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CHRISTOS STAVRAKOGLOU’S SPEECH

Translated from Greek to English by Joanna Michalakeli

It is evident that Christos and Mary Papoutsy have become members of our community. We love them and they love us; they also enjoy the beauty of Vatoussa every summer, as every resident of Vatoussa who was born and raised in this village. In this auditorium, we have been offered the opportunity, for the last ten years, to present the work of the Christos and Mary Papoutsy Foundation and to display our appreciation and our love towards them. We have gathered again today, for a very special reason, namely to present Christos’ new book “Ships of Mercy”. 


For us, the Vatoussans who are acquainted with Christos more intimately, the publication of his book “Ships of Mercy” has been a very pleasant surprise. The man of financial activities, the Greek emigrant of second generation, who started his career totally poor and taking advantage of the opportunities and the potential offered by the modern American miracle, came into prominence as one of the leading figures of the economic life of the Greek community in America, arises as a mature author, the creator of a perfect-in every respect- scientific work, which serves to complement historical research. 


As far as the events of the catastrophe of Smyrna are concerned, a lot of things have been written and witnessed. However, the problem that always remains is the thorough verification of truth; this fact has been confirmed by the recently expressed view in the proposed schoolbook of History that referred to the throng of refugees in the quay of Smyrna.   


And it is only natural for this problem to exist. The commotion and the panic which seized all those people who experienced the catastrophe, the frayed suffering that inevitably feeds the subjective element, the guided propaganda and the distinct expediency, the limited potential of that era, as far as the recording and the safeguarding of documents, the eternally present nationalistic upsurge and so on maintain and perpetuate clashing views, which further complicate and leave the issue of the establishment of historical truth open. Therefore, every research regarding these events continues to attract everybody’s interest and become the 

object of study and commentary. Christos Papoutsy’s book, which we are presenting today, serves to add to these events and attracts such intense interest, particularly to us, the inhabitants of Lesbos, whose ancestors experienced the events of the uprooting and the plight of being a refugee. 


The value of a historical study is mainly judged by the new evidence it bears to historical research. Undoubtedly, Christos Papoutsy’s book presents significant new evidence, some of which complement while others refute views that have been asserted; however, as I am not an expert, I do not intend to point out these elements. Let my approach be mainly philological.


First of all, the book, despite the poignant memories it evokes, as it refers to one of the most painful torments of our nation, can be offered as a pleasant reading. Books are written in order to be read; therefore, the more pleasantly and easily they are read, the more they gain in merit and effectiveness.    


The structure of the language and the material, the selection and incorporation of suitable excerpts from the sources of research in the whole passage, as well as the vivid writing style and the flowing language are some of the characteristics of this book which are capable of classifying it as belonging to the genre of artistic language.    

Naturally, we- who are not proficient in English- cannot relish the original text and, therefore, some of these traits should be attributed to the translation of Kastaniotis publishing house, which is, indeed, meticulous. However, if we accept as correct the prevalent literary view that no translation, no matter how successful it may be, can reach the original, then the literary value of the book can be confirmed.  

As far as the topic of the book is concerned, we should mention that the author’s research interest did not turn to the martial events or the diplomatic tricks during the Asia Minor adventure- they constitute a part of this study, but only as a framework- but mainly to the events and the conditions of the rescue and evacuation of the refugees from the Turkish shores to safe Greek territories. Who were those people that, in the days one of the most horrible human tragedies of the previous century was evolving in the quay of Smyrna, did not remain mere onlookers or even sympathizing spectators who compromised with their governments’ decisions about keeping neutrality ostensibly? Who were those people that, in view of the human suffering, armed themselves with the greatest fortitude and determination, in order to overcome obstacles that were seemingly insurmountable and to accomplish really heroic deeds which rival in glory the brave acts on the battlefields? Who were those people, men and women, who renounced the wealth and the pleasures of a peaceful life and came from the remote United States to the troubled Near East in order to rescue unprotected orphans from the brutalities of the war, to victual starving populations, to cure patients and the wounded people, accompanying even abominable death marches to the coastline and the heart of Asia Minor? Finally, whom are we, the Greeks of today, obliged to honour and be grateful to, because, in this enormous national catastrophe, as sincere supporters, they came to the refugees’ assistance, relieved the pain and reduced the magnitude of the catastrophe?                         

Christos Papoutsy succeeds in providing answers to the aforementioned queries by offering conclusive evidence he collected with meticulous diligence and great care, travelling around the globe, together with a very capable collaborator, his wife Mary. Christos and Mary collected data from the press of that era, consulted the state archives, the logs of vessels that chanced to be in the area of the events, the survivors’ witness, private archives, vintage photographs, as well as evidence from all the relevant foreign and Greek literature.        

Therefore, we should observe that the author’s research interest exhibits an intensely humanitarian character. And that does not constitute a surprise, but a presumable and virtually evident volition of an intellectual who, under the surface of all the significant events, is interested in investigating and evaluating human behaviour and deeds. Above all, Mr. and Mrs. Papoutsy are humanists. They have established rather significant humanitarian work that commences with charitable deeds and extends to the establishment and support of foundations, the collective efforts which aspire to the reinforcement of the Greek nation and Orthodox religion, as well as the undertaking of initiatives that aim at promoting the ancient and contemporary Greek civilization and tradition. We could therefore bluntly claim that the book we are presenting tonight belongs to this magnificent work. 

Thus, our author views the events relating to the Asia Minor adventure, and especially those that took place during the last days in the area of Smyrna, from an entirely different viewpoint from the one adopted by other researchers. He also transfers us and sheds light on another combat zone, where the din of the battle has ceased and what has commenced is the rescue and the provision of medical care to the war victims. And that is precisely and mainly what this book brings to the surface, not only as historical material, but also as a view, as a perception of the decipherment and study of history. 

If we search the historical books, we will discover very little evidence concerning this issue. In the school textbooks, there is almost no information. Therefore, we retain the conception that the Greek refugees were faced with the indifference and even the hostility of foreign powers. And, naturally, this ties in with reality to a great extent, as far as the governments of the countries that were considered our allies are concerned. However, what happened at the level of the peoples, the charitable organizations and the people who represented them in that area? Mr. Papoutsy reveals that a lot of events occurred which should make us diversify this view and be more grateful to those people who assisted us. 

There is a phrase in this book- page 198- which, in my opinion, has the greatest significance: “The crimes of Smyrna should not be forgotten, nor should the good works of those tragic days”. It is a phrase that, I think, operates only as a thematic sentence of the whole research, but also as a moral mandate, which imposes on the author the obligation to highlight these deeds and the people who performed them. In this way, they will retrieve their place in history and people’s conscience. 

The word “heroism” refers us to battlefields and holocausts; thus, we usually appreciate and honour those heroes who distinguish themselves in the battlefields and holocausts and inflict the greatest damage to the enemy, while we overlook the achievements of those people who, of their own accord and with self-denial, undertake peaceful and hazardous endeavours, with the aim of saving human lives, lessening the pain and misery, and healing the deep wounds of the war.

According to the poet, those people who proceed in the dark are heroes, too. They are heroes who commit themselves to the utmost moral obligation, who don’t summon up their strength possibly in order to unwittingly render disgraceful politicians their services.     

And, indeed, pastor Asa Jennings was a hero as, in his tiny and feeble body, he hid a brave soul bursting with affection for other people; it was precisely his soul that offered him the moral stature which enabled him to compete against a whole government, to overcome their resistance, and to engineer one of the largest efforts to rescue many thousands of unprotected people who saw him as a guardian angel, at those difficult times when the spectre of their devastation emerged as inevitable. 

“Scarcely”, Asa Jennings recalls narrating one of the incidents of the rescue of 2000 people, “could I get through the mass of people that crowded around me. They fell at my feet in gratitude and kissed me. Old men got on their knees, kissing my hands and feet, tears streaming down their faces. They did everything they could to express their thanks. When I finally managed to reach the cabin I was assigned, I dropped on the berth and burst out crying. It was a nerve-cracking ordeal, but I think my tears were tears of joy, that God had enabled me to bring safety to those 2000 unfortunate people…”

Dr. Esther Lovejoy and Dr. Mabel Elliot and other women were, indeed, heroines who did not only offer their scientific knowledge for the relief of the suffering refugees, but they also shared the suffering of the uprooting with them. 

All those unknown people who staffed and collaborated with charitable organizations were heroes and heroines as well: the Near East Relief, the YMCA, the YWCA, the Red Cross of course, and others. The author is highlighting and redressing those people’s heroic deeds and valour in the reader’s conscience. Through this book, the author brings to prominence a magnificent humanitarianism that derives from admirable people, imbued with ideals and the will for self-sacrifice in favour of every tormented human being irrespective of race and religion. We are informed that Asa Jennings, after the evacuation and the provision of medical care to Greek refugees, continued to live in Smyrna and develop welfare work for the suffering Turks, since there was misery on that side of the Aegean as well. 

Thus, through this book, the reader has the opportunity to become acquainted with the great offer of charitable organizations, especially the American ones. Undoubtedly, the United States has been the country that rendered the greatest help to the tormented Greek nation. Numbers speak for themselves. The financial assistance offered to Greece by the United States was eight times greater than the help offered by all the other countries. It is significant to become acquainted and remember these events and not stick to the any negative aspects-older or more recent ones- of the behaviour of the Superpower. 

There are certain truths that have a political prestige; the fact that these truths have stemmed from an American citizen is of no significance. 

Christos and Mary Papoutsy are American citizens of second generation. They love both their birthplace, the United States, and their parents’ birthplace, Greece. These two countries, these two poles have defined a mild sentimental landscape, within the framework of which their research progressed; in my opinion, this fact did not prevent Christos and Mary from evaluating objectively the data they discovered. And I think that they were fortunate enough because, apart from the satisfaction of their research interest, they discovered- to their great delight- that one of their homelands was the most sincere supporter of their other homeland during its most distressful adventure.

We would like to congratulate Christos and Mary Papoutsy and we hope that they will continue to work for civilization and the Greek nation. They have already started a new research into the Theological School of Halki. We hope they will be able to complete it soon; we also hope that we will be healthy so as to enjoy this work and present it here. 

