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Anatolia 

May – August 1915 

 

The horsemen thunder into the village at dawn and torch the outbuildings with their burning 

brands. The storm is in Marash. Smoke and flames smudge the sky. Men run in all directions. 

Bellowing oxen spill outside. Kurdish herdsman drive them clear with whips.  

Papa is first outside our house, running to his herd. ‘You men! They are my animals. This 

was not part of the agreement.’ 

Two herdsmen turn. ‘Agreements change, giavur,’ one barks. An ugly grin splits the other's 

leathery face.  

More Kurds materialise between Papa and our livelihood. My brothers try to get to him. He 

shouts their names: ‘David! Harut! Rafik!’ 

         Two herdsmen throw Papa to the ground. A boot stamps down on his face. David hurls 

himself at the man whose boot is on Papa's face, but strong hands trap and pin his arms. A 

rifle butt slams into his head. He thrashes about like a young bull tangled in barbed wire. 

Harut is clubbed to the ground and Rafik freezes as a soldier in an Ottoman uniform points a 

gun at him. 

         In a few heartbeats, our lovingly crafted peace is shattered. There is nothing now but 

beaten men, burning buildings, black smoke, wailing women, crying children.  

         Two Kurds haul Papa to his feet and shove him towards a ragged line-up. A column of 

the village’s young and middle-aged men forms in ten minutes under the whips and clubs of 

the hired thugs. Fear reduces the men to silence.  

         ‘Leave us alone!’ I know Mama’'s voice anywhere. ‘Leave us alone!’ 

* 
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         Papa and David find themselves lined up next to one another, with Harut and Rafik 

nearby. Guards stand before them with rifles poised. Behind me, the women and children of 

the village continue to wail dismally.  

         I lock eyes with the officer on his mount. The white Arab stallion prances and paws the 

ground as if anxious to be on with the deathly business in hand. At first, the absence of the 

multi-coloured tunic confuses me. 

         ‘What did you do with my man?’ he inquires, almost as if flirting. ‘Where is Rubar?’ 

I lift my chin and stand, hands on hips, my heart hammering. ‘Why are you doing this, 

Ibrahim bey?’  

He smiles, showing perfect white teeth. His eyes remain black, enigmatic. ‘Answer my 

question. Where is my man? What happened to Rubar?’  

         ‘You answer my question,’ I demand, glancing here and there at the hell around me and 

trembling uncontrollably. ‘Why are you doing this? And where is my sister, Anahid?’  

Ibrahim looks down his nose at Papa. ‘Did you not teach this daughter of yours manners, 

giavur?’ 

         ‘There is an agreement,’ Papa cries. His voice falters as Ibrahim’s men begin herding 

his oxen and livestock away, along with those of other village men.   

         I turn to Papa with my unspoken question, my most outrageous suspicion, too terrible to 

say aloud. 

         ‘Go to your Mama, axchiks. Go, now…’ I turn and run. It is the last time I ever see his 

face. 

         I fly into Mama's arms and we cling to each other with Covinar between us, her puppies 

squirming. 

         ‘They must not take you as well,’ Mama cries. Terrified women gather children to 

them.  
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Up and down village pathways, further anguish erupts. Voices bawl., ‘Everyone outside!’ 

         Kurds and other irregular conscripts in imperfect Ottoman uniform appear between the 

houses, shouting, waving rifles with bayonets, ordering women and children from their 

homes, stealing bread from tables and stuffing their mouths.  

A burning brand lands on the thatched roof of the house across the dirt road. The flames catch 

at once. The family’s tati hobbles outside, leaning on her stick. Embers land on her black 

dress.  

         Mama seems paralysed. I rush to the old woman and throw dirt on her head, burning my 

hands beating down the flames. She lies still. 

         ‘You!’ A veteran with a knife-scarred face looms before me as I rub my hands in the 

dirt to dull the pain. ‘You come with me.’ 

         ‘Leave us alone!’ Mama shrieks. ‘Leave us alone.’  

         I leap to my feet, but the scar-face catches me about the waist. He howls as I sink my 

teeth into his hand. He drops me, and I sprawl in the dirt. 

         ‘Take that one later,’ the large man with a shaved head orders him, pointing at me. I 

recognise Ibrahim’s right-hand man, Servan. ‘For the Effendi. But get the rest of the women 

and brats lined up to go first.’ The scar-face scowls but obeys. I tremble at the memory of my 

only previous encounter with Servan.  

         There is no waking up from this nightmare. Mama cradles Covinar at the door to our 

house and weeps hysterically. The village’s men are being marched away at gunpoint, up the 

hill towards the place on the other side of the small valley where they will dig pits to bury 

refuse.  

         ‘Out. Everybody out.’ Gunshots reverberate. The sound is deafening. The column of 

men snakes away, up the hill. 
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         ‘Anoush!’ On her knees, Mama clings to Covinar, whose puppies lie dead, blood from 

their slit throats seeping into the dirt. A whippet-lean soldier in an Ottoman tunic and ragged 

non-uniform pants laughs cruelly as he wipes blood from the blade of his knife. Later, I learn 

that many of the zaptiehs are murderers, rapists, and thieves, released from prison to do 

Talaat’s dirty work. 

         I dash back to Mama and throw my arms about her. She trembles violently. 

         Gathering by the road that leads south, women and children mill in confusion, clutching 

hastily snatched up blankets and clothes.  

Another zaptieh turns to our family home. ‘There are some still here,’ he shouts. 

Now Ibrahim advances on his mount, attended by the big Kurd, the scar-face, and a younger 

soldier. ‘Get in line with the others,’ he commands Mama.  

Mama lifts her tear-streaked face to Ibrahim. ‘Leave us alone,’ she begs him. ‘Leave us 

alone.’ 

         ‘Move,’ he barks, indicating the crowd of women and children already being prodded 

southwards, away from the place their hearts will forever mourn. 

Mama stands, suddenly defiant. ‘Leave us alone.’ She plants herself between Ibrahim and 

me. My little sister curls into a tiny ball at my feet, her hands over her eyes. 

         Ibrahim indicates with a brief nod to the scar-face. He begins to cock his rifle, then 

pauses and grins, a crease of his face far more disconcerting than a mere knife scar. He 

thrusts forward the younger man, little more than a boy. 

         ‘Shoot her,’ Ibrahim barks, a direct order to the young zaptieh. ‘Shoot that woman who 

will not get in line.’ 

         ‘Mama!’ I shout, tugging at her shoulders.  

         ‘Anoush!’ Mama cries. ‘Stand back!’ She raises her arms as if she could stop bullets 

from hitting us, and stares at Ibrahim. ‘Leave us alone. We have done nothing!’ 
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         The young zaptieh hesitates. Ibrahim glances at him, irritated. He gestures impatiently, 

a flick of his wrist. The young man raises his rifle.  

         He squeezes the trigger. My world caves in. 

         ‘MAMA!!’  

 


