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The history of multiethnicity and multiculturalism in Bulgaria is too complex and too long to be reconstructed in one paper, be it plenary or not. Moreover, this history is not a specific Bulgarian phenomenon – it is a variant of an all-Balkan model of coexistence and confrontation between Christians and Muslims who have shared a common space for many generations. In the course of the history of their conflicts and contacts, modern history included, considerable experience has been acquired, and this experience must be analysed and rationalised impartially, beyond the immediate conjuncture. In this paper I shall attempt to draw attention to the migrations and migratory movements in the Ottoman Balkans. I shall do so not only to address the general topic of the conference, but also because these migrations are a key element in the formation and manifestations of contemporary multiethnicity and multiculturalism on the peninsula.

The sources information on which this paper is based on refer predominantly to territories, which under the Ottoman rule Bulgarians considered to be theirs, despite sharing part of them with other Balkan ethnoses and above all with a large Turkic population. Contemporary historiography explains the ‘Ottomanisation’ of the Balkans as a result of the mass colonisation by Asian Minor newcomers and a long period of islamization of the local Christian population. The outcome of the initial stage of ‘Ottomanisation’ of the peninsula at the end of the fourteenth century is relatively clear.

More obscure is the course the process followed later. This is most accurately described by O. L. Barkan, who compares the settlement of the Turkmen nomads to billiard balls rolling across the Balkans. These balls quickly found their pockets in the depopulated plains and fields. Given the present-day level of information, this metaphorical description will probably be used for a long time as a point of departure in the study of the migratory processes during the Ottoman conquest. The reason for that is not only that source information is scarce. This description is also readily accepted by the majority of Balkan and Turkish historians. For Balkan historians it is an irrefutable proof of the tragedy that the conquered local population had to live through. Turkish historians use it as a no less conclusive proof of the might of the early Ottoman state.

The picture of the rearrangement of the ethnic map of the Balkans during the fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth centuries is supplemented by the scarce data on the deportation of the Balkan population to Asia Minor and the settlement of war prisoners from the western part of the peninsula and from the Hungarian territories in the gazibey mülks (properties). The conclusion is that in the course of the Ottoman invasion the Balkans were flooded by a huge wave of migration, which scholars believe had the force of a destructive demographic tsunami. Data from the Ottoman tax registers from the middle and the second half of the fifteenth century cast doubt on this thesis. These data suggest a stable network of settlements on Bulgarian territory, which was the first one to be subjected to the Turkic invasion and parallel colonisation.

The earliest data from the mid-fifteenth century categorically document a relatively mass presence of Muslims predominantly in the eastern part of the Bulgarian lands. These Muslims were mostly Asian Minor colonists. According to calculations of R. Kovatchev, in the last decades of the fifteenth century there were 2,360 Muslim rayah households in the Nikopol sanjak (administrative district), amounting to 14% of its population. There were only six Muslim villages in the Sofia kaza (district in the Ottoman Empire), but no Muslims were found in the remaining 125 registered villages. Muslims in the Vidin sanjak were registered only in the cities and the castles.

The registers from the sixteenth century show a smooth rise in the number of Muslims in the western part of the Bulgarian lands. They had increased to 26% of the population in the Pasha sanjak. At the beginning of the century the number of Muslims in the Sofia sanjak remained small, approximately 6% of the population. By the end of the century, however, it had grown to 18%, with Muslims living in twenty-one exclusively Muslim and forty-two mixed villages.

In the mid-sixteenth century ‘the wide nomad front,’ described by A. Ostrovski in the space between the Gulf of Orfanou (on the Halkidiki peninsula near Thessaloniki) and the Rhodope Mountains, extended to the north of the Danube River and to the west of the Ogosta River. The influx of Turkic nomads at the beginning of the sixteenth century was intensified by a second wave of colonisation, considerably smaller in terms of both size and scope, known as surgun. This was a coercive colonisation of the Asian Minor Alevi, organised by the state under the rule of the sultans Selim I (1512-20) and Suleyman I (1520-66). It was concentrated mainly in the region of Dobrudzha. The organised and spontaneous settlements in Rumelia of people coming from Anatolia during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries provided a considerable demographic resource for the Muslim population. This large population was maintained during the following centuries mainly by the Islamization of Balkan Christians and war prisoners from regions neighbouring the Ottoman Empire. A new wave of Muslim immigrants came at the end of the seventeenth and the very beginning of the eighteenth century. This time Muslims came from the Hungarian territories that the Ottoman Empire had lost. This migratory wave has remained outside the scope of interest of researchers. However, this does not mean that the wave did not affect the ethno-demographic situation in the Balkans over the next centuries.

The first migratory waves of Muslim, mostly Turkic and Tatar people, in the Balkans during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries are the traditional explanation for the Ottomanisation of the peninsula that changed its demographic picture in all aspects – ethnic, religious and cultural. Undoubtedly, this assertion holds for a large part of the Balkan towns in which the Muslim population had grown sharply. The town of Plovdiv is a classical example: in the year 1516, 1,034 households were registered there, of which 879 were Muslim, 88 were Christian, 35 Roma and 32 were recent Jewish settlers. The ratio of one to ten in favour of the Muslims demonstrates categorically the total ‘Ottomanisation’ of Plovdiv. A similar, though less intense, process also took place in the smaller urban centres – such as Samokov, where in 1569 the Muslim households were 215 against 178 Christian households. A reverse process occurred in the demographic situation in villages. More than 75% of all villages were exclusively Christian, and about 15% were mixed. In these villages the number of registered ‘sons of Abdullah’ and freed slaves suggests that a considerable part of them were first-generation Muslims. However, the presence of numerous Turkic and non-Koranic names in the registers shows clearly that settled Turkic people constituted a significant percentage. Undoubtedly, Asian Minor settlers were registered in hundreds of Muslim villages that had from one to five households. The registrars point out explicitly that they were to a large extent yuruks (nomads). In the fifteenth century the yuruks were concentrated in the eastern regions, but during the sixteenth century they took over also some western territories, including the Vidin and Kyustendil sanjaks. Towards the end of the sixteenth century the number of yuruks decreased considerably, with some of them disappearing altogether and others settling in villages of twenty or more households. For Bulgarian historiography this change is one of the proofs of an intensive process of Islamization that is documented through the number of registered Muslims who identified themselves as ‘sons of Abdullah’ – that is, Islamic neophytes.

I would like to draw attention to the Muslim and mixed villages, which were found in the registers dating back to the end of the fifteenth century. In the light of cultural anthropology, these villages were the places of direct contact between two quite different civilisational models – the model of the settled Christians and that of the near-nomad Muslims from Asia Minor. In fact, an extremely important cultural transformation of the descendants of the Muslim colonists had taken place in such villages not only in the Bulgarian lands but also in the Balkans at large. It is a well known fact that by the end of the sixteenth century – that is, in about one century – a large part of the nomads had dispersed, the majority of them settling as farmers. The inhabitants of almost all registered Muslim and mixed villages were granted the status of rayah or, in other words, of productive and tax-paying population. The nature of the registered rayah’s taxable production was identical to that of the neighbouring Christian villages. To illustrate, I shall give as an example the situation in eighteen Muslim villages, which, according to the 1479 register, had almost completely encircled the old Bulgarian capital of Turnovo. The registrar explicitly mentions that these Muslim villages were new – that is, they were non-existent in the old registers. The total number of their Muslim households was 364. The men who were household heads had predominantly Turkic names, such as Aydan, Turalı, Hisar bey and Göçeri.

Koran-related are the names mainly of forty-two household heads and unmarried men, whose second name is ‘son of Abdullah,’ and the names of eighteen freed slaves. I am drawing attention to the fact that about 16% of the inhabitants of these new villages were first-generation Muslims because, in my opinion, by sharing their production experience with their fellow-villagers they had facilitated the transformation of the nomads into settled farmers. The change is categorically proven by the taxable products of the local rayah: wheat, barley, rye, millet, and beehives. The only difference in the tax register of the Muslim village of Avcılar and the neighbouring Christian village of Dimcha are the fifteen buckets of must and the tax on swine levied from the Christians in the second village. In the sixteenth century, dozens of Muslim villages had to pay taxes on vineyards and on must. The fact that the descendants of the Asian Minor nomads had mastered the local farming practices proves that they had adapted to the local conditions and to the farming activities in the Balkans, by mastering the centuries-old production practices of the Balkan population. It may be added that this process was bilateral, although not completely equivalent in terms of its parameters. The fact that in a similar register from the Kyustendil sanjak from the sixteenth century two thirds of the rice growers in the Strumitsa region are Christian is significant enough. 
Their skills in growing rice, unknown till the Ottoman conquest, mean that they had learned from the Muslim colonists. Metodija Sokoloski has found that in the midsixteenth century there was an intensive wave of settlement by the yuruks – a name given to the nomads in the Ottoman registers. This process was directed and implemented by the central authorities, which had made numerous efforts to place the nomads under administrative control, but the real transformation of the nomads into farmers occurred through their contacts with the local population and by learning how to grow the local crops. The result was a type of farming common to Christians and Muslims, which blurred the sharpest edges of their cultural differences. It is the point of intersection on which their compatibility was built, since both on the everyday and social levels Christians and Muslims turned out to have similar interests and to face similar threats in their personal lives. This process was neither short-lived nor void of problems. Dozens of Ottoman documents provide evidence of court cases between Christians and Muslims over land plot disputes and the common land between neighbouring villages. But the number of such cases among Muslims or among Christians only was not lower. Essentially, these conflicts were economic, not civilisational. The transformation of the colonised nomads into settled farmers had created the conditions for the existence of the system of komşuluk (the spirit of neighbourhood) between people of different origins and religions. With its strict rules, this system regulated everyday life and transformed the mutually acknowledged otherness into a familiar, recognised difference. There was a ritual exchange of sacred food during the major religious festivals between neighbours of different religions, and a mandatory participation of representatives of the other religion in the key rites of passage (weddings, births, burials). Respect for the different communities was demonstrated in everyday contacts. Respect was a mandatory requirement and its violation could threaten order and the expectations of both communities. In a cultural anthropological aspect the komşuluk system proved to be not only a link connecting the cultural traditions of Christians and Muslims, but also a chain of their mental attitudes and standards of behaviour. Eventually, it also left an imprint on the scale of Christian values where compromise proved to be more valuable than conflict. Through this system the Muslim and Christian notions of good and evil became closer despite the contradictions embedded in their primary cultural models.

There were other types of migratory movements, documented in the Ottoman registers, which furthered this development. These movements can be defined as local displacements of the population from one village to another and from village to town. They were recorded in all detailed registers, which listed the names of the household heads, the unmarried men, and widows in every settlement. As a rule, the registrars recorded the changes in the population number using the hackneyed terms ‘runaway’ and ‘newcomer’ as additional qualifiers. Very frequently the two definitions for migrants (‘runaway’ and ‘newcomer’) are found simultaneously in one and the same settlement in different ratios. There are hundreds of examples of such individual migrations. The 1445–1446 register of the village of Polovyane, Sofia district, offers an example of the village-to-neighbouring-town movement. The registrar wrote that 32 out of 124 complete and 24 widow rayah households had settled in the nearby city of Sofia. This implies that one fifth of the inhabitants of Polovyane had left the village and had become urban residents. There were individual resettlements from one village to another all over the country, though not on such a large scale. 

A detailed register from the year 1501 for the Nikopol sanjak shows that there were four newcomers, all of them non-Muslim, in the village of Bela. In the village of Vulchetrun there were four newcomers too, but they were all Muslim. In the village of Vishegrad there were six persons, three of them Muslim, who had run away. In the village of Trumbezhki Izvor there were five newcomers, unmarried Christians, and one of the old villagers had run away. A similar register from 1515–1516 for the Samokov nahiye (neighbourhood, community) records five runaways and three newcomers in the village of Mehomie (now the town of Razlog).

These constant internal movements all over the country were well known to the authorities, who legalised them by entering the changes in the registers. The individual migrations provide solid arguments against the traditional thesis concerning the serf status of the productive rural population in the Ottoman Balkans. The massive migration all over the country shows that the central authorities had transferred the responsibility for agricultural production and tax collection to the spahi (Ottoman landlord). Obviously, they were not particularly concerned with exercising direct control over the population. Through legislation the central authorities guaranteed the right of peasants to legalise their new place of residence fifteen years, and in some cases ten years, after leaving the village where they were originally registered. In practice, however, the place of residence became legal after the first registration at the new place.

Since such migrations occurred all over the country, individual resettlements became a second type of local migration. Present-day studies define them as ‘flight’ of the inhabitants of whole villages, who left their homes. If we take even a single register from the Skopje region, we will find resettlement of four villages: Barevo was completely deserted; Bobovo was destroyed in a flood and its rayah were registered in other villages; the inhabitants of the village of Dryanovo had ‘taken to flight’; so had the peasants from the village of Yarovo. These collective resettlements of entire peasant communities were rarer than individual migrations, but their occurrence in many registers supports the assumption that they were a permanent factor. In many cases they were not flights in an unknown direction – the registrar duly records the new settlement.

A register for the vilayet (province of the Ottoman Empire) of Nevrokop notes that the village of Ponikovo was left uninhabited because its rayah had resettled in the village of Kochan. A register from 1501 for the Nikopol sanjak reports that the inhabitants of the village of Pavlitsi lived in the village of Devlyani, and that the rayah from the village of Kozarevo had moved to the village of Konarevo. The list of similar examples can be extended almost indefinitely. They were recorded in the Ottoman registers for the purpose of correcting the size of a given timar (fief) rather than facilitating modern studies; that is why it is very hard to set the record straight as to the intensity, direction or cause of these collective local migrations.

In contemporary Bulgarian historiography they are used as an example of ‘the difficult situation of the Bulgarian people under Turkish yoke’ or they are interpreted as a mechanism through which rayah, be it Christian or Muslim, was able to reduce its tax burden to a bearable level. The second thesis is proved by documents showing threats of massive flights of rayah from villages, which directly served the Sultan’s Court or the central authorities. Such is the case of the village of Dragobrashte in the Kochan nahiye (neighbourhood), which was included in the Sultan’s hassas (properties). Its inhabitants were obligated to keep in their houses wine produced for the Sultan’s Court. Against this additional obligation they demanded to be relieved of regular taxes, threatening to run away if their demand was not met. After long negotiations, as we would say today, their additional taxes were abolished and they agreed to pay only ispenç (species of small poultry), and of the regular taxes – only a fixed sum of money instead of the tithe on wheat and a tax on the sheep. The Dragobrashte peasants did not run away secretly. They even warned the authorities about their intentions and clearly formulated their economic demands.

In the same year, 1573, the inhabitants of the villages of Karageltsi and Nikushel, who were defending the Kratovo Pass, ‘ran away’ without notice. They scattered among the neighbouring villages, after which travelling through Skopska Crna Gora became very difficult. ‘Out of necessity’ and following an order issued by the Sultan, the local authorities had to trace them, return them to their villages and – in compensation for their obligations to defend the dervent (the pass) – relieve them of all taxes.

By the mid-seventeenth century the flight of entire villages had become the number one problem for the Ottoman fiscal system. Dozens of documents issued by the central authorities demand tracking down and returning the rayah to villages in order to ensure the collection of çiziye (poll-tax) and avarız (extraordinary tax), i.e. taxes collected by the central government. That the situation was critical is evidenced by a Sultan’s fırman (decree) from 1672, which states the total inability of the authorities to collect çiziye in twenty villages in the kaza of Huzurgrad (Razgrad), since eleven villages had moved out and the inhabitants of the remaining nine villages had refused to appear before the kadi (judge) court – they had set their houses on fire and run away. The documents of the local authorities show that this was a migration process that could not be controlled. The authorities found out that the tax-paying population had decreased due to a plague epidemic and the resettlement of the peasants in farms or vakıf (bequeathed property for charity purposes) settlements. The population demanded tax cuts for separate villages and entire kazas. The central authorities responded by ordering the rayah to be turned back from the ‘small towns, villages and influential people’s farms.’
The information provided by the local administration frequently supports these findings. In a 1660 petition by the non-Muslim rayah of the kasaba (small town) of Turnovo and its kaza for a çiziye tax cut, it is pointed out that forty families from the town and several hundreds of families from the adjacent villages had resettled in the vakıf village of Arnautköy (present-day Arbanasi).

In a document from 1659 with the same content, signed by a clerk in the local fiscal administration, it is claimed that the rayah that had left the Turnovo kaza had resettled in Yambol, and in the villages of the same kaza and those around Stara Zagora, Nova Zagora and present-day Alexandroupolis. Christians and Muslims from the Nevrokop kaza had migrated in the same direction, namely towards the Thracian Plain. Most probably this process was related to the spread of the landowners’ farms, around which large new villages appeared.

In the Ruse region alone, eight new villages with more than forty households were founded around private land properties at the beginning of the seventeenth century. At the same time, about one in ten villages in the Marica River valley had in their names the word ‘farm.’ A series of sultan’s orders addressed to the Vidin kadi provide evidence about the intensive resettlements of peasants across the Danube River in both directions. Some of the documents ordered that the peasants who had fled to the north of the Danube be made to come back. Other documents ordered the inclusion of the settlers from Wallachia, who had gone into hiding from the owners of the vakıfs, timars (fiefs) and farms, in the list of the tax-paying rayah.

In Bulgarian historiography these spontaneous migrations are usually used as evidence of an intensive process of Islamization, since they were found mainly in the çiziye records. The more comprehensive database containing information from the avarız defters (register lists) indicates that the Muslim population was also actively involved in the migrations. The direct consequences of these spontaneous displacements were a denser network of villages in the plains and a growing urban population. They transcended the local and regional level and intensified the multiethnic relations in the entire Balkan Peninsula.

Evliya Çelebi’s travel notes give a relative idea about their parameters. According to him, in the city of Plovdiv the infidels were Bulgarians and Greeks. In the city of Belgrade people spoke Turkish, Serbian, Bulgarian, and Bosnian. In Elbasan there were Bulgarian and Greek infidels, in Thessaloniki people spoke Turkish, Greek, Jewish, Bulgarian, Serbian, and Albanian. Documents from the next centuries show that the chaotic migrations did not severely disrupt the settlement network, which means that the depopulation recorded in the seventeenth-century registers was temporary. Many of the villages that existed in the sixteenth–seventeenth centuries have survived to this very day. By seeking compromise solutions and introducing some reforms in the tax collection system, the Empire succeeded in restricting, within possible limits, the chaotic migration but it could not stop it altogether.

Conversely, the movement of individuals and groups of the population on a local and regional scale is considered to be a sustainable solid component of Balkan reality and a way out from extreme situations. Undoubtedly, behind the resettlements of individuals and masses there are countless cases of outburst of violence and thousands of human dramas. But over the centuries these migrations from places of birth and from one’s own ethnic environment have marked countless intersections of multiethnic contacts. They have evolved into a permanent network transmitting everydaylife standards, moral attitudes and spiritual values between the different communities. Ultimately, they have created the common Balkan world. Despite all the efforts of the Balkan people themselves and of many external factors, this Balkan world is perceived by the non-Balkan people, and even more so by ourselves, as a mutually related human community, whose main distinctive features are multiethnicity and multicult
