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Introduction

Crossing the Line

The Front Line: 19 May 2001

No border is more closed than this one. A few miles after the Azerbai-
jani city of Terter, the road stopped in a dusty field. Soldiers at a guard 
post blocked the way. Sheets of camouflage and dried grass covered the 
barbed wire.
 From here Colonel Elkhan Husseinov of the Azerbaijani army would 
escort us into no-man’s-land. We were a party of Western and Russian 
diplomats and journalists. The mediators were hoping to build on prog-
ress made the month before at peace talks in Florida between the presi-
dents of the two small post-Soviet Caucasian republics of Armenia and 
Azerbaijan.
 By crossing the front line between the positions of the Azerbaijanis 
and of the Armenians of Nagorny Karabakh, who occupied the land on 
the opposite sides, the party of diplomats and journalists wanted to give 
the peace process a public boost. But by the time we reached the front 
line, a peace deal was slipping off the agenda again.
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 No one had crossed here since May 1994, when the cease-fire was 
signed that confirmed the Armenians’ military victory in two and a half 
years of full-blown warfare. From that point, the line where the fighting 
stopped began to turn into a barrier of sandbags and barbed wire more 
than one hundred miles long and dividing the southern Caucasus in 
two.
 Colonel Husseinov, dressed in neat camouflage fatigues, was inscruta-
ble behind his dark glasses. There had been a shooting incident across the 
line that morning, he said, but no one had been hurt. Some of the party 
put on flak jackets. Nikolai Gribkov, the Russian negotiator, was wearing 
a New York Yankees baseball cap and someone teased him that if there 
was an Armenian Mets fan on the other side of the line, he might get a 
bullet through the head.
 The colonel led us around the wall of sandbags to a narrow strip of 
country road, which his men had de-mined that morning. We must 
have looked incongruous as we walked into no-man’s-land to the 
chirrup of birdsong: some of us were carrying briefcases, others were 
trundling suitcases on wheels along the tired asphalt. On the edges of 
the road, the white and purple thistles in the dead zone were already 
neck-high.
 After five minutes, we reached the “enemy”: a group of Armenian 
soldiers waiting for us on the road. They were wearing almost the same 
khaki camouflage uniforms as Husseinov and his men, only their caps 
were square and the Azerbaijanis’ were round, and the Armenians wore 
arm patches inscribed with the letters “NKR,” designating the unrecog-
nized “Nagorny Karabakh Republic.” With them was a group of Euro-
pean cease-fire monitors from the Organization for Security and Coop-
eration in Europe (OSCE). They handed round a light lunch of bottles 
of Armenian beer and caviar sandwiches—a diplomatically devised culi-
nary combination from the two enemy countries.
 Vitaly Balasanian, the Armenian commander, was a tall man with 
graying sideburns. He exchanged a curt handshake with Husseinov and 
they did not meet each other’s eyes. Had they ever met before, we asked. 
“Maybe,” replied Husseinov, implying that they might have done so on 
the battlefield. The two commanders do not even have telephone contact, 
although it would reduce casualties from snipers (about thirty men a year 
still die in cross-border shooting incidents). Would they consider setting 
up a phone link? Balasanian said it would be useful, but Husseinov said 
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that was not his responsibility. Earlier, he had called the Karabakh Arme-
nian forces “Armenian bandit formations.”
 Balasanian led us down the other half of the country road to the 
Armenian lines. In front of us were the blue wooded hills of Karabakh. 
It was a shock. Because of the inviolable cease-fire line, the only way 
into Nagorny Karabakh nowadays is via Armenia from the west. In my 
journeys back and forth between the two sides over the course of four-
teen months in 2000–2001, I had been forced to travel hundreds of miles 
around, going by road through Georgia or flying via Moscow. Now, mov-
ing between one side and the other within a few minutes, I was hit by 
both the strangeness and the logic of it: the two areas on the map did join 
up after all.
 This snatched handshake in no-man’s-land was the only meeting of 
hands the Armenians and Azerbaijanis could make across a vast histori-
cal and political divide.
 Two versions of history collided on this road. To hear the Armenians 
and Azerbaijanis tell it, this was the fault line between Christians and 
Muslims, Armenians and Turks, west and east. The trouble was neither 
side could decide where the boundary lay. For one side, the Armenian 
possession of Nagorny Karabakh, the beautiful range of wooded hills 
stretching up in front of us, was an enemy occupation; for the other, it 
was a fact of historical justice.
 The cultural and symbolic meaning of Nagorny Karabakh for both 
peoples cannot be overstated. For Armenians, Karabakh is the last out-
post of their Christian civilization and a historic haven of Armenian 
princes and bishops before the eastern Turkic world begins. Azerbaijanis 
talk of it as a cradle, nursery, or conservatoire, the birthplace of their 
musicians and poets. Historically, Armenia is diminished without this 
enclave and its monasteries and its mountain lords; geographically and 
economically, Azerbaijan is not fully viable without Nagorny Karabakh.
 On this crumbly road in 2001, it had turned into something else: a big 
international mess, which the Americans, French, and Russians were try-
ing to sort out.
 For seven years the Armenians had had full possession of almost the 
entire disputed province of Nagorny Karabakh, as well as vast areas of 
Azerbaijan all around it—in all, almost 14 percent of the internationally 
recognized territory of Azerbaijan. They had expelled hundreds of thou-
sands of Azerbaijanis from these lands. In response to this massive loss of 
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territory, Azerbaijan, in concert with Turkey, kept its borders with Arme-
nia sealed, crippling Armenia’s economic prospects. The result was a kind 
of slow suicide pact in which each country hurt the other, while suffering 
itself, hoping to achieve a better position at the negotiating table.
 In the preceding few years, most international observers had tended 
to ignore this protracted conflict. They did so at their peril. The nonres-
olution of the dispute tied up the whole region between the Black and 
Caspian Seas. Communications between Turkey and Central Asia, Rus-
sia, and Iran were disrupted; oil pipeline routes developed kinks; railway 
lines went nowhere. The two countries built alliances and polarized inter-
national attitudes. Armenia counted Russia and Iran as its closest friends, 
and a Russian military base is due to remain in Armenia until 2044. 
Azerbaijan used its Caspian Sea oil fields to make friends with the West. 
It forged an alliance with Georgia and Turkey, and in 2006 the Baku-
Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline linked all three countries to Western energy 
markets.
 The United States was also involved, whether it liked it or not. The 
one million or so Armenian Americans, who live mainly in California 
and Massachusetts, were one of the most vocal ethnic communities in 
the country and the Armenian lobby was one of the most powerful in 
Congress. But companies like British Petroleum and Chevron have also 
invested heavily in Caspian Sea oil, and Azerbaijan’s anti-Russian, pro-
Western stance attracted the sympathy of senior politicians from Zbig-
niew Brzezinski to Dick Cheney.
 All that means Westerners could still have cause to worry quite a lot 
about what happens in these mountains: the resumption of the Karabakh 
conflict on even the smallest scale would send out disturbing ripples 
across Europe, Russia, and the Middle East. The nightmare scenario is a 
new conflict in which Armenia asks its military ally Russia for help, while 
the Azerbaijani army calls on its alliance with NATO-member Turkey. 
Nor do the oil companies like the idea of a war breaking out next to an 
international pipeline route. “No one is happy about spending 13 billion 
dollars in a potential war zone,” as one Western oil specialist put it.
 Beginning in April 1999, the presidents of Azerbaijan and Armenia, 
Heidar Aliev and Robert Kocharian, had more than a dozen bilateral 
meetings, where they struck up a good working relationship and hag-
gled over a settlement. This led eventually to the five-day meeting in Key 
West, Florida, in April 2001, when diplomats from the three “Great Pow-
ers,” Russia, France, and the United States, broadened the format of the 
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negotiations. By all accounts, Aliev and Kocharian came closer than ever 
to resolving their differences. A framework peace agreement, with sev-
eral gaps that needed filling, was on the table. The goal of this trip to the 
Caucasus was to close the gaps.

* * *

President Heidar Aliev was displeased. Seated at the middle of a long 
table, surrounded by his courtiers and facing a bank of television cam-
eras, the president, a veteran of the Politburo and the KGB, was now 
playing the role of the aged and disappointed king.
 We were in the Azerbaijani capital, Baku, at the beginning of the 
mediators’ trip across the Caucasus. After the Florida peace talks, they 
had given the two presidents a breathing space to consult more widely 
at home. A further presidential meeting, in June, was planned for Swit-
zerland, where, it was hoped, they might settle the remaining issues. 
One of the mediators told me that Aliev and Kocharian had got “80 or 
90 percent” of the way there at Key West. The mediators had designed a 
high-profile tour across the region, which would underline how ordinary 
people continued to suffer from the nonresolution of the Armenia-Azer-
baijan dispute. As well as political leaders, it would take in encounters 
with refugees in Azerbaijan and the poor and unemployed in Armenia.
 Looking gaunt, Aliev smiled beneficently and began a verbal joust 
with the three foreign mediators, glancing occasionally at the television 
cameras. Evidently, the consultations had not gone well. As it later trans-
pired, Aliev had been virtually ready to give up Karabakh to the Arme-
nians in return for other concessions at the negotiating table, but this was 
anathema to the group of people whose advice he sought after Key West.
 The Russian envoy Gribkov offered the Azerbaijani president belated 
congratulations on his seventy-eighth birthday. “Thank you for congratu-
lations on my birthday but .  .  . ,” Aliev paused. “The most real birthday 
will be when we sign peace, when our lands are liberated,” he went on. 
“So for all the years that I have dealt with this question for me a celebra-
tion has not been a celebration and a birthday even more so. I forgot that 
it was my birthday because thoughts about this problem were always in 
my head.” He looked grave, daring us to believe him.
 The American envoy Carey Cavanaugh congratulated Aliev on his 
political courage in pursuing peace. But, he stated, foreign powers could 
offer only political, financial, and logistical support for a deal, they could 
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not actually make one happen: that was up to Aliev and President Koch-
arian. Aliev batted back the hint, saying that the United States, France, 
and Russia had to do more to make a peace agreement possible. The pub-
lic part of the meeting was declared over, but the omens were not looking 
good.
 The next day we flew west from Baku across the waterless plains of 
central Azerbaijan. In the refugee camp outside the town of Agjabedi, 
a cracked mud road ran down through a biblical scene of mud-brick 
houses surrounded by cane fences. The camp had served as the home for 
about three thousand people from the city of Aghdam since they were 
expelled by the Armenians eight years before.
 The refugees waiting to see the foreign delegation were half weary, 
half angry. It seemed the recent talks in the United States had made little 
impression on them. I talked to Allahverdi Aliev, a portly man with silver 
hair and a row of gold teeth, who described himself as an agricultural 
economist. Aliev told me that there was no work in the camp and the 
earth was too salty to grow vegetables. “How long can we go on living like 
this? It’s like living in a railway station,” he said, sweating from the May 
sun. I asked about the Armenians. “The Germans didn’t behave as badly 
as they did,” he replied. Did he have any message for them? “Tell them to 
leave our lands.” Aliev told me I should look out on the other side of the 
line for his two-story house in Aghdam, five hundred meters west of the 
mosque and next to a restaurant.
 A few hours later we crossed no-man’s-land and the cease-fire line 
onto the Armenian side and soon afterward came to Aghdam. Or what 
is left of it. If a peace agreement is signed and Allahverdi Aliev were to 
come back here, he would find neither the restaurant nor his house. Both 
are sunk somewhere in a sea of rubble. The only standing structure is the 
plum-and-white-tiled mosque, its minarets rising above ruins.
 Two months before, I had come here from the Armenian side and 
stood on top of one of the minarets. It was a lucid spring day and the 
view was clear all the way to the magnificent white peaks of the Cauca-
sus, sixty miles to the north. But instead my eyes were drawn to what 
was a small Hiroshima lying below. Aghdam used to have fifty thousand 
inhabitants. Now it is completely empty. After the Armenians captured 
the town in 1993, they slowly stripped every street and house. Thistles 
and brambles swarmed over the wrecked houses. Looking out from the 
minaret onto the devastation, I puzzled again over the reasons for this 
apocalypse.
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* * *

After the ruins of Aghdam, the road began to climb out of the empty arid 
plain into Armenian-inhabited lands and the mountainous and fertile 
“Black Garden” of Karabakh. The hills collected thick beech woods. It is a 
sudden juxtaposition: apart from anything else, this is a conflict between 
highlanders, the Karabakh Armenians, and lowlanders, the Azerbaijanis 
of the plains.
 The roads of Nagorny Karabakh were quiet after Azerbaijan. That eve-
ning we came to Stepanakert, the local capital and a small modern town, 
pleasant and unremarkable, patchworked with gardens and orchards. 
During the war, it was badly damaged by artillery and bombing but has 
now been completely rebuilt. This is where most of the fabric of Aghdam 
has gone, its bricks and window frames recycled for the reconstruction of 
the Armenian town.
 Stepanakert and Aghdam are only fifteen miles apart and well within 
artillery range of each other. The Karabakh Armenians say that it was a 
case of kill-or-be-killed, that their conquest of Aghdam was purely an act 
of self-defense. In a shop on the main street, Gamlet Jangarian, a butcher 
with another row of gold teeth, turned his balding head sideways to show 
me a small scar. He said it was caused by a piece of shrapnel of a shell 
fired from Aghdam that had slammed into his block of flats.
 In Gamlet, I found the same mixture of defiance, suspicion, weariness, 
and longing for an end to the suffering that we had met in Azerbaijan. 
“This all used to be ours,” he told me, drawing his finger across the shop’s 
counter. “Then they gradually came in and took everything bit by bit.” He 
said he had no faith in the negotiations: “They won’t give anything.”
 The final leg of our Caucasian odyssey took us west again out of the 
enchanted Eden of Karabakh into Armenia. From the air, it was obvious 
to the eye why this oasis of green hills lying in between two dry plains is 
so prized. We flew into the rocky impoverished landscape of Armenia 
and arrived at the town of Spitak, still half empty twelve years after it was 
destroyed by the devastating earthquake of 1988. Spitak’s factories did not 
work and a railway junction was deserted.
 In Armenia’s capital, Yerevan, President Kocharian received first the 
mediators and then us, the journalists. We pressed him as to why he 
was doing nothing to build on the momentum of the Key West talks 
and engage the Armenian public on the issue of peace and compromise 
with Azerbaijan. “I would not want to raise their expectations, without 
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knowing for sure that the conflict will definitely be resolved,” came his 
answer. In other words, he seemed to be saying that it was better for peo-
ple to be kept in the dark about the negotiations. Little wonder that the 
peace deal caught no one’s imagination. A vicious circle of inertia and 
distrust was undermining it.
 Later, in the lobby of the Hotel Yerevan, even the normally ebullient 
Carey Cavanaugh seemed subdued and had nothing positive to report. 
His big push for a peace agreement was faltering. A few months later 
Cavanaugh had stepped down and the Karabakh peace process was in 
full deadlock once again.

* * *

The Black Garden of Nagorny Karabakh has swallowed up many regimes, 
presidents, and mediators. It has also shaped the story of the past genera-
tion in the southern Caucasus. Erupting in 1988, the dispute galvanized 
both Armenians’ and Azerbaijanis’ movement for de-colonization from 
Moscow. It created two anti-Communist oppositions in both republics, 
which both then came to power with independence.
 It has not always been a place of conflict. The name “Nagorny Kara-
bakh” itself suggests the fruitful crossbreeding of cultures that has also 
occurred there. The word “Karabakh” is a Turkish-Persian fusion, most 
commonly translated as “Black Garden.” Perhaps it refers to the fertil-
ity of the region—although the “Black” now seems more appropriate as 
a symbol of death and misery. The name dates back to the fourteenth 
century, when it began to replace the Armenian version “Artsakh.” Geo-
graphically, “Karabakh” as a whole actually comprises a much larger 
amount of territory, which extends down into the plains of Azerbaijan. 
“Nagorny” is the Russian word for “mountainous,” and it is the fertile 
highland part, with its large Armenian population, that is now the object 
of dispute.
 For centuries, the region has had an allure. Karabakh has been 
famous for its mixed Christian-Muslim population; for the indepen-
dence of its rulers, whether Christian or Muslim; for being fought over 
by rival empires; for its forests and monasteries; for producing war-
riors and poets; for its grapes, mulberries, silk, and corn. In 1820, the 
English aristocrat Sir Robert Ker Porter found many of these elements 
when he came here a few years after the Treaty of Gulistan joined it to 
Russia:
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Kara Bagh was reduced almost to desolation by the late war between the 
great Northern power and the Shah but peace appearing now to be firmly 
established, and the province absolutely becomes a part of the conquer-
or’s empire, the fugitive natives are rapidly returning to their abandoned 
homes, and the country again puts on its usual face of fertility. The soil is 
rich, producing considerable quantities of corn, rice and excellent pastur-
age, both in summer and winter. Raw silk is also another of its abundant 
productions. Shiska [Shusha], its capital city, occupies the summit of a sin-
gularly situated and curiously formed mountain, six miles in circumfer-
ence, and perfectly inaccessible on the eastern side. All these provinces, 
whether under the sway of one empire or another, have their own native 
chiefs: and Russia has left the internal government of Kara Bagh to one of 
these hereditary princes, who pays to the imperial exchequer an annual 
tribute of 10,000 ducats; and engages, when called upon, to furnish a body 
of 3000 men mounted and on foot.1

Since 1988, the number of meanings imposed on the region has multi-
plied. In the West, people first perceived it through the distorting prism 
of Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika as being a remote nationalist dispute 
that threatened to derail Gorbachev’s reforms. That was true of course. 
The Armenia-Azerbaijan quarrel of February 1988 was the first stone 
in the avalanche of ethnoterritorial disputes that swept away the Soviet 
empire. But, like Gorbachev’s other persistent headache, Afghanistan, it 
has carried on, long after all the commissars have hung up their uniforms 
and become entrepreneurs.
 After 1991, when the Soviet Union ended, the words “Nagorny 
Karabakh” were a shorthand for intractable conflict fought by exotic 
and implacable people. Many Western observers sought to define 
the conflict in terms of ethnicity and religion: it was a convulsion of 
“ancient hatreds” that had been deep frozen by the Soviet system but 
had thawed back into violent life as soon as Gorbachev allowed it to. 
That too was a simplification. After all, relations between the two com-
munities were good in the Soviet period and the quarrel was not over 
religion.
 Now, the heat has gone out of the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict and it 
is frozen and inactive, like Cyprus. But it cannot be ignored. It is the tiny 
knot at the center of a big international security tangle. The story of how 
the knot was closed takes in the coming to independence of both Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan, and the rediscovery of the Caucasus by the outside 
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world. It is a tragic story that helps explain how conflicts begin and how 
the Soviet Union ended. In retrospect, it should perhaps have been obvi-
ous that the suppressed problems lurking in this corner of the Soviet 
Union would be dangerous if they ever came to the surface. Yet, when it 
all began in 1988, almost everyone was taken by surprise.
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