
Seeking Justice on 
Soiled Ground
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Samuel A. Avakian’s painting of Mt. Ararat.
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“M
y ancestors picked and ate seeds out of feces during death marches on the 
way to rape camps…and their descendants are still waiting for an apology, 
more than a century later,” I explained to the lawyer who quizzically 
inquired about the tattoo circling my left ankle.  “It’s the word ‘justice’ in 

Armenian,” I first said, answering his initial question, which then turned into a series of follow-
up questions.  He seemed fascinated by this tragic piece of Armenian history, a culture with 
which he admittedly was not that familiar. 

the philadelphia lawyer   Winter 2017 31



32   the philadelphia lawyer   Winter 2017

That was not an unusual interaction, though I was somewhat 
surprised, as he is Jewish and I grew up learning that the 
Armenian Genocide was essentially the blueprint for the 
Jewish Holocaust. Throughout my life I have sadly come 
to realize that most Americans, even the most educated and 
“elite,” seem to know little to nothing about what happened 
to the Armenian people. As Hitler is infamously known for 
saying during his Obersalzberg Speech in 1939, a week before 
the German invasion of Poland, “Who, after all, speaks today 
of the annihilation of the Armenians?” 
Retrospectively, it is hard to argue with 
that.
After a relatively short yet fruitful 

lifetime of conversations on ethnic 
cleansing, I finally had an epiphany: most 
people truly cannot comprehend what it 
is like to be a descendant of genocide 
survivors. A layer of complexity is added 
when those relatives were murdered 
during “forgotten genocides” or “hidden 
holocausts” that have never been 
acknowledged by their perpetrators. The 
suffering is even worse when survivors 
are still living on the same land where 
their ancestors were slaughtered, and 
they are confronted by statues and even 
holidays honoring those who led their 
persecution. A comparable situation 
is our celebration of Columbus Day, 
ignoring the reasons why indigenous 
Americans and others find the so-called 
holiday so offensive. When people say, “Just let it go,” they 
are not even trying to see things from the perspective of a 
people who have been oppressed and are still seeking justice. 
They do not understand that people cannot release something 
they never have been able to truly grasp, or the fact that 
background can shape one’s entire worldview.
One first must learn where a people have been to try and 

understand where they are headed.  So, where does one begin 
talking about the Armenians? Do you start by noting that it 
was the first Christian nation? Do you go further back tracing 
it as one of the world’s most ancient civilizations? Do you 
mention that, as described in Genesis 8:4, Noah’s Ark came 
to rest on Mt. Ararat, (historically “Western Armenia”) now 
in present-day Turkey, but remains a significant cultural icon 
for Armenians scattered throughout the four corners of the 

earth? Do you start by mentioning the genocide? Any of these 
questions would be an exponentially greater start than what I 
sadly tend to hear these days, “Oh, you’re Armenian…like the 
Kardashians?!?” Sigh. 
In “Black Dog of Fate,” author and poet Peter Balakian 

eloquently describes what his experience has been as a 
second-generation Armenian-American growing up in New 
Jersey, a story I felt much connected to as a third-generation 
Armenian-American growing up in the same state.  Equally 

as impactful and emotional is the 
history of our family, hand-written by 
my paternal great-grandfather, Samuel 
Abdul Avakian. “Daddy Sam,” as we 
affectionately call him, wrote about the 
villages where our family first resided 
between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers 
(the “Cradle of Civilization”); the origin 
of our shared last name of “Avakian;” 
and the stories of how family members 
lost spouses and children during the 
“massacres and deportations.” In that 
document, he gives an account of the 
time he almost lost his life on the way 
home from grade school, when nearly a 
dozen teenage Turkish boys surrounded 
him and tried to stone him. One boy 
successfully cracked his head open, 
which left a scar he carried for the 
rest of his life. That was something he 
never discussed with anyone, and my 
grandparents only learned of this hidden 

history later in life after my great-grandfather started balding 
and the scar became visible.  
As an Armenian-American, these were the kind of stories 

I grew up hearing. Armenians throughout the diaspora have 
eerily similar stories; some that make you temporarily lose 
faith in humanity. Growing up hearing stories from my 
grandparents about their recollection of their parents and what 
they had to overcome to provide a better life for my family is 
something that helped to shape the person I am today. 
When asked why people should care about it now, more 

than a century later, I can only respond that history repeats 
itself. Look abroad. Look at what is happening to the Syrian 
people. Look at Rwanda, Cambodia, Bosnia, etc. We don’t 
have to look that far, though. Look in our own backyards. 
Where are the Native Americans who originally inhabited my 

If the Black 
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world’s largest 
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estimated death 

tolls ranging from 
10-130 million – 

why is that widely 
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hometown of Manasquan, N.J. and where my husband grew 
up in Mattapan, Mass.? 
In a day and age where “politically correct” conversations are 

supposed to be the norm, how can we not have the appropriate 
conversations about why Columbus Day and the Confederate 
Flag are offensive? If the Black Holocaust is undoubtedly 
the world’s largest systematic persecution – with estimated 
death tolls ranging from 10-130 million – why is that widely 
unknown? Is it that outrageous that there is a Black Lives 
Matter movement growing when the average American is 
not taught, and thus does not acknowledge, 
the true history of this country? Will 
the descendants of the people who were 
involuntarily brought to the U.S. against 
their will, shackled on slave ships only to be 
sold as bondmen and bondwomen ever see 
their ancestors’ countless contributions and 
sacrifices truly recognized? Can the tree of 
justice ever take root on soiled ground? 
Daddy Sam was born on April 24, an 

important day for Armenians around the 
world, as it is the international day of 
commemoration of the Armenian Genocide. 
Often on that date, when I have helped lead 
Philadelphia’s annual Armenian Genocide 
Walk and recited my genocide-recognition 
poetry on the steps of the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, I have wondered what it 
would take to get people from outside the Armenian community 
to participate. To collectively hold hands and care. However, 
how can we expect anyone else to care about recognizing 
“our” genocide when we are not on the frontlines to help 
our brothers and sisters who are still fighting for justice? If 
anyone cares about a particular holocaust or genocide, then, 
reasonably, they should care about all holocausts or genocides.
Although Daddy Sam died before I was born, I have 

enjoyed having a birthday only two days after his. On my 
18th birthday, only hours after my holocaust and genocide 
class, my childhood best friend joined me after high school 
to provide moral support as I got my first tattoo. As no one in 
my dad’s family has tattoos, it was taboo for me as a teenage 
girl and high school student to have gotten one. In fact, I think 

the only thing my parents agreed on after they divorced when 
I was five years old was the fact that neither of them was 
willing to sign the consent form that would have allowed me 
to get the tattoo when I was underage. A large part of their 
disapproval was due to the history of Armenians and tattoos.  
It was not unusual for Armenians – especially women who 
were enslaved – to have their master’s name tattooed on their 
faces. This was done to dehumanize them and serve as a daily, 
visible reminder of whose “property” they were. 
After leaving my appointment at the tattoo parlor, I went 

to my grandparents’ home for dinner…
and the big reveal. My grandma prepared 
and cooked my favorite meal – homemade 
dolma (grape leaves stuffed mainly with 
ground lamb, beef and rice pilaf cooked in a 
tomato-based juice) – for my birthday. There 
is something truly special about eating the 
same food that your ancestors ate, especially 
prepared the same way from family recipes 
that have been passed down for centuries.  
Before we ate, I removed the bandage from 
my left ankle, uncovering the Armenian 
letters in front of three generations of 
Avakians. My grandparents were brought 
to tears, not because they were mortified at 
the stereotype and stigma associated with 
tattoos, but because they were so touched 
that I now would permanently carry with me 

a reminder of where our family came from and what they had 
to overcome to get us to where we are today.
Looking back, I still feel that same sense of conviction that 

brought me to make that decision as a teenager. In fact, I have 
connected with nearly thousands of people as a result of their 
asking me about my tattoo. It has helped me keep my ancestors’ 
legacy and search for justice alive. Many years later, I am not 
tired of explaining and, when asked, still eagerly exclaim, 
“Artarutyun…it’s how you say ‘justice’ in Armenian.”

Meredith Z. Avakian-Hardaway, (mavakianhardaway@
philabar.org), is director of communications and marketing of the 
Philadelphia Bar Association.
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Avakian-Hardaway recites her poetry at Philadelphia's annual Armenian Genocide Walk event in 2008, alongside Armenian priests,  
Sen. Daylin Leach and John M. Evans, former U.S. ambassador to the Republic of Armenia.

Samuel A. Avakian (“Daddy 
Sam”) on his 50th wedding 
anniversary.


