An Armenian Revolutionary Connecting through Bombmaking (1904-1905)
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Dear Samson,

We received the information you sent from Sham.!

In no way may the great fault of our bodies at the Pers[ian] border be forgiven; how can care not
be taken concerning provisions? It is always an offense not to keep a certain amount of extra stock.
You just have one habit, every year or two, making general demands on the Bureaus and then
being consoled by expressing grumblings. . . What comes out of that? Throughout the years, we
have insisted on decentralization so that local forces, by trusting themselves, strengthen, progress,
take on responsible actions, and you again [with] Bureau?, Bureau!. . .}

They would have written from Tabriz about the proposal to purchase a large quantity of
weapons.* Think well and promptly write the response; just keep the issue a secret.

Beside 3,000 fr[ancs] yesterday we transferred also 5,000 fr[ancs]. We also wrote to Russia
to satisfy Sham’s current actions until the formation of a fundamental plan.’

The purpose of my letter is different. I want to write a few things about explosive elements,
for which there will be a great need soon. Your sites are suitable for all kinds of experiments. We
always place our hope on dynamite, but that is difficult to find. It is possible to use a few
compounds, which, although they do not have the force of a real dynamite, are strong enough,
which you will see from the experiments. Today, I write about a couple of them. Gradually, I will
also communicate about others. The essential part of all these compounds is potassium chlorate
(chlorate de potasse)® (with which they infuse the throat). It is necessary to get a hold of it in great
quantity, a few put .’ If it cannot be found in Persia in great quantity, telegram or write, we will

! Sham refers to one of the eastern Ottoman provinces, Van/Vasburagan, with a majority Armenian population at the
turn of the twentieth century.

2 The Bureau is ARF’s highest-ranking body. At the time, two bureaus existed: the Western Bureau (headquartered in
Geneva) and the Eastern Bureau (headquartered in Tiflis/Tbilisi). Their jurisdiction corresponded roughly to the
historical division of eastern and western Armenian populations in the Romanov Empire and Qajar Empire (Eastern
Bureau) and the Ottoman Empire, Europe, and North America (Western Bureau).

3 In this paragraph, the plural form of the second person, you, is used.

4 Tabriz was a critical node in the network of arms transfer.

5 The reference to actions in Van is likely to ARF’s plans of an uprising in the Van and Sasun regions in 1905, the
same year of the party’s failed assassination attempt on Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid II (r. 1876-1909).

¢ Potassium chlorate was used to treat sore throats.

7 The Russian myn/pud, equivalent to around 16.38 kilograms (36.11 pounds), was in use until its official abolition in
1924.



send it immediately; you may also have it brought from Russia. They sell it at every depot, and the
transport is entirely safe.
That salt combined with a series of other elements, produces good explosives. Let
me give a few examples.
1) Potassium chlorate 75 parts

sugar 25 parts
2) Potassium chlorate 87 parts
coal powder 13 parts
3) Potassium chlorate 82 parts
sulfur 9 parts
coal powder 9 parts

For the present, these three compounds. They must be prepared in the following way. The
potassium chlorate must be taken, ground well in the mortar so that it turns entirely into a
thin powder. Then, pulverize the sugar or the coal in the same way (but separately). Mix
the designated amount with great caution; it may explode immediately, but it must be
mixed well. The mixture must be kept in a safe place because it may explode from the blow
and the fire. For that reason, it is better to keep the powders separate and mix them only at
the time of execution. With that compound, you may fill a bomb and explode it for practice.
And if there is no bomb, bring it into a vessel, although in a small amount, then insert a
capsule with a wick in it and run. The capsule must not be placed too deep; the wick must
not touch our compound before exploding the capsule; otherwise, it will catch fire and
burn, and the force of the explosion will weaken. If you don’t have a capsule, take an
ordinary piston (only the large one will do), make a tube from paper, and reinforce the
piston around the tube’s end; pass the wick through the tube until it reaches the piston.
Place the paper tube in the vessel in such a way that the piston barely penetrates the mixture.
Light the wick and run.

Bring a youth from Baku who has learned how to cast a bomb.

Conduct experiments on all three of these, get familiar; we will write about the
others. With these, it is possible to make underground mines, destroy buildings, etc. . . . Of
course, dynamite has a lot of advantages in preserving, transporting, in terms of might, but
the convenience of these is that by having potassium chlorate, it is possible to prepare at
every moment, in every place because sulfur, sugar, coal may be found everywhere. Let
me add this as well: for the coal, the soft one must be selected (willow, for example, and
not oak), and sulfur in pieces.

For now, this much, I await your experiments.

R[ostom]

Blurb:

This letter was handwritten in Eastern Armenian by Rostom (Stepan Zorian, 1867-1919), one of
three co-founders of the dominant Armenian political party of the period, the Armenian
Revolutionary Federation (ARF, Geneva, 1890), and addressed to Samson (Tadeosian), an ARF
activist in Salmas in Iran’s Azerbaijan Province and participant in the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution. The letter is undated. On the top right corner of the archival document is a handwritten



note added at a later date that dates the letter to “close to 904-905 [sic],” while the transcribed and
published one includes a notation proposing two possible dates and places: either late 1905 or
1906 (from the South Caucasus) or 1904-1905 (from Geneva). Given the reference to “actions”
and a “plan” in Van, that is, preparations for an uprising, the 1904-1905 range, when Rostom was
in Geneva for part of the time, seems more plausible.

Rostom was one of many Armenian revolutionaries who circulated across transimperial
borders along with arms, printed material, and ideologies, such as socialism, connecting the
Russian (1905), Iranian (1905-1911), and Young Turk (1908) revolutions. He even directly
negotiated an agreement that led to military collaboration between Iranian and Armenian pro-
constitutionalist, anti-royalist fighters. As part of this agreement and others between Iranians and
South Caucasians, weapons—including explosive material—and South Caucasian fighters crossed
the Russian-Iranian imperial borders as hundreds of Armenians, Azeris, and Georgians fought
against royalist forces and Russian troops. These revolutionaries were motivated by several
factors, from the promise of constitutionalism and representative government to opposition toward
Russian oppression and exploitation, which victimized not only Caucasians but also Iranians, and
even a commitment to international socialism, with the Iranian revolution serving as an initial step.
For Armenians living in all three empires, with markedly large populations in the millions in the
Ottoman and Russian Empires, engagement in revolutionary transformation meant investment in
a brighter future for themselves and their fellow imperial subjects.

Somewhat fluid borders facilitated transimperial crisscrossing, but especially significant
shifts in global communication (telegraph) and transportation (steamship and railway)
technologies increased the movements and encounters between South Caucasians and Iranians
with one another and with new ideas and technologies, including bombmaking. The letter alludes
to several issues that highlight the connectivity of the region and ARF’s transimperial workings
by drawing attention to their political and militant activities in the triangulated imperial region:
Van in the Eastern Ottoman Empire, Tabriz in northern Iran, Baku in the South Caucasus, and
Russia more generally. It also points to the party’s decentralized character and insistence on self-
reliance despite the existence of a higher authority body, the Bureau. Most importantly, the letter
provides two examples of circulation of “material” and ideas/technology: the transfer of money
(francs, presumably from Europe) to Iran and the transmission of technological knowledge about
bombmaking as well as its accoutrements (potassium chlorate) and explosive experts. It even refers
to communicating about sending potassium chlorate through one of the new communication
technologies: the telegraph. Iranian revolutionaries recognized and even prized Georgians and
Armenians for their expertise and experience in explosives and relied on their know-how during
the constitutional revolution, as evidenced by Rostom’s letter.

Some ingredients, such as potassium chlorate, for explosives may have even been so
undetectable and safely mobile that they could have been transported into Iran from Russia, but
only if they could not be found in Iran. Thus, his letter also reveals that many ingredients—sugar,
coal, sulfur—were ordinary elements and locally sourced, therefore connecting back to Rostom’s
initial remark about the necessity of local forces to rely on themselves and build strength. The
reliance on and privileging of local sources point to both practicality but also a sense of localism
that supports local markets and peoples and equally facilitates local revolutionary action and
enables globally connected revolutions. Another thought-provoking aspect, although unspoken, is
that many of these local ingredients, such as sugar and coal, were domestic products readily at
women’s disposal. Just as women were often engaged in helping transfer and hide circulating arms
and revolutionaries—whether across or within borders, in monasteries (e.g., the medieval St.



Thaddeus monastery, Iranian Azerbaijan) or private homes—they could have also participated in
this less dangerous transfer of explosive ingredients.

Rostom’s letter to Samson illustrates in one document some of the most significant
developments and most intriguing aspects of the early twentieth-century revolutionary era and the
triangulated imperial space: the impact of shifts in communication and transportation technologies;
the role of the circulation of weapons, expertise, revolutionaries, print, and ideas in connecting
revolutions; and the links between the local and global.
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