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PREFACE




Before Khojaly, the Azerbaijanis thought that they were joking with us, they thought that the Armenians were people who could not raise their hand against the civilian population. We were able to break that [stereotype]. And that’s what happened.


Serzh Sargsyan, December 2000, quoted in Thomas de Waal, Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan through Peace and War (New York: NYU Press, 2004), p. 172





***


Serzh Sargsyan speaks with authority; in 1992 he was leader of the ‘Nagorno-Karabakh Republic Self-Defence Forces Committee’. His brute candour is strong evidence of the cause and motivation behind the slaughter of 613 Khojaly townsfolk on the fateful night of 25–26 February 1992. He is currently President of Armenia and is thus the man with whom Azerbaijan has to negotiate in seeking a resolution to the Nagorno (Mountainous) Karabakh war. Despite the shocking admission quoted above, he has never been held to account for his actions in that war.


The deeds of Serzh Sargsyan and his co-militants, however, continue to blight the lives of the hundreds of thousands of people driven from their homes by the war. They comprise one in ten of Azerbaijan’s population, the world’s highest proportion of refugees and internally displaced people. In this book, the initial focus is on those who survived the Khojaly Massacre but for whom every day is one of grief for loved ones lost, longing for a return to their homeland and bewilderment that the world expects them to patiently await the consent of those who destroyed their lives. Sadly, for Nazile Salimova, who was interviewed for this book (page 46), that consent will now come too late. Death arrived too early for her, as it had for Zenure Salimova’s baby, carried by a pregnant mother through the snow and horror of Khojaly’s night (page 55.), but surviving the stressful aftermath for just three months. Shahibe Mustafayeva’s husband also somehow completed the barefoot walk through river and forest, but lived on for only ten months before finally succumbing to the effects (page 49). Many subsequent deaths were ascribed to stress by Humay Abbasova (page 34).


On page 151 is Victoria Ivleva’s report in which she describes helping a woman, one of a column of Ahiska (Meskheti) Turks being marched out of Khojaly by their Armenian captors. Victoria carried the woman’s two-day-old baby girl. There is a sad epilogue to that story. Some 19 years later, Victoria set out to find out what had happened to the woman, Mehriban Bakirova. She found her but the girl, Guany, had never enjoyed good health.


Indeed there had been fatalities before the final attack. Lala Askerova (page 40) told of how her husband was one of many who had not survived the stress created by being under continual siege and attack from 1988.


Times of war are inevitably times of confusion, sometimes deliberately sown, sometimes arising from force of circumstances. Many conflicting versions have been proposed as to what happened in Khojaly on the night of 25–26 February 1992, and why. So this book opens with maps for the benefit of a world still largely ignorant of the region, let alone the Karabakh war and its horrific consequences. The map of the South Caucasus will help readers to place the region, note the immediate neighbourhood and thus understand its strategic importance, politically ‘sandwiched’ as it is by Russia, Iran and Turkey. The areas of Georgia and Azerbaijan occupied by foreign forces are also marked. Economically, the region is of particular interest to the West for the reserves of oil and gas being extracted from Azerbaijan’s sector of the Caspian Sea. The second map has more detail, showing the occupied Azerbaijani territories of Nagorno-Karabakh, Aghdam, Fuzuli, Jabrail, Zangilan, Gubadli, Lachin and Kalbajar. The final map shows how Armenian forces channelled the Khojaly townsfolk to the guns that awaited them.


Eyewitness accounts by people who were in Khojaly, those who survived that night, provide information about its events, but the chapter of interviews is more important for the focus on the people behind the statistics. Their telling of the terror and struggle for survival on that night brought tears to the eyes and a determination to present the human side of a conflict which is too often framed in statistics and cold-blooded politics.


The international response is represented first by the considered assessments issued by human rights and other organisations. Naturally more sober and detached in tone, they nevertheless provide an objective complement to the emotional commitment of eyewitnesses.


International journalists who arrived in the immediate aftermath of the Khojaly Massacre had to work very hard to overcome the world’s preconceptions and to make people look at, read and believe their accounts. Their witness is presented here too.


There follows a selection of extracts from books by international writers reflecting their views on the tragedy.


The photographs included here were taken by foreign journalists immediately after those terrible events and they remind us of the human dimension.


***


The Nagorno-Karabakh region of western Azerbaijan, close to the border with Armenia, is regarded by Azerbaijanis as the cradle of their culture. Many of their greatest writers, poets and musicians were born there and the beautiful Karabakh carpets are one of the four main groups produced by Azerbaijani weavers. Horse-breeding also thrived, with the golden Karabakh horse acquiring almost legendary status. Sadly, since the war, no carpets are woven in Karabakh, mugham is no longer sung there and the Karabakh horse is also condemned to exile.


Khojaly was certainly the bloodiest episode in the latest outbreak of secessionist violence in the region. As with many inter-ethnic disputes, the causes lie in historical manipulations of borders and populations by imperial forces. One of the early landmarks in this sorry progression was the Treaty of Turkmenchay in 1828 which settled the war between Persia and Russia, confirming the latter’s acquisition of territory previously subject to Persian rule. The redrawn border divided the lands inhabited by Azerbaijanis; those to the north were subsumed into the Russian Empire. The victors also demanded that their Armenian fellow Christians living south of the new border should be allowed to move north. Thus many thousands of Armenians were moved, some to Azerbaijani khanates in Karabakh and others to khanates further west (which later became the state of Armenia). They commemorated this exodus by erecting a monument, We are our Mountains, in 1967 and celebrated 150 years since their arrival in Karabakh by erecting another monument in 1978. Although there are many records of the two peoples living in peaceful co-existence, including in upper Karabakh where Armenians gradually became the majority, there were always those with dreams of political grandeur who managed to stir up hostilities, especially in search of a ‘Greater Armenia’.


In the Soviet era, Nagorno-Karabakh had autonomous status within Azerbaijan and Armenians lived there peacefully until the USSR began to fall apart in the 1980s. By 1988 ethnic Armenians were calling for union with Armenia and the Armenian Supreme Soviet voted to incorporate Nagorno-Karabakh into Armenia, but this was overruled by the USSR. Violence continued, Azerbaijanis were driven out of their homes and, in September 1991, ethnic Armenians declared themselves independent of Azerbaijan, as the ‘Nagorno-Karabakh Republic’ (it has not been recognised by any country and under international law remains part of Azerbaijan). The ethnic cleansing of Azerbaijanis continued.


After many months of sniper fire and night-time shelling on Khojaly, the atrocities peaked in the middle of the freezing night of 25–26 February 1992. The inhabitants fled from the final assault on their town in whatever they happened to be wearing. Shoes and heavy clothes were kicked off as these hampered progress across the snow-covered ground and chill Qarqar River, through the forest … straight into a fusillade of bullets from guns held by men who knew exactly where the refugees would have to flee.


Such was the horror of this event that it took days for the rest of Azerbaijan to accept that it had happened. Such was the influence of the Armenian diaspora that at least one Western correspondent had trouble convincing his paper he was not confusing perpetrator and victim.


A cease-fire was signed in May 1994, by which time Armenia had occupied Nagorno-Karabakh and seven surrounding districts of Azerbaijan (approximately 15 per cent of the country’s territory). Human Rights Watch estimated that there were a total of 25,000 fatalities by the time of the cease-fire. And Azerbaijan had to provide for approaching one million refugees and Internally Displaced People (IDPs, i.e. refugees in their own country).


More than two decades later, a state of war still exists and Armenia remains in occupation of internationally-recognised Azerbaijani territory despite four resolutions from the UN Security Council explicitly demanding the removal of its occupying forces. The UN General Assembly, the European Parliament and the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe have all made similar demands. All have similarly been ignored.


***


Khojaly still exerts powerful pressure on the politics and psyche of the region. In Armenia, first Robert Kocharyan and then Serzh Sargsyan ascended to the presidency; both were born in Khojaly’s neighbouring town of Khankendi (‘Stepanakert’ to Armenians) and both were key players in the expulsion of all Azerbaijanis from Nagorno-Karabakh and the seven other districts.


Azerbaijan’s oil wealth has enabled it to get rid of the tent camps and begin to provide decent conditions for its IDPs, but the fact of continued occupation and the horror, especially of Khojaly, weigh heavily indeed on the national consciousness.


The politics, economics, industry and infrastructure, as well as the cultures and psychology of the whole South Caucasus are distorted by the consequences of the war. The peoples of the region will not benefit fully from the wealth and potential that is still present until there is a just settlement.


In presenting the materials in this book we hope to get beyond statistics and stock images, to get across what this wanton destruction meant to individual people who share the hopes, fears and feelings of common humanity but who wait still to be treated with the same humanity. Let there be no forgetting that this is a continuing tragedy. Having survived the most atrocious and brutal of massacres in the Karabakh war, these people are still denied the most basic of human rights, to live in peace in the homes they have created. Let there be no more destruction; let the people of Khojaly realise their simple dream of returning to their homes.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Note on Spelling


There is no internationally-accepted, single system of transliteration for Azerbaijani text. The articles and reports in this book have been reproduced as written and so the names of people and places appear in different forms.


E.g. Khojaly / Xodjali / Khojalu refer to the same place and Alif Hajiyev / Alef Khadjiev refer to the same person.
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Khojaly Massacre, 25–26 February 1992


showing the directions of the Armenian attack and escape routes
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SURVIVORS’ ACCOUNTS





KHOJALY OVER TWENTY YEARS ON


The weather on Saturday 22 January 2011 was as grey and dull as the old Soviet sanatorium where we visited some Khojaly survivors. Its location on the shore of the Caspian Sea, next to a windswept beach and on the edge of a low-lying village that has seen little yet of the massive investment which has gone into other areas of Azerbaijan, was grim. I had been to the beach previously in winter, a great place for a good brisk walk to blow away the cobwebs from winter excesses, but hardly the place to rebuild your entire life. Especially when your previous life had, by all accounts, been close to the most beautiful and fertile mountain countryside with thick forests, rivers and of course comfortable homes.


I lived in Azerbaijan from 2004–2008 and have been a guest to the country a number of times since then. The country has a unique location and geographical attributes and is home to a booming oil and gas industry. It exhibits such a variety of climatic zones that you can grow almost any crop here, successfully and in abundance. This country is so rich in natural resources that, with independence and investment, its growth in GDP has been amongst the highest in the world throughout much of the last decade. And yet, step outside this fast changing country and into the relatively sedate UK, for example, and hardly anyone has heard of Azerbaijan.


I am also familiar with the fact that Armenia is occupying large swathes of land that, it is internationally agreed, actually belong to Azerbaijan.


Together with the stories of 20 January 1990, when Azerbaijan’s capital city of Baku was ‘invaded’ by the Soviet army, resulting in many innocent local people being shot and killed, the conflict with Armenia is the most recent episode in a country with a long history of being subject to the desires of its covetous neighbours.


Survivors of what has come to be known as the Khojaly Massacre or Khojaly Tragedy have been asked to tell their terrible stories time and time again, but no-one has been listening.


At the time of the massacre I was living in Scotland and cannot say I remember hearing the news then. Sometimes it’s hard to be certain what you really remember about a time or what you remember being told about an event sometime later.


In fact the Khojaly tragedy was definitely in the news across much of the world, as I have since discovered.


With some trepidation about what I would hear, I agreed early in 2011 that I would meet and talk with survivors of the tragedy, to hear their stories for myself, to make my own judgements and to write about it for this book.


Once inside our first home, shoes off as is the way here, the Azerbaijani hospitality took over and we were generously provided with tea and something sweet to take with it. The dining table was pulled out from the wall and we sat around it; in fact this was the setup in all the homes we visited. A family member would take a chair and recount their experience of the tragedy. There would be photos of lost loved ones and there would be young grandchildren with a stunningly strong family likeness to the photos.


As the stories emerged, I started to build up a picture of that fateful night when so many were killed. I began to wonder, what might I have done in similar circumstances? And I found myself thinking that I just wouldn’t have been there, I would have left long before. I wouldn’t have been so brave, so determined to stay in my family home.


I couldn’t help but admire these people for their bravery, for their compassion to one another, all in the face of such adversity. The fact that their new-found enemies had been their friends – personal friends (I asked to check) – really stung.


For various reasons we all generally choose to live near people like ourselves. Or we end up with people of a similar income level or background. We don’t, in general, tend to live next to people who we are not like. So it’s not surprising that Karabakh comprised some ethnically Azerbaijani villages and some ethnically Armenian villages. But they were friends, they mixed, and I dare say they married each other sometimes.


The land belonged to Azerbaijan, everybody knew, so the shock was immense when Armenia laid claim to it. But still, I have the impression that our survivors never once thought that the events were going to unfold the way they did, resulting in that horrible dark winter night when finally, after months of aggression, the Armenian men (aided they say, by a Russian regiment) finally drove them out of their homes.


With a tear in their eye each story was told, and we would write, the small digital recorder on the table unobtrusively recording. How many times have these stories been told, I wonder? How many times has tea been poured?


Our translator paused, tears in her eyes, as she explained she could not continue for a moment. We were listening this time to a much younger woman, Yaseman Hasanova, who was only 12 at the time of the tragedy.


The next time I went back to the sanatorium to speak to survivors (I made three separate visits – it takes a long time to hear the stories), I was a little more prepared. I was in fact a little buoyed up by Yaseman’s story (see page 52). This was because I had felt I had listened to a more recent story. No longer was I dealing with a series of events which had happened some twenty years ago.


Time after time, the people I speak to reiterate their desire to return to their homeland.


My son says, as soon as I hear we can go back, I will run all the way there, even in my bare feet.


So I am shocked and disappointed that so many of the stories end in a description of illness caused by stress. Their hopelessness is being perpetuated.


Poverty has kept the families out of work, unable to even pay for a journey to a town to get work.


Yet pride has dictated that the survivors follow a traditional way of life, where the old are cared for by the young. And so in a situation where one family (parents and children) have to care for the children of the mother’s brother, because the children’s parents are either dead or missing, there are two adults and nine children in a tiny, makeshift apartment. But in here, against all odds, the mother had married her son to her brother’s daughter, because otherwise there would be no weddings. They had been brought up together in these squalid conditions, and still everyone lived here, even as adults. Only now there were also two young boys, grandchildren.


Thank you for coming, they would say. No matter how we talk about it, it will never finish, because so much happened that night. Thank you, thank you for coming such a long way.


You’re welcome felt an inadequate response. So sorry, a hug, what can we do but write about it? Shout it to the world? Will anyone hear? Does anyone care?


Fiona Maclachlan, interviewer, 2011
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Shamil Alekberli (photo: Frédérique Lengaigne)


Assisting the straggle of survivors who made it to Aghdam







GO AHEAD AND BUILD, BUT KNOW THAT YOU WILL LEAVE


Shamil Sabiroghlu, also known as Shamil Alekberli, chairman of the Association for Recognition of the Khojaly Massacre, came to meet me in Baku on 19 October 2011.


I was the first source of information and took many photographs. I was the first journalist to get the information into a newspaper, the ‘Sheher’ … My wife is from Khojaly, and I went voluntarily to Khojaly during the time of the troubles.


Although I was only 23, our newspaper had a reputation for its serious approach. In 1990 a million copies were published. It carried the news when Baku was invaded by Russia. So my reports were taken seriously.


In 1990, Shamil explains, Khojaly was given city status. This meant that there was construction there; they were building Finnish-style wooden houses for Azerbaijanis fleeing from Armenia and the neighbouring city of Khankendi.


I worked on the construction because that was my background, as well as journalism. The Azerbaijani government funded the work.


I witnessed the build-up of aggression.


Around this time, villages around Khojaly, notably Nuraguh and others, were occupied by Armenians. In Nuraguh (Armenian for ‘new village’) there was a cemetery for Khojaly people but it had been destroyed by Armenians. This happened in the 1970s; Nuraguh was only two or three kilometres from Khojaly.


Even before the tragedy, the Armenians would taunt us, as we were doing the building work, saying, ‘It’s ok, you can go ahead and build, but know that you will leave.’ They would shoot at us while we were working.


Sometimes we had to travel to Aghdam by bus, passing through Askeran. Azerbaijanis lived in Aghdam and there were Armenians in Askeran. On the way back the Armenians would throw stones at the windows and break the windows, sometimes injuring those on the bus. They threatened us and would argue that it was their land and that Khojaly was theirs. I remember this was around November 1991. I was on the bus when this happened.


Bit by bit the Armenians were making it impossible to get around. They blocked the Askeran Tower. It was through this tower (an arch went underneath it) that traffic went to Shusha from Askeran. The tower had been there for 250 years. Little by little, Khojaly was becoming isolated.


Meshali, Jamilli, Karkijahan and Kosalar were all satellite villages of Khojaly and were taken by Armenians. On 15 December 1991 they occupied Jamilli and killed four Azerbaijanis. On 23 December 1991 they burned Meshali and on 28 December 1991 they burned down Kosalar. Many people died as a result. One awful result was that in Meshali a schoolboy, aged 14, was burnt alive in the school.


I felt I was witnessing the shrinking of Khojaly and I began to get the unpleasant feeling of Khojaly being occupied.


When Azerbaijan became independent in October 1991, about a hundred Khojaly men formed a troop of amateur riflemen. Around the end of 1991 and early 1992 I published articles in a few newspapers warning about Khojaly being occupied.


Agil Quliyev from Baku was head of the military attachment. At the end of 1991 he arranged for two tanks and a truck full of weapons to be sent in support, via the 366th Regiment and the Russians. But although they were intended for Azerbaijanis, they were given to the Armenians in Khankendi instead.


Shamil explains that it seemed the President of Azerbaijan at the time was effectively forced to follow Russian instructions.


Agil Quliyev was also involved in organising a train of oil and flour but it, too, was sent to Khankendi.


On 28 January 1992, Russians and Armenians shot down a helicopter en route from Aghdam to Shusha, thus effectively blocking the air routes. With air routes and roads blocked, Khojaly was isolated. With no supplies getting through there was soon a lack of water and lack of electricity as well as a lack of food.


Construction had stopped. I had volunteered as a teacher in Jamilli, taking people to Aghdam then Barda when Jamilli was occupied.


Things were getting desperate.


On 29 January 1992 I managed to get to Baku with photos and I published an article explaining that the government was not defending our land and that our villages were being occupied one by one.


On 11 February 1992, 17 Khojaly men went with me to Baku to try and see the president. We wanted to ask for defence. We couldn’t meet the president but we met some MPs and the Turkish ambassador. The Turkish ambassador promised to pass our message to the president.


A security council meeting was held at 3am on the morning of 12 February 1992. Initially they said I could go, and then not. Perhaps the meeting was held in secret so as not to alert the Armenians. A message emerged from the government that Khojaly was to be liberated.


The next day, 13 February 1992, we met with officials and obtained food to take to Khojaly. We took it first to Aghdam and negotiated with the Russians for passage via Askeran. We wanted to take the food in and take some people out. But they wouldn’t allow us to go. I was so stressed that my hair went grey, even although I was just 23.


We gave the food and clothing to Azerbaijani soldiers in Aghdam in the hope that they might get some through to Khojaly. Fuzuli Rustamov managed to take some food on horseback. It was very risky and dangerous as the forest was full of Armenians. He is now a national hero.


(Later) … we bribed the Russians and rented a helicopter to get food to Khojaly. At first we threw the food out because we couldn’t land. Then we managed to land briefly, rescued 70 infirm people and took them to Aghdam.


All sorts of awful things were happening; I could tell you so much.


A small village called Garadaghli was occupied by Armenians. It wasn’t a big village, but 70 Azerbaijanis were killed and buried in silage bins.


There were two brothers, one named Alov (the name means burning fire) and one named Atesh (the name means fire, as in gunfire). They were burned and shot respectively, according to their names.


An Armenian called Melkenyon killed a pregnant woman then took out the baby.


I was in Aghdam, I felt Khojaly would be next.


On 24 and 25 February 1992 the Azerbaijani government made plans to rescue the Khojaly people. The plans were delayed; who knows why?


On the morning of 26 February 1992 I was in Shelli. I met up with wounded people who were coming out of the forest and I found out what had happened. Even from a distance we had seen and heard the gunfire. We went into the forest to look for wounded. Young volunteer Azerbaijanis in the area helped. We had no weapons. The Armenians kept shooting. We could hear screaming from the forest.


We reached the petrol station. The whole area was full of wounded people; people had scattered but had still been shot. We had to leave the dead and take the wounded to Aghdam. Local people let us use their vehicles to carry the wounded.


There were three groups of people in Khojaly, the local Khojaly people, those who had moved there from Khankendi, and the Ahiska Turks. The Turks were living in the Finnish houses and had been shot first because their houses were wooden and less substantial.


All that day I was in shock and couldn’t believe what had happened. By evening I remembered that I was a journalist and I had to contact Baku. I went to the post office centre in Aghdam to use their phone lines. When I told Baku that over a hundred people had been killed, they didn’t believe it.


Later I learned that Azertaj (the state news agency) were saying that only two people had been killed, but I was able to confirm it was a hundred. All the newspapers followed Azertaj but my newspaper carried my headline.


On 27 February 1992, after Thomas Goltz, other journalists came to Aghdam. A special military helicopter was hired for them and they were able to see the destruction and what Armenia had done at first-hand.


But still Baku did not believe what had happened.


I developed the film from my camera. It wasn’t a professional camera but I sent the photographs anyway. On 4 March my newspaper published ‘Azerbaijan Red with Blood’ and used my photographs.


The local authorities in Aghdam seemed scared to help us and we felt that they were embarrassed because they had been unable to stop the tragedy.


Shamil continued to explain the situation and offer his observations.


Khojaly people are known in Azerbaijan for being hardworking and good at agriculture. There are labyrinths there like the more well-known ones in Gadabey, meaning that Khojaly is most definitely Azerbaijani.


It’s a major issue that no mercy was shown to children. A father was tied up with rope and set on fire in front of his eight-year-old daughter. His name was Tevekkul Amirov.


Faig Almammadov, a student from Baku, went to Khankendi and was shot in prison there.


Six hundred and thirteen people were killed in Khojaly. 83 of them were children. 155 people are still missing, unaccounted for.


The population of Khojaly had been about 7,000 but at the time of the tragedy there were only about 3,000 there, as many had left. This means that almost one in three suffered physically. Remember that many more were wounded or injured in some way.


One thousand two hundred and seventy five people were initially taken prisoner, some were returned. There is unofficial information that prisoners were taken to Armenia, then on to Libya or Syria where their organs were sold. Some were taken through Georgia.


Eight families were completely wiped out.


The figure of 613 dead is probably higher when you consider the 155 still not accounted for … and early deaths caused by stress.


Armenia has defied all the relevant UN resolutions. The UN’s resolutions on Karabakh have not been fulfilled. The whole world has been told about this but the occupation continues. It has to be stopped.


Armenia has a dream of their country reaching from sea to sea, from the Black Sea to the Caspian Sea. And it seems that Russia, France and the USA are helping Armenia to achieve this dream …


What we want is support from the international community. There is still a danger of war. We want the Khojaly tragedy to be assessed at global level. We want the 26 February to be a day of mourning in Azerbaijan.


We want the Armenian presidents, current and former, to stand trial. Serzh Sargsyan (President of Armenia at the time of interview – ed.) admitted in France two years ago that he had participated in the Khojaly tragedy. Seyran Ohanyan (Minister of Defence of Armenia at the time of interview – ed.) was in charge of the 2nd Battalion of the 366th Regiment. He was its commander-in-chief.


We want them to be tried in a European Court, because they were directly involved and are to be blamed. They admit that they caused this tragedy.


Shamil’s last words are poignant:


I would like to see a world without borders, where people understand each other. If people are indifferent to one other, that is the end of the world. We must put a stop to this indifference, and stop fighting.


Interviewed by Fiona Maclachlan
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Jeyran Azizova (photo: Fiona Maclachlan)


In the Pirshaghi settlement of Khojaly survivors




USED AS A HOSTAGE


I wish we could welcome you in Khojaly, and show you our hospitality.


I was 35 years old when I left Khojaly. My three children are all married and I have three grandchildren. At the time of the tragedy my children were between twelve and eighteen.


I remember thinking it could never be like this …


At nine in the evening they surrounded Khojaly with tanks. Like wars on TV, they started shooting from the tanks and people left their houses. The 366th Regiment of the Russian Army had turned against those in the south of Khojaly. I had been working in the communal services just 200 metres from the army position.


My husband (Vasif Mammadov), aged 42 at the time, came home and told us they (the Armenians) were shooting intensively and then he went to warn the neighbours.


The way out of Khojaly was barred by the Qarqar River. We started towards the river to head towards Aghdam. The only other way in or out of Khojaly was by air; the roads were all blocked.


We were in a hurry to make our way to Aghdam. The river was wide, icy, deep (up to our chests). We had to break the ice, the river was frozen over, we couldn’t swim, it was stony; a fast-flowing mountain river. About 7,000 people were crossing; the whole town. The head of the Executive Authority encouraged people to leave; he said there was no choice …


Everyone wanted to escape. We were not wearing warm clothes and I cannot begin to describe how we felt. There were five in our family, including my wounded husband. Nobody could stay. Everybody left.


Once on the other side of the river we realised that many people were frozen. Sick people, old ones, children … The fit men were trying to defend the post. It was stupid. They couldn’t fight tanks.


There were men in front, protecting us, and they were shot. In the forest at Nachkhivanik, an Armenian area, more were killed. We had no alternative; we had to go past Nachkhivanik. The 366th tanks were there, shooting us.


By dawn, my husband was ahead and wounded. I was wounded. My twelve-year-old son Jeyhun was shot in the shoulder. I put snow on his wound. I could never leave him.


We became a group of four. I was with my child, and there was a man, Gafar Zeymala (52) and his daughter Sevinj Aslamova (18). All four of us were taken hostage by Armenians. I asked them not to take my child. I had my handbag with me with money, jewellery, my gold watch and I offered it. My head was bleeding. They still wanted to take my child.


They took us to an Armenian family who had a son in Baku needing help. I asked for medical supplies, medicines, and I cleaned my son’s wound. It was now mid-morning.


(… The storytelling paused for tea with more apologies for not entertaining us in Khojaly …)


No-one knew we were there. The teenagers in the Armenian family were forced out to fight. The Armenians wanted to do a swap. They had a son in prison in Baku (from Soviet times, before the Karabakh War).


The Armenian family were not very hospitable but they hid us, in hope of exchange for their son. We were suffering, so they didn’t torture us further.


My son said we should escape but I didn’t know my way to Aghdam, only to Khankendi. The four of us were not well enough. The man was too old. The girl had frostbitten legs and I and my son were wounded. Escape would be risky, we would still get shot by Armenians. There was a 12-year-old son in the family and my son and he would go for water together. My son reported back that escape was impossible.


Both the Armenian and Azerbaijani sides had self-defence troops who would help an exchange to take place. I had hoped the man or his daughter would go to get the son to be exchanged. But the Armenians said I had to go. I had to leave my son with them.


I asked for enough information about their son so I could trace him and after eight days with this family, I was released to go and get their Armenian son from prison in Baku.


The Armenians had informed the Azerbaijanis in Aghdam that they wanted to give me back, and this was done at the Askeran/Aghdam exchange post. My family were waiting in Aghdam to take me to Baku. They had thought I was dead. When I got to Baku the rest of my family couldn’t believe I had left my son with an Armenian family.
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