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On 23 January 1920 Baku received a second notification from G. V. Chicherin, the People’s Commissar of
Foreign Affairs of the Soviet Russia, in which the lack of desire of Azerbaijan to interfere with the internal affairs of Russia on the side of bolshevik government was seen as the former’s refusal to support the
fight against Denikin’s army, shortly after the de-facto recognition of ADR by Entente on 11 January 1920.
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As opposed to Poland, Finland and
BalticRepublics,thestatesinCaucasus
were not de-jure recognized by the
Soviet Russia, whereas Denikin’s nationalist regime had already recognized the independence of
Azerbaijan. Therefore, in his response
addressed to G.V.Chicherin, as of 1 1
February 1920, ADR Foreign Minister
F. K. Khoiski requested the Soviet
Russia to articulate its recognition of
the independence of Azerbaijan in an
open and clear manner.
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Red Army in Baku, May 1920

The bolshevik Kremlin consistently pretended as if the fight
with Denikin’s army at that time
was more important than recognition of the independence of
its neighbors and the pressure of
the Red Army on the South was
gradually increasing. The appropriate campaign was activated
both in Russia and with its “fifth
column” in Azerbaijan. In his report on “The work done by CEC
(Central Executive Committee)
and People’s Commissariat”
on February 2, V.I. Lenin explicitly
pointed out:“We called Georgia and
Azerbaijan to strike against Denikin.
They refused to do so justifying their
position by the fact that they are not
interfering with the internal affairs
of other states. Now, our objective is
to find out the position of the workers and peasants of Georgia and
Azerbaijan in this respect.”1
1.
2.

On late February and early March
of 1920, a new exchange of notifications took place, which were of
the same content as the previous
ones. The only difference was the
fact that the Red Army had already
stepped closer to the border of
Azerbaijan while the Government
of Azerbaijan was still in a state
of confusion about the emerging
threat. Azerbaijan Communist Party
of bolsheviks (ACP(b)) founded in
February 1920 tried to take advantage of the situation and to carry
out a coup. When, the issue of
recognition of the independence
of Azerbaijan was put into discussion in the People’s Commissariat of
Foreign Affairs of Russia in February,
the opinion of muslim bolsheviks
active in Baku and Russia that independence of Azerbaijan should
be recognized on no account was
taken into consideration.

The attitude of Soviet Russia towards Azerbaijan was based more on
economical rather than political considerations. Spring 1920 witnessed
the end of the civil war in Russia,
with a challenging task to rebuild the
ruined economy of the country that
in turn required a huge amount of
oil. On 17 March 1920 V.I. Lenin sent
a flash telegram to RevolutionaryMilitary Council of the Caucasian
Front calling for the prompt capture
of Baku: “Seizure of Baku is of utmost
importanceforus.Focusallyourefforts
to this end…The issue of transfer of
troops must be agreed with the commander in chief.” The copy of telegram addressed to Ordzhonikidze
is preserved in the Russian State
Archive for Socio-Political History,
along with Lenin’s manuscript: “The
telegram refers to the period of
preparation for the offensive against
Baku.”2 Following Lenin’s urgent wire

V.I.Lenin. About Azerbaijan.Baku, 1970, p.156
Telegram sent by V.I.Lenin to G. Orjonikidze on Occupation of Baku. 17.03.1920// Russian Social and Political History
State Archive (RSPHSA), f.85, r.13, v.1, p.1.

www.irs-az.com

5

Always topical

The ruins of Shusha
in March 1920

the practical measures on occupation of Azerbaijan, including the
concentration of military troops on
the border, intensified.
The winds from the North led to
further worsening of the situation
in the region. On the eve of occu
pation, Armenian envoys were
pronounced, who promised to
help in deposing the Azerbaijani
Government in exchange of ter
ritorial “awards” for their country.
There is no doubt that March armed
uprising in Karabakh, which pinned
down the most of the army assigned
for defence of Baku, Russian XI Red
Army offensive on the border - were
elements of the same comprehensive plan. Uprising of March 1920 in
the mountainous part of Karabakh,
assaults made from Armenian side
onto the Gazakh and Nakhchivan
served to the common cause as to
succeed in diverting the active duty
forces of Azerbaijan from Baku.
Likewise, Moscow heavily relied on the local bolsheviks in organising the coup plot. Member of
Turkistan Commission and of the
Central Committee of the Russian
Communist Party of bolsheviks (CC
3.
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RCP(b)), Y. E. Rudzutak in his telegram addressed to Lenin, Rikov and
Chicherin recommended: “The key
tension in Baku is the ArmenianTatar relationship. The government
counts on national conscience of
Tatars. A coup is only possible if
relied upon the Muslims whereas
no Armenian should be assigned
to the key posts.”3
The external threat was aggravated by the internal instability - the
Government of Azerbaijan had to
step down that further deepened
the crisis. The former Cabinet continued to carry forward its functions
until the formation of a new one.
On 18 April 1920, chief of Guba
province delivered a report to
the Ministry of Internal Affairs of
Azerbaijan on the possible plans of
the Russian forces concentrating on
the border of Azerbaijan. On 21 April,
commander-in-chiefoftheCaucasus
Front forwarded a directive #490 to
thechiefoftheXIRedArmyandVolgoCaspianflotilla,whichalsostatedthat
major forces of Azerbaijan were busy
in the country’s western regions.
WiththisdirectiveM.N.Tukhachevski,
Commander of the Caucasus Front
and G.K. Ordzhenikidze, Chairman of
the Caucasian Bureau of the CC RCP
(b), Zakharov, member of the military
council of the XI Red Army instructed
the commanders of the XI Red Army
and the Volga-Caspian Flotilla “to
cross the borders of Azerbaijan on the
27thAprilandtocompletetheoperation
Yalama-Bakuwithinfivedays.”At03:30,
on 20-21 April another telegram was
dispatched to the commander of XI
Red Army with detailed plan on in-

vasion of Baku. “The capture of Baku
must be accompanied with the seizure of the current Azerbaijani government at any cost. In anticipation
of its flight to Yelizavetpol all measures should be taken to intercept it
at the Kurdamir railway station”. 4
On 23 April changes were made
in the Directive # 490, which read:
“ultimate task of the eleventh Army
shall be not only occupation of Baku
district, but the whole territory of
Azerbaijan”.5
On the same day G.K.
Ordzhonikidze dispatched a telegram to G.V.Chicherin highlighting
the progress regarding Azerbaijan
and situation in Baku: “The current
situation in Baku is as follows: the
representatives of ittihadists, socialists and other fractions resigned
from the government, therefore the
Government of Usubbeyov is made
of only Musavatists. The head of the
national movement in Turkey, Mus
tafa Kamal Pasha demands from
Azerbaijan to allow Soviet Army
to cross the Turkish borders in or
der to contribute to their defence
agains British attacks. Entering Baku
without shedding blood and thus
proclaiming it Soviet might not be
ruled out. Narimanov is very needed
in Baku. I urgently ask you to send him
to us as early as tomorrow.”6
On 27 April 1920, at 16:00 pm
CC ACP (b) and Baku Bureau of the
Caucasian Provincial Committee,
relying on the arrival of the Russian
troops at the station of Biladzhari (a
suburb of Baku), sent an ultimatum
to the parliament of Azerbaijan on
the delivery of the authority. In the
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midnight from 27 to 28 April, an ultimatum signed by Chingiz Ildirim,
the commander of the Caspian Red
Fleet of not yet established Soviet
Azerbaijan, was presented to the
Government and Parliament of
Azerbaijan. It stated the following:
“RedFleetofSocialistSovietRepublic
ofAzerbaijanadvisesurgentdeliveryof
the authority to the Soviet proletariat
government headed by comrade N.
Narimanov. The Red Fleet in this case
shallguaranteethemaintainingofsecurity and peace for all people in Baku
cityregardlessoftheirnationality.The
response must be provided within 2
hours upon its receipt, otherwise fire
will be opened.”7 The last session of
the Parliament on 27 April 1920 was
chaired by M. A. Rasulzadeh. In the
course of hot discussions socialist
fractions and those closer to them
agreed upon the delivery of authority to bolsheviks. On the same night
M. A. Rasulzade stated literally the
following:“Tocometotermswiththis
ultimatum and surrender to the bolsheviksisofnonecessity.Weturndown
thisultimatumwithanaversion…This
Council which has pledged to defend
ourindependencelikeappleofaneyeif
acceptsthisultimatum,itwillbeequal
to the delivery of the authority to the
enemy, pretending to be our friend.”8
Despite the protests voiced by
M. A. Rasulzadeh and others, the
Parliament made a decision on
peaceful delivery of the authority to
bolsheviks at 23:00 pm. The government disrupted its functions. Until
7.
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then all key positions in Baku, including state structures and the most important buildings were already captured. Later M. A. Rasulzadeh wrote
in this regard:“Unfortunately, we had
forgotten our principle which was
“The banner once raised shall never
fall’. Because of fear for our life and
property we gave in our banner of
independence in exchange for red
bunting.”9 As a result of the voting
a resolution was adopted by majority of votes on the delivery of the
authority to ACP (b). The text of the
resolution reads: “Having discussed
your historical letter of 27 April and
matched its context with the moment we have gone through, and
considering your suggestion, the
elected commission has decided on
the following:
1. Full independence of
Azerbaijan shall be maintained, under the Soviet Government;
2. Established Government of
Communist Party of Azerbaijan shall
be temporarily functioning body;
3. Ultimate form of governance
in Azerbaijan regardless of any external pressure shall be determined
by the supreme legislative body
of Azerbaijan represented by the
Soviet workers, peasants and soldiers deputies of Azerbaijan;
4. All staff of the government institutions shall remain unchanged,
except those taking major offices;
5. Newly established temporary
government of communists shall
guarantee immunity of life and

property for the members of the
government and parliament;
6. It shall take measures to prevent any bloodshed by the Red
Army upon its arrival in Baku city.
7. New government with decisive measures and with all means
at its disposal shall struggle against
all external powers aimed at posing a threat to the independence
of Azerbaijan regardless of the origin of that threat. The Parliament of
Azerbaijan by majority vote takes
a decision on the handover of the
power to the Muslim communists,
committed to abide by those conditions as defined therein.”10
One of the first measures the
bolsheviks took was to seize the full
authority in Azerbaijan, as a result
of which staff of the foreign mis
sions in Baku was detained.11 A
total of 400 diplomats were ar
rested.12 One of the leading bolshevik party figures taking part in
the occupation of Baku A. Mikoyan
later recalled: “While we were at the
Khachmaz station we got a fresh
Baku newspaper through which we
came to know that on the night of
27 April, the Azerbaijan Government
organizes a reception for foreign
envoys. “It would be a good idea
to take Biladzhari and to prevent
the diplomats to get away through
the railway from Baku to Tbilisi” – I
said to Yefremov. He looked at the
watch, thought and said, “We still
can do it. They won’t be able to
flee…The diplomats failed to leave
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Baku and were arrested”.13
On 28 April 1920 the Azerbaijani
delegates of the Paris Peace
Conference handed over necessary
notes to the Supreme Council of
Allies, to the Government of Italy,
foreign ambassadors in Rome in
hope that they could assist in restoring the independence of Azerbaijan.
But all these efforts were to no avail.
The heads of Entente states were
indifferent to the issue of Russian
occupation of Azerbaijan.
Since its start in April of 1920 the
bolshevik occupation and the subsequentestablishmentofSovietregime
turned into a fatal tragedy.The Soviet
state-building was accompanied by
acts of mass terror and later resulted
in the killing of tens of thousands of
Azerbaijanis who had been active in
the political and social life of ADR. Just
between the period of 28 April,
1920 and August, 1921 about 48
thousand men fell victim of the
bolshevik terror in Azerbaijan. N.
Narimanov arrived in Baku on 16 May,
1920 and shocked by the developing
events. He was convinced that there
14.
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has been left no trace of so-called
“Holy Soviet Cause” even in ap
pearance.14 Each and every decision
made by B. Pankratov, the commander-in-chief of XI Red Army and chief
of the political bureau could never
ever be subject to any discussion. M.
A. Rasulzadeh rightly wrote:“The real
dictator in Azerbaijan was the chief
executioner,Pankratov.Nomancould
dare oppose his orders.”15
Hoping to ease the hard situation, N. Narimanov sent a report to
V.I. Lenin “On the results of building the Soviet State in Azerbaijan”,
on 15 September, 1921. The whole
point of the report can be fit into the
single line: The Azerbaijanis be
lieve that “Azerbaijan is governed
by aliens”.16 One of the greatest
miseries which the Soviet regime
brought to Azerbaijan in 1920
was that, the territories recog
nized as undisputed during the
governance of Musavatists, were
given to the neighboring coun
tries which had never recognized
the Soviet authority. In July 1920,
the most influential bolsheviks in
Transcaucasia such as N. Narimanov,
the chairman of Azrevcom, M.
Mdivany, member of Kavbureau
RCP, A. Mikoyan and V. Naneshvily
members of CC ACP (b), Y. Vesnik,
M.Levandovsky and I. Michaelov,
members of the Military Council
of XI Red Army signed and sent a
document to CC RCP which stated:
“Karabakh was a fully integral part of
Azerbaijan during the governance of
Musavat”.17 Nevertheless, Karabakh
continued to be the subject of artificial instigations and as a conse-

quence in 1923 the mountainous
part of Karabakh – main source of
threat for the territorial integrity of
Azerbaijan – was granted the status
of armenian autonomy. When the
discussions started in this regard, N.
Narimanov wrote to V.I. Lenin: “I will
be honest in saying that: the Center
seized the weapons from our hands
and with its decisions on Karabakh
strengthened and justified a provocation of“Musavat”which keeps saying that Muslim-communists sold
Azerbaijan to Russia, the country
which recognizes independence
of Armenia and Georgia along with
Azerbaijan and for some unknown
reasons some oblasts of Azerbaijan
which were undisputable before
the Soviet rule, now became disputable.”18 Undoubtedly, all those
developments witnessed by N.
Narimanov substantially shook
his belief in Bolshevism and ear
lier before his death he wrote re
garding that issue, thus confess
ing his mistake.
Since then the heritage of ADR
evolved into the richest treasury of
ideas, having the influence not only
on the political and public thinking
in 1918-1920, but also on the later
course of our history till today. It is not
coincidental that during its existence
of more than 70 years the primary task
of the Soviet Government had been
to erase from the minds of the people
memories with regard to “Musavat”
political and cultural achievements of
ADR, which was founded on the ideas
ofsocialprogress,ondemocraticprinciples and universal values.
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