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1. Let's talk about Albanians. No, not THOSE Albanians, in the Balkans. The

Caucasian Albanians, the pre-Turkish inhabitants of the land now known as

Azerbaijan. ■■

2. Yeah, I know, there's also an "Iberia" there, which should cause even more confusion (with Spain), but let's focus on

"Albania".

3. This ancient church in the village of Nij (or Nic), just south of the Caucasus Mountains, belongs to the Udi people, a

Christian minority in Azerbaijan descended from the area’s pre-Turkic Caucasian Albanians. ■■
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4. Nearby are the ruins of the Caucasian Albanian capital of “old” Gabala (Qebele), where I was given a personal tour by

one of the resident archeologists (just for showing up). ■■



5. Only a very tiny portion of the extensive site has been excavated. “Every place you dig,” the archeologist told me, “you will

find artifacts.” This whole field is a city waiting to be uncovered.



6. Several different layers have been uncovered in this trench: pre-Christian (around 1AD), Christian (around 300-400AD),

and later Islamic, in graves leading up to the city wall.



7. The Caucasian Albanians were quite tall, and had blond hair and green eyes. These pre-Christian burials at Gabala

include grave goods to accompany the dead into the afterlife. ■■



8. Why are all European-descended white people called "Caucasians"? Because two German racial (and quite racist)

theorists in the 1700s and 1800s admired the "fair" features of Georgians, Udi, and other Caucasian people and saw them

as a "pure" example of a certain racial type.



9. These theories have largely been debunked, but it's true that the ancient Caucasian Albanians would probably have

looked more "European" to us than most present-day Azeris. Not unlike the ancient mummies found in western China, or

some tribes in the far north of Pakistan.



10. And why "Albanian"? First of all, it wasn't the name these people used for themselves. It was what the ancient Greeks

and Romans called them. Herodotus even mentions Albanians from the Caucasus fighting on the side of the Persian Empire

at Marathon.



11. "Albania" probably derives from the Indo-European root "alb", for hill, which lives today in the name "Alps". So it meant

these were people who lived in the mountains. The same etymology may be true for today's Balkan Albanians, though this is

disputed.

12. In later Roman times, the kingdom of Albania, like Armenia, was a client state of the Roman Empire, a buffer between it

and Sassanid Persia, with its capital at Gabala (see map).

13. Though the most prominent ruins on the site, the gates of Gabala do not date from this period, but much later Muslim

rule (the archeologist told me).



14. The ancient (and strikingly beautiful) Christian church at Kish, just north of Sheki, Azerbaijan, also has deep links to the

Caucasian Albanians. ■■



15. This is a very ancient site of worship. Beneath the main altar lie the remains of pre-Christian animal sacrifices.



16. Down a inside well, and out in front of the church at Kish, lie the remains of burials dating back to the 2nd Century AD.



17. So as you walk the streets of Kish, in the foothills of the Caucasian “Alps”, perhaps you get an even better feel for the

Caucasian Albanians than the ruins of their capital at Gabala. ■■



18. So just remember, there once was another country called Albania, far away from present-day Albania. Now it's called

Azerbaijan. (And another country called Iberia, far from Iberia. But that's a story for another day.) ■■
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