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HASAN MAZHAR BEY

Vali qungora and president (yrthe Mazhar Commission

When Hasan Mazhar Bey, governor of Angora (Ankara) from 18 June
1914, received the order to deport the Armenians, he initially pre-
tended not to understand it. He was well aware, in fact, that the true
goal of the deportations was to exterminate the Armenians, but he
did not believe that the Armenian population were disloyal to their
country. Furthermore, he knew that they made an essential contri-
bution to the region’s economy, and that they took little interest in
questions of politics and lived in harmony with the other communi-
ties in the province. It was a view that was shared by the local chief
of police. According to Vahakn Dadrian, Hasan Mazhar drew up a
declaration affirming that the Armenian population was not disloyal,
had it signed by prominent local Turks and sent it to Talaat Pasha,
minister of the interior. In July 1915, after the secretary of the CUP
in Angora had tried and failed to influence him, the central commit-
tee of the Young Turks sent Atif Bey, who was prominent in the
Special Organization, to the city. When Atif Bey tried to bring Hasan
Mazhar Bey to heel, the governor responded: ‘Iam not a thug with-
out scruples; I am the vali. [ am unable to do this. You will have to
take my place and do it yourself.’

At first, the Young Turks proposed to Hasan Mazhar that he
should return to Aleppo, where he had already served, and exchange
his post with Celal Bey. The unspoken aim of this manoeuvre
involving two high-ranking officials who were both refusing to obey
orders was to take advantage of the period when they would be
travelling to their new posts to carry out the plan to exterminate the
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Armenians. Hasan Mazhar saw through this subterfuge and refused
to leave Angora for Aleppo, even when Talaat Pasha sent him 4
personal telegram insisting on it. He and his chief of police were
dismissed from their posts immediately, on 8 July 1915. Hazan
Mazhar was replaced by the notoriously cruel and ruthless Atif Bey,
who lost no time in carrying out the plan to exterminate the
Armenians, starting with the community’s elite. A non-Armenian
traveller who was passing through Angora at this time testified:

The vali of Angora, a man of true courage, refused to carry out his
orders from Constantinople to deport the Armenians of Angora; the
commander of military forces and the chief of police were in agree-
ment with him and gave him their support. The prominent Turks
in Angora, including the religious leaders, were all of the same
opinion. They all knew that the Christians in the city were loyal and
useful subjects of the empire. The Armenians here were mostly
Catholic and loyal to the Turkish government. They had no sym-
pathy with nationalist aspirations. ... There were also between 200
and 400 families belonging to the national Gregorian church. ...
Armenian homes and shops were searched during the month of July
1915, and no weapons or compromising documents were found.
But the central authorities in Constantinople had decreed that they
should be exterminated, and since the vali refused to obey, both he
and the chief of police were dismissed from their posts. Their suc-
cessors made themselves the instruments of the government in car-
rying out its orders, and they succeeded in deporting all the

Armenians from Angora.

Once the vali had been relieved of his duties, the genocide pro-
ceeded in the same way as in the other provinces of eastern Anatolia,
and the majority of the 72,000 Armenians of the sanjak of Angora
were massacred.

The reign of the Young Turks came to an end on 7 October 1918
with the resignation of the second war government, led by Talaat
Pasha since February 1917. With German assistance, Ahmed Izzet
Pasha, appointed grand vizier by Sultan Mehmet VI, shielded the
flight of the triumvirate of Talaat, Enver and Cemal, along with four
of the other chief architects of the Armenian genocide, to Berlin.
The triumvirate was then replaced with a cabinet under Tewfik
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pasha. It was this new cabinet—with the support of a public and

media who were motivated less by the horror of the crimes com-
mitted (the scale of which was now emerging) than the political
consequences that might ensue——that set up a parliamentary com-
mission to investigate. At the request of the Council of State, mean-
while, the sultan established a commission of inquiry by special
Jecree—and entrusted it to the former governor of Angora.

In the aftermath of defeat, Turkey was forced to name those
respcmsihlc for the Armenian gcnocide or else risk the Turkish
Pcoplc as a wliolc being accused of the crime. While most of the
Populalion had done nothing to stop the massacres and looting or
had actively taken part in them, and relatively few people had actu-
ally helped the Armenians, men of integrity among state officials
were even rarer. Hasan Mazhar’s record was unsullied, however,
and so he was appointed to head the commission of inquiry that was
to bear his name—the Mazhar Commission. Set up by imperial
decree on 21 November 1918 within the Office of General Security,
the commission’s brief was to gather testimonies and documents
that would establish the extent of the guilt of the government offi-
cials involved in the massacre of the Armenians. It also set out to
establish who was responsible, so that the new Turkish government
could not be held accountable for crimes committed by the CUP
during the war. Chairing the commission was not without risk for
Mazhar, since most Turks looked askance at this ‘clean hands’
operation, and in any case were at a loss to see anything reprehen—
sible in the fate that had befallen the Armenians. The commission
was granted some latitude in its actions, and Hasan Mazhar was thus
able to circulate a request to every prefect and sub-prefect for docu-
ments pertaining to the orders received. Witnesses were also ques-
tioned, and within three months the commission had built up 150
dossiers, which were referred to courts martial. For a period of
cighteen months, the massacres of the Armenians were freely dis-
cussed in the Turkish press. There was no question at this point of
denying the crimes, but rather of settling scores as everyone scram-
bled to put themselves in the clear, claiming that they were only
obeying orders. Nonetheless, the crime was recognized and
acknowledged, as noted by Ali Kemal Bey, editor-in-chief of the
newspaper Sabah, on 28 January 1919: ‘Four or five years ago, a
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crime unique in history, a crime to make the world tremble, was
committed in our land.’

The trial of the CUP leaders in Constantinople ended with Talaat
Pasha, Enver Pasha, Cemal Pasha and Mehmed Nazim being sen-
tenced to death in absentia. The courts martial held in other regions
of the Ottoman Empire resulted in similar verdicts, often in absen-
tia, as the criminals had fled, frequently with the help of the German
government. In 1920, with the rise of Kemalism, the courts martial
were suspended indefinitely. When Mustafa Kemal came to power,
Hasan Mazhar was accused of treason and forced to flee the country,
Intending to make a radical break with the past, the Turkish
Republic reinvented the nation’s history, notably through the lens
of the Turkish Historical Society founded by Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk. The Armenian genocide and the commissions of inquiry
and the trials that ensued were thus erased from the national mem-
ory. Insidiously, denial of the Armenian genocide became an intrin-
sic part of Turkish national identity.

All this notwithstanding, the documentation that Hasan Mazhar
had managed to assemble forms an overwhelming body of evidence
that is invaluable for informing our understanding of how the
Armenian genocide unfolded and identifying those responsible.

The creation of the Mazhar Commission, reporting to the
Ministry of the Interior, was not dictated by ethical considerations.
This product of the Ottoman judicial system was imposed on the
Allies by the government in Constantinople, which was anxious to
present itself in the best possible light at the Paris Peace Conference,
held from January 1919 to August 1920. This they would achieve
by laying all responsibility for the genocide at the door of the central
committee of the CUP and its network of ‘secretaries in charge’ and
by absolving civilian and military personnel who had been party to
the crime against their will. But the proceedings of the main trial,
held in Constantinople, produced such a wealth of evidence that the
reality of this deliberate policy of mass extermination, meticulously
planned by a central power (and later defined by the Polish jurist
Raphael Lemkin as ‘genocide’), now seemed irrefutable. This is
why successive Turkish governments have endeavoured to ensure
the disappearance of most of the evidence used at this trial.

Hasan Mazhar Bey stands out among the Righteous for two rea-
sons: first, he was a high-ranking official who refused to obey CUP
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orders, at the expense of his own career; and second, he put together
an extensive body of evidence and eyewitness accounts of the crime,
which resulted in the conviction of many of its perpetrators.
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