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As you must gather from some of the chapter headings, the report
deals with the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan——a curious, ill-
understood piece of real-estate that has, I have to admit right off
the git-go, claimed a chunk of my heart.

With no further ado, then, I submit to you:

Impressions of Azerbaijan: (or travels in trans-Turkiye)

Thomas Goltz is an ICWA fellow investigating the Turkic nations of
Central Asia, with an emphasis on those in the Soviet Union

Since 1925 the Institute of Current World Affairs (the Crane-Rogers Foundation) has provided long-term fellowships to
enable outstanding young adulis to live outside the United States and write about international areas and issues. Endowed
by the late Charles R. Crane, the Institute is also supported by contributions from like-minded individuals and foundations,



Ararat_and the Albans

I will spare the reader detailed descriptions of our casual hosts
or our travels and let it suffice to say that the former ranged across
the social and political spectrum while the latter ranged across the
breadth and depth of Nahcivan. Our first two spontaneous guides were a
pair of young family men, Asker and Mehmet, who worked in the local
government administration (we were the first Turks they had ever met
and they were determined to pleases); the second day was taken by
Hassan, the fanatically pro-Turkish 15 year old son ofauniversity
professor of archaeological history and current opposition Member of
Parliament Agha 8Beyidov (himself, incongrucusly, perhaps, a close pal
of Nahcivan native-son and erstwhile Azeri strong-man and CP Central
Committee member in the warnning days of Brezshnev, Haydar Aliev: we
tried to meet him but he was in Baku); the third day was spent with
Hassan's uncle, Zahit, a big-wig in the municipal government and some
sort of shop-keeper along with his drunken pal (and opposition MP)
Abdullah, and the fourth and final day with Zakir, a former student of
archeology (by coincidence under Hassan's father) who now ran one of
the few private ("Cooperative'") restauwrants in Nahcivan and who
pretended to be an expert in the proto-Azeri "Albans'.

With Melmet and Asker, we toured the town and checked out its
scanby monuments, the most impressive of which was the 12th cenbury
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It was so covered with scaffolding that 1 did not bother to take a
picture. After tea and anti-commie and pro-Turkish conversatiorn we ate
dinner with them at a private Kebab joint; their wives could not join
us due to "local custom'. With Hassan and a friendly cab driver, we
visited the north-central sector of Nahcivan, dropping in on the
'‘Union—famous' mineral water factory at Badamli ("kottles are sold in
Moscow pharmacies", we were assured) where we discovered the factory
wvas closed because of a lack of Baku-supplied bottle caps. The
Armenian blockade had teeth., From there wve proceded to the Lown of
Shahbuz (site of an entrepreneurial tea-shop owner who bhrewed 32
different types of hand-picked herbal teas) and then to a series of
villages beyond, one, Cholonli, was graced by a new mosgque constructed
two years ago and paid for by local subscription to the tune of 34,000
roukles (in addition to gorvey manpower and donated materials)--a
hefty sum for local folks. A children's how-to-pray chart and =
picture of Imam Khomeini graced the walls, the latbter declaring, in a
Cyrillic inscription, that "Ignrorance is over, Islam has arrived".

With Zahit and his inebriated pal Abdullah, we traveled vestward to
the town of Karabaghlar, the site of a 13th century, late-8eljuk-style
mosgue and medrese complex under wvhat appeared to be perpstual
restoration, and from thence via the dunp-town of Bhakhrur to the
Nahcivan-Turco-Armenian border briangle. Here, wunder the northern
shadow of Mount Ararat, we viewsad the road-worl-in-progress of the
Nahcivan—Igdir highway and ate one of the most dslicious watermelons
ever growrn by God--a reminder that the fecund Araxes valley i1z a
vertitable hot~house for fruib and vegertables, and had thus been
coveted by all who have passed this way. (On the Turkish side of the
frontier at Igdir they grow oranges and other citrus fruit, all fed by
the immediate run-off of Ararat!)

Our last excursion was with Zakir the archaeologist who led us to
several cbscure "Alban" sites in the east-central sector, including an
impressive church at the Lbown of Saltakh (Abrakunus in Russian) which
was currently used as a granary and then a second church converted
into a moscue at the village of Fhanasa on the far sides of “8Bnake
Mountain"~-the curiously perpendicular maszif that dominates thak
fertile Nahcivan plain and that reminded me of nothing so much as
Devil's Tower in Wyoming; a cleft in the sunmit was =said to be the
result of the bottom of Noah's scrapping submerged land here before
landing atop Ararat, 200 kilometers to the West...

Along the way and vhen not in bow of ocur four primary guides,
others led us to the famous waterfall inside Nahoivan town (a few warm
drops of water semerging from a mossy rock-face), the local musesum
{rothing special save for the tantalizing and repeated references to
the mysherious proto-Azeri "Alban culture" and the singular inability
of the guide\guardians bto explain anything about anything), a couple
of pleasant oubtdoor tea shops (weak tea) and then a couple of all-hoy
bars: one was in a a8 swveaty, half-restored hamam, or Turkish bath,
right across from our hotel and the other a video-cafe featuring
excruciatingly bleoody Kung-fu flicks and spiked "cocktails", both
designed to please the commercial crowd from Iran. :

Of all owur meanderings, the most interesting part was our tentative
and all-too-guick guest bo find oub about the "Albans". For they
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appear bo be a recent, Azeri nationalist discovery suspiciously like
the Turkish claim that the Hittites were, in fact, probo-Turks.

Sadly, I didn't have time bo run down much more information on the
group thian that a\qulred in casual conversabion and cross-examination,
but the essence of the newly-discovered probo-Azeris would appear to
be this: a Tarkic people, possibly in the guise of Boythians, arrived
in the soubhern Caucusuz during the grey midst of time and foundsd a
previously unknown state of fire-worshipping Sorcastrians vho laber
embraced Christianiby, distinguishing themselves from the neighbor ing
Armenians by disdaining the ornamental use of the Swastika and
Maltese-type cross on their sacral architecture although their
churches resenkle those of the Armenians and Georgians in nearly every
obher respect.

Indeed, this ssems to be the greatest scholarly obstacle in pin-
pointing their separate identity: although Alban inscriptions were
kept in an Armenian-style scoript, Zakir and others insisted that the
Albans wvere not, could not be Armenian. Either the inscriptions had
ot been branslated properly, or, in case of the central church in
Nahcivan (now besen converted into a muscle-building and boxing
gymnasium) they were spurious addibions ebched inbo stone long after
the fact by the ever-mendacious Armenians in order to erase all memory
of the Alban

In esszence, the Azeri scholarly argument over the Albans can be
summed g this: we, the Azeris, belong right here, wvhere we ar
becauze we wers here long before that wandering clan of thieves dnd
liars, the darlings of the West, the Armeniasns, arrived to skeal our
native heritage.

Who krows? Maybs it is true.

But it appeared to me to be one of the more obbuse and disingenuous
efforts aimed at revriting (and iradicating) history to please one's
gelf--a scholarly technique I am plenty familiar with thanks bo my
long years in Turkey.

8till, it served bo underline in bold the irrational hatred and
diztrust held by mosbt Azeris against the Armenians {and, no doubt,
VioE-versal.

The next stop along the way would put this bold wderlining inbo
highlighted italics.

xf[(

Gendjl and the Cruize Mobile

Aided by our parliamentary conbach we had no problems acguiring
tickets aboard Aesroflot back teo Baku, and for the sinful price of 46
Roubles ($1.50) sach. The cab fair from the airport bo Eazim's abode
in Mashtaga cost as much as one of the flights,

We were greeted by the Kazim Bey household as friends returned fron
the dead. Everyons was sure the train would have been fired on, and
whern they hadn't heard a wvord for two, then three then four days?--
w&ll one simply had to assume the worst. They had spent days waibing
by t phone. ..

ThP ?elephwnes didn't work, we sxplained, and anyway, you don't
have one..

Of course! Why didn't we think of that?

But we had nev swrprises in store for ow hosts.
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While in Nahcivan, we had learned that we had inadvertently entered
zerbaljan during the Shiite passion month (lunar) of Mubarram, and
that we were fast approaching the pinnacle of suffering and abonsnent-
-the Ashura, or 10th of the month: the day that the Ipam Hussein, son
of Ali, grandson of the Prophet Muhsmmad (Peace and Blessing Be Upon
Him!) was pnurdercously cut down along with his 77 follovers on the
field of Karbala by the wicked Umayyvad general (and labesr Caliph)
Yezid in the mid 7th century, an occasion renembered and relived by
Shiites the world over in displays of passion ranging from incessant
weeping to whacking one's head open with an axe.

We had imitially planned to depart for Tashkent on the fouwrth or
fifth of the lunar month, but the prospect of witnessing the Ashura in
Azerbaljan was too beppbing to pass up and 30 we informed our hosts
that we were delaying our departure by a wesk, And, rather than burden
them with our presence for the duration of owur sxtra stay, we thoughtb
we might just slip off up north for a day or two, and then retun to
Baku for the 10th.

"Road trip!" Nazila Hanim fairly squesled.

"Whadya mean, woman?" her hushband, Kazim the Merchant mubtere

MHell, you were planning on buying those five tons of cheese in
Sheki, weren't you?" replied Nazila, taking conbrol, "We'll just coms
along and go visit the tomb of Imam Zade oubtside Genci (Gendji) and
visit with the Jones..."

If this wasn't exactly the content of the conversation, it was ths
tone: for within minutes of owr amouncement of our vague plans to go
North, Mazila amnounced thab very firm plans were in hand! Kazim's
business trip would be doubled with ows or can led (it was) and
that we would travel as a wunit bo bhe second largest ciby in
Azerbaijan, Genci, outside of which was the tomb of one of Imam
Hussein's son--a cenber of pllgrimage throughout the ysar and now,
with the approach of the Ashura, a8 major destination for the plous
from near and far.

Aocordingly, and joined by Kalwaman as a fifth psrson in the car,
et of f at 0500 the next morning in one of Kazim's fouwr vehicles—-
ari egg—ah&ll blue, 1989 Volga sedan without a scratch on ib.

I called it the cruise-mobile.

ol
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"Wee!" cried Nazila Hanim from the back ssab as we set off through
the cil-platform forest, "I haven't been out of Baku in a decadet”
"Hmmph, " replied Kazim Bey and pushed the pedal to the floor.

I wish a Volga had more guts and that we Pould ve gobbten through
the land of desolation quicker, for he firsth bwo howrs of our seven
hour cruise were tedious and depressing. Following the oil-region we
erntered inbo an equally austere and depressing landscape of low,
rolling and denuded hills and plains devold of human or animal life.

srid then we started having car problems; specifically, flats.

Our first happened about 100 kilometers oub of Baku. Happily, a
local Kolkoz (ecollective farm) also happened to run a tire repalr shop
on the reoad, and we were soon moving again. Bub I had taken the
opporbuniby bo check out the other tires, and they were all bald. It
seemed so unlike Kezim Bek to try and save money on rabber, and I
brought. the matber up.
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"Why do you think the other Volga is sitbing on blocks? he asked
rhetorically, "It is easier to get a car here than new bires."

The secornd blowv-out happerned on a rocky mountain road leading to
Karabagh, when it was discovered the first repair (now the spare) was
shoddy and leaked; a third flat only threatened to happen on our
seven howr night trip back to Baku, although the prospect of having
guch seemed more than likely: we were rolling down pot-holed roads on
four baldies with two useless spares in the trunk, one with a smile
across the wvhite-wall and the other wearing wide, double hongues vhere
the rubbsr had pealed loose. And aside from the one FKolkoz tire repair
shop, I had not nobticed another for the duration of the 500 nile trip.

Nor were there many of the other familiar sights and blights of the
open road. There were no billboards, no traffic signs, no services
stations—-nothing, save for an extraordinary number of electrical and
commanication poles lining the highway and the rather surreal sight of
50~odd parachubist troopers gliding through the sky on a practics
commando operation.

Now, we hardly expected to find Taco Bell or the Golden Arches
inviting us to take a break, but the signal dearth of any sort of
enterprise wvas truly astounding. I guess I have subssquently grown
used te the lack any visual reminders of commerce, to the point where
g highway with no billboards ssews wholly normal, so I think it best
to riote the first impressions now before I have grown totally culture
blind.

Thern, hungry and thirsty and nesding a break, we finally sspied a
two story shack with a couple of tables and chaive in front of it and
pulled over for a look-sees. It was indeed an "inn" of sorts, but there
was no food and so we vere obliged to supply our own picnic from the
trunk. The Gasthaus personnel were good enough bto provide glasses for
our own thermos tea. Sated, kind of, we jumped back in the cruise
mobile bo down-shift our way through 3 series of mountain cubt-bachks
before oresting a slope overlooking the fecund Aghsu Valley and
descending into the flats tovard Genci.

* K ¥

To be perfectly honesh, Cenci wasn't a very impressive place.
Dominated by a huge aluminium plant wvhose pollutants had killed meost
plant life in the vicinity, the place felt of too many five ysar plans
and production quotas. It also felt like a garrison town, which it
was: the strests yerse full of knots of young men in khaki uniforms,
vhiling away their time before being called on to pub oub the next
cutbrealk of Azeri-Armenian violence or to march into near-by Georgia
from the South, if evernts in that bresk-away republic got out of hand.

Archibecturally speaking, Genci was a bore. Aside from a late 19th
century, red-brick mosgue downtown attended mainly by older Azeri men
arnd a same-pericd (same srchitect?), red-brick orthodox Eussian church
attended mainly by elderly Russian ladies, the most interesting
sbructure in town was a three storey privabe dwelling made of or at
least enbellished by hundreds of ordinary bottles set in cement,
lending the residence a sort of ginger-bread effect. Elsevhere, the
sight of so many Coca Cola bottles used in this manner would invite
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the assumpbion that the owner was a total hick--kind of like placing a
bed of plastic flowers in front of youwr house bscause you couldn't
afford the initial expense to plant real ones. But within the contex
of the Soviet Umion, the use of the bottles in this manner was an
extbraordinary extravagance because in most of the USSR you carnot get
the local equivalent of a soft-drink or even qnda water without having
first deliveraed the same-sized bottle back to the store. Psople steal
and sell emphby bottles. And here, the owner was guite literally
flaunting his wealth by announcing that he chose Lo use his smphy
bottles as part of the facade of his house! In the old days, this sort
of bourgeoisie indulgence might have called for s Gulag...

Even the object of ow visit, the tomb of Inam Zade, was a
disappointment. The purbe complex waz about 10 kilomesters out of town
in a mixed pre- and post-Revolution cemetery, but sven that lacked the
sort of Jungle of inscribed tombs one comes to expect from a Muslim
graveyard of significance. Most of the deceased yere honored by nearly
kitschy headstones with their swviveor's idea of their favorits
portrait lithographed (I believe that is the technique) inteo the
sthone, wunderneath which stood the date of birth and death and then the
individual's particulars, written in Cyrillic. The most imaginabive of
these graves gave visual expression to the cause of death--car
accidentsz, a plane crash, ebo~buk even these peculiaritises [ found
tame with some of the other theme-graves I have seen.

And we had arrived two days Pally the thin trail of pilyrims bo
the =ite, we were told, wnulﬂ swell to 40 or 50,000 on the 10th of
Muharram, or Ashura, bub at the time of our visit thers wvere only a
couple of folks circunambulatige the tombh and pinning coins to a
"wizhing stone" in back of the complex

After ow tow of Imam Zade we returned bo ow digs of the night:
the nevly acquired suburban abode of Kazim Bey's cld pal Rauh1J Bey,
vho just happened to bhe the equivalent of the chief of police for
Gencl and environs (and the landlord of young Kahraman wvhen the lad
was doing his military service),

I think it fairest bto mainbtain my first impressions of Bashit:
suddenly, the door to the garden was thrown open by an wdderling and
in sbrode a broad man with quick eyes and a steady hand who saw
strangers in his house but instantly determined that friends, too,
vere here. 8till wary, he approachsed me.

"Hello,! he said, still not extending his hand bubt keeping it on
his revolver.

"Sir," I began, "We thank you for your hospitality."

"It has not yet begun."

"If this is the extenb, we are overwvhslmed.!

"You are welcome.”

"It gub-does anything done for guests in Turkey."

"Turkey¥ !

It is not bto difficult to determine what happensd next.

The Turks had arrived, and out-rolled the welcome mat. Nov accepted
as his guests, there was only one thing to do:

Eat unto gluttony and drink into oblivion.

Tt all started casuvally enough with the usual preparation of the
barbecus and diverse salads, but Rashit had brought with him a double,
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special btreat: his totally alcoholic brother (vho I had initially and
erronecusly assumed to be Kazim's contact and our host) and =
seemingly hottomless guantity of extremely potent mulberry spirits—-a
180 proof brew that had the taste and elevating experience of the
infamous Chinese vhiskey, Mau-Tay.

Bottoms-up vodka drinking was kids' stuff compared to this, and
after two of the devils, I forswore anymores,

But not owr host and his brother. And with each shobt of the
lighter-fluid liguid, the more loguaciocus Rashit Bey becane.

"Here we are, here! My home! Breaking bread! We say that anyone who
breaks bread and =abs and drinks together must forsver be friends!
Forever! Hoop! Me, you, Kazim, Kahraman~-te's my son! Stayed with us
for two years! Family, allt!®

[ wor't even bother to try and render his brother's moanings into
speech; the sad man, perhaps 55 years old, vas obese in all the wrong
areas from eating all fat and no lean and drinking like the proverbial
fish., I gave him another five years before the first heart attack, if
a =second car wreck DWI didn't bag him First.

Arid as his brother sank inbo oblivion, Bashit took control of the
mulberry bottle and lectured long and liguid over s variety of
subjects: ebernal friendship as the meaning of life, his commitment to
the integrity of the communist system by stopping coriminals and
profiteers from abusing the fruits of 70 yesars work (sitting in a
house with a garden and a fine car oubside and in the presence of the
master black-marketeer kKazim Bey, this was a little hard to take, but
I was a guest and let it pass) and his deep and profound and
abiding love of all things Turkish.

Then finally, with one last long gulp off the mulberry truth-juice,
Rashit turned to the subject he really wanted to talk aboub:

The Armenians,

"Why didn't you do anybhing?" he demanded oub of the blue.

"What do you mean, do nothing--when, where, why?™"

"You know perfectly well what I am talking abous.®

"I am clueless.”

"My boys! My men! Four of them, shot liks dogs by the bastards! And
vith weapons supplied during their God-deserved earthguake! We
krow. . "

"But. I don't. "

"You'll see bomorrow...we'll show you! They'll never be back,
evear...and I managed to get this sauce oub of their cellars. Hoop! Une
more for the memnory of my men..." —

Rashit, it appeared, in addition to his duties enforcing 85
districts in Genci, was also responsible for Chaykent, a lovely town
of perhaps 1,000 homes in the Azeri highlands on the way to Gokgol,
"sky lake," one of several crater/earthquake lakes favored by the
Benci week-end crowd which was found just above a series of Young
Pioneer summer camps seb up in the mountains for commie kids to romp
about in the semi-wilds like a0 many boy-scouts.

Chaykent also happened bo be one of three, exclusively Armenian
sethlements outside the explosive Karabagh district and the last to
remain in Azerbaijan following the deportation of all Azeris from
Armenia in 1889 and the resultant expulsion of Armenians living in
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Azerbaljan in 18990. But up until April, 1891, a few dozens Armenian
families (or at least their men-folk) had managed to hold on to their
homes in Chaykent, forming the last Armenian enclave in Azerbailjan
(zave for Karabagh) and less than an hour from Genci's city limits.

It had b=en Rashit's job to get them ocub.

Arid in the course of doing his duty, fouwr of his men had died.

Ard thelr memory obsessed him.

The full story of the battle for Chaykent was never told us, for
Rashit remained singularly drunk the entire time we wvere in the area
and in his few monments of semi-coherence he tried to lead the
conversation back to happier topics--like the eternal friendship born
of breaking bread and the fact that we were brothers because we had
broken bread the night before and that I had to take him up on his
offer of a two wesek drunk and fishing trip in the mnountains,

I think one week-end with Rashit was enough.

B8till, I believe I should be glad for having the chance to hang ouh
with 3 major in the militiaman who was so thickly in cohoobs with the
economic bad guys (my esteem for Kazim Bey undiminished by this
cribigue) and so thoroughly commitbed bo driving the devilish
Armenians away, foresver.

No, I don't regret a moment! Eashit was a rasty, nasbty, corrupt and
hypocritical lying son of a bitch, but presented another real, if
rough, portrait of Bovieb Azerbaljan, and one that no voyewr would
think of denying himself.

Bub it was a little hard to take at times, especially when the
subject bturned to religion, or specifically to the self-flagellation
performed by Bhiikte penitents——a brick now being baught the yvouth of
Azerbaijan by imported Iranian clerics.

Rashit thought this was an excellent idea, and pouring himself
another shot of mulberry fire, proceeded to tell me why:

"It beaches them to fear God," Rashit sluwrred, "Me? I cannot heat

sori, and he is a louse, a louse! No school, nothing--lazy! Decided
eat and drink away the little wealth I have managed to pub aside.

Laet the mullahs teach him fear and repentance! Let then come all the

wvay from Teheran..."

Rashit also confessed that religion had recently touched his heart:
he would, we swore, refrain from drink for the first three days
following the Ashura oub of respect for bthe martyr Hussein.

Land of contradictbions!

There were even more Lo cone.

o B
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dzeri Refugees and Armenian_ Homes

I woke hard the following morning, my head throbbing after a mere
two snorks of the mulberry misery (and a fevw mores of standard vodka, I
have to admit),

But Rashit Bey was slready long gone for his day's duties in
Chaykent, and we learned that wve vere due to collect him thers on our
way bo a mounbain picnic on the shores of the recently re-opened
Gokgol crater lake, and so we proceseded hithsr.

The climb awvay from the city in the plains was, as they say,
picburesgue.
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Soon, we had left the flats and wheat fields behind and were
motoring up a series of wvoodad cut-backs toward Chaykent and the Young
Pioneer Camps above. Local ladies, quick bto realize vhat a visiting
families and the tourist crowd needed, had set up stone-hearth bread
ovens at regular intervals, flogging their delicious, home-made pide-
style loaves to all passersby. Other picnic-style accoutrenernts were
also readily at hand for those who had left home without the proper
makings: luscious tomatoes, piles of cucumbers, hunks of rav meat
ready for spitting, and then, inevibably, liters and liters of 8toli's
lesser cousin, Russkaya Vodka...

It might have been the 8hiite holy month of atonement, bub Lthe vast
majority of Azeri Muslims intended to enjoy this summer veekend like
they did every weekday night: dead drunk.

Finally, after passing a series of =six or seven Young Pioneer Camps
we approached bhe upper reaches of Chaykent, a garden town straggling
along a bakbling river cutting several hundred meters balow us.

Steep alpine-style roof tops punched through the canopy of grape
arbors; a hundred or two or threes or five hundred balconies looked
unabashedly out at the sun; raspberry bushes as tall as a man stood
ready to be picked; apple trees swvayed under the weight of their bows,
and a babbling brocok one was tenphed Lo drink from ran through all.

What is it about the esstern Christians? Whether Armenian, Greek or
Nestorian, the buggers alwayvs manage to find the most pleasant,
beautiful up-land valleys to plant their villages, towns and even
citles, while the Muslims occupy the dreary flats below.

Arid vebt, or perhaps because of the beauty of the place, I was
filled with an overvheluing sense of sadness as I got out of the car
to stroll down-hill through the ruins of the town~-for only upon
closer inspection did the signs of a bathtle reveal themsslves.

Something awful and tragic had ccowred here, and recently.

Admittedly, I don't have all the facts, but I have encugh to make
me uncomfortable!

The Azeris in Baku, Nahcivan and Genci all maintained that they
wvere the wnsuspecting victims of an Armenian revenge that was really
directed against Ottoman Turkey for the alleged gernocide of 1915%; that
one fine day the Armenian leadership in its wvisdom demsnded that
Karabagh be ceded from Azerbaijan and included in Armenian, thus
creating yet another bizarre territorial anomaly in the already
anomalous USSR, ..And when the Azeris declined the Armenians responded
by expelling all bthe 200,000 Azeris in their midst, Not woreasonably,
this resulted in a deep-felt 8chadenfreuds among the refugees when
Armenia was sbruck by the great Leninikan earthoguake in Decsmber 1989,
Just days after the last of the Azeris left.

God's Wrath! Hell's Bells!

But Hell's Bells also appeared to be God-send to the Armenians, for
it provided them with a means of importing vast amounts of weapons
from akroad, and all delivered under the guise of aid during the
sarthguake relief effort. Those same veapons vere now being
infiltrated into Karabagh {(and Chaykent) in order to drive even nore
Azeris from their homes...

Such was the Azeri Grand Conspiracy theory.
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But did the srstvhile residents of Chaykent really represent a sort
of Armenian fifth column, poised and ready to taks over the eastern
approaches to Karabagh? Wers they really supplied by helicopter from
Armenia itself in order to hold oub against the lsgitimate authorities
of the land--the Azeri police? Wers they really terrorist bandits, or
merely half-lettered saps sucked up in the stupid nationalistic game
played by their own, sthnic leadership?

Where doss it start, where does it end?

When does a man or woman or boy or girl finally =say No, I won't go,
I won't mimply abandon my life and house and that of my father and
mother and forefathers because somsone else has said it must be so,
and when does a man issue the other response and say No, I wori't kill
then simply because they are not us; they, too, have their righbs...

The site of the lovely, well-kept and deserted town raised too many
questions without snough information to give any concrebe answers, bub
left me with one overvhelning, if irncredibly obvious and even trite
feeling: that sven at this late date of 1991, irrational nationalism
iz the major and most dangerous factor in much of the world, and that
one can anbicipate bloody pogroms in the nesar fubure, all pitting then
against us.

And it doesn't hake a crystal ball to be able to anticipate the
nexh round: it seens perfectly logical that the most extreme Armenians
will be exactly those disposed individuals from places like Chaykenb--
arid not the politicians back in Erivan who started the nonsense in the
first place.

Sourd like a two-sided Palestine?

And what the refugse Azeris vho had moved into Chaykenh?

As I moved around town I stopped and chatted and determined that
they were a prebby pathetic group! Dave and Joe and Jane and Nancy,
really--just—plain folks vho had been swvept up in events beyond their
understanding and conbrol, driven from their houses and forasd over
mountain passes at gun point in the middle of winter--the familiar
litany of rape and pillage and desperation and horror associated with
refugess everywvhere, save for one point:

In the syss of bthe world they were Bhiite Turkish fundamentalist
terrorist bad-guvs who somehow deserved ib,

Me, I just saw a bunch of poor ducks trying to find refugss in a
decoy patch, wondering where the fire was coming from.

* % %

Following owr tour of the town we proceeded Lo drive up mounbtain
via a salmon spawning hatchery (Casplan salmon? I had not heard of it
beafore, but they svore it was brue) inbo a national forest with
multiple but ineffective trafiic barriers to Gokgol {'8ky Lake'), A
rock above the lake wvaz evidently a favorite Kodak point, given the
line of folks in back of us waiting to smile at the lens and take a
collection number for the prints.

From Gokgol, we proceeded higher in the mountains along an all-too
public stream; a barbegue seemed Lo be burning behind severy tres.

?
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But Rashit had a special place in mind and demanded we carry on
despite our groving hunger and the wanning day: we still had a seven
hour drive back to Baku ho complete that night., Then we gob our second
flat and were obliged to abandon the car in favor of a guickly
requisitioned police landrover and continued the climb in tandem with
Rashit's Niva four-vheeler over a ridiculously rutted road allegedly
leading to a natural minsral spring beyond the timber line. But after
a half an hour of misery I pulled guest-weight and stopped the
caravan, Jdemanding that the BB commence immediately and exactly vwhere
we had stopped.

There isn't much more to be say: the revolt met with the approval

everyone but our host, so Rashit directed his driver and hiz son to
conbinue up the goab-path and collect several gallons of the prized
waber {(they did so, returning in an hour with a fluid that tasted like
bottled mineral waber left oub overnight) while his brother pub
together the bonfire for the BBQ, using his breath as a {ire starter.
Rashit and I, meanvhile, set up a paper and btwlig bargst for a libtle
pre-lunch pistol practice; sadly and smbarrassing for Rashit, 1t was
discovered that he had left the amo clip in the cop car, leaving the
great police major effectively unarmed...

Finally, lunch was served. Again the cheers and toasts and promises
of esternal and undying friendship upon having broken bread; again the
surfeit of ill-seasoned, scorch-cooked flesh; again the slide of owr
hosts into the sort of bar-room banter that is only amusing 1f you are
as pickled as your interlocubors are; again, the familiar question:
what the hell am I doing here, listening tc this crap?

The answer, though, was ornly a stroll back down the boulder-clogged
road away, which provided the necessary distance for reflection;

We were in Soviet Azsrbailjan, being enbtertained by a drunken,
killer cop with radical Bhiite tendencies (or at least apologies) and
within spitbing distance of Karahagh and Armenia.

Tell me:

What more could a boy ask for?

One thirng:

To participabe, or at least closely cbserve, the culminabtion of 70
vears of repressed Shiite passion as represented in the irst,
Glasrosb—approved celebration of Imam Hussein's martyrdom on the 10th
of Muharram in the Azerbaijan capital of Baku.

It was an event, I think, well worth waiting for.

Among_the Mullahs on Muharram

The reader has read my succinct explanations of the origins of
Shiism in other chaphers. 8till, for those of light memory or for
those who have, amazingly, proceeded so far through this missive
withoub a clus aboub vhat a Shiite is, lek me provide the following
general information:

The Shiiah are the emotional descendants of those early Muslinms who
felt that Ali, the first follower, son-in-law and cousin of the
Prophet Muhammad, should have been given the knod to lead the Muslim
community after the Prophet's death in 632 by dint of his, Ali's,
family connections.
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In the event, three other close associabes of the Prophet--but not
Caliphate) first, and Ali had to wait in line before becoming the
fourth and last of the so-called Pious Caliphs. Because upon his
mader in a mosgue, the guestion of succession wvas reopened again, but
with dire results: the majority of the Muslims went along with
succession of the strong-man of Damascus, Muawiya, while a dedicabed
ninority embraced the cause of Ali's son Hussein, grandson of the
Prophet. The former was then slaughtered by the lathter on the field of
Karbala while on his way to set up a rival capital at Kufa in today's
soubhern Irag.

In practical terms vhat this did was to split the early Muslips
into two distinct groups--Suwnites (adherents of the 'demccoratic!'
principle of consensus within the community) and 8hiites (the
partisans of the ‘royal' family of Muhammad). Throughoub the
cenburies, bthough, there has been plenty of overlapping of 'royal
family' and the SBunnites~-to the point where today even such leaders
of the Arab world as Iraq's Baddam Hussein (al-Tiktriti), Jordan's
King Hussein and Morroco's King Hassan all claim direct descent from
the Prophet, yet remain mainstresm 'S8unni' politicians. The irony is
that the Shiiah, at least today, tend to be found among rnon-drab
Muslims, like the Ireanians, Pakistanis and, apropos this epic, the
(Azeri) Turks.

#* % #

Kazim Bey and I had just finished a second bobttle of vodka and were
wvatching a near—naked Turkish flick on the video when his two sons
burst into the room.

"Nad," said Kazim Bey's 14 year-old son named Turan, but wvhose
folks called him Turgut in honor of the Turkish President, Mister
Ozal, "You should have seen me! Whack Whack! 1 managed to get the
chains to hit my pelvis! Mom," continued junior, "how about a
massage?"

Kazim Bey looked on with pride at his first born son, and sniled,

"Grandad used to take a sword and crack his shull until it drew
blood on Ashura,”" he warmly related to Turan/Turgut while pouring me
another shot, "Then he'd strap a loaf of bread to the cut and go to
bed, waking up ble next morning with no headachs or nothin'."

"Daddy,"” said Turan/Turgut, "I want to go to Iran when I grow up
and become a mullah."

“Great," said Kazim, stroking the boy's head.

"Me too," said 12 year-old Rashan, Kazim's second son.

"One is enough,' cautioned Kazim.

"Aww, dad..." moansd Rashan.

"I -get~to~go~to-Iran, I-get-to-go-to-Iran,’
a sing-song, merri-go-round voice.

Young Rashan was only mollified when I invited him to feed the
paper into my compuber's prinber.

The two lads, I learned, had just returned from their nightly
catechism—~lessons held in a local mosgue-cum-fachbory-cum-mosque

' chanted Turan/Turgut in
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designed to inculcate them with the faith of their forefathers, Shiite
Islam, and taught by a recently ilmported divine from Tabriz.

"Everyvone is sending their kids,” Kazim explained a litkle
defensively vhen I asked him ahout the Persia language lessons and
Quran memorization classes hlb fwo lads attended svery night of the
week from nine wuntil eleven, "wa've been without religion so long
wve've forgotten what it is all about,"

He sesmed pretty confortable with this attitude during our initial
stay at his house, bubt by the third day of Muharram, even Kazim was
slightly taken abaclk by a rev turn in eventsz: the kids were not
reburning witil 1:00 AM, and with welbs on their backs. Nazila Hanim
didn't like it one bit, either) yvoung Twan/Turgut was increasingly
talking about going bo Iran to study, and had even suggested that she
put on more appiopriate clothing in his delicate preﬁ%nwe than the
sleeveless dresses she was accustomed to! his beacher had said that
womeni should be covered, head to foob.

Its bime to take a look-ses at just whabt the heck i1s going on here,
I said to nyself, and made arrangenents to 'towr' the local religious
establ ishments of Mashbaga.

None were particularly beaubiful or awe-inspiring; most wvere early
20th centwry constructions which had been closed down or even
destroyed by 8talin, bub which had now baken on a second life under
Gorby's Glasnost.

"Sae that minaret?" asked Kazim's brother Farid, a house painter by
profession, "I chipped in 100 Reubleu when the iman passed the hat to
rebuild it last year. It was torn down in the 1930s, bub now its back
up, bthank God!"

We had been bouring the neighborhood and looking for a Y"hypical
mosgue for me ho pak@ my head in tbo and finally selected the Mashbaga
Jammi, or the town's Friday mosgue. It wvas after nine o'clo Pk at
night,, and the nlxtP day of Muharram, and word had started to pass
around that the mosgue was the place to be after dark.

AL nine there had heen perhaps 200 devotees; by ten they were twice
that, and by eleven they numbersd over 1000. They vere young and old
arnd in between, many with the sort of moustaches and beards usually
assocliated with pious Islamic practice, bub many others looking
exactly like cab drivers and waiters and house painters, 8till others
looked like merchants like Kazim, mid-level bureaucrats like Bhamir
and students like Kahramasn. Many wore the black shirts and pants of
Shiite mowning during the month of atonement; those who did not wore
black arm bands distributed by the moscque for temporary use. All had
found their way bto the mosqgue of this week-day evening for the
equivalent of vespers—-only in thisg context, the chanting was
accompanied by bhe slow, rhythnic cadence of men beating their breasts
with their fists.

Karbala o! Karbala, Karbala o! Karbala...

As the string of new devotees entered the mosgue to perform their
ablutions and prayers, a pair of gentlemen from the mosque
administration chanted the passion of Imam Husssin: how he had begun
his mission in innocence; how he had gathered his followers, how he
had set ofF across the cruel desert] how he was met there by the even
crueler Yezid...
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Karbala o! Karbala, Karbala o! Karbala!

The men tapping their thighs vere now slapping their knees, and the
volume in the room was rising.

Karbala Oh! Karbala! Karbala Oh! EKarbalal

Again, another grey-beard took over the microphone bo add anocther
sing-song element to the wnfolding saga: how Yezid had come riding on
his horse, and demandsd submission; how Hussein had declined, saying
that submission was to Ood alone; how the faithless Yezid had
threatensed and how the Faithful Hussein had replised! there is no Right
but. that of God!

The gathered tapped their thighs, knowing the words by robe:

tarbala!l Oh! Karbala! Karbala! Oh! Earbala!l

Then, there, at the entrance to the mosqus, a door opened and from
among the amorphous mass of believers there emerged two individuals
who were clearly not taxi drivers, merchants, beachers or mid-level
bureauctats: standing like the principle and his assistant in front of
a burich of cowed school children were two men in burbans and robes who
had come to bless Mashtaga with their presence this {ine Muharram.

Mullahs from Iran.

fne was a fairly fresh-faced youth, wvhose besard was full and dark
and not yet stained by traces of grey and with a little too nuch
fatty-cheek above the hair-line to be taken htoo seriously.

He was the disciple, it was clear, the personal aid for the other
cleric--a lean, long-nossd man with glasses and a salt and pepper
beard whose fundamentalist physiognomy was as familiar as an FBI Most
Wanted poster. I swear I had seen somsvhere before--a press clip, ONN,
or something, but couldn't put a name to his face.

And a3 sure as I recognized him, others did too. The pious mood and
the flagellations of the penitents immediately intensified, with
devobees now abandoning their knees and thighs in favor of a direct
beating of their breasts!

KARBALA OH! KARBALA! HARBALA OH! KARBALA!

The anconymous mullah contented himself with drinking tea and
tapping his knee, conbenbedly wabching the flock as they slowly worked
themselves into a frenzy of passion.

E&ARBALA OH! KARBALA! KARBALA OH! KARBALA!

It was becoming a little unconfortable for me, and so I asked
Kazim's brother bo take me off to another mosgue--this bime the pesjic
where Turan/Turgut and Rashan went to Quranic night school,

Here, the atmosphere was less charged if hardly subdued: a portrait
of the good Imam Khomeini hung on one wall, and black-board with
Farszi/Arabic characters scrawvled on it on another. A third wall was
actually a series of windows overlocking an alley, and the fourth,
against which I sat, was nsked save for a make-shift minbar, or
pulpit, and an odd~angle construction representing the gibla, or
direction toward Mecca. Sadly, the bullding--a former factory--was not
aligned sc as to create a natwal indicator of the Kabaa along one of
the walls but was off~kilter by some 15 or 20 degrees; happily, the
local savanbts had made dus and created their own pious weather-vain,
as it were, out of several bricks and a bunch of tape on the floor.

The 100-odd kids, howsver, seemed oblivious bo such nicebies as
qibla and minbar. They were swaying in a double line and facing sach
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other, ranging in age from aroud 12 to perhaps 16 and beating
themzselves across the breast with their hands,. At the head of the line
shood a mousey-looking youth of maybe 20 years of age, dresaﬁd in
black and sporting a straggly beard, correcting faulty breast-bsating
technigues and generally urging the young penitents on bo greater
feats of passion. In his hand he held a well-thunbed prayer book
conbaining the lyrics being chanted by the group--once more, the dirge
devoted to the martyr Hussein.

Karbala o! Karbala! Karbala o! Karbala!

Just then, a couple of older boys standing at the fringes of the
main group completed their prepatory prayers, wiped their facss with
one hand (Burnites use both) and bowed to kiss the plastic blotters
that wvere placed between their forehlsads and their prayer rugs.,

Amern, they muttered in unison.

Then one of their number wenb over bo a corner and picked up a
large bag; it appeared to be rather heavy by the way he carried it.
Back in the groug, he opened the sack and pulled out a tangle of
chains, On closer inspectbion, I realized they were wvhips, with
multiple metal slashes attached ho each wooden handle.

Oooo! whistled the young man's coupanions, and started fondling the
insbruments of borture; several of the kids from the dusl line broke
ranks and ran over for a look-see

The mullahs from Iran had just played Santa Claus and had been
thought ful ernough to bring up their favorite toys for free
distribution to their Sovieb Azeri kinsmen.

The only thing missing was a wrack,

The passion play rnow started in sarnest with the leaders now
flogging their own backs with the iron whips while the lass devote
found themselves obliged to beat their breasts with nuch greater blows
in poor imitation of their bebtters,

Karbala, o! Karbala! Karbala, o! Karbala!

I left the mexjid when [ saw Kazin's kid Turan/Turgut reach for one
of the whips and inguire how bo us ib. His insbruchbor vas a beardsd
youry man with the unblinking gleam of famaticism in his eye and
conveniently slashed shoulder-holes in his tunic (to bebher feel the
lash of metal on naked flesk).

There are moments wvhen even 2 professicnal voyewr has to back oub,
and I thought this was my oue bo go.

* % ®

But the next day was the Aszshura proper and I was commibhed to the
event——or at least to capture 1t on film. The venus was to bs another
crowvded cemetery just north of Mashtaga at a place called Nadiran.
Here, wnlike Imam Zade, there wvere several mosgue and tomb complexs in
and around the general arsa, bub with the crush of people claving
thelr way in and out of the alleyways leading to the main, tomb
complex, 1t was lmpossible and untimely to make an abttempd at lesser
visitations and we headed straight for the main tomb. There, i1t was
even more Jdifficulbt brying to geb ib straight just why bhe placs was
g0 special:l in the crush of the plous to participate in the nmass self-
flagellation or vicariously experience it from approximabe presence,
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Nadiran--a focal point for celebrating of the death of
the emotional founder of Bhiism, Hussein ibn Alil,
Iranian-style in Soviet Azerbaijan (T. Goltz)

The 10th of Muharram, or Ashura, in the Baku suburb of
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few were interested or able to answer any of my historical or
reflective gueries.

Why are you here?

Hussein!

Why do you beat yourself?

To remember Hussein!

To whom do you feel closer, Turkey or Iran?

Iran!

What do you think the fubure of Azerbaijan should be?

A Islamic Republic!

And the younger my interlocutors were, the more devoutly determined
they became.

It was sobering and sad.

Iran, i1t was =0 orystal clear, wvas way ahead of all others in the
new Great Game of the southern Caucasus—-that of winning the hearts
and minds of the Azeri Turks.

The final message was the exhortation printed on 2 wall above a
portrait of the mullsh I had seen in the Mashtaga mosque:

Halka lisan Latin_yok!

The translastion would make Muhammad Emin Rasulzade twrn in his
grave:

No Latin characters for the language of bthe peoplel

Better the Cyrillic of the godless commies than the Latin of Turkey
and the Satanic West.

* % ¥

Departing the Nadiran complex, I discarded my skull cap and Hicran
ber shawl (Thank God I had some sort of disguise; most folks initially
assumed I was Russian, and probably KGB, wandering around and snapping
pictures with my fancy nev Pentax. Emotions ran high until the good
Kahraman stepped in to explain away my presence with a line running
something like "He's a cousin from Turkey working on a hook on
contenporary Islam in Azerbaijan") and we proceeded to the next sho
on the local, Shiite equivalent of the Btations of the Cross! namely,
the imprimatur of Hussein's father, the Prophet's cousin, son-in-law
ard first follower, Ali, himself, there on shores of the Caspian Sea,
and within spitting distance of Kamra Hanim's naphthalene spa and
sanatorium,. The sacred place was called "Elinin Ayakhizi," or "the
Imprint of Ali's Foot."

The scene was decidedly sober compared bo the morning's activitbies
in the cemetery or the evening spent touring Mashtaga's mosques. Here,
hundreds of folks waibed patiently in line for the opportunity to
enter the small, cement block cubicle containing the size 11 or 12
boot print of Ali embsdded in stone, wedding their lips to the
indenturs and quietly shedding their tears for the unhappy fate of the
prophetic family. Those with less patience would merely circumambulate
the structure and kiss its exterior walls; those with the greatest
devobion would do both the outside and the inside and then pay for a
quick dash of holy water sprayed on the pious by a local athbendsnt.
(Ladies had the additional pleasure of visiting an adjacent mesjid

T
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wvhere [food was distribubted bo the poor. Within its confines wvas a
picture of Khomeini, covered by gauze az a sort of reverse veil lest
the good Imam behold the womenfolk within, as well as a photographic
representation of some character known as the "boneless man®
described by Hicran as being a withered guy who, despite his
miraculous lack of bone fibre, had identifiable hands and was able bo
sit in a chair to his picbture book.)

None of this, I hasten to say, seems any more strange or bizarre
than the plethora of weeping rocks, holy shadows and photo-ophic rags
associated with popular Christian bhelief); beyond my own 'orientalist’
curiosity, I found it primarily significant that all of ths
specifically Bhiite-style visitations mentioned above was occurring
wvithin the Boviet Union, where such displays of religious passion have
been banned for decades.

By mid-afternoon, the Ashurs was pebering out and we took advanbags
of the occasion to have lunch with Kamra Hanim and tour her ssnatorium
(1t was the first we had seen of our host since our arrival) and then
proceeded to the final stage of the flagellation festival--an afber-
hours tour of the main Baku mosgues to see just what sort of devobion
was expressed in the center of the Azerbaljan 88R.

Accordingly, Bhamir Bey (who had replaced Kahraman as my escort for
the evening and in wvhose one bedroom flabt we were ho stay for the
night) and 1 headed back through traffic to the long-aforemsntioned
area around the citadel, dropping in on a large, 19th century Uttoman-—
style mosque (across from which, maybe significantly, was planted an
ornamental WWII vintage tank with its barrel facing the minaret). All
narner of folks were streaminy in and oub of the entrance and the
center-stage attraction: a line of young men, whipping themselves with
the Teheran-supplied *haina vhile chanting the passion of Hussein:

Karbala, whagk! Karbala! Karbala, whachk! Karbala!

Again, several of the more devote flagellants had donned quasi
muscle shirt vesbments in order ho bebbter diasplay their scraped and
scarred backs. Despite the bad light in the mosque's courtyard, I

raised my trushby camera bo snap a pic.

The response was nearly instantaneous!

A brace of Azeri cops were suddenly at my side, asking me whether I
had permission to record this holiest and mnost pious of events.
Shamir, like Kahraman before him, deftly dealt with the situabion by
armouwcing to the security folks that I was a8 Turk {rom Turkey
researching Azeri Islam. ..

Have you spoken with the Bheikh, the reguired, and in confessing
that we had not, we were ushered into his presence,

"Bir," I began respectfully to the swveating, plump, bearded and be-
robed man, "I am & scholar from Turkey, and--"

They were the last wvords, save for the occasion pilous epithet in
Arabic, that [ managed to geh in for the next half-hour.

T won't bobher bo repeat, sven if I could, the ssrmon that I
received. In essence it evolved around the death of Husselin at Karbals
ot this very day 12 cenburies ago and the devious plot at tLhe botbom
of all attempts to divide Sunni from 8hiite.

As his voice raised higher and higher, the knot of casual pasasrsby
grew bo a dozen and then a score and then more, with the good 8heikh
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raising bhe level of his voice with every new arrival until toward the
end he was shouting point blank in my face.

"God curse those who divide us," cried the sheikh, a look of rage
stretehing and distorting his features, "in the end, we are all
Muslims, praise be bo the one Godt!

"Amen, " whispered Bhamir and I, "Amen."

Shamir, especially, was feeling uicomfortable and, as there seemed

)

Az the last stop on bhe Ashura trail we next wenbt over to Balku's
main, Friday mosgue and seat of the Administration for Kafkashian
Muslims where Shamir said he had a pal. But upon our arrival the
crowds had already dispersed, the clean-up crevs vere sweeping the
ditrius of the pious away and save for a single peripatetic divine
reading palms and dispensing with blessings to a small knot of regular
looking folks willing to pay for simony, the place was dead.

Shamir 's friend, meanwhile, had already left to escort some Iranian
guests back down to the border.

Ashura '81 was at an end.

The next day we left our adopbed family in Mashtaga and checked
into the fo'castle of the good ship Turkestan. There, with the privacy
afforded the captain of a dry-docked ship, I began assessing our
advanbures.

I have atbemnpted Lo give a blow by blov account, including both the
incidental as well as the desp and profound. You be the judge; myself,
I cannot remember many more bang-for-the-buck experiences.

True confession: although I started these notes in Baku, I am
completing them in our shabby apartment in Tashkent,

Yem.

We have finally arrived in Uzbekistan, but I have to say that the
initial impression is-—well--disappointing, espscially after our
reception in Azerbaljan. Aside from a few dramstic excepbions,
"Turkishress" doss not appear to carry much weight here, and maybe we
are spoiled.

More to the point, my sponsors at the university increasingly
appear to ke trying bto gouge me {(and thus ICWA) while delivering
nothing in return.

A full, initial report will follow shortly.

fuf said for now.

Best Regards, ‘ ' Thomas Goltz
Tashkent Uz88R

g July 31st 1991
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