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KAREN JEPPE (1876--1935)

The ‘Danish Mother of the Armenians’

Thousands of Armenians who would otherwise have been con-
demned to die of starvation or other fatal consequences of the per-
secutions were saved thanks to Karen Jeppe, who championed the
values of humanitarianism and solidarity throughout her life.
Educated, open-minded and compassionate, she occupies a special
place in the history of the Armenians after the genocide.

Karen Jeppe was born in Gylling, Denmark, on 1 July 1876, the
daughter of a schoolteacher father who instilled her with humanist
values and a love of nature. Modern in his thinking, he supported
the idea of education for women and girls, and when Karen was
thirteen, he sent her to live with his parents in Germany in order to
learn the language. This she did with great alacrity, displaying a
remarkable gift for languages that would enable her to learn six
more in due course.

It was when she was teaching at a boarding school in Copenhagen,
at the beginning of 1902, that she heard the head teacher
H. C. Frederiksen, prompted by an article he had read, speak about
the persecution of the Armenians in Turkey. The article, by the
great writer and humanist Aage Meyer Benedictsen, described the
massacres of Armenians perpetrated by the Turks in 1896.

Aage Meyer Benedictsen cnd Johannes Lepsius

Aage Meyer Benedictsen (1866-1927), born to a Danish Jewish
father and Icelandic mother, was an outstanding figure, a champion
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of human rights and one of the first true world figures in DC“m&rk-;
A philologist by training, he travelled throughout Eastern Eyy N
and Asia and spoke Kurdish, Persian and Hindi, among other | ariﬁ.
guages. He was deeply disturbed by the persecution of the
Armenians. On one of his journeys, he met the German P"“tt‘stan"
missionary ]ohannes Lepsius, an encounter that was to prove a tum,:'
ing point for him. In 1902, he founded a secular association Caue
Danish Friends of Armenians. '

In late February 1902, Jeppe attended a meeting at whj %
Benedictsen spoke about the plight of the Armenians in the Ott{)n‘}ar‘; «chools. Furthermore, other institutions became aware of the suc-
Empire, which he had witnessed at first hand. So moving and per- cess of her methods and adopted them, and so these gradually
suasive was his description of these events that Jeppe began to s, hecame integrated into the educational system for the entire region.
ously consider joining the Danish Friends of Armenians, whoge! "
leaders were determined to continue the struggle and promote the
role of Denmark in bringing aid to the Armenians in the Middlg:
East, and which was already working in the field.

Since it lacked the funds and contacts that were needed to oper-
ate autonomously in the region, the association set up a partnership
with the more experienced Deutsche Orient-Mission, founded by
Lepsius, which concentrated its activities around the city of Urfa in
south-eastern Anatolia. At this time, the response to human trag
dies was shouldered by private organizations and individuals rather
than by government institutions and representatives. It was up to
ordinary people, moved by the horror of the events that were
unfolding, to contribute their efforts to the different initiatives set
up to supply aid by various means to the Armenians in the Ottoman
Empire. The work was carried out largely by Christian missionaries
whose motivation was primarily religious.

|anguages she had learned as a girl and within a year was fluent in
Arlﬂcnian’ Arabic and Turkish. Using the same method with her
.Ii,uP-iIs’ she was able to reduce the time needed to teach them one
Tanguage and use it to teach them a second one. Her reputation as
hoth 2 teacher and an administrator grew daily, and she became a
prominent figure in the region. Driven by a determination to edu-
ipmtc the children and strengthen the Armenian community, she used
her teaching experience and intuitive methods to broaden ideas

about teaching and improve the traditional curriculum in Armenian

b Parallel with her teaching activities, meanwhile, Jeppe took over
g5 director of the German orphanage in Urfa.
It is worth stressing that Jeppe’s activities were far from limited
1o the sphere of teaching. She was well known for her enlightened
outlook and her practical approach, which drove her to find mean-
'Jngful solutions to the problems facing the Armenian community.
[t was for this reason that she gave special attention to the develop-
ment of professional training programmes, putting the emphasis on
E.‘gaining speciﬁc skills. Convinced that Armenian children who were
apprenticed to a trade would be able to earn their own living, she
was confident that education and apprenticeships would together
keep many young Armenians from a life on the streets,
Jeppe put forward ambitious plans for enlarging existing work-
shops and setting up new ones, and even raised the idea of buying a
plot of land to raise livestock. With other Danes there, she was
determined to foster a wide range of economic opportunities for the
Armenians by publicizing the quality of their work and the products
Teaching and professional training among the Armenians ﬁg Inade. However remarkable these efi"orts were, they LS not
cient, nonetheless, to ensure the survival of the Armenian com-
munity, which was still under threat and was also vulnerable to
ajscascs, the treatment of which involved further expense. The
fil_nds that were made available to Jeppe were therefore of vital
;mPOrtance for the Armenians, who needed them for medical treat-
ment and for food and clothes.

When Jeppe learned that Lepsius was looking for a female teacher
for his school in Urfa, she applied for the post and was accepted. 50
it was that on 1 October 1903, after a lengthy journey across Europe
and Asia Minor, she arrived in Urfa, where hundreds of Armenians
had gathered to greet her. :

Jeppe was a dedicated and enthusiastic teacher. Using an alldl-
visual method designed for rapid language learning, she added to the

256 257




THE RIGHTEOUS AND PEOPLE OF CONSCIENCE

Massacres of 1909, genocide of 1915-16

Jeppe was a witness to the massacres that took place in Adan, i
1909, which left many thousands of dead in the vilayet of Adana aloné
But even in these extremely stressful conditions she carried on Wltl;.
her work: every day she would take survivors of the massacres intg
her home, securing food and other essential items for them and PI'(;"
viding all kinds of support to the children who were left orphaneg
and homeless. It was at this time that she adopted an Armenian g,
Missak, and a girl whom she called Lucia. Later she would write;
book about her time in Urfa, calling it Missak after her son. A

After the outbreak of the First World War, a new wave of mag.
sacres was unleashed, and this time they were clearly organized hy
the Young Turk government. Once again, Jeppe organized aid fop
the survivors in Urfa. She also organized the distribution of food ang
water to the Armenians who were being deported from Urfa to De
Zor in the Syrian desert. Despite the extremely tense situation on
the ground, she refused to leave her pupils. Though fully aware of
the danger to her own life, she remained at her post and succeeded
in saving thousands of Armenians. The enterprising methods she
used included disguising some as Kurds or Arabs and hiding others
in the cellars of her own house.

Jeppe did not adopt the attitude of a missionary, moreover,
never laying the emphasis on the religious aspects of her activities,
and always trying to find ways to re-establish cohesion between
different ethnic groups by focusing on support, education, trades
and Armenian culture. To gain the positive results she sought, she
was ready to work not merely with Protestant missionary organizas
tions and patriotic Armenian associations but also with Muslim:
leaders and the local population. According to her chief biog:
rapher, Ingeborg Maria Sick, Jeppe’s attitude to the Armenians was
‘scientific’, or anthropological: in order to help the Armenians in
as efficient a way as possible, she wanted to know everything abo
their language, religion, traditions and attitudes. She wanted t0
‘observe and be sensitive to the distinctive characteristics of the
Armenian people, their faults and their virtues, to listen to the
beating of their heart, just like when she and her father used t€
listen to the secrets of nature’.
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In 1918, suffering from physical and emotional exhaustion, Jeppe
returned to Denmark. But not for long, as her heart belonged with
the Armenians: ‘My place is in Urfa’, she would say. So she started
10 Jook for a way to go back.

Jn Syria with the League of Nations

In 1921, Jeppe arrived in Aleppo with a mandate from the League
of Nations. As the Aleppo director of the Commission for the
Protection of Women and Children in the Near East, her mission
was to trace Armenian girls who had been forced into slavery during
the period of the genocide. :

Some 100,000 Armenians—most of them women, orphans or
graumatized children, poor, sick or jobless—were scattered through-
out the region. Between 20,000 and 30,000 women and children
were living in captivity in Muslim households, the victims of abduc-
tions, forced marriages, rape and sex slavery, as attested by numer-
ous first-hand accounts and diplomatic reports. Using funds that she
raised in Europe, Jeppe managed to buy back large numbers of
women and children from Arab slave owners.

In 1922, the situation deteriorated yet further, as fresh waves of
Armenian refugees arrived in Aleppo, victims of the abandonment
of Cilicia by the French government. In 1922 and 1923, Jeppe set
up rehabilitation centres, medical services and food supplies for the
refugees, as well as orphanages, clinics and schools. In all these
ways, she strove to re-create the elements that go to make up a
society, and to heal the wounds caused by the conflicts.

Agricultural colonies and craft centres in Syria

Jeppe also positioned herself as a champion of the cultural identity
of the Armenians. Under the auspices of the League of Nations, she
worked on a number of projects that in her view would help secure
the future of the Armenians. The most ambitious of these was the
Plamed settlement of Armenians in new agricultural colonies set up
In rural areas throughout north-eastern Syria.

Far more than just a missionary, Jeppe always adopted a thor-
oughly practical approach, seeking to find effective and lasting
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solutions to improve the economic position of the Armeniap,
Thanks to her initiatives and her tireless efforts, their economic Situ;
ation did indeed gradually get better, and they were able to set i
more workshops and businesses. The establishment of a tanney o
weaving factory and a dye works not only created badly needed johs,,:
but also generated income to support other important projectg
Jeppe even launched a clothes-making venture, with modelg and
designs brought from Denmark, while always taking care to incop.
porate traditional Armenian techniques. In another successful vep.
ture, she bought up Armenian handicrafts to sell them on the Danigl
market. The initiative she displayed in spotting local resources anq
building on them ensured that the Armenians were able to take an
active part in the reconstruction of their own community.
Another project sprang from an agreement she managed to make
with a wealthy Bedouin sheikh, Hajim Pasha, who owned a strip of
land on the eastern side of the Euphrates. Jeppe resolved to meet
him and make him an offer. After lengthy negotiations, she suc-
ceeded in persuading him to agree to rent part of the land to her at
a very reasonable price, and an agreement was drawn up between
them, based on mutual respect. Hajim was enthusiastic about the
idea of supporting this courageous woman. By 1924, Jeppe had
amassed enough farming land to feed around thirty families. Hajim
Pasha went on to become an extremely good friend to Jeppe, help-
ing her in her missions while also using his social standing and
authority in the region to ensure the safety of the Armenian settlers,

Jeppe explored every possible means of establishing good relations:
between the Bedouins and the Armenians, and she succeeded in

founding six small Armenian farming villages outside Aleppo that
continued to prosper in more recent times.
In 1933, after a visit to Denmark, Jeppe fell ill with malaria but

made a partial recovery. In 1935, however, she suffered a more:
serious recurrence of the disease while staying at her ‘White House"
in the agricultural colony. She was taken from Tineh, one of the

villages she had founded, to the French St Louis Hospital in Aleppo-
There, on 7 July 1935, despite the efforts of the medical team, she
succumbed to her prolonged struggles with illness and exhaustiony
leaving behind a void in the Danish humanitarian presence in Syria
that it would prove impossible to fill.
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A short but highly constructive Ig'fe devoted to the Armenians

At her death, Karen Jeppe was only fifty-nine years of age, but
although her life was short, her legacy remains immense. She
Jevoted her life to the Armenian people, and she had no regrets. In
a letter to her friend Ivara Nyholm, she explained that her life and
the tasks she set herself were hard but not complicated, because her

oal was always clear: to improve the living conditions of the
Armenians. She had found her place, quite literally, and her only
major anxieties were her fragile health and the constant pressure she

ut on herself through her conviction that she could never afford to

Jose a political battle. She was buried in the Armenian cemetery of

Aleppo according to the rites of the Armenian Apostolic Church, as
was her expressed wish.

Over three decades as a social worker with specialist understand-
ing of Armenian affairs, including six years as the director of a
League of Nations refugee agency, Jeppe displayed an unwavering
spirit of innovation, humanity and compassion. She invariably
stressed the importance of preserving the ethnic and cultural iden-
tity of refugees, while also balancing this with the need to resettle
and reintegrate them into the wider community. Her ideas have
undoubtedly contributed to the development of modern humanitar-
jan aid programmes.

In 1946, the orphanage Jeppe founded in Aleppo became the first
Armenian high school in the city, the Karen Jeppe Djemaran, later
the Karen Jeppe Armenian College. The Yerevan International Film
Festival (also known as the Golden Apricot Festival, after the fruit
that according to legend is Armenian in origin), set up in 2004
under the presidency of the Canadian director Atom Egoyan, has
honoured Karen Jeppe with the title ‘Danish Mother of Armenians’.
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