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HUSEYIN NESIMI BEY (1868-1915)

Kaymakam of Lice, faithful to his religion

Hiiseyin Nesimi Bey was born in 1868 at Girit in the province of
Sivas. Imbued with the humanist principles of the Bektashi Sufi der-
vish order, which seem to have foreshadowed the Declaration of the
Rights of Man, he himself prefigured the Turkish Righteous. Sufi
philosophy was central to his life, and in it he saw a solution to the
decline of the Ottoman Empire. Involved in revolutionary activities
during his student days, he then distanced himself from politics
before returning to favour and active politics once again. After a
modest posting as a government official, he worked for himself in
Constantinople.

In January 1915, he became mayor of Lice, the administrative
centre of the kaza of the same name, a small town not far from
Diyarbekir that counted among its population nearly 3,000
Armenians and some 2,000 Jacobite Syrian Christians. Another
3,000 or so Armenians were scattered throughout the mountains
and valleys of the kaza. Hiiseyin Nesimi's politics, always tinged
with humanism, brought him into rapid and inevitable conflict with
Dr Reshid Bey, who was appointed vali of Diyarbekir on 25 March
1915. When he received orders from Dr Reshid to exterminate the
Armenians, he responded: ‘I will have no part in this sin.” He then
demanded a written order, meanwhile persisting in keeping the
Armenian population in the town. In Nesimi’s view, religious law
allowed the killing only of those who were disloyal to the state and
gave no sanction under any circumstances to the massacre of inno-
cents. Initially, therefore, he felt in a position to delay the departure
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of the deportation convoys. Having been unable to prevent the
departure of the first convoy, he even went so far as to accompany
it in person in order to protect the Armenians from attacks b
armed gangs. He also managed to save some of the Armenian
women from deportation by arranging sham marriages with elderly
Muslim men.

Nesimi’s vision was very different from the secular and national-
ist agenda of the Young Turks, who put the nation above all else. In
his correspondence with Dr Reshid, he accused him of being as
cruel as Genghis Khan. In response to Nesimi’s refusal to carry out
his orders, Reshid—who was known to be one of those responsible
for the Special Organization, which not only oversaw the extermi-
nation of the Armenians but also the murders of Muslim officials
who refused to obey government orders—summoned him to appear
before him. He then dispatched his notoriously loyal Circassian
bodyguard, Harun, to intercept Nesimi en route and kill him.
Obeying his orders, on 15 June 1915, Harun threw Nesimi’s lifeless
body into a ditch near the village of Karaz. The spot subsequently
became known as Tiirbe-i-kaymakam, or ‘the mayor’s grave’. Nesimi’s
body was never returned to his family.

Nesimi’s fate is emblematic of that of the handful of Turkish gov-
ernment officials whose refusal to obey inhumane orders cost them
their lives. In the Diyarbekir region, the mayors of Cermik, Savur,
Silvan, Mardin, Midyat, Derik and Besiri were dismissed from their
posts, and the latter two were murdered. It also demonstrates how
government denial of responsibility for the crimes went hand in
glove with the murders themselves, as state propaganda accused
Armenian rebels of committing the murder. Following Nesimi’s
death, the Armenians of Lice were deported and massacred.

Nesim! was not alone in putting up resistance to Reshid: there
were many officials in the province who refused to obey his orders.
But Reshid would stop at nothing to ensure the plan to exterminate
the Armenians was carried out, including the elimination of officials
who refused to cooperate. Following the murder of Nesimf, he sent
another of his loyal henchmen, Ibrahim Bedreddin, to Lice to
‘supervise’ the massacre of the Armenians, starting with the mas-
sacre of the clite of the community and moving on to the decimation
of the deportation convoys. In November 1918, as we have seen,
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Reshid was arrested and imprisoned. While awaiting charges
prought by the special tribunal set up after the Armistice, he man-
aoed to escape and go into hiding. He committed suicide in February
1919, when he was on the verge of being recaptured.

Following the proclamation of the Turkish Republic by Must?fa
Kemal in 1923, Reshid was rehabilitated and declared a ‘martyr’.

During preparations for the commemoration of the centenary of
the Armenian genocide at the Free University of Brussels, a tribute
was due to be paid to Hiseyin Nesimi Bey. The lawyer Grégoire
Jakhian (son of Maitre Edouard Jakhian, president of the Brussels
Bar, whose dream it had been to give due credit to the Muslim
Righteous who had protected Armenians during the genocide, many
of them at the cost of their own lives) planned to arrange a meeting
between the son of a woman saved by Hiiseyin Nesimi Bey, to
whom she had recently revealed the name of her rescuer, and
Nesimi's grandson, who lived in Istanbul; at the last minute, unfor-
tunately, the latter was forced to cancel his travel plans.
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