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The Armenians and Ottoman
Military Policy, 1915

Edward J. Erickson

Mainstream western scholarship maintains that the Armenian insurrection of
1915 was never an actual threat to the security of the Ottoman state in the First
World War and that the relocation of the Armenians of eastern Anatolia was
unnecessary. In truth, no study of the Armenian insurrection and its effect on
Ottoman military policy has ever been conducted. This article examines the
Ottoman army’s lines of communications architecture and logistics posture in
eastern Anatolia in 1915. Armenian threats to the logistics and security of the
Ottoman armies in Caucasia and Palestine are overlaid on this system.
Evolving and escalatory Ottoman military policies are then explained in terms
of threat assessments and contemporary counter-insurgency strategy. The
article seeks to inform the reader why the Ottomans reacted so vigorously and
violently to the events of the spring of 1915.

I. Introduction and Contextualization
Western scholarship disparages the Turkish claim that the relocation of
the entire Armenian population of eastern Anatolia was necessary for
reasons of national security during the First World War.1 This line of
scholarship maintains that the Armenian insurrection of 1915 was
never an actual threat to the security of the Ottoman state. Moreover,
much of the contemporary western historiography asserts that the
Ottoman leaders manipulated the notion of an internal Armenian
threat as a pretext for ethnic cleansing and genocide. The mechanics
of the relocation and destruction of the Armenian population of east-
ern Anatolia in 1915 have been studied intensively over the past half-
century and have been the source of much controversy. Many western
historians have concluded that the Ottoman state and the Committee
of Union and Progress (CUP), in particular, conducted a genocidal
policy of ethnic cleansing against helpless Armenians.2 On the other

1 A. Emin (Yalman), Turkey in the World War (New Haven, 1930), p. 214. Writing of the
Armenian insurrection, Yalman noted it was ‘a great military danger’ but that the actual
action was ‘not commensurate with military necessity’. Yalman, unfortunately, did not
support his assertions with facts (p. 219).

2 For examples see P. Balakian, The Burning Tigris: The Armenian Genocide and America’s
Response (New York, 2003), p. 209; D. Bloxham, The Great Game of Genocide: Imperialism,



Nationalism, and the Destruction of the Ottoman Armenians (Oxford, 2005), pp. 208–10; and
V.N. Dadrian, ‘The Secret Young Turk Itthadist Conference and the Decision for the
World War I Genocide of the Armenians’, Holocaust Studies and Genocide Studies VII
(1993), pp. 173–201, passim.

3 G. Lewy, The Armenian Massacres in Ottoman Turkey: A Disputed Genocide (Salt Lake City,
2005), pp. 43–130. The literature of these two camps is too exhaustive to detail in this
article. For the Armenian position readers may refer to the works in English of Taner
Akçam, Vahakn Dadrian, Richard Hovannisian, Raymond Kevorkian, and Robert
Melson. For the Turkish position works include those of Bernard Lewis, Justin
McCarthy, and Stanford Shaw.
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hand, the modern Turkish position maintains that military necessity,
caused by a large Armenian insurgency, provoked the relocations
and some of the massacres. One recent work speaks to the idea of two
rival historiographies, which are highly politicized and emotionally
charged.3 There is little common ground between the two camps, leav-
ing the standard accounts unable to explain fully the complexity of the
events. One area in particular that illustrates this problem is the ques-
tion of the nature of the Armenian insurrection in 1915 and its effect
on Ottoman military policy. No comprehensive study of this question
has ever been conducted and the opposing academic positions rely
almost entirely on the personal opinions of participants and observers,
rather than facts, to prove their veracity.

Because of the sensitivities of our times, understanding where this
article fits into the contemporary historical context is important. It is
fair to say that there are convergent Armenian and Turkish under-
standings of the Armenian experience until the winter of 1914. For
example, prior to 1914, the Armenian community advocated autonomy
and independence, and Armenian revolutionary committees heav-
ily armed the Armenian population of eastern Anatolia, to which the
Ottomans reacted with ferocity and violence on a large scale. It is also
accurate to note that on its entry into the First World War a pan-Turkic
nationalist ideology swept through the Ottoman government, while at
the same time the Armenian committees increased their activities
accordingly. Moreover, thousands of Muslim refugees flooded into
the empire after the Balkan Wars, and the CUP evolved population-
engineering schemes to change the demographics of Anatolia. To add
complexity, Armenian nationalism was encouraged by the great powers
and, reciprocally, the Ottomans encouraged Islamic and Turkic nation-
alism in the Caucasus, north Africa, and Persia. As war approached, all
parties engaged in violent and subversive activities in the frontier
regions. While the Turks today highlight that large numbers of Muslim
civilians were killed during this time, even larger numbers of
Armenians were killed as well. After November 1914, violence directed
against the Armenians increased dramatically.

Unfortunately, there is great divergence concerning the issue of
premeditation, and, after 1914, the scope of the operation, the numbers
involved, and who acted under what authorities. Affecting this article



is a divergence in the understandings of facts and interpretations of
events by the Turkish and Armenian camps in the period after the win-
ter of 1914/15 to late 1915. In establishing a balanced context for this
article recent work by Donald Bloxham, which is arguably regarded as
controversial by both sides, presents a middle ground of understand-
ing and interpretation of what happened in 1914–15. Bloxham argues
that the war was the key ingredient that led to the relocation and
destruction of the Armenians. He posits that anti-Armenian ideology
inflamed the CUP, causing it to react violently to the perception of
Armenian threats. He also maintains that the great powers actively
encouraged the Armenians to violence and that Armenian nationalist
leaders unwisely led their people into a destructive confrontation with
the Ottoman Empire. Most importantly, Bloxham asserts that Ottoman
policies toward the Armenians became progressively radicalized, mov-
ing from localized relocations and massacres to a generalized policy of
relocation and genocide in the late spring of 1915.4 This article is
written within Bloxham’s contextualization and is designed to com-
plement his exposition of the political, cultural, and ideological events
with a corresponding exposition of the military events during the
period of August 1914 to the summer of 1915. The article does not
detail the Armenian relocations and massacres, nor answer the geno-
cide question; rather it seeks to inform the reader why the Ottoman
military reacted in the manner that it did to the events of the spring
and summer of 1915.

This article examines the threats to the logistics and security of
the two Ottoman armies that were directly affected by the Armenian
insurrection – the Ottoman 3rd Army in eastern Anatolia and the
Ottoman 4th Army in Syria and Palestine. A further army, the 6th, in
Mesopotamia, was indirectly affected because 100% of its logistical
resupply chain ran through the other two armies. All three armies
were in contact with the enemy in 1915 and the collapse of any one of
them would have had a catastrophic effect on the national security of
the Ottoman Empire. It is sometimes said that an army travels on its
stomach, and serious studies of military history often reveal logistics to
be the sine qua non of battlefield success (logistics includes, but is not
limited to, rationing, fodder for animals, ammunition and munitions,
replacement troops, medical services and hospitals, repair shops and
facilities, and transportation). This article focuses on the lines of com-
munications and logistical postures of the Ottoman 3rd and 4th
Armies as these were affected by internal and external threats in the
late spring of 1915. It also develops the idea of an evolving Ottoman
military policy that changed from localized anti-terrorism measures to
a generalized campaign of counter-insurgency, which corresponds to
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4 Bloxham, Great Game, pp. 69–96. While Bloxham’s claim of genocide alienated the
Turkish camp, he also alienated the Armenian camp by asserting that there was little
authentic evidence of any premeditated plan of extermination.



Bloxham’s ideas about the cumulative radicalization of Ottoman
policy towards the Armenians in 1915. The author hopes to fill a gap
in the historiography rather than to join the partisan debate between
the rival historiographies.

II. Ottoman Army Logistics
The Ottoman army of 1914 modelled itself, its doctrines, its operational
thought, and its approach to war on the German army. Logistically the
Ottomans mirrored the German army in separating their operational
field armies from supporting logistics infrastructure by creating lines of
communications inspectorates (LoCIs) upon mobilization.5 These
‘formed the conveyor of the army’ and were ‘the middleman between
home and army’.6 In military doctrinal terms, the LoCIs were a service
support organization (as opposed to a combat or combat support for-
mation) and had no intrinsic combat capabilities. This system enabled
combat commanders at the front to focus their energy on operational
and tactical matters while logisticians handled supply matters.

As its capstone logistics command element the Ottoman general
staff activated the General Lines of Communications Inspectorate
(Menzil Genel Müfettişliǧi) on 5 August 1914 in Constantinople. This
organization exercised command authority over the logistical lifelines
of the empire at the strategic level.7 High-level logistical planning and
co-ordination remained a function of the general staff’s Fourth
Division, while the GLC Inspectorate co-ordinated daily movements
and logistical functions through lower-level subordinate numbered
army inspectorate commands.8

In eastern Anatolia the 3rd Army Lines of Communications
Inspectorate (3ncü Ordu Menzil Müfettis̨liǧi, hereafter referred to as 3
LoCI) supported the Ottoman 3rd Army. The 3 LoCI headquarters
became operational on 26 August 1914 in Erzurum using officers from
the Ottoman X Corps and moved to Erzincan a week later.9 Colonel
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5 TC Genelkurmay Başkanlıǧı, Türk Silahlı Kuvvetleri Tarihi, IIIncü Cilt, 6ncı Kısım
(1908–1920) (Ankara, 1971), pp. 459–63.

6 H. Cron, Imperial German Army, 1914–18: Organisation, Structure, Orders-of-Battle (Solihull,
2002), p. 237.

7 TC Genelkurmay Başkanliǧı, Türk Silahlı Kuvvetleri Tarihi Osmanlı Devri Birinci Dünya
Harbi Idari Faaliyetler ve Lojistik Xncu Cilt (Ankara, 1985), p.115. Hereafter  TCGB, Idari
Faaliyetler ve Lojistik.

8 Op. cit., p. 102. Ottoman Army logistics doctrines as used in the First World War were
formulated in 1911 with the publication of Menzil Hidematı Nizamnamesi. By 1914 most
of the field armies had published a secondary tier of instructions specific to their areas,
for example Ikinci Ordu Menzil Müfettişliǧi Hayvan Depoları Hakkında Talimat (Istanbul,
1914). Unrelated to this study, Ottoman logistics doctrines were refined during the war
in 1917 as Seferber Ordularda ve Menzillerde Geri Hidematı Rehberi. I am indebted to 
Dr Mesut Uyar (Major, Infantry, Turkish Army) for this information.

9 TC Genelkurmay Başkanlıǧı, Birinci Dünya Harbinde, Türk Harbi, Kafkas Cephesi 3ncü
Ordu Harekatı, Cilt II (Ankara, 1993), p. 645. Hereafter TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi 3ncü Ordu
Harekati II.



Fuat Ziya assumed command10 of the 3 LoCI, which was assigned a var-
iety of army support units, including ammunition depots and trains,
transportation units, field hospitals, remount and veterinary stations,
basic training depot battalions, bakeries and repair shops, supply
depots, and labour battalions.11 Its area of responsibility began at the
rear edge of the combat corps areas and stretched 800 km westward
and southward to the railway servicing eastern Anatolia. Fuat Ziya exer-
cised command through subordinate local commanders called post or
node commanders (nokta komutanlıkları). After a month of operations
the 3 LoCI had stockpiled 30 of the minimum 45 days of rations and
supplies required by war regulations for the 3rd Army.12 Likewise,
ammunition and medical supplies were in very short supply.13 This was
a slim margin for war and the situation was aggravated by the huge
losses of equipment and supplies suffered by the Ottoman army in the
recent Balkan Wars.

By 26 September 1914, the 3rd Army reported 168 608 men and 
53 794 animals (horses, camels, mules, and oxen) assigned to its rolls.14

The following month reports from the 3 LoCI indicated that it had
stockpiled two and a half months of bread and meat, 13 days of oil and
dried vegetables, 18 days of barley, 20 days of rice, and five months of
sugar for a planned force of 200 000 men and 70 000 animals.15

Ammunition was a particularly difficult challenge because of the wide
variety of rifles and cannon used by the Ottoman army, but there were
about 1000 rounds of rifle ammunition per rifleman and about 850
shells per cannon.16 This was about half as many shells as the western
powers considered as adequate stocks for war, which averaged about
1500 per mobile field-gun or howitzer.17

Bringing food, ammunition, and supplies forward challenged Colonel
Fuat’s organization to its fullest because of the vast distances to the 
front. Unlike the great powers of Europe, which built railway nets to
accommodate mobilization and supply armies, the Ottoman Empire’s
railways were built by foreigners for economic profits. Consequently,
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10 I. Görgülü, On Yıllık Harbin Kadrosu 1912–1922, Balkan-Birinci Dünya ve Istiklal Harbi
(Ankara, 1993), p. 104.

11 TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi 3ncü Ordu Harekati II, pp. 645–49.
12 TC Genelkurmay Başkanlıǧı, Birinci Dünya Harbinde, Türk Harbi Inci Cilt, Osmanlı

Imparatorluǧunun Siyasi ve Askeri Hazirlıkları ve Harbe Girişi (Ankara, 1970), pp. 186–87.
Hereafter TCGB, Askeri Hazırlıkları ve Harbe Girişi. The Ottoman 1st and 2nd Armies in
Thrace stockpiled 34 and 38 days respectively, while the 4th Army in Palestine
stockpiled 24 days.

13 TCGB, Idari Faaliyetler ve Lojistik, pp. 180–87.
14 3rd Army report, Genelkurmay Askeri Tarih ve Stratejik Etut, Ankara, Turkey (ATASE),

archive 139, record 636, file 10-2/4, cited in TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi 3ncü Ordu Harekatı II,
p. 657.

15 3 LoCI Reports, ATASE, archive 3055, record H-3, file 3–19, cited in TCGB, Kafkas
Cephesi 3ncü Ordu Harekatı II, p. 658.

16 Various reports, ATASE, archive 2130, record 833, file 16-20, cited in TCGB, Kafkas
Cephesi 3ncü Ordu Harekatı II, pp. 662–63.

17 H. Strachan, The First World War, vol. 1, To Arms (Oxford, 2001), pp. 995–96.



none ran to the eastern Anatolian theatre of operations, and the
Ottoman front-line units there found themselves over 900 km from rail-
heads. This situation was compounded by a tight Allied naval blockade
that forced all logistics traffic onto the two macadamized all-weather
roads (Bellibas̨lı karayolları) that led into eastern Anatolia. Thus, the 3
LoCI supported a force approaching a quarter of a million men and ani-
mals 900 km from railheads using animal-drawn transport on two
avenues (Sivas–Erzincan–Erzurum in the north and Diyarbakır–Bitlis–
Van in the south). Figure 1 shows these critical routes.

War broke out on the Caucasian frontier on 1 November 1914 and
after a month of combat operations, the logistical situation was already
strained. Altogether the 3 LoCI had 70 days of rations on hand, but
front-line units were reduced to 20–25 days on hand, while the fortress
of Erzurum had 40–45 days on hand. The provinces of Trabzon and
Van had 3–4 months on hand, but the logistics command lacked the
transport to transfer supplies rapidly over the abysmal road system.18

The battles on the frontiers also depleted ammunition stocks and sent
about 6000 wounded into the 3 LoCI hospitals at Hasankale and
Erzurum.19

In Syria and Palestine the 4th Army formed on 6 September 1914. It
activated the 4th Army Lines of Communications Inspectorate (4ncü
Ordu Menzil Müfettis̨liǧi, hereafter referred to as 4 LoCI) on 12 November
1914 with the headquarters in Damascus.20 The activation of 4 LoCI,
which was commanded by Major Kazim, occurred after the declaration
of war, and there was no opportunity to stockpile munitions or supplies.
Unlike the 3rd Army, 4th Army was responsible for the security and
maintenance of the railway line that led from the Pozantı Gap to the
Euphrates River and south through Palestine to Medina. The railway
posed particular problems because it was constructed by European
entrepreneurs rather than by military planners. There were two
uncompleted gaps in rugged mountains at Pozantı (54 km) and
Osmaniye (36 km), different gauge tracks (for example: 1 m wide
from Remleh to Jerusalem but 105 cm wide from there to Damascus),
and the entire line was in an extremely poor state of repair.21

Compounding the difficulties all supplies for the Mesopotamian the-
atre were shipped through the 4 LoCI area and competed for the inad-
equate transportation resources.

The 4th Army began combat operations against the British in late
January 1915 when it invaded Egypt in an attempt to block the Suez
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18 Various reports, ATASE, archive 3027, record 3, file 1-17, cited in TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi
3ncü Ordu Harekatı II, p. 665.

19 T. Saǧlam, Büyük Harpte 3ncü Ordu’da Sıhhı Hizmet (Istanbul, 1941), pp. 8–9, cited in
TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi 3ncü Ordu Harekatı II, pp. 662–63.

20 4th Army orders, Damascus, 12 November, 1914, reproduced in TC Genelkurmay
Başkanlıǧı, Birinci Dünya Harbinde, Türk Harbi, IVncü, Cilt Inci Kısım, Sina-Filistin Cephesi,
Harbin Başlangıcından İkinci Gazze Muharebeleri Sonuna Kadar (Ankara, 1979), pp. 765–67.
Hereafter TCGB, Sina-Filistin cephesi. 

21 Op. cit., pp. 675–76.
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Canal. As at Sarıkamıs̨ on the Caucasian front, this operation ended in
failure, but casualties were very light and did not affect the combat
capability of the 4th Army. No major combat operations happened on
this front during the spring and summer of 1915. However, disaster
struck the adjacent 6th Army, which lost all of inhabited Mesopotamia
below Nasiriya on the Euphrates River by April 1915.

III. The Sarıkamıs̨ Campaign and Its Aftermath
In late December 1914 the Ottoman 3rd Army conducted an unsuc-
cessful full-scale envelopment operation aimed at the destruction of a
major part of the Russian army in Caucasia. The campaign has been
singled out by some authors as a ‘threshold event’ for the ‘extermin-
ation of the Armenians’ because Ottoman losses gravely weakened the
empire’s strategic posture in the east, and Enver allegedly needed a
scapegoat to blame the catastrophe on.22 Named after the town that
was the Ottoman tactical objective, the Sarıkamış campaign was, in fact,
a bloody disaster for the Ottomans and resulted in 33 000 dead, 7000
prisoners, and 10 000 wounded.23 Most of these losses were infantrymen
and this crippled the offensive capability of the 3rd Army (although
well over 50 000 men remained present for duty). The effect on 3 LoCI
was immediate as the previously wounded men were shifted rearward
from Erzurum and Hasankale to hospitals in Sivas and Narman.24 As
the wounded went back, munitions, uniforms, food, and supplies were
moved frantically forward. Several thousand replacements were also
rushed forward from depots in Sivas, Giresun, and Tokat to the
Köprüköy lines.25 On 18 January 1915 further drafts from Elazıǧ (1500)
and Tokat (2000) arrived at the front. Senior officer replacements were
in very short supply and available officers were spread out between the
infantry divisions. Thousands of reserve rifles were dispatched to
make up losses as well.26

By 8 February the 3rd Army reported 59 226 men and 14 833 animals
available for combat duty and 10 074 men and 8277 animals assigned
to the 3 LoCI.27 North of Erzurum, supply stocks were down to about
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22 Balakian, Burning Tigris, pp. 176–79. Balakian cited the 1915 wartime work of Arnold
Toynbee, and other writers have carried this forward. In fact, the activities of Armenians
as an operational factor leading to the defeat of the 3rd Army does not appear in the
Ottoman record. Neither does the idea that the Armenians were a scapegoat for
explaining the defeat.

23 F. Belen, Birinci Cihan Harbinde Türk Harbi, 1914 yılı hareketleri (Ankara, 1970), p. 192.
The most commonly used western figure for losses in the campaign is 90 000 dead,
which originates in Commandant Larcher’s 1926 history (M. Larcher, La Guerre turque
dan la Guerre Mondiale, Paris, 1926) and is undocumented. This figure is greatly inflated.

24 TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi 3ncü Ordu Harekatı II, p. 671.
25 Op. cit., p. 672. Major İrfan led 2152 replacements forward on 5 January 1915.
26 Op. cit., p. 674.
27 Strength report, ATASE, archive 140, record 640, file 67, cited in TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi

3ncü Ordu Harekatı II, p. 676. A further 7025 men remained in hospital.



40 days of rations and 17 days of fodder, while stocks in the army rear
areas were sufficient for 60 days and 16 days respectively.28 In March
stock levels rose to 39 days of rations and 14 days of fodder in the com-
bat zone, and 129 days of rations and 37 days of fodder in the army
rear area. April brought a Russian offensive toward the lakeside city of
Van and Malazgirt. Renewed fighting in May witnessed a Russian offen-
sive in the Tortum valley, which was barely halted. Ottoman losses in
these months were severe and approached those of Sarıkamış (58 000
killed and wounded). The fighting quickly consumed accumulated
supplies, and by 30 May 1915 stocks were down to critical levels of 41
days of rations and 7 days of fodder in the combat zone and 25 days of
rations and 4 days of fodder in the army rear area.29 It is apparent from
these figures that resupply, especially of fodder (a critical commodity
for an animal-drawn army), was not keeping up with the demands of
campaigning.

Munitions were also in short supply in the 3rd Army during this
period, and this was compounded by the variety of weapons in use. For
example, the army used five models of rifle, two models of pistol, and
four models of machine-gun.30 Supplies for small arms and artillery
are difficult to establish because these munitions were reported as
cases of ammunition rather than as ‘days of supplies’.31 However, the
modern official Turkish history notes that losses of weapons and muni-
tions in eastern Anatolia in the spring of 1915 exceeded the totals of
incoming quantities.32 Likewise, personnel replacements, especially
trained officers, were also desperately short, and the depot system
could not draft and train men fast enough to keep up with losses. In
late May 1915 the infantry divisions of the 3rd Army, which should
have contained over 9000 infantrymen each, were worn down to an
average strength of around 2000 infantrymen each.33

While Sarıkamış is commonly seen as the proximate cause of
Ottoman operational weakness in Anatolia in the spring of 1915, it is
clear that the 3 LoCI was able to restore much of the 3rd Army’s logis-
tical posture and effectiveness in the following months. However, such
capacity as existed was quickly exhausted, and it was the Tortum–Van–
Malazgirt battles that wore the 3rd Army down to ineffectiveness. The
idea that the losses and aftermath of Sarıkamış somehow ‘fuelled the
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28 Op. cit., p. 676.
29 Logistics reports, ATASE, archive 1261, record 539, file 1-9, cited in TCGB, Idari

Faaliyetler ve Lojistik, p. 252.
30 Various reports, 5 May 1915, ATASE, archive 1070, record 97, files 1–2/3/9, cited in

TCGB, Idari Faaliyetler ve Lojistik, p. 269.
31 Computation of how much food and fodder a certain number of men and animals will

consume follows a known formula. Ammunition usage, on the other hand, follows an
unpredictable path of expenditure that is dependent on the tactical situation.

32 TCGB, Idari Faaliyetler ve Lojistik, p. 269.
33 Strength reports, ATASE, archive 1964, record 305, files 1–29/1–143, cited in TC

Genelkurmay Başkanlıǧı, Birinci Dünya Harbinde, Türk Harbi, Kafkas Cephesi 3ncü Ordu
Harekatı, Cilt I (Ankara, 1993), p. 645. Hereafter referred to as TCGB, Kafkas Cephesi
3ncü Ordu Harekatı I.



zeal for exterminating the Armenians’34 has no basis in fact. In any
case by late May 1915 the logistics situation of the Ottoman 3rd Army
was unsatisfactory, and any interruption of the supply chain would fur-
ther degrade the army’s effectiveness.

IV. The Armenian Threat
A full examination of the causes of the Armenian insurrection of 1915
is beyond the scope of this article. This section describes the internal
situation as the Ottomans knew it in the late spring of 1915. Difficulties
with the Armenian population had begun in 1877 during the Russo-
Turkish War and continued intermittently into 1914. Encouraged by
the successful insurrections and independence of the Serbs, Bulgars,
and Greeks, dissident Armenians in the Ottoman Empire formed revo-
lutionary committees, both in secret and in public, a formula that had
worked especially well for the Christian peoples in the Balkans. There
were several outbreaks of Armenian large-scale violence before the
First World War (notably in 1894–96 and 1908–09).35 These failed and
were ruthlessly extinguished by the Ottomans, but two committees, the
Daşnaks (the Armenian Revolutionary Federation) and the Hunçaks
(the Armenian Social Democrat Party), grew in strength and influence.
In addition to the committees, the Catholicos of All Armenians (a reli-
gious leader living in Russia), the Armenian Orthodox Patriarch 
(living in Constantinople), and the Security Council of the Armenian
Parliament (in Constantinople) co-ordinated the Armenian National
Delegation, which opened active negotiations in 1912 with the
Russians, French, and British to advance the creation of an autono-
mous Armenia.

The Armenian revolutionary committees were instrumental in the
arming of the Armenian community in eastern Anatolia. In July 1914
the Ottoman consulate in Kars intercepted a telegram outlining the
smuggling of 400 rifles into the Eleşkirt valley.36 Other intercepted let-
ters sent by the Daşnak committee (predominant among the numerous
Armenian nationalist committees of the time) requested weapons from
the Russians. That summer the British Foreign Office also tracked simi-
lar numbers of military rifles being smuggled into Trabzon.37 In July
and August 1914 the Daşnaks held the important eighth general party
congress in Erzurum, which was attended by rival party representa-
tives as well as a delegation from the Ottoman government. Ostensibly
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34 Balakian, Burning Tigris, p. 178.
35 TC Genelkurmay Başkanlıǧı, Türk Sılahlı Kuvvetleri Tarihi, IIIncü Cilt, 5nci Kısım

(1793–1908) (Ankara, 1978), pp. 597–606. In 1909 in Adana the violence was 
directed against the Armenians, whose nationalist leaders can, however, be said to 
have provoked it.

36 M. Demirel, Birinci Dünya Harbinde Erzurum ve Cevresinde Ermeni Hareketleri (1914–1918)
(Ankara, 1996), p. 17.

37 Smith to Mallet, 1 July 1914, The National Archives (TNA), Kew, UK, FO 195/2450.



conducted to advance Armenian concerns peacefully through legit-
imate means, the congress was regarded by the Ottomans as the
seedbed for later insurrection. It was here, the Ottomans were con-
vinced, that strong Armenian–Russian links solidified into detailed
plans, and agreements were drawn up aiming at the detachment of
Armenia from the Ottoman Empire.

In fact, some of the congress leaders quickly left for Tbilisi in Russia,
where plans to organize Armenian volunteers on the Caucasian front
were announced in September.38 The Ottoman army soon became
aware that regiments of expatriate Ottoman Armenians in the Russian
army were mobilized and were conducting war-training exercises.39

Indicators of potential violent intent accumulated as Ottoman author-
ities found bombs and weapons hidden in Armenian villages.40 Near
Erzurum, Russian rifles were discovered hidden in Armenian homes
on 20 October. Earlier that month (prior to the commencement of
hostilities) the 3rd Army had received reports of Armenians who
served in the Russian army returning to the Ottoman Anatolian
provinces with maps and money.41 There were also reports from
infantry battalions concerning Armenian meetings at which large
numbers of aggressively nationalist people were gathering.42 In late
October 1914 the 3rd Army staff informed the Ottoman general
staff that large numbers of Armenians with weapons were moving
into Muş, Bitlis, Van, and Erivan.43 Ottoman military staffs at all levels
were also disturbed by reports that thousands of Armenian citizens
were deliberately leaving their homes in Ottoman territory and travel-
ling into Russian-held territory.44 Although the Ottoman Empire was
still officially at peace with Russia, many Ottoman officers were by now
convinced that Russia was actively conspiring to foment an Armenian
revolt.

War broke out on 2 November 1914. Later that month the Ottoman
Special Organization and the local jandarma (a paramilitary gen-
darmerie) launched a bitter anti-guerrilla campaign against insurgent
Armenians who had crossed into the empire near Hopa and Rize on
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41 Headquarters, 3rd Army, Report on Criminal Activity, 8 October 1914, ATASE, archive
2828, record 59, file 2-85.

42 Report from Hudut (Frontier) Battalion to Headquarters, IX Corps, 22 October 1914,
ATASE, archive 2818, record 59, file 2-39.

43 Headquarters, 3rd Army Report to Acting Commander in Chief, 23 October 1914,
ATASE, archive 2818, record 59, file 1-41, 1-42.

44 TCGB, Idari Faaliyetler ve Lojistik, p. 105. There were enough Ottoman Armenians of
conscription age to form four battalions immediately.



the north-east frontier.45 Throughout the rest of 1914 and into January
1915, many reports to the Ottoman general staff outlined the danger
posed by armed Armenians in the 3rd and 4th Army areas. Incidents
of terrorism increased, particularly bombings46 and assassinations of
civilians and local Ottoman officials.47 The areas around Erzurum
were hotbeds of activity, and Ottoman intelligence tracked the local
Armenian committee leaders and the villages that hid and supported
them.48 There were minor revolts in Bitlis and areas near Van in early
February.49 In Armenian villages on the road between Sivas and
Erzincan, Ottoman officers found illustrated bulletins and posters
advocating resistance and massacre of Muslims.50 These incidents were
especially disturbing to the Ottomans because they indicated a higher
degree of organization, which also included the cutting of communi-
cations lines and the interdiction of roads.51 Whether the Armenian
activities were acts of self-defence or acts of revolt remains controver-
sial and inconclusive.52

On 25 February 1915 the Operations Division of the Ottoman gen-
eral staff sent a ciphered cable to the field armies directing them to
take increased security precautions.53 This directive noted increased
dissident Armenian activity in Bitlis, Aleppo, Dörtyol, and Kayseri, and
furthermore identified Russian and French influence and activities in
these areas (in particular, code keys in French, Russian, and Armenian
were discovered in Armenian homes in the city of Kayseri). The
Operations Division directed that the 3rd and the 4th Armies increase
both surveillance and security measures. Moreover, commanders were
ordered to remove any ethnic Armenian soldiers from important
headquarter staffs and command centres. The final measure was prob-
ably taken in response to a report that the Armenian Patriarchate in
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50 G.N. Eǧe-Akter (trans.), Babamın Emanetleri, Ragıp Nurettin Eǧe’nin Birinci Cihan Harbi
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Constantinople was transmitting military secrets and dispositions to the
Russians.54 The timing of this order corresponded with information
provided to the Russians from the Armenian committee in Zeitoun that
15 000 Armenians there were ready to take up arms and attack Ottoman
lines of communications of the Ottoman army in Erzurum.55

By mid-March 1915 the insurgent situation in the Doǧubeyazıt–Van
region had considerably worsened. The governor of Van reported
numerous massacres of isolated Muslim villagers by armed groups of
Armenian guerrillas.56 On the other hand, the local Armenian com-
munity accused the governor of unprovoked massacres of Christians.57

Regardless of cause, by this time the staff of the 3rd Army was suffi-
ciently concerned by the possibility of armed insurrection that it
began to shift jandarma and army units into the area to meet the
threat. About the same time Armenian deserters from Maraş resisted
arrest, killed six gendarmes, and then fled to Zeitoun, where they led
an uprising on 12 March.58 They and 150 other Armenians then broke
out of the Ottoman cordon and went into the mountains on 23
March.59 In fact, armed revolts by the Armenians soon broke out in
many areas of south-eastern Anatolia. There is no question that the
Russians supported the Armenians inside the Ottoman Empire with
money, weapons, and encouragement.60 Externally the Armenian
National Council formed druzhiny (or regiments) from the enthusi-
astic volunteers, who were eager to invade the Ottoman Empire.61 The
‘Ararat Unit’ composed of the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Druzhiny was assigned
to capture the lakeside city of Van.

The event most associated with the beginning of the insurrection
occurred when insurgents seized most of Van in a fierce attack on
14 April 1915.62 Venezuelan soldier of fortune Rafael De Nogales
observed the battle and noted that ‘the Armenians of the Vilayet of
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Van rose en masse, were heavily armed and fought with courage and
determination’.63 In late May 1915 the American ambassador sent a
confidential report to Washington elaborating the nature and the
large scale of the insurrection: 

it would seem as if an Armenian insurrection to help the Russians
had broken out at Van. Thus a former deputy here, one Pastormadjian
who had assisted our proposed railway concessions some years ago,
is now supposed to be fighting with the Turks with a legion of
Armenian volunteers. These insurgents are said to be in possession
of a part of Van and to be conducting guerrilla warfare in a country
where regular military operations are extremely difficult. To what
extent they are organised or what successes they have gained it is
impossible for me to say; their numbers have been variously estimated
but none puts them at less than ten thousand and twenty-five
thousand is probably closer to the truth.64

Making things worse for the Ottomans, Armenian çeteler or guerrilla
bands (this word may be translated as guerrilla, insurgent, or bandit
depending on context) began to interdict the vulnerable Ottoman
lines of communications by cutting telegraph wires and conducting
road sabotage to cut and block roads (notably along the Erzurum–Sivas
logistics corridor).65 The Van uprising acted as a catalyst, and uprisings
broke out in other cities in the 3 LoCI area of responsibility. The gov-
ernor of Sivas reported on 22 April that large numbers of armed
Armenians posed a security problem for unguarded Muslim villages.66

Diyarbakır (situated on the southern logistics corridor) erupted in a
rash of bombings later in the month,67 and another uprising broke out
in Zeitoun.68 German cables from Constantinople reported that
Armenian clubs in Erzurum committed a series of political murders
and that Armenians were serving as guides for the Russian army.69
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Along the front north-east of Erzurum, Armenian volunteers assisted
the Russians in pushing the Stange Detachment back from the area
around Artvin and were supported by Armenian insurgents (çeteler)
operating behind Stange’s lines.70 The Germans also confirmed some
of the Ottoman intelligence reports concerning Armenian arms
caches, noting that bombs and bomb-making materials had been dis-
covered in Kayseri.71

The Ottomans, the Russians, the Germans, the Americans, the
Armenians themselves, and even an independent Venezuelan
observer indicated that a large number of Armenians, who possessed
large numbers of weapons, revolted in the eastern provinces of
Anatolia in support of a Russian offensive. This point is often over-
looked in examinations of what happened to the Armenians in 1915.
In any case, the Ottomans did not have adequate forces in position to
deal with the problem. In spite of months of tension the Ottoman
army was largely unprepared for outbreaks of violence on the scale of
the Van rebellion. There were pitched battles between the insurgents
and the jandarma, Ottoman army paramilitary volunteer units, and
the few regular army units in the area. Beginning in mid-April, the
Ottoman general staff began to shift reinforcements into the region.
In order to suppress the insurgents at Van, for example, the Ottoman
general staff was forced to divert the 1st Expeditionary Force (a full
army division equivalent) from the front where it was needed against
the Russians.72

In the 4th Army area a pattern of dissident Armenian and Allied naval
activity appeared in the Alexandretta area.73 As early as October 1914,
the British consul at Aleppo noted that the local Christian population
would welcome an Allied invasion.74 Armenian groups of the region
were in contact with the Allies in November 1914, and had volunteered
to ‘support a possible disembarkation at Alexandretta, Mersina, or
Adana’ and, moreover, promised that ‘valuable assistance could also
be provided by the Armenians of mountainous districts, who, if sup-
plied with arms and ammunition, would rise against Turkey’.75 In
December 1914 there was also an increase in Allied naval activity, and
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British landing parties were ‘gleefully greeted’ by Armenians.76 Numerous
naval bombardments also contributed to the overall picture of impend-
ing intervention and insurgency.77 The town of Dörtyol was of particular
concern to the Ottoman general staff, which sent out warning messages
outlining insurgent activity and subversive co-ordination with the Allies
in Dörtyol, Bitlis, and Aleppo.78 German diplomatic reports confirmed
the actual landing of Armenian agents, who came ashore to recruit the
inhabitants of Dörtyol against the Ottomans.79

The area north of Dörtyol was particularly sensitive to Ottoman
authorities because the railway from Adana to Osmaniye came to
within 10 km of the sea near Ceyhan. A raid on an Armenian house
next to the railway bridge at Ceyhan on 17 April netted the authorities
50 kilos of dynamite.80 Simultaneously, armed attacks by Armenian
guerrillas using guns and bombs began in the rear areas of the 4th
Army.81

V. Characteristics of Ottoman Logistics Security
The Ottoman logistics system was a conveyor or pipeline that moved
men and supplies from rear areas to forward depots for storage and
further distribution to front-line corps and infantry divisions. Although
279 officers, 119 doctors, and 12 279 men were assigned to the 3 LoCI
on 14 April 1915, few of these were available for point or area security.82

Most of them were needed to care for the 7924 draft animals and the
thousands of various carts and wagons assigned to the inspectorate and
to move supplies. Motorization was almost non-existent (for example,
there were only 12 automobiles available in the 3 LoCI area, mainly for
use by high-ranking officers in the Erzurum area).83

Along the routes, node commanders were responsible for the
security of the roads and for co-ordinating movements and convoys.
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Protection and self-defence were major concerns for the army: 3rd
Army weapons reports from early May 1915 reveal that the soldiers
assigned to the 3 LoCI were issued with a mere 1231 rifles and 82 cases
of rifle ammunition (for a force of over 10 000 men).84 Significantly,
this reflected organizational weapons authorizations, rather than
theatre weapons shortages, as the logistics inspectorate system was
designed to operate in friendly territory (the soldiers were supply and
services men and not fighting men). In early March 1915 the 3 LoCI
ordered selected node commanders to establish ‘protected logistics
areas’ (toplama muhafaza) that provided security for both convoys and
for fixed facilities such as hospitals and magazines.85 These improvised
protected logistics areas were fortified hastily and reflected an immedi-
ate reaction to security problems. They were established notably along
the Sivas–Erzurum corridor, which carried the bulk of the 3rd Army’s
supplies. They were also established along the Trabzon–Erzurum corri-
dor, which contained the bulk of the army’s magazine capacity (this was
because most of the army’s ammunition was shipped through the port
of Trabzon in peacetime and the magazines were built to accommodate
munitions movements from there to Erzurum). Figure 2 shows these
protected areas as well as the remaining 3 LoCI logistics nodes that
were unprotected. The establishment of these improvised fortified
camps along what should have been secure rear-area lines of commu-
nications shows that the Ottoman logistics command reacted to an
actual internal threat by adjusting its organizational architecture in a
non-doctrinal way.

Adding to Ottoman vulnerability, the weak road-network within the
3rd Army area was rapidly deteriorating as a result of extraordinarily
heavy use. The inability of the provinces to maintain the few all-weather
roads in operational condition forced the military to assume this bur-
den. This required the army to build up its labour services, which were
organized into unarmed labour battalions (amele taburu). The 3rd
Army was unprepared for this upon mobilization in 1914, and only
had six road construction battalions (yol inşaat taburu) on its strength.86

In 1915 these were reorganized and expanded into 30 amele (yol) 
taburu, or labour (road) battalions, of which 11 were deployed on the
Erzincan–Erzurum–Hasankale–Tortum corridor.87 These units were
not penal battalions, but much of the manpower required for the
increase in the number of battalions came from Armenian soldiers 
that the Ottomans forced out of combat units in the spring of 1915.
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Although some authors suggest that the labour battalions were de-
signed for the intentional killing of Armenian soldiers assigned to their
ranks,88 in fact the battalions were an essential part of the logistics
architecture. Later, in the summer of 1916, the surviving 28 labour bat-
talions were reorganized into 17 battalions because of severe shortages
of men.89 These battalions had been weakened severely in the disas-
trous retreat from Erzurum and Trabzon and sustained heavy cas-
ualties, causing the merging of some battalions to bring others up to
strength.90 Regardless of the composition of the labour battalions it is
evident that keeping the roads open was a priority for the 3rd Army.

To the south the railway ran directly through the 4 LoCI to the front,
but that inspectorate likewise remained heavily reliant on human and
animal labour. The 4 LoCI had 10 280 animals on hand in early 191591

and about 18 000 men assigned.92 Much of this capacity was deployed
south of Damascus and hence is not relevant to this article. In the area
north of Damascus, the 4 LoCI was involved mainly in the movement
of supplies. It did not stockpile rations or munitions for combat (as the
fronts and associated supply and munitions depots were far to the
south). From the records examined, it does not appear that the 4 LoCI
fortified protected logistics areas, as did the 3 LoCI.

Taken as a whole, the Ottoman army modelled its LoCI system on a
German organizational architecture that was designed to operate
within the context of a regular army’s friendly rear areas. Neither
Ottoman nor German LoCIs were staffed or equipped to do much
more than co-ordinate logistics and transport supplies. In both 3 LoCI
and 4 LoCI areas there were very long stretches of undefended roads
through which logistical convoys constantly moved. The convoys had
extremely limited numbers of small arms and convoy guards, and they
were very vulnerable targets that could be easily isolated by insurgents
or bandits (although the improvised ‘protected logistics areas’ offered
some relief in the 3 LoCI). Moreover, there were no combat forces
assigned to the LoCI as reserves or as quick reaction forces in case con-
voys had trouble. In summary, when the LoCI architecture operated in
a high-threat environment it was fragile and dangerously vulnerable to
interdiction and destruction.
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VI. Spatial Characteristics of the Armenian Threat
The definitive study of the Caucasian campaigns assessed Kayseri as
the critical ‘nodal point’ and ‘most important cross roads in Asia’
because the Ottoman 3rd Army was supplied through there via Sivas to
Erzurum.93 By mid-April 1915 the Ottoman army possessed convincing
and genuine intelligence that Armenians had hidden weapons, includ-
ing rifles, bombs, pistols, and military explosives, there and in many of
the key cities that lay astride or adjacent to the northern line of com-
munications in Anatolia.94 Ottoman reports also indicated that almost
5000 rifles and tons of explosives were hidden in the cities of Aşkale,
Bayburt, Elazıǧ (Harput), Kayseri, Erzincan, Erzurum, Malatya, and
Sivas, all of which contained sizeable Armenian populations.95 In the
Bayburt and Erzurum areas large bands of insurgent Armenian guer-
rillas operated and actively assisted the Russian army. In the vicinity of
Sivas there were very large numbers of guerrilla bands in the moun-
tains that were attacking Muslim villages. There is no question that
insurgents, armed by the Armenian revolutionary committees, pos-
sessed the military potential to interdict (at a minimum) or to destroy
(at a maximum) the 3 LoCI’s primary supply route.

The southern route was equally threatened by armed insurgency. In
the Adana–Alexandretta (Dörtyol)–Aleppo area, Armenian bands
were in direct contact with the British and French fleets. The prospect
of an amphibious invasion was an ever-present concern. Since the
autumn of 1914 there had been frequent clashes between Ottoman
paramilitary forces and Armenian terrorist and guerrilla groups in the
areas of Adana, Bitlis, Malatya, Maraş, and Urfa. There was a large
insurrection at Zeitoun. Moreover, there was a major insurrection at
Van that was closely co-ordinated with the Russian army and with the
Armenian committees. The insurrection at Van turned into a signifi-
cant defeat for the Ottoman army and opened the strategic back door
to Diyarbakır and Malazgirt. Again, there is no question that heavily
armed insurgents possessed the capability to interdict or destroy both
the 3 LoCI’s southern route and 4 LoCI’s supply routes.

The Armenian military capability in key locations was considered in
the calculations of security for the Ottoman army. It is certain today
that the Van insurrection provided the worst-case paradigm for
Ottoman army planners and commanders.96 At Van the Armenian
committees quickly distributed large quantities of pre-positioned
weapons and revolted in concert with a Russian offensive. The insur-
gents were in direct contact with fellow committeemen in the druzhiny
fighting alongside the Russians. There were too few Ottoman forces
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available to crush the Armenians, and the Ottomans lost the city. By
late May the Ottoman staffs were advancing the idea that what had
happened at Van was in the process of happening in other strategic
locations.97 Taken together the acts of insurgency and military cap-
ability became a genuine and identifiable threat to the security of the
Ottoman state in 1915.

VII. Ottoman Strategic Posture and Reaction
To say that the Ottoman army was unprepared to deal with a major
insurrection to its rear understates greatly its strategic dilemma in the
spring of 1915. The mobilization and concentration plans of August
1914 sent 7 of 13 army corps to Thrace and the straits area; 2 were sent
to Palestine, 1 remained in Arabia, and 3 remained on the 3rd Army
front in Caucasia.98 These plans anticipated renewed war against the
Balkan states but not against any of Europe’s great powers. They left the
Ottomans badly positioned for a multi-front war against the Entente,
particularly against Russia in Caucasia and Britain in Mesopotamia.
Since the Ottomans did not plan for war against the great powers, like-
wise they did not make plans to deal with an Armenian insurrection,
which was (as Bloxham pointed out) an outgrowth of global war.
Consequently, no combat forces were positioned within the 3 and 4
LoCI areas of operations, except for depot regiments (which provided
basic training for soldiers), jandarma battalions, and labour troops.
Arguably, several first-class combat units were transiting the region en
route to the front. Making matters worse, a centrally located strategic
reserve did not exist, nor did the means exist to deploy such a force rap-
idly if it was needed. This strategic posture limited a coherent Ottoman
military response to rear-area security concerns in eastern Anatolia.

The effect of contemporary military thinking and practice cannot be
discounted in the equation of a strategic solution to the Armenian
threat. In Cuba in the 1890s, the Spanish General Weyler devised a re-
location-based strategy called ‘reconcentration’ that relocated a popu-
lation involved in insurgency to protected enclaves. Later the British
army relocated a large part of the civilian Boer population to concen-
tration camps, thereby isolating the commandos from their sources
of supply.99 This brutal method proved to be the most successful
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counter-insurgency strategy of the early twentieth century, and when
combined with cordon and search tactics decisively broke Boer resist-
ance. The Ottoman army intensively studied the lessons of the Boer War,
most notably Pertev Paşa, who maintained an active correspondence
with Colmar von der Goltz about the lessons learned from the war.100

Counter-insurgency operations were also actively discussed at the
Ottoman War Academy in the period 1905–14.101 Since Enver Paşa,
the division chiefs of the general staff, and most of the Ottoman field
commanders were War Academy graduates, it may be argued that the
Ottoman military leadership was most certainly aware of the precedents
set by the western powers in counter-insurgency operations.102

In fact, the idea of relocating a potentially hostile population was
exercised several times during the Balkan Wars of 1912–13. The best-
known relocation occurred in Thrace when the Ottomans moved thou-
sands of Christians, who were ethnic Bulgarians and Greeks, across the
Bosporus to Asia because they were thought to be in sympathy with the
Christian Balkan League and potentially hostile.103 In early April 1915
the Ottomans relocated the Christian population (mostly Greek) of the
Gallipoli peninsula because it was thought to be a rear-area threat to
security.104 In both cases the relocated population survived because the
concentration camps were located in the resource-rich western
provinces. By 1915, in theory and in practice, relocation and intern-
ment were military tactics applied in a wide context.

By late April 1915 the Ottoman general staff and the staffs of the 3rd
and 4th Armies reached the conclusion that Armenian terrorism and
weapons collection verged on erupting into a full-blown insurrection.
The Ministry of Defence issued a directive on 24 April to begin localized
evacuations of Armenians in the areas where the Armenians were actu-
ally in rebellion.105 The directive also noted that ‘the Armenians were a
great danger to the war effort, especially in east Anatolia’.106 Moreover,
the Ottomans decided that the Armenian committees (primarily the

162 Edward J. Erickson

War in History 2008 15 (2)

100 P. Demirhan, Generalfeldmarschall Colmar von der Goltz: Das Lebensbild eines grossen Soldaten
(Göttingen, 1960), pp. 74–77, and F. Yasamee, ‘Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz and the
Boer War’, in K. Wilson, ed., The International Impact of the Russo-Japanese War (London,
2001), pp. 193–210.

101 Y. Abadan, Mustafa Kemal ve Ceteçilik (Istanbul, 1996), pp. 53–56, and A. Gündüz,
Hatiralarim (Istanbul, 1973), pp. 29–32.

102 It must be noted that the army possessed great depth in its practical institutional
understandings of insurgency and counter-insurgency. Nearly all of the Ottoman senior
commanders in the First World War were veterans of counter-insurgency operations in
Macedonia and Albania against the revolutionary committees, in Yemen against rebel
insurgents, or in Anatolia against rebel Kurdish tribal leaders. Moreover, some (like
Enver and Mustafa Kemal) had led unconventional guerrilla campaigns against the
Italians in Libya in 1911/12.

103 TCGB, Balkan Harbi (1912–1913), Birinci Çatalca Muharebesi (Ankara, 1993), pp. 62–63.
104 NARA, Report: Evacuation of Gallipoli, 3 May 1915, American Embassy,

Constantinople, RG 353, roll 41. The American military attaché reported 22 000
Christians were displaced to Asia by 10 April 1915.

105 Ministry of Defence directive, 24 April 1915, ATASE, archive 44, record 207, file 2–3.
106 Op. cit.



revolutionary Daşnaks) were co-ordinating guerrilla operations in direct
support of Russian army offensives aimed at Van–Diyarbakır and
Erzurum.107 The 4th Army staff was also particularly worried about the
potential of an Allied amphibious invasion in the Dörtyol area.108 To
summarize Ottoman concerns, armed hostile Armenians actively threat-
ened the rear areas of front-line units of the 3rd Army and its lines
of communications. There was a potential threat to the 4th Army
lines of communications and there was strong evidence that an Allied
amphibious invasion, supported by Armenians, was imminent in the
Alexandretta–Dörtyol area. These also constituted an indirect threat to
the logistics posture of the 4th Army in Mesopotamia.

The Van rebellion and the events of April and May 1915 caught the
Ottoman army without the regional combat strength necessary to deal
effectively with the Armenian insurgency.109 The Van Field Jandarma
Division and part of the 1st Expeditionary Force (then transiting the
area en route to the front) were sent into action in mid-April at Van,
along with several light cavalry regiments. Additionally, the 36th
Infantry Division, en route to the Caucasian front from Mesopotamia,
was diverted briefly to the area as well. These divisions were all short of
artillery, engineers, and ammunition trains. They represented the sum
total of Ottoman army divisions available to quell the Armenian insur-
rection (3 divisions out of 46 in the order of battle). Reacting quickly
the army activated three new, but understrength, infantry divisions
(the 23rd, 41st, and 44th) in April from depot battalions in the Adana–
Aleppo region. Composed of older reservists, they were unfit for com-
bat until late summer. Effectively the strategic deployment of the
Ottoman army concentrated combat forces at the fringes of the
empire where the army was in contact with its Allied enemy and not in
its centre core areas where an insurgency was likely to occur.110

The Ottomans reacted vigorously on a variety of levels to these actual
and potential Armenian threats. A modern historian characterized the
Ottoman state’s political response in this period as moving ‘from
regional measures to general policy’.111 Likewise, the development of
the Ottoman general staff’s military policy toward the Armenian rebel-
lion can be characterized as moving from a localized response to a gen-
eral counter-insurgency campaign. On 20 April 1915 the Ministry of
Defence directed that field commanders were to use the local jan-
darma against the Armenians and Greeks who were forming insurgent
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bands.112 Furthermore, the ministry noted that it was undesirable to
take regular army units and field jandarma from the front for these
tasks. In fact the experienced Field Jandarma Division (the former Van
Jandarma), 36th Infantry Division, and 1st Expeditionary Force were
relieved from counter-insurgency duties and were sent to the front in May
to participate in offensive operations. This military policy was main-
tained over the summer of 1915, and as late as 28 July the Ottomans were
arming loyal Kurds and Cizre tribesmen to suppress the Armenians.113

This localized response was increasingly ineffective as the tempo of the
insurgency accelerated.

It is difficult today to separate the effect of ideologically driven fears
from actual security concerns but it appears that security concerns
played into the hands of the ideologically hardline CUP, which wanted
to alter the eastern Anatolian demographic situation. On 24 April 1915
Enver Paşa ordered that the relocations should result in a new demo-
graphic in which Armenians were less than 10% of the total population
in the affected areas.114 Several days later, Enver ordered all Armenian
leaders, regardless of affiliations, to be rounded up and sent away.115

He followed these instructions on 2 May 1915 with a recommendation
to the Ministry of the Interior to drive ‘Armenian rebels’ away from the
borders and resettle the areas with Muslim refugees.116 These directives
did not order the extermination of the Armenians but they do indicate
the existence of a policy of population engineering that has a range of
interpretations from simple relocation to ethnic cleansing.117 The
extant record does not reveal whether ideology or security concerns
predominated but these factors certainly reinforced each other. At the
political level Talat Paşa, the interior minister, notified the prime min-
ister on 26 May 1915 that ‘the insurgent Armenians did everything to
obstruct the operations of the army against the enemy, prevented deliv-
ery of supplies and munitions to the soldiers on the battlefronts, col-
laborated with the enemy and that some of them joined the enemy’s
ranks’.118 He followed this with an outline of recommended measures
for state security essentially based on relocation.119 The next day a
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provisional law was passed directing the military to crush Armenian
resistance and to begin to round up Armenians in response to military
necessity. On 30 May 1915 the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior issued
the now infamous relocation order to relocate the Armenian popula-
tion of the six eastern provinces.120 This regulation explicitly directed
that the Armenians were to be sent to locations that were at least 25 km
away from major lines of communication. The ministry regional reloca-
tion order replaced the existing Ministry of Defence directives author-
izing selective localized relocations around the Lake Van and Erzurum
areas as the government reacted to the growing insurgencies in a larger
area. Over the coming summer Ottoman military and security forces
began to concentrate all of the Armenians in the identified region for
relocation. Many chose resistance, which in some cases was interpreted
by the Ottomans as insurgency, making it difficult to determine the real
reasons for the fighting in many locations.

Beginning in July 1915, full-blown insurgencies erupted in Antep,
Antioch, Karahisar, Maraş, Urfa, and Zeitoun. This forced the Ottomans
to move into actual large-scale (regimental and divisional level)
counter-insurgency operations using inexperienced forces.121 The
newly formed 41st Infantry Division was diverted from coastal and area
defence duties to counter-insurgency missions to deal with these and
later participated in the famous assaults on Musa Dagh. The following
month the equally inexperienced 23rd and 44th Infantry Divisions
would join in attacks on Zeitoun, Urfa, and Tarsus.122 Later, troops
were sent to Karahisar to quell an uprising there. By autumn the
Ottoman Army had its local defence and jandarma forces and three
infantry divisions committed to the suppression of the eastern Anatolian
insurgency. This was only about 7% of its operational combat strength.
Nevertheless, by the early winter the Ottomans had forcibly relocated
almost the entire Armenian population of the six eastern provinces.
Thousands of insurgents were killed in this process and many more
thousands of innocent Armenians were massacred or died of disease
and starvation in the relocation process.

VIII. Military Necessity or Excuse for Genocide?
In fact the actual Armenian attacks on the rear of the Ottoman army
and its lines of communications were isolated and sporadic, causing
only minor disruptions to the war effort. Moreover, after July 1915
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there was little interaction between the Russian army and dissident
Ottoman Armenians in the Ottoman-controlled areas of Anatolia.
And, although co-ordination with the Allies for an amphibious inva-
sion near Dörtyol supported by ‘25,000 insurgent Armenians’ con-
tinued, the expected assault never materialized.123 So, was it necessary
to relocate the entire Armenian population, the majority of whom
were elderly, women, and children, because of an actual threat to the
national security of the Ottoman state? The answer to this question will
probably never be properly addressed because the Ottoman state did
not wait for a regional insurrection to spread to the whole of Anatolia.
A better question would be to ask what did the Ottomans know in May
1915 and what did they believe might happen that would account for
them doing what they did?

The Ottoman leadership and staffs knew a great deal about the
Armenian threat prior to 30 May 1915 (the date of the region-wide reloca-
tion order). They knew that the British, French, and Russians were in
direct contact with the Armenian revolutionary committees and were
planning co-ordinated combat operations against the Ottomans. The
Ottomans had solid evidence of large Armenian weapons caches in key
city locations. There were numbers of terrorist incidents and guerrilla
attacks by Armenians on Ottoman lines of communications. There were
reports of Armenian desertions from the army, and thousands of armed
Armenians were reported in the hills. There was an uprising in Zeitoun.
An Armenian insurrection began when well-organized insurgents seized
the city of Van, and Armenian regiments with the Russian Army assisted
in its capture. The Allies landed at Gallipoli on 25 April and in early May
the Russians began a major offensive toward Erzurum supported by
Armenians. Armenian agents had come ashore numerous times on the
Mediterranean coast. Lastly, the Ottomans knew that their local forces
and jandarma were unable to quell the gathering insurgency.

The Ministry of Defence, the Ottoman general staff, and the 3rd
and 4th Army staffs reached a consensus in late April 1915, that the
Armenians represented a great threat to their logistics and lines of
communications, and hence to their war effort. In May the Ministry of
the Interior notified the prime minister’s office that Armenian guer-
rilla bands were actively interdicting the Ottoman lines of communi-
cations in eastern Anatolia. Stockpiles of munitions and supplies for
the forward 3rd, 4th, and 6th Armies were insufficient for prolonged
operations without continual replenishment, and the ongoing Russian
offensives were rapidly depleting them. The 3 and 4 LoCI had almost
no capacity for self-defence and convoy protection. Finally, there were
very few combat forces available in central Anatolia to defend the army
rear areas or to combat insurgents.
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The record shows that the Ottoman leadership and military staffs
engaged in a kind of threat-based thinking based on Armenian
capabilities. Was there reason for concern and threat-based thinking?
The record indicates that the Ottoman lines of communications in
eastern Anatolia were acutely vulnerable and that the Armenians
had the capacity to interdict or destroy those lines. Any interruption to
the flow of logistics, even for a short time, to front-line forces in com-
bat would have been a critical concern for the Ottoman army. The
record also clearly shows that the Ottomans were unprepared to deal
with a large-scale insurrection and shifted from a localized to a gener-
alized campaign of counter-insurgency warfare. Finally, with so few
regular forces available to suppress the insurrection, a strategy for the
relocation of the civilian population was consistent with the counter-
insurgency practices of that period.

The Ottoman state ordered the regional relocation of the Armenian
population of the six provinces affected by the insurrection. This lends
credence to the idea of a strategy of population removal for military
rather than political reasons. However, the ruling CUP also actively
considered altering the regional demographics, which points to popu-
lation removal for political reasons. Factually, the localized relocations
of April grew to regional relocations in June 1915, which led in turn to
the tempo of the insurgency quickering thereafter. Soon the known
epicentres of Armenian threats broke out in actual sustained rebellion
in the summer of 1915, thereby validating Ottoman security concerns.

Nothing can justify the massacres of the Armenians nor can a case
be made that the entire Armenian population of the six Anatolian
provinces was an active and hostile threat to Ottoman national secur-
ity. However, a case can be made that the Ottomans judged the
Armenians to be a great threat to the 3rd and 4th Armies and that
genuine intelligence and security concerns drove that decision. It may
also be stated that the Ottoman reaction was escalatory and responsive
rather than premeditated and pre-planned. In this context the
Ottoman relocation decision becomes more understandable as a mili-
tary solution to a military problem. While political and ideological
imperatives perhaps drove the decision equally, if not harder, these do
not negate the fact that the Armenians were a great military danger.
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