




Introduction

In 1922, a group of  Armenian boys at the Sahag-Mesrobian 
Armenian School in Trebizond, Turkey, created a handmade book as 
a gift to their teachers. Each boy shared a story, poem, or drawing. 
The boy with the finest handwriting copied the contributions. An 
unknown hand added photographs of  each boy and one of  the 
group. Young Krikor Der-Vartanian, a talented artist, provided 
illustrations. The boys called their collaboration New Year’s Gift in 
honor of  the holiday. 
 
These boys were not ordinary schoolchildren. They were young 
survivors of  the Armenian Genocide. Krikor and his friends were 
just a few of  the tens of  thousands of  children rescued by Near East 
Relief, the landmark humanitarian organization. 

Near East Relief  was called into existence by an urgent telegram 
from Henry Morgenthau, U.S. Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, 
in September 1915. The telegram alerted America to the deportations 
of  Ottoman Armenians. Under the capable leadership of  Dr. James 
L. Barton and Cleveland H. Dodge, Near East Relief  prevailed upon 
the American people to save the survivors of  the first genocide of  
the 20th century.

From 1915 to 1930, Near East Relief  raised more than $117 million 
for relief  efforts. The organization is credited with saving more 
than one million lives, including the lives of  132,000 orphans. These 
children were raised and educated in the vast Near East Relief  
orphanage school system. From 1915 to 1923, Near East Relief  
operated approximately 100 relief  stations in Turkey; this included 
schools, soup kitchens, hospitals, and supply distribution points. The 
Smyrna Disaster in September 1922 forced Near East Relief  to



move operations, including thousands of  children in the 
organization’s care, to safety in Greece, Syria (now Lebanon), and the 
Russian Caucasus.

New Year’s Gift was no doubt treasured by its creators and 
recipients. The original handmade edition, worn with use and the 
passage of  time, resides in the Near East Foundation collection at 
the Rockefeller Archive Center in Tarrytown, NY. Nearly 100 years 
later the book still captures the essence of  ten young lives touched 
by unspeakable tragedy and unexpected kindness. The words and 
photographs communicate a range of  emotions. In just a few pages 
the reader experiences the joy, sorrow, curiosity, humor, and dignity 
of  these young survivors on the cusp of  adulthood.  
 
It is with great pleasure that we offer this commemorative edition of  
New Year’s Gift in honor of  the centennial of  the founding of  Near 
East Relief. With this beautiful book we pay tribute to the indelible 
spirit of  the Near East Relief  community: the founders, volunteers, 
and beneficiaries that shaped this pioneering organization, which in 
turn changed the face of  American philanthropy. 

Shant Mardirossian
Chair, Board of  Directors                       
Near East Foundation

Molly Sullivan
Director & Curator
Near East Relief  Historical Society  

January 2015
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