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Michael Eristavi was the last ruler of Karalet. A complex and
multifaceted figure, he is presented here as a tragic historical
character who achieved much: he sought to improve the economic
conditions of his estates and the cultural life in the region through
introducing developments from Europe to his homeland. Had it
not been for Russia’s annexation of Georgia — and the repressions
that followed the loss of our independence — the 63-year-old lord
of Karalet would probably have lived longer and done far more
for his country, rather than being killed in 1924 — together with
his only son — on the day of his daughter Nino’s wedding to Ivane
Makashvili.

The village of Karalet, in the Gori district, lies on the Inner
Kartli plain. It is situated about eight kilometres north-west of
Gori. The historical site of Nacharmagevi — known as the “king’s
lodge” and described as an excellent hunting ground by the
Georgian scholar and historian Vakhushti Batonishvili — forms a
north-west part of Karalet. From the beginning of the eighteenth
century, and perhaps earlier, the Ksani Eristavis held estates and
serfs in Karalet. A document dated 1703 shows that the woodland
along the river belonged to the Ksani Eristavis above the
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Nakoshkari and Nepis Tskaro areas, whereas downstream it
belonged to the Tumanishvilis and the people of Gori.

The lords of the Ksani valley who lived here made an
important contribution to the development of Karalet, particularly
to its economy and culture. Among the village’s notable figures
was Michael “Misha” Eristavi, the last lord of Karalet. He was the
son of Revaz and Nino Eristavi. He was born in either 1861 or
1862, in the Eristavi family palace in Karalet. He received his
primary education at a private boarding school and later studied at
the Uman Agrotechnical School in central Ukraine, graduating
with a first-class certificate.

After completing his studies in 1884 and returning home,
Michael sought to apply his training and professional knowledge
to develop agriculture in Karalet. Through business connections
he established with various European countries, the young lord
was able to cultivate a range of fruit tree varieties and vines on his
estate lands. Michael Eristavi was the first to establish rootstock
of American grape varieties in the Gori region and also to
organise a seedling nursery. In Karalet, he cultivated both
Georgian and foreign table-grape varieties and built up a varied
collection of vine strains.

Michael Eristavi also laid the foundations for a major
pomological garden in Georgia. Over an area of fifteen hectares,
he planted all the introduced fruit tree varieties, importing
seedlings and planting material from different European countries
and thereby enriching Georgia’s fruit-growing traditions. In his
garden, rare rose varieties, lilacs, chrysanthemums, and dahlias all
came into bloom.

In Karalet, Michael Eristavi installed a water-powered grain
mill and oversaw the development of beekeeping; he kept bees in
both villages of Karalet and Ghvareb. He consulted leading
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specialists of his time to improve farming methods. He also took
great care with livestock and poultry, raising Swiss-breed cattle in
Karalet, with milk processed in Gori. He bred Tambov bacon pigs
and reared Bronze turkeys, Kholmogory geese, and several breeds
of chickens. Eristavi took part in numerous agricultural
exhibitions; for one of his entries, he won a gold medal at an
event organised by the Russian Public Society for Domestic
Husbandry in Gori on 9 May 1913, in recognition of his Bronze
turkey. His broad, productive work marked a new phase in
Georgian agriculture.

Beyond agriculture, Michael Eristavi was active in public
life. He served as the province’s secretary. Admired for his
kindness, the lord of Karalet —along with his benevolent, well-
cultivated family — enjoyed great esteem among the peasants of
Karalet. This favourable portrait of Michael Eristavi is supported
by accounts from contemporaries and by the archival materials,
museum exhibits, documents, and newspaper reports I gathered
during my research.

Michael’s wife, Elene, was a highly educated lady. She was
the daughter of Major General Ivane Saginashvili. The Eristavi
Palace in Karalet contained a substantial library with both
Georgian and foreign literature. Elene regularly updated the
collection and subscribed to new publications from abroad.
Members of the Georgian aristocracy of the period used the
library. In this way, the Eristavis helped establish a new cultural
centre in Karalet and Gori. Representatives of the Georgian elite —
writers, artists, and singers — regularly attended the salon evenings
held in this literary setting. Elene Saginashvili was a musician and
frequently performed works by Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven at
these gatherings. The magnificent Eristavi Palace, built on a hill
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in the centre of Karalet, was an artistic masterpiece in its own
right.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the village
suffered severe trials as revolutionary unrest spread across Kartli,
and Karalet became the epicentre of these events. In the final
years of his life, Michael came to believe that the roaming units of
the Red Army would bring nothing but harm to him and his
family while they remained in Karalet. The peasants stood by him
and protected their beloved lord as best they could. However,
Michael was forced to leave Karalet and take refuge with his
brother Shalva’s family in Odzisi, East Georgia. Bloodthirsty
executioners of the revolution pursued him and later brought him
back from Odzisi in his own carriage to carry out their sentence.
Michael’s son Revaz was only twenty years old and in his second
year at the Faculty of Agronomy; he accompanied his father. In
1924 near Kodistskaro, father and son were treacherously killed —
one more among the many unlawful executions that followed the
Georgian uprising led by Kakutsa Cholokashvili against Russian
annexation in 1921.

After the death of her husband and son, Elene Saginashvili
moved to Tbilisi with her daughters — Ekaterine, Nino, and
Rusudan Eristavi — to live with her sister, Barbara Saginashvili-
Makashvili.

It is said that Galaktion Tabidze dedicated his remarkable
poem, “Do you recall or not the days of Karalet...”, to the eldest
daughter of the Eristavis, Doctor of Biological Sciences Ekaterine
Eristavi. It is a tragedy that the magnificent palace of the Karalet
Eristavis is now dilapidated and in ruins. Restoring and
maintaining it, and preserving Michael Eristavi’s name, would be
a truly significant national task.
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