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The first mention of W.W. Howard I 
found that had to do with relief work was 
a report in The New York Times of March 
19, 1896 of his return to New York City 
the day before aboard the White Star 
Line’s steamship, Teutonic, following 
an aborted attempt to distribute relief 
supplies in Armenia.  Interviewed at 
the Astor House the night of his arrival, 
Howard recounted a tale that could have 
come directly from Burton’s Arabian 
Nights.  

After leaving New York on Septem-
ber 28, 1895, he had traveled through 
London, Paris, Berlin and Warsaw to 
Odessa where he took a steamer across 
the Black Sea to Batoum.  From there 
he went by train to Tiflis (Tbilisi) and 
Akstafa where he hired a four-horse car-
riage and followed the Russian post road 
250 miles south to Djulfa (Dzhulfa).  By 
changing horses every 15 miles, Howard 
completed that leg of his journey in two 
days.  The remainder of his trip was on 
horseback—southeast approximately 
80 miles to Tabriz (Persia; now Iran) 
and another 100 miles west to Salmas, 
near the Turkish border.  From Tabriz to 
Salmas, Howard was accompanied by a 
Nestorian servant and a Persian drago-
man he had hired locally.  He intended 
to ride on to Van (in Turkish Armenia) 
to complete the journey.  He decided 

Figure 2, page 25, shows the bot-
tom of the same document (slightly 
reduced).  Readily visible are numerous 
dated handstamps, both British and 
American consular stamps (a total of 
five), and an assortment of notations.  
Note particularly the notation “MILI-
TARY VISA CONFIRMED” stamped at 
an angle in black and signed in Paris 
(above the two fee stamps at lower left).  
Consisting of a separate two-sided form, 
this visa is shown in Figures 3 (page 25) 
and 4 (page 26).  When the locations re-
corded on the passport and military visa 
are considered together in chronological 
order, you should be able to reconstruct 
Mr.  Howard’s European travels.  Before 
I attempted to do that, however, I wanted 
to know more about the man.  

Web sites yielded several citations 
of Howard’s early published works, none 
of which had anything to do with relief 
work, but did apparently confirm that 
he had worked as a writer.  [Harper’s 
Weekly published two articles by him in 
May 1889 that had to do with the settle-
ment of Oklahoma; Outing Magazine 
published a short paper on “Ice Yacht-
ing” in 1890; and The Century magazine 
listed him as the author of two different 
reports, “Hunting the Jaguar in Venezu-
ela,” in July 1897, and “The Cuban as a 
Labor Problem,” in August 1899.]

As a longtime collector of U.S. rev-
enue stamps, I have a particular inter-
est in the Consular Service Fee issues 
(Scott RK class).  I also exhibit these 
stamps and am always on the lookout 
for documents bearing them to include 
as examples of their use.  Passports are 
among the more useful types of such 
documentation because they can involve 
a variety of consular services for which 
the official charges were receipted with 
cancelled fee stamps.  

Some time ago I acquired two docu-
ments—a World War I-era U.S. passport 
and a related French annex—that I 
intended to incorporate into an exhibit.  
Both proved to be too large but, taken 
together, the many markings, notations 
and visas inscribed on them revealed a 
fascinating wartime journey that led me 
to investigate the traveler.  (The current 
U.S. passport is a small, pocket-sized, 
booklet printed on heavy paper.  It con-
tains a picture and basic biographical 
data plus a score or more of blank pages 
reserved for visas and entry/departure 
notations.  But 90 years ago, it consisted 
of a single sheet of heavy safety paper, 
approximately 12 x 17 inches in size.  
Basic information was recorded only on 
the front side.  Visas and other notations 
were placed anywhere there was room, 
but generally on the reverse.)

Figure 1 shows the front of U.S. 
passport numbered  9206 (reduced).  It 
was issued on October 13, 1915.  Valid 
for six months (but renewable as noted 
at upper right), it approved the bearer’s 
declared intention to visit “Italy en route 
to Albania” to do “Relief Work.”  Below 
the photograph is the amendment ap-
proved on Feb. 15, 1916, by the Ameri-
can Ambassador to Italy in Rome allow-
ing him to visit Switzerland and Spain 
on his return trip.  To the right (above 
the $1 fee stamp) is the typewritten no-
tation added by the American Consul 
General at Barcelona, Spain, on April 
1, 1916, that extended the passport’s 
validity for six months.  The photograph 
of the man to whom the passport was 
issued is tied by his signature—Wm. 
Willard Howard—in addition to the im-
pressed seals of the Department of State 
of the United States.  Elsewhere, Howard 
is described as being 45 years old.  His 
home address was neither requested nor 
stated, but the notary’s authentication 
(lower left) was done in Bronx County, 
New York, the day after the passport was 
issued in Washington, D.C.  

Dedicated Relief Worker or Con Man?
by William H. Waggoner

Figure 1. U.S. passport #9206, top of front
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to turn back, however, after they were 
intentionally given erroneous directions, 
briefly held prisoner by armed Turkish 
villagers demanding money, and nar-
rowly escaped an ambush.  Unable to 
hire guards or obtain the assistance 
of local officials, Howard rode back to 
Salmas.  His final attempt to reach Van 
by way of Koture (Qotur) had to be aban-
doned when he was again ambushed 
and fired upon, this time by a larger 
band.  Retracing his earlier travels, he 
rode back to Djulfa where he sent press 
dispatches and was advised not to go 

into Turkey where “a price had been set 
for my head.” 

The Times’ story noted that How-
ard had visited Armenia before, “after 
the Sassoun outrages, as a newspaper 
correspondent,” but gave no dates.  Pre-
sumably this referred to what are now 
known as the “Hamidian (Armenian) 
Massacres” that took place in 1894-
1896 in the Sasun region in southern 
Armenia.  Named for the last Ottoman 
sultan, Abdul Hamid II, who ordered 
them, the near-genocidal series of 
atrocities were carried out by Turkish 

troops against minority Armenians.  
Estimates of the dead run from 100,000 
to 300,000, and additional tens of thou-
sands fled the country.  [In light of more 
recent similar occurrences, it should 
be noted that the Turks were Muslim 
and the Armenians Christian, although 
there also were political problems in-
volved.]  I have been unable to locate 
any newspaper accounts of Howard’s 
dating from an earlier visit, but the 
existence of reports critical of Turkey 
would account for his hostile reception 
there during his second visit.  The first 
mention of Howard I found in connec-
tion with World War I was a letter from 
him to the editor of The New York Times 
published in that paper on March 27, 
1914.  There he noted the deplorable 
conditions in Albania following the re-
cently-ended Balkan War.  Geographers 
consider the Balkans, or Balkan States, 
to be the countries occupying the Bal-
kan Peninsula, the most eastern of the 
three peninsulas extending southward 
from continental Europe.  Which states 
are included depends upon the time 
as the region has been in almost con-
stant political turmoil since the 14th 
century.  Figure 5 shows an area map 
with the traditional kingdoms and ter-
ritories identified.  Note that the region 
is mountainous: “balkan” is a Turkish 
word meaning “mountain.”  

Historians recognize two “Balkan 
Wars.”  Howard was concerned with the 
second conflict that was fought in the 
summer of 1913 between Bulgaria on 
one side and Serbia, Greece, Montene-
gro, Turkey and Romania on the other.  
It lasted but 32 days and Bulgaria lost.  
The year before, essentially the same 
countries had fought the “First Balkan 
War”, which pitted Turkey against the 
others.  Turkey had been defeated, but 
in the process, Albanian independence 
had been proclaimed on November 28, 
1912.  

Based upon his own first-hand 
observations of homeless and starving 
refugees (Howard had returned from 
Europe only recently), his letter ap-
pealed for “the co-operation of a few men 
who will assist me in the formation of a 
committee to receive and forward this 
corn (he hoped to get from American 
farmers),…and to make a general appeal 
for relief funds.”  Elsewhere in the letter 
he stated that “I have had eight years 
experience in work of this kind.” His 
address was given as the Park Avenue 
Hotel in New York.  I have no informa-
tion about the success or failure of this 
appeal, nor was I able to locate copies of 
the advertisements Howard said he had 

Figure 2. U.S. passport #9206, bottom of front

Figure 3. Front of French military visa
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placed in “leading agricultural newspa-
pers,” seeking donations of seed corn 
and cornmeal.  

According to notations made on 
Howard’s passport, he arrived at Liv-
erpool, England, on October 24, 1915.  
After obtaining the “Annexe de Passeport 
#1222” from the French Consulate Gen-
eral in London, he left England at Folke-
stone, crossed the Channel, and entered 
France at Dieppe on November 27.  The 
special French visa was necessary be-
cause France was then engaged in a war 
whose western front extended across 
French territory.  Germany had declared 
war on France, August 3, 1914.  Great 
Britain formally entered the conflict the 
next day; France nine days later.  Thus 
these two countries and others he vis-
ited had been at war for some 15 months 
when Howard arrived.  Consequently, 
it is not surprising to find that several 
of the handstamps on his papers are 
those of special or military authorities.  
The United States, however, remained a 
neutral non-combatant nation that con-
tinued to maintain both consular and 
diplomatic relations with all European 
countries, which explains why Howard 
was able to travel so freely.  

On November 29, Howard entered 
Italy at the bordertown of Bardonecchia, 
west of Turin.  (Italy had turned against 
her former “Triple Alliance” friends in 
May, 1915, and joined the “Entente Pow-
ers” in hopes of gaining territory when 
the war ended.)  Two days later, he was 
cleared by the Minister of Foreign Affairs 
office in Rome.  The next notation on his 

passport, dated December 3, was the 
stamp of the Prefect of Police at Gallipoli, 
the Italian seaport on the eastern shore 
of the Gulf of Taranto.  Presumably, 
Howard left there for Albania, but I do 
not know how or when.  

The New York Times of December 
27, 1915, published a dispatch date-
lined Rome, December 26, that stated 
“that the American schooner Albania, 

with William Willard Howard of New 
York, Secretary of the Albanian Relief 
Fund, on board, has arrived at Gallipoli 
…from Durazzo having transferred the 
Austrian and Bulgarian Consuls…Mr.  
Howard distributed flour at Durazzo 
to all needy people, irrespective of na-
tionality or creed.”  Durazzo (Durres) is 
Albania’s major seaport, located on the 
Adriatic Sea approximately 20 miles 
west of the capital city of Tirana.  

I cannot tell you how or where 
Howard spent the next seven weeks.  I 
can tell you, however, that the American 
Ambassador to Italy in Rome amended 
his passport on February 15, 1916, 
to permit him to visit Switzerland and 
Spain.  The next day, the Swiss Legation 
in Rome approved his request for a visa 
to visit their country.  On February 17, 
Howard departed Italy for Switzerland 
at Iselle, the southern terminus of the 
Simplon Pass and Tunnel.  He checked 
in at the American Legation in Berne, 

Switzerland, on February 18 to have 
his passport verified.  That same day, 
the French Embassy at Berne approved 
Howard’s second admission into France 
as part of his intended travel to Barce-
lona, Spain.  The “Special Commission” 
office at Bellegarde, France (on the 
French-Swiss border, west of Geneva) 
stamped his visa on February 19.  Two 
days later, Howard was in Marseille 

Figure 4. Back of French military visa

Figure 5. Area map of the Balkan States
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