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INTRODUCTION 

The sources  of the idea of this project are found in distinctive features of present-day 

Azerbaijan. First, this is the ancient and unique history of the country, located at the juncture of 

several civilizations and continents, religions and cultures. It is the geographical location of the 

country that had its impact on the rich historical heritage of Azerbaijan, including Absheron 

peninsula.  

It should be noted that Absheron was the first to meet traders, pilgrims, travelers and invaders 

from the east and the west, the north and the south. Despite its lesser attractiveness for tourists as 

compared with mountainous regions and woodlands of Azerbaijan, Absheron is famous for its 

diverse cultural heritage. It embraces a huge historical period from Paleolithic and Bronze Age 

through the unique underwater medieval towns and civilizations, to the era of industrialization. 

Absheron is notable for its asphalt lakes in Binagady, palaeolith sites and burial mounds of the 

Bronze Age in Shuvelyan, Turkyan, towers and fortresses of the 12-14 century in Mardakyan, 

Nardaran, Ramany, Bilgya, Mashtaga, Nestorian mausoleums of the 15 century in the Baku 

villages of Shagan, Buzovna and Surakhany, Zoroastrian temples and rock carvings in the 

seacoast, ancient Moslem cemeteries and holy places. Each village of Absheron had its own 

fortress, mosque, bathhouses, cemeteries, majestic temples, caravanserais and khan palaces. Of 

particular interest is the medieval town of Kala, which preserved all its architectural grandeur of 

the past. It rises above a hill like a museum in the open air. Experts cannot guess a riddle of 

numerous stone gauges that transverse the peninsula, as well as circles, frequently found on 

rocks of the Bronze Age. 

Villages and communities of Absheron are notable for traces of ancient tribes and their 

settlements that took part in forming ethnic genesis of Azerbaijanis. This is traced back in the 

names of villages and mahalle (blocks), traditions, beliefs and customs of the local population, 

which is indicative of ancient roots of modern Azerbaijanis. It was rich, ancient and yet-

undiscovered history of Absheron peninsular and its poetical landscape that inspired painters and 

composers, such as Javad Mir-Javadov, Sattar Bahlulzade, Kara Karayev and other 

representatives of Azerbaijani art and music, whose fame exceeded  national borders .   

Along with its valuable cultural heritage, villages of Absheron peninsula  are notable for their 

unique history of extraction, refining and transportation of hydrocarbons and industry formation. 

This is another reason that accounts for our interest in the region. In 1997, we pointed out in a 

report on human development that there was an increasing imbalance in the national economy, 

caused by the development of oil resources. We stressed that a main portion of investments was 

concentrated in the capital of Azerbaijan – Baku, and this factor contributed to the intensification 



of contrasts between the center and the periphery. An important step to remove the imbalance 

was a Presidential Decree “On Measures to Accelerate Social-Economic Development of the 

Azerbaijan Republic” of 24 November 2003, which provided for a number of measures to 

develop country’s regions. Despite Baku villages’ proximity to the capital and labor market, 

social problems in the region are disastrous. The so-called “paradox of development” is not a 

new phenomenon for the region. As far back as in early 20 century, residents of Balakhany were 

in bad need of fuel to illuminate and heat their living quarters despite an abundance of oil 

extracted. 

Territories of old oilfields, covering the villages of Sabunchu, Surakhany and Balakhany, are 

characterized by disastrous ecological crisis. Century-long oil development, especially during the 

industrial boom and Soviet power, led to the environmental pollution and degradation of the 

nature. Suffice it to say that saffron, madder, water and melons, flowers, fishing, curving, etc. 

had once been cultivated in Absheron villages. Today, the region is being intensively urbanized, 

villas neighboring upon slums. Even worse, infrastructure and communal services’ development 

is contrary to the rates of re-settling. It is no mere coincidence that yet-unregistered people are 

still residing in place of the gas-extracting station #6 of Absheron peninsula, as described by 

photographer R.Effendi. In addition to the total pollution of the region, the notable Balakhany 

dumping ground increasingly aggravates the situation. It should be noted that social contrasts are 

largely due to intensive migration and changes in the structure of economy those visibly 

violating an integral unity between the city and surrounding villages. All these are potential 

sources of conflicts, which are about to break out. Villages and settlements of Absheron are an 

eloquent testimony to the inadequacy between leaving conditions and real resources and 

potentialities of the region. 

Finally, there is the third reason to start the research: an attempt to thrash out the history of 

Azerbaijan on the basis of economy and oil extraction development. Note that the topic has 

already been dealt with by the author of the research when writing a chapter for the UN and 

Notre Dame Universities within the framework of the international project “Globalization and 

Urban Violence ”. The chapter drew a distinction between Azerbaijan’s integration into the 

world economy in late 19 – early 20 centuries, on the one hand, and the post-Soviet “second 

wave” of country’s globalization, on the other hand. Of particular interest is the influence of 

integration on the world economy and industrialization over the 19 to 20 centuries period, as 

well as the influence of oil boom in Azerbaijan on state construction and formation of national 

bourgeoisie that played a decisive role in the establishment of the first democratic republic. 



In considering the above-stated, the purpose of the project is to research into potentialities of the 

given region to thus identify and remove contrasts between the center and the periphery, and 

improve living standards of local communities. The project also meant to create a unique 

Museum of Oil History in the Open Air and a related tourist route to cross territories of three 

villages – Balakhany, Surakhany, Sabunchu as the world’s oldest oil and gas extraction centers. 

For this to happen, it is essential to preserve, protect and restore the industrial heritage of oil 

development, other historical monuments currently being destroyed. Besides, the creation of the 

museum and the tourist route is to make interested organizations take urgent measures on the 

ecological and economic rehabilitation of the region, attraction of investments, creation of jobs, 

development of small and medium-sized businesses and services, revival of handicrafts in the 

villages of Absheron, preserve unique communities and their traditions. 

The research lays an emphasis on all-round study of the region and local population, its 

historical, archaeological, ethnographic, sociological, social-economic and ecological aspects. 

The first chapter, written by the oil historian O.Mamedzade and archaeologist I.Aliyev, provides 

description of historical facts and archival materials, as well as objects and artifacts, discovered 

during field operations on oil and gas extraction areas. The chapter describes various periods of 

oil history – from the ancient, primitive devices of oil extraction to up-to-date technologies of 

industrial oil boom, provides rare sources and archival photographs, as well as survived objects 

of industrial heritage. In particular, the authors have been successful in discovering underground 

oil reservoirs in Balakhany, previously described by traveler Kempfer, as well as a tower and a 

settlement of the 12-14 centuries. The authors also examined the history of transportation and 

storage of oil reserves, discovered objects of primitive oil extraction, including hand oil wells of 

the 16-19 centuries. They also managed to identify survived wells and columns of late 19-early 

20 centuries. The authors discovered an oil pond with white oil, formerly mentioned in medieval 

archival sources. Valuable artifacts were discovered as well, including a rare tool-machine of 

M.Mukhtarov for percussion drilling. Of particular interest is the information about the national 

bourgeoisie, oil areas and industrial objects owned both by local and foreign industrialists, 

including Nobel and Rotschild. 

The work done by Mamedzadeh and I.Aliyev has once again confirmed the fact that unique 

historical and industrial heritage of Azerbaijan may still be rescued to serve a guiding star for 

many generations to come. 

However, oil resources and the majestic industrial past and present have to be used for human 

being, so we focused on the history, ethnography, demography and sociology of local 

communities, residents of three villages. 



A questionnaire has been drawn up (A. Balayev and M. Orujlu) to identify changes in the living 

conditions of Sabunchu, Balakhany and Surakhany residents under the influence of current 

historical and social-economic factors. A hallmark of the villages is a linguistic variety, 

originality, and rich, ancient history. According to historian and ethnographer Aydin Balayev, 

these settlements are of interest not only from the fact that the populations of the two of them 

contrived to preserve local dialects of Tat language. Historical centers of oil extraction over the 

past 150 years, these two villages experienced intensive migration that led to the reduction of the 

local population. The first wave of oil boom involved influx of labor force from other regions of 

Azerbaijan, Iran (South Azerbaijan), Caucasus, Russia. The second wave largely embraced 

settlers from Russia. As for the latest wave of migration to these villages, it came as a result of 

the war and occupation of several regions of Azerbaijan by neighboring Armenia, and included 

Azerbaijanis in the main. At present, the last category is approx. 1/3 of the settlements’ 

population. According to the 1999 census, the population of three settlements does not exceed 

45,000, while a real figure is much higher and has an appreciable influence on the social 

economic situation of the region. A considerable number of refugees and displaced persons is 

further complicating the situation around new jobs, use of lands, water, communal services. The 

survey found that tensions are accounted for by not only economic and cultural factors but also 

disregard for environmental security and historical monuments on the part of migrants. It is no 

mere coincidence that half of the surveyed would like to leave their places of residence. Note 

that one third of the population has already left the republic. Current migration, political and 

economic processes and related social dynamics led to the transformation of traditional family. 

Patriarchal approaches to the family blend with present views on family and women’s role in 

society, which runs counter the traditional image of family. Of great interest are the results of the 

survey regarding the so-called religiousness of Baku villages. According to the survey, this 

religiousness bears “limited” nature, i.e. its declarative level is contrary to behavioral patterns. 

Asked about their religiousness, respondents answered in the affirmative. On the other hand, it 

became clear that they declined from exercising rituals. Even better, the population is not 

disposed to extremist religious trends. 

The reviewed settlements mirror distinctive features of the national economy, its problems and 

prospects. The social and economic situation of the settlements is reflective of contradictions 

typical both for transition economy, as well as economy based on the development of rich oil 

resources. In other words, investments in the oil sector meant shortages in other areas. In 

examining the region’s economy, expert A.Amiraslanov retraces its growth against the 

background of the national economy since 1996, as well as the course of reforms, following 

which all state enterprises in the settlements had been privatized. He also pointed out that 



products of industrial enterprises are expected to comply with international standards. 

Amiraslanov also indicated a substantial rise in retail turnover, average wages. However, despite 

privatization achievements and the economic growth, living standards of the population are very 

low. That’s why it is essential to not only develop, but also rehabilitate these settlements. 

According to the survey, 43.9% of respondents’ per capita income is less than $10. Besides, their 

financial status is dependent on the budget sector. The reasons of such a situation is a poor 

development of business sector and undeveloped infrastructure, low level of bank credits, lack of 

legal protection of businessmen. In author’s view, the reason of poor development of crediting is 

the lack of liquid property, low profitability of business structures. Therefore, banks are 

disinterested in crediting small and medium-sized businesses in the settlements. Despite 

measures to create new jobs, the employment situation remains to be critical: one third of the 

surveyed is jobless. 

The expert also mentions a great quantity of refugees and displaced persons, traditionally 

engaged in agriculture and cattle-breading, which is adverse to the conditions of the region. This 

leads to the rise in competition for land resources. As viewed by the author, the development of 

tourism is likely to play an important role in creating an appropriate infrastructure and solving 

employment problems and thus give impetus to the sphere of services as an alternative income 

source for local population and municipalities. 

Contributing to the resolution of ecological problems is the creation of tourist routes. Absheron 

oil fields engrossed our attention in the course of our participation in non-governmental 

movement for environmental protection. In early 1990s, our experts measured radioactivity of oil 

liquid waste in the direct proximity of the said settlements. The results of measurements showed 

a critical level of environmental pollution. According to F.Jafarov, Surakhany and Sabunchu 

regions are notable for particular environmental pollution as compared with other regions of 

Azerbaijan. Evidence of this has especially been apparent in air, soil and water pollution, as well 

as the health of the population. Allergic and malignant diseases in the settlements exceed 

respective figures for other regions of the republic. 

A major problem of the settlements is the pollution of Beyk Shor lake. The problem is that the 

lake level permanently rises because of discharges of industrial and domestic garbage, which 

threatens to inundate surrounding territories. Another problem is old oilfields, littering of 

territories, outdated oil equipment, etc. Further complicating the case is the collection and 

utilization of solid household garbage, reclamation of slurries. Unfortunately, obsolete 

technologies and equipment are still used to remedy the situation. Even worse, oil-polluted areas 

are intensively built. To improve the ecological situation, the author suggests to take appropriate 



measures, including transfer of oilfield lands to municipalities, adoption of rehabilitation and re-

cultivation program, creation of new green sanatorium zones, urgent measures on the 

introduction of effective methods of collection and utilization of solid and liquid household and 

industrial waste, dismantling of the outdated oil equipment, its use as an exhibit of oil museum. 

The facts shown above are illustrative that the creation of the unique Museum of Oil History in 

the Open Air is significant as a symbol of respect for the past. The history of Azerbaijani oil is 

famous for its glorious and dramatic chapters. Throughout the history, Azerbaijan was in the 

focus of attention of great powers. Azerbaijani oil’s contribution to the world progress is 

enormous. Suffice it to refer to the contribution which were made on the basis of income from 

Balakhany, Sabunchu and Surakhany oilfields to the world Nobel Prizes. A century has passed, 

and the Museum is to attract attention to the history of Azerbaijan as world’s oil extraction 

center, to improve living conditions of descendants of former owners of these lands – residents 

of Balakhany, Sabunchu and Surakhany. 

An important trait of this project is the fact that a group of  devoted experts and scientists, 

members of non-governmental organizations, has initiated and implemented it. Our 

responsibility as NGO is to submit the idea to all strata of society, including the government, 

communities, municipalities – and  invite them to participate in its implementation. The project 

is an eloquent testimony to creative potential of society. The project, as we see it, should pay a 

special attention on participation of local NGOs, public and local self-government bodies in its 

implementation. 

Presentation of the idea of the project took place in October 2004 in the Rome Auditorium at 

Johns Hopkins University, the USA. The project and plans on its continuation was highly 

appreciated and backed by the audience, representatives of political, public, international and 

diplomatic circles in Washington, DC. 

 

 
 
 
 

BAKU OIL WELLS 
Historical sources of the 18-19 centuries provide a detailed information about the history of oil 

extraction. In the reviewed period, technical progress reached its peak, which, in turn, accounted 

for new raw material sources. And it was found – oil. Invention of steam engines in the 19 

century and their wide application in industry and transport, specifically in railway and 

navigation, increasingly called for the use of oil and petroleum products. 



It was subsequent discoveries of chemists that accounted for oil and petroleum products’ crucial 

role in the life of humanity. 

European states were the first to have realized the importance of oil for technological progress. 

In the second half of the 19 century, interest in oil extraction surpassed all expectations. 

From now on, at stake was oil, not gold, diamond, coal or other minerals. 

Medieval methods of oil application had already been outdated, especially in terms of high rates 

of technological progress of the 19 century. The scientific and technological revolution embraced 

all spheres of life, including oil industry. In 1807, Swiss major Isaac de Rivaz took out a patent 

for internal combustion engine-based moving vehicle. 

In 1820, English engineer William Sessil designed a hydrogen engine. 

In 1825, English physicist Michael Faraday obtained petrol through oil refining. 

In 1875, mechanical engineer Marcus designed an internal combustion engine. 

In 1913, Rudolph Diesel invented an internal combustion engine based on the use of heavy 

refining products. This invention stirred up a revolution in oil business. 

In a short space of time, Baku oil region turned into world’s important oil extraction and refining 

center. 

Greatly contributing to the formation of oil extracting industry were representatives of the 

Western capital. 

The history of Baku is inseparably linked with the history of oil. Rich oil deposits proved to be a 

crucial factor that appreciably influenced the march of historical development of Azerbaijan in 

the 19-20 centuries. It is no mere coincidence that nation’s consciousness grasped oil in two 

ways – sign of prosperity or omen of misfortunes.(curse or blessing) 

Noteworthy is the fact that the first reports on Baku are linked with white, not black oil. In 

particular, Arab geographer of the 10 century Masudi wrote that there were springs of white oil 

in Baku, a coastal town of Shirvan, and nowhere else.1 

Another author Garnati pointed out that in the region of Shirvan, near Baku there was black and 

white oil.2 As a whole, medieval authors repeat each other. Al-Istarkhi informed about the 

Tabaristan sea, mentioning littoral towns of Derbend and Baku with their sources of white and 

dark gray oil.3 

Abu-Dulaf (942-952) wrote: “I walked 80 farsahs across Great Tabaristan until I reached a place 

called Bakuya… I found there a spring of oil which cost 1,000 dirhams a day. Not far from this 



spring, there was another one that poured out, day and night, white oil, resembling a jasmine 

oil…4 

Jakut Hamavi (13 century) pointed out: “Bakuya is a town in the district of Derbend, Shirvan 

region. There is an oil spring costing 1,000 dirhams a day; by its side – another spring that pours 

out, day and night, white oil, resembling mercurial oil… One of the merchants I fully trust told 

me he saw an earth that burnt all the time”.5 

Muhammed ibn Nadjiv Bakran describes various grades of oil, showing a special interest in 

white and black oil, extracted in Balakhany. This is the first mentioning of Balakhany toponym. 

Further, the author details about refining of black oil into white, defining it as distillation.6 

In eulogizing his motherland, Moses Kalankatuiskiy wrote in his “History of Albanians”: 

“Albania is famous for its rich natural resources. Great river of Kura serenely flows… Fields 

abound in bread, wine, oil and salt”.7 

Hamdullah Kazvini (14 century) emphasized: “Oil… scores of springs, and the richest of them 

are scattered in Baku. Wells are dug here to extract oil. Water is poured into the wells, and oil 

comes to the surface”.8 

Abd ar-Rashid al-Bakuvi (15 century) wrote: “Bakuya is famous for its minerals and oil reserves. 

More that two hundred camel packs are filled with oil every day. There is also a spring that 

erupts, day and night, white oil, resembling a jasmine oil. Besides, this spring, there is a firm soil 

of yellow color that burns like candles. Pieces of this soil are taken to the town to heat homes 

and bathhouses (perhaps, paraffin is meant). 

1 farsakh away from this town there is a place that erupts fire never dying out. Besides this place, 

there is a village, populated by Christians. They are engaged in slaking lime to deliver it to the 

town”.9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lime  Sellers 

As viewed by most 



researchers, al-Bakuvi meant the village of Surakhany and a temple of fire-worshippers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first report on oil 

wells is provided by Iranian author of the later 16 century Amin ar-Razi, who mentioned “500 

wells in Absheron, which produce black and white oil”.10 

Deserving attention among explorers of the later period is Turkish traveler Evliye Chelebi (17 

century) who provided a detailed description of Absheron oil wells, extraction of oil and gas, 

many interesting ethnographic facts. He put it as follows: 

“In Baku nahiye (region) there are places, unfit for farming – the so-called shurs (alkali soills). 

Should a man or a horse plant his foot on the earth, he burns himself. Riders dig out a hole here, 

put a copper stew-pan inside, and a meal is ready. 

Those engaged in oil extraction go down the wells, day and night, fill in their water-skins with 

oil. Merchants buy extracted oil and take it with them to sell in the countries worldwide. There 

are 8 colors of oil, yet, the best is yellow oil. Black oil is owned by Shah. This black oil of Persia 

is delivered to Uzbekistan, Iraq, Kurdistan, Georgia, Daghestan, as well as fortresses along 

borders with Ottomans, to use it for illumination. 



Oil reserves are required for town and fortresses to secure against enemy. Lamps designed for 

the Persian Shah and the Ottoman capital are manufactured from Baku oil. Note that special 

soldiers are in constant attention at the oil. Should the oil blaze up, it is burnt to ashes. That’s 

why a pile of sand rises above oil springs. Where the oil blazes up, all reaya and beraya (free and 

dependents) come up right away and put it out using this sand. 

Contributing to this incomplete list of eastern sources are reports of some medieval West 

European authors on Baku oil. These involve works by Marco Polo, French monk Jourdain, 

travelers Cataloni de Severac, Iosafoto Alebrozino, Contalini, Pietro de la Vale, etc. German 

traveler E.Kempfer, who visited Absheron in 1683, provided a detailed information about oil 

extraction in Baku. His report is of particular interest as the most reliable source not only on the 

history of oil extraction but ethnography of the region as well. 

This report was published in Latin in 1712 but currently not available, so we shall quote some 

fragments from Acad. M.P.Petrushevskiy’ work published in 1949: 

“Depths of oil wells range between 30 and 40 cubits. This is done to ensure maximum filling of 

voids until workers start extracting oil in the day-time”.11 

Further, Kemfer describes a well, deeper and richer than others: 

“Oil was extracted with the help of a special device – windlass turned by two horses alternately. 

This was non-stop operation, except for several hours of rest at night. Oil was stored in special 

warehouses”. Kempfer writes that “this was a large vaulted room, 7 steps wide, 17 steps long, 

with an unknown depth… It is rather comfortable not only for storing but taking out oil as well. 

It is also open from both ends and there are steps to go down”.12 

While at the temple of fire-worshippers in Surakhany, Kempfer portrayed “burning fields”, 

“eternal fires”, pilgrims – fire-worshippers”. He reported on white oil outcrops as saying that 

“thousands steps away, to the north-west from eternal fires, there is a remarkable spring of white 

oil, located in a pond, 100 steps long and 50 steps wide, with shores slightly beneath the level of 

the locality”.13 

Since the 18 century, various sources start detailing about Baku oil, its oil wells, related 

properties, quantity, storing, refining and transportation. 

Note that the Russian Empire’ expansion eastwards pursued, besides political, economic 

purposes as well with a special emphasis on oil. Below-cited are fragments of these sources. In 

his “Description of Countries and Lands along Western Coast of the Caspian Sea” (1728). 

I.G.Gerber writes: “Specially trained workers live together with their families near these oil 



wells”. The author adds that residents of these places insert a reed into the earth and thus” use the 

reed as candle”.14 

 

Also, that this method of illumination was used in Surakhany to last till the beginning of the 20 

century. 

I.Gunway (1747) describes separation of oil from water. “With that end in view, oil flows 

through trenches, settling down in holes, or settlers. First settled was water or heavy particles”.15 

Of interest is Lerches’ (1722) information about a gushing well in Balakhany with its 500 

batmans of oil a day (187.5 poods)”.16 

In his “Description of Shirvan” (1796) I.T.Drenyakin provides information about an oil well. He 

writes: “There is one mineral inexhaustible well with a wooden framework, 2,5 arshin wide, 13 

sazhen depth, fenced with a stone wall and related coating, to the east from Masazyr lake, 9 

verstas near the village of Balakhany. Besides, there are scores of oil springs. Draymen use this 

oil for lubricating their carriages and pay no money for it”.17 

To judge by this description, the well had depth of about 30 metres, 1 meter wide; inside the well 

was reinforced by wooden boards and hoops, fenced. It is typical that local residents used oil 

freely for their needs. 

 

Oil 

wells 

were 

dug by 



professional diggers. There was discovered an inscription on a well as saying that master 

Allahyar Mamed Nur oglu dug it in 1594.18 

Archival documents inform about design and fastening of wells. Note that internal fastening was 

made of wood, stone and wood-stone. 

 

 “The 

list of 

oil 

wells, 

cellars 

(oil 

reservoirs), reserves of oil and salt in the fortress of Baku and villages of Absheron peninsula, 

submitted to the Mining Expedition of Supreme Georgian Government” of 18 January 1825 

provides information about fastening of wells in Balakhany. Note that 13 wells had stone, 18-

wooden, the rest – 51 – stone in the upper part and wooden fastening in the lower part. 

Of interest is that a greater portion of wells was marked by proper names, such as “Urusi”, 

“Chambu”, “Shah-Saf”, “Sovzechal”, “Sharapani”, etc. 

Also mentioned were 15 wells with white oil and stone fastening in Surakhany. Besides, there 

was information about oil reservoirs and their quantity in Balakhany, in the region of Baku 

fortress.19 

Oil reservoirs were built not only in the area of oil extraction. Thus, Lerche mentions 3 oil 

reservoirs not far from Baku, and 15 reservoirs in the region of Bailov and Bibi-Heybat.20 

 

 

 

 

 

Historical 

sources of the 18-earlier - 19 centuries are unanimous 

in describing oil areas of Absheron. These sources 



attempted to give a full description of oil areas, trace back statistical figures. However, the 

development of oil industry of Absheron had no prospects under current farming system. 

It should be noted that the oil industry of Absheron stabilized after the abolition of farming 

system. Even better, the industry embarked upon the path of stormy progress in subsequent 

years. 

It was the progress of science and technology that created favorable conditions for intensive 

development both of old oil-bearing sections and new regions. 

Growing need in oil in the second half of the 19 century and increased demand for it earlier the 

20 century resulted in oil boom on a world scale. Thus, in the beginning of the 20 century major 

oil-bearing areas of Sabunchu, Surakhany, Balakhany, Binagadi, Zabrat, Ramany had been 

distributed between oil companies and private persons. 

It was stormy activities of oil companies that razed most medieval oil extraction monuments to 

the ground. Transforming an image of oilfields proved to be the third stage of oil development 

that started in the end of the 1920s. Note that monuments of oil extraction had regularly been 

destroyed throughout all the three stages of oilfield development, commencing from the Middle 

Ages to the beginning of the 20 century. For this reason, identification of all these monuments is 

of great importance, especially as Absheron is one of world’s major oil extraction centers, cradle 

of oil industry on a world scale. 

The oil industry of Absheron was shaped throughout centuries, from hand wells and medieval oil 

reservoirs to present-day technologies of fast drilling, gigantic terminals and oil pipelines. 

Under current circumstances, preservation of historical oil extraction monuments is of particular 

importance. Noteworthy is the fact that a small peninsula titled “Absheron” played a crucial role 

in its development. 

As has been noted above, major oil extraction monuments were largely destroyed in the 1920s 

after the establishment of Soviet power in Azerbaijan. 

The exploration and prospecting operations were carried out on the territories of old oilfields of 

Surakhany, Balakhany and Sabunchi within the framework of the project designed to explore 

historical oil extraction monuments of Absheron. 



A territory of Balakhany-related oilfields were inspected at the first stage of operations. As a 

result, oil wells of the second half of the 19-earlier 20 centuries were discovered 2 km away to 

the south-east of Balakhany. 

 

 

 

Note that 

diameter 

of the 

detected wells is 18 cm. These are metallic pipes 

with riveted hoops. Most pipes are reinforced by stone coating, density of their spreading is 

appreciable. Mouths of hand wells, covered with litter, were discovered on this area as well. 

Also discovered were underground oil reservoirs, built of stone. They are largely rectangular 

with arched ceiling and steps leading downwards. Their size ranges between 4 meters wide and 8 

metres long, 3-4 metres deep. Walls are plastered with lime mortar. There are holes for oil 

discharge in the center of arched apertures. All oil reservoirs are located on construction sites, so 

most of them are deliberately being destroyed by newcomers. A part of oil reservoirs was turned 

into discharge canals. 

As has been established, a territory of oil reservoirs occupies an area of about 1 ha. There are 16 

underground structures on the area. Tile remains from ceramic tubes, stone oil pipes make it 

possible to date this unique complex from the 14-18 centuries. It is characteristic that 

underground warehouses had traditionally been built here in the 19 century. Oil reservoirs were 

first described by E.Kemppher on the basis of the sources identified. 



 

Also 

survived are metallic reservoirs of the beginning of the 20 century, owned by oil companies of 

Nobel Brothers, according to archival data. A survey was carried on, which identified that stone 

oil reservoirs were restored and reinforced in the 20 century, specifically the 1930s. 

At present, the whole complex is intensively being destroyed by settlers, who even have no 

documents on these lands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remains of half-destroyed tower and a settlement of the 11-13 centuries were discovered 200-

300 metres away to the south-west of oil reservoirs. A foundation (2 to 3 metres) of the tower 



survived. Two counterforts of the power are covered with soil, so they are unlikely to be 

explored properly. Above the power, there is a road. Walls and counterforts were destroyed by 

an unknown dweller. 

A cultural layer around the power is damaged, yet, there is enough material to date the settlement 

from the 11 to 14 centuries. 

 

 

 

 

 

In all 

probability, construction of the tower in the Middle Ages was necessitated by strategic 

importance and oil capacity of the area. 

Of particular interest are hand oil wells, located to the north-west from Balakhany. Traces of 20 

filled or crumbled wells with wooden fastening were discovered on a site of 1 ha. 

Th territory is covered with oil; there are ditches with stagnant oil here and there. Size of the 

wells is no more than 1 metre. The wells are round or square; wooden fastenings made of 

vertical boards and horizontal round cross-bars, each 1 metre downwards. Also, there are 

hammered beams, stone linings for mounting gates and derricks. 

The whole complex is gradually destroyed, well mounts are crumbled or filled. Note that the 

territory of hand oil wells is located on a site of oilfield #5. 

Design and method of fastening are clearly traced in these wells. 

Worthy of note is a well-pipe, inserted in the mouth later. The complex may be dated from the 

16-19 centuries. 

Conditions of these monuments are bad, so in the nearest future they are likely to disappear. 

Suffice it to note that their internal fastening has already been destroyed. 

The territory of Ramany-Sabunchu oilfield has already been inspected. A view of Ramany lake 

and oil derricks in the second half of the 20 century opens to the south-west of medieval Ramany 

tower. Among present-day derricks on open sites there are foundations of old wells, pipes with 

riveted hoops, stone platforms for wooden derricks. 



Architectural structures of Ramany, Sabunchu and Balakhany oilfields are typical for oil-

extracting industry of the reviewed period. These are shops, plants, boiler-houses, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The above-mentioned architecture goes back to the end of 

the 19-beginning of the 20 centuries. Architecturally, the 

objects are unique and may safely be regarded as monuments of oil-extracting industry. 

A relief of the locality around Ramany lake is primordial; consists of foundations pits, holes, 

canals for collection of gushing oil. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Near a local hospital of Sabunchu there is a boiler-

house and its chimney stack bearing an inscription 

“Caspian-Black Sea Company”. 

 

Architecturally, of certain interest is a housing estate in Sabunchu titled “Nobel Settlement”. 

These houses were built for workers and servants of “Oil Company of Nobel Brothers” earlier 

the 20 century. It is significant that both residential houses and the layout remained unaltered due 

to the well thought-out project. 

It is remarkable that an observation tower, an elevated water tank, public gardens and streets 

have survived. 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


