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After the proclamation of the Azerbaijan Demo-
cratic Republic, one of the main tasks facing the 
Azerbaijani government was the formation of 

a national army. Without an army, protecting the inde-
pendence of the republic in the existing historical situa-
tion and defending the people from Bolshevik-Dashnak 
military threats would be difficult. For this reason, the 
Azerbaijani government began taking possible steps in 
this field from the very first days.

The history of national army building in the Azer-
baijan Democratic Republic can be divided into two 
periods. The first period is the period from the day the 
independence of Azerbaijan was proclaimed to the end 
of October 1918. Considering the need to eliminate the 
real threat that the Bolshevik-Dashnak tandem posed to 
the independence of Azerbaijan after it was proclaimed, 
the Azerbaijani government asked Ottoman Turkey for 
help. The Caucasus Islamic Army was created on the ba-
sis of the Ottoman military units that came to Azerbai-
jan and Azerbaijani national military forces (1). The suc-
cessful military march of the joint military forces, which 
began under the army command near Garamaryam in 
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the middle of June 1918, ended with the liberation of 
the city of Baku on 15 September 1918.

Under the terms of the Armistice of Mudros, the mili-
tary forces of Ottoman Turkey left Azerbaijan (2). By the 
1 November 1918 decision of the Azerbaijani Council of 
Ministers, the War Ministry of the Azerbaijan Democrat-
ic Republic was restored (3). The second period of the 
building of the republic’s army began from that time. 
The chairman of the Council of Ministers, Fatali Khan 
Khoyski, took the post of war minister, while Samad 
bey Mehmandarov, a full artillery general who resigned 
from the Russian army and returned to Azerbaijan, was 
appointed deputy war minister.

The War Ministry and the republic’s government 
faced extremely complex problems while forming the 
national military forces of Azerbaijan. Under Article 14 
of the Armistice of Mudros, the British military forces, 
which were supposed to arrive in the region, were to 
take control of Azerbaijan (4).

Along with bodies supposed to manage army build-
ing, the Azerbaijani government also developed the 
policy that these bodies had to be guided by in their 
activities. On the one hand, army building was accept-
ed as an integral part of state building and was seen 
through the prism of national interests. The indepen-
dent army of the independent state was assessed as 
the main guarantee for the protection of the existence 
of this state. The republic’s army was seen as a reliable 
force not for aggression, but for protecting the territorial 
integrity of Azerbaijan in a specific historical situation. 
Such a political-strategic line, which was correctly cho-
sen for national army building, created real grounds for 
the formation of a strong army.

Both the country’s parliament, which was the su-
preme legislative body, and the Council of Ministers, 
which was an executive body, approached their duties 
from the point of view of state interests. The country’s 
parliament examined nine draft laws on army building 
and made relevant decisions. Each of the decisions had 
both current and long-term significance for building an 
army and increasing the country’s military capability, and 
these decisions were taken as a legal basis for guiding the 
activities of executive bodies aimed at army building.

Two weeks after the restoration of the War Ministry, 
on 15 November 1918, Mehmandarov signed a relevant 
order to create the general staff and appointed Habib 
bey Salimov chief of the general staff (5).

According to the terms of the Armistice of Mudros, 
the commander of the British military forces, Tomson, 
who was supposed to arrive in Baku on behalf of the 
Allied powers, demanded that the Azerbaijani govern-
ment withdraw the Azerbaijani national military forces 
from Baku. For this reason, the War Ministry moved to 
Ganja on 22 November 1918 (6) and was forced to work 
outside Baku unlike other ministries of the Azerbaijani 
government. National military forces were stationed in 
Ganja and Karabakh. In order to familiarize himself with 
the situation in the army, the leadership of the War Min-
istry visited military units in late November and early 
December 1918 (7). While visiting military units, War 
Minister Mehmandarov discovered serious shortcom-
ings in the organization of service, and after summariz-
ing the shortcomings he had observed, he signed an 
order to eliminate them. This order identified specific 
duties of unit and platoon commanders.

By the 25 December 1918 decision of the Council 
of Ministers, Full Artillery General Samad bey Mehman-
darov was appointed war minister, while Lieutenant-
General Aliaga Shikhlinski was appointed deputy war 
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minister on 29 December 1918 (8). The rich experience 
and organizational skills of these generals had a posi-
tive impact on the speedy formation of the army. One 
of the historical contributions of these generals to army 
building was that they clearly determined the essence 
of relations between the army and the state, ensured 
that all army activities were aimed at protecting state 
policy and state interests and protected the army from 
political influences and political splits.

Since it was impossible to create a national legal ba-
sis for army building in a short period of time, on the or-
ders of the war minister, the military legislative acts ad-
opted in the Russian Empire before 1 January 1917 were 
kept in force. However, the parts of these legislative acts, 
which did not comply with Azerbaijan’s independence 

and requirements of service in the national army, were 
repealed. On the orders of the war minister, these points 
were either improved or replaced with new ones. For 
example, on the basis of Order No 34 signed by the war 
minister on 27 December 1918, servicemen had to sa-
lute each other in the Azerbaijani language and on the 
basis of saluting traditions accepted among Azerbai-
janis. The saluting person had to say “salam” and the op-
posite side had to reply “aleykum salam”. While praising 
or thanking a soldier, it was necessary to say “merhaba”, 
and the soldier had to say “chokh sag ol” in response (9).

The Azerbaijani language was declared a state lan-
guage in the army. The war minister demanded that 
non-Azerbaijani officers serving in the republic’s army 
learn at least the Azerbaijani equivalents of commands 
in a month and give command to soldiers in the Azer-
baijani language. Officers who failed to follow these re-
quirements had to be immediately discharged from the 
army. Relevant courses were organized in the army in 
order to teach the Azerbaijani language and eliminate 
illiteracy among soldiers and experienced specialists 
were recruited to teach lessons on these courses.

The leadership of the War Ministry attached great 
importance to the spiritual condition of the Azerbaijani 
army personnel, to the study of the historical past of the 
people to which every fighter belonged and to their 
education on the basis of examples of heroism. 

From this point of view, Mehmandarov came up 
with very valuable proposals. Mehmandarov had no 
doubt that military forces comprised of Azerbaijanis 
had to know the heroic past of their people very well 
and learn a lesson from it. He believed that only foster-
ing healthy feelings and following the progressive line 
were the main tasks in the study of our national histori-
cal past (10). In order to improve the spiritual mood of 
the personnel, it was planned to carry out interviews 
with soldiers as part of general education activities 
among the troops and inform them about the history 
of Azerbaijan, allegiance to the military oath and so on. 
The most experienced soldiers and unit mullahs were 
involved in giving these lessons. In order to strengthen 
the attachment of the military personnel to their histori-
cal roots and form their spiritual qualities, attention to 
Novruz celebrations in the army was increased. During 
its existence, the republic’s army solemnly celebrated 
Novruz twice. Both celebrations stuck in the mind of the 
personnel with military parades (11).

Infantrymen of the Azerbaijani army. 1919
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One of the first steps in national army building was 
the decision to adopt a new military uniform. The new 
military uniform prepared in the national style had a 
positive impact on the formation of the national spirit in 
soldiers and officers. The Azerbaijani army adopted the 
new national military uniform on 11 January 1919 (12). 
Forage caps were no longer used and a hat was adopt-
ed instead. One of the interesting elements of the new 
uniform used in the republic’s army were epaulettes. 
The word “Azerbaijan” was written on the epaulettes of 
servicemen and military officials serving in the army.

The activity of the National Military School (School 
of Sergeants), which was founded on 1 March 1918, 
was reconsidered, its status was upgraded and it was 
transformed into a School of Warrant Officers (13). 
Those who graduated from the School of Warrant Of-
ficers were granted the initial military rank of warrant of-
ficers (junior lieutenant). At the end of 1919, the Military 
School was established on the basis of this school (14). 
The teaching process at the school was improved and 
those who graduated from this school were granted the 
rank of lieutenant. Apart from this school, the Fortifica-
tion School, the Military Railway School and the Military 
Paramedic School were established, which trained na-
tional military personnel. While the Fortification School 
trained officers, the other two schools were meant to 
improve the qualification of servicemen.

One of the most important duties of the War Minis-
try was the re-establishment of draft and mobilization 
work. While the leadership of the War Ministry was sup-
posed to create a new draft system on the one hand, on 
the other hand, it was supposed to take effective mea-
sures to eliminate desertion. As a result of correct inter-
action between relevant government agencies, positive 
changes soon manifested themselves in this field. The 
leadership of the War Ministry stated in December 1918 
that one of the main reasons for desertion was the in-
correct activity of conscription bodies (15). On 25 De-
cember 1918 when Mehmandarov was appointed war 
minister, he addressed the nation over the improvement 
of the draft. The address was printed in Azerbaijani and 
Russian and distributed among the population. In this 
address, Mehmandarov admitted that there were seri-
ous shortcomings in the first months of the Azerbaijan 
Democratic Republic, physical force was used against 
soldiers in military units and there were hard conditions, 
and stated that decisive measures would be taken to 
eliminate them in the new conditions (16).

Both the government and the War Ministry con-

stantly ensured that various military entities required for 
creating a strong army are set up, the supply of food 
products and other means to the troops is improved 
and servicemen’s salaries are increased from time to 
time. In 1919, 399.4 million manats were allocated for 
army building, and this figure accounted for 27.7 per 
cent of the state budget (17).

In order to implement strategic leadership over army 
building, a Provisional Military Council was created at 
the War Ministry on 10 January 1919. The Council was 
supposed to discuss important issues in the field of mili-
tary legislation and military management and made rel-
evant decisions (18). New important entities were set up 
to speed up army building and improve military service 
and combat training, while the activities of some enti-
ties were reconsidered. On the orders of the war minis-
ter, the Main Arkani-Harb (General Staff ) was created on 
26 March and Lieutenant-General Mammad bey Sulkev-
ich was appointed its chief (19). After Sulkevich was ap-
pointed chief of the General Staff, the formation of army 
units became even more harmonious.
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The military command of the Allies powers, which 
became convinced that the republic’s government 
reflected the will of the Azerbaijani people, allowed a 
small contingent of national army units to enter Baku in 
April 1919. Those forces included one infantry battalion, 
a 400-strong cavalry unit and one artillery battery. On 5 
April, those units were delivered to Baku by train. Given 
the great interest and joy of the city population, the 
cavalry unit of the national army held a parade in the 
city. War Minister Mehmandarov came to Baku and par-
ticipated in city celebrations (20). As the British military 
units began to leave Azerbaijani territory, the staff of the 
War Ministry was able to return to Baku in late June and 
early July 1919 (21).

In 1919, the combat banners of units of the republic’s 
army, separate battalions and military schools began to 
be prepared. The handover of these banners, which had 
to be prepared on the basis of national values, was sup-
posed to confirm the belonging of a military unit to the 
republic’s army. The drafts of these banners were pre-
pared by the Topography Department of the War Minis-
try and were adopted after some discussions (22).

In summer 1919, the republic’s army had one cavalry 
division, two infantry divisions and other separate units 
and detachments. After that, the first Javanshir, second 
Zagatala and third Ganja infantry regiments were hand-
ed over to the first infantry division and the fourth Guba 
and fifth Baku infantry regiments to the second infan-

try division. The sixth Goychay infantry regiment, which 
was formed in October 1919, was also included in the 
second infantry division. The cavalry division united the 
first Tatar, second Karabakh and third Sheki cavalry regi-
ments (23).

In order to improve supplies to the army and 
strengthen the country’s defense capability, an ac-
tive foreign policy was conducted. From this point of 
view, the strengthening of military-technical coopera-
tion with Georgia was of special importance. As the le-
gal basis of this cooperation, a military agreement was 
signed between the two republics on 16 June 1919. On 
behalf of the Azerbaijani government, the agreement 
was signed by Foreign Minister Jafarov, War Minister 
Mehmandarov and Chief of the General Staff Sulkevich. 
The essence of the agreement signed in Tiflis for a pe-
riod of three years was that if either of these republics 
was subjected to a foreign military invasion, the other 
republic would give it assistance. According to the par-
ties’ agreement, Armenia was granted the right to join 
this agreement within two weeks. However, Armenia, 
which claimed the lands of its neighbors, did not join 
this agreement (24). Azerbaijan and Georgia also signed 
a document on military-technical cooperation. Georgia 
provided significant assistance both in terms of improv-
ing military hardware and ammunition supplies to the 
republic’s army and in terms of training military person-
nel. Weapons, ammunition and supplies delivered from 
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this republic significantly improved supplies to military 
forces concentrated along the northern border in order 
to prevent a possible invasion by Denikin’s army.

As the threat of a military invasion of Azerbaijan by 
Denikin’s army grew in summer 1919, the republic’s 
army created a system to defend the northern border, 
a system to defend Absheron and a system to defend 
Baku, and enough forces and money were allocated to 
strengthen these defense systems. In June 1919, the 
State Defense Committee was created and thus, the or-
ganization of the country’s defense was concentrated 
in one specific body. This body, which was headed by 
the chairman of the Council of Ministers, made impor-
tant decisions in the field of defense and army building 
and arranged their implementation by mobilizing the 
necessary forces.

In August 1919, the well-established military units 
of the republic’s army successfully carried out an opera-
tion in Lankaran in order to cleanse the Lankaran region 
from rebellious forces that did not obey the Azerbaijani 
government. The Lankaran detachment, which was cre-
ated on the orders of the war minister and consisted 
of two infantry regiments, one cavalry regiment, light 
artillery, mountain artillery and separate howitzer bat-
teries, fortification detachment and armored vehicles, 
was instructed to disarm the White Guard forces who 
controlled the region and establish the authority of the 
Azerbaijan Democratic Republic there. The detachment 

was headed by Major-General Habib bey Salimov. The 
detachment that set off from Hajigabul on 14 August 
1919 successfully reached Lankaran on 23 August. The 
detachment disarmed the rebellious forces that had 
gathered in the region, collected a great number of 
weapons and sent them to Baku (25).

In order to ensure that Baku is reliably defended, the 
Baku Fortification Unit was created and the military forc-
es stationed in Baku and in the Absheron Peninsula were 
placed under the command of this entity. In September, 
the formation of the Baku military port, aviation unit, a 
detachment of armored vehicles and positional batter-
ies began. The formation of the staff of the aviation unit 
and the unit of armored vehicles was completed on 14 
September 1919, the positional battery on 24 Septem-
ber and the Astrabad warship on 1 October. By the end 
of 1919, the organization of the sixth Goychay, seventh 
Shirvan and eighth Agdash infantry regiments was 
completed (26). By implementing this organizational 
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work, the War Ministry planned to increase the number 
of personnel in the republic’s army to 20,000 and the 
number of horses in the army to 5,000 heads by the end 
of 1919 and the number of personnel to 40,000 and the 
number of horses to 10,000 in 1920 (27).

Despite the exacerbation of the military situation 
first in Karabakh and then in the Lankaran region and in 
Zangezur beginning from summer 1919, the leadership 
of the War Ministry decisively continued army build-
ing. It was decided to staff the third armored train from 
the first days of 1920. In early 1920, another draft and 
mobilization campaign got under way. In March 1920, 
the General Staff and the General Headquarters were 
merged and the headquarters of the Azerbaijani army 
were created, and Major-General Habib bey Salimov 
was appointed chief of this body.

Ahead of the 1920 Bolshevik invasion, the army of 
the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic included the fol-
lowing combat units and detachments: two infantry 
divisions each of which had three infantry regiments, 
two more separate infantry divisions (eight infantry reg-
iments in total), one cavalry division made up of three 
cavalry regiments, two artillery brigades, three armored 
trains, a separate artillery division, a separate battery, 
an automobile team, warships, an armored automobile 
platoon, an aviation unit, guard companies, an infantry 
battalion made up of local residents in the Zangezur re-
gion and a division of horsemen. The army had military 
schools, various warehouses, health institutions, military 
factories, military representative offices and other ser-
vice units.

With these forces, the republic’s army took part in 
large-scale hostilities in March-April 1920 to repel the 
military aggression launched by the Armenian armed 
forces to occupy Karabakh and other territories of Azer-
baijan. On the night of 22-23 March 1920, during the 
Novruz holidays, Armenian armed forces launched 

coordinated attacks on units of the republic’s army in 
Shusha, Khankandi, Asgaran, Khojali and Terter (28). The 
Armenian military units, together with separatist forces 
created in the territory of Karabakh, attempted to seize 
Azerbaijani territories from four directions: 1) Gazakh-
Agstafa, 2) Jabrayil, 3) Agdara-Terter, 4) Shusha-Asgaran-
Agdam – the attacks that began from these directions 
were accompanied by mass devastation. According to 
the plan of the Armenian political leadership and mili-
tary command, the whole of Karabakh had to be seized 
first, and then the city of Ganja had to be occupied by 
Armenian forces advancing from the direction of Terter 
and Gazakh.

The entire potential of the republic’s army was im-
mediately mobilized, headquarters were set up in Ganja 
to manage the operation and War Minister Mehmanda-
rov took charge of the headquarters. In Karabakh, which 
was targeted by the main striking force, the Karabakh 
detachment made up of units and detachments of the 
republic’s army was created in order to defend the inde-
pendence of Azerbaijan, and Major-General Habib bey 
Salimov was appointed its commander. General Aliaga 
Shikhlinski was instructed to ensure close communica-
tions between the War Ministry, the Karabakh detach-
ment and the leadership of the operation in Ganja. In 
a very short period of time, units and detachments sta-
tioned in various regions of Azerbaijan were delivered 
to the Karabakh region and provided with necessary 
weapons and munitions. Based on a coordinated plan, 
these units and munitions were involved in defensive 
fighting. As a result, all aggressive attempts of Armenian 
military units were prevented, and during the defensive 
fighting that lasted about a month, the units and de-
tachments of the republic’s army dealt a strong blow 
to Armenian military units. The Armenian aggression 
was successfully foiled in the Gazakh-Agstafa direction 
and inside Karabakh. As a result of strategic leadership 
by War Minister Samad bay Mehmandarov, the high or-
ganizational skills of his deputy Aliaga Shikhlinski and 
the bravery and self-sacrifice of Habib bay Salimov, 
who headed the military forces in Karabakh, Teymur 
bey Novruzov, Javad bey Shikhlinski, other officers and 
fighters, the republic’s army accomplished its mission 
with a victory. Despite all the efforts of the Armenian 
armed forces, it was impossible to separate Karabakh 
from Azerbaijan.

Although it was possible to repel the Armenian ag-
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gression in Karabakh, it was impossible to prevent the 
Bolshevik military threat approaching from the north, 
because when the Armenian aggression began in 
Karabakh and on the border with Armenia, the military 
forces defending the northern border were also sent to 
Karabakh. As a result, the defense of the northern bor-
der became much weaker.

Ahead of the April invasion, very few military forces 
were available to defend the northern border. Accord-
ing to information available on 25 April 1920, there were 
four infantry companies, one mountain battery and one 
armored train here (29). The number of Bolshevik forces 
brought to the northern border to occupy Azerbaijan 
was 72,472, according to Bolshevik sources. The Bolshe-
vik forces were accompanied by six armored trains and 
the Volga-Caspian fleet from the sea (30). Although the 
small number of military units of the republic’s army 
stationed along the northern border tried to prevent 
the Bolshevik aggression, it was impossible to repel the 
Bolshevik forces which had major numerical superior-
ity and were equipped with a large amount of military 
hardware.

The organization of the army of the Azerbaijan Dem-
ocratic Republic was an important event in Azerbaijan’s 
military history and in the history of the Azerbaijani 
people, because with the organization of this army, the 
foundations of the building of a disciplined army were 
laid in Azerbaijan and a totally new page was opened in 
the history of army building in Azerbaijan. The military 
business was restored among Azerbaijanis again and 
this business acquired a new meaning. 
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