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“…. This grandmother was the one who married the young man from Istanbul, my grandfather who, one sunny day, had gone to the port on the Bosphorus with a friend. Both wanted to immigrate to America. It was 1914, just before the outbreak of the First World War. At that time the fare for the crossing was five Ottoman gold pieces to be paid on the spot before embarking and another five to be shown upon landing in Ellis Island. When they arrived at the port, the ship was about to sail. They were told to come again the following day; there would be another one. They couldn’t wait. Instead, they boarded a ship headed to Alexandria on the Egyptian shores… 

I am very happy about this decision. Although my grandfather was not aware of it then, this decision was going to have very important repercussions on my future existence.
My grandfather landed in Egypt as an Ottoman object… sorry, I meant to say subject. You see, the Turks were very caring towards their subjects, but not always towards their objects. Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire. And had always integrated all foreign elements very well. That is why so many Armenian jewellers settled in Egypt at that time. The locals call them 'Khawaga's. I suppose that's where the word WOG comes from. Kha-wog-a. It means European gentleman. Some never set foot in Europe. And some certainly weren't gentlemen either! 
The two jeweller friends set up shop in cosmopolitan Egypt, in Old Cairo, in the covered Khan El Khalili Bazaar, at the end of one little alley, with a workshop on top, and became Khawogas.  
When he'd had enough of his adventurous bachelor's life, my grandfather decided to get married and settle down. He embarked on an extensive wife hunt, asking around and making Akhtchigdess, ‘girl viewing’ visits in search of a suitable bride. Now, this is a very important institution. Girl Viewing! Has anyone here ever been to a ‘girl viewing’? (Waits for a reaction) Didn't think so! It was a major event for both parties concerned. The hosts used the opportunity to do their annual - or decade's - house cleaning, while the young groom-to-be made sure to appear at his best. Haircut, shave, new clothes, new shoes... Some hired furniture, others clothes for the occasion. 
During the first few moments of the visit the conversation turned around such safe subjects as the weather, and then, the weather again and maybe only afterwards, more of the weather! There isn’t much change in the weather in Egypt, you know. 
Finally, the prospective mother-in-law, ordered her daughter, in order to show how obedient she was, to serve the coffee. “Akhtchig sourjeh per! (Bring the coffee, girl!)” She then asked the guest, only for the sake of formality, if he would like some coffee. He couldn't refuse, or ask for something else, because the central part of the audition for the young lady was the preparation and most importantly, the presentation of that coffee. 
This was the ideal opportunity for the man to look at her and check the merchandise! He measured (she mimes taking out a tape measure from her pocket and measuring the girl’s bust and hipline) visually of course, her physical attributes, such as her upper and lower halves. The way she moved (steps back and ‘looks’ at her). Was she pleasant to look at? Did she smile a lot or not enough? She wasn’t supposed to say much. Preferably nothing! For her, the most important thing was not to trip or spill the coffee on him - unless she wanted to get rid of him (mimes dropping a tray full of coffee cups and saucers). Paf! Then of course, he had to taste the coffee she’d served him. Too sweet, meant she liked him. Sour…meant she couldn’t stand him. But the girl’s real interest lay in getting it just right. Because that was the coffee he was to drink for the rest of his life if he were to marry her!
My maternal grandmother was the intellectual type. Her culinary talents were limited to boiling eggs, mixing tchemen, a delicious fenugreek based dip, and shredding pasterma, Armenian pastrami with lots of garlic! The rest of the time, she diligently read the daily newspapers, and recounted memories of her youth and the deportations. She was a survivor. 
One of her stories impressed me a lot. She had been walking in the desert for days and days with a group of compatriots in a deportation convoy. Approaching a stream, they were allowed to stop and rest a little. Just a few meters from the stream, unable to walk further, my grandmother had collapsed. In her half-conscious state, she prayed the Lord for help. Suddenly all became dark. She couldn’t remember how long she’d remained unconscious, but when she came to, a woman dressed in white, had been pouring water on her from a container. Pale and weak, my grandmother barely mustered her forces and put her hands together to contain the water. After drinking enough, she’d raised her head to thank her saviour but the woman had disappeared. There was no one around. And yet, the ground beneath her feet was still wet as if it had just been watered (Evocative music).
I never saw my grandmother cry, except once, for the child she had lost. She would sit there on one corner of the couch, daydreaming, travelling away, far away in her thoughts, back to her youth and happy childhood. She had been a schoolmistress in her village and 25 years old at the onset of the deportations. Every morning she'd led the children, through a secret passage, to a basement classroom used for the instruction of Armenian, a language forbidden by the rulers. Singing at the top of their voices, the children learnt the alphabet and Krapar, classical Armenian, at the same time. (She sings) “Aravod Lousso, Arekag nartar… Ar is louis dzakya…”
Every year, she’d told me, they used to spend summer in their country house up in the neighbouring mountains. Each beginning and end of season was marked by a ritual song and dance. Holding hands in a circle, they all danced together around the different trees in their orchard. 
"Hello pear tree, here we meet again, be good to us bearing plenty of fruit," Then it was the turn for the apple tree. (She sings and dances) "Khntsori Dzari dagin, khntsori dzari dagin, yes im yars siretsi, khntsori dzari daguin, khntsori dzari daguin".
The song was slightly different at the end of the season. "So long pear tree, we'll see you again next year, sleep well, rest and bear us plenty of fruit," When they sang these songs in the autumn of 1914, little did they know that they were never to see the orchard or the trees again. It was good-bye forever!  
She was deported. They were deported; like millions of their compatriots. The march in the desert, the starvation, the selling of goods then bodies, the rapes, the massacres and the other forms of man's inhumanity to man, had finally ended with their arrival in Aleppo train station. Trainloads of Armenians, gathered from villages and towns along the rail tracks, were brought there. It was hot and dusty and the noise, deafening. On the crowded platforms indistinct voices shouted out family names in the hope of finding surviving relatives. 'Arakelian, Manougian, Karakashian, Gemidjian, Malkhasian, Basmadjian .' Suddenly, amidst the crowd and the deafening noise, my grandmother heard her name ‘Basmadjian’. Looking up, she saw her husband's weary face. A euphoric embrace, then, her faint voice informed him of the child’s death; their first born of one. Her husband comforted her saying that now that they were reunited by faith they would make new babies. And, indeed their union was blessed again with another boy who they named after the first one. Then there was my mother, followed by my aunt. Soon the newly created family settled in Egypt.
Without this set of circumstances, I would have never existed. Destiny. El Maktoub!”
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