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Legend

According to legend, when God was creating the Earth he 
carried all the mountains in a bag in order to distribute them across 
the land. The Devil seeing this slit a hole in the bottom of the bag 
and all the mountains fell in one area between the Black Sea and 
Caspian. So God made that land the one place in the World where 
the Devil would not be able to penetrate and make its people evil, 
since life would be hard enough for them as it is. 

The Caucasus is described by many visitors as Eden itself, 
with warm, rich lowlands followed by majestic forests and alpine 
pastures, abundant rivers and lakes, superimposed by eternally 
snow capped peaks. These are the Frosty Caucasus of which 
Shakespeare sang, and which dwarf the Alps. Mount Elbrus, 
the tallest mountain in Europe, where legend has it, between its 
two peaks the ark rested on its way to Ararat. Kazbek, where 
Prometheus was chained, known in Ancient Greek legend as the 
land of the Golden Fleece. It is the land of fables and dreams from 
which Tolstoy, Lermontov and Pushkin drew there inspiration. It 
is from these mountains that the Circassians come, known in there 
language as the Adyghes, or Noble People, famous for there beauty, 
symmetry of form, horsemanship, longevity and perfect manners.
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Caucasus
As a divide between Europe and Asia, the Caucasus has 

two major regions – the North Caucasus and the South or 
Transcaucasus. The North Caucasus, composed mainly of plain 
(steppe) areas, begins at the Manych Depression and rises 
to the south, where it runs into the main mountain range, 
the Caucasian Mountains. This is a series of chains running 
northwest-southeast, including the highest peak in Europe, 
Mount Elbrus (5,642 m), and Mount Kazbek (5,047 m). 

The Caucasian Mountains are crossed by several passes, 
notably the Mamison and the Daryal, which connect the North 
Caucasus with the second major section, the Transcaucasus. 
This region includes the southern slopes of the Caucasian 
Mountains and the depressions that link them with the 
Armenian plateau. The region is a meeting place for European, 
Central Asian, and Middle Eastern civilizations, and shows a 
mixture of features from these cultures as well as many that 
are strictly its own.

The beauty of the Caucasus is much celebrated in Russian 
literature, most notably in Pushkin’s poem “Captive of the 
Caucasus,” Lermontov’s novel “A Hero of Our Time”, and 
Tolstoy’s novels “The Cossacks” and “Hadji Murad”. The 
high mountains and deep valleys of the Caucasus has been 
the source of inspiration for the legends of ancient peoples: 
Prometheus was chained here, Argonauts sought the Golden 
Fleece at Colchis, and the mythical bird Simurg, the reflection 
of divinity and eternity, lived on the highest hills of the Kaf 
(Caucasian) Mountains.

The Caucasus is one of the most ethnographically complex 
areas in all Eurasia. The Caucasian Mountains, known also 
as the Mountain of Languages, are home to a bewildering 
variety of ethnic groups, some of which seem to be 
survivors from earlier eras. These groups speak roughly fifty 
languages, the majority of which are unrelated to any other 
languages on earth, and show complex and exotic features 
that set them apart from the other languages of Eurasia. In 
this one area there are three distinct indigenous language 
families: the Southern or Kartvelian, the Northeastern, and 
the Northwestern. The Northwestern languages are perhaps 
the most complex of any in the region and are spoken by the 
Abkhazians/Abazas, the Ubykhs, and the Adygheans. These 
peoples are often grouped together as the “Circassians”.

The North Caucasus now includes the Adygea Republic, 
the Karachai Cherkess Republic, the Kabardino Balkar 
Republic, North Ossetia-Alania, Ingushetia, Chechnya, 
the Dagestan Republic, Krasnodar Territory, Stavropol 
Territory, and parts of Kalmykia and the Rostov region. The 
Transcaucasus includes Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia. 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia are located geographically in 
Transcaucasia, but historically and culturally belong to the 
North Caucasus.
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Circassians
The Circassians are a native people of the Caucasus 

where they have lived since time immemorial. They speak a 
unique language that includes almost all sounds a human can 
pronounce. They have developed a fascinating culture that 
reflects the beauty, bravery and mystery of the Caucasian 
mountains. 

The Circassians protected their country and freedom 
against the relentless onslaught of various aggressors in their 
history. Having never been conquered, they have managed 
to preserve their ancient culture until the time of the Russian 
invasion which began in the 18th century. They have resisted 
desperately and fiercely, for more than a century, against 
the gigantic Tsarist Empire without any organized army and 
without any significant external support. This freedom loving 
nation was deported en masse into foreign lands following 
the conquest of their homeland in the mid-19th century. 

The deportation of the Circassian people was among 
the largest exodus in modern times. Almost 90 percent of 
the population was deported, and a third of them perished 
during the exodus from disease and starvation. Those who 
survived were dispersed into various countries. 

They have resisted against all odds, and have survived 
as a nation. The Circassians now try to establish strong links 
between their homeland and the Diaspora, and wish to revive 
and maintain their culture, speak their language, and live in 
freedom, peace and happiness.

History

The Northern Caucasus, which is separated from the 
centers of the world civilizations by steep offshoots of 
the Caucasus Mountains, the vastnesses of the Caspian 
and Black Seas and the Great Steppe, already at the early 
stage of the human history, became one of the brightest 
seats of ancient culture. Favorable climatic conditions, 
abundant natural resources and most fertile soils created 
all prerequisites for progressive development of primeval 
economy. The epoch of early metal started here beginning 
with the 6th millennia B.C. practically simultaneously with 
Mesopotamia and Northern Iran.

The Maikop Culture of the Early Bronze Age, which 
received its name from the richest kurgan (burial mound) 
found in the city of Maikop (Republic of Adygea), spread 
over the major part of the Northern Caucasus - from the 
Taman peninsular in the North-West to Daghestan in the 
South-East. The Maikop Culture represented one of the 
most outstanding cultures of the Bronze Age of Europe and 
of the entire Eurasian border territories. 

At the decline of the Bronze Age, at the end of the 2nd 
millennia B.C., the Northern Caucasus became one of the 
largest centers of metal production. An original Kuban 
Culture, which made itself famous by an outstanding art of 
manufacturing bronze pieces, arose on the slopes of the Great



Caucasian Ridge and in the northern part of foothills. 
Among the diversity of local forms of weapons and metal 
utensils, one can clearly identify the Transcaucasian and 
Near Eastern models, which proves the close cultural and 
economic contacts of Kuban tribes with the countries of 
Transcaucasus and Near East. 

The names of North Caucasian tribes, such as the 
Meats, Sinds, Akhei, Zikhs, and others, who were the 
ancestors of the Circassian peoples, first became known 
in about 1000 B.C. In Greek and Roman sources, they are 
referred to collectively as Meats, and they occupied the 
eastern coasts of the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov and 
the Kuban valley.

The 5th century B.C. began with the rise of cities that 
became craft and trading centers in the lands of one of the 
Meatic tribes of Sinds. Interactions with the Greek world, 
accelerated the process of formation of classes and states 
among the Sinds. By the end of the 5th century B.C., Sindika 
had been transformed into a strong kingdom. The Sinds 
had close cultural and trading ties with the ancient Greeks, 
especially with the Athenians, and they even participated 
in the Olympic Games. The story of Prometheus, who 
was chained to a rock in the Caucasus, testifies the close 
cultural links between the Greek and the Caucasian tribes.

From the 6thcentury until the 8th century A.D., the 
tribes in the North-western Caucasus had united around 
the Zikhs and they were consolidated into a single Adyghe 
people.  The creation of the Abkhazian Kingdom in the 
10th century brought together all the tribes (Apsilians, 
Abazgians, Sanigs, etc.) in Abkhazia and led to the formation 
of a unified Abkhazian people. 

The Circassians living on the coastal regions were 
converted to Christianity in the 6th century as a result of the 
Byzantine influence. Christianity has lost its influence since 
the end of the 15th century (after the fall of Constantinople 
in 1453), and the Sunni branch of Islam was introduced 
among the Circassians through the efforts of the Crimean 
Tatar khans, although most people preserved their traditional 
pagan beliefs until the end of the 19th century.

From ancient times until the 18th century, different 
states and invaders attempted to conquer the land of the 
Circassians: the Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Huns, Khazars, 
Mongols, Persians, Arabs, Crimeans … Against all these 
forces, the Circassians defended their country and freedom 
fiercely, and they often had to take refugee in the mountains 
of the Caucasus.
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The Circassians fought against Russian conquest for 
over a century, from 1763 to 1864. Their final defeat in 
the 1860s led to massacre and forced deportation, mainly 
across the Black Sea to the Ottoman lands, in the course 
of which a large proportion of them perished. Since that 
time, the great majority of people of Circassian descent 
have lived in exile, mostly in Turkey, Jordan, Syria and 
Israel. During the last decades of the Tsarist regime, the 
emptied and devastated Circassian lands were resettled 
by Russian, Ukrainian, Armenian and other colonists. 
Later many Georgians also settled in Abkhazia.

A number of autonomous republics and regions were 
established during the Soviet period (1922-1991) in the 
Caucasus. As of 1991, the Russian SSR included Adygea, 
Karachai Cherkess, Kabardino Balkaria, North Ossetia, 
Chechen-Ingushetia and Dagestan. The Chechen-Ingush 
Republic was peacefully divided into Chechen Republic 
and Republic of Ingushetia in May 1991. All those regions 
were recognized as autonomous republics by the new 
Constitution of the Russian Federation adopted in 1993. 
The Chechen Republic declared its independence in 

November 1991. The Russian Federation re-established its 
control over the region after two brutal wars in 1994-1996 
and 1999-2009.

The Soviet Socialist Republic of Abkhazia (SSR 
Abkhazia) was declared in 1921 and it was associated with 
the Georgian SSR on equal status with a special treaty. Its 
status was downgraded to “autonomous republic” against 
the will of its people in 1931. South Ossetia was established 
as an Autonomous Oblast within the former Georgian SSR.

During the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the leaders 
of Georgia launched a series of military campaigns against 
South Ossetia (1991-92) and Abkhazia (1992-93) to establish 
a “Georgia for Georgians”. South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
defended fiercely their peoples and sovereignty, and as 
de facto states, have survived in spite of strict economic 
embargo imposed by the CIS and continuous military 
threats by Georgia for over 15 years. Their independence 
was finally recognized by the Russian Federation and a 
number of other countries following Georgia’s massive 
attack on South Ossetia in August 2008.
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Genocide and 
Deportation

The deportation of the Circassians from their homeland in 
the mid-19th century is one of the most tragic events in human 
history. 

During the long war of resistance against the Tsarist invasion 
that started in the 18th century, the Circassians gradually 
withdrawn towards the highlands, and a large number of them 
had been forced to migrate to the Ottoman lands. Following the 
Crimean War in 1856 and the fall of the North-eastern Caucasus 
in 1859, the Russian army concentrated its forces in Circassia 
for the final conquest. The 21 of May 1864 marks the end of 
the resistance, and the beginning of the Circassian Exodus, the 
forced migration of Circassians. 

Having failed to subdue the Circassians in a century-
long warfare, the Russian Tsar decided to enforce their mass 
migration to other regions of the empire or to the Ottoman 
Empire. General Yevdokimov was entrusted with the execution 
of this policy. The Russian soldiers systematically burned the 
Circassian villages. As a result of a systematic policy of clearing 
the Circassia of its indigenous peoples, most of the Circassians 
(about 90 percent of the population at that time) were expelled 
from the Caucasus in a short time period under horrendous 
conditions.

The Circassians were settled in Rumeli (the European part of 
the Ottoman Empire, the Balkans) and Anatolia. However, those 
who were located in Rumeli (about 200,000 Circassians)

 experienced a new exodus following the Russian-Ottoman 
War of 1877-78, and were resettled in Anatolia, Syria, Jordan 
and Palestine. 

The Circassians in Anatolia were settled in the Southern 
Marmara region, from Istanbul to Izmit, Adapazari, Duzce, 
Bursa, Balikesir and Canakkale. Another line of settlement 
extends from Sinop-Samsun on the Blacks Sea coast down 
till Amman, with sizeable concentrations in Samsun, Amasya, 
Tokat, Yozgat, Çorum, Sivas, Kayseri, Maraş, Adana and Hatay. 

The number of Circassians deported to the Ottoman 
Empire is not known, but the estimates vary from 500 
thousands to 2 million. The most reliable studies based 
on archival material indicate that the number of people 
deported is about 1.5 million, but a large number of them 
(about one third of the people) had lost their lives during 
exodus and as a result of poor living conditions and diseases 
in new settlements. 

The Ottoman population, after the retreat following the 
1877-78 war, was about 17.4 million in 1893. The share of 
Muslim population was about 70 percent (12.6 million), and 
the rest included Greeks (2.3 million), Armenians (1 million), 
and others. Thus, the Circassians, about 1 million survived, 
accounted for almost 10 percent of the Muslim population of 
the Ottoman Empire in the late 19th century.

The horrors and tragedy of deportation were never 
forgotten by the Circassians. The lament, Yistambilak’ue 
(Going to Istanbul), still song by the diaspora Circassians 
almost 150 years after the deportation, is a vivid remainder 
for their sufferings.
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Diaspora

The Circassians began arriving in Anatolia and the 
Middle East in the 14th century as a result of gradual and 
sporadic contacts with various kingdoms and dynasties in 
the region. After the conquest of Istanbul (Constantinople) 
by the Ottomans in 1453, the population of the Circassians 
tended to increase in the Ottoman Empire, especially in the 
ruling circles in Istanbul. 

The Circassians did not exist as a distinct community in 
Anatolia and the Middle East until the mid 19th century. The 
Circassian Mamluks in Egypt, who ruled the country more 
than a century, constituted an exception.

The current Circassian diasporas are the outcome of the 
mass deportation of the Circassians from their homeland in 
the mid 19th century. They were settled in Ottoman lands, 
in Rumeli, Anatolia, and the Middle East. Those who were 
settled in Rumeli (the Balkans), were forced to re-settle in 
Anatolia and the Middle East following the 1877-78 war. 
Today, significant communities of Circassians live in Turkey, 
Jordan, Syria, Egypt, and Israel. New diasporas have emerged 
in Europe (the largest one in Germany) and the US (in New 
Jersey and California) since the late-1960s as a result of 
migration of Circassians from Turkey and the Middle Eastern 
countries. The small community of Circassians in Kosovo 
was repatriated to Adygea in 1998. 

The number of Circassians in Turkey is estimated to be 
around 6-7 million people. The estimate is based on the 
number of Circassians migrated to the Ottoman Empire. 
There were about one million Circassians survived after 
the exodus in the Ottoman Empire, and the proportion 
of the Circassians in the Ottoman Muslim population in 
1893 is estimated around 8-10 percent. If the population 
of the Circassians remained the same in Anatolia, there 
would be about 6-7 million Circassians in Turkey (Turkey’s 
current population is 71.5 million). This figure could be 
taken as the upper bound for the Circassian population.  
Although the Circassian population living in Turkey is 
substantial, their rights to exercise and develop their 
culture are rather limited. The first broadcast in Circassian 
language was aired on television by state broadcasting 
corporation TRT in June 2004. The Circassian-language 
broadcast, 20 minutes a week, consists of news headlines, 
documentary, music and sports programs.

The small Circassian population in Jordan enjoys an 
essentially privileged position, having long been closely 
connected to the Crown, whereas Syrian–Circassians 
have had to cope with oppressive Arab nationalism. 

14 15

The European Commission’s 2004 Regular Report on Turkey’s Progress 
towards Accession (published on 6 October 2004) stated that the Circassian 
population in Turkey is estimated at 3 million. 

Circassian Settlements in Turkey
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The Circassians in Israel have also been quite privileged in 
that they could enjoy their culture as freely as possible, 
and also that the Adygei language is used there as the 
language of instruction after the sixth grade in primary 
school. 

The Circassian Diaspora

Ülke/bölge Nüfus
Turkey 6-7,000,000
Jordan 130,000
Syria 40,000
Israel 3,000

Former Yugoslavia 1,500
Germany 15,000
Holland 2,500

Other European countries 10,000
USA 15,000

       

            Language and Culture

Known as the Mountain of Tongues, the Caucasus is home 
to a large number of languages. There are three language 
families indigenous to the Caucasus:

• Northwest Caucasian, also called the Abkhaz- 
 Adyghe (Circassian): The family consists of Abkhaz- 
 Abaza, Adyghe and Ubykh languages.

• Northeast Caucasian, also called the Nakho- 
 Dagestanian: It includes Nakh (Bats, Chechen and  
 Ingush) and Dagestani (Avar-Andi, Lak, Dargi,  
 Lezgian, and others) languages.

• South Caucasian, also called the Kartvelian family:  
 It includes Georgian, Mingrelian, Laz and Svan  
 languages. 

The Circassian languages have a very rich inventory of 
consonants that makes at almost every possible point in 
the mouth and throat. Kabardian, a dialect of Adyghe, is the 
minimum with 48 consonants, while Ubykh is the maximum 
with 81. However, these languages have only four, three, 
or two vowels. Two dialects of Adyghe, Chemgwi (West 
Circassian), and Kabardian (East Circassian), and both Abkhaz 
and Abaza are literary languages. Ubykh is now an extinct 
language. 

The Nart sagas are among the most important aspects of 
the Circassian culture. Although they are much less known 
than their Greek counterparts, the Nart sages are no less 
developed. 

16
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The Nart sagas are dramatic tales of a race of ancient 
heroes in which the figure of the all wise and all fertile 
Lady Satanaya is pivotal. She is mother to all the heroes 
and in many ways resembles the Greek goddess of love, 
Aphrodite. Other figures include a shape changer and 
trickster, Sosruquo. He is magically conceived by Satanaya 
when a shepherd lusts after her and is born aflame from 
a rock. The god of the forge, Tlepsh, seizes him with tongs 
and quenches him in a vat of water, thus hardening him and 
making him invulnerable everywhere but at his knees (much 
like the Greek hero Achilles), where the tongs held him. The 
mightiest and purest hero is Pataraz or Batradz, in some 
ways resembling Sir Lancelot of the Arthurian Romance. 
There is also a giant or hero, Nasran, who, like the Greek 
Prometheus, is chained to a mountain top as a punishment 
for trying to return fire to humankind. 

Folk dance and music are the most protected part of 
the traditional Circassian culture. They are still essential 
ingredients of all wedding ceremonies and entertainment. 
Music at one time was played on violins and oboe-
like instruments, but now clarinets and accordions are 
preferred. Drums, gourd rattles, and wooden clackers form 
the rhythm section. The Circassian dance has the quality of 
a sport, demanding enormous strength in jumps and leaps, 
and attended by a pervasive grace. The men twirl, strut, and 
leap with a proud bearing, while the women glide and swirl 
in a demure manner. 

Organizations
The Diaspora Circassians are organized around cultural 

associations and foundations to protect and to develop their 
unique language and culture. 

There are about 80 active Circassian associations in 
Turkey. Most of these associations (more than 50 of them) 
have joined together under the Federation of the Caucasian 
Associations (Kaffed). Kaffed member associations are all 
located in the regions with significant Circassian population.

The Circassian associations established all around the 
world have formed an umbrella organization, called the 
International Circassian Association, in Nalchik, Kabardino-
Balkar Republic, on 19-20 May 1991. Through its member 
organizations, the International Circassian Association is 
represented in the Russian Federation (Adygea, Karachai 
Cherkess, Kabardino Balkaria, Shapsugh Region, Krasnodar 
and Moscow), Abkhazia, Turkey, Jordan, Syria, Israel, the EU, 
the USA. 
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Kaffed

The Federation of the Caucasian Associations (Kaffed) 
was established in 2003 to bring together the Caucasian 
associations in Turkey to achieve their common goal: the 
protection and advancement of the Circassian culture and 
people. Kaffed, from the first days of its establishment, has 
adopted the following guiding principles in its activities: 

Kaffed is an independent non-governmental organization. 
It is not attached to any political party or organization.

Kaffed considers human rights as universal, indivisible 
and inalienable, as enriched in the first article of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “All human beings 
are born free and equal in dignity and rights.”

Kaffed supports the right of peoples all around the 
world to live their historical cultures. Kaffed considers 
genocide as a crime against humanity.

Kaffed considers the diversity of languages and cultures 
as a richness of humanity. Kaffed is against political 
assimilation that aims at eliminating such a diversity. 
Kaffed defends the idea that each individual has a right 
to live in her culture, to practice her religion, and to use 
her language without any interference and discrimination. 
Kaffed works for the recognition and further development 
of all human rights as defined by international conventions.

Kaffed believes that human rights apply to all humans, 
irrespective of their race, color, gender, language, religion, 
political view, nationality, social status, and property. 
Kaffed is against racism and chauvinism.

Kaffed is against violence and oppression. Kaffed 
defends the idea that all problems should be solved by 
peaceful means by recognizing each other’s rights.

Kaffed strives for equality, peace and fraternity in the 
country and in the world.

Kaffed believes in secularity and democracy. Kaffed 
considers democracy not as the hegemony of majority but 
as an idea that protects the rights of minority.

Kaffed considers 21 May as the symbol of the genocide 
and exile commiteed against the Circassian people, and 
calls upon the recognition of the historical truth.

Kaffed defends the right to return of all peoples 
deported from their homeland.

Kaffed supports all initiatives aimed at the recognition 
of the right to return to the homeland of all Circassians, 
and at elimination of all legal and practical problems 
hindering their repatriation.

Kaffed accepts that the Circassians languages and 
cultures have been developed in the homeland, the 
Caucasus. Kaffed supports the development of the 
republics in the Caucasus, and considers these republics 
as essential for the protection and development of the 
Circassian culture. Kaffed supports maintaining close links 
between the diaspora and the homeland.

Kaffed respects the will and values of the peoples 
living in the Caucasus, and supports cooperation between 
organizations in the Caucasus and the diaspora on the 
basis of the principle of non-interference in each other’s 
domestic affairs.
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different cultures.
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be detrimental for relationships with the homeland, and 
supports all initiatives that would develop and strengthen 
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Kaffed is a founding member of the International 
Circassian Associations (ICA), and supports its principles.
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Ride on through the night tide on 
Ride on through the night tide on

There are visions, there are memories 
There are echoes of thundering hooves 
There are fires, there is laughter 
There’s the sound of a thousand doves

In the velvet of the darkness 
By the silhouette of silent trees 
they are watching waiting 
They are witnessing life’s mysteries

Cascading stars on the slumbering hills 
They are dancing as far as the sea 
Riding o’er the land, you can feel its gentle hand 
Leading on to its destiny

Take me with you on this journey 
Where the boundaries of time are now tossed 
In cathedrals of the forest 
In the words of the tongues now lost

Find the answers, ask the questions 
Find the roots of an ancient tree 
Take me dancing, take me singing 
I’ll ride on till the moon meets the sea

Loreena McKennitt, Night Ride Across the Caucasus

Night ride across the Caucasus 
by Loreena McKennitt


