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A

special commission was established in order to
examine the “Kars” and “Ardahan” gun vessels
docked at the Baku seaport on December 5,
1919. Those vessels were designated for use in defending the Azerbaijani coasts (27, p. 12).

On December 8-14, 1919, the process of strengthening defense positions at the entry to Baku from the
sea was scrutinized and the outcomes of the inspection
were reported to the Minister of War. The inspection revealed a number of shortfalls in the ongoing activities.

Sailing gunboat «Kars», photo of 1913
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Messenger ship «Astrabad». 1914

Though the work was being done properly at the Shikhov Cape and the Nargen island, there were drawbacks
in digging the trenches for pedestrians at the Sultan
Burnu (cape), along with a relatively slow pace of the
construction operations (28, p. 361-363).
On November 19, 1919, General Sulkevich issued
orders to M. G. Tlekhas to collaborate with the border
guard department in organizing surveillance over the
Caspian coasts, in particular, in the area between the
Gizil-Burun and Alat and stretching onward toward
Astara (28, p. 365, 366).
The regional troops in charge of Baku’s reinforcement were comprised of one infantry regiment or two
such regiments in case of a state of emergency. Moreover, the personnel serving in all parts of the garrison
was to be swiftly brought into compliance with the requirements of wartime and the commanders were required to familiarize themselves with all the positions of
the reinforced district.
In November 1919, an infantry detachment armed
with machine guns and shells was stationed in the Gala
village. This unit had a suitable location as it allowed efficiently countering an enemy assault force landing from
the sea. A detachment armed with four machine guns
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that was stationed in the Zira village set up four military
posts in the area located between Turkan and Absheron. A detachment, which was stationed in the Dubandi
winter camp, further set up military posts extending till
Sepoz. In addition, a detachment in Shuvalan set up
posts between Shuvalan itself and Sepoz. The remaining one and a half detachments, four machine guns and
four cannons were kept in Gala (28, p. 367-369).
Despite the challenges, Azerbaijan’s naval fleet in
the Caspian included two gun vessels equipped with
75 mm, 100 mm and 120 mm caliber cannons, “Ardahan” and “Kars”, as well as “Astrabad”, “Goytepe”, “Araz”,
“Nargen” service and auxiliary ships, the “Oryol” transportation vessel, the “Pushkin” steamer equipped with
weapons and the required number of motor boats (29,
p. 133). In addition, work was underway to establish a
special naval aviation school under the Baku Maritime
Aviation School. In the fall of 1919, the overall logistics
of this school was in unbearable condition.
The special commission, which was set up by the
Baku city authorities, discovered 10 hydroplanes and
spare wings (30, sheet 3, back side of 3) without motors or propellers at the hangars located in the school’s
territory in August 1919. On August 19, 1919, military
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aviator, Lieut. Khan Afshar Temurchin was drafted to
the Azerbaijani army. Furthermore, a naval aviation detachment was established on October 14 (31, p. 64). On
January 26, 1920, the new staff of this detachment was
approved by the Military Council.
The Azerbaijani government also took a number of
measures to provide technical logistics for the national
fleet and the naval aviation. Thus, the government requested assistance in a memorandum submitted to the
Entente Supreme Council at the Paris Peace Conference.
The Allied Powers were asked to assist the Azerbaijani
military by providing the national fleet with submarines
and the required amount of shells and naval artillery.
Such assistance would also include full military and
technical logistics of the seaports, hydroplanes, wireless telegraph, optical devices and other equipment
(32, p. 73). Moreover, an order was placed for six submarines, combat boats of different types and naval artillery weapons (33, p. 38). Given the serious threat posed
from the north, the government prioritized defending
the Baku coasts, which were of military and strategic
importance.
In August 1919, Chief of the General Staff, Lieut.-Gen.
M. A. Sulkevich told Defense Minister S. S. Mehmandarov
in a confidential report that a very challenging situation
for Azerbaijan had emerged in the Caspian Sea. In other
words, two serious threats were posed to Baku, namely,
the Bolshevik threat from the trans-Caspian area and
Astrakhan, and the one coming from the White Guard
from Port Petrovsk. The general, who believed the city
was completely exposed for an attack from the sea, said
“disembarkation of an assault force should be expected
at any moment, even to the district controlled by the
leadership of Baku” (28, p. 348). Sulkevich further suggested taking due action to resolve the situation. Firstly,
maritime surveillance should be organized. Secondly,

artillery defense should be prepared to counter an intrusion into the city from the sea. Finally, maritime policing and a seaport safeguarding vessel should be used
(34, p. 64).
The chief-of-staff’s report also cited specific measures aimed at defending the coasts and arranging
maritime surveillance. It is noteworthy that Azerbaijan
lacked warships at that time and a proposal was merely
made to use two steamships with Azerbaijani personnel
equipped with cannons and machine guns for surveillance. A suggestion was also made to operate several
barges and motor boats for defense purposes. According to Sulkevich, these measures would ensure oversight of the whole coastal zone stretching from Mikhaylovka (Ashaghi korpu or “Lower bridge”) to Bandovan,
and, if possible, all the way to Astara (28, p. 349).
Considering the location of the Baku coasts, installing artillery systems at the Shikhov Cape, the Nargen
island and the Sultan (Zıkh) Cape would ensure creating an effective coastal defense for the capital city. Artillery crossfire from these positions would allow blocking
hostile entry to the Baku Bay and onward to the port
from the sea.
As early as on September 13, 1919, S. Mehmandarov
reported to ADR Prime Minister N. Usubbayov regarding progress in the ongoing artillery and engineering
activities.
“1. The previous trenches are being upgraded. 2.
Wiring obstacles are being fixed. 3. A location has been
designated for the piles blocking access to the Baku Bay.
4. The phone communication dating back to 1915-1916
is being restored,” Mehmandarov said in the report. The
defense minister further suggested instituting a position of the chief of Baku’s reinforced district. This would
make one person entirely responsible for organizing
the defense of Baku and that position would further
be replaced by the post of the city’s military GovernorGeneral. The proposed measure was enacted immediately in accordance with the State Defense Committee’s
decision (28, p. 137, 349, 352, 353). On the same day, S.
Mehmandarov issued an order granting the reinforced
district the status of the first-degree fortress in terms of
its strategic importance. According to the determined
boundaries of the district, it stretched from Gizil-Burun
to Alat along the Caspian coast. The military seaport
located along the coast with its vessels, all the artillery
Support cruiser «Rosa Luxemburg»
(formerly «Aga Selim»). 1919
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Destroyer «Finn». 1920

units, the garrison’s troops and departments were subordinated to the head of this district (28, p. 136-137).
On September 16, the State Defense Committee
authorized the district chief “to confiscate all types of
items required for defending the country”. On October
26, the district chief also took charge of the city’s law
enforcement bodies. Maj.-Gen. Murad Garay Tlekhas
was put in charge of Baku’s reinforced district, while Col.
I. Hajibayli was appointed the chief-of-staff (28, p. 138,
150 and 355).
Defense measures were being taken at a fast pace
in the reinforced district in October 1919. As a result,
service roads were set up at the Shikhov Cape and the
Nargen island, along with sites for cannons and surveillance checkpoints. Overall, the Nargen island was to
become either a fortress or a significantly reinforced
district. Therefore, barracks and warehouses were being
built for the military and the telephone communication
created on the island in that period. In early November,
eight cannons were delivered to the Nargen island. Six
cannons were transported to the checkpoints from Bayil for their further distribution (28, p. 359). An emphasis
was placed on creating reliable communication among
strongholds. In particular, the positional squadron department needed a stand-alone communication system operating apart from the city’s central hubs, which
would allow the city’s central station and the reinforced
district chief to communicate with Shikhov, Bayil and
Nargen through Zikh. Switchboards were installed in
Shikhov, Zikh and Nargen, which created a link with the
www.irs-az.com

field telephone stations. Thus, one could have a conversation with each of the stations while in Nargen or the
positional squadron department.
A loan worth 6 million Rubles was allocated to the
Defense Ministry from the state treasury for the Baku
district reinforcement in early 1920, according to a decision passed by the State Defense Committee. In total,
the Ministry’s cost estimate on engineering work in the
district amounted to 14 million Rubles (28, p. 370).
The reinforced district chief, Maj.-Gen. I. A. Usubov,
issued a secret order on March 12, 1920 to the Caspian naval fleet, in addition to other measures aimed at
boosting the combat readiness of the garrison units,
in an effort to further strengthen the defense of Baku.
In particular, instructions were issued to place the “Astrabad” and “Pirallahi” warships on alert, while the trade
seaport chief was ordered to allocate two barges to ensure a link to the Shikhov Cape and Zikh (28, p. 371).
On April 8, 1920, the “reinforced Baku district military
governor-general’s mandatory decision on the Caspian
water transport”, signed by Maj.-Gen. Tlekhas, warned
that “no vessel could access the open sea from the
Baku Bay without written permission from the Minister
of Roads and Water Transport”. All incoming passenger
and cargo vessels and those leaving the Baku Bay were
required to approach a special guard vessel located at
the end of the Bayil Cape 3 kilometers away from the
coast to have the passengers’ passports and cargo
documents inspected. In case a written permission was
granted, the vessels were allowed to float in the sea for
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Ships under Soviet flags in the port of Baku. May 1920. In the foreground is support cruiser «Equator»
(formerly cargo ship «Equator»)

only one day. Violators were held responsible in strict
compliance with the law and the regulations of wartime (35, paper No. 1106, sheet No. 1, 2). These measures
were primarily aimed at preventing the smuggling of
weapons by Bolshevik groups to Baku as well as secret
transportation of oil and oil products to Astrakhan.
At the same time, the period of 1918-1920 saw
staunch armed struggle for the sake of control over the
Caspian Sea involving the Soviet Navy on the one hand
and the White Guard and British forces on the other.
In the fall of 1918, the Soviet government and naval
command took urgent action to strengthen their presence in the Caspian. V. I. Lenin, who attached great importance to this battleground of the civil war, urged the
head of the Russian Military Council Southern Front’s
Caucasus-Caspian depatment to seriously focus on “the
issue of military affairs and invading the Caspian” in a
cable sent on November 12, 1918 (36, p. 205).
The first clash with the British forces in the Caspian
occurred on August 21, 1918 as the armed “Uzbek”
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steamer that was part of the Astrakhan fleet attacked
Britain’s “President Kruger” vessel near Derbent. The British ship managed to escape the pursuit exclusively due
to its high speed.
“Our first battle in the Caspian ended like this, ingloriously,” Gen. Dunsterville recalled afterwards (37, p. 220,
221).
On October 13, 1918, the Astrakhan-Caspian naval
fleet was established. In terms of its purpose, it was divided into two independent parts – the maritime unit
based in Astrakhan and the river unit located in Tsaritsyno (present-day Volgograd).
The Astrakhan-Caspian military fleet was reinforced
with the Baltic fleet and vessels brought to the Caspian
from the upstream part of the Volga river. In late 1918,
it included 13 huge battleships, including four cruiser
ships and six destroyer vessels equipped with cannons.
These were mostly 75-100 mm caliber weapons, with
only some of these being 32 mm caliber cannons. The
fleet also possessed auxiliary vessels, submarines, four
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fighter ships and six hydroplanes (38, p. 90; 39, p. 85-88;
40, p.166, 189, 223, 274).
The Astrakhan-Caspian fleet launched extensive
military action as early as in the fall of 1918, carrying out
several successful operations, which prevented the Britons from acting as a full-fledged dominant force in the
Caspian (39, p. 87; 41, p. 253; 42, p. 45, 46).
All-out warfare resumed in the Caspian with the
advent of spring in 1919. In late April, the AstrakhanCaspian fleet conducted operations to invade the Alexandrovsk station and Port-Petrovsk. The Alexandrovsk
station was seized by a naval assault force on April 30
(42, p. 53). However, the Astrakhan-Caspian fleet waged
an unsuccessful battle in the Tub-Karagan bay on May
21. As a result of powerful artillery firing by British and
White Guard vessels, their superiority in terms of speed
and maneuvering and complete dominance in the air,
significant damage was inflicted to the Soviet warships
and several vessels sank during the battles (39, p. 135138). The remaining ships of the Astrakhan-Caspian
fleet were drawn back to Astrakhan, which was under
siege at the time. Thus, the British and White Guard naval forces gained an advantage on the battle scene in
the Caspian Sea.
The fleet underwent changes in the summer of 1919.
The RSFSR Military Revolutionary Council issued an order July 31, 1919 to adjoin the Volga and Astrakhan-Caspian fleet to the Volga-Caspian military fleet, which was
comprised of three parts, namely, the Northern, Upper
Astrakhan and Maritime units (39, p. 355). F. F. Raskolnikov was appointed commander of the Volga-Caspian
military fleet. Its maritime division was engaged in waging battles in the Caspian. As of August 1919, the VolgaCaspian fleet included a total of 130 ships of different
types. Eight of those vessels were equipped with 152
mm caliber cannons, while eight more ships had 130
mm cannons and seven had 120 mm weapons. Moreover, 25 ships had 100 mm cannons and 42 had 75 mm
cannons. The caliber of the shells in 22 more ships was
76 mm; 35 vessels had 47 mm weapons and 26 other
ships had 37 mm cannons. The fleet ships were also
equipped with about 200 machine guns (43, p. 622).
This military power allowed the Volga-Caspian military
fleet not only to defend Astrakhan and the Volga river
mouth but also to deal heavy blows upon Denikin’s military fleet in the summer and fall of 1919 (44, p. 512; 42,
p. 88-90). It is also noteworthy that Denikin’s fleet in the
Caspian, spearheaded by the “Oryol” service flagship,
was comprised of three parts. The first part included
www.irs-az.com

two divisions comprised of nine auxiliary cruiser ships
equipped with 130 mm, 120 mm, 100 mm and 75 mm
cannons. These ships were mainly cruising within the
distance of 12 feet from Astrakhan. The second unit of
the fleet, which also included two divisions and floated
at the Volga river mouth, was comprised of six gunboats
and three barges equipped with 120 mm, 100 mm, 75
mm and 45 mm cannons. Finally, the relatively light
third naval unit was mainly comprised of auxiliary and
service ships, such as motor boats and transportation
vessels, as well as a gunboat (45, p. 96).
In addition to waging battles against the Red Army
fleet, the White Guard warships were tasked with isolating Azerbaijan from the sea by all means by establishing
links only with the Iranian and Port-Petrovsk seaports
(45, p. 94-96). N. Ryabinin, a White Guard officer who
was closely involved in those developments, noted that
“the Caspian Sea was the only area in the south where
the White naval command was in such a perfect shape”
(45, p. 106).
In early 1920, the Red Army sealed a number of
major wins on the Southern and Turkestan fronts. M.
Frunze’s troops seized Krasnovodsk, one of the biggest
Caspian ports, on February 6. Following the opening
of waterways on March 18, 1920, the Volga-Caspian
military fleet, which included eight auxiliary cruisers,
18 destroyer ships, 19 gunships, four submarines, etc.,
launched powerful warfare in the Caspian (46, p. 226).
The Volga-Caspian fleet was ordered “to take over the
Caspian Sea by extensively using the coastal stations”
(47, sheet No. 35). On April 2, its squadron approached
Port-Petrovsk, which had been seized by the 11th Army.
The squadron moved onward toward the Alexandrovsk
station, which surrendered shortly thereafter. As a result,
two White Guard generals, 70 officers and over a thousand White Cossacks were taken captive (42, p. 95). All
these failures prompted the White Guard forces to get
its fleet out of harm’s way, taking it to Iran’s Enzeli port
where the ships would be under Britain’s protection.
Furthermore, these vessels entered the Baku seaport
with the permission of the Azerbaijani government in
early April 1920 (28, p. 188).
The Caucasus Front command started bracing itself
for entry to Azerbaijan in the spring of 1920. According to its executive order No. 490 dated April 21, 1920,
the commander of the Volga-Caspian military fleet, F.
F. Raskolnikov, was instructed to station a naval assault
force in the Alat station area as the 11th Army continues approaching Baku and to take over the city’s oil
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facilities, thus preventing potential destruction of the
oil fields. The Soviet command feared that Azerbaijani
naval ships could “destroy our armored train” as it was
heading toward Baku “by firing large-caliber shells” and
“damage the bridges and road structures” (48, p. 203,
28). Therefore, the torpedo-armed division was ordered
to “do away with the Absheron Peninsula” and carry out
surveillance over the Azerbaijani gunships on the flanks
all the way to Sumgayit (25, p. 203, 28). Afterwards, they
were expected to act depending on the emerging situation. If the Azerbaijani fleet remained inactive, the Soviet torpedo vessels would conduct maneuvering, moving toward the Bulla Island to sever the Baku-Enzeli link,
preventing evacuation from Baku and potential aid that
could have been delivered from Enzeli to Baku (25, p.
204; 51). Nevertheless, the Azerbaijani naval fleet in the
Caspian took a completely different course of action after the 11th Army entered Azerbaijan’s territory on April
27, 1920. In addition to fulfilling its combat duty, it was
supposed to cut off access to service roads with shells
fired from combat ships and primarily the railway link
to prevent the Red Army’s armored train from entering
Baku. On the contrary, it became closely involved in the
coup that occurred in Baku in April. This happened due
to the fact that the local communists had managed to
place their supporters in the crews of the “Kars” and “Ardahan” gunships and began to set up their local cells
(49, p. 138).
Chingiz Ildirim, a Communist who was serving as
deputy chief at the Baku seaport at the time, facilitated
undermining of the city’s maritime defense by disassembling the valves of the coastal squadrons’ cannons
(50, p. 118).
Meanwhile, an assault force consisting of 650 naval
officers of the Volga-Caspian military fleet, armed with
machine guns and 4 inch shells, approached the Alat
station area, heading south (42, p. 99). The Volga-Caspian fleet’s destroyer ships, “Carl Libknekht”, “Deyatelny”
and “Rastoropny”, entered the Baku Bay on May 1. On
May 3-4, the naval assault force was sent to Lankaran
and Astara. Thus, the Volga-Caspian fleet took the entire
Caspian coastline area of Azerbaijan under control.
In a nutshell, initial attempts by the Azerbaijan Republic, which was independent in 1918-1920, to establish powerful naval forces with significant combat
capabilities were unsuccessful. This was due to the inadequate logistics of the Republic’s naval ships on the
one hand and the lack of such personnel as Navy officers and specialists on the other. Moreover, there was

54

no special school in the country to train highly skilled
engineers for the Navy. In addition, the failure resulted
from the Russian Empire’s colonial policy with regard to
the northern Azerbaijan, including that in the military
field, which was particularly reflected in sidelining Azerbaijanis from military service and training, as well as depriving them of the opportunity of serving in the Russian Navy. In that period, the Azerbaijani government’s
attempts to set up naval forces in the Caspian Sea were
countered from abroad, in particular, by Denikin’s supporters. Thus, Azerbaijan had to limit its efforts to building the naval defense of Baku. However, as a result of the
well-known developments that occurred in April 1920,
the Azerbaijani government’s efforts aimed at purchasing new ships on time did not yield fruit either.
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