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Armenia
 

 
Armenia famously claims to be the first country to embrace Christianity as a state religion, and this 
record informs its history. Powerful old churches, built of huge blocks of red or yellow stone are 
silhouetted on the hilltops or tucked away in the valleys. Thousands of basalt khachkar crosses, lovingly 
carved and filigreed memorial stones dating from the 10th century onward, draw the eye towards the 
east.  
 
Although a majority of Armenians live in urban areas, small farming operations and hospitality are the new 
growth industries. Travelers can join pilgrims riding the new 3.5-mile aerial tramway over spectacular 
Voroten River Gorge up to the robust stone churches and outbuildings of 9th century Tatev Monastery, 
an 11-minute journey of incredible beauty. The new tramway, “Tatev Wings,” is said to be the longest in 
the world, and epitomizes the enhancement projects that Armenia is pursuing.  
 
People and Place 
Armenia is a mountainous country of peaks and high plateaus cut by numerous river valleys. Only 17% 
of it is arable. Lake Sevan, one of the area’s largest freshwater lakes, covers 5% of Armenia, and lies 
1,000 meters above sea level.  
 
This landlocked country is in southwestern Asia, just east of Turkey. Its eastern half is sandwiched 
between two parts of Azerbaijan, whose territory it splits. In the northern part of Azerbaijan lies 
Nagorno-Karabakh, a disputed territory claimed by both Armenia and Azerbaijan. To the north is 
Georgia, and to the south Iran. 
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Armenia’s people are some of the most homogeneous in the world, with more than 97% being ethnic 
Armenian. Close to 4 million Armenians live in the country, but an estimated 8 million more claiming full 
or partial Armenian ancestry living in other countries, with some 500,000 to 1 million living and working 
in the U.S. 
 
The country adopted Christianity in 301 AD, and formed the Armenian Apostolic Church, independent of 
either the Catholic or the Eastern Orthodox churches. Armenia is famous for its khachkar, intricately 
carved stone crosses that are a unique art form distinct to Armenia. These masterpieces can be found all 
around the country, and originally appeared in both pagan and Christian periods. Initially wooden, the first 
stone crosses appeared in the 4th-7th centuries. 
 
One of Armenia’s favorite sons is Sergei Parajanov, the revered filmmaker and artist, whose 
unquenchable creativity brought him into conflict with Soviet authorities. His classic 1968 film The Color of 
Pomegranates was withdrawn after a two-month run in the then Soviet Union. Yerevan’s Sergei Parajanov 
Museum presents over 600 of his eclectic works, including collages, film sketches, assemblages, dolls and 
drawings. 
 
Climate and Clothing 
Armenia has a semi-arid highland continental climate, with four distinct seasons. The summers 
are hot and the winters are cold, with temperature extremes more pronounced in the mountains. Spring 
(April-May) and early fall (September-October) are the best months to travel here. The fall brings 
spectacular colors as the leaves change. Rain is minimal.  
 
The average temperatures in Yerevan during the month of October are lows in the high 40’s and highs in 
the low 70’s (°F). 
 
European fashions are the norm in the cities, but revealing clothes may be frowned on in rural areas. 
The culture of rural Armenia is more traditional, and people do not dress as casually as Americans are 
used to. Many Armenian women wear dresses, but travelers are not bound by this custom. Carry layers 
for evenings, especially in the mountains. 
 
Weather is always unpredictable – it is best to check a weather reporting service close to the time of 
your departure for the best prediction of how the weather will be during your travels. 
 
History 
Armenia has had a long and difficult history, caught as it was between the Greek, Roman, Persian 
and Ottoman empires. Yerevan, the present-day capital of Armenia, was founded under the name 
Erebuni in 782 BC. The Armenian people, a tribe of Indo-Europeans known at the time as the Hayk, took 
Erebuni from its founders and began their own empire, soon swallowed up by Alexander the Great. Later, 
Tigran the Great united two separate Armenian kingdoms into one large empire, but this was short-lived 
as well. Before even the time of Christ, the Armenian Empire had come and gone, conquered with all its 
territory by the Romans. 
 
Christianity has been crucial to the development of a sense of identity and pride in Armenia. In 301 
AD, Armenia’s King Trdates III converted to the new creed and adopted it as the state religion, making 
Armenia the first Christian country. Since that time, Armenia has been firmly Christian, a fact which 
has greatly affected its history. By the 7th century, Islam had become the dominant religion in the nearby 
country of Albania, and in the 11th century, the Seljuk Turks consolidated Islam and introduced the 
Turkish language in Azerbaijan, Armenia’s closest neighbor. 
 
After the fall of Constantinople in 1453, the Ottoman Turks and the Persians struggled over the Caucasus 
until the 1800s, when Russia went to war with Persia and Turkey and won parts of it from them. The 
Ottomans repressed and killed Armenians in Turkey. In 1915, the new government of Young Turks, 
fearing that Armenians would side with Russia rather than Turkey, systematically massacred and 
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deported between one and two million Armenians. Many of the remaining Armenians fled to other 
countries in what is now called the Armenian Diaspora.  
 
After the Russian Revolution, the three Caucasus countries, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, were 
incorporated into the Soviet Union, where they remained until its collapse in 1991. Since that time, 
Armenia has had trouble with its neighbor, Azerbaijan, over control of the territory of Nagorno-
Karabakh. Both Azerbaijan and Turkey (out of solidarity with its Turkic ally, Azerbaijan) closed their 
borders with Armenia as a result of the armed conflict. In 1994, a ceasefire was declared, and negotiations 
for a permanent resolution of the conflict began, but the borders remained closed. 
 
In 1995, Turkey and Azerbaijan began an energy blockade of Armenia in response to Armenia’s 
continued control of Nagorno-Karabakh. During the winters of 1996 and 1997, the Armenian people, 
faced with freezing temperatures, cut down many of their forests and scavenged for wood in the cities. 
Since then, the energy-poor country has brokered energy deals with both Russia and Iran, and reopened 
the Metsamor nuclear facility near the Turkish border. 
 
In 2010, Turkish-Armenian relations began to thaw. The Turkish government, in a good will gesture, 
allowed Armenian pilgrims to celebrate a Mass at the 10th century Armenian Church of the Holy Cross 
on Akhtamar Island in Turkey’s Lake Van. The presidents of each country visited the other’s to attend 
soccer matches.  
 
Armenia and Azerbaijan exchanged prisoners in 2010 as well, one of the first intimations of a thaw 
between the two countries. However, at the December 2010 summit of the Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), which brought 38 national leaders together for talks, hopes for a 
peaceful, negotiated settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict appeared to be on hold again, as 
negotiators were unable even to come up with acceptable language to describe the conflict. Since then, 
occasional incidents between Armenian and Azerbaijani soldiers have been taking place. 
 
Please be aware that tensions remain and it is not possible to travel directly between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan or Armenia and Turkey. Routing through Georgia works very well 
and Georgia maintains good relations with both countries. 
 
In September of 2013, Armenia decided to join the Russian-led Customs Union, an entity that 
also includes Belarus and Kazakhstan. Armenia had preciously been negotiating a possible Association 
Agreement with the EU, but reversed itself in favor of Russia. In December 2013, Armenia and Russia 
signed an agreement to cancel export duties for natural gas and oil products. In November 2016, plans 
were made for Russia and Armenia to create a joint military command. 
 
For recommended books on Armenia, see: http://www.mircorp.com/plan-your-trip/reading-lists/  
 
Language  
Armenian is a distinct branch of the Indo-European language most closely related to Greek. In the 
past, it was erroneously considered an Iranian language because it has so many borrowed Persian words. 
 
There are two Armenian dialects, Eastern and Western. Eastern is mainly spoken in Armenia and the 
Armenian enclaves in Azerbaijan and Iran. Armenians of the diaspora, now living in other countries, 
usually speak Western Armenian.  
 
The Armenian alphabet was developed from the early Greek alphabet, and contains 36 letters. 
 
Food & Drink 
Armenian food has been strongly influenced by Greek, Turkish, Georgian and Middle Eastern cuisine. The 
Armenian diet relies on lamb, chicken and beef, dried peas, lentils and chickpeas, cheeses, rice, bulgur 
wheat, breads and noodles, and Mediterranean vegetables such as eggplant, olives and tomatoes. The 
national fruit is the pomegranate, with its symbolic association with fertility and plenty. 
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Weekend breakfasts can be major events. Khash, a gelatinous dish of long-simmered cow legs and 
hooves, is served with spices and garlic and consumed with Armenian brandy or vodka. It is said to have 
great health properties, and is a trusted cure for hangovers. 
 
The most popular drink in Armenia is strong coffee, very like what we know in the U.S. as Turkish 
coffee (though in Armenia, of course, it’s called Armenian coffee). You can prepare it at home by bringing 
water, a little sugar and “pulverized” coffee to a boil three times, backing it off the heat just before it boils 
over. After the third time, let the coffee settle slightly, pour it into demitasse cups, and add more sugar to 
taste. It should be very strong and chewy. 
 
Shopping 
Silver and gold jewelry are bargains in Armenia. Woodcarvings, jewelry made with semi-
precious stones, and pottery can be found at the Vernisage, the outdoor weekend market in 
Yerevan. The salespeople here are usually the artists and craftsmen themselves. If you want to buy an 
antique Armenian carpet, you must have a certificate to take it out of the country. Ask the advice 
of your local guide, since the certificate may be obtainable only two times a week. 
 
Armenian cognac and red wines make great gifts for those who appreciate fine wine and spirits. 
 
NOTE: If you plan on visiting Azerbaijan after your visit to Armenia, be prepared for the possibility of 
additional questioning at Azerbaijani passport control about your purpose in visiting Armenia. Alcohol 
produced in Armenia (especially with Nagorno-Karabakh on the label) and guidebooks, maps or 
other printed materials manufactured in Armenia (depicting Nagorno-Karabakh as Armenian territory or 
as an independent country) will not be allowed into the country of Azerbaijan.  
 
Currency 
The currency of Armenia is the dram. A dram equals 100 luma. 
  
1 U.S. Dollar = 480.2 drams, as of March 29, 2018. See: http://www.xe.com/ucc/ or any universal 
currency converter for updated exchange rates. Make sure the bills you bring to exchange are 
crisp, new and unmarked, or they will be rejected at the exchange point. 
 
ATMs: These are common in Yerevan for those with Visa, Plus and Global Access cards; but don’t 
expect to find them at all elsewhere in the country. 
  
Travelers Checks: Are impossible to use in Armenia; don’t bring them. 
 
Credit Cards: These are problematic to use in Armenia, and businesses can’t be counted on to accept 
them; and while some restaurants and retail establishments do take them, they may assess a significant 
surcharge to cover their merchant costs. 
 
Reminder: Contact your credit card/debit card company a week or so before you depart 
the U.S. to let them know you will be traveling in Armenia. This will help prevent your funds from being 
frozen.  
 
Communications 
Mobile Phones: Mobile coverage is good in Yerevan, but may be sparse in the countryside. 
 
Buying/renting a cell phone in Armenia is not recommended. Purchasing a used cell phone is 
possible, but is rather expensive. Your best option is to bring a compatible GSM cell phone from 
the USA, especially when visiting several countries in Europe. 
 
If you will be in Armenia for a while, it might make sense to buy a local SIM card to use in your GSM 
phone, as long as it is “unlocked”.  
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Internet Access: There are many Internet cafes in Yerevan.  Wifi will be available in your hotel 
rooms. 
 
Special Notes for Armenia 
Visa & Passport: As of January 1, 2015, no visa is required to enter Armenia for U.S. 
passport holders. If you are traveling on a passport from a different country, please contact us to find 
out whether you need a visa to enter Armenia. Please note that if you are also traveling to 
Azerbaijan and have a visa or entrance stamps for Nagorno-Karabakh in your 
passport, the Azeri visa application will likely be denied. 
 
Air Travel: International airlines that MIR might use to fly travelers into and out of Yerevan include 
Austrian, Air France, LOT Polish and Aeroflot. They are members of IATA (International 
Air Transport Association), whose Operational Safety Audit (IOSA) program is an internationally 
recognized and accepted evaluation system designed to assess the operational management and control 
systems of an airline. 
 
Customs Procedures: To leave the country with antiquities and other items that could have 
historical value, such as paintings, carpets, old books, or other artisan goods, a special authorization is 
required in advance from the Armenian Ministry of Culture. Speak to your local guide if you have any 
questions about your purchases. 
 
If you are traveling through the South Caucasus and plan to enter Azerbaijan after visiting Armenia, be 
prepared for the possibility of additional questioning at passport control about your 
reasons for visiting Armenia.  
 
Alcohol produced in Armenia (especially with Nagorno-Karabakh on the label) and 
guidebooks, maps or other printed materials manufactured in Armenia (depicting 
Nagorno-Karabakh as Armenian territory or as an independent country) will not be 
allowed into the country of Azerbaijan.  
 
Cultural Tips: Hospitality and generosity are very important in Armenia. Don’t be surprised if you are 
invited into a home for tea or coffee, especially in rural areas. 
 
If you are attending an Orthodox church service, do not lounge or put your hands in your pockets: this 
can be interpreted as disrespect. Women are not expected to wear headscarves in church, except 
perhaps at the active services at Echmiadzin. 
 
Armenians are considered to be direct in their communications; “beating around the bush” is not 
encouraged. 
 
A sideways hand motion, like shooing away a cat, is used to flag down transportation.  
 
Electricity: Electricity in Armenia is 220 volts at 50Hertz. Outlets generally take a plug with two round 
pins.  
 
Health regulations: There are no health warnings or inoculations required to visit Armenia at this 
time. It’s always wise to check with the U.S. Centers for Disease Control before you go: 
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/traveler/none/armenia  
 
Interesting Facts about Armenia 
• A monument to Armenian-American author and playwright William Saroyan was dedicated in Yerevan 
on the 100th anniversary of his birth in 2008. 
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• Commercial yogurt making in the U.S. began in 1939 when an Armenian family, the Colombosians, 
started Colombo & Sons Creamery. General Mills bought out the company in 1993, re-naming it Yoplait-
Colombo. 
 
• 70,000 pagan Yezdi Kurds live in Armenia. Their monotheistic faith, based on worship of the sun god, 
Mithra, dates back to the 7th century. 
 
• Winston Churchill was a great fan of Armenian cognac.  
 
• Armenian-American Michel Ter-Pogossian is one of the inventors of the PET scan. 
 
• The sculpted stone crosses called khachkar are the pride of Armenia. There are more than 10,000 of 
them dotting the countryside, and no two are alike. 
 
• Travelers can now ride a new 3.5-mile aerial tramway over a spectacular gorge to the 9th century Tatev 
Monastery, an 11-minute journey of incredible beauty. The new tramway, “Tatev Wings,” is said to be the 
longest in the world.  
 
• Los Angeles socialites the Kardashian sisters’ grandparents came to the U.S. from Armenia just before 
the Holocaust, and they were raised with Armenian stories, food and holidays. 
  
United States Embassy in Armenia:  
We suggest registering your travel dates with the U.S. Embassy in Armenia. See https://step.state.gov/step/ 
for details. 
 
1 American Avenue 
Yerevan 0082 
Republic of Armenia 
Tel: (+374 10) 464-700  
Fax: (+374 10) 464-742  
E-mail: ACSYerevan@state.gov 
Web: http://armenia.usembassy.gov  
U.S. Citizen services: 2pm – 5pm, M-F  
For emergencies during business hours (M-F, 9am – 6pm) call the Embassy: (+374 10) 494-686. For after-
hour emergencies please call (+374 10) 494-444 
 
 
 


