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BICHIKO DIASAMIDZE
ACHARA IN THE FIRST DECADES OF THE OTTOMAN RULE

The historical span of the period of the occupation of Achara, the south-
west Georgia by the Ottomans has been, until recently, obscured for the paucity of
historical sources. Specialists discussed many questions on the level of conjecture.
The gap needed to be filled with new evidences and argumentations.

The new developments of political affairs and the friendly collaboration
between Georgia and the Republic of Turkey made it possible to investigate valuable
historical materials in the Turkish archives and libraries that enables us to provide
objective assessment of the social and political circumstances of the late half of the
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16" century Acharistskali valley population in the first decades of the Ottoman
domination.

The first question is related to determination of the starting date of the
Ottoman rules in the Acharistskali Valley. According to the last years’ data it was
believed to begin in the early half of the 17" century, as “the Great Record Book of
Gurjustan Villaiet™ dated 1595 does not mention Achara which backed the assumption
that the region was free from the Ottomans at this time.

According to the newly revealed documents dated 1561 and 1563 it becomes
known that the Acharistskali Valley belonged to Bezhan, a Christian, until 1561 who
did not obey to the Ottomans. Bezhan was then abdicated and the Valley ruling was
entrusted to Sanjaqbeg of Ispiri. In 1563 Bezhan paid homage to Sultan in Istanbul,
adopted the Moslem faith and got the title of Sanjagbeg at this expanse. This simply
means that the Ottoman domination was established in the Acharistskali valley in
1563. The reliability of this fact is supported by the first document of social and
economical nature that was drawn up for the purpose of levying taxes on the
population after the Ottoman domination in the 60s of the 16" century. All these
confirm that the first occupation of the Acharistskali Valley took place at this very
period. This does not exclude intermittent restoration of Atabag rules or of the
Georgian kings, but all these attempts must have been short lived.

These documents are of particular importance for the analysis of the
Acharistskali Valley social and economic situations. According to the records of the
book by the close of the 16™ century the Valley has 94 villages with 540 families.
From the registered villages about 35 are practically depopulated, most of them
having 2-5 families. The question is what were the reasons that made villages turn
into abandoned areas? They might be: the plague, heavy casualties inflicted by frequent
wars, or leaving the place and fleeing for the fear of the imminent dangers. We
should exclude the plague as there is no reference of the mass infection at the
period. Then the last two reasons remain: frequent wars from the beginning of the 16%
century annihilated the population and people migrated to the safer places of the country.

These documents show clearly that the Ottomans tried to establish their
rules and their own ways of life immediately after the occupation of the territories,
spreading Moslem faith and building edifices for worship. These, undoubtedly, bore
the consequences in the social, economic and spiritual spheres of the locals.

We can conclude that the introduction of the Ottoman rules and ways of life in
the 60s of the 16™ century Achara, the spread of the Moslem faith, building mosques
and material providence for the new life oppressed the Christian population. Naturally
enough, it caused inconvenience to the local population who abandoned their homes
and resettled down to the safer places. A document of 1573 tells us about the
depopulation of the villages along the Livi roads and turning them into a haven of
thieves and robbers. To compound the trouble the human life loss in the constant
wars greatly reduced the population.

All these give the answer to the serious.demographic and social conditions of the the
Acharistskali Valley population featured in the Ottoman documents of the 70s of the 16 century.
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