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1900, however, the revolutionaries in Sasun waylaid Halil Besar Aga and
killed him. Andranig Ozanian, who was one of the rising figures within the
ARF, led the attack and cut off the Kurdish lord'shead. ~
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The revolutionaries inserted themselves at the centre of the growing
conflict between Kurdish lords with a licence to extort and punish, and the
Sasun Armenians, for whom armed clashes became an increasingly frequent
occurrence. They went further than their predecessors before the 1894
massacre; they targeted gendarmes and soldiers as well as the likes of Halil
Besar Aga. The latter was not only a powerful Kurdish lord, but also one of
the most important agents of the government in pursuing revolutionaries
and consolidating the marginalisation of the Sasun Armenians = =
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Although the revolutionaries” successful escape was an embarrassment
for the authorities, they still failed to attract international attention ro their
cause. In 1904, the revolutionary groups in Sasun received orders from the
ARF congress to prepare for an armed rebellion against the state. They were
to invite additional highters from surrounding areas, and collect weapons and
ammunition.” It is likely thar the timing of this call for a rebellion was delib-
erate: the Ortoman government had recently succumbed to international
pressure regarding the administration of political reforms in Macedonia after
a failed rebellion in 1903.% Even if the armed rebellion in Sasun were to
fail, the international pressure which would come to bear on the Ottoman
government would facilitate reforms.

In order to sustain an armed rebellion for an extended period of time,
the revolutionaries sought to draw fighters, produce, and import weapons
and ammunition from across the border with mixed success. Of the 200 ARF
hghters in Sasun in early 1904, the overwhelming majority still hailed from
the Daron region, which included the districts of Kulp, Bulanik, Genc and
Sasun, with only fifteen fighters from Transcaucasia.®” For ammunition, they
established makeshift workshops to produce gunpowder within Sasun. Their
efforts to import weapons were sometimes cut short by the joint actions of
Orttoman and Russian authorities. In early 1904, the Russian police confis-
cated 120 chests of ammunition and seventy-eight modern rifles in response
to a tip from the Ottoman authorities to the Russian consul in Erzurum.*

The first stage of the rebellion was marked by two developments: first,
revolutionaries killed several Muslims from the mixed villages of Tapik and
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Lackan, whom they viewed as agents of the state, and expelled the rest after
torching their homes.”” According to Ottoman reports, they also took hos-
tages from the Muslim populace.” Second, several revolutionary bands trav-
elled across Sasun to escort the Armenian inhabitants of the outlying villages
to the heights of Antok, where they would be safe from the advancing troops
and pastoralists. They torched Armenian villages in order to deny food and
lodging to the advancing Ottoman troops.”

Many male peasants from the districts of Sasun, which became the centre
of the rebellion, also joined the revolutionaries’ armed rebellion. According to
Garo Sasuni’s estimates, some thousand peasants fought against the imperial
troops.” The governor of Bitlis stated that a local Muslim preacher in Sasun
estimated that 2,000 peasants had joined the revolutionaries.” The contrast
with 1894 is clear: whereas peasants had been reluctant to fight against impe-
rial troops a decade before, they were willing to attempr a defence of their vil-
lages in 1904. The experience of the 1894 massacre obviously motivated many
Armenian peasants to join the revolutionaries.



