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A True Inspiration 
By Pattianna Harootian 

 
When I interviewed 78-year-old Julie Ashekian, her passion for Mer Doon, the home she 
co-founded (with Tikranouhi Karapetyan) for girls aging out of orphanages in Armenia, 
was so strong it was almost tangible.  When I asked, “how old are the girls when they’re 
required to leave the orphanage and come to live at this halfway house?” she politely, but 
swiftly, corrected me.  “Mer Doon is not a halfway house.”  She said emphatically.  “It is 
not a dormitory.  It is a home for girls.  It is their home- something they never had 
before.”  
 
It was very early on in the interview that I understood why the girls who reside at Mer 
Doon refer to Mrs. Ashekian as Grandma Julie.  If one were to make a prototype of the 
perfect grandmother, it would be a replica of Julie.  Her kindness emanates through her 
words and tone. She was being interviewed by me, yet asked me questions about my 
family and career, and was genuinely interested in what I said.  She was a great listener 
and I found myself hoping to become her friend. Her affection and concern for all of the 
girls she has helped was apparent in everything she said and I imagined her eyes lighting 
up and her face beaming with pride as she boasted about the girls’ many 
accomplishments, including earning college degrees, growing their own vegetables in the 
garden, planting fruit trees, cooking meals, participating in many of the local festivals, 
and marrying and starting their own families.   
 
Julie has been to Armenia forty-two times since she began her crusade in helping 
orphans.  And despite being on chemotherapy to treat ovarian cancer, she continues to try 
to go twice a year and works her chemotherapy around her trips, when possible.  Her 
commitment and devotion to helping orphans made me wonder if she’d had a similar 
plight to the over 9,000 orphans she’s helped.  “Oh no,” Julie said, “I grew up very 
blessed in a traditional, strict Armenian home.  My parents were both survivors of the 
Armenian genocide and my father had an undying allegiance to Armenia.  He named his 
first born, my sister, Hayastan, which means Armenia.”  Julie explained to me.  
 
After the Armenian earthquake of 1989, Julie got involved with an orphan sponsorship 
program, Children of Armenia Sponsorship Program (CASP), through the diocese of 
New York.  She remembers being both excited and fearful.  CASP helped four 
orphanages and Julie and her husband, Clement, used their home as an office for thirteen 
years.  Julie spent a lot of time at the orphanages and grew bonds with many of the 
children.  At eighteen, the children technically become homeless, often having been made 
promises of jobs and apartments that never come to fruition. 
 
The girls, especially, concerned Julie, as she knew how tough it was for them to be on 
their own, without any family support, and many were lured into undesirable situations.  



Initially Julie spearheaded the renovation of the first floor of a building next to The Gamo 
(Karav) orphanage by Lake Sevan, for emancipated girls to live in temporarily.  Next she 
created Mer Doon, along with Tikranouhi Karapetyan, who acts as the headmaster.   
 
With the help of some very generous donors and fundraising efforts, they were able to 
purchase a house in Etchmiadzin, which was renovated into today’s Mer Doon.   
“I chose a home in a very normal neighborhood.  I didn’t want to go to Yerevan because 
we wanted a quiet, spiritual place.  Etchmiadzin is the home of our beautiful mayr ator 
(mother church), and other ancient churches.” Julie explained.  
 
Mer Doon is a small home that can accommodate up to fourteen girls.  The girls that 
come to live there must be serious about their education, which is generously provided 
for them and paid for by the Armenian Education Foundation in California and the Fund 
for Armenian Relief (FAR).  The girls are afforded a four-year college education, earning 
degrees.  About twenty-five women have lived in Mer Doon since its inception about 
seven years ago, and all of them have proven Mer Doon a successful entity, by fulfilling 
its mission and becoming self-sufficient, independent, successful, empowered, and 
educated women.   
 
Eight women have married since leaving Mer Doon, something they’d never dreamed of.  
Mer Doon has taken away the unfortunate stigma that being an orphan in Armenia 
carries, and has given these women opportunities they didn’t even know existed.  Ani, 
one of Mer Doon’s current residents, is referred to by Julie as their professional farmer.  
“She plants everything in that garden, which those girls did all by themselves-they have 
fruit trees and grow vegetables and berries and then can them in the winter.  These girls 
are incredible cooks too.  They make dolma and enter the dolma contest in town yearly, 
at the Sardarabad Festival, as well as take part in many of the local celebrations.” Julie 
speaks so fondly of these ladies, her adoration of them is palpable.   
 
Julie’s praise of Mer Doon and the girls is well deserved.  Mer Doon has enjoyed first 
prize in Etchmiadzin’s annual contest for Best Creative Christmas Decorations for the 
past four years, and its residents take part in many of the local festivals. The beautiful and 
talented girls of Mer Doon welcome guests with home cooked meals and entertain them 
with singing, dancing, and intelligent conversation.  For those who’ve had the pleasure of 
visiting, it is an experience they never forget and the girls leave an indelible mark in their 
minds.   
 
If you visit Mer Doon’s website: www.mer-doon.com, you can read about each of its 
residents.  They all have very positive things to say about Mer Doon and its impact on 
their lives.  One girl, who is now a woman, when asked, “What did Mer Doon give you,” 
answered: “Now I’m so happy that I’m afraid to talk loudly about my happiness.”  
Another, Hasmik, said: “The most important thing is that I don’t feel abandoned here.”  
They all speak of their gratitude to Julie and the faculty at Mer Doon.  And they all give 
back to Mer Doon.  While living there, they contribute to the daily household chores and 
once moving on, they return to help out when they can.  Our family, as the staff refers to 
the girls, also gives back to the community.  The girls are encouraged to visit regional 



orphanages, where they are able to show the orphans that adoption is not their only 
option-that there is still hope for success and a bright future.  
 
When I commended Julie on her work, she demurred the compliment. “I couldn’t do this 
without my husband.  He and my family are my strength.”  She continued, “Mer Doon’s 
success is not due to one person.  It is because of Tikranouhi (Mer Doon’s co-founder 
and headmaster) and her staff’s dedication, love, and commitment that Mer Doon has 
earned such a respectable reputation and has numerous success stories.”  
 
It is this meritorious reputation that brings such visitors as the First Lady of Armenia, 
Rita Sargsyan (who has visited Mer Doon on several occasions), as well as other famous 
and accomplished Armenians, including singers Nune Yessayan, Haygo, Andre, Alla 
Levonyan, and Artour Ispiryan, composer Martin Aharonyan, filmmaker Alexandr 
Mirzakhanyan, and many others who helped in the production of a Mer Doon 
documentary that was presented at the Moscow Theater in Yerevan. 
 
Julie is proud of the work being done at Mer Doon, but she wants to do even more, as 
does Mer Doon’s United States Board of Directors, which hopes to enhance the program 
by introducing job placement opportunities to the girls.  It is not surprising that Julie was 
chosen as "Armenian of the Year" at the 2001 Diocesan Assembly. Julie is truly an 
inspiration to all those fortunate enough to cross her path!  
 
 
 


