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FOREWORD

Hirmis Aboona’s Assyrians, Kurds, and Ottomans: Intercommunal
Relations on the Periphery of the Ottoman Empire is a work that will be
of great interest and use to scholars of history, Middle East studies, inter-
national relations, and anthropology. It presents compelling research into
numerous primary sources in English, Arabic, and Syriac on the ancient
origins, modern struggles, and distinctive culture of the Assyrian tribes
living in northern Mesopotamia, from the plains of Nineveh north and
east, to southeastern Anatolia and the Lake Urmia region. Among other
findings, the work debunks the tendency of modern scholars to question
the continuity of the Assyrian identity to the modern day by confirming
that the Assyrians of northern Mesopotamia told some of the earliest
English and American visitors to the region that they descended from the
ancient Assyrians and that their churches and identity predated the Arab
conquest.! It details how the Assyrian tribes of the mountain dioceses
of the ‘Nestorian’ Church of the East maintained a surprising degree of
independence until the Ottoman governor of Mosul authorised Kurdish
militia to attack and subjugate or evict them.
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Many scholars, in the U.S. and elsewhere, have decried the racism
and ‘Orientalism’ that characterises much western writing on the Middle
East. Such writings conflate different peoples and nations, and move-
ments within such peoples and nations, into unitary and malevolent
hordes, uncivilised reservoirs of danger,? while ignoring or downplaying
analogous tendencies towards conformity or barbarism in other regions,
including the West.> Assyrians in particular suffer from Old Testament
and pop-culture references to their barbarity and cruelty, which ignore or
downplay massacres or torture by the Judeans, Greeks, and Romans who
are celebrated by history as ancestors of the West.* This work, through
its rich depictions of tribal and religious diversity within Mesopotamia,
may help serve as a corrective to this tendency of contemporary writ-
ing on the Middle East and the Assyrians in particular. Furthermore,
Aboona’s work also steps away from the age-old, oversimplified rubric
of an ‘Arab Muslim’ Middle East, and into the cultural mosaic that is
more representative of the region.’

Assyrians, Kurds, and Ottomans: Intercommunal Relations on the
Periphery of the Ottoman Empire will stand as a lasting contribution to
the history of Christianity in Asia, of the Ottoman Empire, and of one of
the Middle East’s largest ethnic and religious minorities. As an account
of the Assyrians’ nineteenth-century struggle for independence from
Ottoman rule, it has no peer. Other works are strong on Assyrian his-
tory and Ottoman-Christian relations in Mesopotamia during other peri-
ods, particularly in the fourteenth through eighteenth centuries (e.g.,
David Wilmshurst’s The Ecclesiastical Organisation of the Church of
the East, 1318-1913 and Christoph Baumer’s The Church of the East:
An Hllustrated History of Assyrian Christianity); the Hamidiye massacres
of the 1890s (e.g., Sébastien de Courtois’ The Forgotten Genocide: The
Eastern Christians, the Last Arameans); and World War I and its after-
math in Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and Persia (e.g, Abraham Yohannan’s
The Death of a Nation, or, The Ever Persecuted Nestorians or Assyr-
ian Christians, Joseph Naayem’s Shall This Nation Die?, David Gaunt’s
Massacres, Resistance, Protectors: Muslim-Christian Relations in East-
ern Anatolia During World War I, and Ronald S. Stafford’s The Tragedy
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of the Assyrians). No other work, however, provides an equally detailed
and ambitious depiction of Assyrian-Kurdish relations in northern Mes-
opotamia from the Seljuk Turkish invasions up to the mid-nineteenth
century. Furthermore, Aboona’s attention to the various ecclesiastical
sects within the Assyrian community and their history during the period
in question is of vital importance, as these religious denominations are
rarely discussed in reference to each other, but rather solely in reference
to the Ottoman State. The work also details geographically the largely
overlooked Assyrian tribal homeland in the nineteenth century.

The chapters, in roughly chronological fashion, discuss the process
by which formerly autonomous Assyrian tribes came to be brought
under more direct Ottoman rule, and suffered cultural and ethnic
devastation and the loss of many of their ancestral villages along
the way. Chapter 1 sets the geographic and sociocultural stage quite
concisely and usefully, and describes, among other things, the differ-
ence between the independent Assyrian tribes under the temporal as
well as the spiritual leadership of the patriarch of the Church of the
East (with the descendible title Mar Shimun), and the dependent and
semi-independent tribes, which tended to live in the plains rather than
in the mountains. Chapter 2 explains the temporal leadership of the
Assyrian patriarch, who administered laws from the mountain seat
of his church in Qudshanis, in the Hakkari mountains, and enjoyed
the loyalty of thousands of Assyrian musketeers. Chapter 3 details the
original division of the Assyrian and Babylonian Christians into tradi-
tionalist (Church of the East), Catholic (Chaldean), and Monophysite
(Jabobite ‘Syrian’) denominations. Chapter 4 recounts the competi-
tion of European powers for missionary inroads into the Assyrian fold.
Chapter 5 describes the origin of the Kurds in Persia and Azerbaijan,
and their migration into Mesopotamia beginning in the ninth century
and accelerating with the Seljuk Turkish and later the Mongol con-
quests, reaching a mini climax after the Ottoman settlement of Kurds
on the Persian border as a sort of defensive barrier. Chapters 6 through
8 deal with the tentatively modernizing reforms of an era in which the
Ottoman Empire encountered increasing instability in the eighteenth
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and early nineteenth centuries, due largely to its conflicts with several
European empires, Persia, and Arab, Kurdish, and various Orthodox
Christian rebels. Chapters 9 and 10 recount how the Ottomans deter-
mined to bring the independent Assyrians and nearby Kurds under
central government control, leading to the deaths of thousands of
Assyrians in campaigns by Kurdish tribes under Badr Khan Beg with
Ottoman acquiescence. Chapters 11 and 12 describe the final siege of
the independent Assyrian tribes and British efforts to urge the Otto-
mans to put down the Kurdish tribes under Badr Khan Beg. Ultimately
the Ottomans and a rival Kurdish leader prevailed in 1847, ending the
‘Kurdish war’.

This work provokes new questions that may give rise to further
research. How, for example, did the independent Assyrian tribes and the
Church of the East manage to carve out a zone of autonomy so close
to the Ottoman vilayet of Mosul, not to mention Persia? Why were
the independent Assyrian tribes caught off guard and deported from
their lands so easily in the 1830s and 1840s, after resisting centuries
of such attacks by their local rivals? How did the Jacobite Assyrians of
southeastern Anatolia and the Chaldean Assyrians of urban Mosul and
its environs react to the devastation of the independent Assyrian tribal
regions, as it occurred?

Aboona’s book is an engaging first look at the tribal politics and eth-
nocultural and interreligious conflict and cooperation in northern Meso-
potamia and southeastern Anatolia during the late Ottoman period. He
has begun to carve out a niche for Assyrian studies within the field of
modern Middle Eastern studies that specifically deals with this under-
studied indigenous people, laying the groundwork for future research.

Hannibal Travis
Visiting Associate Professor of Law
Villanova University School of Law

Sargon George Donabed
Adjunct Professor of Religious Studies
Stonehill College
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ENDNOTES

. Such important references from Aboona will further aid in the correction of

the now disproved theory that the opposite occurred (i.e., that western trav-
ellers and missionaries named the Assyrians).

. Scholars frequently cite films such as Aladdin (Disney 1991), True Lies

(20th Century Fox 1994), and 300 (Warner Bros. 2007), which portray
westerners as heroic and virtuous and Middle Eastern people as evil, bar-
baric, depraved, dictatorial, and violent. See Jack G. Shaheen, Ree! Bad
Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People (New York: Olive Branch Press,
2001), and Kai Hafez, ed., Islam and the West in the Mass Media: Frag-
mented Images in a Globalized World (Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press,
2000).

. Regarding the tendency to ignore atrocities by or in western nations, geno-

cide scholar Adam Jones has written, ‘For proponents and defenders of
Western states, for those who buttress the idea of the West’s exceptional
role as a civilizing force, ...[d]Jemocratic states “wouldn’t do” something
atrocious; therefore they “don’t”’. Adam Jones, introduction to Genocide,
War Crimes, and the West: History and Complicity (London: Zed Books,
2004), 11.

. Compare, for example, Chris Bergeron, ‘At the MFA: Art and Archaeol-

ogy’, Daily News Tribune (Waltham, MA), 21 September 2008, at http://
www.dailynewstribune.com/arts/x689528668/AT-THE-MFA-Art-and-
archaeology (noting the ‘brutality’ and ‘murderous ferocity’ of ancient Assyr-
ians); with H. W. F. Saggs, Everyday Life In Babylonia and Assyria (New
York: Dorset Press, 1987), 99, who wrote, ‘The Assyrian Empire was effi-
cient and would not gladly bear those who wished to upset the civilised
world order, but it was not exceptionally bloody or barbaric. The number
of people killed or mutilated in an average Assyrian campaign in the inter-
est of efficient administration was, even in proportion to the population,
probably no more than the number of dead and mangled humans that most
Western countries offer annually as a sacrifice to the motor-car, in the sup-
posed interest of efficient transport’; Magnus Magnusson, Archaeology of
the Bible (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 178, who wrote, ‘[T]there
is no evidence that the Assyrians were more cruel in their methods of war-
fare than any of their contemporaries were’, and ‘no mention of Assyrian
“atrocities”” in some contemporary sources describing the fall of a city to
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Assyria. The Macedonian Greeks, Judeans, Romans, and Persians would
crucify hundreds or thousands of individuals upon suppressing a rebellion
or conquering a city. See K. C. Hanson and Douglas E. Oakman, Palestine
in the Time of Jesus: Social Structures and Social Conflicts (Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress Press, 2002), 92 (Alexander the Great crucified two thousand
Phoenicians in Tyre in 332 BC, and the high priest of Judah crucified eight
hundred rebel Judean prisoners in 88 BC); John Pairman Brown, Israel and
Hellas, vol. 2, Sacred Institutions With Roman Counterparts (New York:
Walter de Gruyter, 2001), 107 (six thousand prisoners were crucified by
Romans after revolt led by Spartacus in about 70 BC, and three thousand
were crucified or impaled by Darius the Great after the conquest of Babylon
in 521 BC).

5. Such homogenisation tends to elide the differences between distinct ethnic
groups such as Assyrians, Kurds, and Arabs. See http://www.aaiusa.org/
page/file/6a268{88611a0ed6f2 yzemvy7hy.pdf/NY demographics.pdf.
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CHAPTER 1

THE HoMELAND AND ORIGIN
OF THE INDEPENDENT ASSYRIAN
TRIBES OF TIYARI AND HAKKARI

1. THE HoMELAND AND ITS LocaTioN

During the period under study, the country of the Assyrian tribes occupied
the central parts of ancient Assyria. J. W. Etheridge stated that

Adiabene, Ashur, or Atyria, Assyria were names for the same
region. In this region, lived from time immemorial, the Assyrians
as independent people, and during the first half of the nineteenth
century they were in constant conflict with the Kurds for pastoral
rights. Because they were independent therefore they were called
‘Asherat’ !

According to Asaheel Grant,

Assyria was bounded according to Ptolemy on the north by part
of Armenia and mount Niphatis on the west by the Tigris; on the
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south Susiana: on the east by Choatra and Zaggros. The country
within these limits is called by some the ancient Adiabene (or
rather Adiabene was included in Assyria) and by others Atiria or
Atyria—Assyria is now called Koordistan.?

This definition seems to match with that given by the historians of the
ancient world and by classical scholars, who define Assyria as the tri-
angle between the two lakes of Van and Urmia and the city of Mosul.?

Earl Percy wrote that the country of the Assyrians, or Nestorians,
extended from Bitlis to Mosul along the Tigris River, with the Persian
frontier forming its eastern limit along the height of land running from
Lake Urmia to Karmanshah.* An Assyrian writer defined the country
between the mountains in the north, the Euphrates in the west, and
the Zagros in the east as the region where the Assyrians had lived in
large numbers for ages.’ Etheridge stated that “the region principally
inhabited by them has been the mountain country in the interior of
Assyria, a district they have possessed for ages as an independent peo-
ple though subject to frequent collisions with the Nomadic tribes of
Koordistan.®

The country of the independent tribes occupied the upper valley of
the Zab River. More accurately, the Zab with its tributaries runs through-
out the country of Tiyari and Hakkari, dividing it into two halves.” Both
Upper and Lower Tiyari lay on the western bank, while other provinces
known as Hakkari lay on the east side and contained the lands of the
independent tribes of Tekhoma, Baz, Jelu, and Diz located near the bor-
der of Persian Azerbaijan. The district of Julamerk-Kochanis, which
was the centre of these provinces, was a short way northwest of Zab.
The mountain ranges of Jabal Tur Abdin overlooked the western bor-
der, while Persian Azerbaijan adjoined the eastern border. To the north,
the country reached as far as the immediate district south of Lake Van.
Ainsworth mentioned that the Tura (mountain) of Matineh defined the
country on the west.®

During the first part of the nineteenth century, this country was known
as Tiyari and Hakkari. After Turkish authority was established over the
whole region (1831-1847), a new administrative regulation of 1868

F
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created the Sanjaq of Hakkari, which was later subject to further regula-
tions and amendments.’

However, the territories of the independent Assyrian tribes bordered
those of semi-independent Assyrian tribes. The village of Mellawa marked
the border between the independent tribes and the semi-independent and
Ra’aya (which literally means “standard” or “flag” tribes; i.e., those sub-
dued by Turks or Kurds) towards the north and northeast. It was under
the rule of the Turkish Pasha of Bash Qalla.!

Description of the Independent Assyrian Country

The beauty of the Assyrian tribes’ country overwhelmed foreign visi-
tors who had access to visit it after 1839. Grant stood on the peak of
Mount Asheetha enjoying the impressive scene around him. He was
able to command a view of Asheetha to the south, Amadia further south,
Zakho to the west, and the Zab River descending in the distance to the
southwest. Julamergi was visible to the northeast. He could also see the
Liehun River descending to join the other branch forming the Zab River.
The villages of Hertush were visible to the northwest, while Chamba,
the capital of Upper Tiyari, lay at a distance to the northeast. From the
same spot, the district of Tekhoma was clearly visible to the southeast.
Further northeast was the summer resort of King Ismael of Tiyari, while
Jelu and the village of Zawetha lay to the south-southeast.!! This was the
country described by many as a Garden of Eden."

The British diplomat James Rich was the first European to give a
detailed account of the independent tribes and their country and also the
first to venture to send an envoy with a post to Constantinople through
their country. Speaking about his desire to send the post, he wrote,

To reach Asia Minor by this route, he [the envoy] would have to
pass through the wild and inaccessible country of the Chaldean
Christian Tribes who, I believe, are the only Christians in the East
who have maintained their independence against the Moham-
etans, to whom they have rendered themselves very formidable...
The men are all remarkable for strength, size, and bravery, and
it is said to be less safe to pass among them than through the
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Mahometans tribes. They inhabit the country between Amadia and
Julamerk, in which tract there is only one Mahometan tribe. They
give something to the Prince of Hakkari, occasionally, when he
conciliates and entreats them, but never by compulsion. The terri-
tory of Hakkari extends to within about two hours’ journey from
Urmia.”?

Rich further spoke about the state of independence of the tribes and
their firm control over the borders of their country. He described what
his envoy encountered as the first stranger to approach their southern
border in 1820. His Turkish Tattar was stopped:

They asked him what manner of man he was: he told them he was
an Osmanili, but they did not understand what that meant; and,
to his great scandal, though he durst not express it, they neither
knew nor cared about the Sultan. They comprehended, however,
that he was a Mussulman, and told him they had been there long
before his Mahommed.'

Badger described the nature of the country and its inaccessibility,
which he thought was a prime factor enabling the Assyrians to resist the
attacks of the Kurds and the aggression of their other powerful neigh-
bours, as well as the incursions of the Catholic missionaries.!”

2. THE REGIONS SoUTH OF THE TRIBES’ COUNTRY

The Plain of Nineveh

The homeland of the Assyrian independent tribes was surrounded on
the east, west, and south by Assyrian provinces whose inhabitants were
semi-independent or mostly Ra’aya to the Kurdish and Afshar land-
lords. To the south lay Amadia, which demographically formed a con-
tinuation of the Assyrian population, who shared a common history,
religion, tradition, language, and culture with the rest of their commu-
nity extending further south throughout the plain of Nineveh. Thus,
as has been mentioned, geographically, the whole region from Lake
Van to Mosul was from the earliest times to the period under study the
homeland of the Assyrians, despite the drastic changes in the ethnic and
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linguistic map as a result of invasions, massacres, and settlements of
alien people.'®

Persian Azerbaijan

Towards the east, the country of the Assyrian tribes was two hours’ dis-
tance from Urmia."” The Assyrians of Persian Azerbaijan were concen-
trated throughout the whole region of Lake Urmia, which measured fifty
miles long. Here were the fertile plains, which stretched westward to
the border of Turkey. As Dr. Grant learnt from the local Muslims, the
Assyrians had been settled there before the advance of the Muslims and
even in the pre-Christian era, while according to local Muslim scholars,
Afshars and other Muslim groups had settled there only in the elev-
enth and fifteenth centuries. The Assyrians had succeeded in turning
their land into a veritable paradise as western visitors and observers
described it; however, massacres and persecution and ethnic cleansing
had gradually thinned this dense population of Assyrians, until in the
latter half of the nineteenth century, only 102 villages remained.'® It was
among the Assyrians of Persian Azerbaijan that Rome enjoyed its great-
est successes in converting the followers of the Church of the East to
Catholic doctrine.' Similar activities took place in the Ra aya districts
of Bash Qala, adjoining the Persian border, near the uppermost tributar-
ies of the Zab.?

Districts of Ra’aya

There were many districts containing large numbers of Assyrian Ra’aya.
They were subject to Kurdish and Afshar landlords, and according to west-
ern observers they suffered continual oppression, persecution, and exploi-
tation. Among these were the districts of Gawar or Gavar, Somai, Chara,
and Mamoodiah.?! In the district of Berwar, located south of Tiyari, its
intense Assyrian concentration was reduced to seventeen villages, which
were all that remained from the preceding changes: Bebal, Ankari, Mal-
kta, Halwa, Bismiyah, Duri, lyat, Aina Nuni, Derishki, Mayah, Akushta,
Misekeh, Robarah, Dereghl, Tashish, Besh, and Hayis.?? In 1846 Layard
visited Berwar and reported that the district contained villages belonging
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to both Kurds and Nestorians.” Similar developments had affected the
Assyrian settlement in the upper regions of Persian Azerbaijan.

District of Dilman, Persian Azerbaijan

The Assyrian presence in Persian Azerbaijan suffered a steady decline.
During the first half of the nineteenth century, their numbers fell sharply
throughout the regions where they had formerly formed the whole popu-
lation. By 1840, only sixty-three villages remained in the province of
Dilman northwest of Lake Urmia. That remnant came under intensive
pressure from Catholic missionaries, and many of them were converted
from their ancestral doctrine.?*

Bash Qala

Bash Qala is one mile north of the town of Albaq, near the ancient Assyr-
ian monastery of the ‘Seven Churches’. The missionary Thomas Laurie
reported on 5 July 1841, that the Kurds had recently invaded the Assyr-
ian village of ‘Seer’ and taken away everything that the villagers had
possessed. The inhabitants described to him the cruelty that their Kurd-
ish neighbours had practised against them and how sharply the continual
attacks and oppression had reduced their once substantial numbers.”

District of Albaq and Van

Assyrian villages were spread throughout this as well as the other adjoin-
ing districts. A route from there led to Kochanis, the seat of the patriarch
Mar Shimun.? The road south from the city of Van led to Kochanis and
ran through fertile orchards and fields in the midst of breathtaking scen-
ery. Many Assyrian villages were located along this four hours’ route,
such as Sura d’Mmidayi (Baptised) and Hoze near Van.?’

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Major-General Sir Charles
Wilson followed the route from Van to Jezerah Ibn Omar in what is now
southeastern Turkey. He reported that many of the Assyrian Christian vil-
lages north of the Bohtan River had been completely deserted by their
inhabitants due to the attacks of their neighbours, but there were still many
Assyrian villages on the south bank. He also noticed many Nestorian and
Chaldean villages along the route between Si ‘arat and Mardin.?®
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District of Gawer

As has been mentioned, all Assyrians, whether they were independent,
semi-independent, or Ra’aya tribes, were in constant contact with their
patriarch as their religious head, while he was the civil leader of the
independent tribes as well. All districts maintained their strong attach-
ment to the see of their church and remained loyal to its doctrine. People
from all districts were paying regular visits to the Patriarch, even if they
came from such distant provinces as Gawer.?

In the second decade of the nineteenth century, J. S. Buckingham
passed through ancient Assyria and was able to see the large numbers of
the Assyrians in their homeland, including the region of the upper Zab
River. He stated that the whole population was Christian Nestorians and
whole villages could not speak any language except their native Syriac.>

3. TRANSPORT AND COMMUNICATIONS

A country with such difficult terrain as the homeland of the Assyrian
independent tribes must have presented serious daily challenges to its
inhabitants. The movement of the people was very restricted in all prov-
inces of Tiyari and Hakkari, owing to the inaccessible nature of the terrain.
This was true during all seasons; however, in winter, the difficulties were
compounded by snow, which usually blocked all the routes and access so
completely that hardly anyone ventured to take even a short journey.

As the most populous place, and hence the most active economically,
Asheetha became a hub for business, commerce, and transport to other
provinces; however, this applied only to the Upper Tiyari and the east-
ern provinces of Hakkari. Lizan, which was also a large village, had the
advantage of its location on the Zab, with a very busy bridge across the
river joining the two halves of the country. Mosul was the main source
of supply for the Assyrian tribes, and the most useable route to it passed
through Chamba in the centre of Upper Tiyari to Asheetha Dory, Ama-
dia, and Dohuk.*!

The inaccessibility of the country was also noted by those who had
an opportunity to visit it or became acquainted with its conditions. The
American missionaries were the earliest westerners to enter the Tiyari
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and Hakkari and gave details about its inaccessible nature. According
to one,‘[S]ome of the districts...are so rough that no beast of burden
can travel over them and even men find it difficult to climb about from
cliff to cliff’.**> To move around, people had to wear special mountain
shoes called rashichi or, in winter, snowshoes made from thick leaves.®
People of different villages were able to call to one another across the
deep streams, but to reach each other required a journey of many hours.>
These difficulties were compounded during the winter, ‘the road thither
being impassable to mules or horses on account of the snows’.** While
heading to Asheetha, Layard noticed that wild goats might use the path,
but certainly not horses and mules; if they got through, it was surely a
miracle.* The passes were so difficult that in many places footholds were
cut into the rock to fit a man’s foot to the cliffs on both sides.’” Travellers
had to use their hands to keep their balance and cross by narrow tracks
on the edges of steep cliffs.*® This might explain why crossing the district
of Jelu and Baz required two days’ journey. To ascend the narrow gorge
leading to Tekhoma, one had to take a most difficult and inaccessible
path, along which were located four villages of this district. The houses,
however, were nicely distributed through the valley for miles alongside
the streams. Except in the northwestern stretches, they were built on the
mountain slopes one above another, so that the flat roof of the lower
house served as the forecourt of the upper one.*® Unlike Tiyari, this dis-
trict included no good farmland; the people had to carry soil from distant
places to fill the man-made terraces* on the slopes of the mountains—an
achievement that astonished the visitor Ainsworth. These conditions ham-
pered communications between various provinces and settlements—for
instance, to reach the district of Tekhoma from Baz entailed crossing the
high mountains and deep gorges, which took a long time.*!

Dr. Browne, who spent twenty-five years in the country, became inti-
mately acquainted with its conditions, carried on intensive studies of
the land and the people, and travelled widely. He noticed that crossing-
bridges were sometimes as narrow as one foot and only one foot above
the water level. These crossingbridges were mostly used for driving
sheep and were made of tree trunks. They were difficult for strangers to
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use, but the Assyrians were accustomed to carrying the elderly and
personal loads with confidence. The patriarch Mar Shimun had a notable
experience with using one of these bridges when his carrier threatened _
to throw him into the river unless he let him smoke before mass.** Regu-
lar roads were unknown; the tracks of mules and other domestic animals
were all that marked the paths—which were rocky, treacherous, and
narrow—running along the mountain slopes or between the mountain
bases and the banks of the swiftly flowing rivers.” Hence people used
to measure the distance between places by the time they took walking
through.

The Chamba Bridge and the Connection With Kochanis

As has been mentioned, Chamba, the centre of the Upper Tiyari, stood
on the bank of the Zab River. Here the Assyrians built another bridge
across the river, which measured 150 feet in length and 3 feet wide, ris-
ing 20 feet above the water level.*

As the see of the patriarchate and residence of Mar Shimun, Kocha-
nis was constantly visited by Assyrians from all districts. Many Kurdish
aghas (landlords or chiefs) also attended his daily audiences to discuss
issues between their peoples. Those who came from the Jelu district had
to pass the highest mountain in the region called 7or d ' Jelu, meaning the
mountain of Jelu. They reported that the path was completely unmarked,
since it went over solid rock and was thirteen thousand feet above sea
level; even the mules had to stop and carefully check the safety of the
road before taking a step forward.*

4. Tue INDEPENDENT TRIBES

The independent Assyrian tribes were living side by side with their
Hakkari Kurd partners in the emirate of Hakkari. In the middle of the
nineteenth century, the western observers found the tribes living in
a compact body in their homeland. Among some prominent tribes
mentioned by Ainsworth were the Upper and Lower Tiyari, the Tobi
(Techoma—Tekhoma), the Jellawi (Jelu), the Piniyniski, the Al Toshi,
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the Artoshi Bashi, the Bazi, the Sati, the Ormari, the Julamergi, the
Dez, the Siliyahi, and the Berwari.*¢ Each tribe had its own ruler or
chief, known as the malik, who was appointed by Mar Shimun, where
the office was not hereditary. Mar Shimun was the patriarch of all
the Nestorians, whether they were independent, semi-independent, or
Ra’aya. He was the temporal and spiritual head of his nation, and they
recognised no leader but him. Mrs. Bishop closely examined his status
and authority:

Mar Shimun is not only a spiritual prince but the temporal ruler
of the Syrians [Nestorians] of the plains and of the mountains of
Central Kurdistan, as well as a judge...He appoints the Maleks or
lay rulers for each district, where the office is not hereditary, and
possesses ecclesiastical patronage. For four centuries the Patri-
arch has been of the family of Mar Shimun, which is regarded as
the royal family; and he is assisted in managing affairs by a ‘fam-
ily council®.¥

Maclean and Browne found that ‘Mar Shimun exercises temporal as
well as spiritual jurisdiction, especially over the tribes of independent
Syrians [Nestorians] of Tiyari and Hakkari’,”® while Dr. Grant’s assess-
ment was that ‘he is in an important sense the temporal as well as the
spiritual head of his people’.* Wigram put the political status of the
patriarch above his ecclesiastical authority, stating that ‘Mar Shimun
is accustomed to think of himself rather as a chief of his nation than
as Patriarch of his Church (or to be accurate not to separate these two
offices in his mind)’.*® As has been noted, it should be remembered that
the civil authority of the patriarch was limited to the independent tribes,
while the rest of his followers recognised only his religious authority, as
they had done since their split from the Church of the East in 1580.

Rich also described the political conditions in great detail and referred
to the tribes’ state of independence. He affirmed that they were the only
Christian body in the East who maintained their independence by force
of arms, acknowledging their bravery and ability to defend their free-
dom, as did many other Europeans who got to know the same region
afterwards.”'
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5. VILLAGES OF THE INDEPENDENT ASSYRIAN TRIBES

Tiyari

Before the various westerners began visiting the homeland of the
Assyrian tribes after 1839, there was no detailed information or statis-
tics regarding the conditions in their country. Until Dr. Grant arrived in
November of 1839, and then Dr. William Ainsworth in June 1840, the
tribes’ country was completely unknown to the outside world. Along-
side his deep involvement in the political affairs of the tribes and the
region at large, Grant observed the related issues concerning the general
conditions of the people and their country, and he was the first to reveal
them to the outside world in much details. The next year, Ainsworth, the
envoy of the archbishop of Canterbury, produced additional information,
in particular a survey of the provinces and villages. His mission opened
the first chapter in British-Assyrian relations, which led eventually to the
establishment of a permanent British vice-consulate at Mosul.

Christian Rassam, who accompanied Ainsworth on this visit to the
homeland of the independent tribes, was shortly after appointed as Brit-
ish vice-consul at Mosul. An Assyrian native of the Chaldean Church
who came from a prominent Christian family in Mosul, he served as a
link between Great Britain and his nation.

To understand the extent and nature of the tribes and their country, as
well as the rest of Mar Shimun’s followers, it is important to examine
Ainsworth’s account and compare it with those written by others. The
region that came under the direct focus of various interested western
powers was dotted with towns, villages, and pre-Islamic monuments that
showed that it had been inhabited by the Assyrian people from the dawn
of history. The settlements formed a largely homogenous ethnic, linguis-
tic, and religious extension to those of Tiyari and Hakkari. The Syriac-
speaking people who inhabited the territory of ancient Assyria were the
only survivors of Assyria and Babylonia.>? Speaking about the district of
Amadia, Layard stated,

The plains of Amadia contain many Chaldean villages, which were
formerly very flourishing. Most of them have now been deserted,
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and the inhabitants have taken refuge in the higher mountains from
the violence and tyranny of Kurds and Turkish governors, and
from the no less galling oppression of proselytizing bishops.*

The surviving remains of Nineveh and the Babylonians were mainly to
be found in the so-called Assyrian triangle between Mosul, Lake Urmia,
and Lake Van.

6. THE DiISTRICTS OF THE INDEPENDENT TRIBES

In addition to the Upper and Lower Tiyari country, the following are
some of the districts of the Assyrian country in Hakkari district east of
the Great Zab, mainly those of the independent tribes.

District of Jelu
Alson, Jelu, Zirinik, Mar Zya, Thilana, Ummut, Zir, Sirpil, Bobawa,
Shemsiki, and Murtoriya.

District of Julamergi

Julamerk, Kochanis, Burjullah, Espin, Gavanis, Kotranis, Euranis, Syri-
ani, Daizi, Shamasha, Mar Dadishu, Madis, Merzin, Zerwa, Deriki, Kermi,
Gesna, Kalanis, Khazakiyin, Kewuli, Meilawa, Pisa, and Alonzo.

District of Tekhoma (Tobi)
Kunduktha, Muzra, Tomago, Berjai, and Jissah.

District of Baz
Orwantiz, Shoawootha, Argub, and Kojijah.

District of Diz

The small town of Diz occupied a strategic location on the route between
the country of the independent tribes and the Assyrian and Kurdish dis-
tricts in Persian Azerbaijan such as Bash Qala, Albaq, and Salamis, and
Van in Turkey.>* The villages of Diz were Rabban Dadishuh, Maddis,
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Chiri, Suwa, Golosel, Mar Kiriyakos, Akoshi, Chalchan, Gorsi, Savarins,
and Chemmasha.

The following villages belonged to other districts: Walto, Neivdi,
Gesnak, Paprashin, Burun, Bijani, Gawar, Albak, Shams-ud din, Shapat,
Brasinnai, Dirakan, and Narwa in Amediaya, or Bahdinan.

7. THE SEMI-INDEPENDENT AND R4’4¥4

The semi-independent tribes enjoyed a certain degree of autonomy in
controlling their own affairs and usually recognised Mar Shimun as their
religious leader, while at the same time, they paid an agreed tribute to
their Kurdish landlord. In the Ra’aya provinces, the Assyrians lived
under the direct control of the Kurds and Afshars in both the Ottoman
Empire and Persia, and there were no independent centres. This was due
to the drastic changes in the demography of the land and the success of
both the Kurds and Afshars in subduing various Assyrian settlements,
which, in the words of W. Wigram, had turned the original inhabitants
into serfs tilling their own ancestral lands under their new masters.”

Many western travellers observed the harsh conditions in which these
people were living. During her travels in Persia and Turkey, Mrs. Bishop
was able to see at first hand the persecution and exploitation that the
Assyrians were suffering. Among other districts, she reported the dete-
riorated conditions in the region of Van, where the Assyrians formed a
continuation of those in Tiyari and Hakkari. She attested to the degra-
dation of the people in the villages of Katranis, a typical example for
the living conditions of all the eighty thousand Assyrian Christians who
inhabited the region.*

8. ORIGIN OF THE TRIBES

Badger’s Theory of Refugees Moving

From the South to the North

Beginning in the middle of the nineteenth century, the history and ori-.
gin of the people was much debated. The majority of western visitors
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agreed on the antiquity of the people in their homeland, and that they
were the lineal descendants of the people of Nineveh. Badger, how-
ever, advanced the theory that the people were refugees from the
south, driven northward by the Mongol invasions and massacres, par-
ticularly the horrible slaughter of Timur Lang (1393-1401), which
had forced the people to take refuge in the mountainous regions of
Assyria. The contemporary western scholars and missionaries who
observed the conditions and investigated the history of the people in
question rebutted this theory and affirmed the antiquity of the peo-
ple in their homeland, providing concrete evidence to support their
convictions.”’

Refutation of Badger’s Theory
Badger’s theory of refugees from the south does not stand on any solid
historical foundation and betrays a lack of insight into the history of
the region and its people. At first acquaintance, one might be led to
believe that there are some facts to support it, since it was connected
to a period that witnessed bloodshed, general disorder, and insecurity.
The region that came under Timur Lang’s attacks might have offered
some of the victims many alternatives to escape the pressing danger.
Normally when people are faced with immediate danger, they attempt
to flee to safer places; and in this case, the Mongols under Timur Leng
dominated the plains of Mesopotamia, which could not provide the
same safety as the mountainous regions to the north. But a thorough
inquiry must consider both the geography and the political and military
factors, notably, how Timur Lang and his huge armies were constantly
scouring throughout Mesopotamia for eight years. This fact enables us
to account for the fate of the people who fell under the direct thrust of
the invading armies and provides much evidence to disprove Badger’s
theory.

The scholars who intimately studied the Assyrians became convinced
that they had survived and remained in their homeland ever since the
fall of Nineveh. J. Perkins stated that ‘Koordistan is the ancient Assyria,
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embracing also a part of Armenia and ancient Media’.”® According to
Chesney, Joseph Bonomi stated that the German archaeologist Dr. Shultz
had discovered the city of the Assyrian queen Semiramis along the south
shore of Lake Van and had copied forty-two cuneiform inscriptions.>
During his residence at Mosul, Fletcher found that ‘[tlhe Chaldeans
and Nestorians are the only surviving human memorial of Assyria and
Babylonia’.®® Archaeological evidence showed that Nineveh was thinly
populated after it fell to the anti-Assyria alliance known as ‘uman-
manda’ in 612 BC, and an Assyrian population survived there under the
rule of successive dynasties:‘On the conquest of Nineveh by Nabopol-
assar, the city was by no means destroyed. It probably shared, with the
rising Babylon, the favour of the sovereign, who was still sometimes
styled the king of Assyria’.®" Ainsworth referred to Tavernier and his
description to the city with reference to earlier writers who had writ-
ten about it.? Even their Turkish oppressor, Beirakdar Pasha of Mosul,
acknowledged that the Assyrians had lived in their country since time
immemorial.®

Records of succeeding periods show that the people did not move
in droves from one region to another, but remained strong enough to
influence their successive rulers in the fields of culture, religion, and
language. Wigram’s statement might be considered typical. He wrote,

It is sometimes said that the Assyrian or Nestorian Christians
have no connection with the Assyrians of antiquity, either by
language or, so far as is known, by race.With all respect, the
present writer ventures to differ altogether from that conclusion,
and to assert his belief that the present Assyrian, Chaldean, or
Nestorian, does represent the ancient Assyrian stock, the sub-
jects of Sargon and Sennacherib, so far as that very marked type
survives at all. It is not a matter that is capable of documen-
tary or monumental proof, from the nature of things, but cer-
tain facts that can be quoted seem to speak at least as loudly
as do the words of any historian. Here are a people who, in the
time of the beginning of the Christian era, are found living in
the lands where, in the year 600 B.C. the Assyrian stock had
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been established since history began; nor is there any record
of any considerable immigration into, or emigration from, that
land, in the interval. Their own traditions affirm that they are of
the old Assyrian blood, with a possible intermixture of certain
Babylonian or Chaldean elements.*

Thus the tribes of Tiyari and Hakkari, who are the direct descendants
of those who survived the fall of the Assyrian Empire, had remained in
their ancestral homeland, as is evidenced by numerous towns and vil-
lages that have continued to exist to the present time. Their settlement
stretched from Mosul to the shores of Lake Van.®

Many scholars and historians have affirmed that the majority of the
inhabitants of the rolling and mountainous regions of Mesopotamia and
ancient Assyria before the Mongol invasion were Assyrian Christians.*
Thomas Laurie believed that the Assyrians had been in their homeland
before Timur Lang’s invasion.®’ The continuity of the Aramaic language,
which was the language of Assyria and has continued to be spoken in the
country of the independent tribes and the other regions of Assyria until
the present time, is further evidence of the persistence of the population.
Professor Jrgen Laessoe stated that ‘in small places in Iraq, Aramaic
dialects are still spoken by small groups of the population, a belated
survival of the last spoken language of Mesopotamia in ancient times of
Babylonia and Assyria’.®®

Another indication of the weakness of Badger’s theory of refugees
from the south is the large number of Assyrian monuments and historic
architectural remains throughout the rolling and mountainous regions,
which attest to its Assyrian culture well before Islamic times, some of
them even going back to pre-Christian times. The evidence appears
not only from the ruins and the Syriac/Assyrian geographical names
of many towns and villages that are well attested from older sources,
but also from the political and religious history of the people during
and after the chaotic years, which is well preserved. Travellers and
historians, as well as the remnant of the monks throughout the region,
continuously recorded the existing conditions. Scholars who examined
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the people on the ground affirmed that there are also monumental and
architectural remains throughout the region, which suggest a longer
residence of Nestorians in Kurdistan before the Mongol invasion
and pre-Islamic era. Maclean and Browne affirmed the existence of
pre-Islamic monuments, among which were churches, monasteries,
and the geographical names for the mountains, rivers, valleys, and so
forth.%®

To begin criticizing the theory of refugees, we must understand that
the topography of Mesopotamia and Assyria (approximately present-day
Iraq) falls into three different zones:

1. Zone A: Mountainous, stretching from zone B to the Ararat
Mountains on the north, and to the Zagros to the east, as shown in
the following sketch.

2. Zone B: Rolling, stretching from zone A to a distance of about
thirty to fifty kilometres north of Mosul, Arbil, Kirkuk, and Kufri.

3. Zone C: A flat region, located to the south of the Hamrin
Hills.

Zone A:  Mountainous Regions

From zone B to Van-Se’arat

Zone B: Rolling Regions

An average approximately 50 km north/northeast of
Mosul...Arbil...Kirkuk. .. Kufri

Zone C: Flat Regions

From south of zone B to the Arab Gulf
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Before Timur’s invasion, the Assyrian people were to be found in all
three zones, as well as in Persian Azerbaijan. Adiabene, which included
in its territory the homeland of the independent tribes, was mostly within
zones B and C. Speaking about ancient Adiabene, Grant wrote,

It is worth particular notice that the most central parts of this
region are, and have been from time immemorial, entirely inhab-
ited by the Nestorians, to the exclusion of every other class of
people. A great part of the Independent tribes of Tiari [Tiyari] and
the whole of the tribes of Tekhoma, Bass, Jelu and other smaller
tribes, are included in the boundaries of Adiabene.”

The majority was concentrated in zone B, as far as the region of Urhai
(Urfa—4 5 s\ 4Y), northwest of Mosul and the region of Adiabene,
with Arbil as its centre. Christianity was introduced there in the first
century and became well established in the second,”” and the Assyr-
ians people were among the earliest to embrace the new faith. Edessa
(Urfa), Nisibis, Bald, Mosul, and Arbil (the old region of Adiabene),
which flourished over centuries as Syriac/Assyrian centres of education
and theological learning, could never have been established and main-
tained unless there had been a majority of Assyrian inhabitants in those
parts. The European travellers who passed through the region of ancient
Assyria many times during the thirteenth century explicitly noted that
the original inhabitants then still formed the majority of the population.™
Church records attest to their large concentration from Lake Urmia to
Lake Van and on into the upper-central and southern regions of Mesopo-
tamia.” Those records belong to the period both before and after Timur
Lang’s invasion, though giving different figures.

If, as Badger supposed, people from the south took refuge in the
mountainous region (zone C), it follows that the people already settled
there, besides being safe themselves, were able to offer protection to
their brethren from central Mesopotamia (zone A). If the local inhab-
itants had not themselves been Assyrians, they would have rebuffed
the refugees. Even if we accept Badger’s theory in this modified form,
we shall have to conclude that the inhabitants of zone C were largely
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untouched by Timur. What, then, about the fate of the population of the
other two zones, A and B?

Following the routes of Timur’s invasion from 1393 to 1401,” we
find his advance covering both zones A and B. In practice, people who
face danger try to flee for safety and escape the threat of massacre. Those
with the best chance to escape were the inhabitants of zone B, because
their homes were nearest to the place of refuge in the mountains (aver-
age thirty to fifty kilometres), while those who were living in the flat
regions, zone A, had comparatively less chance to escape. The short-
est distance from central and southern Mesopotamia to places of safety
ranged between six hundred and twelve hundred kilometres. So it must
be kept in mind that even if refugees from central and south Mesopota-
mia managed to leave their homes, they still faced a journey of about
one month on foot across the country where Timur and his armies were
constantly scouring. Between 1393 and 1401, Baghdad was sacked in
three successive campaigns, each of which inflicted severe destruction
throughout Mesopotamia and Assyria.”

Since ancient times and up to the present, when faced with immi-
nent danger, the people of Mesopotamia have taken refuge in the moun-
tains for a time, and then when the danger seems over, returned to their
homes. A native historian of Mosul mentioned in the eighteenth cen-
tury that Nineveh had been repopulated once again during the Muslim
advance of the seventh century.” Just so, during the horrible massacres
of Timur and his followers, the only survivors were the mountain people
or others, mostly from zone B as seems likely, who managed to flee their
homes and take refuge among their brethren in the high country.”” The
non-Turkish ethnic and religious groups adopted the same survival strat-
egy during the Ottoman military campaigns of centralisation.”

While it seems fair to assume that the invasion of Timur Lang brought
destruction to many Assyrian provinces, common sense and the anal-
ogy of what happened during later invasions support the Assyrians’ own
tradition, which is that many people from the rolling regions that came
within the reach of the invaders managed to flee temporarily from their
homes. On this subject, the Assyrians told Dr. Grant,‘[O]ur fathers sought
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an asylum among our fellow tribes in their mountains. [And] when the
country became quiet we gradually returned to our present homes’. The
refugees could not have got shelter and asylum in the mountain regions
if they had not been among their own people.” Horatio Southgate, dur-
ing his first visit to Mesopotamia in the late 1830s, advanced the same
theory as Badger; however, during his next visit in 1844, when he more
closely examined the conditions, he corrected his opinion and affirmed
that the people had been in their homeland since time immemorial:

I was at first surprised to find so large population of Syrians so far
separated from the mass of their community in Mesopotamia and
Syria...I saw that these of Kharpout were only a continuation of
that population from the East, and not, as I had at first supposed,
emigrants from the south.*

With the conversion of the Mongols to Islam under Ghazan Mahmud
(1295-1304) and his adoption of a policy of general persecution of the
Christians in the Ilkhanid Empire, the patriarch of the Church of the East
had to flee from Baghdad and become a fugitive running from place
to place. He settled for a while successively in Maraghah (3&)4), then
Arbil, Karmiles, Mosul, Jezerah Ibn Omar, and Dair Rabban Hormizd
near Alqush. Since the vast majority of the former inhabitants of the
rolling country returned to their homes after the storm subsided, the
surviving bishops also returned to their flocks, who mainly lived there.
Among those who did so were the bishop and people of Arbil, as well
as the inhabitants of the towns and villages from Urfa to Sulaimaniyah
through Mosul, Arbil, and Kirkuk. Evidence of this appears in the conti-
nuity of the ethnic and religious settlements there with their established
Syriac tradition and culture. People returned to their ancestral towns
even though the invaders had devastated many of them. The Yazidis of
the Sinjar and Shikhan districts also made their escape to safer places, as
their present-day settlement attest.

What Timur’s invasions did was to reduce the numbers of the Assyr-
ian Syriac-speaking population in the rolling region (zone B) and to rav-
age their country. In the words of Sir Charles Wilson, ‘[L]arge districts
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were depopulated and abandoned to the nomad, and many flourishing
towns were so completely destroyed that they have never recovered’.®

The Kurds, as we are told by their own historians, joined and partici-
pated in Timur Lang’s invasion, especially during his attack on Van and
the district east of the country of the independent Assyrian tribes. Along
with the Turkomans, they filled most of the depopulated districts that
had been previously inhabited by millions of Syriac/Aramaic—speaking
people and Armenians since time immemorial. It is well known that the
Kurds did not suffer from the Mongol invasion as much as the Assyr-
ian inhabitants of the land, especially those dwelling in the open plains
of Assyria. This was because the vast majority of the Kurds were then
nomads moving between Persian Azerbaijan and Assyria, and living
more in the high valleys than in the towns and villages, which were
chiefly populated by Armenians and Nestorians.®

Thus the homeland of the Assyrians was subject to constant changes
in its demography due to the continual waves of invaders and settlers
from Persia, a pattern that progressively thinned out the original inhab-
itants. The demographic changes struck those European scholars and
travellers who happened to visit Mesopotamia for the first time. Thus
Tavernier, during his Persian travels in the eighteenth century, wrote
of ‘the Arabians and Curds [Kurds], which are the inhabitants of the
ancient Assyria, now called Curdistan’ and noted that he ‘made choice of

a Curd, or Assyrian, for our Caravan Bashi’ ¥

Historical Monuments in the Assyrians’ Homeland

As had been stated, it was during the early centuries of the Christian era
that the Assyrians professed the Christian faith brought to them by the
apostles St. Bartholomew and St. Thomas, and by Addai and Mari, who,
according to tradition, were two of the seventy-two disciples mentioned
in Luke 10:1. Rich followed Tavernier in his reference to the Assyrian
Syriac-speaking followers of the Church of the East and their historic
name. Speaking about the early spread of Christianity among the people,
he stated, ‘The Chaldeans or Assyrians received Christianity in the time
of the twelve apostles’.®* Christianity was deeply rooted in Assyria, and
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the structures of the Church of the East reveal the early establishment of
the churches and administrative institutions. Southgate noted the exis-
tence of ancient traditions among the Assyrians that dated back centuries
before the Christian era, such as the feast of Nineveh, and stated that the
patriarch Mar Joshu Bar Nun had merged the sees of ‘Adiabene’ and
‘Ashur’(Assyria) under one metropolitan.®

Maclean and Browne observed that

there are Churches, some said to be built by kings, which are
claimed to date from before Mohammed, as Mar Giwergis (George)
of Khananis, and two Churches in the district of Dizz or Dizan...
A famous church in the valley of Zab, in Tiyari, is dedicated to
Mar Saw, who is said to have been a descendant of the Magi.®

Wigram noted that ‘[t]he central shrine and Cathedral of the district of
Jelu...is the ancient church of Mar Zeia, a building remarkable enough
to merit a word of description to itself’,*” and some scholars went fur-
ther, even stating that there are monuments going back to the time of
Mar Addai.®® Sir Charles Wilson, in his survey of the Ottoman Asiatic
regions, stated that there existed in Kurdistan historical monuments
going back to the period of the Assyrian Empire.?® Grant noted that ‘[t]he
Nestorians have the history of churches now standing in Adiabene, or the
central parts of Assyria, that were built more than two centuries before
the Mohammedan era’.®

These remains were closely examined not only as physical structures
but also as monuments with a rich history. According to Badger, these
included ‘Mar Gheorghes (St. George) of Leezan,...tradition says that
Mar (Saint) Audishu was erected 366 years before Mohammed’.*' He
also wrote,

There are in different parts of the mountains of Coordistan and
about Jezeerah [Jazirah], Nestorian Churches in which are buried
the bodies of hermits and other renowned for sanctity. The graves
of these reputed saints are held in high veneration...in former
times, they possessed many convents.*
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The historical evidences supporting the long residence of the inde-
pendent tribes in Tiyari and Hakkari were also to be found in the sur-
rounding Assyrian provinces. In the region of Urmia, many ancient
monuments confirm the antiquity of the Assyrians in the land before the
advance of Islam:

The Church of Mart Mariam (St. Mary) in the town of Urmia is
by far the most interesting building the Syrians possess in Persia.
It is said to have been built by the Magi and contain the tomb of
one of them.*

We can understand this if we realise that the country of the indepen-
dent tribes was part of the bishopric of Salakh, which until AD 700 was
part of the metropolitan district of Azerbaijan; it was then detached and
annexed to the territory of the metropolitan see of Adiabene-Arbil.*
Many ancient Arab historians confirmed the fact that the Nestorians/
Assyrians inhabited most of the regions of Assyria and upper Meso-
potamia, in particular those surrounding the country of the independent
tribes. The Arabic writer Mahfouth al Abbasi (sl=)) L siss) asserted
that they inhabited the country of Tiyari and Hakkari for twenty-five
centuries.” Beside classical Arab historians and geographers, many
Kurdish historians and writers also admitted this fact, among them
Mohmmed Ameen Zaki, and 4li Sidu al Qurani made a similar state-
ment. Ibn Hawkal, al Bayroni, Al Istarkhi (g ke ¢ gy ull «Jisa o)
and others offered many pieces of historical evidence and referred to
monuments that had existed since the early centuries of the Christian
era.”” Eshoo’dnah of Basrah (g <=3 1> 34, a seventh-century his-
torian, gave many details on this subject, among which he referred to
Mar Habib—who was a member of Dair Krdu, a monastery located in
Jezirah Ibn Omar, and a graduate of the school of Ctesiphon, the Par-
thian capital (south of Baghdad). He went to the mountain of Zinai with
thirty Ninevite monks and built a monastery in the mountain of Zamik.
He also mentioned a bishop of ‘Ashur’ (Assyria)® and gave a long list
of ancient monasteries, such as Dair al Ghab (<! 1) in Mosul and
Dair Habisha (W 2), which was built by Mar Yacub (<2 J) near
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the city of Sa’arat.®® A historian from Mosul mentioned the ancient
monasteries of Mar Yonan (Jonah—usisn il - (L W), stating that
Nineveh was one of the cities of Adiabene, surrounded by walls. He
quoted Amru of Tirhawi (s (2 s»=) of the thirteenth century, who
cited the monastery of Yonan, located on the south side of the ruins of
Nineveh.'® These neutral authorities serve to confirm the Assyrians’
own tradition that they have lived in northeastern Mesopotamia from
time immemorial.
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CHAPTER 2

CHURCH, STATE,
AND SociAL LIFE

1. THE PEOPLE AND THEIR PATRIARCH

The Assyrian followers of the Church of the East who inhabited the
regions of Tiyari and Hakkari formed a compact body of independent
tribes paying tribute and allegiance to none other than their patriarch and
maliks. The civil and ecclesiastical head of the people was their patri-
arch, known by the title of Mar Shimun. Before the advance of the Cath-
olic missionaries and their labours in various parts of ancient Assyria, all
Syriac-speaking Christians were followers of either the Church of the
East or the Syrian Orthodox (Jacobite) Church. The geographical dis-
tribution, doctrines, and ecclesiastical affiliations were therefore quite
different from what emerged following the activities of the missionaries,
especially from the middle of the eighteenth century onwards.

However, throughout most of their modern history, the people remained
loyal to their ancestral church, despite the harsh times they had been
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through and the Roman Catholic missionaries’ offers of protection from
oppression. As late as the middle of the nineteenth century, even out-
side the country of the independent tribes, Nestorians still far outnum-
bered those who had joined the Church of Rome.' Rome only succeeded
in converting most of the followers of the Church of the East after the
wholesale massacres and destruction that the independent tribes suffered
in the 1840s. These massacres led to the political subjection of the tribes,
and, with their collapse, the Syriac-speaking followers of the Church
of the East lost their defence line. Those who were living in the roll-
ing and flat regions could no longer withstand the inducements of the
Roman Catholic missionaries, who were staunchly supported by French
diplomats and Ottoman authority.

However, for a century and half during which those missionaries
worked among them, the independent tribes managed to resist and rebuff
all efforts to induce them to leave the doctrine of their forefathers and
adopt a new one. This stand, as has been stated, was maintained by the
force and power that the tribes possessed before 1843, while the follow-
ers of the Church of the East, living in less-defensible places, inclined
to withstand the propaganda and influence of the Roman Catholic
missionaries.

2. THE ADMINISTRATIVE SYSTEM
AND THE AUTHORITY OF MAR SHIMUN

The independent tribes were living in a compact body, comprising
many large and small tribes. All were ruled by their patriarch Mar Shimun,
who, as we have seen, possessed both temporal and ecclesiastical author-
ity over his people. Each tribe had its own chief known as the malik
(<), which literally means king; this term was in wide use in Meso-
potamia during antiquity.? Each tribe contained many subtribes or clans,
forming a sort of pyramid structure, and was ruled by a ra ‘es or chieftain
(u=2)), which is originally a Syriac administrative term. The council of
ra’eses assisted the malik in administering the affairs of the tribe, while
all the maliks formed a supreme ruling council headed by the patriarch.?
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The clergy played an important role in the administration, along with the
maliks and ra’eses, as a reflection of the people’s attachment to their
church. This long-existing system had been born of necessity, having
evolved among the tribes over a long period of time as the only way to
survive. There were also several other bishops in Jazirah, Azerbaijan, and
various districts in Mosul vilayet who accounted directly to the patriarch
Mar Shimun.* Col. Sheil, who toured the region in 1836, reported that
intensive Assyrian settlements existed in the region of Khabour and that
three bishops from that district were then on a visit to Mar Shimun in
Tiyari.

For their part, as Fraser stated, the followers of Mar Shimun acknowl-
edged their loyalty to their only temporal and spiritual leader, paying

neither obedience nor tribute to any foreign authority...in realty
subject to none but their own chiefs. The principal of these chiefs,
who is patriarch...exercises a perfect authority over his subjects
both in spiritual and temporal affairs.®

Maclean and Brown too were very precise in stating the extent of Mar
Shimun’s authority: ‘Mar Shimun exercises temporal as well as spiritual
jurisdiction especially over the tribes of independent Syrians [Nestorians/
Assyrians] of Tiyari, Tekhoma, Jelu, Baz, Diz, and the other valley of
Central Kurdistan’.” Rev. Joseph Naayem, referring to the nature of the
governing system among the independent tribes, stated, ‘They lived under
the administration of their chiefs who were known as Maliks, and whose
form of government was extremely primitive. Over all was a supreme
chief called Mar Shimun’.® However, as we shall see, a dissident faction
eventually found its opportunity in the presence of the Catholic mission-
aries in the region and in their hostility to the original patriarchal line of
the Church of the East, which claimed descent from the disciples Mar
Addai and Mari.

Kochanis, the Seat of the Patriarch
Kochanis is located on a mountain seven thousand feet above sea level.®
It served as the seat for the patriarchate of Mar Shimun’s line, situated
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a short distance from Julamerk, the administrative centre of Hakkari
district and the official headquarters of the Hakkari Kurdish chief of
the emirate. Two deep valleys, which join together south of the village,
define it; the Zab River, as it is called by the Assyrians, flows through
both. The northern side of the mountain forms a sharp, rocky, precipi-
tous slope, while another mountain looms from the south. Here, above a
rock, stands the patriarchal church of Mar Sheleta (UYals sl duyi),
which was also the burial place of the patriarchs for many generations.
The church of Mar Mosa is located in the valley a short distance from
Kochanis, about a mile distant from the plateau.'® Here the successive
patriarchs ran the affairs of their people, as well as administered jointly
the affairs of the emirate of Hakkari, and it was usual for Mar Shimun to
act as chief executive in the absence of the Kurdish emir.

The System of Natir Kursi (Office Guardian— (oS jbU)

A word must be said about the Natir Kursi, which means the guardian
and designated successor to the office of patriarch. This system was intro-
duced by the patriarch Mar Shimun al Basidi (1437-1497)." It remained
as canon law of the church in the original line at the monastery of Rab-
ban Hormizd near Alqush until 1838. The same system was also adopted
by the line of Mar Shimun in Kochanis after 1580 and came to an end in
1975 with the assassination of the patriarch Mar Shimun Eshai. Under
the Natir Kursi system, the office passed from a deceased patriarch to
his designated successor, who was usually his nephew. This system
addressed the critical situation that the Church of the East faced after the
devastating invasions of Timur Lang (1393—1401) and his successors.

The Nature of the Tribes’ Independence
Rich was the first westerner to discuss the tribes’ political system, report-
ing in his narrative on

[tlhe wild and inaccessible country of the Chaldean Christian
tribes, who I believe are the only Christians in the East who
[have] maintained their independence among the Mohammetans,
to whom they have rendered themselves very formidable...they
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neither knew, nor cared about the Sultan—they comprehended
Mr. Rich’s envoy as a Mussulman, and told him that they had
been there long before his Mohammed.'?

As Southgate wrote, ‘[T]he Nestorians of the mountains have been
independent of all foreign rules’.!* Ainsworth, while touring the country
of the independent tribes in the summer of 1840, noted that ‘Kurdish vil-
lages located in the midst of these tribes were ruled by Nestorians’." In
1840 Brant, the British consul at Erzeroom, reported on the conditions
of the independent Assyrian tribes, mentioning that

[t]he Christian population is a bold and hardy race; keeps itself
from the Mohamedan, and maintains its territory, its property and
its rights by force of arms...the Christians as well as the Kurdish
portion, are jealous of their liberty.'s

During his mission on the border dispute between the Ottomans
and Persians, Fraser observed the existing conditions and the primitive
administrative structure of the Nestorians’ government, stating that they

constitute a sort of commonwealth of their own, separate from
the rest of the world, and who yield neither obedience nor tribute
to any foreign authority...They are particularly jealous of their
freedom and very able to defend it, for they are very brave and
resolute have 20,000...musketeers (8l Jals - 2S5, This is
the country which, it is said, no power has ever succeeded in
reducing to subjection.'®

As has been stated, the Turkish operations in the region opened cen-
tral Kurdistan to the labours of western Protestant missionaries. Among
the earliest to attempt to visit the country of the independent tribes was
the American Dr. Asaheel Grant, who applied to Beirakdar, the pasha of
Mosul, for protection. Beirakdar’s response clearly illustrates the power
of the tribes, which enabled them to maintain their independence in the
midst of the powerful enemies:

“To the borders of their county’ said the vigorous Pasha of Mosul
‘I will be responsible for your safety; you may put gold upon
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your head, and you will have nothing to fear; but: I warn you that
I can protect you no farther. Those mountain infidels (Christians)
acknowledge neither Pasha nor Kings, but from time immemorial
every man has been his own King’."

Grant advanced his own theory of how the Assyrians were able to
maintain their independence, affirming,

Not only are the principal part of the Nestorians shut out by phys-
ical barriers from the people around them, but their civil condi-
tion required them to remain peculiarly distinct. It is, perhaps,
to this as much as to the nature of their country, that they owe
their present independence, in the midst of numerous and power-
ful enemies.'®

Meanwhile J. Perkins believed that

the term independent applied to them in an unqualified manner,
may be as deceptive as it is grateful. What then is the real import
of their independence? Why, that by the aid of the rocky ramparts
that surround them, their muskets and spears which they always
keep near them, and their corresponding habits of fierce, desper-
ate daring."”

And Ross found that

the Nestorians were always prepared for raids; their rooms were
hung with arms, and a shot echoing in the narrow valleys called
out every male above fifteen to the strife—even children of ten or
twelve frequently handled their rifles with effect...In the time of
war they were led by their own Maliks or hereditary chiefs.?

Thus, as we have seen from various authorities, the Assyrian tribes
maintained their independence from any foreign influence by force of
arms, resisting any foreign attempt for their subjection as they had done
since time immemorial. They continued to do so up to the period when
the Ottomans began implementing the policy of centralisation to bring
all autonomous centres into subjection. As we have seen, many authors
wrote about the nature of the tribes’ independence, which appeared to
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present an abnormal state of affairs. A Christian minority living in the
midst of powerful and hostile majorities of Kurds, Turks, Afshars, and
Persians was able to maintain its hold and keep its borders safe.

While the independent tribes had the advantage of an inaccessible
country, the main factor in preserving their existence and identity was
their warlike habits and courage. The Assyrians were famous as horse-
men and lancers, and used to show off their skill with swords and spears
even when they visited their patriarch.! Boys were taught how to use
bows and edged weapons from the age of nine or ten, and at puberty,
each received a dagger, which he carried for the rest of his life. As late
as 1914, M. Y. A. Lilian noted that ‘[t]here is no house in which you will
not find a latest rifle, daggers and bandoleers hanging from the wooden
pillars or walls’, and both youths and men carried their rifles to church
and after mass showed off their skill in shooting.?? Many times down to
1843, they vindicated their right to remain distinct from the surrounding
ethnic and religious elements as a state. But from then on, various fac-
tors contributed to dramatic changes in the status and life of the Nesto-
rian tribes.

The Patriarch and His Authority

As we have seen, the independent Assyrian tribes succeeded in main-
taining their independence and governing themselves under their suc-
cessive patriarchs, but they could never have done so without a mature,
capable administrative body that was able to lead and defend their coun-
try. Clearly the pyramid system described earlier was able to address the
pressing issues and conditions and to function successfully. But it was
chiefly thanks to the unquestioning obedience of all the followers of Mar
Shimun and to his capable leadership that the tribes managed by force of
arms to resist all foreign attempts at their subjection from time immemo-
rial until 1843. Many had the opportunity to examine the resources and
power of the tribes and the qualifications of their leadership, especially
when the country became a no man’s land for several centuries during the
era of Ottoman-Persian conflict, in which the Kurds became an additional
factor after the Battle of Chaldiran in 1514. Meanwhile the Afshars in
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Persian Azerbaijan were draining the resources of the Assyrians, whom
they exploited and looted as Ra’aya. This reveals the reluctance of the
regional Muslim majorities to accept coexistence with the native Chris-
tian minorities. The conditions of the independent tribes were quite dif-
ferent from those of their co-religionists elsewhere, since they enjoyed
different geopolitical conditions. From a legal point of view, they con-
stituted an ethnic and religious group whose status was later regulated in
the Hatti Sheif of Gulhan of 1839,

After their subjection in 1843, however, the tribes’ historical isolation
came to an end. The rugged mountains could no longer keep the people
detached from surrounding developments, particularly the determination
of the Turks to reestablish their authority in the region. Thus the tribes
were dragged into the arena of events without being equipped to deal
with the new concepts represented by the modern thinking of the west-
erners, Turks, Persians, and others.

3. Economic, SociAL, AND CULTURAL CONDITIONS

The western visitors who spent a considerable time with Mar Shimun
and his people learned at first hand the position of the family among
its followers and how he was considered the supreme civil as well as
ecclesiastical authority. The American missionaries reported the pres-
tigious status of the patriarchal family among their followers, who
regarded them as princes.” They lived in an exceptionally large house
with an antechamber, a large ‘saloon’ or reception room, and six other
rooms. The antechamber was hung with the horns of mountain deer that
the patriarch himself had hunted. In the saloon, he received his guests
sitting on a settee covered with rugs, and they were expected to kneel
before him.

Economic Conditions

As we have seen, the country of the Assyrian tribes was known for its
mountainous terrain. Many districts had no land for cultivating barley
or other crops. The exception was the district of Tekhoma, which was
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famous for its fields and the tobacco that grew there. The Assyrians
made up for the shortage of agricultural land in creative ways—in the
village of Lizan, for instance, the people turned the slopes of the high
mountains into fertile fields by bringing soil from a distance to fill the
twenty-five terraces that they had constructed on the rocky surface. Ain-
sworth was astonished at the architectural skill and the achievement.
These man-made terraces were irrigated by a highly advanced system,
by which the water was distributed to the high level at the same time
as to the lower parts.® Channels of aqueducts, which were remarkably
well built, irrigated the beautiful orchards around Chamba, the capital of
Upper Tiyari. These aqueducts, which resembled the old Jirwana aque-
duct in the plains of Nineveh during antiquity, transferred water across
the channels, which were built from stones, while, as elsewhere, the ter-
races were filled with soil brought from distant places. In Asheetha, the
few fertile spots were carefully exploited and cultivated. Some wheat
was grown, but mainly rice, and also millet, potatoes, and hemp for
rope and cloth. Most vegetables were also widely grown. Lizan and
Minayanish were famous for their watermelons and cucumbers, while
most fruits were available, especially grapes. Many villages were sur-
rounded by vineyards, from which the people used to produce a good
quality of wine.

Raising livestock, in particular sheep, was common among the people
and formed the prime resource for their living. Dairy products and wool
were sold in the chief surrounding cities, mainly Amadia, Mosul, and
Julamerk. In return, they satisfied their annual needs for clothes, food-
stuffs such as sugar, soap, and other essential needs. The women worked
very hard knitting the wool to make cloth for their family members. The
village of Garamoon was famous for coloured stocks, sheets, and other
textiles. To supplement their diet, the people gathered honey, hunted
deer, and shot birds with their bows and rifles.*

The tribes were often confronted with the consequences of the devas-
tating floods of the Zab River, when they had to suffer the loss of their
crops. These floods were frequent in Tiyari and Tekhoma districts, as
well as in the Salabikan basin.”’
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Cultural and Educational Conditions

For centuries, the tribes were cut off from the outside world and unac-
quainted with its progress. Illiteracy prevailed, especially among the
independent and semi-independent tribes. During the period under study,
Qasha (priest) Orahma of the Asheetha, who was considered the most
learned person among the Assyrian tribes, explained the learning situ-
ation and why his people remained mostly illiterate by telling Badger,
‘What do you expect? People are very poor, and they hardly see any-
thing except the sky up above and the earth down below’.

Learning on modern lines was unknown among the Assyrians through-
out the period of their decline. The situation changed only with the arrival
of the western missionaries, who provided several levels of education,
notably the American mission after Dr. Justin Perkins arrived at Urmia to
head it in 1834. English missionaries also took a role in education, begin-
ning towards the end of the nineteenth century. American missionaries
first were involved in education programs among the Assyrians of Azer-
baijan, in particular in the city of Urmia and its immediate surrounding
villages, and this movement also had its effect on those in Tiyari and
Hakkari. In 1835 Bishop Mar Yohannan, with the priest Oraham, paid
a visit to Dr. Perkins, and right after their return, the priest opened a
school and began teaching English.2? However, the majority of the peo-
ple still remained cut off from modern knowledge because they knew
no language but their own, which they were only able to speak; during
the troubled centuries through which they had passed, the knowledge of
writing and reading had become almost entirely confined to the priests
and bishops.*

Social Conditions

Thus it is safe to say that the tribes’ society was quite primitive. Their
continual state of isolation had shaped their lifestyle, which remained
much the same as in the pre-Christian era. For generations, the people
had met their own needs from within. They had learnt how to make basic
primitive tools; each man had to make his own, collecting raw iron from
open mines. The people of Asheetha, for instance, had a particularly
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good reputation for smelting iron and making the large picks and goads,
which were needed by the farmers and muleteers. The village of Sur-
spedoo was famous for its production of lead. There were many mineral
pits, among which a famous one was in the village of Duri, on the south-
ern border of Tiyari. Phosphates abounded in many places throughout
the tribes’ country, and people used to collect them to make their own
ammunition; every man was responsible for making his own, with the
help of his wife.>!

Ordinary people’s houses mostly consisted of only two or three rooms.
The ground floor was used as the living quarters in winter, and the upper
one in summer, but in hot weather, the people had to build themselves
outdoor sleeping booths from tree branches to escape from the heat and
insects. In the upper room of each house was a small earth oven in which
the family baked its bread and cooked its meals. Most had no furniture;
the family members squatted on their knees round an open fire, and if a
guest came, they provided him with a carpet. Food was brought from the
oven on a large earthenware platter and served in earthenware or copper
dishes, or, in the poorest households, on goatskins. There were no metal
spoons or forks; instead, people used wooden ones, and some ate with
their fingers. Apart from weapons, as was previously mentioned, most
houses had no ornaments except a simple wooden cross on a pillar in
the front room, before which, every morning and evening, the elders of
the family would stand and pray. Maliks usually had somewhat larger
houses with a third story from which they could shoot down at their
enemies.*

Village churches were mostly small, narrow, and dark because they
had no windows. After the establishment of the central Turkish authority
late in 1847, the churches were built with flat roofs and even narrower
doorways, to prevent the Turks or Kurds from desecrating them by driv-
ing in sheep, goats, or cattle. The apsidal sanctuary was separated by a
curtain and contained the altar with the cross at the east end, and on the
right side, a tub by way of a font. All churches had bells, but none had
towers or bell cotes; instead, the bell was hung from the trunk of a tree
adjoining the church. Beside the main church, there was often an even
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smaller one serving as a chapel, where in summer, the people might pray
every morning and evening. Neither churches nor chapels had crosses
on their roofs, lest they attracted the attention of the Muslims. Inside,
apart from the cross in the apse, the only usual ornaments were cloths
hung up as thank offerings by people cured of sickness.*

Men and boys wore embroidered shirts, sleeveless embroidered vests,
baggy trousers, stockings, soft woolen shoes that would not slip on the
mountain paths, conical white hats resembling those of the ancient Assyr-
ians, and, in cooler weather, long-sleeved cloth robes fastened with strings
or buttons. Most carried the curved daggers that they had received at
puberty stuck in their girdles. They seldom cut their hair, wearing it in
two or three plaits hanging behind the head. All but priests and old men
shaved their beards. Deacons wore ankle-length albs with red girdles, and
the higher clergy wore similar robes, but only when officiating in church;
at other times, the clergy dressed like the laity.>* Women and girls wore
three or more embroidered shirts, one over another, under long-sleeved,
ankle-length dresses of embroidered cotton or silk; on their heads, they
wore the Turkish fez, wrapped with a strip of coloured or embroidered
muslin or other fine fabric, and decorated their foreheads with gold coins.
They braided their hair and hung it behind their heads. In Kochanis, how-
ever, women wore a simpler, originally monastic, robe called the dera,
with a plain Turkish fez.*

Assyrian girls enjoyed much greater freedom than their Muslim coun-
terparts, in that they regularly met and worked with boys and their fami-
lies in the fields or on the mountains. Youths normally married at between
fifteen and twenty years of age, maidens at between twelve and fourteen.
Weddings were occasions for feasts and dancing for the whole commu-
nity, lasting at least three days and sometimes as long as a week. Church
law and social custom enforced exogamy, and Assyrians were allowed to
marry Christians of other nationalities, though never Muslims. The two
families normally arranged marriages, but lovers whose families did not
wish them to marry not infrequently eloped. When they returned, their
families were usually reconciled with them, but the girl forfeited her
inheritance. Family life was strong, because the church forbade divorce
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except for adultery by the woman and severely discouraged concubinage
by excommunicating both parties and refusing them Christian burial if
they died unrepentant. But as might have been expected in a small nation
anxious to keep up its numbers, public opinion refused to condemn a
man who took another woman if his wife had proved barren.’

A typical family in Tiyari and Tekhoma consisted of three generations
and about forty members: patriarch and matriarch, sons and their wives,
unmarried daughters, and grandchildren. When the patriarch died, his
younger brother or eldest son stepped into his place. In domestic life,
the matriarch ruled supreme, assigning their tasks to her daughters and
daughters-in-law. The women fetched grass, firewood, and water, and
did all the baking and cooking and, when their men were away, all the
fieldwork, too. They ate together, apart from the men, and after the latter
had finished their meal. As with the Armenians, a married woman had
no right to speak to her in-laws; she communicated with them through
her husband.”

4. THE POPULATION OF THE INDEPENDENT ASSYRIAN TRIBES,
Wit REFERENCES TO THE SURROUNDING REGIONS
OF MAR SHIMUN’S FOLLOWERS

Until the establishment of direct Ottoman rule in the summer of 1847,
there is no official census available for the independent Assyrian tribes.
However, with the arrival of the western envoys and missionaries,
attempts were made to give estimates. The earliest westerner to provide
one was Dr. Walsh, who put their total number in Turkey and Iran at five
hundred thousand.*®

Smith and Dwight were the first westerners to introduce the people
to the outside world in 1831; they stated that the Nestorians counted
fifty thousand families.® A Chaldean priest gave seventy thousand as
the total number, which the British consul in Tabreez rejected as much
too low,” while Wigram estimated the Independent Tribes alone at
one hundred thousand.* For the number of the Assyrians in Azerbai-
jan, we also have different figures, ranging from Perkins’ thirty to forty
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thousand, to Smith and Dwight, who stated that the Assyrian population
of Azerbaijan amounted to one quarter of the total number.*? Maclean
and Browne gave the same percentage,*® while Edward Cutts gave a fig-
ure of twenty-five thousand for the Assyrians of Urmia alone.** Rufus
Anderson put the total number of the Nestorians at one hundred and
fifty thousand, including forty thousand in Persian Azerbaijan.* Grant,
who studied the people more intimately, put the total number of the
Nestorians followers of Mar Shimun at two hundred thousand, which
included the independent, semi-independent, and Ra’aya. Etheridge,
Coan, and Maclean and Brown gave the same number.*® As the tables
in appendix B show, there are great differences between the totals given
by Badger and Ainsworth and the figure of one hundred thousand for
the independent tribes stated by Dr. Grant.

Asheetha, the capital of Lower Tiyari, affords an example to test Bad-
ger’s estimates. He put the total number of its houses at four hundred,
while Ainsworth stated that Asheetha could provide one thousand fight-
ers out of its five thousand inhabitants.*” Badger also provided a table
giving statistics for many Assyrian villages (see appendix B). However,
the issue of the tribal structure and the difference between the indepen-
dent and nonindependent will be addressed in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 3

THE HisTORY OF THE CHURCH
OF THE EAST DOWN TO THE
ARRIVAL OF THE ROMAN
CAtHOLIC MISSIONARIES

1. EARLY CHRISTIANITY IN ASSYRIA AND MESOPOTAMIA

As we have seen, Christianity was introduced into Assyria and Mesopotamia
during the first century AD and became well established in the second.
The inhabitants of the kingdom of Urhai (Edessa) were the first to receive
the message during the reign of King Abgar Okama V, followed by the
kingdom of Adiabene.' The disciples St. Thomas and St. Bartholomew
were said to have preached among the independent tribes; the traditions
in that region continuously commemorate St. Bartholomew’s mission and
the existence of a monastery bearing his name that he built in Albag.?
Scholars have observed that ‘Christianity had its roots among Ara-
maic Syriac-speaking people in Mesopotamia and Assyria: this was the
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preaching-language of the disciples’ as well as that of Jesus Christ.?
Despite Persian and Roman persecutions, the followers of the Church
of the East were later able to spread their faith into Persia, Arabia, and
the central and remotest parts of Asia.* The Assyrian and Babylonian
Christians continued to foster their faith zealously, supporting it by mul-
tiplying the numbers of metropolitans, bishops, churches, monasteries,
schools, colleges, and universities. Thus Urhai served as a cradle and
a centre for Christianity in the East much as did Rome, Constantino-
ple, Antioch, and Alexandria within the Roman Empire.’ Learning was
widespread, as could be seen from the schools adjoining the churches
and monasteries.® After adopting Christianity, some Assyrians and Bab-
ylonians even declined to use the ancient ethnic personal names because
of what were considered their pagan associations.’

2. THE ‘EcuMENICAL’ COUNCILS

The first four ‘ecumenical’ councils of the Christian Church-—those
of Nicea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431), and Chalcedon
(451)—represented successive efforts to resolve a single controversy,
namely, how Jesus Christ could be said to be both God and man.® It is
important, however, to understand that these were controversies within
the Church in the Roman Empire; indeed, they were largely confined to the
eastern territories that became known as the Byzantine Empire. There
theological disputes often led to riots and even bloodshed. The Roman
emperors, as the supreme authority, convened councils to deal with these
issues with a view to securing peace and tranquillity between the various
churches and factions within the empire. Churches beyond its limits were
not directly involved in these disputes and so were not expected to send
delegations. Church historians have termed these councils ‘ecumenical’;
but we must keep in mind that the Roman authorities habitually used oik-
oumene, of which ‘ecumenical’ is the adjective, to mean not the whole
known world but the empire—as if it were the only part of the world
that mattered.® Moreover, except when the emperor (or the empress as the
power behind the throne) had definite views of his/her own on the issues,
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the state was less interested in having a council arrive at the truth than in
having it produce a formula that would secure peace and harmony. Once
a council did produce such a formula, all loyal subjects of the emperor
were expected to accept it, and so it became a test of loyalty as well as
orthodoxy.'?

During the period under study, the councils nearly always reached
decisions that agreed with the opinion of the popes.!" The reason for
this, however, was not theological as much as political: the pope was the
eastern emperor’s most effective remaining agent and representative in
the lands that had been the western half of the empire. Until 476 there
was still a titular western emperor, but after about 450, he was a puppet
in the hands of his barbarian army commander, and his authority was
scarcely recognised even in theory outside Italy. If the real emperors

~ who still reigned in Constantinople wished to retain any influence in the

West, let alone recover the power that their predecessors had exercised
there, they could not afford to alienate the popes for very long.

While the eastern Roman emperors were obliged to conciliate the
views of the popes and were unwilling to challenge their influence, the
case was quite different with the church in the Sassanian Empire, which
was in constant hostility with Byzantium. Accordingly the successive
councils gave very little consideration, if any, to whether the doctrines
they proclaimed were acceptable to the Church of the East.

The endemic hostility between the Roman and Sassanian empires
also meant that the followers of the Church of the East were largely
cut off from their co-religionists in the West. Their main contact was
through the theological college of Urhai (Edessa), located in Roman
territory near the border between the two historic foes. The importance
of this college can be assessed from its role as a major centre for theo-
logical learning; many famous fathers of the Church of the East were
its graduates. But the role of this college came to an end when the doc-
trine of the Church of the East was officially banned within the Roman
Empire. As is explained in greater detail later, the emperor Zeno closed
the college in 489 and ordered its Nestorian teachers persecuted. This
obliged many of them to take refuge among their Nestorian brethren
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in the territory under Persian rule. There they were welcomed by the
Persian rulers as Christians having serious differences with their Roman
enemy.

3. NESTORIUS AND THE COUNCILS
ofF EPHESUS AND CHALCEDON

The roots of the disputes that led up to the Council of Ephesus lay in the
rivalry between the patriarchates of Alexandria and Antioch with their
respective theological schools. The school of Alexandria tended to exalt
Christ’s divinity to the exclusion of his humanity, while that of Antioch
adopted a view that gave at least an equal prominence—sometimes too
much prominence—to his manhood.'? A second factor was the rivalry
between the sees of Alexandria and Constantinople and the personal
jealousy that Cyril, patriarch of Alexandria, felt for Nestorius, arch-
bishop of Constantinople, who had been trained at Antioch (which was
a cradle of the Syriac liturgy and literature) in the theology developed
by Theodore, bishop of Mopsuestia, and Diodore, bishop of Tarsus."
Probably a deeper cause, however, was the growth in the first half of the
fifth century in the cult of the Virgin Mary. Cyril and his supporters were
particularly zealous for these developments, which gave the Egyptians
a Christianised substitute for the worship of Isis to which they had been
devoted before their conversion. In contrast, Nestorius had been born and
trained up in an environment influenced by Syriac culture and literature.
This stressed the uniqueness of God and the unlawfulness of worship-
ping any other being, and Nestorius seems to have seen in the develop-
ing cult of Mary a dangerous tendency to pay her honours that belonged
to God alone. His background, influenced by Syriac theology, led him
to develop a theory of Christ’s nature and personhood that stressed that
he was only the son of Mary as a man, and that it was therefore wrong
to call Mary Theotékos (which is often rendered ‘Mother of God’ but
properly means ‘the one who gave birth to God”). This belief led Cyril to
denounce Nestorius, claiming that his teaching implied that Christ was
two persons, not one, which was clearly heretical '
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In 431 the emperor summoned a council to meet at Ephesus and decide
this dispute, as well as the controversy over the teaching of Pelagius,
which was also dividing the church. The emperor had wished for a bal-
anced representation of all regions among the bishops, but he did not get
his wish. Cyril brought about fifty bishops with him and an imposing
number of important clerics and monks. When the Egyptians arrived in
Ephesus some days before Pentecost, Nestorius was already there with
his entourage, including the influential Count Irenaeus. On June 12,
Bishop Juvenal of Jerusalem arrived with fifteen bishops from Pales-
tine. While the primatial authority of Ephesus was not effective over
the whole civil diocese of Asia, the prestige of that apostolic see was
incontestable, and the increasing intervention by the bishops of Con-
stantinople was greatly resented there. So Memnon of Ephesus and the
one hundred other bishops from that diocese sided with Cyril. Mem-
non made his position quite clear by refusing to allow Nestorius and his
adherents into the churches of the city.

Patriarch John of Antioch had sent word ahead that he and his bishops
would arrive late and asked for the opening of the council to be put off
until they came; but Cyril, supported by Juvenal and Memnon, decided
instead to speed things up. He clearly wished to take advantage of the
situation, knowing that John and his bishops wanted to put him on trial
for the anathemas he had hurled at Nestorius. The Roman delegates were
also late arriving, but that was no problem for Cyril, because he regarded
himself as having received a commission from Pope Celestine the year
before. So Cyril convoked the council for 22 June; however, he seems
to have made this decision only the day before, and on the evening of
21 June, he received protest from eight bishops, including twenty-one
metropolitans. Whether it was too late to postpone the meeting or Cyril
thought that would be undignified, the decision stood, and on Monday,
22 June, nearly 160 bishops gathered in the cathedral of Ephesus, which
incidentally was dedicated to Mary.

The proceedings began immediately, despite the protest of the
emperor’s representative, Count Candidian. Cyril, Memnon, and Juve-
nal seem to have taken a decisive role.!* Nestorius was absent, since he
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did not consider the summons sent out by Cyril and his followers to be
valid. He was summoned a second and a third time, but to no effect.
Meanwhile the council began to examine the points at issue and adopted
Juvenal’s proposal to judge the contradictory doctrines by the standard
of the creed of Nicaea, which was then read. Cyril’s second letter to
Nestorius was then declared to conform with the faith of Nicaea, while
Nestorius’ answering letter was condemned. Nestorius was deposed
from his see and degraded from his priesthood, and the custom of calling
the Virgin Mary Theotdkos was confirmed.'®

Then on 26 June, John of Antioch and the Syrian bishops at last
arrived in Ephesus. Count Irenaeus, being a friend of Nestorius, went
to John and his entourage to tell them what had happened. Cyril sent a
delegation, who officially informed the Antiochians that Nestorius had
been condemned and deposed, and required them to have nothing to do
with him. Immediately, with Count Candidian’s support, John and his
group held a meeting, which those bishops who had not wanted to go to
Cyril’s meeting of 22 June also attended. One motion was adopted that
summed up the complaints of the opponents: Cyril and Memnon were
held mainly responsible for the happenings of 22 June, and they were
deposed and excommunicated until they and their followers came back
to their senses.

On 9 July, the pope’s delegates arrived and, following his instruc-
tions, contacted Cyril. On 10 July, a new session of the council was held
in Bishop Memnon’s residence. All who had attended the first session
were there, and they read a letter from Celestine, which the Roman del-
egates were carrying. Then on 11 July, the Romans endorsed what had
been done before their arrival and ratified Nestorius’ deposition. John
of Antioch’s countercouncil was condemned as ‘a conventicle of apos-
tasy’; the number of bishops with him was minimised, and several of
them were declared irregular.

On 16 July, the council sent John two summonses ordering him to
appear, without result. It then passed a series of decrees against anyone
who held any shade of opinion similar to what was labelled as the errors
of Nestorius and the Pelagian Celestius.
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The pope was informed that the council had confirmed his condem-
nation of the Pelagian leaders, and a letter addressed to the emperor put
great stress on the ecumenicity of the council.!” He accepted its decision
and banished Nestorius to a monastery in the Sahara Desert, where Cyril
could keep him isolated and powerless. Cyril then drew up an explana-
tion of his teaching that John of Antioch agreed to accept, but only under
great pressure from the emperor.'® The dispute between Alexandria and
Antioch had only been papered over, not resolved.

By 448 both Cyril and Pope Celestine were dead. In that year, a local
synod in Constantinople condemned the teaching of the abbot Eutyches,
who said that Christ’s manhood was swallowed up in his godhead like
a drop of vinegar in the ocean. Dioscorus, Cyril’s successor as patriarch
of Alexandria, persuaded the emperor to summon a council to review
the decision, which met at Ephesus in 449 with Diosorus presiding. Bul-
lied and intimidated by both the emperor’s troops and a mob of sup-
porters whom Dioscorus had brought with him, the council vindicated
Eutyches and deposed both the archbishop of Constantinople and the
patriarch of Antioch. The archbishop was so badly treated that he died
soon afterwards.”®

An incidental result of this council’s decision was that all teachers and
students at the Syriac college of Edessa were expelled. These included
the revered theologian Ibas and his pupil Bar Soma, the future arch-
bishop of Nisibis.?

Pope Leo the Great, who is considered a much better theologian and
a much more judicious statesman than his predecessor, Celestine, was
appalled by these proceedings. He refused to approve the council’s deci-
sion and wrote to the emperor demanding a fresh one. The emperor
refused, but in 450 he fell off his horse and died. His sister Pulcheria
then married a senator named Marcian, who became the new emperor
and agreed to a new council, which met at Chalcedon in 451.2' This was
more balanced in its representation of the clergy and more fairly con-
ducted than either of the councils held at Ephesus. It condemned the
council of 449 and the teaching of Eutyches, but it also condemned
Nestorius’ alleged doctrine that Christ was two persons and affirmed the



56 ASSYRIANS, KURDS, AND OTTOMANS

view of Leo as expressed in his ‘Tome’, that Christ was one person in
whom two natures, divine and human, existed together without either
one swallowing up the other.? This council also promoted both the
archbishop of Constantinople and the bishop of Jerusalem to the rank
of patriarch, establishing the classic Orthodox system of five patriarchs,
with the pope as the senior patriarch, but only in the sense of being first
among equals.?

Nestorius was still in exile in Egypt and was not allowed to attend
the new council. However, a treatise known as The Bazaar of Heraclides,
which was only rediscovered at the beginning of the twentieth century,
is ascribed to him by most scholars—and if he did write it, it shows that
he was satisfied with the doctrine of Leo and the Council of Chalcedon
and believed that it embodied the essence of the views that he had sought
to defend against Cyril. If so, then one can conclude that Nestorius, at
least at the end of his life, was no Nestorian.?

4. THE THREE-WAY ScHISM BETWEEN THE CATHOLICS,
THE JACOBITES, AND THE CHURCH OF THE EAST

The controversy did not end there. Many clergy and laity in Egypt and
in the western provinces of Syria continued to support the views of Cyril
and Dioscorus, and refused to accept the decision of Chalcedon. Then
when Ibas, the head of the college at Edessa, died in 457, his pupil Bar
Soma was expelled from the college for the second time by the Roman
authority. He returned to his own country and—as has been mentioned—
found a warm welcome in the territories of Mesopotamia under Persian
rule. He became metropolitan in his native city of Nisibis and the
second-ranking prelate in the Church of the East. Very exceptionally, his
abilities also led the Persian king to appoint him warden of the marches
and commander of the troops on the frontier—a post hardly ever given
to a Christian in the Persian Empire.

In 476 the last western Roman emperor abdicated, and the lands of the
former western empire fell completely under the rule of the Germanic
barbarian invaders, who were mostly either pagans or Arians. The eastern
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emperor Zeno apparently decided that it was now more important to
secure religious harmony within his own dominions than to conciliate
the pope, who was now effectively the subject of a barbarian king.? This
time the emperor did not choose to summon a council, probably because
he thought that it would only stir up fresh controversy. Instead, in 482 he
issued a new confession of faith on his own authority, called the Henoti-
con or ‘Formula of Unity’. This condemned both Nestorius and Eutyches
and declared that Christ was one person but did not explicitly add ‘in two
natures’ or approve the decrees of Chalcedon. The pope therefore rejected
it, and so did most or all of the teachers at the school of Edessa. In retali-
ation, Zeno closed the school for good in 489. Most of the remaining
teachers then took refuge with the Church of the East in Nisibis, where
Bar Soma founded his own theological school, with the refugees making
up much of its staff.”’

This seems to have been the time when the Church of the East first
formally declared itself separate and detached from the church in the
Roman Empire. Bar Soma held a synod at Bait Lapat in 484 that organised
the Church of the East as an independent church and affirmed the right
of higher clergy, as well as priests, to marry.® Under his influence and
that of the other refugees from Edessa, the Church of the East endorsed
the theological traditions supported by Theodore, Diodore, Nestorius,
and Ibas—which they seem to have judged as agreeing with the ones
that they had received from their own apostles, Addai and Mari—and
Bar Soma persuaded King Piruz to expel from his dominions all Chris-
tians who disagreed with those teachings, arguing that their loyalties lay
not with him but with the Roman emperor.?

Even at this point, however, the Church of the East does not seem to
have made any decisive breach with the Catholic Church of the Roman
Empire. After Bar Soma refused to attend a church council summoned by
his superior, the patriarch of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, that council annulled
all the decisions of his synod except the one allowing higher clergy to
marry. When Justin became Roman emperor in 518, he recognised the
decrees of Chalcedon. The pope then came back into communion with
the church in the Eastern Roman Empire—and so, apparently, did the
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Church of the East, since the Catholicos Mar 4ba visited Constantinople
in about 530. When war broke out again between the Empire and Persia
in 540, the Persian King Chosroes persecuted the Church of the East,
which suggests that he regarded its members as once again in sympathy
with the Christians in the Roman Empire.*

The council that really created a definite schism between the Catholic
Church and the Church of the East was the Second Council of Constan-
tinople, which was convoked by Justin’s son and successor, Justinian, in
553. Since his general Belisarius was reconquering Italy for him, Justin-
ian once again wished to have the support of the pope, so his council
obligingly reaffirmed the teaching of Pope Leo as endorsed at Chalce-
don. The Monophysites of Syria refused to accept this decision and set
up their own church under Jacob Baradaeus.’' Over time, this religious
difference became a focus for the growing resentment that the Aramaic-
speaking Syrians felt at the way they were governed by the emperor’s
Greek-speaking officials from Constantinople.’? After the Arab conquest
of Syria, the Syrians, like the adherents of the Church of the East, found
that they got better treatment from their new masters because their own
brand of Christianity was not the same as that of the Melkites (emperor’s
men), as they called the Orthodox.* Their church has endured as the
Syrian Orthodox or Jacobite Church ever since.

However, Justinian’s council went beyond the decisions of Chalcedon
when it passed the ‘Three Chapters’, which condemned the teachings of
Theodore, Theodoret, and Ibas, all of them long since dead.* The theo-
logians of the Church of the East could not accept this condemnation
of Bar Soma’s revered master, Ibas, and the earlier leaders of the same
school. Accordingly in 585 the patriarch Ishuyahb held his own synod,
which condemned the Three Chapters but passed a confession that was
completely in accord with Leo’s Tome and the decrees of Chalcedon.
Thus it was their refusal to accept the Three Chapters of the Second
Council of Constantinople, rather than their supposed failure formally to
endorse Ephesus and Chalcedon, that led the Catholic Church to regard
the Church of the East as heretical and schismatic. The Church of the
East in fact included both the Tome of Leo and the acts of the Council of
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Chalcedon in its synodicon, or official collection of approved conciliar
decrees.*

From then until the nineteenth century, the Church of the East
remained largely cut off from the rest of Christendom. In modern times,
however, the leaders and theologians of the worldwide Anglican Com-
munion have extended it the hand of fellowship, because they have come
to believe that the whole difference between the Church of the East and
the western churches that accepted the decrees of Chalcedon was a mat-
ter of words, not beliefs. The Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Anglican
churches all teach that Christ is one person with two natures. The Church
of the East teaches that Christ has one persopa but two giani and two
gnumi. Anglican theologians have concluded that the whole disagree-
ment arose because older western doctors misconstrued gnuma as mean-
ing what they understood by ‘person’, when in fact it means ‘essence’.”’
That Jesus Christ the God-man is one person (parsopa) in whom are
conjoined both a human and a divine nature (kiana) and essence (gnuma)
is precisely the doctrine of Leo and the Council of Chalcedon and also,
if he indeed wrote The Bazaar of Heraclides, what Nestorius himself
came to believe, at least by the end of his life. The Church of the East
styles Mary ‘Mother of God the Word’, which is also in accord with the
decrees of Chalcedon. Apparently, then, the action of the Orthodox and
Roman Catholic churches in labelling the Church of the East heretical
has been nothing but a tragic mistake that caused an unnecessary divi-
sion in Christendom.

Thus the Christological controversies of the fifth and sixth centuries
split the Syriac-speaking people into two distinct Christian sects, match-
ing the political division that set apart the Romans from the Persians and
also dived both groups from the main body of western Christendom. The
zeal of both communities made them exert their energies in missionary
activities in Asia, reaching as far as China and Japan. They established
learning institutions with the Syriac language common to both, making
valuable contributions to knowledge, such as translating Greek learning
into Syriac and Arabic, which later was passed to Europe by the Arabs
through Spain. Having freed itself from any connection with the western
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churches and reaching a good understanding with its Persian rulers for
most of the time, the Church of the East embarked on a huge missionary
enterprise, which reached its peak under Abbasid rule. All the eastern
parts of the world, as far as China and even Japan, became a field for
missionary labour—a task that the church fulfilled by converting many
pagan ethnic groups to Christianity.*

These missionary successes, however, served to mask the danger-
ously exposed situation in which the Syriac-speaking peoples found
themselves. As long as they remained under the rule of the Zoroastian
Sassanids and the Ummayad and Abbasid caliphs who succeeded them,
the Nestorians’ isolation from the rest of Christendom actually worked
in their favour, because all those dynasties were willing to tolerate
Christians who behaved like peaceable and obedient subjects and gave
no loyalty to any foreign power. The same attitude actually secured bet-
ter conditions for the Jacobites, after the Arab conquest of Syria, than
they had experienced under the rule of Byzantine emperors who were
zealously orthodox as defined in Constantinople. However, once they
came under the rule of Muslim dynasties such as the Seljuk Turks and
the Mongol Ilkhans, their religious diviston hampered the members of
both Syriac-speaking churches from mounting any concerted resistance
to pressure and persecution by their Muslim, non-Arab neighbours and
rulers, while their perceived status as ‘heretics’ made first the Byzan-
tines and then the crusaders less concerned to rescue them from oppres-
sion than they might have been if they had acknowledged the Syriac
Christians as full brothers and sisters in Christ. As we shall see, these
factors were to influence the fate of the Assyrian Nestorians and the Syr-
ian Jacobites right down to the period that forms the focus of the this
study.

After 1295 the Church of the East gradually dwindled into a shadow
of its glorious past. Its sharp decline could be seen by the beginning
of the fifteenth century, when it was unable to call a church council
to elect a new patriarch because it had only one metropolitan serv-
ing a few communities in their original homeland who had survived the
catastrophic events especial the slaughters of Timur Lang. The decline
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was compounded by continual persecution and ethnic cleansing by
uninterrupted waves of alien invaders and settlers who headed to Assyria
to fill the vacuum left by Timur’s devastation and the elimination of
the vast majority of the indigenous inhabitants. The conditions existing
among the people during the period of Ottoman decline added another
factor, which further accelerated the decline of their church. Rome then
exploited the Christian minority’s situation to absorb the greater part of
their church and bring the people under its sway.

5. THE ScHISM BETWEEN THE
ORTHODOX AND LATIN CHURCHES

The later relations between the Roman Catholic Church and the separated
churches of the Near and Middle East—the Jacobites and the Church
of the East—were also profoundly affected by the schism between the
Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches. Like the earlier schisms, this
was at least as much a matter of politics and cultural difference as theol-
ogy. Indeed it seems fair to say that the two bodies first quarrelled about
questions of power and authority and then found a doctrinal excuse for
condemning each other.*

As early as the fourth century, the popes had claimed to be the unique
successors of St. Peter and the sole heirs of Christ’s promise to him,
“Thou art Peter, and on this rock I will build my church’ (Matthew 16:18),
and therefore supreme over all other prelates.” The patriarchs in the
Eastern Roman Empire had always politely ignored this claim, and their
theologians interpreted the text differently.’ But by the end of the elev-
enth century, all the churches of western Europe had admitted the claim
and the popes were seeking to enforce it on all Christendom.*> Pope
Urban 11, in launching the First Crusade, aimed to extend his authority
over the Christians in the Near East, and he also hoped that by freeing
the Byzantines from the Turkish menace, he would earn their gratitude
and induce them, too, to admit his claim to supremacy over the whole
church. Doubtless, Urban sincerely wished to help the eastern Christians
and to rescue them from aggression and persecution by the Turks, but his
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notion of how to do that involved bringing them under his own rule and
control.®

The real causes of the schism were the cultural cleavage between
western and eastern Europe and the rivalry between the western and
eastern empires and their chief sees of Rome and Constantinople.*
The chief doctrinal excuse was the issue of the Filioque, the Latin
word for ‘and the Son’, which the churches under the pope’s author-
ity came to insert in the Nicene Creed.* The pope and the patriarch
of Constantinople traded anathemas over that issue in 1054, but even
that act did not create a complete schism between the Roman Catho-
lic and Orthodox churches.* What made the schism definite was the
action of the crusader Prince Bohemond of Antioch in 1100, when
he deposed the Orthodox patriarch of that city and appointed a Latin
patriarch, obedient to the pope, in his place. The other Orthodox patri-
archs all refused to recognise the deposition, and from then on the
eastern emperors and the popes began to appoint rival patriarchs of
both Antioch and Jerusalem.*” After that, both sides began to act as if
there were two rival churches, not a single Catholic Church with some
internal disputes.

From that time on, the papacy came to regard the Orthodox Church
as its main rival and consistently followed a policy of trying to win
over all the native Christians in the Near and Middle East who were in
schism with Constantinople. The ultimate objective of the strategy was,
as it were, to outflank the Orthodox Church by planting Latin Christi-
anity on its eastern as well as its western doorstep, and to encourage
the Orthodox, too, to acknowledge the claim of Rome to be the hub
of all Christendom. Then as now, the popes sincerely desired to unite
Christendom; but then as now, they were unable to imagine how Chris-
tendom could be united without themselves as supreme heads. The
division of western Christendom prevented it from presenting a united
front against Muslim pressure on it eastern flank and diverted effort and
resources that would better have gone to resisting that pressure into an
internal quarrel, as appeared most tragically when the Fourth Crusade
was divided into an attack on Constantinople. In this complex chess
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game, the ‘Separated Eastern Churches’ were to be little more than
pawns.

6. THE CRUSADERS, THE EARLY PHASE
OF THE MISSIONARIES

The dramatic developments of the eleventh century in Mesopotamia,
which brought the Seljukid occupation to Baghdad in 1055, were only
the beginning of the geopolitical, demographic, and religious changes
that came as the direct result of the successive waves of invaders from
the west and from Central Asia. The decline of the Abbasid Caliphate
had created a military and political vacuum throughout the region. This
was shown as soon as the Seljuks occupied Baghdad, but its worst effects
only appeared when the Mongols followed then in 1258.

These developments were closely watched by the Catholic European
states, which responded by organizing a series of crusades during 1097—
1291. The presence of crusaders in the lands that had given birth to
the separated churches prompted Rome to reassert its historic claim to
supremacy over all Christian churches.”

Thus, beginning in 1097, Pope Urban II and his successors promoted
a series of campaigns to occupy the region that lasted two centuries. At
the outset, the objectives were to recover the Christian holy places from
the Muslims, deliver the native Christians of the Near East from per-
secution, and protect Armenia and the Byzantine Empire from Turkish
attacks.”” But the military commanders were mostly at least as interested
in acquiring wealth by plunder and carving out kingdoms and principali-
ties for themselves, and so the waves of invaders brought destruction to
the regions inhabited by the followers of the national churches.*® Thus
we find a contemporary historian, a native of the city of Urhay (Urfa,
known in the West as Edessa), recounting the early crusader campaigns
and describing in detail the destruction wrought by their occupation to
the ancient emirate of Urhay and their illtreatment of the intensive native
Christian population.’' Another contemporary historian, the famed Ibn
al Ibri (o3 o), painfully described the tragedy of the sack of
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Constantinople in the Fourth Crusade (1204), to which many clergy and
laity of the city fell victims, and which put an end to the Byzantine Empire
as a great power and a bulwark of Christendom against its foes.>

The attitudes of some crusaders towards the native Christians could
be seen from a letter that the leaders of the Second Crusade sent to Pope
Eugenius 111 (1145-1153): ‘We defeated the atheist Turks, but we are
unable to use violence against the infidel Rums [Orthodox], Armenians
and Syrian Jacobites. Come and destroy with your might, which has no
parallel, all the infidelity’.>® According to Cardinal Ogen Tsran, Pope
John XXII (1316-1343) wrote on 2 November 1326 to the commander
of a later campaign, urging him to uproot both the Nestorians and the
Jacobites from Cyprus, ‘leaving the necessary measures to his wise judg-
ment’.> The people had to adjust to the new conditions, including the
creation of a Catholic body in Lebanon in 1204.% The crusaders exerted
themselves to convert the non-Catholic native Christians in all the ter-
ritories that came under their rule, and they left a trace of that endeavour
in the Maronites of Lebanon, whom Rome succeeded in converting dur-
ing the Fourth Crusade.*

Both the crusaders’ incursions into the Holy Land and their ultimate
withdrawal from the region had far-reaching consequences for the local
Christians. After the Muslims’ victory over the Mongols at Ain Jalut in
1260, and their conversion to Islam at the end of the thirteenth century,
a general anti-Christian feeling developed and led to massacres through-
out the territories under Ilkhanid rule.” The reaction to the crusaders’
behaviour took the form of general massacres to force Islam on the
native Christians, especially after 129558

Thus the early forcible attempt by Rome to ‘reclaim’ the so-called
‘heretical churches’ had evil consequences for both its own followers
and for the local Christian churches. For the former, the lesson was to
rest in the repository of history until a new opportunity presented itself.
The latter were obliged to live with their wounds after having been sub-
jected to two waves of invaders.®
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CHAPTER 4

THE RoMAN CATHOLIC
MISSIONARIES AND THEIR IMPACT
ON THE ASSYRIANS

1. THE IMPACT OF
THE OTTOMAN CONCESSIONS TO FRANCE

Rome’s interest in converting the separated eastern Christians revived in
1535, when the Ottoman sultan Sulaiman the Magnificent (1520-1566)
annexed Mesopotamia and the surrounding Arab countries and awarded
King Francis I of France concessions, which included the freedom to
establish Catholic missions to labour in the Asiatic provinces of the
Ottoman Empire. France became the natural ally of the Ottomans, who
greatly appreciated their alliance against the Safavids, and accordingly,
Sultan Sulaiman awarded King Francis the important concessions of
1535, granting French subjects religious freedom in the Ottoman Empire
and the right to establish missionary stations in his newly acquired ter-
ritories in the Middle East. Both France and the papacy moved promptly
to exploit these concessions. As early as 1536, Franciscan missionaries
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found their way to Jerusalem and established themselves in the midst of
the Nestorians and Jacobites.! From then on, Catholic missionaries had
better scope to pursue their work with the full support of French govern-
ment. Despite their occasionally strained relations in Europe, France and
the papacy had a common interest in penetrating the Levant, so France
strongly aided and supported the activities of the Catholic missionaries
for mutual interest. It became normal to find French consuls acting as
missionaries, and vice versa.

Since Islamic law forbade Muslims to convert to other faiths, the Cath-
olic missionaries concentrated their efforts on the local Nestorian and
Jacobite Christian inhabitants.? However, ‘[w]ith respect to the Muslims
they philosophized that they might Christianize them by first westerniz-
ing them’.? But this missionary labour made the Muslim majority suspi-
cious of their Christian fellow subjects who maintained relations with the
foreign Christians; they were viewed as having suspect ties with distant
infidels. This also influenced ‘the official Ottoman attitude toward the
transfer of loyalties by the dhmimmi population from patriarch to pope’.*

With the rapid decline of the Ottoman Empire, the sultans awarded
increasingly humiliating capitulations to the great European powers.
Although France was the first to gain such further concessions, other
powers soon secured similar privileges for themselves. These capitu-
lations enabled many non-Muslim individual subjects of the sultan, as
well as Europeans, to enjoy a special status of protection and privileges,
such as exemption from state dues and taxes. Eventually the capitula-
tions came to undermine Ottoman sovereignty and to contribute to the
empire’s decline;® they produced a class of protégés who were allowed
to purchase property and undersell Muslim merchants.®

2. THE ESTABLISHMENT OF PROPAGANDA IN 1622

During the early stages of Rome’s activities, various Catholic orders of
missionaries laboured independently, and the papacy made no attempt to
coordinate their efforts. But the conditions changed when the Ottoman
decline and the correspondingly enhanced role of France offered more
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favourable conditions. Thus in 1622 Rome decided to reorganise its
missionary activities by establishing a central authority to direct them;
thus the College for the Propagation of the Faith was established to train
native candidates as missionaries. Henceforth many of the envoys of
Rome were to be chosen from the followers of the ‘national churches’,
including the Syriac-speaking churches. Rome’s later success was
largely due to these changes, as well as to the effective and staunch sup-
port of France, which could apply leverage to the local Ottoman authori-
ties. Catholic missionaries equipped under the new system appeared in
Aleppo, Syria, in 1627 and then in Mesopotamia in 1750. Their ambition
was to bring all the Christian subjects of the sultan under obedience to
the pope, but the evidence suggests that they had no marked success
until the middle of the nineteenth century.

Nevertheless, with the establishment of the College of Propaganda,
the seeds of Catholicism began to be more efficiently broadcast among
the Nestorians and Jacobites. The activities of Francois Picquet, the
French consul at Aleppo (1652—1662), could be considered as a corner-
stone for the success of the missionaries in sowing divisions within both
national churches. He ‘was the first to link French economic and politi-
cal interests in the Ottoman Empire directly to the Catholic cause’.” He
reported to his home government a remarkable success in his labours,
but one scholar doubted his report, and it is not at all clear that he was
correct in his claims.?

Given their weakness, the Ottoman sultans as early as the seventeenth
century grew uneasy about the activities of western missionaries among
their Christian subjects. These apprehensions led them ‘in the eighteenth
century to side with the traditionalists’® and to strengthen the national
churches. Partly reversing their previous policy, they revived their tra-
ditional strategy for dealing with subject population of ‘divide and rule’
and sought to detach the different religious bodies from each other, issu-
ing bara ats ‘for the office of patriarch and metropolitan to partisans of
both the Orthodox and Catholic factions’.'

The importance that Rome assigned to converting both the Nesto-
rians and the Jacobites could be judged from the numbers of Catholic
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missionaries who were working among them. For example, in 1680 there
were ‘twenty-four Latin Catholic priests and Friars in the city of [Aleppo]
but only fourteen resident French merchants...the number of those
claiming to be chaplains must have raised more than a few eyebrows in
the governor’s saray’."! Although evidence does not support the claim,
‘by the end of the seventeenth century, one missionary source estimated
that three-quarters of the community in Aleppo were Catholic’.'> While
the sultans were reviving the tradition of the millet through empower-
ing the status of various patriarchs, the natives converted to Catholicism
were coming to be widely viewed as a potential fifth column that might
be manipulated and assisted by the European powers. The Muslim tra-
ditional ruling class viewed the sultans’ tolerance of the missionaries as
contrary to their interests and as subverting the Ottoman Empire."> This
was an alarming signal for nationalist Ottomans, especially when the
labours of the Catholic missionaries were weaning the loyalty of the ahlu
al-dhimma away from the sultan towards a foreign dignitary.

3. SuLAQA AS THE FOUNDER OF
THE CATHOLIC LINE IN THE CHURCH OF THE EAST

With the emergence of the Shi’a Safavid state at the beginning of the six-
teenth century and its continual hostilities with the Sunni Ottomans, the
regions of Mesopotamia and Assyria became once again a battleground
between two competing powers. The mutual hostility also brought the
European factor into the scene, as the French became an ally of the Otto-
mans while the Iberian states of Spain and Portugal supported the Safa-
vids. These developments had far-reaching consequences for the Church
of the East. However, we have to keep in mind that, when the Ottomans
annexed most of ancient Assyria and the whole of Mesopotamia during
1514~1536, the Church of the East and its followers were already bleed-
ing from the tumultuous preceding centuries, which had inflicted on them
a continual series of massacres, persecutions, and ethnic cleansing.
Ismail Shah’s invasion and occupation of Iraq during 1508-1514
sparked the conflict with the Ottomans. This in turn profoundly altered
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both the ethnic and political map of the region. New alliances emerged
between its ethnic and religious groups, based on doctrinal affiliation,
which in turn were to influence the conditions in the region over the suc-
ceeding centuries.

As we have seen, the concessions that the Ottoman sultan awarded
to France in 1535 included permission for the Catholic missionaries to
establish themselves in the newly annexed territories. The Franciscans
lost no time starting to labour among the followers of the Church of the
East; their eagerness could be seen from their haste in opening a mis-
sionary station in Jerusalem the next year. After fifieen years of labour,
they were presented with what seemed a decisive opportunity to realise
their goal of ‘reconciling’ the ancient Church of the East into obedience
to Rome.

The chance presented itself when the Patriarch Shimun Bar Mama
died in 1551, since his successor, as Natir Kursi (guardian of the office)
was a child of eight or nine years old. A group of ‘notables’, among
whom were those with commercial ties with France, assembled in
Mosul to address the pressing dilemma, but this assembly lacked the
three metropolitans needed officially to consecrate a patriarch. So, at
the urging of the Franciscans, they agreed to appeal to Pope Julius III
(1550-1555) for help. In their appeal, they stated that they were orphans
with no head but with a child who came from the same family that had
monopolised the patriarchal see for the past hundred years." The signa-
tories begged the pope to consecrate as their patriarch Yohannan Sulaqa,
a monk from the monastery of Rabban Hormizd. The missionaries who
had organised the meeting and its agenda provided Sulaga with an escort
to take him to Rome. According to Adrian Fortescue,

In order to fortify himself against his rival he makes friends with
the Catholic Franciscan missionaries, who were already working
among the Nestorians. They send him to Jerusalem, and there the
‘Custos s. sepulchri’ gives him letters for the Pope.!'?

Several historians tell us that once Sulaqa arrived at Rome, a spe-
cial committee was set up to examine his beliefs. After it had done so,
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the cardinal assigned for the mission reported that Sulaga’s belief and
doctrine were purely Nestorian. Therefore it was decided to instruct him
in Catholic teaching under the tutelage of a special cardinal, who took
nearly two years to complete his task.'s At last, in April 1553, Sulaqa
was consecrated patriarch as Shimun VIII and sent back to his native
country to begin his new function as patriarch of a schismatic line.'” But
the Catholics’ hopes were disappointed, since Sulaqa failed to win over
the main body of the followers of the Church of the East. Instead, after
arriving at Diarbekir in November, he spent a year or so in the remote,
rugged, and isolated mountain of Se’arat until he was arrested and put to
death by the Turkish government early in 1555.

The tragedy of Yohannan Sulaga could be seen in his sad end and in the
fate of the line that he initiated. He left behind no qualified bishop to suc-
ceed him and no solid church structure to administer and organise the new
schismatic body that he had founded. Hence the patriarchate remained
vacant from early 1555 to 1563. Because the line started in isolation from
the main body of the followers of the Church of the East, when put to test,
it failed the purpose for which it had been created. The interruptions and
the short terms of office of this line can be seen from the following table:

Sulaqa™ 1653 1555 16 months
Abdeshu® 1563 1567 4 years

Eth Allaha 1667 1575 8 years

Total 13 years and 4 months

In 1575 there was no successor to Eth Allaha. The line of Catholic
Uniates was threatened with extinction and was only saved by a new
schism.

4. THE PATRIARCHAL LINE OF MAR SHIMUN

The Background of Mar Shimun’s Line
In 1580 Rome found a new opportunity to win over the Church of the
East when Shimun Dinkha, the bishop of the important bishopric of
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the mountainous regions of Assyria—mainly those of Jelu, Salamas,
and Si’arat®*—revolted at the head of forty thousand Nestorian fami-
lies against the patriarch Mar Elia, who had his seat at the monastery of
Rabban Hormizd.?' Bishop Dinkha took advantage of the contemporary
regional developments and circumstances, and the powerful independent
Assyrian tribes of Tiyari and Hakkari, along with other semi-independent
and Ra’aya tribes, supported his defiance. Apparently the Safavids also
encouraged the revolt as a way to establish a branch of the Church of
the East that would adopt a more independent policy from the Ottoman
authority.”

However, the power of Mar Elia obliged Bishop Dinkha to flee from
his see and take up his residence in the monastery of Mar Yokhanan near
Salamas in Persian Azerbaijan, where the authorities welcomed him as
a leader heading forty thousand warlike Assyrian families.”® The pope
quickly confirmed him as patriarch after accepting his Catholic confes-
sion and further boosted the movement and strengthened Dinka’s posi-
tion by appealing to Shah Abbas of Persia to support him. The combined
support of Persia and Rome helped to establish a new schismatic patri-
archal line in the mountains, which has ever since been known as ‘the
Patriarchal Line of Mar Shimun’.?* Thus, from the very beginning, this
line owed its existence to Rome’s support for Bishop Dinkha, who could
never have secured his position without the support of an authority that
could give him a legitimate title. So a new line of patriarchs was estab-
lished, all of whom styled themselves Mar Shimun.

When put to the test, the sincerity and conviction of the patriarchs of
this line in their Catholic doctrine and acceptance of papal supremacy
proved to rest on shaky ground. This was partly because the new patri-
archs failed to gain the acceptance and support of the followers of the
Church of the East on those issues.” As Fortescue correctly stated, the
patriarchs of this line gradually became hostile to Rome. This is clear
from the fact that while some of them sent their Catholic confessions
to Rome, others neglected to do so. Mar Shimun IX and Mar Shimun X
and also Mar Shimun XII each sent confessions to Rome, but after 1670
no contacts were maintained. As Fortescue wrote,
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Patriarchs of this line occasionally sent catholic professions of
faith and protestations of obedience to Rome, receiving in return
the pallium; others did not, and the mass of clergy and people
were probably but little conscious of the difference...in 1670 Mar
Shimun xii sent the last of these professions. From that time rela-
tions with Rome dropped.*

Aubrey Vine, who wrote a detailed history of the Nestorian churches,
affirmed that the relations of the followers of this line with Rome became
interrupted and hostile after Abdeshu.?” Thus, while Shimun Dinkha pro-
duced a new Catholic patriarchal line in the Church of the East, his suc-
cessors returned to their ancestral doctrine, and both its clergy and laity
expressed their resentment at any connection with the see of Rome.?®

The patriarchs who maintained their submission to Rome and sent
their Catholic confessions until 1670 are listed in the following table:?

Uniate Patriarch® Period in Office Doctrine
1. Shimun Dinkha | 1580-1600 Catholic
2. Shimun II 16001639 "
3. Shimun Hi 1639-1653 "
4. Shimun IV 16531692 "

Petros Nasri claimed that the first four patriarchs were Catholics. Shi-
mun Dinkha was obliged to adjust to the circumstances of his time and
to submit his allegiance to Rome, but the motive of his successors is not
clear, since the circumstances had changed. Shimun IV was deposed by
his opponents after his submission to Rome. He then appealed to Pope
Alexander VII, who appointed Bilajedis de Khanin in 1661 as assistant
to the Latin bishop of Babil and as a vicar to Isfahan. He wrote to Shah
Abbas II, begging him to give help to the deposed Shimun and to rein-
stall him in his seat. But he admitted that gradually the Catholics were
unable to maintain their hold over the Assyrians.>! The behaviour of
Shimun’s successor shows that he and his followers had returned to their
ancestral doctrine, as Frazee and Southgate affirmed.*
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The following patriarchs returned to doctrine of the Church of the
East:

5. Mar Shimun Dinkha ¥ XV 1692-1700 Church of the East

6. Mar = Shimun Shlemoun® XVI 1700-1740 "

7. Mar = Shimun Michael?s XVII 1740-1741 "

8. Mar = Shimun Yonan® XVIIi 1741-1820 "

9. Mar = Shimun Oraham XiX 1820-1860 "
10. Mar = Shimun Rouel XX 1860-1903 "
11. Mar = Shimun Benyamin XXI 1903-1918 assassinated by the Kurds
12. Mar = Shimun Polis XXIl 1918-1920 ”
13. Mar = Shimun Eshai®” XXIlI 1920-1975 assassinated in CA, USA
14. Mar = Khanninya Dinkha IV 1975-present resides in Chicago

Rome strove hard to establish a new Catholic line in Diarbekir to
replace the renegade one, and eventually succeeded in creating a new
division in the Church of the East in 1681, when the French consul at
Aleppo, Francois Picquet, persuaded the Nestorian archbishop of that
city to convert. From then on, the patriarchs of this line styled them-
selves ‘Mar Yousif®, but they never gained any followers beyond Diar-
bekir and occasionally Mardin, and their line died out in 1828.

Thus in 1580 the Church of the East became divided between the fol-
lowers of the original line of Mar Elia, located mainly in the plains and
rolling country, and those of the new line of Mar Shimun, mainly located
in the mountains and in part of Persian Azerbaijan. For while Shimun
XIII returned to the doctrine and belief of the Church of the East, this
did not bring reconciliation with the mother church at the monastery of
Rabban Hormizd. Each line maintained its own structure and remained
independent from the other, as indeed they still do, despite their common
beliefs.

This state of affairs was only exacerbated when the new line of Mar
Yousif emerged in Diarbekir in 1681. The backbone of the Mar Shimun
line and the main base for its strength remained the independent Assyr-
ian tribes, but it also had a considerable following in the mountainous
regions, and partly in Persian territories.*® Then, beginning in 1750, the
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followers of the Church of the East experienced a new severe contest
with the Catholics, and Rome scored a great success in 1778 when it
won over the bishop of Mosul, Yohannan Hormizd Aboona, from the
patriarchal family of Mar Elia. His constant labours over the next fifty
years laid the cornerstone of the present-day Chaldean Church.

Nasri referred to the state of alert that the independent tribes main-
tained to secure the closure of their country and to keep out the Catho-
lic missionaries. Missionaries who did get through were treated harshly,
and it was a risky mission for them to venture to the tribes, which might
end in their losing their lives. This state of affairs only changed after
their subjection and the massacres in 1843.%°

5. SuLtaN Manumup II AND
THE NEW IMPULSE BEHIND THE MISSIONARIES

The reign of Sultan Mahmud II is considered the nadir of the Ottoman
Empire, which then suffered its most humiliating defeats and territo-
rial losses.* It also witnessed the entrenchment of the Roman Catholic
missionaries, who succeeded in bringing new waves of Ottoman Chris-
tian subjects under the sway of the pope. The impulse for this was the
fact that various missionary orders obtained bara’ats from the sultan,
through the influence of the French ambassador. For instance, in Octo-
ber 1821, the sultan recognised the ‘Rum Catholics’ as a legal religious
sect, representing the results of the missionary labours.*! Fortified with
these privileges, various orders such as the Jesuits, Franciscans, and
Capuchins then found ways to convert yet more followers of the local
national churches.*

Competition and Rivalry Among Missionaries

Missionary labour was a powerful tool that the various Western powers
exploited to the full in their endeavours to promote their influence in the
Ottoman Asiatic provinces. Accordingly, the various western churches
competed fiercely to gain control over the Christians of the empire.
Great Britain did not leave the arena alone and, shortly after the French,
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it obtained similar concessions, which in due course were renewed and
modified.* The Baptist Missionary Society, founded in London in 1792,
was followed by the Church Missionary Society in 1799 and the London
Society for Promoting Christianity among the Jews in 1809. All three
bodies sent missionaries to the Ottoman Empire.*

The Catholic missionaries responded vigorously to this competition,
establishing important institutions such as schools, hospitals, orphan-
ages, and a printing press, and engaging in other essential activities.
However, the missionaries’ prime tool for establishing themselves was
the medical services that they usually offered for local Turkish pashas.*
J. Fletcher, the contemporary Anglican missionary who reported on
the spot, stated that the Catholic missionaries even employed bribes
to attain their goals.* These heightened activities naturally provoked
resentment from the local Christians. Catholic native scholars have
observed that all the Christian sects in Mesopotamia—Jacobites, Arme-
nians, and Syrian Orthodox—banded together to resist the activities of
the Catholics.” The Danish traveller Dr. Carsten Niebuhr observed, in
the second half of the eighteenth century, that the Catholic missionaries
treated those who declined to follow them and resisted their activities
as enemies;*® he also noted the bitter feelings that they roused among
the local Christian inhabitants of Mosul vilayet. He reported the opin-
ion of a native who mistook him for a missionary and painfully asked
him whether it was not better to leave them alone to maintain their
ancestral beliefs and not to interfere in the affairs of their church. It
is easy to understand people’s bitter attitude towards the missionar-
jes’ labours, which put them under the spotlight, were viewed by the
Muslim majority with much suspicion, and provoked much hatred and
hostility.

The arrival of the second wave of missionaries after 1831 reflected
the political competition between the various European powers even
more strongly. Thereafter it was not unusual to find each mission acting
vigorously to secure a foothold among the Christian natives as a way to
further the interests of its own home government, or to find fierce com-
petition and even hostility between the western missions themselves.*
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They were also keen to maintain the divisions between the followers of
the national churches and employed every possible method to abort any
attempts at rapprochement and conciliation.>

6. THE LEGAL RELIGIOUS STATUS OF
THE INDEPENDENT ASSYRIAN TRIBES

Whereas Bruce Masters stated that the Nestorians under Ottoman rule
belonged to the Jacobite 7ifa (sect) and that a Jacobite metropolitan
complained that they had begun taking communion with the Maronites,
Dr. John Joseph affirmed that Mar Elia, the original Nestorian patriarch
of the plains, was subject to the regulations of the millet system, under
which the Church of the East belonged to the Armenian millet.>' How-
ever, their legal status was to experience a dramatic development, as
those who had been won over to Rome were constituted as a new entity
known as Chaldean Catholics. This shattered the unity of the Assyrian
community.

Still, the seeds of the missionaries’ labours were not ripe for har-
vest until the middle decades of the nineteenth century. Several
factors worked together during 1831-1847, among which were the
massacres inflicted upon the followers of the Church of the East
and the iron fist that Bedr Khan Beg used against the Jacobites of
Tur Abdin. The missionaries from various western churches began
to exert unprecedented pressure upon the already persecuted Chris-
tians of the Asiatic provinces of the Ottoman Empire. During this
period, the Catholic missionaries scored notable success when they
succeeded in ending the old Nestorian patriarchal line of the plains at
the monastery of Rabban Hormizd, descended from Mar Addai and
Mari of the seventy-two, which had headed the Church of the East
since 1318.°2 Thomas Laurie reported how the missionaries in Mosul
vilayet even employed violence to achieve this goal; among other
measures, they persuaded the authorities to imprison all the males of
the old Nestorian patriarchal family for long times and put them to
forced labour on the basis of false accusations,*® while Percy Badger
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told how these same missionaries divided the Nestorians and spread
bad feeling among them.>*

Thus, in the middle of the nineteenth century, we find that the Catho-
lic missionaries succeeded in converting the followers of the Church of
the East throughout the plain of Nineveh, al Jezirah, and the surrounding
regions. Southgate reported on the spot the ill treatment of the native
Christians, whether Nestorians or Jacobites, by the Catholic missionar-
ies with the full support of the French;** while Dr. Justin Perkins, who
had resided in the region since 1834 and had closely monitored develop-
ments, affirmed that the Catholic missionaries spared no efforts to win
over the Nestorians and even resorted to bribes, whether in Tiyari and
Hakkari or in Urmia and elsewhere.*® George Badger reported a Catholic
missionary’s attempt to bribe Mar Shimun, the patriarch of the mountain
branch of the Church of the East. He wrote,

Mar Shimoon was offered large sums of money by the Romanists,
together with the Patriarchate over the Chaldeans, if he would
submit to the Pope; in fact every possible artifice was employed
to support the tottering power of Rome among the Chaldeans of
Mosul. Fearing the defection of some of the Bishops of the Soci-
ety of Lyons now consented to allow them a yearly salary to the
following amount:

The Patriarch, 20,000 piastres, or £200
Bishop of Diarbekir, 8,000

” Amedia, 5,000

” Kerkook, 4,500

» Sert, 4,500

” Mardeen, 4,500

” Mutran Elia, 2,500

(Badger, 170)

Badger further explained that the Catholic missionary who offered
the bribe was accompanied by Mar Yousif, Chaldean patriarch (1848
1878). Besides the offered bribe of ten thousand dollars, the missionaries
expressed their commitment to elevate Mar Shimun to the rank of ‘head
of all Christians in the East’.>” Despite these harsh circumstances, Mar
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Shimun did not yield to the inducements. His reply echoes his strong
attachment to the doctrine and traditions of the Church of the East:

“Tell your master’ said the patriarch, ‘that I shall never become a
Catholic; and should you even induce my whole people, to the last
man, to do so, I would sooner become a Dervish, or a Koordish
Moollah, than degrade myself by and alliance with the people’.*®

These events, however, only took place after his followers had suf-
fered the horrible massacres of 1843—1846. The victims who had fled
their home country and had taken refuge in the concentrated settlements
of their Chaldean brethren in the plain of Nineveh had to join the Catholic
Church if they wanted to eat.>® After that, all Nestorians in the plain and
the majority of those in al Jezirah and the Khabour region converted to
Catholicism. They became a distinct millet under the name ‘Chaldeans’
and were officially recognised as a church and sect by the Ottoman sul-
tan after the direct intervention of the French ambassador in 1844.%°

Significantly, Rome made no attempt to unite the newly converted
Nestorians and Jacobites into one body, even though they spoke the same
language and lived in the same villages. On the contrary, each group was
kept apart from the other.5' The papacy had justified its campaign against
both churches on the grounds of their heretical doctrine and the heredi-
tary character of the office of the patriarch in the Church of the East;
however, once it gained the upper hand, it tolerated the very hereditary
system it had criticised.®

Although the patriarchal line of Mar Elia in Dair Rabban Hormizd
came to an end in 1842 and the missionaries scored another triumph
there, the case was quite different with the mountain branch of Mar Shi-
mun, who continued to enjoy the support of his warlike followers. The
inaccessible and rugged nature of the mountains of Tiyari and Hakkari
helped the followers of his line to maintain their independence without
interference from either the Ottomans or the Persians, and the envoys of
the pope were also kept away. Thus the Dinkha line established in 1580,
who had begun as Catholic Uniates but returned to the old doctrine, con-
tinued to represent the Church of the East after 1842, despite the tragic
events that overtook their followers in the succeeding years.®

15.
16.
17.

19.
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CHAPTER 5

Tue KURDISH SETTLEMENT
IN ANCIENT ASSYRIA

1. THE ORIGIN OF THE KURDS

Many historians, oriental scholars, and travellers refer to the obscure
history of the Kurds and the lack of clear and detailed sources for that
history. This has forced other interested scholars, mainly Kurds, to
look for what they wanted in other nations’ sources, mainly the Assyrian
archives. In the middle of the nineteenth century, F. Fletcher, the envoy
of the archbishop of Canterbury to the Assyrians, quoted the Arab histori-
ans’ assertions of their Arabic origin.! According to Dr. A. Ghassemlou,
historians and scientists affirmed that ‘they are from the stock of the
Zaggros tribes, like the Futi and Lollomi’. He added that some connected
the name of ‘al Akrad and Kurds’ with the tribal name Kardouchoi used
by Xenophon in his 4nabasis for a warlike people living in the moun-
tainous country on the left bank of the upper Tigris, most probably in
the Zakho gorge.? (Modern studies refute this claim.) But Ghassemlou
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concluded that the most plausible theory of their origin was that they were
the descendants of the Medes who conquered Nineveh in 612 BC.2 The
Medes were an Aryan people closely related to the Persians, with whom
they shared a largely common heritage and customs.* Xenophon called
Assyria ‘Media’, which might suggest that Medes had settled there in
significant numbers by 400 BC, and so his Kardouchoi may have been
a Median tribe. If so, the grain of truth in Ghassemlou’s view may be
that these ancient Iranian settlers contributed their stock to the modern
Kurdish nation; however, as we shall see, there is ample evidence that
they were reinforced by later waves of Iranian settlers with whom they
presumably merged.

Kathim Haydar stated that the Kurds’ history is the most obscure of
all nations’,® and he was obliged to seek the assistance of historians and
social scientists, admitting that libraries across the world lack detailed
books on the subject. V. Minorsky and B. Nikitin tried to use anthro-
pometric and anthropological studies to explain their true origin.® But
the racial variation that these writers detected merely suggests that, like
almost any other group of warlike nomads who moved across vast ter-
ritories before eventually settling down, the Kurds absorbed elements of
the local populations as they migrated.

The oldest Kurdish historian, Sharaf Khan al Bidlisi, wrote a detailed
history of his people in the Persian language in 1596 and plainly stated
that they came from Persia.” Another Kurdish historian, Mohammed
Amin Zaki, agreed and stated that Malik Shah, the Seljuk sultan, dur-
ing his fighting with his uncle ‘Qa’rut’, used the Kurds to establish his
rule and awarded him a huge land. While the sultan, Mohammed Malik
Shah, during his invasion of Syria, was accompanied by Ahamad Ibn
Ibrahim Abu al Hayja, the chief of the Rawadia tribes from Maragha in
Persia.® Dr. Shumaysani has also argued that the original homeland of
the Kurds was Persia.>'° Moreover, modern philologists have proved that
the Kurdish language is of Iranian origin and is connected with the mod-
ern Persian language, as well as with Zend, which is the mother of the
Persian language.!' Sir Charles Wilson referred to the Hassananli Kurds
as being originally from Khuzistan,'? but there is some reason to think
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that even there they displaced or absorbed an older population who
had been largely Christian and so, presumably, Syriac speaking: at least
J. Stewart claimed that during the reign of the Sassanian King Shapur I1
(339-379), most of the inhabitants of what are now known as Kurdistan,
Khuzistan, and Khorasan were Christians and were among those who
fell victim to his massacres for forty years.” Indeed the Kurds them-
selves may descend in part from Persians, as mentioned by the Kurdish
scholar Hassan Arafa mentioned earlier.

There is general consensus among scholars that the Kurds formed a
pastoral society. Georgi Zedan described them as people of the pasture-
lands, living in their tents, divided into tribes and subtribes. They were
less disposed to adopt civilisation than the Persians, Turks, and other
eastern nations that adopted Islam at its advance.'

2. Tue KURDS AND THE ADVANCE OF ISLAM

In discussing the Muslim conquest of Persian Azerbaijan, the historian
Ibn Khaldun stated that Utoba ibn Nafi‘a (&G ¢» 45e) conquered Shah-
razur and Samghan after fighting and killing large numbers of Kurds,
and imposed on them both kharraj and jizya. Omar Ibn al Khatab then
assigned Otba Ibn Fargad (288 (» 45ic) as governor of Azerbaijan.'® In the
year 22 AH (AD 643), al Mughera Ibn Sha‘aban (Ol (3 i) was
appointed by Umar I as Wili (governor) for Kufa. Omar provided him
with a letter of appointment to Hothefa bn al Yamman (0! (» 4ips) as
governor for Azerbaijan. He marched as far as Ardabeel (J=h), which
is a city of Azerbaijan and was the seat of the Mazirban ruler, (0b) ).
In Azerbaijan, the Muslim forces met with fierce resistance until they
subdued the natives, who agreed to pay three hundred thousand dir-
hams on condition that none of them were killed or enslaved and that
no fire temple would be demolished.'® This suggests that the people of
the region were then largely Zoroastrians and so presumably of Iranian
stock, whether Kurds or Persians. The ancient historians of the Arab
Muslim conquest agree that the conquerors met the Kurds in ‘Bilad
al Dailam’ (Azerbaijan Iran), in the eastern parts of Persia, and fought
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them fiercely;'” Ibn Khaldun, for instance, attests that al Hajaj (z\>=')
fought the Kurds in the Persian territories.'® Kurds clearly fought the
Muslim armies in the region of al Dailam, which became known later as
Azerbaijan Iran. They showed great resistance, and several campaigns
were required to quell them, among which was one under the command
of Amru Ibn Hani al Aesi (sl (£la (2 5c) at the head of twelve thou-
sand fighters."

The Arab historians tell us that during the advance of Islam, the lead-
ers of the conquering armies reached a peace settlement (7<) in many
provinces of Mesopotamia and Assyria with the church leaders, as, for
example, al Balathiri recounts in his al Fitohat (O ¢ s8). The
treaty with Al Ruha (Urfa), and Nisibis for instance, was taken as a
model for peace settlements with many other important cities and towns.
In the year 19 AH (AD 640), when the provinces of Qirdu and Beth
Zebdi (Jazirat Ibn Umar) were conquered, the patriarch of Zozan made
peace on the same lines. The same was done in Ozon, which the Arab-
Muslim armies conquered on the same conditions as ‘Suluh’ Nisibis.?

When the Bowahis (s 5) secured their hold on Iraq, they made
far-reaching changes in the structure of society by replacing the old sys-
tem of land tenure that the Abbasids had instituted with a new one based
on the feudal system. Accordingly, they settled their alien soldiers in the
agricultural lands that had been until then in the hands of their lawful
owners. Thus Mesopotamia was to be governed by an administrative
system based on feudalism,”’ under which the older populations were
subjected but not displaced.

Ibn Khaldun confirmed that during the reign of Caliph al Muttaki
(940-944), the Kurds were still living mainly in Azerbaijan.”? However,
as has been recorded, during the period from the advance of Islam until
the establishment of Abbasid rule in AD 750, anarchy prevailed through-
out much of upper Mesopotamia, and many pastoral Kurds took advan-
tage of that situation to move in. Ibn Hawqal, the geographer of the tenth
century, speaking about the miserable state to which the town and district
of Shahrazoor had been reduced in his time, described it as ‘a small
town, which was overpowered by the Kurds, and whose environs as far
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as Iraq had been enjoying prosperity’.” The state of the once famous
region of Adiabene (the land between the two Zabs) was also mentioned
by a nineteenth-century western resident, who described the sad state
of the country and the damage that the Kurds had inflicted on it: ‘[T]he
plain of Hadyab was entirely inhabited by the Nestorians but the Kurds
have occupied it and depopulated it of its inhabitants’.?*

3. THE CENTURIES OF CHAOS AND DISTURBANCES
(cA. 1055-1536)

Monasticism, which had dominated the vast majority of the followers of
the Syriac-speaking churches in Mesopotamia since pre-Islamic times,
had a marked effect on the future of the country. Since their adoption
of Christianity, the people had become devoted to their religious belief.
Large numbers of men chose to live a monastic life, and thus numer-
ous monasteries housed increasingly large numbers of monks during
each generation. Unfortunately, this otherwise commendable religious
zeal tended to denude the country of the independent soldier-peasants
who had once formed the backbone of the population, and so the fer-
tile and prosperous land was left with little protection and was open to
nomads’ raids for looting and enslaving the defenceless people. Notable
examples were certain monks who came to be regarded as saints, such
as Saint Eshu Useran of Delam and Mar Yohana of Delam in the region
bordering al Dailam, who were captured by Kurdish raiders and kept as
shepherds serving their kidnappers.”

Many worship centres throughout the districts in what was north-
ern and northeastern ancient Assyria experienced raids and attacks by
the Kurds of Dailam (Azerbaijan), who killed, looted, and enslaved the
indigenous population. Throughout these anarchic times, the Kurds were
moving into various inviting regions in and immediately east of ancient
Assyria from their original homeland in Persia. This appears to have been
the district that Le Strange named as ‘Kushistan’, which he explained as
meaning the mountain land, and which was part of Khorasan; Ibn Hawqal
referred to its inhabitants as Kurds, describing them as nomadic and
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pastoral tribes who kept herds and camels.?”® The turmoil that dominated
Mesopotamia and Assyria during the eleventh century witnessed a gen-
eral influx of various alien races from distant places, and the competing
groups of invaders in their wars and inroads always recruited the Kurds
for their campaigns, just as they did the nomadic Arabs.?’” The Seljuks
were the first large wave to head to Mesopotamia and, while crossing
Azerbaijan, they were joined by the Kurds, whom they used to the full
and amply rewarded for their services.?

4. TuE KURDS AND THE SELJUKS

The Seljuks’ invasion and occupation of Mesopotamia in 1055 had far-
reaching consequences for the country and its indigenous inhabitants.
They were the first ruling dynasty to distribute agricultural land to their
Kurdish supporters, both to keep them loyal and to induce them to join
forces in subjecting the people.” Nonetheless the Seljuks, as the main
invading power, had recurring disputes with their Kurdish followers—
mostly, we might reasonably conjecture, about dividing the spoils, as
for instance during their joint attack on Azerbaijan and al Jazirah, which
was so fierce that the highways were closed.*

The contemporary Syriac historian of Urhai who became known as
al Rahawi al Majhul (Jsex<ll (s5laJll), in discussing the advance of the
Turks in upper Mesopotamia, stated that in the eleventh century, they
began occupying the strategic locations after adopting Islam. Each
Turkoman centre occupied a fort and made that its headquarters for fur-
ther campaigns.?' Speaking of the events of 476 AH (AD 1083), Ibn
Khalikan stated that during the reign of Malik Shahi Ibn Arsilan, the
Seljukid Amir Artaq Ibn Aksab of Halwan marched to Diarbekir at the
head of an army comprising both Turkomans and Kurds. The city surren-
dered to the attackers after a fierce assault and a long siege, while Artaq’s
father, Fakhir ul Dawla, conquered Miyafarqin after three months.*2

The Kurdish historian Mohammed Zaki Amen recorded that Kurds
had joined the Turkoman forces during their advance towards Meso-
potamia, including Mohammed Malik Shah, the Rawadia, and other
tribes.*® He mentioned that ‘Qaroot’ had fought his uncle and had given
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them huge lands in the district of Karman. During his invasion of Syria,
he was accompanied by the head of the Rawadia tribe (the tribe of
Saladin) and Amir Abu al Hayja, the ruler of Arbil, with their private
armies.> Another modern scholar has stated that during the Seljuk storm,
the Kurds were living in Persian Azerbaijan, and when they joined in the
invasion of Mesopotamia, they destroyed whatever they encountered,
whether plants or buildings.*

The competing invaders had all too many motives for sustaining their
chain of invasions throughout the northern districts of Mesopotamia and
ancient Assyria. Stripping the land from its owners, looting, and enslav-
ing the women and young girls were common objectives that bound
them together. Nasir al Dawla Ahmad Ibn Marwan Ibn Dostic, a Kurd-
ish chieftain who at the head of his supporters invaded part of northern
Mesopotamia, collected for himself a harem of 360 women during the
fifty-one years of his control of one of the regions he occupied.*

Thus, during the Seljuk invasion, the Kurds received land for their
services as an inducement to secure their support and loyalty to the
Seljuks. Sinjur, the Seljuk sultan, divided the western part of the moun-
tain district, particularly the region called Kirmanshah in Persia; gave it
the name of Kurdistan; and assigned it to his nephew, Sulaiman Shah.
The Persian historian al Mistawfi in his Nuzhat al Kolub (<55 4 )
stated that Sulaiman Shah took the city of Bahar (U), which is eight
miles distant from Hamadan, as his capital.’’ In 1175 the Kurds’ attack
against Assyria was still at its height. It was during this period that Kurds
occupied al Jazirah and upper Mesopotamia.®® The Turkish incursion
into Mesopotamia was directly prompted by the power vacuum that
dominated the Abbasid Empire during its decline and was a reaction
to the crusaders’ campaigns, which lasted for two centuries. Thus the
weakness of the Arab caliphate was a factor behind the caliphs’ appeal
to the Turks for assistance to counter the Christian crusaders; gradually,
however, the Turks replaced the Arabs in authority, until after 130 years,
their influence prevailed over that of the Arabs.*

Ibn al Ibri (¢ o), a contemporary historian of the thirteenth
century, reported the sad fate of forty villages in the plains of Nineveh,
and how Jazirah Ibn Umar had been attacked and how the monastery



96 ASSYRIANS, KURDS, AND OTTOMANS

of the Jacobites in that city had been seized and occupied.*® The historian
Ibn al Atheer (d. 1209) tells us that the Kurds had advanced during the
last fifty years from the ‘Dinor, Hamadan, Nahawand and Samghan and
some regions of Azerbaijan to the region of Shahrazur located in the
north-east of present-day Iraq’.' In 1260, during his journey to China,
Marco Polo reckoned the nations inhabiting Persia as eight, among
which were the Kurds in the southwest.*

Thus during these anarchic centuries, the natives of the land—whether
followers of the Church of the East, Syrian orthodox, or Yazidis—were
continuously subjected to raids and attacks by the alien peoples who rode
the waves of invaders. Mosul, which was historically a major Christian
centre in Mesopotamia, was repeatedly sacked.®® Ibn Khaldun referred
to its tragic fate after the Kurdish attacks, stating that ‘the Kurds spoiled
and spread horror everywhere’.* Dr. Faisal al Samir also mentioned the
severe attack that the city suffered, stating that people were killed and
pillaged everywhere, and the only ones who managed to escape disaster
were those who accepted Islam. The Kurds and al Malik al Salih had
organised this attack.*

Still, as followers of the Turks, the Kurds remained second-class
players on the scene. The famed Salah al Din, known in the West as
Saladin, is a clear example, in that, like his father and uncle, he began
his career serving the Turkoman centre of Imad ul Din Zanki, the Atta-
bik of Mosul, and Aleppo. Al Tha’habi (»3) stated that in 581 AH
(AD 1185), Salah al Din first unsuccessfully attacked Mosul, then turned
his army to attack Miyafarqin to the north of Diarbekir (a region largely
inhabited by the followers of the Church of the East and the Jacobites),
but then returned once again to Mosul and put it under siege.* Many con-
temporary Arab historians tell us that he led wars and raids throughout
northern Mesopotamia, attacking, looting, and enslaving the native inhab-
itants. Among his targets were the famous city of Urhai (Urfa), the capi-
tal of the ancient kingdom of the same name (Edessa, 127 BC-AD 226),
and other major centres in northern Mesopotamia.¥’

The Kurdish role in the region was further enhanced during the
rule of the Mongols, especially after the Ilkhanids converted to Islam
in 1295, and all the more so once the Kurdish leader Nawruz emerged
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as commander of their army. Thereafter the balance of power in the
region gradually tilted towards the Kurds, and they continued consolidat-
ing themselves until they attained a permanent stronghold in Mesopo-
tamia and ancient Assyria.*® One historian spoke about the coordination
between the Mongols under Ghazan Mahmud and the Kurds in their
combined campaigns against the Assyrian settlements in northern Meso-
potamia, and detailed the consequences for the indigenous people.” As
the author of Sharafnama noted, this cooperation was based on mutual
interest.*® The pattern of aiding Turco-Mongol invaders was a normal
practice for the Kurdish leaders.

Al Makrezi (s3.34)), speaking about the conditions that emerged
after the Kurdish settlement in al Jazirah in 740 AH (AD 1339), stated that
they were able to establish Kurdish centres as their shares for helping the
Turkish race in their conquest.’’ A scholar described the historic changes
in the demography of the region in simple terms: formerly, the Arme-
nians had inhabited Armenia, the Assyrians had peopled Assyria. The
Kurds filled the vacuum left by the depopulation of the land during the
centuries of chaos. Thus Armenia and Assyria became “Kurdistan”.>
The author further stated that the Kurds’ infiltration later extended even
into the plains and described their role in bringing down various dynas-
ties.>> Many alluded to the expansion of the Kurds in the plains as well
as their occupation of Armenia, which also suffered Turkoman raids.
This took place afterwards in the time of Timur Lang, whom the Kurds
loyally followed and who enabled them to occupy the land of the Arme-
nians, who were forcibly expelled. Many Kurdish scholars admit their
people’s cooperation with Timur Lang during his storm over the land that
is considered the cradle of civilisation.* He expressed his gratitude and
appreciation for their help in his invasions and rewarded them by set-
tling them in the devastated regions, which until then had been inhabited
by the followers of the Church of the East.>

On the Eve of Chaldiran

Shi’ism was strengthened in the Middle East with Timur Lang’s support
and the encouragement of his successors during the period 1379—1508.%
The movement was opposed by the emerging power of the Sunni state
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of the Ottomans, who were trying to expand their territories as far as
possible. The seed of Shi’ism that Timur Lang had sowed produced its
fruit with the emergence of the Safavid movement. Thus, for several
centuries, the history of the region was marked by the sectarian religious
differences that the two conflicting states exploited to the full for their
political interests.*” This religious competition and the triumph of Shi’ism
under the Safavids put an end to the rule of the Turkoman dynasty of
Ak Koyinlu (the White Sheep) at the beginning of the sixteenth century
and opened the region for dramatic changes. From then on, Persia was
no longer ruled by a Sunni dynasty like that of the Turks.>®

Ismael Shah Persecuted the Kurds

Ismael Shah, the grandson of Shaikh Safi al Ardabili, gave his name to
the dynasty that affected the region until its fall in 1736. While still a
young lad of sixteen, Ismael assumed power in Persia in 1499 with the
title of shah and immediately implemented a vigorous policy of carry-
ing his doctrine as far as he could—if necessary, by force.*® The Kurdish
Sunnis were one of the most targeted groups, but they fiercely resisted
all attempts to convert them. So Ismael Shah adopted a policy of per-
secution: the Sunni Kurdish tribal leaders were imprisoned, even when
they were trying to demonstrate their loyalty. Thus the Ottomans gained
a powerful ally.*

For fifteen years, the Ottomans suffered from the agitation, hostilities,
and raids of the Safavids in Anatolia, as well as from the enmity of the
Mamelukes of Egypt. Thus war with Persia became inevitable once the
Ottomans had consolidated their internal front with the Sunni Kurds.
The hostile intentions of the Safavids became clear after Ismael Shah
took Tabriz and forcibly converted two thirds of its three hundred thou-
sand Sunni inhabitants to Shi’ism.®" Another factor, which speeded the
conflict between the two states, was his agitation among the Sunni Mus-
lims in Anatolia. This, compounded with the occupation of Baghdad,
Mosul, Kharbut, and Diarbekir in 1508, sparked the fire at Chaldiran
in 23 August 1514.% To defend himself and survive the growing threat,
the Ottoman sultan Selim I was obliged to act, and he correctly assessed
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the persecuted Kurds as his most powerful and effective allies in his
upcoming confrontation with the Persians.*

Among the centres of power that had established themselves in vari-
ous parts of Mesopotamia and Assyria and had gradually extended their
role in the military and political affairs of the region were the emirs of
Bitlis, who, according to Basil Nikitin, were known by the nickname
‘Sarsbix’ and were dominating the city with a force of twenty to twenty-
five thousand fighters. For obvious reasons, both the sultans and the
shahs tried to gain their friendship and support. Their special position
seems to have prompted Sultan Selim I to take advantage of the new
anti-Sunni climate that the Safavids had created, inducing the emir to
join forces with him against the Persian rulers.*

The family of Shaikh Safi al Ardabili was so powerful that even Timur
Lang had given them special attention and awarded them prisoners of
war as slaves.®® Sharaf Khan al Bidlisi went to Timur’s camp, at a loca-
tion between Mush and Diarbekir, where Timur welcomed him and gave
him gifts.® According to Longrigg, Shaikh Safi claimed that his ances-
tors went back to the twelfth Shi’a imam, and his son was a favourite of
Timur.%” Basil Nikitin stated that the emirs of Bidlis claimed a Persian ori-
gin, that is, that they were descended from the Persian Sassanians and that
their tribe was called ‘Rosaki’.®® Among many other moves, Sultan Selim
I succeeded in directing Idris al Bidlisi to rouse the religious feeling of
the Sunni Kurds against the Safavid Shi’a. Idris was proud of his Persian
origin and probably also alarmed at the threat posed to his fellow Sunni
Kurds by Ismail Shah’s policy, which, as has been mentioned, had led him
to occupy Iraq and northern Mesopotamia as far as Diarbekir in 1508; so
Idris responded to the sultan’s call and rallied the Kurds behind him.®

5. CHALDIRAN: THE KURDISH GATEWAY
TO NORTHERN MESOPOTAMIA

Thus war became inevitable, and the Ottomans, along with their Kurdish
allies, set out to settle their account with the Persians. Twenty-five Kurd-
ish leaders and their followers participated in the Battle of Chaldiran
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on 23 August 1514, and the sultan rewarded them by allowing them to
occupy the newly gained territories along the western Persian border
of what is now northeastern Iraq, where the majority of the Assyrians
lived.”” Malik Shah of Husun Keef occupied Si’arat, Ahamad Beg occu-
pied Miyafarqin, Mohammed Beg took Sasoom, and the other Kurdish
leaders were each required to occupy a certain location. The outcome of
the alliance secured the persecuted Sunni Kurds a safe haven in the newly
annexed eastern territories of the Ottoman Empire. The alliance between
the Ottoman sultan and the Kurdish leaders shows that for the next
150 years, the Kurds kept their commitment towards the Ottomans.”

6. THE KURDS AFTER CHALDIRAN

Following the Battle of Chaldiran, Sultan Selim [ issued orders to Idris to
form feudal centres of Kurds. Together they established the new eastern
border where Idris started settling them, exempting them from all normal
taxes and other commitments in return for their providing a permanent
militia to guard the border and to make themselves available whenever
the Ottomans needed them.”

Thus the official organised Kurdish settlement in Assyria started after
Chaldiran in the newly occupied territories of what is today northern
Iraq. The Kurdish historian Ali Sidu Qurani gave details of the many
Kurdish tribes settled there after Chaldiran. Other historians confirmed
that Sultan Selim’s reign witnessed the eviction from the land of its
indigenous inhabitants and its resettlement by the Kurds in return for
their help in the wars against Persia.”® Scholars agreed that the major
factor in the Kurdish-Turkish alliance was a common religious doctrine,
but, doubtless, the new fertile land offered a further inducement.

The nomadic Kurds, who were wandering between Persia and present-
day northern Iraq, in particular those of Bahdinan, were observing the
contest between the two foes (Turks and Persians) and intended to side
with the victors. Only when he was convinced the Turks would win did
their leader ‘Hassan’ give his loyalty to the Ottoman sultan, who in
return awarded him the title of sultan and appointed him head of

g
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Kurdistan.”* Almost immediately after the Ottoman victory, the Kalhur
tribe made an inroad into Baghdad, which was still under Persian occupa-
tion.” In 1537, after the sultan’s renewed attack, the pro-Persian Kurdish
leader Ma’mun Beg was subdued to Ottoman rule. In 1541 the Ottoman
sultan sought the assistance of the emir of Hakkari and Bahdinan to sub-
due the Mirkuri, who were another tribe with dual loyalty.”® At length,
in 1554 Sultan Sulaiman the Magnificent signed a peace treaty with
Persia in Baghdad, making Mosul and Mardin the permanent boundary
between the two states.”

As Kurdish historians have stated, after Chaldiran, the Ottomans
continued to reinforce their eastern frontier with what they considered
a loyal Sunni Kurd element.” Thus Gibb and Bowen affirmed that from
the time of Selim I, the Ottomans endeavoured to clear the land of its
lawful owners and settle the Kurds in return for their help in their wars
against the Persians.” For instance, in 1583 Sultan Murad IV gave huge
provinces to the Kurdish tribe of Mokri under its leader Amiri Beg, who
claimed to be descended from Saif ul Din. These awarded provinces
stretched from Mosul to Shahrazur, Arbil, and other towns, extending
to ‘Farghana’ east of Lake Urmia.*® Kinnoull stated that the Ottomans
‘dared not to bring them out of their own country in a body, lest they
should make great demands upon them, which if the Turks did not grant,
the Kurds would certainly join with the Persians against them’.®!

This tribe showed their wavering loyalties during the rules of Shah
Abbas, Nadir Shah, and Fatih Ali Shahh, who all depended on the
Kurds for their military campaigns. Without their help, Shah Abbas
could not have accomplished any of his military victories. The Kurds
formed a large part of the army with which he defeated the Ottomans in
the battle of Kery in 1624 and reoccupied Baghdad until 1638.*

7. THE KURDISH SETTLEMENT IN ASSYRIA

The Background
Throughout the period of Ottoman might, the Kurds had remained loyal
to the Ottomans and honoured their commitment under their agreement
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after Chaldiran. However, the Ottomans made their last show of strength
in 1638, when Sultan Murad IV succeeded in recovering Baghdad from
the Persians, who had occupied it since 28 November 1623.8* The situ-
ation was quickly reversed when the decline of Ottoman power became
clear. The emergence of Nadir Shah, with the aid of the Kurds, opened a
new chapter in the history of the region.

The Kurds played a decisive role once more when they helped to
bring down the Safavid dynasty, joining forces with the Afshar tribes
of Turkomans under Nadir Shah.?* Like Sultan Selim 1, Nadir Shah
rewarded them for their support both in bringing down the Safavid
dynasty and in invading Iraq in 1743. But unlike the Ottomans, who had
maintained the Kurds’ nomadic social structure, Nadir Shah organised
them into emirates and appointed a pro-Persian Kurd from the Baban
tribe as chief of Kurdistan. In the absence of a real central Ottoman gov-
ernment able to defend its territories and their inhabitants, Nadir Shah
was unchallenged in invading Iraq and settling and empowering vari-
ous pro-Persian Kurdish groups. Many local Mamluk historians reported
that the Kurds whom he settled served as an advance post for the Persian
interest in Iraq.%

Nadir Shah’s policy produced further drastic changes in the demog-
raphy of both southeastern Anatolia and northern Iraq. Monsieur Tav-
ernier, the traveller of the seventeenth century who toured Armenia,
ancient Assyria, Persia, and Mesopotamia, mentioned in his Persian
Travels the density of the Armenians in their towns. In the year 1662,
he noted that Van and Urmia were purely Armenian; however, a century
later, Carsten Niebuhr, during his stay in northern Mesopotamia, noticed
that both Turkomans and Kurds were involved in spreading disturbances
on the highways.* By 1840, when Horatio Southgate visited these same
regions, the case was very different. He was astonished by the dramatic
change that had befallen that country and by the decline in the number
of the Armenians compared with the number of the new Kurdish settlers
who then were still in the process of moving in. Southgate ascribed these
dramatic changes to the Kurdish persecution of the indigenous people
and provided Salamis as an example, stating that its inhabitants had
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been forced to leave. Mush was another example given by this western
observer, who stated that it contained six hundred villages and that the
total number of the Kurds did not exceed five hundred souls, who lived
as nomads moving from place to place between Urmia and Hadyab.*’
His contemporary, the Russian historian Minorsky, confirmed the pro-
cess and further stated that the Kurds had occupied parts of Armenia
permanently and were no longer living on their original land.*®

Thus examining the history of the region clearly shows the changes
referred to previously, by which many regions with numerous Assyrian
and Armenian monuments and monasteries became completely popu-
lated by the Kurds after Chaldiran.® Even the Kurdish historians admit-
ted that the land was cleared at this time, its indigenous inhabitants
driven out by force. Speaking about Sarsink on the highway between
Dohuk and Amadia, the Kurdish historian Ali al Qurani affirmed that it
had been an Assyrian town and that the Kurds who settled there were
immigrants from Persian Azerbaijan.®* Many local and foreign observ-
ers and historians attested to and described the process by which the
racial, religious, and linguistic map of ancient Assyria was changed.
Phebe Marr noted that ‘in the north too, many of the Kurdish tribes
of Persia migrated to Iraq, including the large powerful nomadic tribe
of the Jaf, who made their home at Halabjah’.** During his two years’
residence in northern Iraq, Rich also observed the rapid influx of Kurds
from Persia, including the Jaf, and that their advance never ceased.®
Southgate also observed the rapid advance and settlement of the Kurds
from Persia into northern Iraq.”

The Emirate of Baban

On the eve of Nadir Shah’s invasion of Iraq in 1743, the Ottoman
Empire was suffering general weakness, which was closely watched
and observed by the Persians and particularly the Kurdish groups on the
border. Meanwhile the Baban Kurds were consolidating their position
and, according to Sulaiman Beg, a Turkish historian of Baghdad, they
succeeded in gaining control of the district that later became known
as the emirate of Baban. According to Longrigg, the Baban first came
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to prominence in 1721, when they settled in Qara Cholan. Al Azzawi
also wrote that the emirate began as a very small border protégé state
and at first had little effect in the region. Hadi Rashid al Chawooshly,
a Kurdish author, wrote that the emirate lasted for one century and that
its population consisted of Kirmanj (z\s_S) Kurds, although others
believed that they stemmed from the Makry Kurds. While speaking
about the Jaf tribes, he affirmed that they had moved from Iran to the
region of Sulaimaniyah and Kirkuk, and that they were strongly sup-
ported by Persia.”

Under the leadership of Khalid Pasha and his son Sulaiman Pasha,
and in the absence of effective Ottoman government, the Baban rapidly
expanded westwards, bringing both the districts of Kwesinjaq and Harrir
(x> 5 32w sS) in northern Iraq under their control. It was during
their lifetimes that Nadir Shah invaded Iraq, and according to Sulaiman
Beg, it was in return for their support that Nadir Shah appointed Khalid
Pasha as the leader of Baban and later elevated him to leader of all Kurd-
istan. This, however, was done on condition that the Baban Kurds give
their allegiance to the Persian state:*

[T]he birth of a pro-Persian party with their own family, the shah
and his frontier vassals became the refuge and hope pretenders
to the Baban government...Nadir Shah received Selim Pasha of
Baban and appointed him for Qara Cholan in 1743, and for some
time it was a Persian district.”’

An Iraqi historian observed that, right from its establishment, the
Baban emirate served as an advance post for Persia on the Iragi border.®
Selim Pasha, whom Nadir Shah appointed as its ruler after his father
Khalid, was always following the footsteps of the Persians and was keen
to join with them in treaties and agreements. He continually rebelled
against Ottoman rule and refused to give his allegiance to the pasha of
Baghdad. He even concocted with the governor of Koisinjaq a scheme for
declaring their independence, and to that end, each endeavoured to annex
as much as he could from the surrounding territories.”® Sulaiman Fa’eq
(& Gladw) tells how Sulaiman Beg of Baban attacked the districts
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of Kowaysinjaq and Harir in northern Iraq in open rebellion against the
pasha of Baghdad. Meanwhile Persia and Baban acted jointly to occupy
Baghdad. This illustrates how Persia was able to intervene in the affairs
of northern Iraq and Baghdad, using Baban as a cat’s paw.'® Another
Turkish historian during the Mamluk dynasty of Baghdad reported that
the Mamluks were constantly at war with the Baban for being allies of
Persia.'”' Carsten Niebuhr, who closely observed the existing conditions
and the hostilities against the authorities, found that there was chronic
hostility between the Baban and the pashalic of Baghdad.'*

A few decades later, Rich wrote about conditions in the region of
Sulaimaniyah in 1820-1821 and mentioned that its Kurds had been
chiefly pastoral nomads, and he was informed that four out of five were
still living as such. He also noted that some ten thousand families, com-
prising seventy thousand souls, were constantly moving across the bor-
der. Those Kirmanj tribes, which had settled in northern Iraq, were the
Nooreddin and Shinkees.'” Rich also observed that the tents of the Jaf
tribes were pitched near the town of Penjaween, which was a halting
place for those Kurds who were constantly crossing the border from Per-
sia into Iraq before they resumed their journey west towards Shahrazur,
and that the men were well armed.'* Speaking of Shahrazur, Rich was
astonished to find that even Afghanis were settling there. This took place
after the Killing of Azad Khan, and they were maintaining their own lan-
guage. There were also Afshars of Persia, who were from the same tribe
as Nadir Shah, among the waves of constant migrants, and Rich met their
leader Essa Agha.'” This movement was also observed and reported by
the missionary Southgate, who wrote,

A more unusual encounter was with a party of emigrating Kurds.
They have with them all their possessions, and the ease with
which they carried them showed how well adapted to each other
are their domestic and their wandering habits.'%

The Hirkiya were another nomadic tribe that was moving to Iraq, as
Wigram reported.'”” Longrigg went further, stating that the nomad Kurds
kept crossing the Persian border westward, among them the Jaf tribe and
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the Pushdor, while the Hamawand tribes were continuously raiding the
region between Kirkuk and Hamadan.'®

This state of affairs continued with Baban, whose rulers were devoted
supporters and followers of Persia and who maintained their alliance
against Iraq.'® For their part, the Mamluk dynasty of Baghdad continued
their campaign of countering Persian designs towards the territories of
Iraq and tried to use of Baban to support this policy. However, Baban,
ever since its creation, had been considered a hostile Persian outpost,''®
and the extent of the Persian protection for it appears from the fact that
until 1834 there was a military Persian unit stationed in Sulaimaniyah.!"!
The Persian sympathies of the emirate were attested not only by its alli-
ance but also by the fact that its official language was Persian, as Rich
noted.''? During their domination, the Persians were always ready to
offer military protection to the Baban.!'?

However, the emirate did not enjoy its status as a pro-Persian buffer
state for long. The comprehensive Ottoman policy of centralisation that
was initiated in 1831, combined with internal rivalries and deeply rooted
customs and traditions, prevented Baban from dominating the other
Kurdish centres, and, as we shall see, it was brought to its end in 1850.
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CHAPTER 6

THE OTTOMAN REFORMS

1. THE OTTOMAN DECLINE AND ITS EFFECTS

The Ottoman Response to

External and Internal Developments

For five centuries, the history of Europe was bound up with that of the
Ottoman Empire, whether during its might and expansion or during its
decline and humiliating defeats. Both periods affected the social, eco-
nomic, and cultural life of Ottoman subjects and in particular the non-
Muslims. During the second period, conditions were deteriorating and
gradually turning the whole structure of the state towards corruption. The
rise of the Western powers paved the way to direct intercourse between
the two parties, which gave the European powers a steadily enhanced
role in Ottoman affairs. Consequently, Ottoman reformers sought to
reverse the decline and restore past glory, but they could not escape the
fact that existing conditions by themselves presented a fierce challenge.

A vast empire in times of poor communications had meant accepting
much local control. A system of powerful provincial governments,
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allowed to function as long they sent in taxes, provided soldiers
when needed and did not revolt, was an effective response to the
Ottoman provinces.'

As the Ottoman Empire steadily declined, its basic duties towards its
citizens—such as protection of life, honour, property, and land—were
put in ever-greater jeopardy, especially for the non-Muslim minorities.
The reformers throughout the period in question were confronted with
this reality and made repeated efforts to address the problem.?

How Did the Ottomans Rule

Their Subjects During Their Decline?

To maintain their rule, the Ottomans, during their decline, depended on
force and the use of hired troops. Soldiers had to pay their own expenses,
which led to corruption, tyranny, and oppression throughout the empire.?
Consequently the fate of the Ra ‘aya (subject non-Muslims) came to rest in
the hands of powerful, corrupt rulers, whether in the central government
or in the provinces. Putrus Abu Manneh cited a vivid example of this state
of affairs: ‘{O]ne morning a vali put to death a most trusted person’, and
when the kadi (judge) asked why, the pasha answered, ‘I had a dream last
night in which he frightened me. I don’t trust him any longer’.*

When a state acts as a tyrant against its own subjects, then it is no
wonder if that state begins to decay. The government’s need for money
led the rulers to adopt harsh measures to secure it, such as seizing the
possessions of its wealthiest subjects:

[When the]...Government and muteslims [a local governor—
- pluis] in towns and cities happened to recognise a rich man,
they, because of a minor offence, or merely through unbased fab-
rication (iffira), would threaten him with severe punishment, such
as death or exile, and exact a fine on him or confiscate his wealth

and property.’

The Decline Turned the Empire Into a Second-Class Power
The Ottoman Empire fell from being a great power into a condition of
decline and weakness. In the 1500s, it was one of the most powerful
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in the world, surpassed perhaps only by China, but by the eighteenth
century, it had become the ‘sick man’ of Europe. This decline was
reflected in its population, which, during this period, slipped from being
one-sixth that of western Europe to only one-tenth, and from about one-
eighth that of China to one-twelfth.®

In Europe, the empire suffered huge territorial losses, beginning with
the treaty of Carlowitz on 26 January 1694 and peaking with the treaty of
Kuchuk Kaynarji on 21 July 1774. These turned it into a puppet for one or
more of the European powers, which in exchange undertook to fight for
or protect it. The loss of the Crimea, which, unlike the territories lost ear-
lier, was inhabited mainly by Muslims and had secured the Ottoman con-
trol of the Black Sea, was an alarming signal of the scale of the decline.

The decay of the Ottoman Empire was also attested in the Asiatic
provinces, including Mesopotamia and Syria. As has been mentioned,
many strong dynasties—notably the Mamluks of Baghdad, the Abdul
al Jaleel of the Mosul pashalic, various Kurdish emirates, and the Syr-
ian Orthodox tribes of Tur Abdin—took advantage of this and emerged
as autonomous centres, distancing themselves from the central govern-
ment. The decline of the empire meant that a local pasha ‘no longer
needed money to buy his appointment from Istanbul...[although] he had
sometimes to bribe certain officials in the Porte’ in return for the title.”
These centres consolidated their hold and managed to survive and fur-
ther enhance their power after Nadir Shah’s invasion of Iraq in 1743. For
more than a century, they enjoyed complete autonomy, until they were
subdued during the reform campaigns of Sultan Mahmud II and his son
Sultan Abdulmecid between 1831 and 1847.

The Desire to Bridge the Gap With Europe

As early as 1630, Sultan Murad VI entertained hopes for reforms and
issued a memorandum containing various recommendations and propos-
als; however, half a century later, the Ottoman defeat on the walls of Vienna
in 1683 signalled an urgent need to reform the military structure.® At this
stage, the Ottomans were confident that their past could provide them with
a solution to their dilemma®—namely, to strengthen their fighting machine



116 ASSYRIANS, KURDS, AND OTTOMANS

and to reform their army, whether by introducing new equipment or by
education and training and replacing its non-Muslim elements.°

It has been observed that the Ottoman rulers usually tried to adjust to
the changes in the tactics of the European military powers; for instance,
they equipped their forces with muskets almost as soon as their Euro-
pean enemies.!! But concerned Ottomans were watching with much
apprehension the rapid advance of European technology beginning in
the sixteenth century, as well as the growth of the European economy
and military capability beginning with the Renaissance, which sparked
changes at all levels, all of which contributed to Europe’s power. In con-
trast to this, the Ottoman Empire was experiencing retreat and tangible
decline in its military and administrative systems and even in manpower.
The standing army, which consisted mainly of Janissaries, helped to per-
petuate this situation and to entrench the status quo, serving as a formi-
dable obstacle to any change.

Selim III (1789—1807) was the first sultan to make effective reforms
to the army, which was followed by more active and fruitful measures
under Mahmud II (1808--1839).'2 However, the conservative elements, in
particular the ulema religious class and the Janissary corps who formed
the military establishment, opposed all reforms as likely to undermine
their privileges and their special position. They represented a serious
obstacle and challenge to the reformist programs of the eighteenth and
early nineteenth century."

2. SULTAN SELIM ITI, CREATOR OF REFORMS

History gives credit to Sultan Selim III as the first initiator of serious
reforms who sought to copy European examples as a way to revive the
ailing health of his empire. However, he and his entourage were not con-
sidered radical reformers, since they were all raised in the traditional
system. For them, the reform was to be limited to the army, without
attempting to change the structure of society.

The humiliating defeat at the hands of Austria and Russia in 1792 con-
vinced the sultan to hasten his army reform, and accordingly, in 1792 and
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1793, he published a wide range of new instructions and regulations that
became known as the Nizam-I Cedid.'* The post of Sar Askar (commander-
in-chief) was created, and the name of the army was changed from Man-
sure to Askiri Muntazama (‘the ordered troop’—<Uaill (2salf).”” The new
army was in bad need of financial resources, training, and equipment, so
instructors were brought in from France to train the soldiers. The navy
was also targeted for reform and remained under a distinct command,
while the imperial treasury was abolished.'® Thus the first reforms were
to create the new army corps and a new treasury called Land-I Cedid (the
New Fund Treasury) to finance it.

These measures, however, proved quite inadequate to deal with the
accumulated burden of so long a decline or to empower the empire
to withstand the advance of Russia and its other enemies.'” The new
military units followed the historic pattern of all earlier challenges to
Janissary power. The opponents of the reforms initiated a counterat-
tack directed against the sultan personally, who proved unable to use
his new army at his time of need and especially to deal with the revolt
of the Janissaries.'® They were quick to resist and were encouraged by
the widespread dissatisfaction among the masses, which were agitated
by the Ulema class. The antireform elements proved so powerful that
the sultan’s reforming Grand Vezir was thrown to the mob and torn to
pieces; the Nizam-I Cedid was repealed, and attempts were made to
eliminate all those who had tried to reform the old order.”” Thus Selim’s
efforts proved premature, and consequently he paid for his dream with
his life.?* In May 1807, armed with a fetwa (s 5¥) from the chief mufti,
his opponents managed to depose and then kill the reformer sultan, who
was replaced by his cousin, Mustafa IV (1807-1808). The Janissaries
easily crushed a countercoup headed by Bayrakdar Mustafa, who sup-
ported the reforms and desired to revive what Selim had begun.?' A wide-
spread disturbance broke out at the heart of the empire on 14 November
1808, when the traditionalist mobs revolted against Bayrakdar. Once
again, the spearhead of the reaction was the Janissaries, who were so
outraged ‘that they came to their barracks and raised the entire corps in

rebellion’.?
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Thus the Janissaries regained complete control of the Porte.” For the
reformers, the lesson of Selim’s abortive reform was that the power of
the traditional elements must be destroyed before reform could be intro-
duced. Clearly this required an army and reformers who had the courage
and determination to challenge the traditional elements.?*

3. SuLTAN Maumup II, THE CAuTiOoUsS REFORMER

Bayrakdar Pasha, who had failed to save Selim III,> succeeded with
his cousin, Sultan Mahmud II, who shared the same vision of reform,
when he defeated the rebels and overthrew Mustafa IV in a coup d’état
originally intended to restore Selim.?® Selim’s reforms served as pattern
for Mahmud, and the latter’s success can be attributed to his cautious
approach to his aims, his long reign, his strong personality and determina-
tion, and his realisation that any attempt to address the problem must fit
within the framework of the Muslim past. To avoid direct friction with
his opponents, he ‘reached a rapprochement with his leading provincial
magnates and state officials, allowing them to preserve their privileged
positions in the restored financial order’.?” His calm and steady policy
took him more than eighteen years until he was ready and able to assault
his enemies and their bulwark, the Janissaries, who were supported by a
religious group of the Baktashi Order and the khalidi sheikhs. In the end,
he succeeded so well that the Turks called his reign vakyi hayriye (Happy
Occurrences—A; _all &i34l1). He concealed his intention to introduce
other reforms until the critical army reforms were accomplished and he
had stealthily filled all high positions, particularly in the army, with his
supporters. Then, on 4 June 1826, he was at last able to crush the Janissar-
ies: on 16 June, he issued a decree that abolished the Janissary corps and
laid the foundation for new army units to be called Ordu under the com-
mand of the revived post of Saraskar.?®

Reforming the Army
Once he had established a firm hold on power, the sultan began to intro-
duce his vision for reform, with the army as the main priority. The first

The Ottoman Reforms 119

measure was to impose recruiting quotas on the provinces to supply
their share of soldiers; every province was required to provide three
battalions instead of one, bringing the total force to one hundred thou-
sand men divided into 120 battalions.”” Both the Saraskar and the new
minister of war were usually appointed from palace circles.’® The new
force was known as Asakir-I Mansure-I Muhammediye (the Victori-
ous Muhammadan Soldiers—s;  sgaiadl 3gaaaall Stual)).’’ The sultan
also reinvigorated the Army Engineering School and the other military
schools (Mekteb-1 Ulum-u Harbiye—An »all a ylall i%4) to provide mod-
ern training.’? A firman fixed the length of service at five years in the
regulars (Nizam) and seven more in the reserves (Radif ).*® Even the
seminomad tribes provided another source of recruits, which the gov-
ernment exploited, while the minority groups, which had long been
exempted from serving in the army, no longer enjoyed that privilege.
Thus the sultan concentrated on organizing various new military units
and modernizing existing ones with foreign aid.** At the end of his reign,
provincial cavalry amounted to six thousand officers and men.**

As has been stated, the prime objective of the reform was to establish
an army capable and strong enough to defend the empire against its many
foreign enemies. However, another primary task for the newly estab-
lished Nizam-I Cedid would be to eliminate the autonomy of the many
centres of power spread all over the various Asiatic provinces inhabited
by non-Turkish ethnic and religious groups, which were seen as a threat
to the authority of the central government. We might add to these motives
the resolve of the sultan and the majority of his subjects to oppose the
power of the infidels who were humiliating the guardian of the Muslim
world.>

Nevertheless the reforms once again proved inadequate. The total
military force still amounted to only twenty-four thousand in 1837. The
term of service was very long; for example, during most of the nine-
teenth century, conscripts served for twenty years.”” This had dire conse-
quences for society and led to widespread evasion of military service. In
his Hatt-1 Serif of Gulhane, Sultan Abdulmecid (1839-1862) criticised
the unjust conscription system, describing it as harmful and ruinous, and
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laid down the rule of recruiting for five years only.*® Thus the reform of
the army failed to meet the hopes and expectations of the reformers:

[D]espite Mahmud’s great efforts to build up his new force, the
army remained largely deficient and in fact suffered some deci-
sive defeats on the battlefield. It was badly defeated by the Rus-
sians and in the Greek war of Independence in 1828-9, and over
the issue of Mohammed Ali of Egypt.*

Ottoman reformers observed that Muhammad Ali had successfully
reformed his army and managed to defeat theirs at Nazeb in 1839. The
officials then sought to copy their foe’s experiment by adopting western
methods and styles of formation and training army units.*

Attempts at Centralisation

Mahmud II also sought to establish a strong centralised administrative
system throughout his empire. He saw himself as merely reviving what
he held to be the source of every kind of authority.*’ Hence the reform-
ers were keen to appear as acting in their new program with fairness in
running government affairs as well as commerce.*? In 1834 he modified,
and later eliminated entirely, the traditional system by which the high
administrative and scribal official posts were distributed in response to
political and social pressure. He went on to establish a regular system
in place of the conventional one.** Although his reign witnessed a long
list of military defeats, he began the imposition of centralisation on all
autonomous Asiatic provinces that was achieved over the years follow-
ing 1826. This he achieved despite the challenges he faced, among which
was Mohammed Ali Pasha of Egypt, whose army advanced to the very
walls of the capital.*

Administrative Reform

The sultan and his reformers realised that reforming the military machine
required huge financial resources. This in turn demanded a ‘rationalized
system of taxation and reformed provincial administration to collect rev-
enues’.* To identify the manpower at his disposal and to assess correctly

The Ottoman Reforms 121

the potential revenue for his treasury, he ordered a general census of the
whole empire.*® In 1838 he established the ‘High Council of Judicial
Ordinance’ (adall lSa Y1 (ulas) under the direct supervision of reformer
M. Husrev Pasha, who, in January 1837, had been dismissed from his
post as Saraskar. The council was to meet with other government offi-
cials to draft laws to ensure the security of life and fortune and to assess
taxes.*” In the same direction, the sultan neutralised the arbitrary practice
of masadera (s j\.as, confiscated), the confiscation of the property of a
deceased high functionary.*®

Among other measures to reform and improve government function
was the appointment of mukhtars (mayors) in every quarter, whether
inhabited by Muslims or Christians. This was done under the author-
ity of ihtisap in Istanbul, which aimed at counting the population and
also enforcing the sumptuary laws, and formed the foundation for the
real municipalities created during the Tanzimat era after 1839.% A new
Ministry of Religious Foundations, Nezaret-I Evkaf (<433 5 1), was
also established, which aimed at ‘turning all surplus funds over to the
treasury for general purposes’.*

According to Ottoman historians, the Tanzimat era was signalled by
the promulgation of the Gulhane Rescript, which Mustafa Rashid Pasha
drafted.’' The policy of reform was in harmony with aims contained in
the rescript and was intended to deal with all elements of society. The
non-Muslim Ra’aya were theoretically raised to equality when all the
subjects of the sultan were declared equal before the law:

The Muslim and other peoples [ahli-I islam ve milel- saire] who
are among the subjects of our imperial sultanate, shall be the sub-
ject of our imperial favours without exception. This proclamation,
which indicated a radical break with Islamic tradition, reflected
perhaps the most acute problem of Ottoman reform.*

Dina Khoury believed that ‘the sense of regional identity reflected in the
administrative, economic, and political development of the eighteenth
century laid the groundwork for the geographic and administrative read-
justment of the reform period’.” But while they had correctly diagnosed
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their weakness and its source, in attempting to cure it, the Ottoman
reformers created an additional problem when they pressed their sub-
jects to meet their needs for money. By doing so, they neglected the
needs of the people in general.

Fiscal and Land Reform
Reforming the tax system was an essential step to financing the reforms,
since the state could collect more money only by imposing new taxes on
its subjects.> Accordingly a new tax system was developed during the
Tanzimat period to exploit the wealth of the empire. In fact, though, the
roots of this system went back to the sixteenth century and indeed to
Islamic fiscal traditions of the seventh century.>

Ever since the rise of the Ottoman state, both the land and the peas-
ants had been considered as property belonging to the sultan.’® In the
sixteenth century, under pressure of the increasing needs of the state for
cash, the Timar system gave way to tax farming: ‘The state bureaucracy
was becoming steadily larger...because the empire itself was bigger and
also because of changes in the nature of the state’.>” In 1685 the sultan
had issued a decree establishing ‘lifetime tax farm (malikame), a grant
of the right to collect the taxes of an area in exchange for cash payments
to the treasury’; however, as might have been expected, this system had
severely limited the revenue flow to the central government, while it dis-
couraged the primary producers, the peasants, from making any efforts
to increase their production, since any enhanced profit went straight to
the tax farmers.>® The reformers were quick to address this all-important
issue, which demanded action to revive the productivity of the land and
generate badly needed revenues: ‘The Tanzimat involved efforts to sup-
plant the indirect type of tax collection through tax farmers and fief hold-
ers with direct collection by salaried state agents so that all the revenue
would go to the treasury’.>®

Throughout the period, Ottoman society was taking sides for or
against the reforms, and the struggle lay especially between the reformers
and the conservative, traditional urban centres in the provinces. There,
land was the most sensitive issue, since the powerful classes of feudal
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landlords, who under the old system had made up the great majority of
the tax farmers, were directly affected. Most of the Ottoman population
lived in rural areas and, as peasantry, were directly affected by the new
laws, since they were the main taxpayers and providers of soldiers. These
considerations basically determined relations between the state and the
rural population. The government on its part introduced a series of land
laws to meet its needs for revenue, but these reflected continuing vacilla-
tion about the right policy to follow and so tended to cancel one another
out. Some reformers were troubled about conceding additional ‘propri-
etary rights to land renters at the same time that they were expressing
opposition to the permanent alienation of the peasantry from rights of
usufruct’.®® Others argued for maintaining the government’s grip on the
land through the existing law, in order to secure the definite revenue that
the state badly needed. This, however, could only be done at the expense
of the peasants’ rights to their products. Moreover, these measures cre-
ated a new challenge when they spawned a new-class of corrupt officials
whose interest lay in obstructing any genuine land reform.®!

Recalling the era of Caliph Omar I, who, in his sawad al Kufa, had
ordered a land survey to assess the total taxes, known as jizya,*? and had
imposed kharaj on the ‘People of the Book’, Mustafa Rashid Pasha, on
8 August 1838, did the same. He ordered a survey of property values
aimed at matching taxes to taxpayers’ income. Various new taxes were
introduced, among them one on shops and markets to support the new
army. All traditional taxes imposed according to Islamic shari’a were
abandoned except for the sheep tax (aghnam rasmi—eaie¥ 0 3) and the
Jizya (cizye—4332). A tithe called oshur (one-tenth of the value of the
product ,sc) was imposed as the only tax on the produce of the land.®*
However, this, like other aspects of the reforms, was to suffer from the
corruption of the collectors, who were basically businessmen who had a
monopoly on collecting tax for profit.

Since the structure of tax collection was carried over from the tradi-
tional past, the tithe revenue failed to meet expectations; indeed, it fell so
seriously short that by the end of 1840, the treasury was obliged to restore
the tax-farm system, although on a shorter-term basis: ‘In auctions held
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in the provincial and sancak capitals, two years’ rights to collect taxes in
specific mukata were given to those tax farmers who promised the high-
est return to the treasury’.* Real new sources of revenue for the treasury
only emerged after the rising commercialisation of agriculture began to
generate an economic surplus, which was provided by the production of
goods for sale.* Even then, the land revenue remained the main source
of income, and in 1840 the tax collection was greatly simplified, with the
tithe being imposed on Muslims and the jizya retained as a poll tax on
non-Muslims.*

The Religious Class and the Reform Process
Nonetheless the reforms known as Tanzimat lacked popular support.
Reformers formed a small portion even among the élite of principal
officials, while the conservative elements, Ulema, and religious class
represented a spearhead of fierce opposition. They constituted the most
powerful section in society, since they occupied high offices of trust.’’
While the Ottomans were suffering military defeats and getting quickly
weaker, these groups were growing ever more apprehensive and tighten-
ing their grip on the various institutions. Their influence was entrenched
at all levels of society. They were particularly keen to guard the classic
Muslim teaching and concept of education, which was hardly calculated
to produce graduates who could challenge their European enemies.®®
Moreover, faced with continual ‘defeats...in wars with non-Muslim
powers, many Ottoman Muslims began to emphasize the needs for the
Islamic character of the empire’.® In tandem with the general decline
of the Ottoman Empire and society, many heretical sects emerged, and
Sultan Mahmud found himself obliged to eliminate their growing influ-
ence among the masses. Thus we find him issuing a firman that por-
trayed the Bektashi order as ‘atheists’ and ‘heretics’ and suppressed their
Tokkes, the houses where they met to consolidate themselves and propa-
gate their heresy.” This action roused Muslim religious scholars who
already disagreed with the introduced reforms to voice their disapproval.
Even the religious leaders of the Christian and Jewish communities grew
concerned about the changes, which they saw as threatening their own
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special position in society. Thus all attempts to introduce western-style
reforms provoked reaction and serious challenges from all segments of
the powerful traditional class.”

Evaluation of Mahmud II’s Reforms

Mahmud II’s reforms were clearly directed towards the element that could
change the old system, and the same reforming cadre that had shaped the
earlier reforms assisted him.”? His goals and aspirations in fact exceeded
what was contained in the Gulhane Rescript and reflected his determi-
nation to exercise the power of an absolute monarch throughout the
whole empire.” But he also had to execute and supervise these ambitious
reforms, and his officials, whom had been trained up under the old sys-
tem, mostly had no idea what the reforms meant. In the end, the reformers
proved unable even to maintain their own position, let alone see through
the dramatic and essential changes that the structure of their ailing society
required. It should be remembered that they were themselves products
of their society, which had inherited all the traditions that they sought to
reform. They were also keenly aware of the power of the provincial nota-
bles, which they could not ignore.”™ Moreover, as Stanford and Ezel Shaw
pointed out, ‘The men of the Tanzimat were not particularly good econo-
mists or financial leaders’.”> The Tanzimat reforms were well calculated
to reach only two targets: first, to gain the acceptance and support of the
European powers to strengthen the position of the reformers and weaken
their opponents’ leaders, and second, to enhance the general development
of the empire’s fighting machine.™

4. WESTERN PRESSURE FOR
FURTHER REFORM AND ITS MOTIVE

Once the balance of power between Europe and the Ottomans began
to tilt towards the West, the European powers spared no opportunity to
keep their once powerful foe weak. While they might and often did quar-
rel among themselves, on this one policy they achieved a consensus. But
given their complex rivalries in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
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one need hardly be surprised to find certain European powers fighting
the Ottomans at the same time as others were giving them the support
they needed to survive. Apart from Russia, no European power that took
an active interest in the Middle East wished to see the ailing empire dis-
appear completely, and it was the other powers’ support that enabled the
empire to maintain itself as it did against such powerful challengers as
Russia and Muhammad Ali Pasha.”

But the European powers that demanded reforms from the Ottomans
were by no means altruistic in their demands and pressure. They con-
tinued to keep the Ottomans in check and were keen not to see them
adopt any measures that would effectively reform the military and that
might give them the upper hand again.” The last thing the Western pow-
ers wished to see was Muhammad Ali seated on the Ottomans’ throne
in Constantinople and reviving the power and glories of the Turkish
Empire. Still, as Shaw and Shaw noted,

[As] the Sultan had hoped, the other powers, for fear of being
left out responded with their own offers of help. In 1835 Britain
began to supply industrial and military equipment, including blast
furnaces and steam drills...British officers arrived in 1836 to
redesign and rebuild fortifications, though Mahmut’s suspicious
limited their contribution. He still was seeking help from a state
having no previous interest in the Middle East...From 1835 to
1839 several Prussian missions advised the Ottomans providing
them with far superior and receiving therefore much more respect
and attention than had ever been the case...By far the most skill-
ful of the Prussians helping the Porte at this time was a young
lieutenant, Helmuth Von Moltke, who later in his career was to
become one of the most prominent military men in Europe.”

Concessions to Europeans

As we have seen, the Europeans’ continual victories in their wars with the
Ottoman Empire were rewarded with concessions, mainly in the rich prov-
inces of Asia. These privileges included the right to protect native Chris-
tians and the right of foreigners to be tried in their own courts, although
the ultimate legal authority remained with the Ottomans. Moreover, ‘the
capitulations of the nineteenth century awarded the Europeans the right
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to customs dues averaging 5 percent. This was often less than the taxes
paid by Ottoman merchants’.%

The plight of the sultan’s Christian subjects served as a lever that the
powers could use to secure their increased demands. Beginning with
Kuchuk Kanarchi, the concessions were embedded in state treaties.
Thereafter many native Christians, especially merchants, became more
commercially involved with western business partners than their fellow
Muslim merchants. The Ottoman Christian business class gained power-
ful tax exemptions in the form of barats, which allowed them to undersell
their Muslim competitors—in stark contrast to the situation before the
reforms, when the authorities had discriminated against the Christians,
whether in the field of employment, occupying high offices of trust, or
the military and other functions of the state.®' In the eyes of the rulers
and the Muslim majority, these new and fast-growing relations turned the
Christian merchants into protégés of the Europeans.

Beginning in 1839, the victorious European powers once again pressed
Sultan Abdulmecid, the successor of Mahmud 11, to carry out the reforms
that they deemed necessary. The sultan and his supporters were them-
selves convinced of the need for further reform and had no way to refuse
the demands of their protectors. Thus a series of further measures were
initiated, which went through two stages:

A: The reforms were applied on the technical level while empha-
sising the supremacy of the sharia and the Islamic fundamental of
the state.

B: In the second stage western political and legal measures were
adopted and applied despite the fact that they contradicted the sharia
and were inconsistent with the Islamic basis of the state. The second
stage took place following the Crimean war and not without pres-
sure from the western powers, the allies of the Porte in that war.®2

5. THE REFORMS OF SULTAN ABDULMECID
AND THEIR OBJECTIVES

When power passed to Sultan Abdulmecid in 1839, the Ottoman sultan-
ate had come a long way in restoring its authority over the autonomous
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regions and had managed to impose centralisation on most of the Asiatic
provinces. Like Mahmud 11, he embraced the concepts of justice and
equality before the law between Muslims and non-Muslims alike.

On 17 July 1839, the sultan issued an irade (decree—s331)}), which
he commanded to be read to the ministers who were meeting at the office
of the Shaik ul-Islam. He urged them ‘to follow the law of justice and
equity in all matters’ and to observe constantly ‘the application of hon-
oured seri’at in all the affairs of the exalted Sultanate’. He called upon
all officials to keep to the ways of uprightness and honesty and to avoid
‘bribery...and repugnant and oppressive acts...and to be extremely care-
ful not to give room to the rise of unacceptable methods’. He further
stressed that ‘all the inhabitants of our protected lands, rich and poor...
should enjoy tranquillity and repose’. He declared that ‘in my exalted
sultanate, property, soul, dwelling, and place should be secure and safe
from...offence and aggression’.®

The reforms have been divided into three categories, dealing with
administration and government, the welfare of the Ottoman subject
and the status of the non-Muslim citizens, and the legal basis of the
empire.®

Hatt-I Sherif and Hatti-I of Gulhane

Certain leading persons presented a petition to the sultan, who expressed
his satisfaction with its contents and ordered it proclaimed to the public
as a hatt-i sherif. While the petition was not dated, it evidently preceded
the first great reforming edict of the Tanzimat era, which was the Hatt-1
Sherif of Gulhane (the Imperial or Noble Rescript of the Rose Cham-
ber), promulgated on 3 November 1839.

The rescript was signed by the sultan and read by the great reformer
Mustafa Rashid Pasha. Its chief aims were to guarantee subjects’ secu-
rity of life, honour, and property; to establish a regular system to assess
and levy taxes; and to develop new methods to assure a fair system of
conscripting, training, and maintaining the army.%

The Tanzimat reforms sought to bring to an end the absolute rule of
the sultan by arbitrary decrees and to enforce the rule of law, whether

The Ottoman Reforms 129

shari’a (Muslim law) or the kanun, which had suffered a long neglect
in the preceding centuries. On this subject, Lutfi wrote to justify the dis-
missal of Husrev Pasha as Grand Vizier in 1840.%¢

Although the demand for a strong military machine was the prime
motive for introducing the reforms, the social and political conditions
contributed an additional pressing factor. Some scholars have gone so
far as to state that it constituted a redistribution of power among the dif-
ferent social groups that comprised the élites in various provinces of the
empire.®” This had its effect on both the rulers and the Ra ‘aya, because

‘each invested in their own interest and aspirations’.®®

Educational Reforms
These fundamental reforms demanded for their implementation thorough
educational reforms, which in turn required state support. The Tanzimat
proposed three new types of schools. Qualified teachers were to translate
schoolbooks from French; science teachers were to be recruited from
abroad until native teachers were trained and ready. Church authorities
were to draw up courses in religion, subject to state inspection. The new
primary and secondary schools were to be financed 25 percent by the
state and 75 percent by the local authorities. Pilot projects tried in Istan-
bul were eventually to be extended nationwide.

As with other areas of reform, here, too, on paper, the reform created
a system intended to mirror that of Europe. In practice, however, only
about 20 percent of the imperial schools came to follow the modern cur-
riculum, while more than 70 percent were still tied to the old teaching
system of madrasa. It is also important to note that none of the levels of
education instituted during the reform period were introduced among the
independent Assyrian tribes, since the Ottoman authority was not estab-
lished among them until late 1847.

6. REFORMS IN IRAQ

The Mamluk dynasty of Baghdad, which had seized power in 1747 and
ruled Iraq completely detached from the central government, had to face
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the new Ottoman plan of centralisation. As has been mentioned, Sultan
Mahmud Il was determined to restore his authority over the various
autonomous centres. The Mamluks at Baghdad had been able adminis-
trators and had enjoyed almost a century of political stability supported
by a relatively successful economy, because they gave Baghdad several

great reformers, most notably Sulaiman Pasha II (1780-1802), who ini--

tiated an ambitious program of modernisation including remodelling and
cleaning out the canals, which were the nerves of the irrigation system
that made the sawad a source of wealth and prosperity. He was also a
pioneer in establishing industrial projects, training an army of twenty
thousand, and introducing a printing press.

Mahmud Il imposed his authority over Iraq in the summer of 1831,
and thereafter a succession of capable pashas were appointed to Bagh-
dad. However, it was only in 1869, well after the period under study here,
that Iraq experienced the real thrust of reform under the great reformer
Midhat Pasha, who was determined to modernise the country on western
lines. His reforms echoed the Tanzimat and seriously improved the qual-
ity of the provincial administration. He was also famous for his remark-
able plan for settling the nomad tribes, a step by which he extended the
rule of the Turkish central government over them for the first time.

Arguably the most effective reform introduced in Iraq during the late
Ottoman period was the fapu (land law). This made a dramatic change
in the social structure of the countryside when the long-lasting feudal
system was reformed and replaced by one that responded to the spirit of
reform. As we have seen, tax farming had been introduced to the country
for the first time during Ottoman rule, and by this new law, the Ottoman
authority was able for the first time to collect taxes effectively. Conscrip-
tion was also imposed on the people, who had to register for it in each
community. However, as elsewhere in the empire, the old landlord class
known as shaikhs was able to get round the new laws and regulations
thanks to their accumulated influence over the peasants and the Ottoman
government’s need for money. They continued to buy the right to hold
the land and control the peasants in return for fixed payments to the trea-
sury. Hence these tribal leaders were the class who benefited most from

The Ottoman Reforms 131

the reforms, while their fellow tribesmen were reduced to poverty. The
ayan class resembled ‘those of Syria in certain essentials...ayan élite of
composite origin military, ulema, merchant controlled a large part of the
surrounding countryside through various mechanisms’.*

As has been mentioned, the Ottoman reformers implemented mea-
sures by which they hoped to keep the empire intact. However, when
the theory was put into execution, contradictory factors came into play
that prevented the new policies from achieving their goals. This was to
be expected, since changing a whole society from well-rooted practices
and convictions to modern, western-style ways was no easy task.”® The
Tanzimat reforms had no direct impact on the independent Assyrian
tribes during the period under study because, as we have seen, the tribes’
location in their remote and inaccessible country and their tradition of
sturdy, armed independence both operated to keep the influence of all
outside forces at bay. Ultimately, however, both the impulse to impose
the effective control of the central government on all parts of the empire
that flowed from the Tanzimat and the modernisation and reinvigoration
of the army that emerged as its main achievement were to prove deci-
sive factors in deciding the fate of the independent tribes and the whole
Assyrian nation, as the following chapters show.
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CHAPTER 7

THE REFORMS
AND THE PEOPLE
OF THE Book

1. THE TREATMENT OF THE PEOPLE OF THE BOOK

The Ahlul Dhimma (%3 Jal) or ‘People of the Book’ had an integral
place in Ottoman history, since their status was a subject of concern to
the rulers and foreign powers during both the heyday and the decline of
the empire.' This involvement did not emerge from a vacuum, but had
deep roots in the beliefs of Muslim society, since the status of Christians
and Jews was addressed in the Qur’an and, since the time of Caliph
Omar I, they had been subject to the jizya and kharraj taxes. They were
socially segregated as being Ahlul Dhimma in the eyes of Arabs and Kof-
far (‘infidels”) for other non-Arab Muslims. Under Ottoman rule during
the period of decline, Muslims enjoyed by law a superior status to their
non-Muslims neighbours. Although some historians have denied this,
the history of the Ottoman Empire shows that Muslims continuously


































































































































































































































































































