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Giorgi Sosiashvili
Abraham Valentine Williams Jackson and

his records on Georgia

From the point of view of thorough study of the different periods
of Georgian history, the reports of foreign travelers are of great
importance. The beginning of the XX century is the period, which
is characterized by special political and economic cataclysms over
the world, and Georgia was not an exception. The new century
made the centuries-old country face the challenges. Many foreign
sources about the mentioned period are revealed and studied. The
American researcher and traveler — Abraham Valentine Williams
Jackson- is believed to have valuable information. He traveled to
Iran and India via Caucasus region many times, and left interesting
records on Georgia in his book of impressions: “Persia Past and
Present” and “From Constantinople to the home of Omar
Khayyam”.

Abraham Valentine Williams Jackson was born in New-York in
1862. He was named after his grandfather, who was the former
Chairperson of the Board of Alderman in New York. Jackson
studied both in the private and public schools of New York. In 1879
he entered the Columbia College, which marked the beginning of a
long and productive academic career. He was one of the most

outstanding representatives of the Iranian Studies in the USA.
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Jackson almost never left the Colombia University, except for the
period, when he was travelling abroad.

Originally, Williams studied classical Humanities, and, at the
same time, he developed a lively interest in Comparative Philology.
He studied Anglo-Saxon, Persian and Sanskrit languages. Mr.
Edward Delavan Perry helped him to master the Sanskrit
languages. He began studying it at his final year in college, and it
was Perry, who inspired him to continue its studies in Master's in
1883, after receiving the Bachelor's degree. After mastering
Sanskrit, he began studying Avestan, taught by E. Washburn
Hopkins. In 1884, Abraham Valentine Williams Jackson was
awarded the Master's degree.

Due to successful research of the ancient manuscripts by Jackson,
Parsi, living in India, donated several most important manuscripts
on Zoroaster to Columbia University. A year later, as a result of
fruitful work on the mentioned manuscripts, Jackson received
Doctor of Humane Letters, and in 1886, the future traveler was
awarded Doctor of Philosophy. However, that was not the end of
his scientific degrees. Jackson continued his work in jurisprudence.
His research work in this sphere was successfully completed in
1904. He was awarded the honorary Doctor of Laws in Columbia
University.

In 1887, Jackson had been working as an instructor of Anglo-
Saxon and Indo-Iranian language at Columbia University for a year.

After a personal letter from the Harvard specialist of Sanskrit,
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Charles Rockwell Lanman to the President of Columbia (where he
asked to send Jackson to Germany) Williams moved to Halle,
Germany, for a year and a half in order to study Avestan and
Sanskrit languages intensely (under the supervision of Karl
Friedrich Geldner), Sanskrit and Prakrit under the supervision of
Richard Pischel and Anglo-Saxon with Edward Sievers. From 1891
to 1892, Jackson together with Geldner continued his work on
Anglo-Saxon languages in Berlin. It was Geldner whom Jackson
considered to be his guru and his friend. Jackson paid great
attention and valued much Iranian traditions, which is clearly seen
in the works “Zoroaster”, and also in the works, created during his
travelling “Persia Past and Present” and “From Constantinople to
the home of Omar Khayyam”.

In 1891, Jackson was appointed as Assistant Professor of English
at Columbia University. Later in 1895 he became a Professor and a
Head of the Department of Indo-Iranian Languages and Literature.
Eventually, Oriental studies of his teaching outweighed English
literature. Jackson became the Director of the American Oriental
Society and greatly contributed to the establishment of its
magazine. Besides the active public life, Jackson spent much time
on scientific research. He dedicated many proceedings to the study
of the ancient Persian religion. Among them are: Zoroaster, the
prophet of Ancient Iran, New York, 1898; Die iranische Religion,
in Grundriss II, pp. 612-708; The Religion of the Achaemenian

Kings: The Religion according to the Inscriptions, JAOS 21, 1900,
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pp- 160-184; The Ancient Persian Conception of Salvation
according to the Avesta, or Bible of Zoroaster, American Journal of
Theology, April-May 1913, pp. 195-205; Zoroastrian Studies: the
Iranian Religion and Various Monographs, New York, 1928, repr.
New York, 1965; The Location of Farnbag Fire, the Most Ancient of
the Zoroastrian Fires, JAOS 41, 1921, pp. 81-106. He also wrote “An
Avesta Grammar in Comparison with Sanskrit” Part I: Phonology,
Inflection, Word-Formation, Stuttgart, 1892; “Avesta Reader”, First
Series, Stuttgart, 1893; “Zoroaster, the prophet of Ancient Iran”
1899;

Besides the frequent scientific visits to Europe, Jackson was keen
on travelling. It was exactly the scientific curiosity and longing for
adventures that took him many times to Iran and India. The most
complicated trip was to Persia and Central Asia in 1903, an account
of which was given in the work “Persia Past and Present” (A Book
of Travel and Research, New York, 1906). This trip was followed by
two more trips in 1907 and 1910. These trips are described in the
work “From Constantinople to the home of Omar Khayyam”
(Travels in Transcaucasia and Northern Persia for Historic and
Literary Research, New York, 1911).

In the summer of 1931, Jackson was afflicted by some incurable
disease. In 1935, the researcher left his academic activity. The
honored scientist was awarded Professor Emeritus at Columbia
University. He died on August 8, 1937. The researcher could not

complete the book on Manicheism. Though he managed to publish
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some of the works: The Second Evocation: The Manichaean System
of Cosmogony, JRAS, Centenary supplement, 1924, pp. 137-155;
“The Doctrine of Metamorphosis in Manichaeism”, JAOS 45, 1925,
pp. 246-268; Researches in Manichaeism, with Special Reference to
the Turfan Fragments, New York, 1932;

Jackson's contemporaries characterize him as a sophisticated
intellectual, a demanding teacher, whose fair judgment was revered
throughout the Columbia University. His former student and later
the editor of the Columbia University magazine (Unfortunately, his
name is not mentioned in the biography — Giorgi Sosiashvili)
recalled an episode from the lecture that Jackson gave to his
students: “The old philologist was expected to tell something
interesting to a cross-section of Bachelor students, we could not
hide our astonishment when we discovered our Professor's face
looking of the caravan, shown in the slides”.

As we have already mentioned, valuable information about
Georgia is given in Abraham Valentine Williams Jackson's books:
“Persia Past and Present” and “From Constantinople to the home of
Omar Khayyam”. (In the first book, the first chapter is dedicated to
Thilisi — the capital of Georgia, one of the chapters of the second
book “from the Black Sea to the Caspian Sea” gives the information
on Western Georgia, particularly, the Black sea coast, a city of
Batumi and some information about Tbilisi).

The book “Persia Past and Present” was published in New York

in 1906. As it is written in the preface, the author had been
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working on the book for three years. He traveled to Iran in 1903,
but prior to this, he had been on a scientific trip in India and
Ceylon. The traveler writes: “It was at the end of January, 1903,
that I received leave of absence from Columbia University for half a
year to enable me to visit the Orient again”. Jackson was interested
in the ancient religion of Zoroaster and antiquarian things of Iran.
As the researcher notes, the book comprises both the traveler's
impressions and scientific research. His records are intended for
both the students and wide audience. Jackson had variety of sources
at his disposal, from which he took valuable information not only
about Iran, but about Asia on the whole. He names the sources he
used, while working on the book. Among them are Herodotus,
Arab writers and Ker Porter. In the preface to the book, Jackson
was grateful to Nicholas Murray Butler, the Columbia University
President, for supporting him in his scientific trip. His former
students assisted him in writing the book: Professor Louis Herbert
Gray, who worked in the Department of Indo-Iranian languages at
Columbia University, and also George Christian Otto Haas, Master
of the Humanities. We can also read about Abraham Valentine
Williams Jackson's itinerary in the preface. The American
researcher moved from New-York to Berlin, where he met his
teacher, Professor Karl Friedrich Geldner. From Berlin he went to
Saint Petersburg. He was assisted by his former student —
Montgomery Schuyler, Jr., who used to work as a secretary at the

US Embassy. Jackson continued his journey from Saint Petersburg
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to Moscow, where he stayed for a little while. It is noteworthy, that
Jackson had an official recommendation from Washington that was
the reason why he was so greatly honored everywhere. The
traveler went from Vladikavkaz to Moscow by train. Jackson
describes the Caucasus in a very interesting way: “I caught my first
sight of the giant barrier of the Caucasus towering against a cloudy
sky and frowning down on the white plain beneath. Its beetling
cliffs were bare of snow in places, and here and there a deep gorge
or ravine looked like the scar of some Titan wound upon its sullen
face. The lonely scene grew in impressive grandeur as the day wore
on. The old myth of Prometheus rose before my imagination. Far in
the distance I could picture the desolate vulture-peak, where the
demigod lay chained in fetters, because he had stolen fire from
heaven as a boon for men”.

The American researcher was specially attracted by the
Caucasus. He possessed the information about the ancient Colchis
and was much excited about the Greek myth on the Golden Fleece.
He writes: “The streams rushing from the mountains and the flocks
of sheep huddled together in the open places of the snow recalled
to my mind the story of Colchis and the Golden Fleece. I learned
en route that tradition tells how the shepherds of by-gone days
were wont to find grains of gold clinging to the new-shorn fleece,
when they lifted it from the stream, where it was washed, because

the mountain torrent had left a golden deposit amid the woolly
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strands. The legend of the rich reward seems not to be quite
forgotten.”

Jackson moved from Vladikavkaz to Baku, and from Baku, he
continued his journey to Tbilisi. He explained himself why he had
chosen such route: “Instead of proceeding thence across the
Caspian to Teheran, which would have been more convenient in
many ways, I decided to continue the journey to Tiflis in order to
enter Persia through Azarbaijan, the region which gave birth to
Zoroaster, as I believe”.

It took Jackson 14 hours to cover the distance from Baku to
Thilisi by train, and he arrived to Tbilisi when it was getting dark.
On his way to Tbilisi, he passed Elizabethpol, or Ganja. The name
was given to the town by the Russian government as soon as the
Russian Empire settled in the Caucasus. “The journey from Baku to
Tiflis by rail occupies about fourteen hours. A great part of the
route traverses the southern side of the Caucasus range along
whose northern base we coasted the day before. The scenery is less
magnificent, but the plain is rich, and the mountain range on the
south running parallel with its sister chain on the north, from the
Caspian to the Black Sea, looks higher because of its proximity to
the railway. The cattle visible on the plain were of the same general
character as the day before, but troop after troop of camels showed
that the East had been reached”.

In the Jackson's book “Persia Past and Present”, a separate

chapter is dedicated to Tbilisi. The American researcher stayed in
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the capital of Georgia for several days and left valuable information
about Tbilisi. He describes its appearance, tells us about its
foundation (his Georgian guide, Rostom, is likely to tell him about
it). Jackson also describes different nationalities, living in Tbilisi,
and pays a great attention on the Yezidi, who lived in the capital of
Georgia. Jackson thoroughly describes Tbilisi location. He speaks
about many sights. He was deeply attracted by the Caucasian
Museum.

Jackson traveled to the Caucasus for the second time in 1911.
The impressions from the mentioned journey are to be found in his
second book “From Constantinople to the home of Omar
Khayyam”, which was published in New York in 1911. As he notes,
the book gives “an account of the route from Constantinople, along
the shore of the Black Sea and the Caspian, across Northern Persia,
and into Russian Asia”. The Columbia University funded the travel
expenses to the FEast. That's why Jackson was so grateful to
Nicholas Murray Butler, President of the University.

During his travelling to the East, senior officials of Washington,
Teheran and Saint Petersburg assisted him and even provided with
necessary equipment. From New-York Jackson moved to Europe
and spent a day in Paris. From Paris he went to Constantinople,
where he stayed for several days. He thoroughly described the old
capital of Byzantine. Then he headed for the northern shore of the
Black Sea by a Russian steamer. He visited Yalta and Feodosia.

Next, he headed for Gagra. He writes that it is “a favorite seaside
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and health resort for the Russians”. From this place, he continues
his journey to Batumi, where he stayed for several days. From
Batumi, Jackson went to Tbilisi by train, and spent there only a
day. From Thilisi he traveled to Baku.

In the mentioned work, Georgia does not occupy an important
place, however, his records contain valuable information on both
the Black Sea coastal territory of Georgia and its capital city.

As we noted, the traveler mentions Gagra as a favorite health
resort of the Russians. He also mentions Poti and the scientist
seems to have rather broad information on the history of the town.
As he reported, Poti was a commercial port and played a great role
in the whole East, before Batumi replaced it. Jackson seems to have
read many sources about Caucasian historical caravan routes,
because he thoroughly speaks about it and pays attention on many
important details.

The researcher gives a rather complete description of Batumi in
the work. According to the researcher, it was in the interests of
Russia to develop Batumi and turn it into an important city port.
He gives a brief overview of its history and underlines the Treaty of
Berlin in 1878, under which Batumi was ceded to Russia. From his
point of view, it marks the beginning of the city development. The
researcher describes the city, its view and its population. According
to Jackson, it was inhabited by Russians, Armenians and Greeks,
who resided mostly in the eastern quarter of the town, and the

Muslim portion, Turks, Tatars, and Persians lived in its western
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quarter. This very dissimilarity of nationality and political views
caused constant riotous outbreaks. During one of these
disturbances, the American consul died there in 1909.

According to Jackson, petroleum pipeline was of great
importance for Batumi. The city port received oil by six hundred
miles of pipe line directly from Baku. The prospect of significant
investment existed in Batumi.

While speaking about the neighborhood of the city, he
mentioned a castle of Queen Tamar, which was half an hour drive
from Batumi, and the remains of numerous edifices, ascribed to her.
The traveler used antique sources, the works of modern authors
and the records of his predecessors while describing the country
and speaking about the origin of different people. He took photos
while travelling. While staying in Batumi, he took some photos and
they are included in the mentioned book. These photos revive the
life of one of the most major city ports of Georgia of the 10s of the
XX century.

As we already noted, Jackson went from Batumi to Tbilisi by rail
and remained one day in the capital of Georgia. He attached great
importance to the construction of the railroad. As the traveler
wrote “The journey, which took weeks in ancient time to
accomplish, is now easily covered in less than twenty-four hours
over the road of steel, which links the Black Sea and the Caspian.”

While staying in Thbilisi, the researcher looked around the bazaar

90



and funicular, and visited St. David s hill by the cable car. He also
revisited the Caucasian Museum.

We believe that the records of Abraham Valentine Williams
Jackson will enrich our view on the history of Georgia at the

beginning of the XX century with many interesting details.
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