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This year marks the 75th anniversary of the victory 
over fascism. Explaining the participation of the 
Azerbaijani people in the war is of great scientific, 

theoretical, political and practical significance. Refer-
ring to the history of World War II is especially relevant 
because the international situation has become even 
more complicated now.

Although Azerbaijan did not become a battlefield 

during World War II, it was active in the war from the be-
ginning to the end. All the material and spiritual resources 
of Azerbaijan and its human forces were involved in the 
war against fascism. In 1941-1945, about 640,000 people 
were drafted into the Soviet army in Azerbaijan and sent 
to the front line. They also participated in the war against 
fascism shoulder to shoulder with representatives of oth-
er peoples living in the former Soviet Union. (1)
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Even after being taken captive, Azerbaijani fighters 
continued their struggle within the framework of the re-
sistance movement against fascism in European coun-
tries and glorified the name of their nation far beyond 
Azerbaijan: a group of Azerbaijani prisoners of war were 
brought to northern Italy in October 1943. At the end 
of that year, 45 of the Azerbaijani captives held in Udine 
in Trieste province escaped and joined local guerrillas. 
The commander of a large guerrilla group, which was 
formed in February 1944, was Javad Hakimli, and its 
commissar was Mehdi Huseynzadeh. (2)

In April 1945, a large group of Azerbaijanis who 
fought in the Third Reich’s legions escape from the le-
gion and move towards the Italian mountains and Swiss 
territory. The aim here is to join the anti-fascist move-
ment and the Garibaldi guerrilla group well-known in 
Italy. The Azerbaijanis come to the village of Monte di 
Nese 20 km from the city of Bergamo. The villagers do 
not know who they are and are therefore afraid. Later, 
when they find out that they are tired and hungry guer-
rillas, they put the Azerbaijanis up in their homes and 
hide them. The Azerbaijanis just wanted to use this vil-

lage as a passage point. On the morning of April 13, 
the bell of the local church rings. In a hurry to attend a 
service, the local people are stunned by the sounds of 
gunfire. More than 2,500 Republican fascists, as well as 
SS units enter the village. The center has received secret 
information about the Azerbaijanis hiding in Monte di 
Nese. The Azerbaijanis are urged to surrender, but our 
compatriots refuse. And so begins the bloody battle be-
tween the 120 Azerbaijanis and the 2,500 Nazi troops. 
Most of the Azerbaijanis are killed during the battle, 
which lasts about 6 hours, and others died afterwards. 
In all, the number of Azerbaijanis around Bergamo was 
about 900 (3). Mozala, the commander of one of the 
guerrilla groups, said in his memoirs that about 300 
Azerbaijanis were captured and their fates were still 
unknown. However, a number of documents available 
in the Swiss Federal Archives confirm that these Azer-
baijanis, whose fate is still unknown, were able to find 
shelter in Switzerland.

Switzerland’s place in World War II. The most im-
portant reason why the Azerbaijani soldiers took refuge 
in Switzerland was the neutral position of Switzerland 
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during World War II. In spite of the anti-German posi-
tion of the Swiss press during World War II, the country 
was able to maintain its political neutrality. However, 
the leaders of the country said that “the independence 
of the country was more important than its neutrality 
and, if necessary, they could sacrifice their neutrality for 
independence.” After the rise of the National Socialist 
German Workers’ Party in Germany, about 2,000 people, 
mostly Jews and opposition members, fled Germany 
from Switzerland in the fall of 1933. At the end of 1938, 
the annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany (Anschluss) 
saw a significant increase in the number of asylum seek-
ers in Switzerland, and the number of those who took 
refuge in this country reached 10,000. The increase in 
the number of asylum seekers in the country also result-
ed in increased competition on the labor market, which 
dissatisfied the local population.

In June 1940, French and Polish soldiers crossed the 
border in the Canton of Jura and entered Switzerland as 
a result of German attacks. These soldiers were sent to 
work in construction sites and farms. During World War 
II, more than 100,000 soldiers took refuge in Switzerland.

In general, more than 180,000 civilians sought asy-
lum in Switzerland. In 1942, with the beginning of the 
deportation of Western European Jews to camps, the 
Swiss authorities decided to close the border in August 
1942. Exceptions were made only for those subjected 
to racial discrimination, while political immigrants were 
not included in this category. The decision was sub-
jected to heavy criticism, and after long discussions, ill 
people, pregnant women, the elderly and children were 
granted the right to asylum (4).

Historians also highlight the dark side of the Swiss 
position during World War II. In 1938, as a result of talks 
with Germany, the Swiss Federal Council decided to put 
the J stamp on the passports of German Jews. Thus, 
the Swiss authorities were able to distinguish the Jews 
from other Germans. According to studies, an estimat-
ed 20,000 Jews were turned away from the border and 
more than 10,000 Jews were denied visas. Jews living in 
Switzerland strongly protested at the fact that during 
the Holocaust Remembrance Day in 2013, Swiss Presi-
dent Ueli Maurer described Switzerland as “an island of 
salvation and a land of liberty and law even at the dark-
est times of the world”. They expressed regret that in his 
speech the Swiss president did not mention the J stamp 
applied by the country during World War II. As a result 
of these protests, Ueli Maurer apologized to the Jewish 
community in Switzerland (5).

The most critical areas of the policy pursued by Swit-
zerland were arms supplies to Germany, the purchase 
of seized gold and, most importantly, the immigration 
policy.

New facts from the Swiss archives. The new facts 
from the Swiss archives show that the Azerbaijani sol-
diers who fled to Switzerland during World War II settled 
in the village of Wöschnau in the Canton of Solothurn. 
However, it should be noted that the Azerbaijanis who 
fled to Switzerland were persecuted by the Soviet em-
bassy in this country. In most cases, the Soviet em-
bassy in Switzerland made unsubstantiated allegations 
about Azerbaijanis seeking asylum in Switzerland and 
demanded that the Swiss authorities investigate these 
claims and take legal action.

A letter from the Swiss Political Office to the Swiss 
Federal Police on September 26, 1947 cites a conversa-
tion with the Soviet ambassador to Switzerland, Kulash-
enkov. Kulashenkov says that a person named Saltanov 
campaigned among soldiers in the camps in Switzer-
land not to return to Russia. It is alleged that Saltanov 
fought in SS units and voluntarily joined the German 
punitive squad. (6) The letter also states that the docu-
ments they have do not contain the name “Saltanov” 
and that the information obtained will be handed over 
to the Soviet embassy. The case is also sent to the Swiss 
Federal Prosecutor’s Office for investigation. The Swiss 
Federal Prosecutor’s Office sends a response to the 
Swiss Political Office on 6 November 1947. This letter 
proves that Kulashenkov’s statements do not reflect the 
truth.

Thus, during the questioning on 5 November 1947 
of Tapdig Soltanov, born in 1918, it was revealed that 
he did not know the alphabet and could not speak Ger-
man. For this reason, the head of the group, Huseyn 
Karimov, helped with translation issues. As a result of the 
questioning, it was found that on 21 April 1945, Tapdig 
Soltanov crossed the border from Italy into Switzerland. 
Soltanov speaks neither Russian nor Ukrainian, he only 
speaks Turkish and Persian. During the survey, he said 
that he was from the village of Gandob in Azerbaijan. 
For this reason, the document indicates that Soltanov 
was unable to speak to Russian and Ukrainian soldiers.

It is noted that Soltanov was wounded in the right 
leg during the war and was captured by Germans on 25 
October 1941, near Smolensk. Soltanov was later taken 
to Germany. He first works in a shoe factory in Göppin-
gen and then at a steel mill. He notes that he was then 
sent to Austria but could not name the place because 
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he could not read. The Germans then send him to Ber-
gamo, Italy to work on air defense. Here, Italian guerril-
las help him to reach the border with Switzerland. He 
says he lived as a captive during his stay in Germany and 
never fought in SS units. The group’s leader, Karimov, 
also confirms that Tapdig Soltanov did not speak Rus-
sian and, therefore, did not communicate with Russian 
and Ukrainian soldiers. Karimov characterizes Soltanov 
as a quiet and serious worker. He asks to be sent to Tur-
key and not to Russia because he cannot speak Russian. 
Karimov confirms that he knows almost all the Soviet 
soldiers in Switzerland, and that there are no other Azer-
baijanis with the same name as Tapdig Soltanov. (7) Tap-
dig Soltanov’s testimony also reveals that he was born 
into a peasant family in 1918 and did not know the ex-
act date of his birth. He was employed in the oil fields 
in Baku before being drafted into the army in 1940. He 
notes that with the help of Italian guerrillas, he and a 
group of Ukrainians were able to escape to the Canton 
of Graubünden canton in 1945. During the questioning, 
Soltanov says that he has no connection with the Soviet 
embassy. (8)

Another document from the Swiss Federal Archives 
shows that some of the Azerbaijanis who escaped from 
Bergamo fled to Switzerland. A document about Aslan 
Tagiyev, who was born in Shusha in 1907, shows that 
he was captured by Germans on the Kerch Peninsula 
on 8 May 1942. As is known, there was heavy fighting 
for the Kerch Peninsula in the spring of 1942. This area 
was ceded to the fascists and taken back twice. In to-
tal, about half a million Soviet soldiers were encircled 
and then taken prisoner in poorly-prepared offensives 
on Kerch. Among those taken prisoner in Kerch was the 
famous writer Suleyman Veliyev. (9) A document in the 
Swiss Federal Archives states that Aslan Tagiyev was tak-
en to Czechoslovakia’s capital Prague in January 1945 
and held in a camp there. It is noted that he escaped 
on 11 April 1945, joined the guerrillas and fought the 
Germans. It is reported that the guerrillas helped him to 
reach the Swiss border. He says he never fought in Ger-
man military units. (10)

One of the soldiers who took refuge in Switzerland 
was Hasan Ismayilov. He was born in Baku in 1912. Af-
ter graduating from the teachers’ seminary in 1936, he 
worked as a teacher for three years. In March 1940, he 
was drafted into the army and sent to Dnepropetrovsk. 
In January 1941, he began serving in Crimea. On 28 May 
1942, he was captured by the Germans in Crimea and 
sent to Romania on 28 November 1942. In February 

1945, he was sent to Czechoslovakia and shortly after 
that to Italy. He escaped from Italy on 19 April 1945 with 
the help of guerrillas and crossed the Swiss border from 
the village of Campocologno. In a statement to the 
Swiss authorities, Hasan Ismayilov says his father was 
sent to Siberia and died there. One of his uncles took 
refuge in Turkey and another in Iran. His family was un-
der arrest in 1927-1929, and his mother died in prison. 
He said he preferred “to die in Switzerland rather than 
return to Russia”. (11) 
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