The Crypto-christians  or “Linovamvakoi” of Cyprus

Several reasons did not favor the integration of the crypto-Christians, the so called “Linovamvakoi”, in the orthodox community of Cyprus, during the British rule. As a result, nowadays, a high percentage of their population makes part of the, as it is known today, Turkish-Cypriot community. In brief, those Cypriots have same origins with the Greek-Cypriots. The name of Saints, which many Turkish-Cypriot villages share, is not irrelevant with this fact.

Mr. Fedon Th. Papadopoulos, Dr. of Religious Studies, spoke to our newspaper about the “Linovamvakoi” of Cyprus, who were manifesting their muslim identity, because of the unaffordable taxes and under the general pressure set by the Ottoman rule. Nonetheless, when Cyprus became part of the British Empire, a big part of the Linovamvakoi reintegrated, by groups, in the Christian Orthodox community of Cyprus. The British colonial authorities’ policy, the controversy within the Church of Cyprus about the archbishop’s throne and other causes played an important role in stopping their reintegration process.

Greek-Cypriots and Turkish-Cypriots with the same origins

· The conditions, under the English domination, did not allow the reintegration of all the crypto-Christian, known as Linovamvakoi, in the Christian society.

· In two books of his, Mr. Fedon Papadopoulos, Dr. of Religious Studies, presents documented the composition of the population of Cyprus.

· The Linovamvakoi, massively, by the time Cyprus came under the British control, were returning to the Christian society.

· In some communities, the Linovamvakoi are presented in the census as Muslims, while in the next census as Christians.

· Thousands of the inhabitants of Cyprus were stating to have Islam as their religion and Greek as their language.

There are examples of villages, where the inhabitants reverted to Christianity. Such villages, according to Dr. Fedon Papadopoulos’ research, are found mainly in the Limassol district, like the villages of Akroúnda, St. Týchonas, Mathikolóni, Monagroúli, Palódia, Fasoúla, Foinikária, Pýrgos, Páno Kyvídes, Limnatis. In Nicosia district, the villages Varísia, Lythrodóntas and Eyrýchou. In Larnaca district, the villages Livádia and Choirokoitía. In Paphos district, the villages Mamónia and Krítou-Maróttou and, in Ammochostos district, Liopétri. A big number of people converting to Christianity are recorded in other communities’ population. 

“Linovamvakos”
The word Linovamvakos – Linovamvakoi is the plural – according to Mr. Papadopoulos derives from the two-sides-cloth, one side of cotton and one of linen. The cotton-side, which is the external one, demonstrates the apparent side of the crypto-Christians, while the internal reveals their hidden religious identity.

Mr. Papadopoulos has published two books related with the Linovamvakoi of Cyprus, in which very important documents are presented. We are referring to the books “Turks, Muslims or Crypto-Christians (Linovamvakoi)? Acquaintance with the nearby Neighbours”
, “The Territorial and Demographic aspects of the Cyprus’ Problem, Charts and Figures in the Light of History.”

The Censuses of Cyprus presented in these books indicates cases of villages reveals the fact of villages, where all the inhabitants appear to be Muslims in one Census and Christians in the following. Furthermore, a request from the inhabitants of the villages of Ampélia and Pýrgos of the region of Tylliría, , dated on 6/1/1882 during the British rule, is published, in which they were asking from the Governor of Nicosia to be registered in the Christian Catalogues.

The phenomenon of Linovamvakoi’ reversion occurs especially in the Tylliría region, which, admittedly, was characterized as a Linovamvakoi region. We cite the complete request from the villagers of Ampélia and Pýrgos of Tylliría region to the Governor of Nicosia:

Honorable Governor

 of Nicosia, Mr. Inglish,

The respectfully undersigned Linovamvakoi of the villages of Ampélia and Pýrgos of Tylliría, of the Municipal District of Léfka, appear in front of you with this modest request, in order to inform your Honesty that, even though we are secretly Christian Orthodox until now, secretly because of the fear we had of the Ottoman rule, we are forced to act in public like Muslims. Since we are under the free and lenient government of the Holy Emperor of the Great English nation, we are encouraged not to hide our religious beliefs and we declare that from now on we want to manifest our Christian Orthodox religion openly. For this reason, we kindly ask and beg you to order the ones responsible to erase our Turkish names from the Turkish lists and register our Christian names like they are quoted just next to the Turkish. We hope, your Honesty, that our request will be approved and that you will do what it takes, we are humble slaves of your Honesty.

Ampélia on the 6th
January 1882

For the Honorable Governor 

Of Nicosia, Mr. Inglish        

The names of the eleven Linovamvakoi from Ampélia and the two from Pýrgos of Tylliría as well as the Christian names with which they wanted to be registered in the catalogues, in a next column, are cited in the same letter.

Ampélia

Turkish names                Christian names(to be approved)

Kouseís Koutobís             Nikólaos Koutoubís

Hiónis Kouseí                   Paraskevás Nikoláou

Seleimánis Kouseí            Solomón Nikoláou

Isúf Seleimáni                  Mihaíl Solomóntos

Seleimánis Rezémi          Solomón Hristodoúlou

Useís Seleimáni               Avraám Solomóntos

Isúf Mustafá                    Geórgios Ioánnou

Ybrahím Ismaíl                Mihaíl Hristodoúlou

Isúf Houseí                       Sávvas Ioánnou

Thestémis                        Christódoulos Iooánnou

Seleimánis Isúfi               Mihaíl Sávva
Pýrgos

Turkish names                     Christian names(to be approved)

Kouseís Kápros Osmánis      Antónios Dimitríou

Tahíris Káprou                       Christódoulos Dimitríou

It is estimated that their registrations as Christians was including all the members of their families.

The suspension of the reintegration process

According to the evidence presented by Mr. Papadopoulos, the, related with the Linovamvakoi community, transformations, especially those of massive character, had occurred between the 1878 and 1914. Communities which were considered to be Muslim, Linovamvakoi or mixed had converted to Christianity or remained Muslim permanently, during this period. The extent of the conversions was giving the impression that the reintegration of all the Linovamvakoi to the Orthodox community would be the natural outcome. Nevertheless, things didn’t continue like this and as stated by Mr. Papadopoulos the main reasons are:

· The attempt of the Linovamvakoi to return did not always have the support both of the members and the leadership of the orthodox community, offering fertile ground to the Muslim side in their effort to restrain them in Moamethanism. 

· The British authorities, for political reasons, apart from not encouraging the conversion of the Linovamvakoi tried with many ways to depress it. Bureaucracy was a significant obstacle.

· A big number of Linovamvakoi, as a consequence of the enlistments and the mixed marriages, and in general after living for so many years pretending to be Muslims, inclined to Islam.

· The uncertainty about the political future of Cyprus, and, mostly, the rumors of a return of the Ottomans were discouraging the Linovamvakoi to express freely their Christian faith.

The names of Saints in Turkish-Cypriot villages and other hints like the high number of churches and chapels in many other Turkish-Cypriot villages are not the only evidence. There are examples of entire communities, in which the Turkish-Cypriot inhabitants knew no other language but Greek. For instance, in the Louroujína community of the district of Nicosia, until 1930, the students of what was supposed to be Muslim school as well as their parents, they were speaking Greek and in case of difficulties or injuries they were evoking the Holy Virgin. In the classrooms, inscriptions in Greek were urging them not to use the Greek language. In the Turkish-Cypriot village Galinóporni in Karpasía were also speaking exclusively Greek. Today, in these villages, the younger Turkish-Cypriots know well both Turkish and Greek language. Yet, there are elders who can speak only Greek. It is remarkable, that in a Census some thousands of the inhabitants affirmed to have Islam as their religion and Greek as their mother tongue.

During the English rule, in many cases, the Church had helped many Linovamvakoi communities and individuals to convert to Christianity. In this context, the Church assist in the building of churches and schools. On the other hand, this effort was not extensive and continuous because of the already mentioned crisis in the Church of Cyprus.

Religious and other personalities of the Islamic community had been very active in keeping the Linovamvakoi in the muslim world, in which they were supposed to belong to. Mosques and schools were built in villages of Tylliría by the initiative of Evkaf and the assistance of wealthy Muslims.

Dr. Fedon Papadopoulos argues that considering the Ottoman period as Turkish rule was a mistake. There was no Turkey as we know it today. As stated in the evidence he quotes a minimum of Turkish-Cypriots derive from the geographic region of Turkey. He added that the Muslims who came in Cyprus during the Ottoman rule came from various Arabic countries like Syria. Gradually they were forced to accept the Turkish identity. Mr. Papadopoulos disagrees with the term Turkish-Cypriot too, since, he indicates, only a few of them have their origins in Turkey. He contends that a key part of their population was Crypto-Christians, Linovamvakoi. Since their majority is neither religious nor maintains the Islamic religious esteem, it is also difficult to call them Muslims of Cyprus. On the contrary many of them share a Christian religious esteem.

Villages of Saints and Turkish-Cypriots
In accordance with the 1960 Census of Cyprus, the island had 634 settlements (villages) from which 117 were purely Muslim (Turkish-Cypriot). Mr. Fedon Papadopoulos indicates that this fact doesn’t mean that those communities had always been Muslim. Quite the reverse, there are enough historical proofs that evince the Christian past of their overwhelming majority.

The names of Saints in purely Turkish-Cypriot villages are quite characteristic of the case. In Nicosia district, the villages Ágios Epiphánios Soléas, Ágios Theódoros Tyllirías, Ágios Ioánnis Selémani. In Limassol district, Ágios Thomás. In Ammochostos district Ágios Andrónikos (Topsu Kioyu), Ágios Efstáthios, Ágios Iákovos, Ágios Symeón, Ágios Haríton. In Paphos district, Ágios Geórgios, Ágios Ioánnis. Names of Saints are common in mixed villages as well, like the villages Agía Marína Skylloúras, Ágios Geórgios Léfkas and Ágios Sozómenos in Nicosia district, Ágios Andrónikos (in Karpasia), Agía Ánna and Ágios Theódoros in Larnaca district, Agía Varvára, Ágios Isídoros and Ágios Nikólaos in Paphos district, Agía Eiríni and Ágios Epíktitos in Kyrenia district.

Rauf Denktas comes from Ágios Epiphánios. The, for many years, leader of the Turkish-Cypriots originates from a village with a Saint’s name. We are talking about Ágios Epiphánios Soléas, where in an earlier inventory the overwhelming majority of the inhabitants appears to be Christians. In the next Census they are registered as Ottomans.
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