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Introduction

Since the beginning of the 1890s, due to a number of external and internal
reasons, an irregular migration started from the Shirak Valley to Russia, the EU
and the US, which involved all segments of society and notably changed the
demographic image and economic situation in the province. Unfortunately, this
phenomenon was not new. The Armenians’ migration en masse from Shirak
started back in 1877-1878 after the Russian-Turkish war, first to the internal
provinces of the Russian Empire, then to the distant USA. Within the scope of
this article, we have tried to highlight the reasons for the Shirak people to leave
the native province of Shirak. We have made an attempt to combine the
information presented in the scholarly Iterature on the question and the
periodical press of the time, which helped us identify the scale of the migration,

as well as the situation of the migrants in the United States.
Migration to the USA by People of Shirak

America has been capturing Armenians with its “fairytale” riches since the
1850s. The first to migrate to the “New World” were the Western Armenians, and
already from the beginning of the 20™ century, the Armenians of the East,

especially from Alexandropol and the villages of Eastern Shirak. At the same time,
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Migration to the USA by People of Shirak in 1908-1914

if the Western Armenians were fleeing from religious and national persecution,
the reason for the migration of the Eastern Armenians was mainly economic. The
first migrants to rush to America were young people aged 18-35, who left their
families in the hope of getting rich soon and return home?.

What made some citizens of Shirak take that rather risky step? The main
reason for the outflow from the native province was the pitiful economic situation
in which Shirak had found itself. Once known for its lush fields and abundant
springs, Shirak, which had fed tens of thousands, found itself in an extremely
difficult economic situation in the early 20™ century. Extreme poverty forced the
debt-ridden peasant to leave his loved ones, his home and place, his farming
work, and move to America. The primary problem was the scarcity of the land.

In 1840-1914 the population of Alexandropol uyezd increased about 6 times
from 38,0002 to 223,344* while the land fund remained the same. In 1906,
according to the estimates, 57% of the uyezd's rural households owned less than 3
hectares of land, 40% owned 5-3 hectares, and only 3% owned more than 5
hectares®. And that was when in 1906 the population of the uyezd was 186,9345.
In 1906-1914 the population became 36,410 (16%), whereas the amount of land
remained unchanged. The village which once had only 30 households, now had
100, and the villagers with four people in the family who used to have 10 hectares
of land, now faced a situation when the area of land was decreased while families
grew up to 11 members. And so, people didn’t know how to keep their families
alive if they had to work 4 months a year and eat lying idle for 8 months””’.

According to the official statistics, in 1880-1914, due to land scarcity, about
40,0008 people abandoned the uyezd of Alexandropol. If the repeated drought
and the lack of irrigation water is also considered, we think the miserable picture
of the state of Shirak's farms will be complete.

The economic hardship led to a change in the attitude of the Shirak people
towards the land. “The land for the peasant is no more what it used to be,” writes

2 Mirak 1983, 58.
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H. Ter-Hakobyants, “for the time being, he does not look at his land as a feeding
mother, and that is why he is no longer connected with the land. On the contrary,
he is ready to leave the land at the earliest opportunity and seek his livelihood in
other occupations”®. In the uyezd with almost 80% of the rural population, the
average annual income per person was only 36 rubles and 44 kopecks, while the
news coming from America assured that one could earn up to 5 rubles a day:
“What idiot would endure, what other Shirak resident would fall asleep!” “Mshak”
asks'©.

Thus, leaving the native province was nothing new. According to
contemporaries, in the early 20" century, the people of Shirak could be found
everywhere from Manchuria to America'’.

The mass exodus of the Armenians from the Shirak plain began immediately
after the Russian-Turkish war of 1877-1878, when a large number of the
Armenians from the city of Alexandropol moved permanently to the newly
conquered Kars, Kaghzvan, Sarighamish, Olti, and Ardahan. By buying real estate
from the leaving Muslims, they soon became the owners of stalls, shops,
guesthouses, and workshops. Over the next two decades, the number of
Alexandropol residents in those cities reached some 2,000 families. According to
Atrpet, “in the census, these were presented as Alexandropol residents because
there were difficulties in getting registered in Kars. However, at the first
opportunity, everyone will change their place of registration”'2.

During the same period, 2000 families, mostly from Alexandropol and
nearby villages, moved to Thilisi (Georgia), Baku, the Transcaspian regions, and
even to Siberia.

The so-called work abroad was not a new phenomenon for the Shirak people.
It had increased in scales since the 1880s. From the southern villages of the
Alexandropol Uyezd, they mainly moved to Yerevan and Kars with their carts.
According to the “Akhurian” periodical, in 1906-1910 “there were so many of
them in Yerevan that the locals were just sick and tired of the “hungry people” of
Shoragyal 3.

9 Skp-SBwlynypbwug 1911, N 12, 1:
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The most common form of work abroad was reaping. From June to October,
hundreds of young people from Shirak could be met in different villages of
Yerevan, Thilisi (Georgia) and Elizavetpol provinces, who “went from village to
village in groups, joking, lively and cheerful”'*.

At the beginning of the 20" century, the development of capitalist relations
and the formation of the working class opened new horizons for emigrants from
Shirak: Novorossiysk, Tuapse, Gelendzhik, Sukhum, Kavkazsk, Armavir, etc.
There were many, especially those who left for Baku'.

Around the same time, the flow to America began, about which the people of
Shirak learned from the Dukhobors and Molokans who had been deported to the
uyezd of Alexandropol. At the end of the 19" century, they migrated to Canada
(Winnipeg), the USA (Los Angeles), and then sent letters of encouragement to
their friends and loved ones urging them to follow suit'®. The first Armenian-
populated village to cross into the United States en masse was Karakala, southeast
of Kars. The village, founded after the Russian-Turkish war of 1877-1878, was
inhabited by protestant Armenians who migrated from Alexandropol and adjacent
villages, and according to S. Galoyan, it was the religion that became the reason
for them to migrate, because Protestantism was persecuted by the state'’. The
Musheghyans first migrated in 1904, then their co-villagers followed their
example.

The first Armenian to cross from Alexandropol uyezd into the United States
was Bagrat Harutyunyan from Ghazarapat, who, following his uncles’ example, the
Musheghyans, left home and found himself in Los Angeles. “This started the
migration of Shirak residents to America,” writes S. Galoyan. From Ghazarapat,
the “American fever” spread throughout the province. So, already in 1908-1909,
migrants from Alexandropol and neighboring villages could be found in Boston,
Chicago, Fresno, Philadelphia, Riverside, and elsewhere. Unfortunately, neither in
the periodicals of the time, nor in the relevant funds of the National Archives of
Armenia, were we able to find statistical information on the total number of

4 Qhin pwhwtw 1913, N 9, 3:
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migrants. As S. Galoyan mentioned this was the start of the migration of Shirak
residents to America'®.

The number of Shirak representatives was especially large in Los Angeles.
Settling in the Boyle Heights district, the first migrants were mainly engaged in
retail and garbage collection (“rubbish”). The latter was the most revered
occupation, the monopoly of which they snatched from the Mexicans, blacks, Irish,
and ltalians in a stubborn struggle. According to modern estimates, about 200
men from Shirak (100 carriages) were engaged in that field. Arranging with the
owners of houses and shops, they took the collected garbage out of the city every
day and burned it in the presence of a special official™.

Through their selfless work, many became rich and expanded their
“business” by successfully competing with other nationals. For example, J.
Aghajanyan from Alexandropol established branches of his company in Santa Ana,
San Pedro, Wilmington, Santa Maria, and elsewhere.

However, the “success” of the people of Shirak in the field of garbage
collection was not unequivocally accepted among the Armenians of Los Angeles.
For example, the Western Armenians living in the same city, who were
predominantly merchants, had a reprehensible attitude towards this newcomers'
preference, finding that “garbage collectors” were discrediting the Armenians’
name.

The outflow of people from Shirak to the United States grew in scale in 1910-
1914. Even the repeated media reports of economic crises and high unemploy-
ment in the United States did not keep them from migrating. For example, the
“Voice of the Province” informed its readers that in 1913, after the Democrats
came to power, large business owners closed their factories en masse as a sign of
protest, leaving millions of workers in poverty. Due to the economic crisis, the
number of unemployed in Chicago alone reached 300,000 in February, 1914. In
New York, that number was twice as high. According to the periodical, those
outrageous facts should have forced the Armenians to stop the pernicious

18 Quiobiwt 1950, 77:

19 At the beginning of the 20t century, starting a “rubbish” business required $ 250-
300 (about $ 500-600), and many worked in factories for years to raise that sum of money.
On the eve of World War |, that number reached $ 1,500 (For details, see Remmius 1914, N
63, 3).
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migration?0. But in vain. In 1913-1914, instead of decreasing, the number of
newcomers tripled. For example, the number of people of Shirak origin in Los
Angeles reached 13512

Unfamiliar with the local language and customs, a poor Shirak resident now
had to do ill-paid, unattractive for an American work at the East St. Louis Steel
Plant in Missouri, the construction of the St. Paul Railroad in Minnesota, the
Rhode Island mines, or the Riverside plant. In other words, to work where human
life was most at risk, physical strength was worn out, where unnatural death was
common. Sometimes the need for bread forced the replacement of the striking
workers, which caused great hostility among the locals??.

The situation was especially dire for the 300 Duzqyand residents who
working at the Riverside Cement Plant, had to move bags loaded with 43 kg of
cement in dusty air. For many Armenians, it was a “living death” also to work in
the humid and chemical-filled air of Rhode Island's coal and paint factories.

In the face of general unemployment, Shirak residents managed to find
permanent jobs, mostly through bribery, even in Los Angeles, which lacks large
industrial plants. “The people of Shirak were the first to start the habit of bribing
factory supervisors,” the Mshak wrote, “they gave vodka, cigars, watches, money,
and in many places they were able to use 20-30 dollars to lay a table for them”23.

By the way, the vicious phenomenon of bribery soon turned into a
widespread disease, putting foreign workers against the Armenians everywhere.

The progressive intellectuals of the time opposed the outflow of young forces.
Through separate articles, reports and editorials in the periodicals, they
repeatedly touched upon the issue of migration from the Shirak plain, presented
the difficulty of going abroad for work, tried to keep the villagers from this
destructive step, covered the economic problems in the United States and tried to
support the Armenians in that country. They called on the people spellbound by
imaginary promises to sober up.

The press also presented the main reasons for migration: extreme poverty
due to scarcity of land and the backward state of agriculture. “A villager from the
uyezd of Alexandropol, even if he wants to, is unable to benefit much from

20 Uh qunptp Udephlw 1914, N 23, 1:
2 Remmius 1914, N 63, 3:

2 Unipbin byhulynwynu 1912, 194:

2 Unpbin Gyhulnuwnu 1912, 194:
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agriculture,” H. Ter Hakobyan was convinced, “because he is illiterate, does not
know how to cultivate land more effectively than he had inherited from the
prehistoric times”?4.

H. Ter-Hakobyan was convinced that there was another reason besides the
economic one that forced the people of Shirak to migrate, “Our peasants are
slowly starting to get out of their former state of darkness (i.e stagnation),” he
wrote, “and along with this slow progress, their vital needs are increasing, and
the results of the exsisting patriarchal land cultivation cannot satisfy them”2.

In the long run, the story of those who returned from the “New World”,
about the miracles waiting for them across the ocean had a magical effect on the
landless and indebted villager. Unfortunately, no one actually tried to verify the
news. So even Hovhannes Tumanyan believed that a worker in the United States
“swims in honey and butter”, receives a daily allowance of 28 rubles and lives in a
4-8 room apartment?.

The migration of the rural population from Shirak led to serious economic
problems. The villager, blinded by the vain hopes of getting rich in American
gold, first sold his animals and land for 300-400 rubles, then borrowed 40% or
50% from those who could lend, hoping that he would be able to return it in 2-3
months. In fact, before reaching America, he finally destroyed his already
miserable economy and fell into giant debts. And even after such deprivations, it
was highly doubtful whether he would be able to reach the shores of the United
States. To limit the growing rate of migration, the American authorities had
opened checkpoints for migrants on the docks since 1911, in which each
newcomer underwent a thorough medical examination. Prostitutes, criminals,
those with a disease or physical disabilities (sick, mentally ill, blind, paralyzed)
were deprived of the right to enter the country. It was also forbidden to cross the
border for those who arrived in the United States by secret agreement or through
emissaries. In Portland, for example, 44 Gharakilisa residents who were on their
way to Chicago were barred from entering the United States because they were
found to have letters written in the same handwriting to various Chicago
residents. This allowed the authorities to think that everyone was going to the
same person. In another case, 17 Syogutli residents were barred from entering

24 Skp-Bwynypbwit 1910, N 75, 1-2:
% Skp-Bwlnypbwug 1911, N 12, 2:
% (@Fnwiwubwt 1913, N 230, 1: dpwgbwl 1914, N 33, 2:
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the United States because it turned out that “their fellow villagers having
returned, told them how to circumvent the law and end up in the United States,
and then find a job at a Riverside cement plant”?.

It was also forbidden to cross the border for those whom the authorities
suspected of begging. As we know, to cover their travel expenses, those who went
to work abroad took money from a lender, which was enough only for reaching
the United States. Most of those who received visas then continued on foot,
wandering from town to town, often begging. To eliminate this phenomenon, the
US authorities in 1911 forced migrant workers to travel exclusively by rail. In
addition to the railway fare, they were required to permanently have at least 50
roubles in their pockets. This fact, concerning those who had gone abroad for
work, was first voiced in the pages of the “Akhurian” periodical. “We came to
Charleston with 400 people, 60 out of whom were from Shirak. The medical
commission examined all of us, then decided to keep 60 of our Armenians in the
steamer. We were told that they would not allow us to go ashore because we were
cheap labor, we would take the job from the locals, and then in line with the new
rules, in addition to the cost of the train ticket, we should have 50 rubles on us
not to be counted as beggars”?.

Too often, migrants were unable to reach the United States. Gevorg
Mejlumyants referred to such a case, publishing the letter of 100 Shirak residents
in the pages of the “Zhayr” periodical. They arrived in the German city of Bremen
on January 30 and were arrested shortly after leaving the train. According to the
article, the city authorities kept the Armenians in prison for a day, then informed
them that the United States had closed the border for the migrants and
demanded that they return to their homeland immediately°.

The plight of the migrants who managed to reach the United States was
unenviable. Dozens of letters from desperate migrants can be found in the pages
of the periodical press, in which the latter begged for charity and travel expenses
for them to be able to return to their homeland. The periodical press kept on
describing the catastrophic situation in which the migrants had found themselves.
“There is no work, if we work one day, the payment is enough to make the ends
meet only. To find a job, we run from one city to another. We don't have the

7 J.8.1912, N 18, 2:
B pwwnnt 1911, N 7, 4:
2 Ukgnudbiwiug 1911, N 11, 1:
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money to return home,” a man from Shirak wrote in the pages of the “Voice of
Province” from faraway America. Another added: “We were told that you would
work for 8 hours a day, | went and saw no less than 10 or 12 hours. We are not
having lunch for many days, and in the mornings we have to be satisfied with
tasteless coffee only”3.

Trying to keep the compatriots from the disastrous step to migrate, the
“Voice of the Province" also published the memories of those who returned from
abroad: “I was working in a cement factory,” says one from Dyuzqand, “the work
started at 8 in the morning, we rested for an hour at lunch and worked again till
the evening. It was very difficult to work. We were in the cement dust all day, my
mouth and nose were filled with dust, and we had to pull out the hardened pieces
of cement all the time. | turned yellow and lost weight. | couldn't find another job
after leaving the factory. | used to send all the money | earned to my family but
they thought that | was enjoying life there and started to run into new debts”?'.

Hoping to keep the people of Shirak from the disastrous step of migration,
the press even took an unprecedented step towards the beginning of the 20%
century, intruding in the private life of the peasantry, trying to explain that
migration led to the spread of sexually transmitted diseases. “The pain would not
be so great,” wrote the “Province Voice”, "if those diseases remained only in
emigrants, but it is not so”32. The young man, who returned from work abroad,
was getting married quickly and sexually transmitted the disease to his wife, and
through this to his children.

The disease, which became widespread at the turn of the century, simply
became a scourge for the traditional rural population of Alexandropol province,
endangering the existence of entire generations and leading to a serious moral
and psychological crisis.

Conclusion

Summing up the brief examination of the migration processes from Eastern
Shirak to the USA at the beginning of the 20" century, we came to the following
conclusion: the ship with the first migrant from Shirak crossed the ocean in 1904,
and already in 1910-1914 migration became large-scale. The main reason for

30 Cdwyp-winiy 1914, N 9, 3:
31 Skp-U hpwyktwt 1914, N 13, 2:
32 Ukginuibwt 1914, N 18, 3:
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leaving the homeland was the poor economic situation, which forced the indebted
villager to leave his family and migrate to the USA and where, being unfamiliar
with the local language, laws and customs, he had to do low-paid work in steel or
cement factories, on railway construction, or in mines.

The progressive intelligentsia of the time tried to keep the peasant from the
destructive step of migrating, discussed in the periodicals the economic problems
existing in the United States and the plight of the Armenians who moved there,
and called for the sobriety of the people spellbound by imaginary promises.
However, it didn’t help. According to various estimates, between 1908 and 1914,
about 2,500 people migrated to the United States from Alexandropol and
surrounding villages. During the First World War, the outflow almost stopped. It
resumed after the fall of the first republic of Armenia and continued until 1923.
However, if in 1908-1914 the migrants were labor migrants who, as a rule,
returned to their homeland after earning some money, in 1921-1923 the
migration had very painful consequences. During World War II, young people
settled in the United States and received citizenship, and after the establishment
of the Soviet rule in Armenia, they did not want to return to their homeland.
Instead, they made every effort to move their relatives to the United States, too.
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unw thu hwjpbuhp, huy 1921-1923 pr. qunpeu niutigwy 2wwn gwywih hb-
nlwupubip: 1914-1918 pRr. UUL-nw duwgwd tppunwuwpnubpp wnbnwuynpyb-
ght L pwnwpwghnipntu unwgwu, huly <wjwunwunwd funphpnwihtu Ywpgb-
nh hwuwnwwnudhg htinn wjuntin wnbnwitnfutight bwl hpbug hwpwquwnub-
nhu:

83



Hayrapetyan A.

MUIrPAUMUA LUNPAKLEB B CLLA B 1908-1914 IT.

AAPAMNETSH A.

Pe3iome

KnroyeBbvie cnosa: llepBaa MupoBas BoOWHa, ANeKCaHAPOMOfb, MWUIpaHTbl,
CLUA, Kasapanar, LLinpak, Pusepcaiiackuii LeMeHTHbI 3aBOA, Mycop.

Mo paHHbIM murpauvoHHoro komuteta CLUA, nepBbiii TpyaoBoit MurpaHT
n3 lnpaka npubbin B CoepuntenHble Wratel B 1904 roay, a yxe B 1910-1914
rr. murpauma npuobpena maccoBblii xapakTep. OcHOBHOI npuynHoii bercTea
U3 popHoro yesga Obina nnayeBHas IKOHOMMYECKAA CUTyauuAa, KoTopaa W
3acTaBuna obpeMeHeHHOro Jonramy KpecTbAHMHA MOKUHYTb CEMbIO W OTrMpa-
Butbca B CLUA. B «HoBom Csete» ypomeHel, LLinpaka, He 3HaBLUMII MecTHOro
A3blKa, 3aKOHOB U 0bblYaeB, JOMKeH OblN 3aHMMATbLCA HU3KOOMNAYMBAEMbIM U
HE MpWBMEKAOLLMM amepuKaHLLEeB TPYAOM Ha cTanenuTeiiHom 3aBoge B Boc-
TouyHom CeHT-Jlynce, B waxtax Pop-Aiinenpa unm Ha Puepcaiiackom LemeHT-
HOM 3aBO/€.

MporpeccMBHas WHTENAUrEHLMA TOrO BPEMEHM MbiTanacb OCTAHOBUTb
Murpaumto. Ha crtpaHuuax nepvopMyeckoil neyaTM OHa OcCBelllana 3KOHOMM-
yeckue npobnembl B CLLUA 1 nonoxeHne okasaslumxca Tam apmaH. o pasHbim
nogcyetam, u3 AnekcaHpponona U okpecTHbix pepeeHb B 1908-1914 rr. B
CoepuHeHHble LTtatbl murpuposano okono 2500 yenosek.

Bo Bpema [lepBoii MMpoBOI1 BOIHbI MUrpaumAa MpPaKTUYECKWU MpeKpaTu-
nacb. C HoBoli cunoii oHa Bo3obHosunack B 1918r. (nocne napeHwa Pecnybnu-
Kn Apmenuna) u npogonsanacb po 1923 ropa. bonee toro, B 1908-1914 rr.
aMuUrpaHTamy 6binu TPyAOBblE MUrPaHTbl, KOTOpPble, 3apaboTas AeHbru, obbly-
HO BO3BpaLLanncb Ha poauHy, a murpaumna 1921-1923 rr. nmena oyeHb bones-
HeHHble nocneacteuA. B ropbi MNepBoit MupoBoii BoliHbl ocTaBLumeca B Coepu-
HeHHbIx LLTaTax npefcTaBuTENM MONOLOMO NOKONEHWUA MOMYYUIN FpaJaHCTBO,
a nocne yctaHoBneHua CoBeTckoil Bnactu B ApMeHUM OHW MepeBe3nu cropa
CBOWX POACTBEHHUKOB.
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