and intellectuals in April of 1915.84 Despite the decision of the
ARF’s 8th World Congress to remain loyal to their respective governments, Ottoman
or Russian, the promise of the ARF to the CUP that Ottoman Armenians would fulfill
their duties as Ottoman subjects, and the reservations of a number of key figures in the

In Search of the “Immortal” Volunteers 9



ARF leadership hierarchy, within four weeks preparations and recruitment for the Arme-
nian volunteer legions were well underway.85 And, contrary to the narrative told later,
there were other options still open to the ARF in the late summer and fall of 1914.86

Rather than being forced by the Ottomans, elements within the ARF chose to defect
and join the Russian cause.

The fact that the majority of Ottoman Armenians heeded the call from both the Arme-
nian Patriarch in Istanbul and the ARF to loyally serve the Ottoman Empire as either a
civilian or solider is indisputable. The historiography is replete with, if not concrete
examples of this loyalty, then at least generalizations.87 At the same time, however,
that loyalty appears to have been relatively shallow, and draft resistance and desertion
of Armenian soldiers was significant.88 When one considers the example being set by
the ARF, the most powerful Armenian institution in the world at that time, and consider-
ably more influential than the Patriarch in Istanbul, this is not surprising.89 Ultimately,
the ARF did not merely reject or show an initial lack of interest in the Ottoman
Empire’s proposal to foment rebellion inside the Russian Caucasus, it sought out and
accepted a similar offer from the Russians.90

Between 1908, when the CUP came to power, and 1912, the ARF had been one of the
CUP’s closest political allies, and its power among the Armenian community steadily
increased during those four years. Although relations were somewhat ruptured in
1912, the approach made to the ARF by the Ottoman government in Erzerum in
August 1914 suggests that the CUP did not believe the relationship between the two
parties was beyond repair.91 The defection of Ottoman ARF politicians to the Russians,
and their participation in the volunteer legions, however, irrevocably destroyed relations
with the two parties.

The Ramifications of the Armenian Volunteers

Particularly damaging to ARF-CUP relations was the high profile, and very public, defec-
tion of Armen Garo.92 A veteran fedayi, Garo returned the Ottoman Empire under the
amnesty extended to political exiles after the CUP took power in 1908. In 1910, Garo
was elected to the Ottoman parliament and was a member of the CUP-ARF joint body
in Istanbul.93 He was one of the ARF’s highest profile politicians, had recently been
elected to the ARF’s Western Bureau, and enjoyed extremely close relations with the
CUP.94 In early 1914, however, Garo experienced a series of professional setbacks.
First, he lost his reelection bid to represent Erzerum in Parliament; a failure he directly
attributed to the CUP, who, “despite the will of the Armenian electorate in Erzurum”,
had “contrived to abort my bid for reelection to the Chamber”.95 Then, attempting to
maintain some presence in Ottoman politics, Garo accepted an offer from the two Euro-
pean observers sent to the Empire to oversee reforms in the Armenian areas of eastern
Anatolia to serve as one of their assistants.

According to Garo, however, because Talaat spent several weeks blocking his appoint-
ment, he finally withdrew his name from consideration.96 Shortly thereafter, Garo and
Talaat held their last meeting to together in which Garo erupted in the manner described
above. Curiously, Garo claims that this meeting was entirely about the status of the Euro-
pean inspectors and their assistants in eastern Anatolia, while others argue this meeting
was about the equivocal stance adopted by the ARF in regards to rebellion in the
Russian Caucasus.97 Regardless, however, of whether this final meeting took place in
late June 1914 or in early August 1914, or what precisely it was about, Garo was
clearly enraged over what he believed to be a personal attack from the CUP. This
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helps to understand why he quickly became one of the volunteer movement’s most
aggressive and vocal proponents within the ARF, and why he sent word of the Western
Bureau’s support for the creation of the legions without the unanimous consent of its
members in early August 1914.
It also telling, that while Garo believed that the war would last longer than many of the

other ARF leaders, he also believed that another round of massacres of Armenians within
the empire was not possible.98 On 16 September 1914, Garo left for Tbilisi to take part in
the organization and recruitment of the volunteers.99 His decision to defect not only
angered Talaat and the Ottoman government, but also drew heavy criticism from other
Armenian leaders.100 Armen Garo, however, was not the only widely recognizable
name to be associated with the volunteers in the fall of 1914. In fact, all four of the
ARF commanders of the first volunteer legions established, Andranik, Dro, Hamazasp
and Keri, were also well known by both the Ottomans and Armenians.

The Military Commanders

Andranik (Ozanian) was by far the most infamous. By the time he joined the ARF fedayis
operating in the Sason region in 1892 at the age of 27, Andranik had already killed one
Turkish civilian and a Turkish police chief.101 After his very public and brutal assassina-
tion of local Kurdish leader, Bishara Khalil, Andranik became a “celebrity” within the
Armenian community and one of the primary leaders of the fedayis.102 His successful
stand against Ottoman forces at a monastery near the city of Muş, and his subsequent
escape, even made the international newspapers.103 After playing a prominent role in
the Sason Rebellion of 1904, Andranik quit the Ottoman Empire, and eventually
landed in Bulgaria, where he established an ARF military academy. In 1912, he led a
group of approximately 300 Armenian volunteers against the Ottoman army during
the Balkan War.104 At the Battle of Merhamle, it is alleged that Andranik single-handedly
captured the Turkish general Yaver Pasha and 11,000 of his soldiers.105 For his services,
the Bulgarians showered him with accolades, citizenship and financial compensation.106

Afterwards, at an ARF meeting in Constantinople, sometime between 1912 and 1914,
Andranik was described as having been “born an enemy of the Turk, and that’s how he is
going to die”, and admonished the others present for cooperating with the CUP during
the first four years of the Constitutional period.107 Nearly a decade later, Garo concurred:
“Andranik was the only man who was not fooled by the Young Turks, and not carried
away with false promises”.108 Ironically, Andranik appears to have been the only one
of the four legion commanders who was initially against the formation of the volunteers
and who recognized of the potential consequences of openly engaging war against the
Ottoman Empire.109 By the start of hostilities in late October 1914, however, Andranik
was openly declaring that the volunteers and did not need gear for the winter because
“in five days we will be in Van”.110

Dro (Drastamat Kanayan) also enjoyed an illustrious career as an ARF fedayi before he
took command of the First Legion. Born into a wealthy Armenian family in Iğdir and
educated in Yerevan, Dro joined the fedayis as soon as he finished school.111 At the age
of nineteen, he assassinated a local Armenian mayor who had been classified a traitor
by the ARF because of his collaboration with the Russian authorities.112 Dro’s next act
of service was the assassination of General Nakashidze, the Russian Military Prefect of
Baku, in 1905 in retaliation for his alleged complicity in the attacks carried out by
“Turkish rabble” against Armenians. In addition to killing Nakashidze, the bomb blast
triggered by Dro killed the General’s “Turk” driver, his valet, and a local “Turkish”
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grocer.113 After serving underKeri in Nakhchivan and Zangezour as a fedayi commander,
Dro embarked on his third high profile assassination. Along with another ARF agent, Dro
assassinated General Alikhanov Avarski, an ethnic Azeri in the Russian Army who had
been deemed an accomplice in the attacks on Armenians in Nakhchivan.114 Dro also
assassinated a Russian police chief named Ter Sahakov.115 In just over two years,
then, Dro was responsible for the assassination and murder of at least seven individuals.

In 1908, after the CUP came to power in the Ottoman Empire, Dro left the Russian
Empire and settled in Doğubeyazıt in eastern Anatolia. Once settled, he quickly
became a prosperous oil, sugar, and cattle merchant, and, at the same time, created an
extensive arms smuggling operation that earned him praise from Zoryan (Rostom)
himself.116 In August 1914, after he was warned that he was under surveillance, Dro
made his way back inside the Russian Empire and on to Tbilisi.117 Once in Tbilisi,
when he was told that Vratzian, Zoryan and Andranik were all against the creation of
the volunteer legions, Dro is said to have angrily retorted: “You don’t understand any-
thing. It is already decided that by New Year we will be in Erzurum”.118

In regards to Hamazasp Srvandztyan, we know only that prior to his command of the
Third Legion he was arrested by the Russian authorities in 1908, escaped to Istanbul in
1913, and was one of the most vocal advocates for war against the Ottoman Empire at the
ARF’s 8th World Congress, where he represented the province of Sivas.119 Keri (Arshak
Gafavian), originally from Erzerum, was one of the oldest fedayi in the ARF, played a key
role in the Sason rebellion, and participated in the Armenian-Azeri conflict in 1905.120

Most of the other fedayi who were placed in positions of leadership in the volunteer
legions: Vartan, Arghutian, Sebouh, Torcom, Khetcho, and Murad, were also all well-
known ARF revolutionaries.121

Propaganda Value

It is clear, therefore, that given the defection of prominent Ottoman ARF politicians, par-
ticularly the well-publicized and flamboyant actions of Armen Garo, and the choice of
well-known, anti-Ottoman ARF fedayi to lead the volunteer legions, whose names and
photographs were openly published, that the 4,000 Armenian soldiers gathered in
Tbilisi were designed to be much more than simply “guides and scouts” for the
Russian Army.122 The volunteers were also well covered in the international press, and
Ottoman intelligence services were aware of Russian calls for Armenian solidarity and
the possibility of autonomy for Ottoman Armenians in the event of a Russian
victory.123 While they certainly did provide important information and intelligence to
their Russian commanders, the volunteers were primarily designed, and staffed, in
order to maximize their potential to encourage Ottoman Armenians to rebel and “join
their brethren on the other side”.124 The Russians also hoped the volunteers would
have the psychological effect of causing the Ottomans to worry about the loyalty of
their own soldiers.125 What Ottoman Armenians would turn their weapon on such
legendary figures as Andranik, Dro and the others? The legions also provided the Arme-
nians in the Ottoman army both motive and a destination, in the event they decided to
desert, as did Missak Torlakian. On at least one occasion, the Ottoman government
asked Andranik to return the Ottoman deserters in legion under his command.126

The Ottoman government was suddenly faced with the very same plan for rebellion
and insurrection that it had voiced to the ARF in Erzerum, only it was directed at the
Ottoman Empire and not the Russian Empire. And whether intentional or not, the
manner in which the creation of the volunteers was carried out undoubtedly provoked
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a response from the Ottoman government, emotional or otherwise, particularly among
those who had had close relations with ARF party members.127 That the Ottoman
Empire took measures to protect itself against this perceived threat is, therefore, not sur-
prising. The degree to which the formation, composition, publicity and propaganda sur-
rounding the volunteers provoked the response is ignored in much of the literature. In the
cases where it is discussed, the role of the volunteers is minimalized.128 But this raises
another question. Why, if the volunteers provided the excuse or justification, did the
Ottomans wait until the following spring to remove the Armenians from eastern Anatolia?
In the writings of some of the Armenian leaders involved, some immediately after the

war and others much later, an attempt was made to both simplify and justify the rationale
behind the ARF’s decision to openly revolt against the Ottoman Empire. Some of which
is reflected in the historiography. In order to press their case in the international arena,
the Armenians had to pick a side in the war and contribute to the military effort, regard-
less of the potential danger to Armenians left on either side of the border.129 Having
much more in common, culturally and politically, with the Entente, their support for
France, Great Britain, and Russia was never in question.130 As a Russian-Armenian
newspaper put it in mid-October 1914: “… [the Armenian people] have deployed orga-
nized volunteer troops in the battlefield as well; they are operating alongside Russian
armies and assisting, with their humble force, in the victory of the Triple Entente”.131

The Armenian leaders clearly expected, and accepted, that there would be some rep-
risals against civilian Armenians, particularly against the Armenian intellectuals and poli-
ticians still in Istanbul, and they were seemingly willing to make that sacrifice for the
nation.132 This continued even after it became clear that the war would last longer
than expected, although none of the ARF leaders ever fathomed the possibility that
nearly the Armenian population of eastern Anatolia would either be killed or relocated
en masse.133 Once the war was over, and the near total destruction of Armenians in
the Ottoman Empire assessed, the two leading proponents of the use of Armenian volun-
teers during World War I, Armen Garo and Boghos Nubar, attributed those losses to the
ARF’s decision to enter the war on behalf of the “the champions of right and justice”, the
Entente, and “their active resistance to the Turco-German plans”.134 Neither suggested a
preexisting CUP plan to exterminate the Ottoman Armenians.
Considering that both Garo’s pamphlet and Nubar’s editorial were meant to sway the

politicians involved in the Paris Peace negotiations and western public opinion, it is not
surprising that these two politicians emphasized Armenian loyalty to the Allies and the
sacrifices they made toward its victory. However, given the remorse and regret expressed
over the creation of the volunteers by Armenian leaders elsewhere, there does appear to
exist some element of guilt, remorse, or regret among those who participated. Nubar
claimed:

I had predicted from the beginning of that the volunteers were a danger in
pushing the Turks to revenge… If later, in the light of events, I rallied to the
unanimous opinion of our compatriots of all parties, I much regret today not
having resisted to the end. The Turks have cruelly made us repent of this
mistake…This opinion is not mine alone; it is a general belief today.135

Likewise, Simon Vratzian, in the mid-1960s, reminisced that

Today, half a century later, it is easy to condemn as romantic the position that
we took on the volunteer question, but at that time, during the first days of the
Great World War, it seemed the only logical path to follow were the Armenian
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Question finally to be solved. Were we wrong? Yes, we were wrong. Did we
suffer for it? Yes, we suffered. But we were wrong and suffered as an entire
nation… It is especially bitter for those who personally participated in the
events, men full of energy, faith and dedication.136

However, it is curious that Vratzian lays the mistake of creating the volunteers at the feet
of the Armenian people, and not specifically the ARF, or the others that were involved. In
one of the deepest reflections on the decision to create the volunteers, Hovhannes Katch-
aznouni, while being careful not to attribute any individual blame, and disinterested in
playing with historical counterfactuals, clearly regrets his involvement:

Contrary to the decision taken during the general meeting at Erzurum only a
few weeks before, the A.R.F. had active participation in the formation of the
units and their future military action against Turkey. In an undertaking of
such gravity, fraught with most serious consequences, individual agents of the
Transcaucasian A.R.F. acted against the will of our superior authority,
against the General Meeting of the Party…The winter of 1914 and the
spring of 1915 were periods of greatest enthusiasm and hope for all Armenians
in the Caucasus, including of course, the Dashangtzoutiun. We had no doubt
that the war would end with the complete victory of the Allies; Turkey would
be defeated and dismembered, and its Armenian population would at last be lib-
erated…No one can claim that the savage persecutions would not have taken
place if our behavior on this side of the frontiers had been different, as no one
can claim to the contrary that the persecutions would have been the same
even if we had not shown hostility to the Turks.137

Implications

There is more, however, than just self-criticism. The Armenian Ramgavar party directly
accused the ARF of provoking the “Turkish wrath” which “led to the deportations”.138

Rather interestingly, non-ARF Armenians also indirectly criticized the ARF and the vol-
unteers by refusing to glorify and honor Soghomon Tehlirian for his assassination of
Talaat Pasha. As far as they were concerned, the assassination was not an act of vengeance
or redemption for the Armenian people, but rather a “political vendetta” carried out by
the ARF.139

Curiously, what remains unexplored in this period is the ARF’s eventual abandonment
of its rank and file members and Ottoman Armenian constituents. Surely, the calls to
remain loyal to the Ottoman state and to perform all civic and military duties sounded
just as hollow to the Ottoman Armenians as it did to the CUP, when many of the
Empire’s top ARF leaders were already in Tbilisi preparing to march on against it. In
order to determine whether or not the creation of the legions was a mistake, Katchaz-
nouni argued, “the root of that error must be sought much further and more deeply”
than simply who was responsible.140 Perhaps one of the reasons for the lack of attention
paid to the Armenian Volunteer Legions in the ARF press and publications, and in the
wider historiography as well, is that no one has dared to search for that root.

The Retreat at Van and the Abandonment of Muş

The final controversial aspect of the Armenian Volunteer Legions concerns the legions
retreat from the Van region, along with the Russian army, in late July 1915 and the aban-
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donment of Muş. As described above, the volunteers acted as the rearguard during the
retreat, protecting both the Russian army and the column of 100,000–150,000 Armenian
refugees who were forced to flee from Van.141 Despite their efforts, approximately one-
third of the refugees died during the exodus.142 In addition to this rather heroic
account provided by Armen Garo, there is another story.
It is alleged that the decision for the Russian retreat was caused by false intelligence

from an Armenian spy named Tigran Devoyants, who grossly exaggerated the size of
the approaching Ottoman army.143 Upon reading the order to retreat, Andranik con-
fronted a Russian general and demanded that the Russian army stay and fight. Only
when threatened with a court-martial, did Andranik back down, and the volunteers
were given only 48 h to evacuate the Armenians living in Van and prepare them for the
retreat to Yerevan.144 The volunteers’ decision to follow their orders and retreat with
the Russian army, however, was not without controversy. Armenak Yegarian, the Ram-
gavar party leader in Van, the military leader of the Van rebellion, and the Police Inspec-
tor at the time of the retreat, was adamantly against the withdrawal, and accused the ARF
leadership and Legion Commanders of a “lack of will, courage and self-reliance”.145

Around the same time, Reuben Der Minasian and Vahan Papazian had successfully
defended Muş and Sason since the beginning of July. Desperately seeking assistance
from the Russian army in Van, Der Miniasian and Papazian sent repeated requests.
Despite being only 30 miles away, the Russians declined to send help.146 In the
absence of Russian assistance, Vratzian and Nikol Aghbalian were sent by the ANB in
Tbilisi to meet with the Legion commanders and implore them to go to the assistance
of Der Miniasian and Papazian. While Andranik and most of the other commanders
refused, Dro wanted to unify the legions under one command, ask the Russians for
200 Cossacks, an artillery battery and some machine guns to rush to their aid.147

While Pasdermadjian claimed the Russians refused the request, Chalabian argues that
it was Andranik who, again, objected to the plan.148 Regardless, however, of what
really happened, it seems that the commanders’ decisions to both retreat from Van
and/or not march to Muş, sealed the fate of the Armenian Volunteer Legions’ legacy in
ARF lore. For Nubar, while “the illusion had been maintained that the volunteers had
at least fought courageously and saved lives”, in wake of the retreat from Van “the illusion
vanished”.149 Even more damning was the commentary given by Garo Sasuni, who not
only supported the volunteer movement, but also advocated for open rebellion against
the Ottoman Empire.150 Writing in 1957, Sasuni felt that

from that moment on, unfortunately, neither Andranik, nor Dro, nor Keri, nor
the volunteers hailing from Taro, mutinied against this order of retreat nor did
they invade the plain of Mush. This fact, however it may be rationalized or
explained, remains condemnable, because the Armenian volunteer regiments’
creation was solely based on the mission of rescuing the people of the Armenian
provinces (of the Ottoman Empire). At that time, it could have been possible to
rescue around 60,000 Armenians from Taron. Alas… but the volunteer regi-
ments failed to carry out this sacred duty. This is, we think, history’s verdict.151

Sasuni’s commentary is noteworthy for two reasons. First, he had apparently forgotten
that in the 1920s he wrote the volunteers had two objectives, one of which was to
“create a national administration [in the occupied territories of Ottoman Anatolia] and
transform the country into homeland through ‘direct’ or ‘indirect’ methods”.152 This
was a rather ambitious project for approximately 5,000 volunteers, and much different
from simply rescuing the Armenians in eastern Anatolia. Second, in 1957, Sasuni had
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already been on the ARF’s Central Bureau for decades, so one can assume that when he
wrote, “this is, we think, history’s verdict”, he was citing official party doctrine.153 It is
unclear, however, why, after their numerous military victories, and after the legions
had already saved thousands of Armenians, that the decision to retreat at Van and
their failure to heed the ANB’s command to relieve Muş would subsequently ban
them from the ARF’s honor roll.

Conclusion

The 4,000 Armenian volunteers in the legions were more than guides and scouts. They
were a fighting force organized by prominent Ottoman and Russian ARF politicians,
staffed by the most famous and experienced ARF fedayis of their first twenty-years, and
designed to promote instability both in the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire
and within its army. The legions were, therefore, exactly what the CUP had proposed
to the ARF in Erzerum, only the idea had been turned around against them. The ARF
had made a choice. Weighing their options, a handful of the ARF’s political leadership
in the Ottoman Empire self-assuredly staked the future of the Armenian nation on an alli-
ance with the Russian Empire, France and Great Britain. For all intents and purposes, the
ARF declared war on the Ottoman Empire. In doing so, they circumvented and defied
the party’s top leadership council, and knowingly placed the lives of their friends, col-
leagues, fellow Armenians and former political constituents who remained behind in
the Ottoman Empire in jeopardy. The very public and provocative manner in which
they did so, only recklessly increased the likelihood of an Ottoman retaliation. Although
they appear to have been willing to accept some degree of civilian casualties, the ARF
leaders responsible for the volunteer legions could not possibly have been prepared for
what unfolded in the spring of 1915.

It is clear that by the end of the First World War, many of the ARF leaders involved in
the creation of the volunteers regretted their decisions. And while Armen Garo never
expressed any regrets, his apparent nervous breakdown, and the passionate hunt to
track down and assassinate CUP leaders after the war, likely had as much to do with
his own personal quest for revenge and redemption, as it did with bringing any form of
justice to the Armenian nation. It is noteworthy that Soghomon Tehlirian also suffered
from a nervous breakdown after the war. Whether the post-war ARF leadership buried
the issue out of guilt, regret, or remorse; possible culpability in the reprisals taken out
on Ottoman Armenians or in the murder of Muslim civilians; or if they were truly
tagged as traitors after the retreat from Van; we do not know the reason for the lack of
attention paid to the Armenian Volunteers. The ARF’s decision to defect and create
the volunteer legion, however, remains problematic for a historiography that tends to
simplify an extremely complex issue in eastern Anatolia at the beginning of the First
World War.
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