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Introduction

The Armenian Genocide is the principal social and economic
watershed marking the end of the Ottoman social formation in
Asia Minor and the emergence of modern Turkey. Within
eighteen months, the Ottoman government eradicated the
native Armenian population of the Empire, including the
flourishing communities of Cilicia and the western provinces.!
The destruction was thorough and by the summer of 1916 the
largest concentrations of Armenians outside the death camps of
the Syrian desert were Constantinople, Aleppo and the German-
run construction sites of the Baghdad Railway Line. Virtually all
Ottoman Armenian villages had been destroyed.?

The systematic extermination of such a large number of
people depended on the coordination and planning of the
Ottoman government. The Ottoman Ministries of the Interior
and War directed and supervized the deportation and killing of
the victims, as well as the confiscation of their properties. In
areas away from the immediate theaters of war on the eastern
front, the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior was the most
important institution overseeing the execution of Armenians.
Two departments were particularly involved in the anti-
Armenian program: the Directorate for Public Security and the
Directorate for the Settlement of Tribes and Immigrants.3 At
the Directorate for Public Security, Talaat Bey, the Minister of
the Interior, and Ali Miinif Bey, his deputy, signed most orders
that empowered provincial and local authorities to deport and
destroy Armenian communities according to a pre-determined
schedule. On April 24, 1915 Talaat Bey gave orders that marked
the beginning of the extermination process. Immediately, the
Ottoman political police began to hunt down Armenian
community leaders in Constantinople and throughout the
empire. A second order sealed the fate of those Armenians who
were deported from Zeitoun to the province of Konia. Talaat
instructed Djemal Pasha, the leading commander in Syria, that
they must be sent to Deir Zor in the Syrian Desert.* However,
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the deportation of the majority of Armenians began only in June.?

By the end of May, the Ottoman government passed a formal
decision of the cabinet on the deportation and published a so-called
“provisional-law” for deportations. The law was designed to
furnish a semblance of legality for the government’s continued
break with Ottoman law.°

The cabinet’s decision contained provisions for the
confiscation of Armenian property. Within two weeks of
publishing the “provisional law” for deportations, the Ministry of
the Interior passed detailed regulations for this purpose. The
Directorate for the Settlement of Tribes and Immigrants
coordinated the confiscation of the deportees’ property.”
Moreover, that department’s director, Siikrii Kaya, toured the
western and Syrian provinces to personally supervise deportations
on the spot.8 Thus, the Ottoman civil administration took a direct
part in the execution of the Armenian Genocide.

The Ministry of Interior cooperated with the Ottoman
Ministry of War in the formation of groups of irregulars who
became known as the so-called “Special Organization.” In August
1914, shortly after the beginning of the war in Europe, Talaat Bey
and Enver Pasha, the Ottoman Minister of War, had sent leading
members of the ruling Committee of Union and Progress (CUP)
to Trebizond and Erzeroum on the eastern borders of the empire.
These envoys carried secret orders that gave them special powers
and put them above the law. Their principal task was to recruit
local Turkish, Georgian, and Kurdish volunteers into bands of
irregular troops. These forces also included convicted criminals
released from prisons for this purpose as well as Muslim outlaws
who had been hiding in the mountains of the region. In areas close
to the Iranian border, the CUP enlisted entire Kurdish tribes. One
task of these bands was to raid villages on the Russian side of the
border, although the Ottoman and Russian empires were not at
war with each other. Besides destabilizing the Russian frontier,
small groups began collecting information on the Russian army
and preparing a general uprising behind the Russian lines. Within
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the Ottoman borders, the irregulars units acted as counter-
intelligence units. By early November 1914, with the actual
Ottoman attack on Russia, these irregulars were integrated into the
Ottoman military structure in the east.”

In 1915, the Ottoman authorities used such irregular troops,
alongside regular army units, to ambush and massacre Armenian
deportees. The use of irregulars became a standard practice to kill
Armenians in areas where no regular army units were available for
this task.!® The major massacre sites were generally located in
remote districts, often close to rivers and deep gorges, and suited
the killing and disposal of corpses. Although the Ottoman
government tried to keep the atrocities a secret as well as it could,
news of massacres soon reached the international media. On May
24, 1915, the British, French, and Russian authorities announced
that they would hold Ottoman officials personally responsible for
their involvement in these crimes against humanity.!!

The continued news coverage of massacres was partly due to
the eyewitness accounts of European and American officials,
travellers, and missionaries in the Ottoman Empire. However,
some reports were speculative, especially as the Entente press was
amenable to publicize accusations concerning a supposed German
role in connection with massacres. Since the Ottoman Empire was
allied with Germany, such charges did not surprise the German
government. On the contrary, German diplomats had prepared
suitable documentation to counter the anticipated criticism. '

These accusations were understandable. Numerous German
officers were serving in the Ottoman army, while others served in
German uniform on the battlefields of the Dardanelles. Some of
these officers held important positions in the Otwoman general
staff, such as General Fritz Bronsart Von Schellendorf.!?

The German government’s position on the Armenian
Genocide was ultimately defined in December 1915. Up to this
date the German Foreign Office had observed a cautious attitude
that might be described as an attempt to avoid any involvement in
the crime. Being dissatisfied with the CUP’s anti-Armenian policy
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and concerned about continued accusations by the Entente, the
leading diplomats at the Foreign Office suggested to Chancellor
Theobald Von Bethmann Hollweg a change of policy. The Foreign
Office proposed a German public disclaimer for any involvement
in the Armenian Genocide. Bethmann Hollweg was, however,
opposed to the project. He viewed the extermination of the
Armenians as a minor concern compared to Germany’s other
problems and considered the fate of Armenians as a price that his
government had to accept for keeping the Ottoman ally on its side
in the war. His position was clear: “The suggested public
condemnation of an ally during the present war would be a
measure unlike any in history. Our sole object is to keep Turkey on
our side until the end of the war, no matter if Armenians perish
over that or not. In the face of a longer continuing war we will still
need the Turks very much.” !4

b2 2

Recently, a scholarly debate has evolved reassessing the
involvement of German officers, diplomats, and businessmen in
the Armenian Genocide. In 1968, the Canadian historian Ulrich
Trumpener showed that the Ottoman government had succeeded
to carefully limit the influence of German officers within the
Ottoman army, and the Germans were allowed to exercise as much
authority as it suited Ottoman rulers. !’

The Austrian historian Artem Ohandjanian contradicted
Trumpener’s findings on the basis of Austro-Hungarian consular
reports. He argued that German officers had not only suggested the
persecution of Armenians but had also taken nearly all decisions for
the destruction of Armenians.!® The Swiss historian Christoph
Dinkel came to similar conclusions in his study of German officers
serving with the Ottoman general staff and in the command of the
Ottoman 3rd army. He wrote: “German officers proposed the
deportations and also played a large role in ensuring that they were
carried out against other German opposition.”!”
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Vahakn Dadrian broadened the approach and reviewed not
only the role of German officers, but also that of other Germans,
such as diplomats during this period.'® He asserted that German
diplomats (and to an extent also German businessmen) formed
part of an Ottoman-German conspiracy against Armenians.' His
study has not, however, presented conclusive evidence to support
his thesis. Indeed, he has been selective in the use of sources and at
times misquoted material. In the case of German General Colmar
Freiherr Von der Goltz, Dadrian has even cited an affidavit of
Armenian survivors that implicated Von der Goltz in a massacre,
though the massacre took place long after the officer’s death.2°

The selective use of sources to sustain the hypothesis of an
Ottoman-Turkish conspiracy can also be seen in another incident
that concerned the Armenian community of Adana. In January
1915, the German Major Schwabe visited Adana and spoke with
the Austro-Hungarian Vice-Consul Richard Stockel. Stéckel was a
German citizen and the local manager of the German-Levantine
Cotton-Company. The German company was a major competitor
of local Greek and Armenian cotton exporters and entertained
close relations with an extensive network of local farmers and
businessmen. Stéckel and another German resident at Tarsous
complained to Schwabe that their Greek and Armenian
competitors were openly blaming Germany for the war and the
economic problems that the Ottoman economy was facing
Moreover, Greeks and Armenians suspected that despite the claims
of friendship Germany, in reality, was trying to gain full control
over the Ottoman Empire. Schwabe was furious. In a report to his
German superiors in Constantinople he suggested that in order to
stop such “highly treacherous” propaganda, a number of persons
who were responsible for such rumors should be arrested as a
warning to others. The head of the German military mission in
Constantinople, General Otto Liman Von Sanders, forwarded the
report (without adding his own comments) to the German
ambassador Hans Von Wangenheim.?! On receipt of the report,
Wangenheim sent a copy to the German consul at Adana, Dr.
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Eugen Biige, with instructions to counter the accusations.
Wangenheim added that Schwabe’s suggestion was not welcomed
as it would only augment anti-German feelings in the region.22
Clearly, there was no German-Ottoman conspiracy against
Armenians and the German embassy followed its own political
course. Moreover, the embassy itself countered the suggestions of
the German officers who were willing to support drastic measures
against Ottoman civilians. These officers had little knowledge of
the complicated local conditions in the various districts they
visited, and their command of local languages was practically non-
existent. Thus, they depended to a large degree on the information
furnished by others. The German embassy’s reaction to Schwabe’s
proposal was not an isolated case but formed part of an established
pattern of political dissention among German officers and
diplomats in the Ottoman Empire.

The study of German private enterprises during the Armenian
Genocide, a more recent development in the academic field,
confirms these findings. The analysis of Deutsche Bank’s policies
and that of its Ottoman subsidiaries have revealed that the
strategies of German diplomatic, military, and business circles were
often heavily antagonistic. More often than not the different
interests clashed and produced varying responses to the Ottoman
government’s extermination of Armenians. 3 Indeed, many recent
assertions regarding German involvement in the Armenian
Genocide owe more to contemporary Entente propaganda than a
careful evaluation of the extant archival records.?*

* KK

The speculations regarding an aforementioned German-
Ottoman conspiracy has been facilitated by the absence or
unavailability of relevant source materials. The German military
archives at Freiburg possess only limited information on the
German war effort in World War I. The major part of German
documentation from 1915 was lost during World War I1.2° On the
other hand, the files of the Ottoman general staff seem to have been
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preserved well. However, documents concerning the activities of
Germans have been available so far mostly to Turkish state
intellectuals and not to independent researchers of the Armenian
Genocide.2°

For the time being, scholars working on the German military
in the Ottoman Empire are forced to rely on miscellaneous sources
like memoirs, diaries, private letters, fragments of correspondence,
and files that have somehow survived. Thus, a systematic analysis
of the performance of military units and particular missions is
generally impossible. Thus, researchers often have to employ case
studies, focusing on individual officers and their actions. One
officer who has attracted such attention from historians was
Eberhard Wolffskeel Von Reichenberg.

XK XK

The Austrian historian Wolf-Dieter Bihl first demonstrated
the significance of Wolffskeel for the history of the Armenian
Genocide. Bihl used Wolffskeel’s private correspondence with his
wife and father. The information Bihl gathered threw new light on
the persecution of Armenians in Northern Syria. It took, however,
quite some time before Bihl's findings were agprcciatcd by
researchers specializing in the Armenian Genocide.?

Wolffskeel was a Bavarian captain who fought in Europe on
the Western Front before he was transferred to the Ottoman
Empire. In 1915 he served in Syria as chief of staff under Fakhri
Pasha, a commander of the 4th army, who was only second in
command to Djemal Pasha. While Djemal Pasha concerned
himself with the Ottoman campaigns in the Suez Canal area,
Fakhri Pasha and Wolffskeel were charged with the coastal defenses
of Syria and Cilicia, as well as the internal security of these areas.?

In this capacity Wolffskeel played a decisive role in the
operations of Ottoman army units against Armenians in the region.
The officer gave orders for and participated in the destruction of
three Armenian centers, where the victims resisted the Ottoman
government. Already on his arrival in Syria in March 1915,
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Wolffskeel displayed a sense of duty that showed his stern
personality. On his first day in office, he signed six death sentences
against Arab soldiers who had fled from combat.?’?

In March 1915 clashes had occurred between a group of
Armenian deserters and local Ottoman gendarmes in Zeitoun, a
small town deep in the Taurus mountains. Wolffskeel immediately
mobilized superior forces against the few deserters and Armenian
mountain dwellers. The officer was eager to demonstrate his
professional qualifications. His campaign ended, however, only
with limited success. Wolffskeel blamed local Ottoman
commanders and their premature action for the failure. While he
came too late to participate in the fight, he carefully observed the
Ottoman administration’s persecution of local Armenians and
witnessed the first deportation of an Ottoman Armenian
community.>? His letters demonstrate how differently the German
consul at Aleppo, Walter Rossler, and Wolffskeel assessed the
situation at Zeitoun. Wolffskeel did his best to prevent Réssler’s
initiative to avoid bloodshed and maintain peace in the area. At the
German embassy, Wolffskeel’s intervention met with success and
Réssler’s attempts were frustrated.>!

Probably, Wolftkeel’s involvement had another unpleasant
consequence for Rossler. In September 1915, Entente newspapers
published accusations against Réssler. The papers alledged that
Rossler had played a leading part in the persecution of Armenians.
The papers provided little precise information, but they referred to
a German consul in Aintab, although there was no German
consulate at that place. Rossler had stayed one night in Aintab on
his return from Marash to Aleppo. There he had met Wolffskeel
and his superior who stayed in the same hotel. This coincidence
might have caused confusion about the roles Wolffskeel and
Rossler had played in connection with the events at Zeitoun.
Rassler was actually against German officers taking part in military
operations against Ottoman Armenians as these were internal
affairs of the country.3?
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Wolffskeel's second campaign against Armenians was in
August 1915, when Armenian villagers at Mousa Dagh, a remote
mountain district close to the Mediterranean coast, took to the hills
in face of their pending deportation.?® Once more Wolffskeel came
too late to take part in the fighting, but this time he was less upset
about it. It is likely that the Armenian deportations and massacres
of the preceding months had had some impact on his keenness.

However, Wolffskeel did not hesitate to act decisively in
September 1915, when news reached him of an Armenian rising in
the town of Ourfa. According to the Ottoman deportation scheme,
the Armenians of Ourfa were one of the last communities to be
destroyed. Thus, their turn came rather late at the end of the
summer. Wolffskeel viewed this desperate stand of a civilian
population, barricading itself in their town and facing certain
death, as a professional challenge. In fact, he did not simply
perform what he might have understood as his duty, but
demonstrated a special zeal in crushing the Armenian defenses with
a barrage of artillery fire. It was eﬁectlvely Wolffskeel who led the
attack on the Armenian quarter.34 After the fight, he expressed his
cynicism when he commented on those killed and the survivors
who were soon to perish in the desert south of the city.?

Wolffskeel’s role at Ourfa was somewhat exceptional, as he is
the only German officer known to have served in Ottoman
uniform and directly participated in the killing of Armenians. His
letters give us unique insights into this officer’s perceptions, hopes,
and prejudices. Wolffskeel was a rabid antisemite. He hated the
Jewish scholar Max Freiherr Von Oppenheim who toured the
Ottoman Emplre in the service of German propaganda and
intelligence.3® Wolffskeel’s views on his Ottoman allies and his
Armenian victims expressed his strong sense of superiority.
However, such racist views rcgarding Armenians and other
Ottomans were by no means unique. For instance, Enver Pasha’s
deputy, Bronsart Von Schellendorff, entertained similar ideas.’’
Moreover, by 1915, German racist thought had gained
considerable influence within German scholarship and writing on
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the Middle East and was used in German propaganda and other
literature.8

Today Wolffskeel’s letters are kept among the Wolffskeel
Papers at the German Military Archives in Freiburg. These private
papers contain information on Wolffskeel’s carreer during World
War I in Europe, the Ottoman Empire, and the Caucasus in 1918.
The present volume contains those letters that pertain to his
involvement in the Armenian Genocide. They have been slightly
and silently edited. In accordance with archival regulations all
passages that concern the private life of Wolffskeel and his family
have been left out. Moreover, some rather lengthy passages on the
war in Europe are also not reproduced.

The publication is the result of the work and contributions of
various people. Colin Benert has produced an English translation
of the letters while preserving the language and style of Wolffskeel.
Thus, readers will note the considerable difference between the
material at hand and official German correspondence. The staff of
the German Military Archives was kind enough to clearify three
complicated paleographic problems. Dr. Aline Poensgen of the
Solingen Municipal Archives made a number of important
suggestions to improve the manuscript. I wish to thank them all.
Ara Sarafian of the Gomidas Institue, a good friend and colleague,
was instrumental in making this publication possible. The usual
disclaimer that all shortccomings are mine naturally applies.

Hilmar Kaiser
Florence, September 2000
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An Introduction to the Second Edition

Since the publication of the first edition, I have been able to obtain
additional information relevant to Wolffskeel’s role during the
Armenian Genocide. This information confirmed and reinforced
the earlier findings. I decided to add this material in the form of a
new introduction to the second edition, while leaving the original
introduction unaltered. Readers familiar with the first edition will
welcome this arrangement as it allows for an easy identification of

the added data.

The debate on Wolffskeel’s role during the Armenian
Genocide has continued since the first edition of this short study
appeared.! In a recent publication, Donald Bloxham offered, as he
saw it, a “re-assessment” of the debate on the German role during
the Armenian Genocide.? Concerning Wolffskeel’s role, Bloxham
questioned the findings of this study, namely, that the officer had
been involved in the Armenian Genocide as such. Instead,
Bloxham asserted that the officer had been convinced of being
merely performing his duty. According to Bloxham, the officer’s
rationale for his participation in the attack was as follows: “While
his actions contributed to the death of Armenians who had been
targeted by the Turks simply because of their ethnic identity, the
specific context of his involvement was the quelling of an interior
revolt which posed security questions for the region.”> Having
quoted at length from the letters published in this volume, the
author concluded that “though the distinction between acts of
“military necessity” and the murder process is specious from the
victims’ point of view, it was important in providing a framework
for German military involvement.” Despite making such far
reaching statements, Bloxham did not offer new evidence to sustain
his conclusions.

A number of questions arise from Bloxham’s claims. First of all,
I had already emphasized Wolffskeel’s “sense of duty that showed
his stern personality.”® In regard to his actions at Ourfa, however,
I had argued that the officer “did not simply perform what he



