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Abstract

This study examines the administration of justice and public security in the market
town of Mezdtir during Ottoman rule in Hungary. That period not only brought
about the disappearance of the unified Kingdom of Hungary, but also significantly
hindered the formation of a national market and obstructed Hungary'’s political, legal,
administrative, and social development. The occupied region, which at times func-
tioned almost as an autonomous territory, faced a complex legal situation, in addition
to the burden of double taxation. A market town could even obtain the right of the
sword (jus gladii) from the Ottomans, which at once served the self-defense of the
locals and the financial envichment of the Ottomans. This period raises many ques-
tions that remain to be explored, since few have thoroughly examined how the villages
and market towns under Ottoman rule lived their everyday lives, and how they were
affected by the weakening of Turkish military and administrative power in the 17th
century. This short study illustrates this phenomenon through the case of Mezétiir
during the Ottoman occupation.
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The Emergence of a New Type of Administration

Throughout history, one of the most important tasks of the state apparatus
has been the establishment and maintenance of public security; this included
the administration of justice, public administration, policing, and the safe-
guarding of property. The decline or collapse of public security had a severe
impact on the economy, society, and the functioning and power of the state.
Although the Ottoman rule achieved significant military successes in the oc-
cupied territories, it was unable to fully establish its own state administration.
As a result, its exercise of power in Hungary did not bring about such radical
changes as, for example, in the neighbouring Balkans. This contradictory sit-
uation is well illustrated by the fact that, despite their military superiority, the
Ottomans could not prevent the population of the annexed territories from
paying taxes to the Kingdom of Hungary as well. Thus, during the occupa-
tion, the displaced feudal ruling class, along with the state and the church,
managed to preserve and exercise a large part of their former rights, including
the most important one: the right of taxation. In many cases, villages and
towns retained the autonomy and administration they had gained during the
Middle Ages, and their officials continued to pass judgments according to
Hungarian law. This occurred exclusively in Hungary among the territories
conquered by the Ottomans.!

Since the Ottoman presence in Hungary was primarily determined by mil-
itary objectives, this also shaped their patterns of settlement. Within the terri-
tories they controlled, they occupied nearly a hundred fortified sites, ranging
from castles that could house several thousand soldiers to smaller watchtow-
ers. Depending on territorial changes, administrative offices operated in fifty
to sixty settlements, where civilian? Turkish populations also lived. In the 16th
century, there were only four nahiye® centers —Kecskemét, Rackeve, Tolna,
and Jaszberény —where a Turkish gadi* was on duty among a predominantly
or entirely Hungarian population, representing the occupying power in these

1 IVANYOSI-SzABO 2012, 2; SZzAKALY 1997, 10.

2 The term civil is not entirely accurate, as it is used merely to distinguish it from purely
military occupation.

3 The largest unit of the Ottoman administrative structure was the vilayet, that is, the
beylerbeylik, which was divided into sanjaks. The sanjaks were further subdivided
into smaller judicial districts (headed by the qadis), called nahiyes. MATUZ 1992, 115-135.
4 The qadis, in their judicial capacity, played a prominent role in mid-level provincial
administration due to the wide variety of their duties. During their first conquests in
Asia, and with each subsequent conquest, the Turks immediately established qadi of-
fices and organized their own system. This was also the case in the Balkans and in
Hungary. HEGY1 1995, 23.
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market towns. In most other nahiyes, official matters were handled by larger
administrative units, namely the sanjak centers. The Ottomans soon realized
that, compared to the Balkans, Hungary already had a more developed sys-
tem of urban and rural self-government; therefore, they built the lowest level
of their own administration on this existing foundation.’

During the Ottoman occupation, Mezéttr also belonged to this nahiye sys-
tem, within the Sanjak of Szolnok. However, surviving sources® suggest that
the nahiye of Ttr” had neither military units nor Ottoman offices of its own.
Most documents bear the seal of the gadi or kaymakam of Szolnok, and occa-
sionally those of Ottoman officials from Eger or Gyula, but never from
Mezétar itself.

Tar was first mentioned in written sources at the beginning of the 13th
century. Located along the shortest trade route between Buda and Transylva-
nia, its position greatly contributed to its development. As a result, King Louis
the Great (1326-1382) elevated it to the rank of market town.8 In October 1552,
it was occupied by Kara Ahmed Pasha and Hadim Ali Pasha, and thus came
under Ottoman rule, from which it was only liberated in 1692.°

At the Beginning of the 16th Century, Tir and Its Urban Autonomy

At the beginning of the 16th century, Tur already displayed the characteristic
features of a market town and belonged to that small group of settlements
that successfully preserved their urban status even during the period of Otto-
man occupation. It is worth emphasizing that incorporation into Ottoman rule
did not necessarily bring about the decline of settlements, nor did it usually
lead to their physical destruction.!? This was the case for Mez6tur as well: the
town continued to prosper during the 17th century, maintaining its commer-
cial and agricultural role (for instance, in cattle trade). Although the Long
Turkish War caused damage to the town, large fairs were still held three to

5 HEGY1 1988, 8.

6 Today, the Ottoman-Turkish documents of Mez6tur are preserved in the Jasz-
Nagykun-Szolnok County Archives. The archival reference of the documents is:
JNSzML Jasz-Nagykun-Szolnok County Archives (1075-2022) V. Market towns, mu-
nicipalities with organized councils, villages (1446-1950) Records of the Municipal
Council of Mezétur (1741-1872) HU-MNL-JNSZML-V.301.

7 From this point on, I will refer to this market town as Tur, since it is found in this
form in the sources, and likewise appears in the Ottoman documents as Jis)ls Usb
(varos-i Tar = the town of Tr).

8 BOoDOKI 1978, 13.

9 BILGE 2010, 234.

10 SZAKALY 1995, 19.
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four times a year, attracting Muslim, Armenian, Greek, and Jewish merchants
from the Balkans.!!

After the long war, however, a general weakening of public security could
be observed, even in those nahiyes where there was a permanent Ottoman
presence; gadis were forced to retreat to militarily protected areas. By the 17th
century, no mixed (Muslim-Christian) settlement remained without a garri-
son.12

During Ottoman rule, the autonomy of urban magistrates grew stronger.
Their primary task was to organize and manage the economic prosperity of
the settlements. In the villages this function was mostly limited to the collec-
tion of taxes, while in the towns the magistrates handled the community’s
entire range of economic affairs. The Ottoman authorities raised no objections
to this transfer of responsibilities, as it reduced the need for low-ranking Ot-
toman officials while ensuring the accurate and steady flow of taxes.1

This clearly shows that under Ottoman rule, a significant share of respon-
sibility was placed on local administrations. Magistrates were not only ac-
countable for economic matters but also for maintaining public order and se-
curity. The Ottomans expected them to provide effective justice and law en-
forcement; otherwise, they faced severe punishments. This system amounted
to a kind of delegation of responsibility: the Ottomans lessened their own ad-
ministrative burdens while retaining control over the territories. Local leaders
often had to use their own financial resources or personal influence to main-
tain order, which placed heavy burdens on them. In general, it can be said
that the Ottoman authorities rarely interfered in the administration of existing
communities, towns, or villages. When they did intervene, it was most likely
with the intention of generating revenue.

In the history of the 150 years of Ottoman rule, the Fifteen Years” War and
the subsequent Treaty of Zsitvatorok marked a significant turning point. After
the long campaign, Ottoman-Hungarian relations developed in a very differ-
ent way than during the first fifty years of the occupation. The Ottoman gov-
ernment gradually realized — the crisis of the Fifteen Years” War taught them
this — that they had to show some restraint toward the larger settlements.

Before the war, the Turks lived in the villages and towns, came into direct
contact with the population, and intervened in all aspects of their affairs. They
collected taxes according to their own estimates and dispensed justice them-
selves. They administered the Hungarian Great Plain according to roughly
the same principles as the Balkan territories. This situation prevailed both on

11 BiLGE 2010, 234.
12 HEGYI 1988, 8.
13 HEGYI 1988, 9.
14 HEGYI 1988, 9.
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the lands granted as fiefs to the sipahis and in the khas towns belonging to the
imperial treasury.>

Thus, for example, in the 16th century the Turks resided in Kecskemét,
maintained a garrison there, and judicial matters were handled by the gadi
seated in the town. In more serious criminal cases, the inhabitants of the towns
had to go up to Buda, and they were even required to take the prisoners with
them.16

After the war, however, the situation changed. The experiences of the long
campaign taught the Turks that they could not defend their conquests with
their system of border fortresses and sipahis if they did not make use of the
services of the local population. Recognizing this necessarily compelled them
to show a certain degree of restraint and, in general, to adopt a different treat-
ment than that which they had previously applied to their Christian subjects.!”

Magistrates and parasztvdrmegyék 18 (self-defense organizations of pea-
sants) became responsible for the defense of the settlements, and if they failed
to resolve problems, they were punished. This system forced the local popu-
lation to take responsibility for their own security, since the Ottomans had
little interest in actively maintaining order, focusing only on results. Thus,
parasztvdrmegyék and magistrates also had to fulfill military duties and often
finance armed guards from their own resources. This period was marked by
increasing banditry and looting, which neither the Ottomans nor the local au-
thorities were able to completely suppress. For this reason, the role of the self-
defense communities became even more important.!?

Thus, the peasant counties were originally established for the purpose of
assisting in the registration, pursuit, and bringing of wrongdoers before the
law. They gained greater importance and authority during the period of Ot-
toman rule. When the numerous laws enacted to curb the depredations of the

15 HEGYI 1988.

16 JvANYOSI-SzABO 2010, 15.

17 SCHWAB 1939, 34.

18 As a consequence of Ottoman occupation, at the beginning of the 17th century an-
other peculiar institution rose to prominence: the peasant county (parasztvdirmegye).
The first traces of its origin go back to the 16th century; after the suppression of the
Doézsa-led peasant revolt, the whole country was filled with bandits. These outlaws
were drawn from dispersed peasants who had gone into hiding because of their
crimes. To restore public security and put an end to their depredations, a decree was
issued in 1514 stipulating that twelve jurors should be elected in each county, and that
it would be the task of this jury to compile a register of wrongdoers in the county and
punish them according to their deeds. However, the twelve sworn nobles could not
carry out the prescribed registration on their own and were compelled to rely on the
assistance of the peasantry. Therefore, the county permitted the peasants a certain de-
gree of organization. SCHWAB 1939, 33.

19 HEGYI 1988, 9.
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free hajdiis® and frontier soldiers proved ineffective, self-defense was eventu-
ally permitted already by the end of the 16th century. Since peasants armed
only with hoes and spades could not effectively defend themselves against
well-armed bandits, both the landlords and the county tolerated the peasants’
keeping of weapons for self-defense. So as a result of the Ottoman conquest,
the organization that had originally been created merely to assist with regis-
trations was transformed into an armed force and a judicial body.?!

The system was an interesting mixture of autonomy and subordination,
often causing conflicts for the towns, since gaining or losing judicial authority
had not only legal but also financial and political consequences. Thus, in the
course of the 17th century, the Ottomans even granted Tur the right of capital
punishment (pallosjog) and permission to bear arms, so that its inhabitants
could defend themselves against the increasing number of bandits (usually
referred to by the Ottomans as "hayduds”??), despite the general ban on
weapon possession for the conquered Christian population.

In this frontier zone, raids and the repeated devastation of the hinterland
by subjects of various powers created a permanent state of war despite official
peace. Soldiers from the fortress of Eger often left their posts to spy or plun-
der; it is known that in August 1585 they rode as far as Mezé6tar, where they
looted the town’s famous fair.2® Also, the devastating raids of the Tatar ar-
mies — destroying both people and property —reduced many settlements to
ashes. The scattered or expelled inhabitants, together with the bandit groups
that arose under the Turks’ unrestricted tyranny and the ever-growing masses
of free hayduds, created a constant source of turmoil. From these marauding
bands, neither Hungarians nor Turks had any peace anywhere. As a result,
after the war the Turks for the most part withdrew into their fortresses or be-
hind palisades. They no longer dared to live in the villages among their peas-
ants, and even abandoned the unfortified khas towns. In Kecskemét, for exam-
ple, after 1597 there was no trace left of the Ottomans; even the judicial activity
of the gadi came to an end.?

In the 16th century, when lawsuits were still decided by the Turkish judge,
the gadi established separate fees for delivering a judgment. According to the
court registers, the qadi charged a separate fee for issuing a judgment. This
fee was called hiijet or hiigyet (in Hungarian form), and it was paid directly
to the qadi by the winning party in civil cases; in criminal cases, the qadi de-
ducted it from the imposed fine. In the case of Hungarian court judgments,

20 The word hajdii referred to a Hungarian irregular soldier.
21 SCHWAB 1939, 34.

22 FEKETE 1926.

23 CsIFFARY 2010, 47.

24 SCHWAB 1939, 4.
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there is no trace in the records of such a fee being established.?

So as public safety deteriorated, the population gradually declined, and
many villages were abandoned during the years of occupation. Ttr, however,
was in a fortunate position, as the Ottomans regarded it as a valuable and
profitable imperial estate. For this reason, it was worth protecting and endow-
ing with certain privileges —such as the right of capital punishment —in order
to secure continuous high tax revenues and customs duties.

Furthermore, the sources reveal that the inhabitants were obliged to report
deaths, which gave the Ottoman authorities the opportunity to determine
whether the deceased had died a natural death or had fallen victim to an act
of violence. Naturally, the locals had to pay fees for these permits as well,
meaning that they had to redeem not only the right to self-justice but even the
right to a simple burial.

The pallosjog (right of the sword), also known as the jus gladii, was an in-
herited privilege based on royal grants that authorized certain landlords to
carry out capital or mutilation sentences on captured criminals within the
boundaries of their estates. This was the right of free jurisdiction, broadly cor-
responding to the German Blutbann, the earliest known example of which
dates back to the reign of King Charles I. The pallosjog excluded the possibility
of appeal. Judicial practices varied from one county court (sedria) or municipal
tribunal to another: for example, an offense that might result in a severe beat-
ing in one county could be resolved with a small fine in another. The privi-
lege’s origin lay in its didactic and deterrent function, serving both as preven-
tion and as a reminder of authority.?® According to customary law, market
towns generally did not enjoy such privileges.

The Ottoman-Turkish collection of Mezétuir contains a remarkable source
that confirms this phenomenon. The document is significant both in content
and in form. It was issued in 1666 with the approval of the kaymakam of
Szolnok and was written in two languages. While the full text is in Hungarian,
the opening contains a short summary in Ottoman Turkish, authenticated by
the kaymakam’s seal (penje). This indicates that for the Ottomans it was im-
portant that the permit be drafted in the local language, while at the same time
it had to be validated in their own language and according to their customs.?”
The Ottoman-language heading states: ”Issued for the rayah of the county in
the Sanjak of Szolnok, that the aforementioned person shall not be molested.

25 SCHWAB 1939, 86.

26 MEZEY 2007, 308.

27 From the mid-16th century and throughout the 17th century, the Hungarian lan-
guage gained significant ground in public life. This advance of Hungarian was a con-
sequence of Ottoman rule, since through their Hungarian scribes the Turkish pashas
made it the language of both diplomacy and social interaction. SCHWAB 1939, 52.
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In the month of Rajab, in the year 1077.”28 The Hungarian section addressed
the locals in detail: “the marauding thieves of the plains... have brought such
hardship upon us that we can no longer keep our cattle, horses, and other
household goods because of them... We hereby petition to be granted the free-
dom to pursue and kill the vagrant thieves who harm us, steal our cattle, and
drive away our horses.”?

An example from 1677 also shows that this right of self-defense was indeed
exercised: “The inhabitants of the town of Tur, together with the viziers
among the king’s rayah and subjects, issued a ferman authorizing the execu-
tion of a thief named Almasi Dénes by the townspeople. Consequently, a te-
zkeré was delivered, and an investigation was launched into the case.”30

Kecskemét likewise received the pallosjog from the Ottomans: although the
town was responsible for detecting crimes, the execution of punishments re-
mained for a long time in the hands of Ottoman authorities. In capital cases
the culprit had to be taken to Buda, but later the town obtained further con-
cessions in this regard. By the last decades of the Ottoman occupation, the
defterdar only required monetary compensation for punishments, while the
actual enforcement of sentences was left to the town.3!

Conclusion

The raids of frontier soldiers across the Great Plain severely affected the in-
habitants of villages and market towns in Ottoman Hungary, who lived under
constant threat. The Ottoman garrisons tried either to act against these dan-
gers or to encourage the involvement of local populations in self-defense. This
phenomenon reflects a complex social and legal structure under 17th-century
Ottoman rule. Judicial rights and the control of jurisdiction became crucial
issues for the settlements.

The division of labor between Turkish and Hungarian judges in Hungar-
ian towns shows that minor crimes were handled by local Hungarian magis-
trates, while more serious cases fell under the jurisdiction of Ottoman author-
ities, namely the sanjakbeys. This arrangement allowed local communities to
participate in justice, while significant cases remained in the hands of the Ot-
toman administration. Judicial authority over offenders reflected not only le-
gal matters but also the distribution of political and economic power.

28 HU-MNL-JNSZML-V.301.B.149.
29 Ibid.

30 HU-MNL-JNSZML-V.301.B.34.
31 [VANYOSI-SzABO 2010, 27.
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