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Old Babylonian Weights and Measures   



  
The metrology of ancient Mesopotamia is very complicated, but key to understanding much of the 

mathematics as units are often silently converted in the middle of a problem. Units of length, weight, 
area, capacity and so on and the relationships between them changed frequently in both space and time. 

the systems were much simpler than during the , by the Old Babylonian period, HoweverSumerian

 
period. For the large bulk of mathematical problem texts, there is a relatively standardized set of 

measurements, although there are plenty of exceptions. The tables below give the main units in this 
standard set, but are by no means comprehensive. For up-to-date and detailed references on the 

see the articles by Marvin Powell in , different systemsRLA and

 

Civilizations of the Ancient Near East. 

Even in the Old Babylonian times, metrology had a rich collection of units. Most of the conversion 
factors are simple fractions or multiples of the base 60. Key units are the kush (cubit) for length, sar 

(garden-plot) for area and volume, sila for capacity and mana for weight. At the base of the system is 
the barleycorn, she, used for the smallest unit in length, area, volume and weight. 

Akkadian made use of a letter  called a shin, pronounced as 'sh'. The barleycorn is a ' e', pronounced 
'shay' and which we shall write as 'she.' 

Length 

Smallest unit of length is the she (barleycorn), of about 1/360 meter.  
6 she =

 

1 shu-si (finger) 

30 shu-si =

 

1 kush (cubit - about 1/2 m.) 

6 kush =

 

1 gi / qanu (reed)  

12 kush =

 

1 nindan/ GAR (rod - 6 m.)  

10 nindan =

 

1 eshe (rope) 

60 nindan =

 

1 USH (360 m.)  

30 USH =

 

1 beru (10.8 km.) 
length conversion calculator

 

Area 

The basic area unit is the sar, an area of 1 sq. nindan, or about 36 sq. m. The area she and gin are used 
as generalized fractions of this basic unit. 

180 she  =

 

1 gin 

60 gin =

 

1 sar (garden plot 1 sq. nindan - 36 sq. m.) 

50 sar =

 

1 ubu

100 sar = 1 iku (1 sq. eshe - 0.9 acre, 0.36 ha.) 

6 iku =

 

1 eshe 

18 iku =

 

1 bur  



  
. nindan wide1  long by beru1 bur is an area 1 area conversion calculator

  
Volume

Volume units are the same as the area units and follows the relationship that      

1 volume-unit = 1 area-unit x 1 kush  

.  
For example, a volume-sar is the volume of the solid with base 1 area-sar and height 1 kush (cubit).  

Bricks are considered to be rectangular solids such that 720 bricks make one brick-sar. There are 
numerous (fairly standard) sizes of bricks in use in Old Babylonian mathematics texts.  

Capacity: used for measuring volumes of grain, oil, beer, etc. The basic unit is the sila, about 1 liter. 
The semi-standard Old Babylonian system used in mathematical texts is derived from the ferociously 

complex mensuration systems used in the Sumerian.  period

180 she = 1 gin 

60 gin = 1 sila - 1 liter 

10 sila = 1 ban  

6 ban = 1 bariga  

5 bariga = 1 gur 

volume conversion calculator

 

Weight 

The basic unit of weight is the mana, about 1/2 kilogram.  
180 she =

 

1 gin/ shiqlu (shekel) 

60 gin =

 

1 mana (mina - 500 gm.) 

60 mana =

 

1 gu/ biltu (talent, load - 30 kg.) 
weight conversion calculator

  

Go up to ian MathematicsMesopotam.  
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Assyrians in the History of Urmia-Iran                 
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Setting the Scene:  

As a rural community around the turn of the 20th century, the Assyrians of Urmia were unique in 
their urban and westernized lifestyle not only in Iran, but also, perhaps, in many countries of the 

Middle East. Urmia also distinguishes itself as one of the few historical sites that bears some 
etymological resemblance to the compound word coinages in Assyrian Aramaic. It seems to be a 

compound word, which in modern Assyrian matches the combination of the words <ur> place or city 
of water (mia). The name attests to the antiquity of present-day Assyrians in the region.   

  

Two thirds of this community perished during WWI. This brief historical and ethnographic sketch is to 
familiarize the reader with the community on a closer, more personal level lest we should forget that 

each time a group perishes, all of us, as members of the human family, diminish in stature. The 
Assyrians were industrious and the most educated subjects of the region at the turn of the 20th century, 

and their demise deprived the plain of Urmia of a very productive segment of its population. The 
American-educated Assyrians, such as Dr. Isaac Adams and Joseph Khnanishu, played the role of 

cultural operatives through their publications that introduced the English-reading public to the culture, 
.Persia, political institutions of their country-and socio, literature1 This ethnic profile is based primarily 

on Assyrian sources in the form of personal diaries, travel journals, Assyrian periodicals, and family 
histories collected by the author. It is a history from the perspective of the Assyrians themselves.   

,at which time they were uprooted from the region, 1918Until 2 the Assyrians lived in compact villages 
along the three rivers of Nazlu, Shahar, and Baranduz. These rivers flow eastward towards the lake of 
Urmia from their sources in the Zagros Mountains bordering Turkey. Of a total of 300 villages in the 

,Azari Turkish, had a mixed Assyrian60 and another , had exclusively Assyrian population60 , region3

 

.or Armenian population/and4, at the turn of the century,  The total number of Assyrians in the region

.thousand most of who lived in villages35 -30was estimated between 5 The Assyrian population of the 

.families100 or about , people600 self was only town of Urmia it6 They lived in the special Christian 



  
quarter of the town. It is estimated that around 1900, 40% of the population of the region was Christian 

).syrian and ArmenianAs(7 The uniqueness of the Urmian community was that it was highly urbanized 
and westernized. This was essentially attributed to the 

Editorial Note:  This article was presented in the Middle East Studies Association (MESA) Conference 
2001 in San Francisco in a panel titled The Assyrians of Iran:  From Contributions to Diaspora .  This 

article was published in JAAS Vol. XVI, NO. 1, 2002. 

2001

JAAS 

Vol. XVI, NO. !, 2002

Editorial Note:  This article was presented in the Middle East Studies Association (MESA) Conference 
2001 in San Francisco in a panel titled The Assyrians of Iran:  From Contributions to Diaspora .  This 

article was published in JAAS Vol. XVI, NO. 1, 2002. 

presence of various foreign missions in the region.  Actually the foreign missions would have preferred 
to be located in Muslim communities in order to take the Christian message to them. The Persian 

government did not allow them to do so for this very reason. At the same time, the government was 
interested in courting the English Mullahs , as its officials used to call them, in order to obtain better 

trade or political concessions from the foreign governments. Moreover, the royal family in Iran was 
interested in familiarizing itself with the western ways of life through the missionaries. So the 

Assyrians of Urmia were a compromise solution to the satisfaction of all. Thus, their community in 
Urmia became the center of rival missionary activities in the country.  Although foreign missions 

brought educational opportunities and a measure of intellectual enlightenment to the Assyrians, they 
were a mixed blessing.  The privileged position of the Assyrians made them a subject of envy and 

resentment to their Muslim neighbors.  The unified Church of the East became dissected into various 
protestant, Russian Orthodox, and Catholic denominations.  Moreover, the younger generation became 

alienated from their ethnic traditions and was trained in skills for which economic opportunities were 
scarce. 

In 1906 there was a total of 201 schools with 5,084 Assyrian students in the region. Considering that 
Assyrians lived in only 120 villages, the number of schools indicates that there was more than one 



  
school in some villages. The following is a breakdown of schools administered by different 

missionaries and the number of students accommodated by them:  

Students

 
Schools

 
American Mission 53 1721 

Russian Mission 74 1640  

Catholic Mission 54 1223   

500 20   Others8
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 remarkably high rate of literacy for the time even by the standards of an urbanized center in the West, 

let alone a rural are

a in the Middle East. At the time, there were more Assyrian physicians in Urmia than all of Iran; 
Assyrian professionals under the supervision of the foreign missionaries staffed all missionary schools, 

.newspapers and hospitals10

  

The first mission school opened in 1836 under the direction of Rev. Justin Perkins. Prior to that, the 
native Assyrians did have a few schools of their own. The one in Urmia was in the village of Gogtapa 

where Mougdoussi (pilgrim) Hormizd had hired a learned Assyrian from Tyari to educate a number of 
.children there11. rkins was pleased to see the thirst of the Assyrians for education The missionary Pe

He was impressed to find how fast the children learned to read, write, and memorize long verses from 
the Bible. The first so-called textbooks were in the form of lessons written on cards. In the absence of 

notepads, children used their fingers to do their manuscript writing arithmetic exercises in small 
sandboxes. The first Assyrian teacher was Rev. priest Abraham, the nephew of Hormizd, who was 

.lmentioned Gogtapa schoo-educated in the above12the Assyrian ,  After learning to read and write
children began to teach their parents to do so.  



  
In 1843, the American Mission also opened a college in Seir, a seminary for women called Fiske 
Seminary. Later, in 1880 the Mission opened a medical hospital in Urmia There was also a town 

college, called Sardari, which was for the rich and admitted Jews, Muslims and Christians alike. The 
Assyrian schools were open to non-Assyrians, who could attend with the permission of their parents. In 

spite of the fact that at the time the local Muslim population considered the Christians religiously 
unclean and would avoid close association with them, there is evidence that non-Assyrians did attend 

such schools as evidenced by the graduation reports. For example, the end of the year report of one 
.were Jewish6 were Muslims and 10 students among whom 35 school lists a total of 13there ,  Moreover

was an all-Muslim school in Urmia run by Assyrian teachers under the supervision of Dr. Shedd. 

In time, the curriculum of the American Mission schools became westernized. In a 1906 issue Kokhva, 
the sole Assyrian non-denominational newspaper, published a report with regards to the graduation 

ceremony of the American Mission College and high school students. While the report praised the high 
quality of students presentations in foreign languages, it lamented the total ignorance of these students 

. historyabout their own14 In subsequent reports we read how parents sat patiently during the 
graduation ceremonies listening to the presentations of their sons and daughters in English and Farsi, 

not understanding a word of what was being said. As unlikely as it seems, between 1906-1914, the 
Assyrians performed Shakespeare s Macbeth in the village of Gulpashan, several plays by Moliere, 
translated by Kasha Mushi Babella, in the village of Golpatalikhan where the Catholic mission had 

built a large school. Shakespeare s Merchant of Venice and several plays by Gogol (Russian 
men played the role of women in these , Interestingly. were staged in the town of Urmia) playwright

.plays15

 

1906-1914

machbeth

Gogol



   

Kokhva spearheaded a move to establish a non-denominational school by the Assyrians themselves 
where the curriculum would be under the control of Assyrian educators. Mar Toma Audo s grammar 

book and the arithmetic text by Rabi Peera Mirza were judged to be superior to translated books. 
Eventually, in the winter of 1908, an independent Assyrian school was established. From the three 

plays that this school staged in 1909, it is obvious that the educational goal was the emphasis on issues 
and subjects relevant to the local Assyrians. In other words, the goal was to stress the Assyrian values 

and their overall philosophy of life. For instance, the first play was a mock-debate between a 
Western and an Eastern philosopher each expounding the merits of his own perspective. The second 

was a play written by Rabi Yossip Eskhaq. It was about a family where the wife pushes her husband to 
go to Tiflis, work there, and send money home so that she can have a lifestyle comparable to that of her 

neighbor. In Tiflis, the husband falls prey to the vices of gambling and drinking and the family is 
plunged into deeper poverty. This play must have touched a raw nerve in the audience as it reflected 

the harsh realities of life. The third play depicted a group of young men whose village is looted by the 
Kurds. They get together and make a vow to unite and exonerate their families by facing the thieves 

.which they do, and bringing the loot back home16 Among the nationalist Assyrians was Rabi 
Benyamin Arsanis, a writer and a playwright, who wrote several plays that were staged at different 

times.  

This independent school did not last very long and had to shut down a year later. The reason was first; 
the students were more interested to learn foreign languages. Second, the parents preferred the 

denominational schools because they were subsidized and therefore cheaper. Kokhva attributed the 
failure of the independent school to the lack of unity and dedication on the part of Assyrians 

themselves. So it was back to dependency on mission schools. And all that the Assyrian nationalists 
could do now was to urge the American Mission schools to postpone foreign language education until 

higher school grades. After the failure of the independent school, a group of Assyrians formed a drama 
group. Among their activities was the staging of a play called Sarah Tkhumneta and Shamiram which 



  
.1914was performed in several villages in 17the title of the play suggests that the Assyrians ,  Evidently

were searching for their historical roots.  

Contrary to the American Mission, the Catholic Lazarists and the Anglicans made the teaching of the 
classical Syriac and the vernacular mandatory in their schools. The result was the emergence of a 

group of Assyrian Syriac scholars such as Paul Bedjan, Aba Solomon-d- Tkhuma, Havil Zia d-
Mavana, Mir Aziz-d- Khosrava, Shamasha Yossip de Kelata, and others who contributed greatly to the 

.field of Syriac studies18e Metropolitan of the Catholic Mission in Urmia and th,  Mar Toma Audo
Salamas since 1892, was a great scholar who in addition to various publications in classical Syriac, 
also authored and translated several books in modern Assyrian. The majority of these scholars were 

murdered during the 1915 massacre, or the 1918 flight.  

 

As to the American Mission schools, they produced hundreds of doctors, teachers, preachers, nurses, 
and other kinds of professionals. There were almost as many men as there were women. The first 

women college graduates in Urmia were Sanam, Sarah, and Mourassa all of whom went on to become 
.great educators19 Many scholars and promising students were lost along with hundreds of priceless 

manuscripts and rare ecclesiastical documents in the ravages of WWI. Such losses were a great blow to 
the Assyrians and the Iranians because they are irreplaceable. 

The American Mission acquired a printing press in 1840 at a time when printing presses did not exist 
in all of Persia. The first Assyrian printer was Yonan of Charbash. He was selected in 1847 along with 
a few other promising seminary students for this post. Another printer was Ismail. He was a self-taught 
man, a very resourceful person. As a carpenter he made all the furniture of the printing office together 

with all the cases and stands. He was a good pressman, foreman, and was responsible for the final 
.trades-all-of-a jack, and in short, founder-He was a type. proofreading20eighty works 1852 -1840 From 

were off the press in both vernacular and classical Syriac, the first being the Bible. Following the 
example of the American Mission, the Catholic, Russian, and Anglican Missions also acquired printing 

.presses for their own publications21

 



   

The image of Urmian Assyrians as an isolated rural community is totally inaccurate. They were fully 
aware of world events, national political developments, and local news through newspapers and 
periodicals. From mid 19th century until the eve of WWI, four denominational newspapers were 

published on a, more or less, regular basis. In 1906 a non-denominational newspaper was added to the 
group. Zahrira-d-Bahra (Ray of Light) started publication in 1849 by the American Mission. Later, the 

French Mission published Qala-d-Shrara (the Voice of Truth) began publication in1897; the Russian 
Orthodox Mission published Urmi Orthodoxeta; and finally, the Anglican Mission followed suit by 

.Assyrian Missionary Quarterlyublishing the p22 The independent Assyrian periodical was Kokhva 
(The Star) founded by Qasha Baba Nwyia-d-Wazirabad, a scholar and theologian who, after graduating 
from Urmia College, had spent nine years in U.S.A. and had obtained two separate degrees in theology 

and science. He coined the subtitle for Kokhva that reads: Kokhva, a small lone star in the horizon.

 

Although he passed away shortly after Kokhva began publication, the editorial staff maintained this 
publication as the voice of the nationalist Assyrians. It was published biweekly from 1906-1918, with 

interruptions during the war years. Kokhva had various columns to cover world news, national political 
developments, and local events. It also published articles related to medicine, literature, sciences, and 

so on. Examples of articles that appeared in Kokhva are biographies on Joan of Arc; Tolstoy, Napoleon 
Bonaparte, Thomas Edison; world events such as the Titanic catastrophe, the San Francisco 

Earthquake, new inventions, political developments in Turkey, Germany, and in the Balkans. There 
were special articles on the Assyrian language, history, and a debate on the name Assyrian versus 

Suraya in several issues. Thus Kokhva kept the Assyrians of Urmia abreast with the latest 
developments in the world.   

In the plain of Salmas, north of Urmia, was located the town of Khosrava, another Assyrian center of 
population. Khosrava served as the headquarters of the Catholic Mission where it established several 

schools, seminaries, and a hospital there. The town had a mixed population of Assyrians and 
Armenians numbering 30,000. The Catholic seminary produced internationally renowned scholars such 

as Paul Bejan. He was a collector of ancient religious and literary manuscripts. Single-handedly, he 
edited, compiled, wrote and published 36 volumes of literary material in both vernacular and classical 



  
Syriac. Khosrava was called the little Rome of Persia. By 1918 there was practically nothing left of 

the Catholic Mission in Persia. In one report we read: In 1923 in some places the jungle had returned, 
. schools and houses were in ruin, Churches. and savage animals, wolves, full of reptiles23

   

1,814,584
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        In 1906 there was a total of 201 schools with 5,084 Assyrian students in the region. Considering 

that Assyrians lived in only 120 villages, the number of schools indicates that there was more than one 
school in some villages. The following is a breakdown of schools administered by different 

missionaries and the number of students accommodated by them:  

Students

 

Schools

American Mission 53 1721 

Russian Mission 74 1640  

Catholic Mission 54 1223 

500 20   Others8
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Migrant Work:  

The various mission establishments could not offer employment to the large number of Assyrian men 
who were receiving schooling in mission establishments. Literacy and the presence of foreigners 

exposed the Assyrians to the world beyond what they had known as oppressed peasants. On the other 
hand, there was the possibility of engaging in migrant work in Russia, Europe and even U.S.A. Russia 
had already separated Georgia from Persia in 1801. When in 1828, it also conquered the northern part 

of Azerbaijan; thus, the Russian border came very close to the Urmia region. Hundreds of Assyrian 
men went to Tiflis and other border towns in Russia to work as migrant laborers or engage in trade. 

Tiflis was the center of Assyrian migrant laborers who numbered in the thousands. Assyrian 
contractors hired Assyrians laborers to work on various construction projects especially the railroad 

connecting Julfa to Alexandropol. Among the notable labor contractors were Jibrael Aslan, Mirza 
yohanan of Gouytapa, and Usta (title for a skilled craftsperson) Alahverdi Badaloph. The latter is 

.workers under his employment most of whom were Assyrian300 reported to have had 24

   

News came from U.S.A. that it was possible to earn between $2:00-$4:00 a day in America if one was 
a union member. Since they knew some English, the Assyrian men became encouraged to go overseas. 

.A.S.Assyrian men left to U306 alone 7 190Kokhva recorded that in 25the Assyrian ,  Before long
villages had lost the majority of their able-bodied men. Women began to complain about what was to 

become of their daughters. Editorials appeared in Kokhva expounding the ills of migrant work. Had 
Kokhva known that several years later, the Assyrians abroad would become the only beacon of hope 

for the survivors of holocaust, and would provide the refugees safe passage to U.S.A., it would, 
perhaps, have been less critical of migration. In one issue, Kokhva reported that 90% of men were 

living abroad and urged women to take over men s work to keep the community functional. It advised 
the men abroad to send sewing machines and fashion patterns so that women, organized in coops, 

could operate dressmaking shops. In 1908, Kokhva kept a record of deaths and weddings for a year. 



  
The totals were 55 weddings and 180 deaths. Kokhva warned that a ratio of three deaths to one 

wedding forecast a similar rate of drop in childbirth, which meant that in a generation the Assyrians 
.would suffer a sizeable population loss26-Ardishay was referred to as an all- The village of Taka

women village. Kokhva reported that there were not enough men to even carry a coffin to the 
graveyard. Women had to carry the coffin in a gardoon which was an ox driven low wagon with no 
sides. The women of Taka-Ardishay had also to haul their grapes to their homes and dry the raisins on 

the rooftops instead of the varazan , a plastered slanting platform built in the vineyard for making 
raisins. This was because there were no men to stay in the vineyards overnight to protect the varazans 

from thieves.  

Migrant work plagued the Assyrian families in other ways, as well. In one issue, Kokhva praised a 
woman who had refused to resume matrimonial relations with her husband unless he was checked by a 

.doctor and declared free from venereal diseases27 In another issue Kokhva printed a letter an Assyrian 
woman sent to her church complaining about men who return home with foreign wives when Assyrian 

maidens are becoming spinsters. 

Why did the men leave their homes and families, and chose to work overseas? The following are some 
responses as elicited from the migrant laborers themselves: 

When I came to the United States, U.S. had a big name in Urmia. You thought you would come here 
and see lots of money. But I could hardly find a job. Finally I found a job as a boss-boy in the same 

hotel where my cousin was working. Everybody had come to earn money and return to Iran. But when 
they figured they better bring their families over, the war started28

  

My eldest brother was 28 years old when he came to America in 1912. No Assyrians went with the 
intention of staying. They all went to earn money, gold, and return, buy farms and vineyards. But the 

.I do not think anyone had gone to stay there. ed their planswar chang29

    

I left Iran in 1913. I was barely sixteen. We were a large youth group. There were four or five from my 
village of Shamsha Jiyan; and more were added to the group from other villages as we went along until 
there were 78 So many young men were leaving out of necessity. We were not able to make a living 

there. We did not have enough. We wanted a life of comfort and plentitude; but the Turks raided our 
Villages. they killed and stole our cattle. We were targeted because our homes were better-finished, 

more respectable, people better dressed and fed. But continuous pillage reduced us to poverty and 
destitution. Wanted or not we had to emigrate in order to support our families. There were not enough 
jobs. Just like you see today in Poland and elsewhere there are no jobs. People are starving. They flee 
to other countries. So that was our condition. My father had left the country in 1903. He had left in a 

group too. They wouldn t travel alone. My uncle had come to the U.S. earlier. He was a bricklayer. He 
had returned to the old country, and in 1913 when I was leaving for the U.S., he was coming for a 

.second time30

  

Men went to U.S.A. to make quick money, purchase the farmlands and vineyards they had worked for 
generations as sharecroppers and become freeholders and owners. Some succeeded, but others never 

realized this dream because the menial jobs they did abroad did not enable them to save enough money 



  
to make their dreams come true; besides, did not have the face to return home empty-handed either. So 
their absence from home became lasted longer. The men lived frugally; often sharing a room and using 

the bed alternately, so that they could save enough and send barats (money gifts) back home. The 
steady flow of barats to Urmia did help the locals to raise their standard of living. However, not all 

of the hard-earned money reached its destination. As there was no bank in Urmia, letters and currency 
were transferred by chapars or courier service. Often bandits intercepted the courier service and got 

away with the money. A more serious problem was the Kurdish marauders who descended upon the 
villages during the harvest season and not only plundered the crops, but also took away the livestock 

and robbed the people of their personal possessions, including the clothes they were wearing. The 
Persian government was too weak to protect its citizens. Kokhva s reports provide a statistical base on 

the Assyrian villages, and shed some light on the extent and nature of this problem. A summary sample 
of the reports is reproduced below: 

Kokhva, vol. 1, no.3 (1906): p. 21: 

Kurds have stolen livestock from suburban villages; 12 homes in Kizlashiq looted; 5 in Badilbu. A 
man and a woman killed. Government forces repelled. The kokha (headman) of the village of Saatlui 

robbed.

Vol. 1, no. 4, p.30: 

In Targavar Harriki Kurds stole 500 sheep and killed the son of Yaccu. 

Vol. 1, no. 5, p. 37:

Baranduz River villages are destitute from constant Kurdish depredations. 

Vol. 1, no. 13, p.102:

The watchmen the villagers of Gogtapa hired for protection, turned out to be thieves who robbed them. 

Vol. 1, no. 15, p. 116:

Kurdish attacks on the increase. 5 Assyrians and Armenians were robbed in the village of Pakabaglui. 
The village of Hassar located above the mission college was looted. The inhabitants have taken refuge 

in the American mission college. Vol. 1, no. 16, p.125:

A famous bandit named Ebad was killed while pillaging Dizataka. 

Vol.1, no. 23, p. 183: 

Degala attacked twice. Bandits repelled both times by village guards. Kurds attacked the Baranduz 
villages. Fierce fighting. Six Kurds killed.  

Kokhva, vol. 2. no. 1 (1907): p. 8: 



  
Unprecedented peace and order in Urmia. A contingent of local fighters is formed in Sangar to protect 

Targavar from Kurdish Marauders. Even local Muslims have joined to show support. Christians are 
thankful.

Vol. 2, no. 3, p.33: 

12 Assyrian villagers killed in the border fight in Targavar between Kurds backed by Ottomans. 

Vol. 2, no. 4, p. 44:

 

Ottomans occupy Targavar. Kokhva is pleasantly surprised to report that the villagers of Seir 
petitioned the Ottoman leader there for justice against the Kurds who had stolen their herds. Half of the 
herd was returned to them by his orders. Kokhva is hopeful that finally Ottomans might be able to keep 

the Kurds in check. 

    

Vol. 4, no. 3 (1910), p. 31: 

Kurds in occupation of Seir and Mar Sarguis. Live off the villagers. 

Vol. 4, no. 5, p. 56:

Kurds are targeting Baloolan. Have plundered several villages.  

Kokhva, vol. 4, no. 16, p. 187: 

One girl abducted. A woman converted to Islam. 

Vol. 4. no. 17, p. 198, 210: 

Two more girls abducted. Urmia landlords are attracting pro-Ottoman Kurds to settle the abandoned 
villages in Upper Nazlu, and Shahar Rivers. Local Turkish and Assyrian peasants worried. 

Vol. 4, no. 19, p. 222:

Kurds and local Turkish bandits target Assyrian villages in Shahar and Baranduz River. Threat of 
pillage and killings in Hassar and Garajalu.



  
Vol. 4, no. 21, p. 249:

Pillage number one problem in all of Umia.  

Kokhva, Vol. 5, no. 2 (1910), p. 19: 

14 Assyrian men in Khosrabad robbed; the house of one pillaged, wife killed. 

Vol. 5, no. 4, p. 41-42:  

Kurds burn down local Turkish villages.

Skirmish in karasanlui between Assyrians and Kurdish marauders. 50 head of cattle taken away. 

Dr. Packard s friendship with a Kurdish Sheikh pays off. The Sheikh promises the safety of the village 
of Seir from Kurdish marauders, and lifts the tribute he extracted from them. (p. 103).  

Vol. 5, no. 9. p.104: 

Ottomans, backed by the Kurds, have occupied Kahriz, Golunji, and Jamalabad (northern villages). As 
new landlords, they have been extracting heavy tribute from the villagers for three years.  

Reports of pillage diminish at the end of the year 1911. The Russian military presence and a more 
vigorous defense of the borders provided rural areas with a measure of safety. The inhabitants of some 

villages who had been displaced in previous years returned back. Among them were some Targavar 
villagers who were scattered as refugees since the 1907 Turkish attacks. Of the 94 families From 

,resettled their former homes20 Baloolan 31

 

. not knowing that worse was awaiting them shortly after  

Assyrians, Russians, and the British                                                   
  During the WWI years, the Assyrians were exposed to two different foreign powers as their allies 

and protectors : The Russian and the British. But the Assyrian experience is very different concerning 
these two protecting forces. The Russians are portrayed in Assyrian war annals, personal diaries, and 

memories as human, friendly, and compassionate. The British, on the other hand, are described as 
aloof, haughty, and exploitative. 

The Assyrian experience with the Russian forces took place during the first flight in the winter of 1915, 
when 10,000 Assyrians from the villages near the Russian border followed the Russian retreating 

forces. Here is one of the eyewitness accounts (female respondent):  

When the warning came that the Turks and the Kurds would attack, my uncle who had come from 
Russia and had brought a droga (a four-wheel cart) with him, loaded the furniture of three 

households on it. (This is how many we were). He put us (the children, there were 9 of us) on top. We 
started off towards the Russian border. On the way, the wheels got stuck in the mud My uncle 

begged the Russian cavalrymen who were passing by, to snatch the children before we were massacred 



  
by the enemy in pursuit. Those Russian soldiers were kind. Each picked one of us, and put us in front 

of them on the horse and covered us with their mantle. They fed us their rations leaving for themselves 
only so much as not to starve. At night, they kept us warm. Thus, they took us across the border into 

.arrivedThere we waited until our uncles and mothers . Russia42

 
Another respondent: (male)  

We fled from Iran to Russia. We fled behind the retreating Russian troops. I was four, and my sister 
was two. My mother took me on her back with my sister in her arms. But after walking for a couple of 

blocks my mother returned and left my sister with my grandmother, because she could not carry us 
both. My grandmother had a house full of furnishings, an orchard, and a vineyard. She would not part 

with them. She thought no one would harm an old woman. But she was mistaken. All those who 
remained behind were killed. I remember vividly, as we were going, my mother fell face down on the 

snow while I was on her back. A Russian Kazak dismounted and put me on his horse. He helped my 
mother to her feet. He carried me on his horse for the rest of the time. On the way, my mother found a 
10-months old baby left on the snow. She picked him up and brought him along for the child she had 

. in ChicagoNow he is a physician. left behind43

  

The Assyrians came into contact with the British after the 1918 flight from Urmia. The following are a 
few eyewitness accounts: 

In her family history Miriam Youhanan describes an episode that is worth noting. Her immediate 
family who included her husband and their three small children were among the refugees that fled from 
Urmia to Hamadan in the summer of 1918. Her husband Dr. David Youhanan, a well-known physician 

educated in U.S.A., fell ill in Bijar before reaching Hamadan. So they were unable to continue their 
trek. The British had a strong garrison in Bijar. When he requested medication from the British 

physicians, they refused on the ground that their medical supplies were for the use of the British army. 
As his illness got worse, his wife repeatedly pleaded for medication, or transportation elsewhere.  But 

the British physicians and officers refused to provide them with either medication or transportation 
.l that he would die if not helpedknowing full wel44

 

Other refugees report that when they reached Hamadan, they were half-starved and emaciated from the 
horrible days they had passed fleeing for their life with the enemy in pursuit. Yet as soon as they 
arrived in Hamadan, the British lost no time using them as labor force. The men and youth were 

enlisted for military duty and women were consigned to break rocks and sew sacks for the British road 
construction project, which was to connect Hamadan to Baghdad. In his own words a male respondent 

mentioned: 

We walked the distance to Hamadan under very difficult circumstances. I have stayed without food for 
more than three day. When we reached Hamadan, I was walking in the bazaar; the British apprehended 

me and said that I had to enlist in the army. I was 16 then. They took us to a village. It was very cold 
and we were without food or clothing. There were about 2-3 thousand of us aged 16-25. After a few 

weeks I deserted and ran away. The British there were not able to get provisions. They were giving us 
.It was inedible. a kind of bread that looked like manure45

 

The Role of Germany in the Assyrian Holocaust:   



  
The generation of Assyrians born after WWI was heavily oriented in literature that emphasized the 

British Betrayal of the Assyrians. While there is ample documentation to validate that perspective, 
the role of Germany in instigating the holocaust was obscured until Gabriele Yonan came up with her 

groundbreaking research. She revealed the German documents attesting to the fact that Jihad, the 
Holy War, was actually made in Germany. In other words, it was under German instigation that 
Turkey made the Jihad an excuse to wipe out thousands of Armenians, Assyrians and Greeks in 

.and to attack a neutral country like Persia, Turkey46

  

If the role of Germany was lost to the post-war generation of the Assyrians, it was not to the Assyrians 
of the WWI generation. Although there is no explicit reference in the Assyrian sources to the role of 

Germany in instigating the Jihad, there is clear documentation of German support of it. Even before the 
occupation of the region by the Turks, Kokhva noted that the Kurds, backed by the Turks, were no 

longer raiding the border villages to plunder, but to massacre and that Germany, as the Turkish ally, 
was permitting the holocaust. In the Assyrian sources Emperor Wilhelm of Germany was portrayed as 
a madman, a devilish figure, who, with the philosophy of might is right, was ruthlessly permitting 

his army to massacre civilians in France as well. There were reports that Germans were shipping 
truckloads of dead soldiers (including their own) to special factory sites where the cadavers were 

processed into different types of lubricants. That the Germans had sent their generals and officers to 
train the Turkish army was interpreted as an outright colonization act. Surveying foreign newspapers, 

Kokhva reported Now the real Turkish ruler is not the Sultan, but Germany which like the British did 
.aims at controlling the government by controlling the army, in India47

  

In her book the Assyrian Holocaust , Gabriele Yonan makes the interesting remark that the Holocaust 
that the Assyrians, Armenians, and the Greeks experienced is different from the Jewish holocaust. The 

difference is that the Assyrians and for that matter the Christians had a choice. Had they agreed to 
convert to Islam, they would have been spared.  Obviously, based on the following comment by Rev. 

Justin Perkins, who first met the Assyrians of Urmia in 1836, the Assyrians were ready to pay the 
dearest price for their Christianity:   

          American Christians know nothing, in comparison with the Nestorians, of suffering for the name 
of the Lord Jesus. They are habitually called by their superiors the Muhammedans, unclean infidels 

and dogs, and are treated in accordance with those epithets. Often, their properties, and sometimes 
children, are wantonly stripped from them on account of their attachment to Christianity, while their 

.ch indignities and sufferingsrenouncement of it would place them at once beyond the reach of su48

  

In a 1913, in a war report on Tkhuma, Kokhva writes: 

Of the nine who were killed, three died a martyr s death. One was asked to deny Christ and accept 
Muhammed I am fasting and cannot deny my Lord. He said. A second was killed for scorning the 

.A woman was shot for professing Jesus Christ. suggestion49

 

. accountsSimilar scenes are recorded in various other50 Undoubtedly some Assyrians did renounce 
their religion to spare their life and that of their family, but those who did not, and yet survived the 
genocide, are the ones that to this day have maintained their religion, their name, and their cultural 

heritage.  



  
Consequences of the WWI Genocide on the Assyrians:  

During WWI the Assyrians, Armenians, and the Greeks in Ottoman territory were all victims of state-
sponsored horrendous acts of barbarism on the part of Turks and Kurds. But the case of Assyrians is of 

special concern because the genocide has had irrevocable and far-reaching effects on the present 
situation and the future fate of this ethnic group. Let us examine some of the consequence of the 

genocide on the Assyrians: 

 

Close to two-thirds of the Assyrian nation perished during WWI uprooting. Among those 
especially targeted were the intellectual and political elite of the nation.  

 

Unlike the Armenian and the Greek refugees who were assisted by their nationals when they 
,citizens in Armenia and Greece-and could rejoin fellow, were in refugee camps51 the Assyrians were 

uprooted with no chance of repatriation (except for the Assyrian remaining of Iran). Despite vigorous 
pleas on the part of the Assyrian representatives, the Entente Powers or the United Nations did not 

grant the Assyrians even a settlement with some local autonomy.  

 

The traditional political organization of the Assyrians, which until WWI had maintained the 
institutional continuity of the nation, was so completely shattered that an effective alternative 

organization has not been achieved given the geographically dispersed condition of the communities in 
Diaspora. The reason is the above-mentioned blows snowballed into a chain of adverse effects.  

 

The pillage and confiscation of all the economic assets during the holocaust, threw the nation 
into total bankruptcy. Since then no national recovery in the form of the establishment of a national 

fund has been possible. The Assyrians are still building their financial base one family at a time.  

Thus while the Armenians and the Greeks have maintained or attained statehood and are slowly 
recovering from the worst effects of the genocide, (although there can be no recovery from human loss, 

especially on a personal level), the Assyrians remain destabilized. Through a heroic effort and sheer 
determination, the destitute Assyrian refugees of WWI who found shelter in various countries 

throughout Europe and the Americas, have everywhere established socially and economically viable 
families. Today, through collaboration with the Armenians and Greeks, they are renewing their efforts 

to set the historical record straight regarding their plight and their rights as a nation. Let us hope that 
the Armenians and the Greeks will give equal recognition to the Assyrian cause in this collaborative 

effort.
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THE ASSYRIAN NEW YEAR OF NISSAN  
The beginning of spring was the day of a major civic and religious 

celebration for the ancient Assyrians. It was a time of nature s resurrection 
and the start of the New Year. It was a time to make sense of life, death the 

universe and its creator. Assyrians were just as anxious to understand the 
mysteries of life, to find god and worship him as we are today. Theirs was 

man s first attempt to explain god, his work and his will.   

Though their interpretation of the creator, the meaning of life, death and the 
destiny of man are different than ours, it was their search for answers, which 

led to the religious beliefs of today. In their attempt to find god they 
searched the heavens, tracking the movements of stars and the planets to 

learn the secrets of the universe. The Assyrian New Year celebrations 
started on the first day of Neesan, the month of the spring equinox. It was 
based on the belief that this was the time when the act Creation happened. 

According to the Assyrian creation legend, in the beginning there was only 
watery chaos, Apzu the sweet waters and Tiamat, the sea, combined their 
forces to create the universe and the gods. But when Apzu plotted against 

the gods he was destroyed by Enki (Ea). This angered Tiamat and he 
swore to take revenge. So the gods choose the Mightiest god within them 

that could defeat Tiamat which was Marduk, the son of Enki. He was 
superb of stature with lightening glances and virile attire. He was elected to 

battle with her.   

After a fierce fight Marduk prevailed and used half of her body to make the 
sky and the stars with the other half he made the earth. When pleased with 

their work gods returned to their own duties and turned the world over to 
humans. Recitation and re-enactment of this legend played an important in 

the celebration on the New Year, the ceremonies lasted twelve days. 



   

First Day:-  
Early in the morning people prayed to the gods giving thanks for granting 

them the renewal of life. The rest of the day was devoted to singing, dancing 
and preparation for the coming celebration. 

 

Second Day: -  
Before the sunrise the grand priest bathed in the waters of the Euphrates. 

When finished he wore white attire which symbolized cleanliness and 
innocence. Once in the temple he prayed to the gods to bless him, his 

country and his people. Later the rest of the priests entered into the temple 
and preformed their duties. 

Third Day: -  
The priests started praying before the sun down. Later the people would join 

them in the temple. The ruling king would travel to Borsippa to transport 
the statue of Nabu the son and the avenger of Marduk to the great temple 

Esaghila. 



   

Fourth Day: -  
The grand priest would recite the story of creation. Ordinary people also 

participated in singing and chanting. It was a day to remember the mythical 
reasons for the celebration of the festival. The rest of the day would be spent 

by singing, dancing and celebrating.  
In the evening while his subordinates were raying and praising the lord for 
granting them life and wisdom, the head priest went to the great temple of 
Esaghila . Here he sprinkled holy water, offering libation and purified the 

temple with incense. 

 

Fifth Day: -  
The population gathered by the river to cook and eat while waiting for the 

king. When the king appeared in the Esaghila he went through a 
humiliating ritual intended to make him realize that he was but a humble 

server of the gods, and responsible for the welfare of his people.  
The high priest removed the king s royal insignias such as his scepter and 

his sword and placed him before the image of Marduk. The king was forced 
to bow before the god and confess that he had not sinned against the land 



  
and his people. At this point the high priest returned him to power. 

 

Sixth Day: -  
On the sixth and seventh day, the priests brought the god effigies by roads 

and canals from all the major cities. 

 

Seventh Day: -  
On this day Marduk would disappear and no one would know where he was. 

The implication being that he had gone to fight Tiamat , but since he had 
been imprisoned in the mountain of the Netherworld, Nabu assisted by the 

other gods had to liberate him. 

 

Eight Day: -  



  
The king took Marduk s hand and introduced him to the visiting gods. The 

gods bestowed their combined power on Marduk, giving him a Destiny 
beyond compare . This was the first destiny determination day. 

 

Ninth Day: -  
There was a colorful procession on this day, which was led by the king. The 

gods were placed on carriage boats decorated with gold, lapis, and 
carnelian. On the first boat rode Marduk attended four priests. Behind the 

first boat was the royal chariot drawn by three horses followed by the rest of 
the gods. The precession departed from Esaghila through the gate of 

Ishtar on its way to the Bit-Akitu, by the river, where the group stayed for 
three days. 

 

Tenth Day: -  
Marduk celebrates his victory with the gods of the upper-and Netherworlds 

at a banquet in the Bit-Akitu and returns to the capital city for the 
consummation of the scared marriage. This practice was meat to insure the 

fertility of the land. A re-enactment of a ceremony that according to the 
legend was first performed by Tauz the vegetation god when he married 

Ishtar (Inanna) the love goddess. The annual repetition of the sacred 



  
marriage satisfied a deep seated need for assurance about the coming year 

just as the modern man celebrates his survival from the perils of the year by 
feasting and rejoicing at Thanksgiving when the harvest is repeated.  

Eleventh Day: -  
This is the second determination of Destiny. The gods assemble and 

determine the destiny of the society in the ensuing year. 

Twelfth Day: -  
The gods return to their temples.   

Our celebration of this festival at present time has nothing to do with the 
ancient religious beliefs. It is observed as an aspect of our heritage, which 

binds us to our tradition ancestors. It is another element of our tradition that 
set us apart from other cultures and remind us of our long and magnificent 

history.  

Deities and what they represent: -  

Apzu: -The god of underworld ocean, sweet water masculine . The 
begetter of the skies and earth.   

Tiamat: - god of the sea, primeval chaos feminine .   

Enki (Ea, Nudimmud): - god of the waters, he is in charge of the bolt, 
which bars the sea. He knows every thing. He is the lord of wisdom, when 

he speaks, of a thing, it will be made. He is the son of Anu , but sometimes 
he is the son of Anshar .  

He kills Apzu in a war of old and young gods Assyrian story of 
creation .   

Marduk: - son of Ea, Enki and Dumkina He supplants the other deities, 
to become the central figure of their pantheon, after destroying Tiamat he 



  
created the sky and stars from one half of her body, and from the other half 

he created the earth. He emits fire from his mouth when he speaks.  

Nabu: - god of writing and wisdom, the son and the avenger of Marduk.  

Tauz: - the Vegetation god.  

Ishtar (Ishhara, Irnini, Inanna): - goddesses of love, procreation and war.

  

Esaghila: - the great temple dedicated to Marduk.  

References:-  
-Only the text from "12 Days of Nissan", Bet-Nahrain booklet Sydney 

Australia 1995.  
-The Assyro-Babylonian Mythology version1.8 html, by Christopher 

B.Siren 1999.      
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