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THE DEVSHIRME SYSTEM AND THE LEVIED 
CHILDREN OF BURSA IN 1603-4 A.D.

GÜLAY YILMAZ*

In October 1603, a turnacıbaşı1 from the 73rd regiment of the janissary army en-
tered the city of Bursa accompanied by his men. He was carrying a decree that gave 
him the power to levy Christian children from the region and bring them to the capi-
tal city, Istanbul. As he entered the city, the news of his arrival spread. The turnacıbaşı 
went to the qadi’s office to register the decree and ask for the collaboration of the qadi 
to gather the boys of Bursa that were under his responsibility. For the coming two 
months, the boys would be selected according to clearly defined criteria laid out by 
the government, then organized under sürüs (batches, lit. herds) of 100 to 150, con-
verted to Islam and transported to Istanbul in order to begin their training according 
to Turkish customs and the Islamic religion in becoming the sultan’s servants. 

The arrival of the janissary officer in the town of Bursa was part of a much 
larger devshirme process. In the last months of 1603 and the early months of 1604, four 
different groups of janissary officers were sent to four different areas of the empire to 
levy children, gathering a total of 2,604 boys that year. The devshirme system was a 
method used since the fifteenth century to fill the administrative and military ranks 
of the Ottoman state and army.2 According to what we know about this system, the 

* Assist. Prof., Akdeniz University, History Department, Faculty of  Letters, Antalya/TURKEY, 
Akdeniz Universty, gülayyilmaz@akdeniz.edu.tr

1 Turnacı was a position in the janissary army – specifically those who were responsible for catching 
cranes while the sultan was hunting. The head of  the turnacıs was called the turnacıbaşı. If  they were 
promoted, they became seksoncu. İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı, Osmanlı Devleti Teşkilatında Kapıkulu Ocakları, Türk 
Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, Ankara 1988, p. 203.

2 The origin of  the devshirme system is uncertain. The account that sets the origin to the earliest date, 
to the reign of  Orhan I (1326-1359), is Heşt Bihişt by the chronicler Idris Bitlisi. This account was mainly 
accepted by Western scholarship, until it was questioned by Franz Babinger and Friedrich Giese. Babinger put 
forth a second argument deriving from the chronicler Aşıkpaşazade, noting that the system was established 
at the time of  Murat I (1359-1389) through pençik. Both texts narrate that Kara Rüstem suggested allotting 
one-fifth of  the human booty for Murat I and establishing a new army with them after the conquest of  Edirne 
(1361) for the first time. Taking human booty for the Sultan is actually the definition of  the pençik system. 
This description in Aşıkpaşazade and Oruç Bey merges the pençik system into devshirme, since it mentions 
that these boys were devşirildi, which is a Turkish word, referring to the whole process of  levy. The Kavanin-i 
Yeniçeriyan, on the other hand, ascribes the origin of  the system to the aftermath of  the Battle of  Ankara 
in 1402, in which Timur destroyed the Ottoman army, arguing that rapid Ottoman expansion during the 



officers levied the male children of Christian families (mostly Greeks, Serbians, Bul-
garians, and Albanians), as a form of tribute in kind, instead of the head-tax (cizye).3 
These boys were subjected to a second selection process in the capital, after which 
officers placed promising children in the palace schools to be educated as adminis-
trators in various capacities, recording the rest as novice boys (‘acemi oglans), and hir-
ing them out to Turkish villagers in Anatolian towns for a period from between three 
to five years. In these towns, the children worked as agricultural laborers, learning 
the Turkish language and Islamic practices. After the agreed period, they were then 
called back to Istanbul to work for three to five more years as laborers in the city 
before being enlisted as soldiers in the janissary army. 

However, this situation is the “official” version of what happened throughout 
the devshirme process. In reality, we see varied and different forms and practices of 
“becoming a devshirme” in Ottoman society, as will be outlined in this article. The 
devshirme status involved multiple layers: some could become high-level bureaucrats 
in the Ottoman administration, or turn into successful soldiers who were promoted 
to high offices in the janissary army. Alternatively, some might end up becoming 
heavy-duty workers in state workshops such as gunpowder workshops, or workers 
in the Arsenal - the possibilities were endless. In short, the extent to which one was 
integrated into the Ottoman system determined one’s possibilities and limitations. 
Furthermore, reactions to being levied were varied, and this paper intends to show 
this multiplicity. 

The devshirme system has been much-studied by Ottomanists, who have concen-
trated mostly on questions such as the debates concerning the origin of the practice, 
whether or not it was legal or not according to Shari’a law, or as a means of un-
derstanding how Ottoman bureaucracy was created.4 Many Balkanists, in contrast, 
have portrayed the devshirme system as one of the many cruel aspects of the Ottoman 
invasions that devastated and stripped Balkan cities of their youth who were forced 

fifteenth century increased the demand for more soldiers, ergo Ottoman officials were forced to search for 
new sources for levy. After the Battle of  Ankara, state officials decided to levy the non-Muslim youths of  the 
empire to form a new military force called the janissary army (the New Corps). Aşıkpaşazade, Aşıkpaşaoglu 
Tarihi, ed. Nihal Atsız, Milli Egitim Bakanlıgı, Ankara 1970, p. 58; Oruç, Oruç Bey Tarihi, ed. Necdet Öztürk 
(Istanbul: Çamlıca Basım, 2008), pp. 24-25; Uzunçarşılı, Kapıkulu Ocakları, vol. 1, p. 140; Ahmet Akgündüz, 
Osmanlı Kanunnameleri ve Hukuki Tahlilleri, I. Ahmet Devri Kanunnameleri 9, Fey Vakfı Yayınları, Istanbul 1990, 
pp.127-367 (henceforth referred to as Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan); Cemal Kafadar “Yeniçeri,” Dünden Bugüne İstanbul 
Ansiklopedisi, vol. 7, pp. 472-76. Kemal Beydilli, “Yeniçeri” DIA 43, pp. 452-60.

3 Cizye is a special tax imposed upon the non-Muslims of  the empire. The root of  the word comes 
from ceza, meaning punishment. 

4 J. A. B. Palmer, “The Origins of  the Janissaries,” John Rylands Library Bulletin 35, no. 2 (1953): pp. 
448-481; Paul Wittek, “Devshirme and Sharia,” Bulletin of  the School of  Oriental and African Studies 17, no. 2 
(1955); V. L. Menage, “Notes and Communications: Sidelights on the Devshirme from Idris and Sa‘uddin,” 
BSOAS 18, no. 1 (1956); Abdulkadir Özcan, “Devşhirme,” DIA, vol. 9, Türkiye and Diyanet Vakfı, Ankara 
1988, p. 256; Gümeç Karamuk “Devşirmelerin Hukuki Durumları Üzerine,” Mehmet Öz - Oktay Özel, 
Söğüt’ten İstanbul’a Osmanlı Devleti’nin Kuruluşu Üzerine Tartışmalar, İmge Kitabevi, Ankara 2000, pp. 555-572. 
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into slavery.5 Some of these studies were fed by the nationalist ideologies that arose in 
the nineteenth century and used the image of the barbaric Turk taking children away 
as a metaphor of the national awakening of the Greeks, Serbians, and Bulgarians. 
Many of them justifiably pointed out the inhumane nature of the practice. 

This article focuses on the process by which children were chosen as devshirmes 
and what happened to them directly afterwards, not on their status after they became 
devshirmes. The discussion of whether the devshirmes were slaves or not is, however, still 
worth debating.6  On the one hand, the status of devshirme could certainly be regarded 
as a form of enslavement as it was not usually a voluntary choice. On the other, being 
a kul of the sultan was far more complex than simply being a slave as we understand it 
today, since it was accompanied by privileges such as owning land, and even owning 
slaves. However, such complexities require that the debate on the status of devshirmes 
be given special treatment in a separate article, and will not be discussed here.

The purpose of this article is to examine the devshirme system from the ‘bottom’ 
- concentrating on the children as the main actors whose lives were drastically trans-
formed by this system. Who were these children? How were they selected? What 
were their reactions? The goal is to accumulate as much information as possible 
about the experiences of levied boys, and to learn more about the dynamics of the 
selection process. Tracing the stories of the children in the process of being levied is 
an exciting journey for a historian, despite the limited sources.

Here, I will attempt to reconstruct the experiences of the levied boys by examin-
ing the eşkal defter (register of levied children) of 1603-4. This is a unique register that 
provides detailed information on the children levied during these years. It presents 
information on the original names of the levied boys, the Muslim names given after 
they were levied and converted, their parents’ names, and the boys’ physical charac-
teristics and ages. The decree given to the janissary officer who was sent to Bursa to 
levy children in 1603 is another important document that is used extensively in this 
study. The decrees concerning child-levy in the mühimme registers, and the kavanin-i 
yeniçeriyan are also consulted. 

 This article is composed of three main sections: first, I will present the general 
outline of the levy of 1603-4 based on the above-mentioned register, such as how 

5 One of  the first and most prominent Balkanists before and after World War II, K. Jireček, was an 
adamant supporter of  this thesis: Konstantin Jireček, Geschichte der Bulgaren Prag: Hildesheim, 1876; Andrej 
Protić, Denationalizirane i Văzraždane na bălgarskoto izkustvo Sofia, 1927; Petăr K. Petrov, Asimilatorskata 
Politika na Turskite Zavoevateli Sofia, 1962; and for the discussion of  this literature see Machiel Kiel, Art and 
Society of  Bulgaria in the Turkish Period Assen: Van Gorcum, 1985.

6 One of  the first and most prominent Balkanists before and after World War II, K. Jireček was an 
adamant supporter of  this thesis: Konstantin Jireček, Geschichte der Bulgaren Prag: Hildesheim, 1876; Andrej 
Protić, Denationalizirane i Văzraždane na bălgarskoto izkustvo Sofia, 1927; Petăr K. Petrov, Asimilatorskata politika 
na turskite zavoevateli Sofia, 1962; and for the discussion of  this literature see Machiel Kiel, Art and Society of  
Bulgaria in the Turkish Period Assen: Van Gorcum, 1985.
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many children were levied and from which regions. Second, I analyze the actors who 
were part of the levy process. My goal is to understand the devshirme system both from 
the point of view of the Ottoman statesmen as well as to regard it with the eyes of the 
locals who were subjected to child-levy. In doing so, I claim that child-levy became 
an important event that directly affected the local political dynamics in the regions 
where the child-levy took place, and turned the local elites into actors in the selection 
process. In this part, a section is devoted to the runaways – the boys who escaped 
being levied. Those children, by rejecting being levied, themselves became actors. 
Because we have obtained a more complete picture of the process in the Bursa region 
due to the document (the decree given to the child-levy officer who was sent to Bur-
sa), we can gain a better understanding of how the boys were gathered, the problems 
that were faced during transportation of the children, and on the resistance methods 
of the families and the locals. Third, I take a closer look at the levied boys from the 
areas around Bursa. I will present a map of the regions where the children were 
levied, their ethnic background, appearance, state of health, and ages. As mentioned 
above, my goal in this article is twofold: first, to illustrate how the devshirme system 
worked as an institution, and; second, to trace the journey of the levied children, who 
they were and what they experienced once they were incorporated into the devshirme 
system. 

1. 1603-4 Child-Levy
According to the 1603-4 eşkal defter, a total of 2,604 boys were taken during the 

levy of 1603-4. The register that provides information on the 1603-4 child-levy is 
organized into twenty groups. These groups consist of boys chosen from Rumeli, the 
Balkans, Albania, Bosnia, and Anatolia. In Anatolia, they were taken from various 
regions such as the area around Bursa. Four different groups of officers were sent to 
these areas and each levied independently of each other.

The first group of officers worked under Serseksoncu Mustafa in Rumeli, where 
seven groups of boys were gathered and sent to Istanbul separately. The Rumeli 
group is the best-recorded in terms of dates, and we can trace the route of the officers 
clearly. Surprisingly close to the capital, they started levying from the area along the 
Marmara Sea, west of Istanbul along to the Gallipoli peninsula: Silivri, Rodoscuk, 
Migalkara, Kavak, and Gelibolu.7 From there, they sent 109 boys to Istanbul, and 
took another 105 children from Midillu Island. They continued towards the area of 
Ilmiye, İnöz, Keşan, İpsala, Megri, Firecik, and Dimetoka to conscript 104 children, 
moving further west to Gümilcine, Yenice-i Karasu, Taşyüzü, Baraketlü, Pravişte, 
Draman, Kavala, and Zihna to take another 168. The fifth group comprised 127 
children from Siroz, Timurhisar, Selanik, Avrethisar, Yenice-i Vardar, Vodane. The 

7 For place names I use the Ottoman forms or Turkish forms.
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officers then moved to the south along the Aegean Sea to the towns of Karaferye, 
Alasonya, Dominik, Tırhala, Yenişehir, Fenar, and Serfiçe. Finally, 128 children 
were collected around Izdin, Modenç, Salona, Atina, and Agrıboz. The officers lev-
ied the first group in January, and when they reached their final destination it was 
August. 

Another group of officers levied children from around Bosnia. Four groups of 
children were taken almost every three months from approximately the same re-
gions. Unlike in Rumeli, where the officers moved systematically along a given route 
and departed each location after selecting the boys, the levy-officers in Bosnia wan-
dered around the same region and collected groups to send to the capital every three 
months in a process that took almost a year. It is safe to assume that the presence in 
the region of the levying officers for this length of time probably gave town dwellers a 
chance for negotiation. This might be done both by preventing some boys from being 
levied and sneaking others into the levied groups. Perhaps the officers, as in the case 
of Bursa, were sent to the area in the autumn, and it took them three months to se-
lect the first group of children. In the following period, the officers selected children 
approximately every three months from the towns of Hersek, Mostar, Nüvesin, Bal-
agay, Yeni Pazar, Imoçka, Foça, Vişegrad, Bosna, Saray, Gabala, Teşene, Çayniçe, 
Taşlıca, Tuzla, Mostar, and Çelebipazarı. 

It should be noted that of the groups sent from Bosnia, unusually, 410 children 
were Muslims, and only 82 were Christians. This was due to the so-called ‘special 
permission’ granted in response to the request by Mehmed II (r. 1451-1482) to Bos-
nia, which was the only area Muslim boys were taken from. These children were 
called poturoğulları (Bosnian Muslim boys conscripted for the janissary army). They 
were taken only into service under bostancıbaşı, in the palace gardens.8

The third group - that of the liva of Avlonya, was sent to present-day Albania, 
where the officers began to select boys from the south of the region. The actual 
levy process lasted four months, but the selection might have started earlier than 
this. They levied 122 boys from Merdak, Eregri-kasrı, and Pogonya, and then they 
moved on to Premedi to take 130 boys. They conscripted 194 children from the kazas 
of Avlonya, Müzakiye, and Belgrad, and finally, from Ilbasan and Işpat, they took 
122 boys. One of the groups from the Manastır and Pirlepe area in the province of 
Rumeli seems to have been levied by the Avlonya group. This batch is recorded as 
a levy from Rumeli, but the style of the scribe, and the route of the officers denote 
that this batch was more likely to have been collected by the officers appointed to the 
Avlonya area, where 145 boys were taken. 

In the final group, four batches were taken from Anatolia, having been selected 
from the Christian villages around Bursa, Biga, and Kocaeli. This group of officers 

8 Uzunçarşılı, Kapıkulu Ocakları, vol.1, p. 18.
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did not date the levy in detail, but noted down that it was during the month of Jan-
uary and February. The children were picked from around Kocaeli, Iznik, Lefke, 
Akhisar, and Yenişehir in the first month, and in the next, from around Bursa, Mi-
haliç, Manyas, Bilecik, and Biga. 

2. The Levied Children of Bursa and the Local Politics of Child-
Levy in the Towns

If we assume that the levy of children from a certain town would have invari-
ably been moments of crisis for the inhabitants, the documents can be looked at from 
another perspective - from the eyes of the locals who were subjected to the devshirme 
system. We must remember that, whether a devshirme was a slave or not, this levy was 
not a choice. Those who had been selected by the officers would be taken, and those 
who had not been selected would be left. The villagers, therefore, found other ways 
to interfere with the selection, and this raises the question of whether it was always a 
smooth process. Was the system applied exactly as it was formulated? How did the 
local power relations and political ties intervene in the selection process? Or, more 
from a more humane perspective, what did those parents who did not want to give 
their children away do? 

One aspect that needs consideration is the question of time. The total length of 
time it took for the officers to select boys as devshirmes would have directly affected 
events during the selection process. In Ottoman history books, the levy has been 
portrayed as almost a spontaneous event where janissary officers stormed into villag-
es and selected whomever they clapped eyes on. The documents, however, suggest 
a different reality. For instance, the turnacıbaşı arrived in Bursa and registered his 
decree of child-levy in the qadı’s office in October 1603. The decree ordered fathers 
to bring every boy aged between fifteen and twenty years from the villages, counties 
(bilad), waqf lands, and fiefs (tımar), to the turnacıbaşı.9 From then on, the officers com-
menced the selection of boys in a process that lasted for two or three months, with 
the groups of boys being formed in January and February 1604. This levy in Bursa 
lasted for almost five months after the arrival of the officers in the town. The levy 
of 1603-4 in other regions lasted even longer than the Bursa group: in Albania four 
months, in Rumelia eight months, and in Bosnia an entire year. It can be assumed 
that the process in other regions was similar to the Bursa case; the levy-officers ar-

9 A Venetian ambassador reported in 1553 that the levy-officers asked village priests for a list of  
baptized boys upon their arrival in town, and made the selection by comparing this list with the actual 
boys gathered. Our decree does not mention baptism lists, although, it is likely that after the qadi detected 
all the boys in the town and its vicinity, their lists might have been checked with the available baptism lists. 
Bernardo Navagero, “Relazione, 1553,” in Eugenio Alberi ed., Relizione, 3rd serice, vol. 1, Firenze, 1855, p. 
49; Albert Howe Lybyer, The Government of  the Ottoman Empire in the Time of  Suleiman the Magnificent Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge 1913, p. 52.
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rived at their destination several months before the actual levy began. Taking this 
information into account, then, the devshirme should be seen as a phenomenon that 
occupied the towns and villages involved for quite a while - the selection of children 
took a long time. It was a more bureaucratic process, rather than being an occasional 
event in the town square. 

It is worthwhile here to further consider the issue of the length of the levy-tak-
ing. Why did it take so much time? What was going on in the towns during this 
period? Perhaps the levies were lengthy affairs because of the meticulous work of the 
officers. They might have taken their time to find the groups of children from which 
they would make their selection. This could be a quite difficult task since there was 
a common tendency to hide children away from the officers, as the Bursa decree 
proves. It declares that the punishment for those who attempt to hide children from 
the officers is execution. Thus, it was not always easy to find and examine the chil-
dren of the town. 

The negotiation process that the locals initiated with the officers is another fac-
tor to consider. Quite naturally, the locals would have wanted to have a say about 
who would be selected or spared. The question of how many and who would be 
selected became a zone of negotiation between the state representatives and town 
dwellers. With the arrival of the officers in town, local politicking would have com-
menced. During the extended stay of the Istanbul delegation, somebody was proba-
bly paying to house and feed them, and this provision did not always come from state 
funds. This factor might have contributed to the negotiations as well. 

While the state’s priority was the number of children to be taken primarily 
according to its own needs at the center, there were limitations on how many boys 
could be levied. In a pre-modern agricultural economy, children were seen as human 
resources from whom the best use should be derived. Those cultivating the land or 
working in the mines, for example, were not seen as suitable for levy in the regula-
tions. The state did not want to exploit the human resources of an area to the extent 
that an economic drawback resulted. This opened the door for negotiation between 
the locals and the state representatives, and provided the locals with an opportunity 
to prevent some of the children from being taken away.

Wealthy landowners always tried to protect Christian children living and work-
ing on their lands from being levied. These landowners saw the young population as 
assets that supported production in their lands. The hass, zeamet, or waqf lands they 
owned were granted exemption-right papers (muafnames) from certain taxes, or if the 
population was mainly Christian, from devshirme.10 In several cases, the trustee of 

10 Sometimes the sultan gave these rights upon the condition of  surrender during conquests: Mehmed 
II gave such to the Genoese in Galata during the siege of  Istanbul, the Sultan declaring that he will never 
“on any account carry off  their children or any young man for the janissary corps.” Vryonis gives the 
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waqfs acted as the spokesperson of villages that belonged to the waqf against the state 
for not giving boys as devshirme. In 1646 (1056), the trustee of the waqf of Grand Vi-
zier Mustafa Pasha, requested from the authorities that the devshirme officers should 
not disrupt the locals of the villages in Talanda, since they belonged to the Mustafa 
Pasha waqf and were exempt from devshirme.11 In the same year, the sister of Sultan 
Ibrahim I (r. 1640-48), Ayşe Sultan, petitioned that the officer responsible for levying 
devshirmes collected money from the villages that she owned as a fief conferred on the 
royal women (paşmaklık hass) in Yanya. The officer collecting children was warned 
by a decree and threatened with severe punishment.12 In 1573 (981), some villages in 
Filibe were exempted from giving akıncıs,13 since they were owned by the soup-kitch-
en waqf of the Sultan in Üsküdar.14

Protecting children from being levied through presenting muafnames may have 
reached a point in the early seventeenth century where it generated tension between 
landowners and the state. This might be a ref lection of the emergence of relatively 
stronger tax-farmers, and stronger families with large waqf lands in the seventeenth 
century, who then wanted to exert greater control over their labor force. The local 
landowners and waqf administrators of the seventeenth century might have reached 
to a power that could challenge or limit the extent of the devshirme levy. This strug-
gle between the state and the landlords over the exemption rights of the villages 
is ref lected in the 1603-4 levy in Bursa. The decree mentions that there had been 
villagers who did not want to give their children away, claiming that they were the 
re‘aya of waqf lands. 

Being a village on waqf land granted them the right to be exempt from taxes and 
the child-levy. Harsh language was used in the decree, making it clear that no ex-
emption would be made for those villagers, even if they had held an exemption right 
in the past.15 A similar claim from Yenipazar in 1559 (967) argues that they possessed 
a decree exempting them from giving children away as devshirmes, and it was again 

translation of  the related part of  the ‘Capitulations of  Galata’: “Since the archontes of  Galata have sent to 
the Porte of  my domains their honored archontes...who did obeisance to my imperial power and became 
my slaves [the original Greek text has kuls as slaves], let them (the Genoese) retain their possessions...their 
wives, children, and prisoners at their own disposal....They shall pay neither commercium nor kharaj....They 
shall be permitted to retain their churches... and never will I on any account carry off  their children or any young man 
for the Janissary corps.” Speros Vryonis, “Isidore Glabas and the Turkish Devshirme,” Speculum 3, no. 3 (1956), 
pp. 433-443, esp. 440-441. 

11 Mühimme Defteri 90, ed. Nezihi Aykut, İdris Bostan, Feridun Emecen, Yusuf  Halaçoğlu, Mehmet 
İpşirli, İsmet Miroğlu, Abdülkadir Özcan, and İlhan Şahin Türk Dünyası Araştırmaları Vakfı, Istanbul 
1993, 240, no. 301 (1056/1646).

12 Mühimme Defteri 90, 163-164, no. 191, 192 (1056/1646).
13 Akıncıs were Ottoman soldiers at the front line who attacked the enemy first during a siege. They 

used guerilla tactics to shock the enemy. 
14 BOA, MD 23: 330, no. 733 (981/1573).
15 BKS, A 155, no. 1128 (1012/1603).
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rejected by the state.16 The state found a solution in refusing the given privileges alto-
gether and taking the children anyway.

Renouncing the given exemption rights on the waqf lands can be seen as an 
indicator of the tension between the state and rich landowners, especially if we com-
pare it with the tolerance shown to the exempted villages that were considered state 
lands. When the villages with the exemption rights were state lands with obligatory 
duties, the state was more tolerant compared to the waqf villages. During the 1603-4 
levy, the villagers of a Christian village called Eğerciler, in Bursa, declared that they 
were responsible for providing sheep to the capital, and the children of the village 
were very much needed as shepherds. They asserted that even though they were not 
obliged to give any children for the army, the officers took some anyway, and that 
they should be returned. The villagers’ claim that it was in tremendous need of future 
shepherds was taken seriously by the state, and a decree commanded the return of 
the children.17

Beyond the tension between the state and the landowners, poor villagers at-
tempted to find legal grounds for not giving children up as devshirmes. The local com-
munity developed strategies to avoid devshirme, or at least to control who would be tak-
en through negotiations. As was debated in the previous section, the length of time 
it took to levy children — from almost six months to a year— provided a suitable 
environment for negotiations. Leaders of the community such as voyvodas,18 qadis, 
and subaşıs19 formed lobby groups and negotiated with the levy-officers to prevent 

16 “Yenipazar kâdısına hüküm ki: Memâlik-i mahrusemden yeniçerilik içün oğlan cem‘ itmek kanun-ı mu‘ayyen olmağın 
Dergâh-ı mu‘allam yayabaşılarından Üsküplü Mahmud zîde kadruhu ile mufassal hükm-i hümâyûnum irsâl olınup hükm-i 
şerîfümle ‘avarız-ı divâniye ve tekâlifden mu‘af  içün hükm-i şerîf  virilen kurâ halkından ta‘allül itdürmeyüp kanun üzre oğlan 
alup ve oğlan alınmakdan aynı ile mu‘af  olup ol babda dahi hükm-i şerîf  virilen kurâ halkından dahi kanun üzre oğlan cem‘ 
idüp oğlan virmemek içün hükm-i şerîf  vardır diyü ta‘allül itdürmeyüb ol hükmi dahi alup mühürleyüp Südde-i Sa‘adet’üme 
gönderesin diyü mastur u mukayyed iken taht-ı kazanda Ma‘den halkı: “Elimizde oğlan virmemek içün hüküm vardur ve 
hükümde Boğdan halkı diyü yazılmışdur, Ma‘den yazılmamışdur” diyü oğlan virmekde ta‘allül ü inad itdükleri ve muma-
ileyh yayabaşına te‘addi itdükleri mûmâ-ileyh Südde-i sa‘adetüme arz eyledi. İmdi, emr-i şerîfümde ol asl hükmi olanlardan 
ta‘allül itdürmeyüp oğlan alup hükmi dahi alup mühürleyüp Südde-i sa‘adetime gönderesin diyü umum üzere mukayyed iken 
Ma‘den halkı bu vechile ta‘allül ü inad ide, sen men‘ itmeyüp ihmâl ü müsahelenden naşidür. Buyurdum ki: Hükm-i şerîfüm 
vusul buldukda, eger Ma‘den halkıdur ve eger gayrıdur, kimseye ta‘allül ü bahane itdürmeyüb emr-i sâbık hükümlerin dahi 
alup mühürleyüp Südde-i sa‘adet’üme gönderesin ve ol inad idenlerden yayabaşı da‘va-yı hakk eyler ise Şer‘ile görüp ol babda 
emr-i Şer‘ ne ise icrâ idüp ve inad idenler kimler ise isimleri ile yazup bildüresin.” Mühimme 3, eds. Nezihi Aykut, Idris 
Bostan, Murat Cebecioğlu, Feridun Emecen, Mücteba İlgürel, Mehmet İpşirli, Cevdet Küçük, Özcan Mert, 
Abdülkadir Özcan, İlhan Şahin, Hüdai Şentürk, Mustafa Çetin Varlık, Osmanlı Arşivi Daire Başkanlığı, 
Ankara 1993, 169-170, no. 369 (967/1559).

17 BKS, A 155, no. 1131 (1012/1603).
18 Originally a Slavic word, ‘voyvoda’ was a title given to governors in Wallachia and Moldavia after 

the conquest of  these regions by Sultan Mehmed II. Voyvoda turned into another position at the turn of  the 
17th century. The governors of  provinces and sanjaks would appoint someone from their own households or 
someone from the local elites to collect the revenues.

19 Subaşıs were responsible for maintaining public order and security. In the kazas, they represent the 
sancak begi.
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their children from being taken, especially if the land lacked exemption rights. This 
seems to be a common situation that the state encountered, since the levy-officer was 
warned against these lobby groups in a written decree in the case of Bursa. 

The same warning against such actions of voyvodas, judges, and subaşıs was 
made in the decrees ordering levying devshirmes from Kocaeli, Bolu, Kastamonu, 
Çorum, Samsun, Amasya, Sinop, Malatya, Karahisar-ı şarki, Arapkir, Cemişkezek, 
Sivas, Maraş, Erzurum, Diyarbekir, Kemah, and Bayburt in 1622 (1032). Similar-
ly, a warning about these groups is found in the 1621 (1031) levy decree, although 
the regions were not indicated.20 But lobby groups could sometimes be effective in 
reaching a deal with officers. The villagers in the kazas of Karaman, for example, 
managed to keep their children by collaborating with the appointed officers during 
the 1574 levy.21 At times when there was no collaboration, the rejection of the child-
levy reached the level of rebellion. In 1540, for example, a village in Iskenderiye 
(Alexandria in Albania) attacked and wounded the officers who came to levy boys.22 
In 1558, villagers around Ilbasan refused to give children to the officers and rebelled 
against the state, and were ordered to be severely punished.23

In addition to the local power groups, individual attempts were taken to avoid 
service. Villagers sometimes tried to prevent the levy of village boys by falsifying 
baptism registers, circumcising them or declaring them married.24 Some parents 
went a step further to get their children back. In 1564, for example, villagers from Sis 
came to Istanbul and kidnapped their children back.25 

Runaways
As the land system shifted away from tımars to tax-farms during the seventeenth 

century, the devshirme system became more appealing to a growing number of land-
less youth. These tax-farming policies were the knots that tied the centralized model 
of the empire of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to the early-nineteenth-century 
modern state. Renting tax-farms to contractors for life through revenue contracts 
(iltizam) was the result of the privatization of fiscal policies that began in the seven-
teenth century and reached its peak during the eighteenth century.26 Renting out the 

20 Uzunçarşılı, Kapıkulu Ocakları, vol.1, pp. 94-100.
21 BOA, MD 23: 239, no 509 (981/1573).
22 BOA, MD 5: 159, no. 947 (966/ 1558).
23 ‘Acemi oğlanu devşirmekten dönen yeniçerilere saldırdıkları…öteden beri isyan üzere oldukları ….başkalarına ibret 

olacak şekilde haklarından geline. BOA, MD 5: 161, no. 959 (956/1558).
24 Basilike D. Papoulia, Ursprung und Wesen der “Knabenlese” im Osmanischen Reich (München: Verlag R. 

Oldenbourg, 1963), pp. 109-116.
25 BOA, MD 6: 302, no. 551 (972/1564).
26 Ariel Salzmann, “An Ancien Régime Revisited: ‘Privatization’ and Political Economy in the 

Eighteenth-Century Ottoman Empire,” Politics and Society 21, no. 4 (1993), pp. 393-424. See also Halil 
İnalcık, “The Emergence of  Big Farms, Çiftliks State, Landlords and Tennants,” Turcica 3 (1984), pp. 105-
126. Linda Darling, Revenue-Raising and Legitimacy, Tax Collection and Finance Administration in the Ottoman Empire, 
1560-1660 Leiden, New York 1996.
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tax-farms to wealthier groups resulted in the emergence of some commoners who 
lacked lands large enough to provide for them. It is possible that this transformation 
in the land distribution policies affected the areas populated by Christian communi-
ties, and that the youth who suffered from the lack of land sought other options in or-
der to survive. One of these was becoming a devshirme. In the 1603-4 levy, 41 percent 
of the boys were 18 or above (up to 20), ref lecting a possible new source of child-levy. 
Those who wanted to sneak into the levied groups became another problem that the 
officers had to cope with. 

It should be mentioned that there were always willing families and boys who 
wanted to take their chances within the devshirme system. A written source of the time 
confirms that there were parents who were happy to have their sons chosen, thinking 
that they would escape from poverty, and have the possibility of a career.27 When 
we reach the seventeenth century, the problem appears to become more chronic — 
probably due to the new group of older boys who were willing to enroll in the system. 
The turnacıbaşı responsible for levies in Bursa was warned in a written decree against 
accepting anyone into the devshirme system who did not meet the criteria. 

An interesting note in the 1603-4 levies from Bosnia and Albania implies that 
there were attempts of such youths to include themselves amongst those selected: 
the records, most likely written after the arrival of the children in Istanbul, draw 
attention to some children as possibly being Jewish (şekine-i arz-ı yahudi). Jews were 
not allowed in the janissary army, and so in suspected cases, the entire batch would 
be sent to the Arsenal as indentured laborers. This note shows not only that the se-
lected boys were still screened closely to prevent Jews from infiltrating the system at 
the beginning of the seventeenth century, but also that the system was appealing for 
some youths who were trying to enroll themselves as devshirme despite the regulations. 

There were many, however, who did not want to become devshirmes. When the 
local politicking was unsuccessful, or the parents could not help them, such children 
took their chances in escaping by themselves. There are documents revealing that 
some levied children escaped back to their homelands and converted back to Chris-
tianity. The escapes generally took place during transportation, or after they were 
placed in their obligatory service after arriving in the capital.  

The transportation of levied children to Istanbul was a serious matter that the 
levy-officer had to arrange properly. To prevent escapes or kidnaps during the trans-
fer, all the boys were dressed in red clothing (kızıl aba) and a conical red hat (külah).28 
Rather harshly, the cost of clothing and transportation was charged to the families 

27 Domenico Trevisano, “Relazione, 1554,” in Eugenio Alberi ed., Relazioni Degli Ambasciatori Veneti al 
Senato, vol. 1, Firenze, 1840, 130; Lorenzo Bernardo, “Relizione, 1592” in ibid., p. 332.

28 Uzunçarşılı, Kapıkulu Ocakları, vol. 1, p. 18.
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of the levied children.29 The characteristics of each selected boy were carefully re-
corded in two registers, so that if they tried to escape they could be distinguished and 
brought back. Also, forgery was prevented through comparison of the two registers, 
one of which stayed with the devshirme officer, while the second was sent to Istanbul 
with the sürücü (the officer who brought the boys to Istanbul). The Bursa decree 
warned the officers that during transport to Istanbul, the boys should be guarded 
closely, and that they should not camp at the same place twice nor accept any food 
from the locals.30 These precautions attest to the generally involuntary nature of the 
procedure, and the difficulty of preventing escape. 

Detailed information on the transportation routes of levied children from dif-
ferent regions is unfortunately lacking. One document, however, reveals that the lev-
ies that were taken from Mihaliç in the Bursa region were transported through the 
Dutlimanı port of Bandırma to İstanbul in 1567 (975).31 We learn from the document 
that while the sürü was resting at the port, some boys escaped to the Marmara and 
Mirali Islands where Christian villages were the majority. The devshirme register that 
we are examining in this article also has the potential to provide us with information 
about runaways. In the 1603-4 register, the levies from the Bursa region were not 
dated fully, but the dates that are noted down indicate that those levied first were 
from the Kocaeli region. Then, it is probable that the officers moved to first Bursa, 
Mihaliç, and Manyas, and then to Biga. Finally, the levy-officers transported the 
children from Dutlimanı again, from where six children were also levied. 

As mentioned above, there were two registers for each levy. It is understood that 
what we have is the combination of all the registers brought by the transportation of-
ficers to Istanbul, the register of the Chief of Janissaries (Yeniçeri Ağası). Four different 
groups of officers went to four different regions to levy, and each group’s scribe noted 
down their own levies. These registers were probably bound together after the groups 
of children were brought to Istanbul. 

Questions such as when they arrived in the capital, whether there were exam-
ined all together as they arrived in the city, or whether this was an extended time 
period just like the levy in the field, remain a mystery. What we do know is that the 
sürü was brought to the capital, where the children were allowed to rest for two to 
three days. In order to ease the culture shock and language barrier, chosen Christian 
families hosted the children in Istanbul. According to a unique document - a decree 
that reiterates the regulation for 976 deported non-Muslims residing in 14 neighbor-
hoods of Istanbul - the Christian residents of those particular neighborhoods were 

29 Kanunname, Atıf  Efendi Kütüphanesi, 51, no. 1734.
30 oglanları Istanbula getürür iken kondurmayub kimesneden bir habbe nesne almayub ve ta‘arruz etdirmeyüb togru 

yoldan konub ama yolu konakları şaşırub bir köye tekrar konmayalar ki köy halkı yeniçeri oglanlarına etmek virmegin ve alub 
zabt eylemegin muzayaka lâzım gelmeye. BKS, A. 155, no. 1128 (1012/1603).

31 BOA, MD 7: 12, no. 45 (975/1567).
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responsible for feeding the boys from the time they were brought to the capital to the 
time they were registered.32 

After resting and spending some time with these Christian families, their first 
experience in Istanbul was a roll-call and check-up. They were stripped in the pres-
ence of the Chief of Janissaries, examined for bodily defects, and circumcised. We 
do not have enough information about when the circumcision actually took place - 
this could have been either at their original destination, or upon their arrival in the 
capital. But the most likely scenario is that it was done after the children arrived in 
Istanbul, as the regulation denotes. Perhaps they spent time healing after the opera-
tion near the same Christian families. 

What is of particular interest in the devshirme register, is that during these roll-
calls, the condition of the boys after arriving in the capital was noted down on the 
corners of each entry. One annotation already mentioned, is the expression of “sus-
pected Jews” (şekine-i arz-ı yahudi). We know that if there was any suspicion that a Jew-
ish child was present, then the entire batch was sent to the Arsenal. Some boys from 
the Avlonya and Bosnia batches in the register were noted as being şekine (suspicious). 
The other notes that we come across are ill (hasta), and dead (merhum). Yorgila, later 
Abdülrahmet, from the village Kelemur in the sub-district of Mihaliç was recorded 
as ill. Sinan, later Ali, from the village of Kebir in Mihaliç in Bursa, was recorded as 
dead. Another mark that was consistently used in the register is a letter “م.” It is not 
explained what it denotes, but is presumably an abbreviation for ‘present’ (mevcud). If 
this is the case, there were eight children’s names lacking this sign. 

The next step in the levy process was the distribution of the children to different 
locations according to their abilities and looks. Those with the most potential were 
selected for special training at the Palace School (Enderun). This minority group 
was expected to become the administrators and governors of the Ottoman state. 
The rest were recorded as “acemi” boys and were hired out to Turkish villagers for a 
period of approximately three to eight years.33 The regulation states that if the boy 
was conscripted from Rumeli, he would be sent to Anatolia, and vice versa. The rea-
son for this was to place them in locations far from their villages in order to prevent 
them from f leeing.34 This indicates that their participation was usually not volun-
tary. Many other sources from histories to travelogues verify the prevalence of this 
practice. Koçi Bey, an Ottoman historian, mentions vaguely that they were sold to 

32 Kanunname, Atıf  Efendi Kütüphanesi, 51b-52a, no. 1734. Their other responsibilities include 
searching the palaces at the time of  a campaign to see if  there was any weaponry to be sent out, or to carry 
the received weaponry, to guard the mehterhane in At Meydanı, to maintain the hayloft in the palace stable 
(Hassa Anbar), and to clean places like At Meydanı, the palaces where novice janissaries were residing, and 
Sultan Beyazid’s harem.

33 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, p. 137.
34 Uzunçarşılı, Kapıkulu Ocakları, vol. 1, p. 24.
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“Turkistan” for two f lori for four to five years.35 Nicolay Nicolas, a traveller, also gives 
the duration of their placement with Turkish peasants as four years, and specifies the 
rural areas around Bursa and Karaman.36 Evliya Çelebi says that boys were distrib-
uted to Turks for half an akçe, and a yearly amount of çuha. The outstanding (güzide) 
ones were placed in state workshops, and the rest were placed near the shoe-makers 
in Istanbul.37 Hoca Saadettin Efendi notes that these children were given to those 
willing to take them, especially those who were state officials (devlet hizmetinde).38 

One decree also shows us two cases where Andrea, the son of Davud from 
Livadya, was hired out to a mü’ezzin, and Berata from Avlonya, placed at a pasha’s 
farm.39 Koçi Bey mentions a register that was kept to follow up on the children sent 
to rural areas, and says that call-backs would be made every four to five years ac-
cording to this register. However, no such register has been located in the archives so 
far.40 Also, the regulations mention that every year, the ‘acemi oğlanı kethüdası (chief of 
the novice boys) sent someone to the areas where these boys were placed in order to 
check up on them.41 

Some entries selected from Bursa court records show that the children were 
followed up quite closely: an ‘acemi oglanı placed near İsak bin Hamza for service in 
Karaman – a village of Bursa – was recorded as having died from the plague. Davud, 
who served near Emir Isa bin Mahmud in Çavuş village of Bursa; Hızır and İlyas, 
serving the grocer Mehmed bin Hızır; and Hüseyin, serving kethüda Hacı Halil, all 
died from the same plague in Bursa.42 We have these records because when an ‘acemi 

35 Koçi Bey, Koçi Bey Risaleleri, ed. Seda Çakmakçıoğlu Kabalcı, Istanbul 2007), p. 39. By Turkistan, 
he probably refers to Anatolia, especially the Karaman region and Bursa where we know that the boys were 
placed from other travelers’ records and some accounts found in Bursa court records.

36 Nicolay Nicolas, Dans L’empire de Soliman le Magnifique, no publication place: Press du Cnrs, 1989, 
p. 65.

37 Evliya Çelebi narrates the story that once, when the janissaries refused to drink their soup as a sign 
of  protest, Süleyman Han threatened to call the bachelor shoemakers, pabuççu bekarları, who were known 
to be strong and armed men who did not shy away from fights. When the shoemakers heard about this 
threat, they armed themselves and came to the janissary barracks. Due to their loyalty, they were allowed 
to keep the devshirme boys until they were promoted to janissaries. Their request was recorded as follows: 
ecdâd-ı ‘izamın zamanlarında ocağımıza değşirmeden gelme yarar gulamlar verüp okıdup yazdırup kemâl ma‘rifet sahibi 
idüp bizden kapuya çıkub yeniçeri ağası huzurında bir sille ile revane olup yeniçeri olurdı. Ba‘dehu bunların ocağında neşv 
ü nüma bulan oğlanlar eşkiya olur diyü ocağımıza değşirme oğlanı verilmez oldı anı reca ideriz ki yine ocağımıza değşirme 
oğlanı verilüp bizden yeniçeri olalar. Evliya Çelebi, Evliya Çelebi Seyahatnamesi Topkapı Sarayı Bağdat 304 Yazmasının 
Transkripsiyonu-Dizini, eds. Orhan Şaik Gökyay, Zekeriya Kurşun, Seyit Ali Kahraman, Yücel Dağlı, vol. 1  
Yapı Kredi Yayınları, İstanbul 1996, pp. 285-286.

38 devlete yardıma hazır ve devlet hizmetinde olanların yanlarına verilmeleri. Hoca Saadettin Efendi, Tacü’t-
Tevarih, ed. Ismet Parmaksızoğlu, vol. 1 Kültür Bakanlığı Yayınları, Ankara 1992, p. 69.

39 Stefanos Yerasimos, Süleymaniye Yapı Kredi, Istanbul 2002, p. 68.
40 Koçi Bey Risalesi, p. 39.
41 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, 145.
42 BKS A19/19, 143/b2; BKS A19/19, no. 40/45, 29a; BKS A19/19, no. 40/45, 29b/1; BKS 

A19/19, no. 40/45, 29b/2 in Coskun Yılmaz, and Necdet Yılmaz eds., Osmanlılarda Sağlık-Health in the 
Ottomans, vol. 2 Biofarma, Istanbul 2006, pp. 30, 40-41.
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boy died, the family took responsibility for him were obliged to record his death in 
the courts in order to be able to prove the cause of death to the authorities. It should 
be kept in mind that the families were being paid in return for this service. One strik-
ing point in all these stories is that Bursa emerged as a center both for levying the 
boys and training the newly conscripted ones from Rumelia. It would be interesting 
to see how this was coordinated, but we have yet to discover documents detailing this 
process. 

Runaways were an ongoing problem even after the boys were placed in their 
obligatory service, including their time training as soldiers. An interesting report lists 
the names of 404 children, ‘acemi oğlans’, who went missing in 1626.43 This is quite 
a high number of boys to suddenly disappear. Unfortunately, the document does 
not provide information on how the escape took place, nor the reasons. The list was 
probably prepared for the officers who were responsible for tracing the boys back to 
the capital. This list is not the only document reporting runaway boys. 72 boys who 
were placed as gardeners (bostancı oğlanı) in Edirne were reported to be either dead 
or runaway in 1567(975).44 Another document states that 467 gardener boys also 
escaped from Edirne.45

Where did these runaways go? It seems that they tried to go back to their places 
of origins. Since the state meticulously tracked down runaways, we can witness some 
of their stories in the documents. For example, in a decree sent to the beg of Aksaray, 
it was stated that the levied Christian children who completed their service with 
Turkish villagers as agricultural laborers ran away to the villages of their origin and 
converted back to Christianity. The decree ordered that they should be recorded in 
the registers and then killed.46 Those who could not make it back to their places of 
birth hid in other locations. A group of runaways was protected and hidden by the 
locals of Mir Ali Island and Marmara Island while the batches of children were 
being transported from the port of Dutlimanı in Bandırma in 1567.47 Some people, 
particularly non-Muslim locals, seemed to resent the devshirme system, and protected 
the runaways from the state. The document proves that there was a certain solidarity 
in this region against the levies. The priests and the kethüda of the village were called 
for interrogation but did not even show up. 

 The policy toward runaways was not always to kill them, but to return them to 
the system - the same goes for those kidnapped.48 The children who were kidnapped 

43 BOA, IE. AS: no. 242 (1036/ 1626).
44 BOA, MD 7: 336, no. 966 (975/1567).
45 BOA, MD 30: 108, no. 263 (985/1577).
46 BOA, MD 7: 955, no. 2632(976/1568).
47 BOA, MD 7: 12, no. 45 (975/1567). Also note that, Bandırma was among the regions that provided 

children as devshirmes.
48 Her oglan ki alınur kendü adı ve babası ve köy ve sipahisi adları ve oglanın hilye ve evsafı ve ‘alaim yazub mufassal 

defter ile defter ol-vechle kayd eyledikden sonra gaybet edecek olursa kim idügü deftere müracaat olunub ma‘lûm olundukda gerü 
ele getürüle. BKS, A 155, no. 1128 (1012/1603).
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en route to Istanbul were levied from Limni and captured by the enemy. Sotiri, later 
Hızır, for example, was found in a ship (kadırga) that Rodos Beg and Kaya Beg seized 
from the enemy, and was placed among the state captives (miri esirs) to do penal ser-
vitude on ships. It was ordered that the child be sent to Istanbul.49 The experience 
of captivity of the converted devshirme boys was not limited to forced labor on ships. 
Sometimes these devshirme boys were regarded as renegades and taken to the Inquisi-
tion court to be punished because of their conversion to Islam. 

Bartolomé and Lucile Bennasars’ book on the Christians who were converted 
to Islam during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries reveals 297 cases of slaves 
who were caught mainly from territories close to the Ottoman lands, who were then 
brought to the Inquisition mostly in Sicily and Venice.50 These slaves were Slavs, 
Bosnians, Croatians, Bulgarians, Russians, Poles, Hungarians, Greeks, Malteses, 
Albanians, and Armenians. At their court defense, ten slaves argued that they were 
taken captive during battle - 29 at sea - and 135 of them argued that they were taken 
captive during raids by the Tatars or Turks. 41 of them did not provide any explana-
tion for their conversion, 27 of them claimed the captivity through diverse ways and 
11 accepted a voluntary conversion. 

Among these captives, 43 men argued that they were taken as devshirmes by the 
Ottoman authorities. These 43 men were levied between 1561 and 1615, and were 
represented at the Inquisition courts between 1577 and 1637. Out of these, 36 of the 
devshirmes were taken to the tribunals of Sicily.51 One of them was Hungarian, three 
Ragusan, two Armenian, and 37 Greek.52 One of the Armenians declared that he 
was originally from Adana, and the other one, Jean Chiriaco, was from a small town 
Azow, where the river Don meets the Black Sea.53 Jean Chiriaco and Alexandre Cu-
nel declared that they were voluntarily given by their families to the janissary officers 
to become janissaries, whereas Dimitri from Sofia, and Jean-Georges, considered 
their levy as a bad luck.54 

In their declarations at the Inquisition tribunals, one can see the tendency to 
declare that they were levied very young. Thus, they could not have resisted conver-
sion, and they did whatever possible to remain a Christian. Of course one cannot 
disregard the fact that they were trying to prove their innocence in court. Still, the 
stories they reveal are extremely interesting. A twenty-five-year-old Hungarian Jean 
de Guaro (?) for example, explained to the Inquisition that he was taken as a devshirme 
at the age of five or six, brought to Istanbul, circumcised, and converted to Islam. 

49 BOA, MD 24: 28, no. 84 (981/1626).
50 Bartolomé Bennassar and Lucile Bennasar, Les Chrétiens D’Allah Perrin, Paris 2006, pp. 222-230.
51 Ibid., pp. 338-39.
52 Indeed, the Greeks were the majority that fed the devshirme system. Devshirme was not, however, the 

only means of  conversion of  Greek Christians. Many male and female orphans voluntarily converted to 
Islam in order to be adopted or to serve near Turkish families. Ibid., p. 224.

53 Ibid., pp. 338-39.
54 Ibid., p. 340. 
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Then he was sent on pilgrimage along with a janissary around the year 1600. He 
was then given to a janissary and an English convert who was arrested at Gandia.55 
Nicolas from Gura claimed that he was four when he was brought to the Palace in 
Istanbul where he was educated in the Muslim religion. One day during festival 
celebrations, he approached the Porte with two other Greek captives and became 
a palace gardener. Soon after, he embarked upon a journey towards Cairo with the 
hope of finding a French ship going towards Venice. He then came across the Tuscan 
galleys and escaped.

It is clear, then, that the reactions to the practice of child-levy varied: as we have 
seen, there were fortune seekers who wanted to become devshirmes, against whom 
the state had to warn the officers, there were also those who resisted giving the chil-
dren away in every possible way. Among those who resisted, sometimes a collective 
action was developed against levies where community leaders negotiated with the 
levy-officers. When the negotiation attempts failed, occasionally desperate families 
rebelled against the state. More interesting is the attempts of the children themselves 
to avoid becoming devshirmes. As can be seen in the lists reporting child runaways, the 
children sought ways to return home even after they were integrated into the system 
- after they became soldiers, some used battles to desert.56  

Among those who were integrated into the Ottoman system and promoted to 
the highest posts of the Ottoman government, some never forgot their roots. For ex-
ample, Sokollu Mehmet Pasha renewed the Serbian Orthodox Church by declaring 
the restoration of the Peć Patriarchate during his third vizierate (1561-1565). Koçi 
Bey, in accordance with his will, was buried in his birthplace of Gümülcine (in the 
Thracian region of present-day Greece).57 Two declarations in the Inquisition court 
records suggest that their Christian origins haunted some devshirmes. Marian Zalee 
from Negrepont and Georges of Michelis from Preveza, two Greek devshirmes, in the 
years of 1561 and 1567 respectively, were taken to the palace of the sultan at the same 
time. Marian practiced all the prayers as a Muslim and improved himself as a cook 
in the palace kitchens. He was a novice soldier among the ‘acemi oglans of the palace 
gardens. After nine years of his apprenticeship, at the age of eighteen, he became a 
janissary and was sent to fight against the Venetians in the battle of Cyprus in 1570, 
to Tunus where the Turkish army besieged the port of La Goulette in 1574, and to 
Persia. Interestingly, in 1589, at the age of thirty-seven, he presented himself to the 
commissariat of the Saint-Office of Messine and declared that he had never forgot-
ten his Christian origins, and that he wanted to return to his birthplace. 

55 Ibid., pp. 234-35.
56 Bennassar, ibid., p. 282.
57 Gilles Veinstein, “Sokollu Mehmed Pasha,” EI2, vol. 9 (Leiden: Brill, 1986), 706-711, especially 

706 and 708; Lewis Thomas, A Study of  Naima, ed. Norman Itzkowitz, New York University Press, New 
York, pp. 9, 20-22.
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Likewise, Georges of Michelis was also taken to the Palace of the Sultan, this 
time as an iç oğlan. He stayed in the Palace until he was thirty-two years old and 
worked as a gardener and a barber. He then became the Chef of Gardens (bostancı 
başı), who was responsible for all surveillance, espionage, and policing within Istan-
bul. When he retired from the position at the age of forty-eight, he sailed to Sicily, 
found the commissioner of the Inquisition court of Messina and declared that he 
wanted to confess the reality that he was a Christian in origin and want to cleanse 
his conscience.58 Further similar stories will no doubt be uncovered when more histo-
rians start examining the issue from the perspective of the devshirme boys. 

It is critical to remember that the devshirme system was not based on choice; chil-
dren were sometimes selected involuntarily, yet sometimes parents encouraged their 
children to be enlisted as devshirmes. In either situation, what they would become or 
how they felt about being a devshirme was entirely personal, based on unique experi-
ences upon integration into the Ottoman system.

3. A Closer Look at the Boys from Bursa according to the 1603-4 
Register

Local Origins

Who were the children selected for the obligatory service of the Ottoman state? 
From where were these children chosen? 530 boys were levied as devshirmes from the 
Bursa region within six months. As can be seen in Table 1, 80 of them were from the 
center of Bursa or from the villages directly connected to the town. 236 of them were 
from the sub-district (kaza) of Mihaliç; 27 from Manyas, 24 from Enescik(?), and 20 
from the villages of Yenişehir. From Biga, which was a separate liva in the region, 
48 children were levied. Finally, from the liva of Kocaeli, 90 boys were taken. These 
90 were gathered from the kazas of İznikmid, Karacabey, İznik, Lefke, Akhisar and 
Yalova.

The children were levied from 141 villages in total. It is hard to elaborate on 
whether the selection-ratio system was applied as stipulated in the regulations — 
levying one boy out of every forty households — because we do not have any infor-
mation about the population of these villages. If we look at some examples, it appears 
that there was an even distribution of the levy-duty on villages in general. There 
were, however, cases where this rule of one-in-forty ratio was clearly not followed. 
In Biga, for example, the children were gathered from 38 different villages. From 
the villages of Kemer, Karabiga, and Hoca, and Gökpınar(?) the officers took four, 
three, three, and three children, respectively. From among the rest (35 villages), only 
one child was levied from each. The levy was evenly distributed in Biga. In some 

58 Bennassar, ibid., pp. 343-44.
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cases, however, a high number of children was levied from certain villages. For ex-
ample, 37 boys were taken from Balıkesir, sixteen of them from the village of Anahor, 
another sixteen from Göbel, four from Eleksi, and only one from Hakirpınarı. 

The village of Filedar in Mihaliç provided the highest number of children – 
33 boys. Even if the one-in-forty household ratio was applied, which does not seem 
possible for Filedar, this would not be enough to prevent devastation of a village that 
gave thirty-three children at one time. Another explanation of this rather high num-
ber of levied boys from Filedar might lie in the fact that the village had experienced a 
recent plague outbreak. Some of the boys levied from Filedar were recorded to have 
bubonic plague marks (hıyarcık yaresi) on their faces. This suggests that there had been 
a recent outbreak in the village, and it is likely that many villagers had died in this 
outbreak - including adults and children – an event that might have left the town with 
a large number of orphans. Of course, according to the levy regulations, the levying 
of orphans was forbidden, but there may have been cases where the regulation was 
not followed, such as the case of Filedar. 

As can be seen on the map, the levies took place mostly around the villages close 
to Bursa’s center. According to the names that were noted down in the register, the 
children were mostly Greek. Some names such as Karagöz and Alagöz, however, 
point to the possibility of Armenian levies. As mentioned before, Bursa was a center 
for both levying children for devshirme and for hiring out the levied boys to Turkish 
families. As the map shows, villages such as Hamamlıkızık, Karaman, Balıklı, Ar-
mud, Serme, Adaköy, Katırlı köy, and Akçapınar were where the boys did obligatory 
service after they became devshirmes and before they were called back to Istanbul. 
These are most probably not the only places that the  boys were distributed, but the 
only ones that were found in the Bursa court records to date.59 In addition to these, 
we know that these children were also placed with people in the center of Bursa. 
Interestingly, the locations where these two actions took place were not far from each 
other. In some cases, the villages that give out levies and hired devshirmes intersected, 
for example in Akçapınar, Balıklı, or Katırlı köy. How this was practically worked 
out is unknown.

The Physical Aspects and State of Health of the Boys 

The state set a high criteria for the selection of the children. Physical competence 
was one criteria; the boys’ social and psychological states was another. According to 
the regulations, they should be unmarried, rural dwellers, with no artisan skills. The 
state was looking for candidates that could be easily assimilated into the system, sub-
missive to authority, and who could be more easily trained. Strong social ties such as 
marriage, or skills that would give a boy economic independence, were a handicap. 

59 Osmanlılar’da Sağlık II, pp. 26-28. 
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Boys who had traveled to Istanbul and had returned home were not wanted, for they 
would be too vigilant (“çok yüz görmüş ve bi haya olur”); orphans were also not ac-
cepted because they were believed to be greedy, and lacking a proper upbringing.60 
However, as we mentioned in the case of Filedar, the regulations may not have been 
followed to the letter in every case. Similarly, in the 1603-4 levy, there were several 
boys levied from the centers of the towns and were recorded as from the center (nefs).

The regulation on the selection of boys who would be levied highlighted import-
ant physical characteristics that the boys had to preserve. They should be able-bod-
ied and good-looking. Tall (tavilü’l-kame) boys should not be taken since they would 
be goofy (ahmak), nor short ones (kasır), since they would be obstinate ( fitne).61 Such an 
opinionated character analysis was not specific to the child-levy - the Ottomans had 
developed a method of character analysis by looking at the physical characteristics of 
people, the details of this which were written down in kıyafetnames.62 

The examination of the Bursa levy in the register indicates that 67 percent of 
the boys were middle height (orta), and 27 percent were tall (uzun), and only 2 percent 
were recorded as small (küçük). The height of 4 percent of the boys was not deter-
mined because the register is damaged in certain parts. Prof. Hedda Reindl-Kiel’s 
examination of a sample of 601 boys from the same register reveals that 40 percent 
of the boys were tall, and 60 percent were of medium height.63 There were no short 
ones and two were unidentified. These percentages indicate that the tendency was 
indeed to levy boys of middle-height. The tall ones, however, were also sometimes 
levied. It is possible to argue that the aim was to select the children that were phys-
ically capable of bearing the hard conditions of the training period and of being a 
soldier. The percentages from both samples ref lect that short or small children were 
not preferred. The officers appointed for child-levying were most likely professionals 
with some recognized experience. The ability to categorize the height of these chil-
dren as tall, medium, or short, appropriate to their age groups required experience 
in this area, as well as some familiarity with child development. 

The description of the children was not primarily aimed at providing informa-
tion for character analysis, but more for a kind of security check. These descriptions 
functioned almost like pre-modern photographs. They were used for identifying the 
children during controls. This was necessary in order to maintain accuracy, and to 
trace the boys before and after the levy. Therefore, very detailed information on the 
skin-color, eye color, and the color and shape of the eyebrows of the children was 
gathered as well. The categories used were: dark-skinned (kara yağız), brown (gendum 
gün), blonde (saruşın), and fair (ak bağırlu) for the skin color; for the eye color: dark 
(kara), hazel (ela), brown (koyun ela), blueish-hazel (gök ela), and blue (gök). 

60 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, p. 138.
61 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, p. 139.
62 See for example, Kıyafet Name, Süleymaniye Library, B. Vehbi 918.
63 I would like to thank to Prof. Hedda Reindl-Kiel for sharing this unpublished study with me.
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According to the register, most of the boys had brown hair, brown or hazel eyes, 
and black or auburn eyebrows. 18 percent were dark-skinned, 69 percent brown-
haired, 10 percent blonde, and 2 percent fair (chart 2). Eye color was: 15 percent 
black, 41 percent brown, 31 percent hazel, 7 percent blueish-hazel, and only 5 per-
cent blue (chart 3). Finally, the colors of eyebrows were: 53 percent dark, 38 per-
cent auburn, and 8 percent blonde (chart 4). Eyebrows were also defined in terms of 
shape: 54 percent had open (açık), and 27 percent had frowning (çatık) brows. The 
rest were only indicated by color. 

Another physical characteristic that was recorded was any kind of mark on their 
faces, heads, or hands. We read detailed descriptions of these marks in the register. 
Birthmarks, marks from injury or accident, or any kind of mark due to disease, were 
noted down. Again, differentiating these required a certain expertise on the officers’ 
part. The examination of the information on these marks provides valuable informa-
tion on the history of diseases that the children most commonly had – at least those 
that left marks on the skin. 

One of the diseases that badly affected the Bursa region during the early mod-
ern era was plague. Bubonic plague was an acute epidemic accompanied by high 
mortality. In Europe, there were recurrent waves of bubonic plague between 1348 
and 1720. The disease was passed to humans by the bite of infected f leas, and within 
six days of infection, approximately 60 percent of the infected died.64 Our devshirme 
register reveals evidence of plague outbreaks in Bursa at the end of the sixteenth 
century. In the 1604 child-levy, some children were recorded as having marks from 
plague, especially the bubonic plague. Six percent of the boys had marks as a result 
of the bubonic plague (hıyarcık yaresi) and 1.5 percent had marks of ta’un (plague). 33 
boys recovered from bubonic plague in 1603-4, which suggests that many more died, 
since the disease had a very high mortality rate.  

64 Ann G. Carmichael, “Bubonic Plague,” in ed. Kenneth F. Kiple, The Cambridge World History of  
Human Disease Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2000, p. 628. There were two main waves of  plague 
epidemics in the Ottoman Empire during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The first wave lasted for 
a decade between 1466 and 1475, and the second wave between 1491 and 1503. In between, there were 
recurrent episodes such as the one between 1511 and 1513. These waves were introduced to Ottoman lands 
from the west and proceeded eastwards to Anatolia. Bursa was always among the centers contaminated 
by the disease during these outbreaks. These waves of  plagues recurred in almost ten yearly intervals and 
usually followed the trade networks, within which Bursa had its place. Nüket Varlık determined that new 
mobility networks heightened plague activity and spread it to larger regions from 1517 to 1600. Important 
Mediterranean port cities such as Jaffa and Alexandria became centers where the outbreaks were first 
observed and proceeded northwards to contaminate Anatolia, or eastward to Iraq and the Gulf  of  Basra. 
There were constant plague outbreaks at the beginning of  the seventeenth century. Thus plague became 
almost a seasonal disease. Nüket Varlık, “Disease and Empire: A History of  Plague Epidemics in the Early 
Modern Ottoman Empire (1453-1600), (Ph.D. diss., The University of  Chicago, 2008), pp. 20-1.
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Another type of mark that was noted down in the register was from smallpox, 
an infectious inf lammatory disease that left pockmarks on the face. The disease was 
defeated after the discovery of the smallpox vaccine by Edward Jenner (1749-1823). 
Prior to this, however, it was often fatal. Among the sultans of the Ottomans, Ahmed 
I (r. 1603-17), Ahmed III (r. 1703-30), and Abdülmecid (r. 1839- 1861) had small-
pox.65 Seven percent of the children levied from the Bursa region had this disease 
and recovered from it, bearing its marks on their faces ( yüzünde çiçek alameti). Another 
common mark written on the registers was furuncle marks, or boils (çıban yaresi). 
This seems to have been a common skin disease in the seventeenth century. Ten 
percent of the children had boils on their faces. Ottoman surgeons were effective 
against this disease.66.

All these disease markers show that health conditions were poor in early sev-
enteenth-century Bursa. At least 25.5 percent of the children experienced one of 
the conditions mentioned above. Other than disease marks, scars were also noted 
down. Among 531 boys, 329 (62%) had scars on their faces or hands. Prof. Hedda 
Reindl-Kiel’s examination of a sample of 601 boys reveals a similar picture - 395 
boys (66%) had scars. Reindl-Kiel attributes this to the fact that the officers chose 
boys that had a tendency to fight. The reasons for some of the injuries were indicated: 
seven had resulted from a reaping-hook (orak), six from a knife (bıçak), and nine from 
a stirrup (üzengi). Since the indicated injuries were so low in number in our sam-
ple, Prof. Reindl-Kiel’s observation makes sense. The high percentage of scars could 
point to the aggressive nature of the boys. These findings reveal something about the 
violence of early modern life in general. 

As has been mentioned, the selection of these boys took six months to a year in 
the 1603-4 levy, and most of this time was spent on composing the pool from which 
the final levies would be made. In the final stage, however, these boys were gath-
ered, probably at the center of the villages of towns, to be recorded and prepared for 
transportation. At this point, the officers investigated these boys to record them in 
the registers. All the physical characteristics mentioned above were examined. This 
must have been one of the most tragic moments in the children’s lives, when they felt 
the power of the state, here represented by the turnacıbaşı and his assistants, over their 
lives and their bodies. 

65 Nuran Yıldırım, A History of  Healthcare in Istanbul, Istanbul University and European Capital of  
Culture Istanbul 2010. Düzey Matbaacılık, Istanbul 2010), p. 70.

66 Yasin Yılmaz, ‘Süleymaniye Darüşşifası ve Tıp medresesi,’ Osmanlılarda Sağlık/Health in the Ottomans, 
eds. Coşkun Yılmaz and Necdet Yılmaz. (Istanbul: Biofarma, 2006), p. 288. It is understood from fatwas 
written for regulating health services that boils were cured by surgeons by application of  various ointments, 
and if  the patient died after the treatment, the family could claim compensation. Tahsin Özcan, “Hukuk 
ve Tıp: Fetvalara Göre Osmanlı Toplumunda Hasta-Doktor İlişkileri,” Osmanlılarda Sağlık/Health in the 
Ottomans, eds. Coşkun Yılmaz and Necdet Yılmaz. Biofarma, Istanbul 2006, p. 340.
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The children were investigated very carefully at this stage. We understand this 
from the very detailed descriptions of their scars: round (değirmi), small (küçük), big 
(azim), long (uzun), unimportant (hurd), spread (cabeca) or several (evferi) scars. The exact 
location of the scars was also detailed: behind the right ear (sağ kulağının ardında), on 
top of the head inside the hair (başının depesinde saçının içinde), on the index finger of his 
left hand (sol elinin baş parmağında), or following his left eyebrow (sol kaşının kuyruğunda). 
Not only were the scars written down, but any beauty spots or moles were recorded. 
It was also the time that these children were converted and given Muslim names. 
This was probably the initial moment of proper enslavement for them. The register 
contains the names of the parents of the children, the original name of the children, 
and the Muslim names given to them after conversion.

The Ages of the Boys

The register also maintains information on the age of the levied boys. The dis-
tribution of ages is quite striking since the average age of the levied children was 
higher than originally assumed. Childhood according to Islamic law was considered 
to finish at the age of 15.67 As it is understood from the Pençik Kanunnamesi (the regula-
tion stipulating one-fifth of war captives taken by the state), the goal of the state was 
to levy children who had reached puberty. They could thus be defined as gulams.68 
In the regulations it was mentioned that boys should not have beards. In order to be 
considered gulam (a child who had reached puberty), a boy needed to age between 
12 and 15 years. The data that we have from the conscriptions of the 1490s is found 
under the classification of müteferrik defterler (miscellaneous registers) in the Prime 
Ministry’s Archives, and reveals that the classical application of the system was in 
accordance with this definition of gulam. The children aged 12 to 15 were levied and 
the average age was 13.5 in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century.69

In the 1603-4 register, however, this age group of gulam is extended up to 20 
years. The children conscripted in the early seventeenth century were, on average, 
aged sixteen-and-a-half. 1,066 boys (85 percent) were aged 16-20. 42 percent of the 
boys in the register were 18 years old and above. Less than 1 percent of the boys 
were under 12 years old. The decree that was sent to Bursa by the janissary officers 
shows that this was no coincidence, as it ordered that boys between the ages of 15 

67 Margaret L. Meriwether, “The Rights of  Children and the Responsibilities of  Women, Women as 
Wasis in Ottoman Aleppo, 1770-1840,” in Women, the Family, and Divorce Laws in Islamic History, ed. Amira El 
Azh Sonbol Syracuse University Press, Syracuse 1996, p. 225.

68 Kanunname, Atıf  Efendi Kütüphanesi, 36a-37a, no. 1734.
69 The eşkal defters from 1490s show that the term gulam was actually used for the boys aged between 

12 and 15. For a detailed analysis of  these registers see Gülay Yılmaz, “The Economic and Social Roles of  
Janissaries in a Seventeenth-Century Ottoman City: The Case of  Istanbul,” Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 
2011, pp. 71-76.
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and 20 should be conscripted.70 The average age of the 530 boys levied from Bursa 
was almost 16. The most frequent age was 18 (20 percent); then ages 16 and 17 (16 
percent each). 

Why did the age of the levied boys increase? One reason for seeking older boys 
was perhaps to reduce the number of casualties during conscription. The high risk of 
becoming sick during the transfer to Istanbul, the extreme work conditions of ‘acemis’, 
and being more vulnerable to kidnapping might be additional reasons for the state 
to choose older boys during levies. Indeed, the levies from Bursa in 1603-4 show that 
there were only two children recorded as sick and another as dead. This might be 
related to the maturity and the strength of the boys. Of course the availability in a 
given area was also crucial. 

The goal of levying boys without devastating the economy of the region could 
have resulted in the tendency of selecting the older boys who were unemployed and 
landless. The shift from timars to tax-farming in the early seventeenth century caused 
an increase in the population of landless young peasants in rural areas. The state 
might have hoped to place these new social groups within the devshirme system, while 
the system itself became more appealing to those young men, since it provided ex-
emption from taxes and guaranteed an income. 

Finally, the invention of new weaponry and warfare techniques at the end of the 
sixteenth century created a need for a new type of soldier. Firearms, which could be 
mastered after a short period of training, became the main weaponry used by the 
janissary armies. During this time, not only the weaponry changed, but the entire 
army organization, war technology, and the size of the army altered. The janissary 
army almost tripled in size during this period.71 As has been recently revealed, how-
ever, other sections of the army such as sipahis, and the armies of powerful Ottoman 
grandees, also grew.72 In order to be proficient at using firearms, a short period of 
training was more than enough. The janissaries who had been levied at the ages of 
12 to 15 trained as professional warriors during their novice years, and started to 
become a burden to the state. 

70 BKS, A. 155, no. 1128 (1012/1603).
71 Halil İnalcık, “Military and Fiscal Transformation in the Ottoman Empire (1600-1700),” Archivum 

Ottomanicum 6 (1980), pp. 288-97; Gábor Ágoston, Guns for the Sultan: Military Power and the Weapons Industry in 
the Ottoman Empire Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2005, p. 26; Halil İnalcık, “Ghureba,” EI2, vol. 
2, pp. 1097-1098; Rhoads Murphey, Kanun-name-i Sultani Li Aziz Efendi (Aziz Efendi’s Book of  Sultanic Laws 
and Regulations: An Agenda for Reform by a Seventeenth Century Ottoman Statesman), Sources of  Oriental Languages and 
Literatures 9 (1985): p. 54; Koçi Bey, Koçi Bey Risaleleri, ed. Seda Çakmakçıoğlu Kabalcı, Istanbul 2007, p. 59.

72 Baki Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire: Political and Social Transformation in the Early Modern World  
Cambridge University Cambridge Press, 2010, pp. 143-45; Özgür Kolçak, “XVII. Yüzyıl Askeri Gelişimi 
ve Osmanlılar: 1660-64 Osmanlı-Avusturya Savaşları,” Doktora Tezi (İstanbul Üniversitesi, 2012), Chapter 
2, pp. 103-237. 



 Conclusion

Our story began with the arrival in Bursa of a turnacıbaşı in the janissary army 
with a decree to levy Christian boys in October 1603. The entire process lasted six 
months and four batches of boys were selected from the livas of Bursa, Biga, and 
Kocaeli. All these groups were ready for transportation in January and February of 
1604. We have seen specifically in our case study of Bursa, but also in other parts 
of the empire where boys were levied as devshirmes, that this was quite a complicated 
process, which generated its own local politics. This paper has attempted to under-
stand the specifics of the process, how bureaucratized it was, and how it triggered the 
local political groups and dynamics in the selection process. 

The experience of being a devshirme in the Ottoman Empire must be placed 
within a multi-layered context. One could climb high up the social ladder, or alter-
natively only just manage to survive in poor conditions. Equally, you could become a 
high-level bureaucrat in the Ottoman state, a soldier, a worker, or perhaps never get 
promoted from being an ‘acemi oglan to be a janissary, while some simply died en route 
even before reaching their destination of Istanbul. And in similarly complex ways, 
the reactions of boys and families to being levied varied from kidnapping children 
back or fully grown adults returning to their homes, to others actually trying to slip 
into the groups selected by the officers for transport to the capital. 

The aim of this paper was to investigate the personal stories of devshirme boys 
and their reactions to being ‘wanted’ by the Ottoman state. It was the stories of those 
who resisted that I find more compelling. To follow them along the path life had set 
them and to see how they coped with the seventeenth-century authorities and the 
obligations the state set on them was an exciting personal journey as an historian. 
More importantly, to develop a sense of what it might mean to be a Christian child 
in the early modern Ottoman world was crucial for this work -who these children 
were is critically important. Therefore, the paper also concentrated on where these 
children were selected, their age, looks, and health as registered in the documents. It 
was found that these boys were mostly Greek and Armenians and mostly had brown 
hair. They were strong and aggressive boys who were growing up subject to very 
poor health conditions. 

This is the first time that such a register listing the devshirme boys has been stud-
ied, and it is probably the first time that we can access such detailed information 
on the boys and how they were levied. I hope that further similar research will be 
conducted so that we can better understand the impact of one of the most important 
institutions of the Ottoman Empire, the devshirme system, on the daily life of its sub-
jects, and particularly on the children whose lives it transformed.
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