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A TALE OF
TWO CITIES
AGHDAM LOST AND AGHDAM 
REGAINED

By Ian PEART,
(United Kingdom)

Great Return

Forbidden fruit is always the most attractive, and 
there were two other reasons I’d wanted to see 
a city that had been under Armenian occupation 

for the first 20 years of my time in Azerbaijan.
I’d heard plenty of tales about Aghdam, a city in the 

east of the occupied area; I’d even seen its distant skel-

etal remains during a filmmaking visit to the front line 
between Azerbaijani and occupying Armenian forces. 
Founded in the 18th century, the town had been a 
favoured summer resort of Panah Ali Khan, founder, 
too, of the first Karabakh khanate. By the time Armenia 
launched its invasion forces in the late 1980s, Aghdam 
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was an important connector city between Karabakh 
and the rest of Azerbaijan, also producing agricultural 
and industrial products, as well as training its youth in 
agricultural, medical and, inevitably for the region, mu-
sic schools. In July 1993 the Armenian onslaught finally 
made life there unbearable and the whole population 
of more than 28,000 people was forced to flee east with 
whatever they could carry to find whatever refuge they 
could. That flight included a heroic, overnight cross-
country ride to save the glorious, “red-golden miracle” 
(Ali and Nino, Kurban Said) Karabakh horse, when the 
breed came under fire at the Aghdam stud. But that’s a 
story for another time.

It was in 2011 that I’d interviewed survivors of the 
1992 Khojaly massacre about how they had finally 
reached safety in Aghdam after their dreadful, freezing 
February night trek across a river, over forested hills 
and into a hail of bullets. I’d also heard from journal-
ists who’d witnessed their arrival in that thriving city. 
I could neither forget the survivors’ stories, their re-
silience, nor the words of a French Reuters’ journalist 
who told me that Aghdam “…was green, I remember 
it being so green.” Aghdam itself was overrun in July 
1993 and by all accounts had not fared well at all un-
der occupation.
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The second link to the city was forged while assisting 
US journalist Thomas Goltz on his 2015 film “On Aggre-
gate: Champions without a Home” about the Qarabag 

football team, driven from their Imaret stadium home 
in Aghdam by the invading Armenian forces. Some-
how the team regrouped in Baku and is now taking on 
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some of Europe’s top teams, playing through the group 
stages of UEFA’s competitions. I love football and, like 
the fans of even other Azerbaijani teams, have been in-
spired by Qarabag’s indomitable spirit as they play their 
European games to packed and raucous support. The 
team’s bearing and exploits across the continent have 
also done as much as any event to raise awareness of 
the occupation and the plight of the resulting one mil-
lion refugees/IDPs. 

  Naturally, when Azerbaijanis tired of provocations 
and 30 years of fruitless shilly-shallying by officially-ap-
pointed mediators, and took back their lands at the end 
of 2020, I was keen to visit a place that had been crucial 
to people who’d impressed me so much. 

So, a call on 15 November was just what I was wait-
ing for. Jeffrey Werbock, US musician was back here to 
make a follow-up to his 2016 film “Young Voices, An-
cient Song”, which traces the survival of traditional mu-
gham music among young Azerbaijani refugees/IDPs. It 
turned out that this involved a visit to Aghdam the next 
day. Would I like to go, too? Up at 6am on the 16th and 
off we set with another Azerbaijaniphile, Swedish film-
maker Mikael Silkeberg. First stop 4.5 hours later, Guzan-
li, where a number of people from Khojaly and Aghdam 
live in expectation of returning home. After hospitality at 

the home of Asger Asgerzade, who’d featured as a boy 
singer in “Young Voices”, we went to the settlement’s  
Aghdam Music College, where Asger is now a teacher. 
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A performance by Jeffrey on kamancha and Asger sing-
ing warmed us up for the final hop across to what was 
once Aghdam city.

Yes, I’d seen images of the little that was left of the 
city, but how to describe the shock of actually standing 
in the midst of total destruction? The thoughts that go 

through your head - starting with “How?”, 
moving on to “Why?” Pulling your jaw 
up from the ground to expand to: “How 
could anyone do this to a whole city ‘so 
green’?” I’ll admit I thought reports I’d 
read about this being a ‘Hiroshima of 
the Caucasus’, might have been over the 
top, but, honestly, I could not recall see-
ing any other images that matched what 
was before my eyes; I could not think of 
a better way to get across the totality of 
the brute waste and destruction of a cen-
tre of human civilisation. The scene was 
one of utter devastation and my mind 
was devastated, too, as I went back to try-
ing to imagine the “how” and the “why” 
of someone doing this. The “whys?” ex-
panded: why did the Armenians want 
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Left to right: Ian Peart; Mikael Silkeberg; Asger’s proud father; Jeffrey Werbock

Jeffrey Werbock plays kamancha and 
Asger Asgerzade sings before the remains 
of the Aghdam State Drama Theatre
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this land so badly, at a cost of 30,000 lives (their own and 
Azerbaijani) and more than a million people driven from 
their homes, if all they were going to do was destroy it 
so that no one could live here? What was in their heads?

Jeffrey was determined to play before the Aghdam 
State Drama Theatre, and that whole episode served to 
intensify further the poignancy of what I was witnessing. 
The photo may give you some idea of the devastation; 
the survival of these arches from part of the theatre’s 
front wall seems in itself to be something of a miracle. 
But a drama of contrasts developed. As Jeffrey bowed 
his kamancha and Asger sang to the sky, it became dif-
ficult to hear them as construction lorry after construc-
tion lorry growled by, despite the best efforts of our of-
ficial escort to divert them round us. Already, in stark 
contrast to the destruction and depopulation that had 

been inflicted on Aghdam and its 
houses of culture, construction 
and rehabilitation were already 
underway to make the city hab-
itable once more, with proudly 
defiant musical accompaniment.

But like the greenery that had 
so impressed the French journal-
ist, the buildings in which Khojaly 
survivors had been given refuge 
were scarce. With the music re-
corded and with some trepida-
tion, I asked if we could see the 
Qarabag team’s home ground. 

The Imaret (palace) stadium 
was named for the nearby summer 
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palace of Panah Ali Khan founder of the 18th century 
Karabakh khanate. Miraculously, the palace still has four 
walls and a roof; apparently, this was because someone 

needed a stable during the occupation and a military 
redoubt during their attempts to stop Azerbaijan re-
claiming its lands. We couldn’t go inside as it is still in 

Great Return
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unsafe condition, but we were assured that it had been 
stripped of anything worthwhile. 

On one side of the palace is (was) a small graveyard, 
and here was the grave of Natavan, daughter of the last 
khan of Karabakh, poetess, philanthropist and organ-
iser of literary assemblies in Shusha, the khans’ capital. 
Needless to say, the memorial statue that once stood 
over her grave had been smashed to pieces. Not only 
that, the grave had been dug out and emptied of her 
bones. Now the Armenians profess themselves to be 
one of the earliest nationalities to have become Chris-
tians… Forgive my ignorance, but where in any Chris-
tian text…?

A replica of the original statue now stands over what 
was once the grave of a woman noted for her culture 
and benevolence. In some ways this was the most 
shocking revelation for me. As I stood before that site, 
I tried to rationalise: well, buildings could have been 
destroyed because their materials were needed for 
other purposes; a statue may have been smashed in a 
fit of pride after military victory or to destroy evidence 
of Azerbaijani culture on the land, but the purpose in 
spending time and energy to dig down and remove the 
bones from a philanthropic woman’s grave…? I strug-
gled to get beyond the word barbarism.

Pulling myself together I walked round the other 
side of the palace to find an open area of tufted grass 
with a slight ridge along one side - Imaret Stadium, 
where Qarabag had played before their ardent fans 
until artillery bombardment forced them out in 1993. 
Somehow, they still clinched the Azerbaijani champi-
onship that year. Following Aghdam’s return to Azer-
baijani control, the first task at the site of the one-time 
stadium, as across most of the occupied area, was to 
remove what appears to have been the main crop 
planted by the invaders - landmines, hundreds of 
thousands of them. 

On the long drive back to Baku, at first my thoughts 
were overwhelmingly of despair at the scale and kind of 
the destruction I’d seen, accompanied by those ‘why?’ 
questions. Although what had been done to Natavan’s 
grave remained inexplicable to me, I did finally return 
to the image of Jeffrey Werbock and Asger Asgerzade 
playing against the backdrop of dozens of lorries bear-
ing building materials, and to thoughts of Qarabag’s Eu-
ropean triumphs. Finally, against all odds, I have to be-
lieve that creativity and construction will triumph over 
the soulless destruction I had witnessed.
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