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Bangladesh: Armenian Community and the Armani Church in Dhaka )
By Igor Grigorian

In early 1600s, when Shah Abbas conquered Eastern Armenia, he ordered deportation of some 40,000 Armenia
traders specialized in inter-Euroasiatic trade to Isfahan and New Julfa. Following the footsteps of Persian adventurers
some of them came to Bengali, and in the course established there their own trading community recognized by the
Mughal rulers. Based on the evidence of dates on the tombstones it is safe to assume that first Armenians came to Dhaka
in the middle of the 17% century.

The Armenian community played significant role in Bengali trade and commerce in the 17th and 18th centuries.
Since late 17% century Armenians were mostly engaged in export trade paying a duty of 3.5% to the government.
Nawabs, i.e. Governors of regions (our readers probably know its anglicized and russianized version Nabob), are known
to have engaged them to transact their personal businesses openly or clandestinely as well as the European maritime
companies, who used them as local representatives and their vakils (spokesperson) to the royal courts. In the silk market
the Armenians were dominant buyers; they were prominent in the jute trade as well.

Soon upon the arrival in the beginning of the 18% century, Armenians settled in Dhaka, one of the important
commercial centers in Bengal. They initially built a chapel and cemetery at Tejgagon, five miles from Dhaka. Led by the
Pogoses, Agacy, Michael, Stephen, Joakim, Sarkies, Arathon (spelled as Aratun), Coja (Khojah) and Manook (Manuk)
families, Armenians played major role in the commercial life of Dhaka. There is still a Manuk House inside Bangabhaban
bearing the name of the original owner's family. Apart from Dhaka, there was a significant Armenian presence in Saida-
bad (a suburb of the capital Murshidabad), Hoogli, Kolkata, Chinsura, Patna and Kasimbazar.

The Armenians also played a major role as patrons of education and urban development in Dhaka. The Pogose
School, the first private school in the country was founded by JG Nicholas Pogose, a merchant and a zamindar. By 1868,
five of the six European zamindars in Dhaka were Armenians - JG Nicholas Pogose, GC Paneati, J Stephan, JT Lucas
and W Harney.

P. Arathon was the headmaster of the Normal School. According to the Dhaka Prakash, a newspaper of his time,
students in this school scored better in examinations than students of other normal schools in Bengal, including the one in ,
Hoogli. Margar David, Mackertich Abraham George, Michael Sarkies (who introduced horse carriages as a mode of -
transportation in 1856. At that time, the number of carriages was only 60, but by 1889 the number had increased to 600),
Abraham Lucas, M Highcazony, A S Mackertich, Tigran Nahapiet, Thaddeus Nahapiet, M.J. Catchhatoor, Joseph Laza-
rus, and M David were other prominent Armenians of Dhaka.

Dhaka was not the only center of Armenian influence in the region, there were other Armenians who rose to
prominence for all of Bengal. The following names were taken from Wikipedia, as the author was unable to find other
more reliable resources.

» Khojah Phanoos Kalandar: The earliest noted Armenian who entered into an agreement with the East India
Company for using English ships for trade by himself and other members of his community in 1688.

e Khojah Israel Sarhand: A nephew of Khojah Phanoos, he helped the English to secure the Company's Kolkata
zamindari (landlord) from Subadar Azim ush Shan in 1698, and was a vakil (spokesperson) of the Company's
Surman Embassy to the Mughal Emperor Farrukh Siyar. He was instrumental in realizing the grand imperial
farman (decree) of 1717 granting extraordinary privileges to the Company.

e Khojah Petrus Nicholas: He was court advisor and financier to Nawab Alivardi Khan, and a leader of the Ar-
menian community.

» Khojah Wajid: The most notable Armenian in Bengal. A monopolist in the highly profitable saltpetre trade (one
of the most important commodities in the export list of the European companies) since 1753, this Armenian mer-
chant conducted most of the negotiations between the Company and Nawab Siraj ud-Daulah. Son of Khojah
Mahmet Fazel, an influential Armenian merchant in the mid 18th century, he obtained footholds in the durbar of
the Nawab as a vakil for his community in 1740s and eventually rose to be a member of the Nawab's inner-circle.
It was said that Wajid wanted to be on good terms with everybody. He owned at least six ships - Salamat Ressan,
Salamat Manzil, Mobarak, Gensamer, Medina Baksh and Mubarak Manzil. The East India Company took over
his salpetre empire in 1758, which grew to generate an annual revenue of 1 million Rs. in 1773. In 1759, he was
captured and jailed by the Company, where he poisoned himself. After his death, Khoajah Petruse Aratoon took
over as leader of the Armenian community in Bengal. -
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* Khojah Gregory: Popularly known as Gurgin Khan, he was a brother of Khojah Petruse and a minister to Na-
wab Mir Qasim as well as the Commander-in-Chief of his army. He is cited by Gholam Hossein in Siyar-ul-
Mutakhkherin as the chief of the artillery and the Nwab's principal serviceman. An assassin killed him after the
Battle of Giria (August 1763).

* JG Nicholas Pogose: Popularly known as Nicky Pogose, he was a zamindar, a merchant, a partner of the first
bank in Bangladesh - Dhaka Bank - and one of nine commissioners of Dhaka Municipality (1874-1875).

When the British period ended and Pakistan period started here, the Jute and Nil (kind of trees that are used to
produce the color of blue) trade business started to take losses and 13 Jute mills were closed. Thus, the Armenians started
leaving the country and searching for other countries to start their business.

Neighborhoods in Dhaka and Kolkata still bear Armenian names — Armanitola and Armanighat. No wonder that
in Dhaka the Church of the Holy Resurrection (popularly known as the Armani Church) built in 1781, and the cemetery
(the grounds for which were donated by Agah Catchik Minas) stand as major landmarks in Armanitola. The church was
consecrated by Bishop Ephraim, who later became Head of the Armenian Church and the Catholicos of All Armenians in
Echmiadzin in 1809.

As the Armenians achieved ample success in trade, Mughal Emperor Akbar permitted them to preach. The Arme-
nian Church in old Dhaka became one of the meeting places for the Orthodox Armenian Christians. Some historians, in-
cluding Dr.Mesrob Jacob Seth relate that the church was built on the site of an earlier, wooden chapel which served the
cemetery (approximately in early 1600s). The original church was paid for through the beneficence of the Armenian mer-
chants (jute trade) Michael Sarkies, Astwasatoor Gavork, Magar Pogose, and Khojah Petrus.

In 1837 the Armenians had built a Clock Tower on the west of the church; the steeple stood 200 ft on four col-
umns and could be seen even from Narayanganj (15 km away from Dhaka). The sweet sound of the church bell used to
create a pleasant environment in the surrounding areas. The tower collapsed in the earthquake of 1897. Later a smaller
tower was built during reconstruction, although the clock was not fixed again. There are four traditional church bells in
the tower, but they stopped telling long ago. Originally peach-pink in color the church is now painted in yellow and white
with 4 doors and 27 windows. The Church has a chapel with a balcony and the original wooden pew seats for 100 people.

& As the Armenian community in Dhaka diminished, it became a place of meeting for all Orthodox Christians.
‘hese

days, the Armenian Church holds only occasional services on important dates in the Orthodox Christian calendar,
with a Catholic priest from a nearby seminary coming in to lead prayers at Christmas. The caretaker Mikel Housep Marti-
rossian, known by his anglicized name Michael Joseph Martin said the once-busy social scene came to a halt after the last
Orthodox priest left in the late 1960s, but he is determined to ensure the church's legacy endures. Later the Armenian
Archbishop from Australia would hold ceremonies there twice a year. On November 16, 2008 His Holiness Karekin II,
Supreme Patriarch and Catholicos of All Armenians, paid a one-day visit to the Armenian Church of the Holy Resurrec-
tion. The trip to Dhaka was made during His Holiness' pontifical visit to India.

The records of the church are full of invaluable historical reference; they list over 200 deaths between 1833 and
1918, over 250 baptisms and over 50 marriages. White and black marble tombstones display family names such as Sark-
ies, Manook and Aratoon from the time when Armenians were Dhaka's wealthiest merchants with palatial homes who
traded jute, spices, indigo and leather.

During the course of the Liberation War, the church did not escape
the usual fate of other historical sites: the silver setting and organ were sto-
len and many of the graves were desecrated.

The Church of the Holy Resurrection is described by visitors who
explore it as haven amid the traffic chaos and crowded streets outside.
“Roads nearby are so crowded that services cannot be held during the
working week because the multi-denominational expatriate congregation
would never get there on time,” notes Alastair Lawson, BBC Bangladesh

correspondent, who on January 10, 2003 wrote an article named The Mis-
sion of Dhaka's Last Armenian.

To the importance of this church to the cultural and archeological
heritage of Bangladesh testifies the fact that on April 30, 2001 Bangladesh
Post issued a block of 4 stamps (Scott # 634) in the series Archaeological
Relics of Bangladesh depicting Houses of Worship, where on # 634c is de-

[0 ARMENIAN CHURCH. ARM

ANGLADESH

Micted the Armenian Church in Armanitola.

™
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At the time of the article we mentioned above, Mikel Housep Martirossian, known by his anglicized name Michael Jo- w
seph Martin was 73 years of age. "I may be the last resident Armenian in Bangladesh, but I will do everything in my
power to ensure that an Armenian from abroad takes over the job I have been doing. Otherwise centuries of tradition will
disappear overnight," he has told the reporter. “I've seen bad days before, but we always bounced back. I am sure Arme-
nians will come back here for trade and business. I will then rest in peace beside my wife.”

The Church of Resurrection still bears witness to the glorious past of the Armenians in Dhaka. But for how long?

Sources:

- Alastair Lawson, The Mission of Dhaka's Last Armenian, BBC News, 2003.

- Bohemian Tithi, Armenian Church and Armenian Community in Dhaka. The Daily Kaaler Kantha, 2002.
- Dyuti Monishita, The Last of the Armenians in Dhaka, Bangladesh, Armanitola. 2008

- Nadim Qadir, Bangladesh's heritage disappearing through neglect, Agence France Presse, 2002.

- Shafiq Alam, AFP, Bangladesh's Last Armenian Prays For Unlikely Future, 2009.

- www.armenianchurch.org, 2008.

- www.traveladventures.org, 2011.
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Three different postcards showing the exterior parts of the Armenian church. L
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