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Simeon of Poland (1584-1636+) was bom into a thriving Armenian 
community İn Lvov, then under Polish jurisdiction. In the fourteenth century 
Casimir III granted the Annenİans the right to have their own courts, and to 
follow their own traditions. This they promptly set to and by 1363 had built a 
cathedral and the other facilities of self-govemment. Beckoned to, other 
Armenians fleeing from the wars between the Turks and Persians, arrived 
and began to prosper. 

Simeon was bom into semi-poverty, and carried with him throughout his 
life some resentment for the rich. In this capacity he was greatly anti
Semitic, envying particularly the Polish Jew's prosperity which exceeded 
that of the Armenians, themselves skilled traders. it seems most likely that 
he could speak and write İn the Kipchak dialect of Turkish, and his family at 
some earlier point had come from Crimea. His memoirs however are written 
İn Annenian and he wholly identified himselfwith that nationality. 

Simeon was a deacon, the lowest of the four ranks of the Annenian 
c1ergy, and at age twenty-four set off with a group of Armenian merchants 
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from Moldavia who were headed tolstanbuL. He stayed there for a year, 
supported by the Annenian Patriarch probably in return for secretarial help. 
His piety was immense, and he is besieged by a fulsome guilt which burdens 
him unremittingly and which in spite of prayer and pleas for absolution, he is 
unable to rid himself of. In this way he is like so many lower Annenian 
clergy and deeply religious lay people of the Iate Middle Ages, searching 
relentlessly for pardon from sins loaded upon them by the upper clergy. And 
the priests, frequently corrupt, cynically knew that those fraught with sin 
would pay for salvation. because, "burdened by sin, we, like dust, are 
dispersed throughout the earth. God have mercy on us." 

In Istanbul, Simeon first expressed an interest in the five Annenian 
cathedrals which served eighty "native" Annenian households and 40,000 
households of refugees predominantly from the east, but from as far as the 
Crİmea and Poland, and as west as Venice. He describes the Hagia Sophia, 
which was kept well by the Turks, though he notes that the murals of Christ 
and the Apostles have been defaced by "pious" Muslims. This is Simeon's 
first encounter with the Ortomans, and in spite of some inevitable unpleasant 
occurrences, he views the Ortomans and their culture with great respect 
because of the city and state which they organized and built. He marvels at 
the Muslims who come to the Hagia Sophia to worship the Christian 
replieas, such as the bronze pillar which contaİned the relics of Gregory the 
nluminator and Gregory Nazİanzus. The bronze pillar exuded a f1uid which 
Christians and Muslims alike would touch and then rub on their faces. The 
Turks see it as a grand statement to religion, even though it is not Muslim. 
But all is not peaches and cream: Simeon also bemoans the desecration of 
another, though unnamed, church near the Hagia Sophia. There the images 
of the Saints have become vestiges, and wild animals are kept in the various 
rooms: the building was now called Aslan-khana 'Lion House' (khana=Pers. 
'house'). Elsewhere Simeon expresses his wonder at Muslim benevolent 
establishments, and especial1y the ir public charity. He is deeply impressed 
because the Muslims are so merciful and charitable, 

"That at the beginning of each street they have constructed a fountain 
and have placed many jars of sweet and pleasant-tasting drinks. They 
have even put ice in them ... " (p. 5 ı) 
He notes that they discriminate against no one - Christian or Jew. The 

inns for travelers, open to all, provide two meals, co Id water and baths, at no 
charge. 
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Simeon also approves of the Turks' piety, noting that they do much for 
the public good: hospitals, alms-houses, and soup-kitchens. In many ways, 
he fınds the culture of the Turks superior to the Armenian's, and does not 
resent it. He notes other examples of piety, especially prayer, that they pray 
with deep convictİon fıve times a day. At Ramadan, they fast throughout 
daylight for thirty days. He approves of the abstinence from wine, and notes 
the absence of drunks in the streets. But contrariıy, he notices the large 
numbers of tavems where wine İs available, yet does not discuss this 
contradktion. He seems predominantly well disposed to the best of Turkish 
culture, and does not even criticize the Turks for any other of the restraints 
imposed on non-Muslims. Summing up, he expresses surprise "at (their) 
God's tolerance, which gaye such glory and blessings to unbelievers." (p. 
57) 

But he further contradicts himself. Having gone on to Venice, he speaks 
of the "Franks" piety, how the people go to church every day, bringing a 
religious text with them, and Cıutching their children, whom they instruct 
diligently about the meaning of prayer, the Trinity. The infant will be taught 
"Our Father" among the fırst words he speaks. And people hide İn their 
houses İn shame if they had not been to church that day. it İs surprising that 
Simeon can carry such contradictory views in his mind; rather he is a victim 
of his enthusiasms, his delight at seeing such a marvelous world, so unlike 
Armenian settlements in his native Poland, and his delight oversees his 
critica! instincts. Such grandeur, such wea1th, and among the Turks, such 
charity! 

Not all Christian churches are so sanguine in regard to the Turks. Simeon 
records, while in Rome, the attitude of the Syrian Patriarch (p. 136) who was 
fleeing from the Muslims "because of his true faith." Consistent with 
Simeon's politesse, no details are giyen. 

But the Armenians were not free of prejudice, for they hated passionately 
the Greeks and the Arabs. Leaving Venice, Simeon traveled on to Anatolia 
and thence to the Trebizond on the Black Sea, passing many Greek islands, 
and Simeon relates the damage the Greelcs had done to the Armenians, how 
they harmed their ancestors and destroyed the Armenian Kingdom (p. 163). 
But Simean speaks of sweet retribution. Long ago they persuaded the 
Umayyad Umar 1 to the settlements along the south 
of the Black Sea of all Greeks thereby freeing the Armenians from "the 
insidious and heretical nation of the [their] ancient enemies." During 
the period of Greek rule in AnatoHa, before the domination of the Ottomans, 
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the Annenians could not "set foot" in Istanbul and even Annenian merchants 
were not aHowed entry. But when the Turks took Istanbul, they invited the 
Annenians, who came from many regions as well as from Poland. Simeon 
also notes that the Turks gaye the Annenian many magnifıcent churches of 
the Greeks. "God be thanked." (p. 163) Simeon puzzles at the hatred of the 
Greeks for of all the people, "believers and unbelievers," only they do not 
love Annenians. 

But later we fınd additional contradictions. In Eastem AnatoHa, where 
many Christians abide, Simeon speaks of the relations with neighboring 
Syrian and Greek congregations; all the priests have a common language in 
Annenian, and unlike in Istanbul the Greek priests will attend Annenian 
weddings and funerals, along with the Syrians. There is even intennarriage. 
it seems to be largely in Istanbul where there are the conf1icts between the 
Greek and the Annenians, and Simeon thoroughly enjoys the peace between 
the Annenians, Syrians and Greeks. 

But though Simeon found litt1e frietion between the Annenians and Turks 
in Istanbul, what he encounters in central Anatolia, in such cities as Kharpert 
and Tokat, is entirely different. A local vardapet warns him: "Beware, do not 
take your horse with you. Leave the horse with me. Change your elothes and 
put on old beggar1y gannents, for this is Kurdistan." (p. 173) The Janisaries 
were so evil, he reports, "that they would not let Christian s ride horses or 
mules, or to have an orchard or a garden or even a large house with many 
windows." In Kharpert, Simeon was told, the Christians "are worse off than 
other places." He leams that in Istanbul the "Christians enjoy calm and 
happiness," whereas here theyare tonnented. 

But Sime(~n maintains his greatest contempt for the Arabs. When in 
Jerusalem he learns to hate their smell, their ignorance, and their lack of 
skills that would otherwise let them liye welL. They thriye on banditry, and 
will not only rob a traveler, but ho Id him hostage. Ifthey willsell you water, 
it will be brackish, and they will leaveyou to ~ie. 

Caravans largely move at night because of the heat. The camel or donkey 
driver will nod off İnto . sleep, or get off to walk, holding the reins in his 
hand. The treacherous Arab will sneak up and release the reins from the 
donkey's head and second Arab wiU lead the donkey off. The fırst will 
continue to ho Id the donkey's end of the rein still in the Arab's grip, but 
separated from the donkey; the Arab continues to puH on it, cı la donkey 
fashion, bu~ eventually drops the re in and f1ees, his companion having taken 
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the laden donkey far off. Eventually the driver realizes the re in is empty, but 
by then the Arabs have vanished with the donkey. 

Simeon's views are fresh and untaİnted. Raised in a Christian Poland, he 
knew only through hearsay of the perfıdious Turk. Meeting the Turk fırst in 
Istanbul, he has no reason to regard them with disdain; it is only later, İn the 
Kurdish heartland that he is abused of his earlier trust. Most Armenian 
chronicles of the fıfteen and sixteenth centuries are by natives of central 
Anatolia, and de al with the warring relationship of the Turks and Persians; 
Simean is different; he was bom abroad and only in his Iate twenties do es he 
me et the Muslim in all his complexity. 
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