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Avigdor Levy
THE OFFICER CORPS IN SULTAN
MAHMUD II'S NEW OTTOMAN ARMY, 1826-39*

On 15 June 1826, after somefiercethough brief fighting in the streets of Istanbul,
Sultan Mahmud II effectively crushed the last serious Janissary uprising in the
history of the Ottoman Empire. Two days later the five-centuries-old Janissary
corps, which had long resisted change and modernization, was declared legally
abolished. In its place there was to be organized a modern army called the
Trained Victorious Muslim Troops (Muallem Asdkir-i Mansure-yi Muhammadiye), or the Victorious (Mansure) for short.
Though he seems to have been unaware of it, the most difficult problem
facing Sultan Mahmud at this initial stage was the recruitment of the cadres
needed to train and lead his new army. Another Middle Eastern military
reformer, Muhammad Ali of Egypt, had earlier solved this problem quite
satisfactorily, as his troops were then proving in Arabia, the Sudan and Greece.
Advised by capable European officers, the ruler of Egypt approached the problem methodically. In 1816, in a special barracks set up at distant Aswan, the
French Colonel Seve began training 500 selected youths. Only three years
later, when one thousand officers had graduated from this school, did Muhammad Ali begin to recruit his first Egyptian regiments.1
The Sultan, however, was hard pressed for time. The Janissaries had been
the central element in the Ottoman military system, and the vacuum left by
their suppression rendered the empire temporarily defenceless against foreign
attack. Indeed, as the summer of 1826 dragged on and European pressure over
the question of Greece mounted, the Porte came to consider such an attack as
increasingly likely. Moreover, the Janissaries had also discharged important
police duties, and considerations of public security were an important contributing factor to the sense of urgency with which the organization of the new
army was begun.2
• The author is grateful to the American Research Institute in Turkey for a grant
enabling him to study in Turkey in the summer of 1967, when part of the research for
this paper was done.
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At the same time, since neither the Sultan nor his lieutenants enjoyed the
benefits of European advice, they continued to believe—as had Europe a century
earlier—that 'military command was an art like music and sculpture which
required inherent talent. Military competence could not be transmitted or
learned... certain men were born to command and others to obey.'1 The
Sultan saw little advantage, therefore, in following the Egyptian example and
preparing a trained officer corps first. Instead, he immediately proceeded to
enroll Mansure regiments while planning to staff them, according to the
familiar patterns of the past, with those 'born to command'—the Ottoman
ruling elite.
Since the initial organization of Sultan Mahmud's Mansure army closely
followed that of Selim Ill's Nizdm-i Cedid, it was only logical that commanders
for the new regiments should be sought from among the remnants of the older
military force, now defunct for nineteen years. Indeed, two of the first three
officers who were appointed as regiment commanders were former members of
the Nizam.2 It soon became apparent, however, that most of the Nizam men
were unsuited for their job because of advanced age, long military inactivity or
the lack of appropriate experience. In August 1826 the Sultan therefore requested his nominal vassal Muhammad Ali to send twelve officers to replace the
Nizam men. Wary of Ottoman military rejuvenation, however, the wily governor
of Egypt replied that his Egyptian officers were not yet ' sufficiently prepared'
for such a task, while his foreign drill masters 'had become accustomed in
Egypt to high salaries and expensive uniforms, and their presence in Istanbul
would be obstructive to the Ottoman Army'.3
Just as the Egyptians rejected the Ottoman request for their own reasons,
European military assistance also was largely ruled out by international politics.
France, which in the eighteenth century had assisted Ottoman military reform,
now was drifting toward cooperation with Britain and Russia in Greece against
the Porte, and was indisposed to offer any help. Indeed, the Greek question was
adversely affecting Ottoman relations with most European governments.
Furthermore, with Europe's public sympathies decidedly on the Greek side, it
was difficult to attract foreign officers of good repute even on a private basis.4
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The greatest obstacle against an effective use of Western officers, however,
remained the nature of Ottoman society and the mentality of its leadership. The
Ottoman social structure rested on a strongly entrenched military establishment
with long-standing traditions. In Egypt, where the traditional military caste was
alien and superimposed, it was relatively easy for Muhammad Ali to cower the
old military by destroying the Mamluks. But not so in the Ottoman dominions,
where the Janissaries, who had branched out from the military to penetrate and
overlap other social strata, were nonetheless not the only military element.
Although their destruction cleared away the most conservative and traditionminded corps within the army, there still remained large segments of the old
military order. Furthermore, the Ottoman system made no distinction between
civilian and military government; the reins of authority from the Grand Vezir in
Istanbul to the governor of the last province were usually in the hands of military
men. The most important segment of the Ottoman ruling elite was thus made up
of the old military, and it was to continue to be so. When Sultan Mahmud
first sought a chief for his new army, in fact, he could find no one else but Aga
Hiiseyin Pasa, a former Janissary who was also a supporter of reform.
The sense of pride with which the Ottoman elite regarded its past military
tradition still was very strong, and even reformers were convinced that with the
adoption of some aspects of European military tactics the old Ottoman martial
genius would be quickly revived. While some leaders might have realized that
even the superficial aspects of European methods could not be fully mastered
without considerable foreign guidance, they were nonetheless certain that the
innate military superiority of the Osmanlis would more than make up for this
fact. In addition, the Ottoman mind still perceived the world in terms of the
traditional Islamic concept of two opposing camps of believers and non-believers,
between whom only temporary truce could reign. Infidels could be used in
auxiliary capacities—as advisers or instructors—but they were not to be
trusted with key military positions that carried with them command responsibilities. This policy was reflected in the following official directive: ' In order to
make certain that foreign officers will not gain influence and independence,
they shall have authority only in matters of training, and in all other matters of
command, discipline, and the like they shall operate only through. .. Ottoman
officers.'1
Consequently, even when European officers offered their services to the
Ottomans, there usually existed an unbridgeable gap between what those
officers thought they deserved and what the Ottomans were prepared to offer.
For one thing, most reputable European officers sought actual command posts.
The British seaman and traveler Adolphus Slade relates that in 1828 ' . . . a
gallant and able French officer, General Count Hulot, came to Constantinople
. . . and offered his services gratis to lead the Turkish regular army against the
1
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Russians... The Rets Efendi offered him—a French general... —the post of
instructor.'1
Another point on which European officers and the Porte could not agree was
the question of financial remuneration. Since the Porte viewed the services of
Westerners as something less than indispensable, it was prepared to pay only
accordingly. Thus, at about the same time as the episode just described, a
British seaman, Captain Hanchet, offered to assume command of the Ottoman
navy for the 'modest' fee of £20,000 per annum and the rank of vice-admiral.
The Porte countered with an offer of £180 per annum and the position of an
adviser. Needless to say, the appointment did not go through.2
In time, the Porte came to employ a handful of European soldiers of fortune,
drifters and renegades, but their condition was far inferior to that of the Europeans in Egyptian service. In Egypt, Colonel Seve received a monthly salary of
17,500 kurus, while in Istanbul Calosso, a Piedmontese who claimed to have
been a captain in the French cavalry and a favorite of the Sultan,3 received only
2,000 kurus per month. Another soldier, the Frenchman Gaillard,4 a former
sergeant in Napoleon's expeditionary force to Egypt and now Sultan Mahmud's
chief infantry instructor, received a monthly salary of 1,200 kurus. Other Europeans drew even lower salaries of 500 to 800 kurus per month.5 A French
military attache observed that 'one can understand that such modest salaries
could procure only little instructed officers'.6 The only exceptions to this rule
were the small Prussian military delegation and a few British officers. Both
groups first arrived in Istanbul in 1836, but they were primarily concerned
with technical projects and had little to do with officer training. Indeed, the
contribution of Europeans to the evolution of a new Ottoman military leadership
was insignificant, if not absolutely negative.
French, Italians, Austrians.. .were admitted without control.. .Since they did not
know Turkish, interpreters were attached to them...All the instructors without
exception were former non-commissioned officers or privates. They promptly offered
to their recruits whatever they knew, which consisted of the manual of arms and
personal combat training. But they soon engaged in maneuvers and evolutions of the
line, and it was here that nothing could be taught. Each instructor, in order to please
his Pasha, invented new maneuvers, ridiculous as well as useless. In 1828 a former
corporal, in order to satisfy the desire for novelty of the Kapitan Pasha, had even
invented a triangular and semi-circular deployment of his platoons and made them
march in this formation.7
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Subalterns and non-commissioned officers
The Founding Regulation (Kanunndme-i Humdyun) of the new Mansure army1
issued on 7 July 1826 (beginning Zilhicce 1241) established that appointments
to ofncerships and promotions would be determined by two principles,
ability and seniority, as opposed to the favoritism and sale of office practised in
the days of the Janissaries. However, the nonexistence of a graded military
educational system, established norms of professionalism, and regular examinations left the first principle without much substance. In reality, favoritism and
seniority remained the strongest considerations for military advancement.2
Appointments to junior ofncerships were made by simply picking men out
of the ranks.3 It is possible that many of those so commissioned had some
natural ability to command, but they received no special training at all. Moreover, nothing was done to create among them a distinct esprit de corps. The
junior officers not only came from the same social strata as their men, but
shared living quarters with them, and their uniforms did not appreciably differ
from those of their subordinates.4 All this resulted in a lack of sufficient respect
and subordination on the part of the troops. MacFarlane made the following
observation in 1828:
To the eyes of the troops, the Bimbashi or colonel, with his scarlet cloak and diamond
crescent, seemed, indeed, a great personage, and was properly honoured; but the
subalterns dressed little better than themselves, and perhaps, generally, not much
superior in condition, education or manners, were treated with great familiarity. For
instance, a fellow in the lines would call or make a sign to his officer, and on hisapproach, whisper in his ear, or talk and laugh with him aloud; and this I have seen
many times during drills.5
The deficient training of the junior officers and the widespread disrespect for
them caused the new Ottoman regiments to behave more like unwieldy human
masses than lithe and disciplined military bodies. During training and on campaign, senior officers were so overburdened by tasks which should have been
1
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carried out by their subalterns that they could not concentrate on their own
duties. MacFarlane, who in the summer of 1827 was present at a military drill in
Izmir, took the following notes:
The most striking deficiency, of course, was that of non-commissioned officers and
subalterns; these being imperfect in their service threw all the work on a few of the
superior officers who were seen running from place to place, performing the duties of
drill sergeants: even the colonel did this and was seen racing and storming, and using
the flat of his sword, until he appeared ready to drop from heat and fatigue... *
This situation had not much improved even twelve years later. The army's
weakness in maneuvering on the open field of battle was recognized by the
Ottoman leadership itself. In 1839 Hafiz Pasa, commander of the army sent out
against Syria, was put under strict orders that he ' should not risk any battle in
the plain, b u t . . . keep his army in the strong country and in position where it
[could] not be attacked but at a disadvantage to the enemy'.2 The Porte's
strategy in 1839 was to threaten Syria by land and sea so as to spark a general
uprising against Egyptian rule, but to avoid a major confrontation with the
Egyptian army. Ibrahim, however, maneuvered swiftly and forced Hafiz Pasa to
give battle at Nizib on 24 June 1839. Moltke, who actively participated in that
encounter, relates that disorder and demoralization were so great that the
Ottoman command decided against ordering a retreat to a stronger position for
fear that the army would completely disintegrate on the way. Furthermore,
because the troops took up battle positions in such a slow and disorganized
manner, they had to be maintained in combat positions for three days and
nights while Ibrahim maneuvered in the area. As a result, the Ottomans were
utterly exhausted even before the battle began, and a concentrated bombardment was enough to break them altogether.3
Senior ranks
Senior officerships were reserved for those who came from a very particular
social stratum. The households of the highest state functionaries had served for
centuries as training schools where the military and administrative leadership of
the state received its preparation to rule. The largest and most important of
these institutions was naturally the Imperial Household itself. It was primarily
through this training system that the so-called Ottoman Ruling Institution was
able to perpetuate itself.4 It was therefore only natural that the Sultan would
1
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look to this establishment to furnish the badly needed leadership for his new
army.
Shortly after the suppression of the Janissaries, the Sultan founded the
Battalion of the Agas of the Court's Inner Service (Enderun-i Hiimdyun Agavdti),
known hereafter as the Court Battalion. In this unit were enrolled both young
slaves from the Sultan's household and free-born Muslim youths, usually the
sons of grandees who were in training at the Court. While this was in effect the
first Ottoman officer training institution, it was also a last effort to revive the
declining educational system of the traditional Palace School.1 No other example
could better illustrate the conservatism of Mahmud's military reforms.
The organization of the Court Battalion was modelled after the regular army
units already in training. At first, the Sultan appointed a former officer of the
Nizdm~i Cedid, Cokadar Mehmed Emin Aga, to instruct the courtiers in infantry
drill. In addition, he ordered that some men be trained as cavalry and others as a
military music band. The cavalry drill master was at first a certain Ahmed Aga,
nicknamed Vay Bilim, who had served as a mere bugler in the Nizdm-i Cedid
cavalry. But it quickly transpired that he did not know proper military drill and
he was soon replaced by the Piedmontese Calosso. The first instructor of the
music band was the Frenchman Manguel, who was replaced in September 1828
by Giuseppe Donizetti, brother of the composer Gaetano Donizetti.2
By the beginning of July 1826—two weeks after the inception of the reforms—
100 of the Court servants were enrolled as infantry and fifty as cavalry.3 Their
uniforms were basically the same as those worn by the regular troops, but of a
superior quality and richly decorated.4 When the number of infantrymen
reached 200 they were divided into two companies, and the Sultan himself
began to drill them regularly.5 After the arrival of Calosso two squadrons of
cavalry were formed, so that, at its peak in the fall of 1827, the court battalion
could have had a maximum enrollment of 400 men.6 The cavalry then was
given priority over the infantry, and the Sultan, with Calosso's help, became a
1
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cavalry drill master.1 Apparently, the Sultan's favorite maneuver was to lead a
frontal cavalry charge.2 A European eyewitness asserted that 'Mahmood was
indisputably the best horseman a la Europeenne in his army; and this acquirement
together with another proficiency.. .that of commanding and maneuvering a
squadron of horse, formed then his pride and glory.'3
The Court Battalion had no established curriculum or course of training
other than the usual military drill. Men were graduated according to the practical needs of the army and the personal judgement of the Sultan and his
assistants. Nevertheless, within a short time these graduates were replacing the
Nizam men, who had proven to be useless.4
Promotions from the Court Battalion to regular units were extremely rapid. A
corporal in the Court Battalion was often promoted to the rank of major in a
battalion of the line (Mansure) or in the Guards (Hdssa). The first officer to
reach the new rank of colonel (Miralay) in the Hdssa corps was Nebil Bey, a
Court Battalion graduate.5 While there is room to criticize the appointment of
•courtiers to senior military ranks requiring high standards of professionalism,
considering the prevailing circumstances the system had some merits. The men
were at least all trained in the same methods by the best available instructors. In
this way, a certain measure of uniformity gradually came to characterize the army.
In addition, the graduates were personally known to, and picked by, the Sultan,
and he could expect their loyalty to his person.
The good opportunities for advancement available through service in the
Court Battalion prompted many dignitaries to try to enroll their sons in this
unit. Many of these youths were under the prescribed age of fifteen, however.
In order to meet this difficulty, and also to prepare a reserve for the Court
Battalion, the Sultan directed in March 1827 that a special pre-military school
be established in the building of the Soguk Cesme mekteb (religious school) on
the grounds of Topkapi palace. The school was organized as a regular mekteb
with some ulema giving instruction in religious subjects. But the students also
received military training from army officers.6 Since the school was considered to
be the junior division of the Court Battalion, it became quite popular; in June
1829, its enrollment was doubled from 100 to 200 youths.7
Nevertheless, it was not easy to keep the courtiers in line. Most of them were
busy with various duties at the Court, and in time their initial enthusiasm for
military training subsided. In May 1827 Husrev Pasa, a recently retired Grand
1
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Admiral of the Ottoman navy, brought about a further reform in the Ottoman
army that required changes in organization as well as tactics. The army was to
adopt a new drill system, and the Sultan ordered that it be introduced in the
Court Battalion first. But a considerable number of courtiers refused to learn
the new system. By the Sultan's orders, many were dismissed or demoted in
rank.1
Even these disciplinary measures did not improve matters. During the war
with Russia (1828-9), the Sultan grew increasingly dissatisfied with the Court
Battalion's behaviour, and he was reported to have entertained the thought of
completely suppressing the unit and assigning its members to regular battalions
on the front. He refrained from carrying out this scheme because he was wary of
alienating the many dignitaries whose sons and relatives made up the bulk of
the battalion's membership. But the unit was finally abolished in May 1830, and
many of its remaining members were given commissions with the regular troops.2
Together with courtiers who graduated from the Court Battalion numerous
members of the households of prominent Pasas also received senior commissions
in the army. The largest single group among the latter were former slaves of
Husrev Pasa, who was appointed commander-in-chief (Ser Asker) of the
Mansure in May 1827 and who dominated military affairs until the beginning
of 1838.
Husrev, who had no children of his own, carefully raised and educated an
unusually large number of young slaves in his own household, and in time
placed them in important administrative and military positions. It was estimated
that between seventy and eighty of his household slaves attained the highest
ranks in the army. While this group was outnumbered by the graduates of the
Court Battalion, Husrev's slaves held the more prominent positions during the
period of his ascendancy, particularly in the regiments of the Mansure. The
best known among them was Halil Rifat Pasa, who in November 1836, after
holding some of the highest military positions, replaced Husrev as Ser Asker.*
In addition, at least three of the first four officers to rise to the rank of colonel
(miralay) in the Mansure army were Husrev's proteges.4
Other influential pasas also interceded to obtain senior posts within the new
army for their slaves and retainers. Most prominent among them were Aga
Hiiseyin Pasa, the Mansure's first Ser Asker ;5 Izzet Mehmed Pasa, Grand
Admiral from February 1827 until October 1828 and subsequently Grand
1
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Vezir;1 and Papu99u Ahmed Pas. a, Grand Admiral from October 1828 to
January 1830.2 During the summer of 1826 these three men enrolled sizable
contingents of their household slaves in the new army in order to secure for
them senior military positions. They did so to safeguard their own continuing
influence in the army and over affairs of state in general.3
After the disastrous war with Russia (1828-9), which clearly demonstrated
the inadequacies of the officer corps, efforts were made to raise the professional
standards of the army commanders. Intricate new regulations stressing ability
and merit were issued to govern the granting of commissions and promotion. As
of the end of 1831 every promotion was to be subject to an examination. Noncommissioned and junior officers up to the rank of lieutenant were required to
know the battalion school and the principles of administering the unit they were
to command. Candidates for promotion to ranks from captain to major had to
know the regiment school.
The examinations were to be administered by ad hoc military boards. Regimental senior officers were to serve on the boards for junior officers, while
colonels and general officers were to administer examinations for the ranks of
captain and above. The tests were held orally, since in most cases both examiner
and examined were illiterate. The questions and answers were recorded by an
army clerk. When an officer passed his test, the chairman of the board sent a
memorandum to the Ser Asker along with the records of the examination. All
commissions had to be approved by the Ser Asker, and senior ranks from that of
colonel upwards required the approval of the Sultan as well.4
Whenever possible, appointments to the rank of brigadier-general (Mirlivd)
and above were conferred by the Sultan in person. This was always the occasion
for an elaborate ceremony, in which the Sultan granted presents, robes of
honor (harvam), and—after 1831—also medals. Lower ranks received their
commissions from the Ser Asker, the Commandants of the Guards and Artillery,
and other senior officers.5
In theory, the new regulations required every officer to start at the bottom of
the ladder as a private, and this principle was endlessly asserted in official
newspapers and correspondence.6 Since no minimum service period was
required for any of the ranks, however, those with the right connections received
1
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rapid successive promotions and could rise to a high position within a very
short time. In 1831, for example, Zarif Pasa attained the rank of captain even
though he was a mere boy of fifteen.1 The skipping of ranks was not usually
practised, but was not unknown.2 The greatest offender in this respect was the
Sultan himself, who continued to appoint his eunuchs and courtiers to high
military ranks with little or no military preparation and in contradiction to the
regulations which he had personally authorized.3 Thus in 1833 Said Mehmed
Aga, one of the Sultan's attendants {mabeyinci), was suddenly made a brigadiergeneral in the cavalry. Within five years he was to rise to the post of Ser AskerA
Since it was virtually impossible to attain a senior commission without being
the recipient of favoritism, the top military ranks were monopolized by the
ruling elite and its proteges. A French traveler who was well acquainted with
the local scene testified that a virtual class distinction existed between senior and
junior officers. The majority of the latter, if they had no sponsors in high
places,, were doomed to remain in junior positions.5 Those with the right connections, on the other hand, were assured of promotion and treated with
extreme leniency even when they completely neglected their duties. Under
these circumstances, there were few incentives for officers to work hard.
The usual punishment for a senior officer was transfer to a unit stationed in the
provinces, demotion in rank, and, in extreme cases, expulsion from the army or even
banishment to some provincial town. These last measures were only temporary
in most cases, and when the officer exhibited his remorse—that is, when his sponsors succeeded in making the right contacts—he was returned to his former rank.6
Under these circumstances, the examinations required for promotion became
a mere sham even when they were actually administered, and officers continued
to be ill prepared for their duties.7 In 1834 a French military observer reported:
' Instruction of officers is little different from that of the soldier. The majority of
the officers do not know how to read or write and learn that part of the military
theory which concerns them through routine work.'8
1
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Foundation of an officers' school

The year 1834 also saw the first tentative attempts to establish a modern
officers' school in Istanbul. Technical and professional schools already were
fulfilling some of the requirements of the Ottoman army. Though it led a rather
tenuous existence for many years, the School of Mathematics (Hendesehane),
founded in 1734 under the supervision of Bonneval,1 developed under Selim III
and Mahmud II into a military Land Engineering School (Muhendishane-i
Berri-i Humdyun) and a Naval Engineering School {Muhendishane-i Bahrl-i
Hiimdyun).2 In 1827 Sultan Mahmud founded a medical school to train doctors
and surgeons for the army.3 While the Sultan and his lieutenants readily
acknowledged the need for such professional institutions, the thought of
establishing a special school for the training of officers dawned upon them almost
by accident.
The Ottoman military historian Ahmed Cevad gives an account of the
opening of the Officers' School which he received from Mehmed Namik Pasa,
the school's founder and an important figure in the reigns of four successive
sultans. As a young man in 1834 Namik Pa§a stopped at Paris on his return from
a mission to London to meet with Marshal Maison, commander of the French
expeditionary force which in 1828 had replaced the Egyptian troops in Greece.
The two military men discussed the recent Ottoman-Egyptian conflict and
' the causes of the defeat of an Imperial army such as that of the Ottoman state
by the army of a province such as Egypt'. 4 According to Cevad, the French
marshal told his Ottoman interlocutor the following:
Since the entire world confirms and admits the superiority of the Turks over the Arabs
in regard to courage and bravery, the recent defeat was not a result of cowardice... on
the part of the Ottoman troops. Muhammad Ali has long trained his army and especially his officers with new military sciences, using the services of European instructors.
But you do not have European instructors and at present not even a military school,
and senior and junior officers are appointed from among the educated and uneducated
sons of dignitaries and from the slaves of the Vesirs. The real reason for your defeat is
this ignorance and lack of schools.5
On his return to Istanbul, Namik related this conversation to Sultan Mahmud.
The marshal's words caused the Sultan to fly into a rage, but when he calmed
down he admitted: ' Yes, I understand this... The army remains in the hands of
1
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ignorant men. The marshal was right.'1 Namik then proceeded to suggest the
establishment of an officers' school. The Sultan refrained from making any
commitment, however, since he had to consult his military chief, Husrev Pasa.
Always jealous of his personal position within the army, the old Ser Asker
objected to the idea, ostensibly on grounds of economy. With the money
necessary to support such a school, he claimed, at least two regular regiments
could be maintained.
The Sultan was determined to carry out the project, however, but proceeded
with characteristic caution. He held another confidential conversation with
Namik Pasa, in which the latter insisted that the school could be established at
very little cost; an existing small barracks at Macka could easily be converted for
the need of the new institution, while the students would be young men already
enrolled in the regular army. Namik's plan could seemingly be implemented
with no expenditure at all, since both the necessary physical facilities and the
cost of maintaining students were already included in the military budget.
With this trump card up his sleeve, the Sultan waited for the right moment to
announce the new project. The occasion came when a newly arrived Persian
ambassador presented his credentials, a ceremony which according to Ottoman
protocol required the presence of all the highest state functionaries. When the
ceremony was over and the ambassador had departed, Mahmud summoned
Namik Pasa to present his plan to the assembled dignitaries. In this open
confrontation under the Sultan's watchful eye, the project was unanimously
agreed upon. Mahmud entrusted Namik Pasa with the care of the new school
and issued a verbal warning to all present not to interfere with his work.2
By the summer of 1834 the School for Military Sciences (Mekteb-i Ulum-u
Harbiye) was in existence. To avoid interference by the uncooperative Ser Asker,
the fiction was maintained that the institution formed a battalion attached to
Namik Pasa's brigade of Guards, and it was therefore placed under the general
supervision of the Hdssa headquarters.3
Despite its official opening, however, the school had to overcome many
difficulties before it could make any real progress. It suffered from a total lack
of books, qualified teachers, and assorted educational equipment. In addition,
the Macka barracks turned out not to be suitable after all; it required extensive
repairs and some additional construction, which was completed only in the fall of
1835. In the meantime, the school's personnel was stationed partly at the
unfinished barracks and partly at the barracks of the Guards at tlskiidar.4
While the school was still in the process of formation there was a sudden
change of administration: Azmi Bey, a lieutenant-colonel in the Guards who was
1
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a protege of Namik Pasa and the school's first superintendent (Ndzir), was
relieved of his duties, with the result that throughout most of 1836 the institution
existed mainly on paper. The second superintendent, Selim Sati Pasa, confided
to a French military attache that the school ' ought to be taken seriously only
from October 1837 V
Nevertheless, at the end of 1836 practical steps were taken to start regular
classes. Regiments stationed in the capital were combed for bright young men,
and a number of students were transferred from the Land Engineering School.
The latter institution was also raided for books and badly needed equipment.2
Early in 1837 the school's 100 students were divided into four classes and a
regular faculty established. All the teachers but one were non-military personnel.
In order to attract suitable young men, the students were assigned high salaries:
a cadet in the first (highest) class was paid 250 kuriq per month, while the
salary of a captain in the regular army was only 180 kuriq. In addition to faculty,
students and administrators, the school also had three regular infantry companies
attached to it for guard duties and military drill, so that its total strength
averaged about 400 men.3 Although this figure remained stable, the proportion
of cadets gradually increased. In the fall of 1839 there were more than 200 of
them,* as compared to 150 in the summer of 1838.5
Despite the elaborate study programs occasionally published in the official
press, the school's curriculum was limited during Mahmud's reign to the basic
subjects of reading, writing, arithmetic, Arabic and military tactics.6 The
French military attache, Captain Anselme, who visited the institution in the
summer of 1838, made the following comments on it:
There is no truth in the information published in the Moniteur Ottoman of 15 August
1835 that students are taught trigonometry, algebra, geometry, and foreign languages.
None of these subjects is studied and they do not have a professor for French. The
military instructor is an Italian who knows everything necessary for making soldiers
[but not officers] and who held only secondary posts in his native country.
.. .Prayers occupy.. .a great part of the day's program and the sessions at the
mosque are a nuisance as far as studying is concerned, and incompatible with scientific
work.7
These comments were fully corroborated by a report written by the British
ambassador almost a year later, shortly before Mahmud's death:
.. .The Turkish Military School has a system of its own, and.. .with the exception of
tactics, drilling and a little drawing, the sole pursuit at present is the acquisition of
Arabic, in which branch there is to be a general examination in about a month hence.
This will be the second examination: the former was when the Scholars had got
1
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1 Faculty, Staff and Students of the Military School in 18371
Monthly Salary
per person
(kurus)

Professors (Hocagan-i Mekteb-i Harbiye)
First Professor (Hoca-yi Evvet) Ali Bey
Second Professor (Hoca-yi Sard) Tahir Efendi
Third Professor {Hoca-yi Sdlis)
Abdiilhalim Efendi
Fourth Professor (Hoca-yi Rabi)
Abdiirrahim Efendi

1,200
900
900
900

Assistants (Hulefd)
First Assistant (Halife-yi EweJ)
Haci timer Efendi
.
Second Assistant (Halife-yi Sam) Ismail Efendi
Third Assistant (Halife-yi Sdlis) Mehmed Efendi
Fourth Assistant (Halife-yi Rabi) Mehmed Efendi
Other Personnel
Examiner of Texts and Translator (Miimeyyiz-i
Ibdrdt ve Mutercim) Mehmed Rasid Efendi
Translator (Mutercim) Nuriiddin Bey
Translator (Mutercim) Ruhiiddin Efendi
Translator (Mutercim) Izzet Efendi
Clerk (Kdtib) Naci Efendi
Librarian (Hdfiz-i Kutub) Fethi Efendi
Professor of Arabic (Arabi Hocasi)
Seyyid Hiiseyin Efendi
Writing Master (Mesk Hocasi) Ra§id Efendi
Scribe (Muharrir) Mahmud Efendi
Gate Keeper (Bevvdb) Mehmed Tevf ik Efendi
Servant (Ferrd$) Ismail
Students
First (highest) class
Lieutenants (Muldzims)
Cadets (Sakirdan)

750
600
600
600

2,000
1,500
1,500
300
300
300
300
300
150
100
100

No. of men
3
7

250
250

Second class
Lieutenants (Muldzims)
Cadets (Sakirdan)

3
27

200
200

Third class
Lieutenants (Muldzims)
Cadets (Sakirdan)

3
27

150
150

Fourth (beginners) class
Lieutenants (Muldzims)
Cadets (Sakirdan)

3
27

100
100

Total students
1

100

BVA, Mai. Mud. 9002, pp. 155^7 (27 Zilkade 1252)
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through their Sarf (the first book of the Arabic grammar). When they shall have
completed their Nahv (the second book of Arabic grammar) the other examination
will be held; and then they are all in a body to begin with French, which is intended to
assist them in acquiring proficiency in Mathematics, regarding which branch only a
few elementary works have hitherto been translated into Turkish. In about two years
more it is expected that all the School will be advanced sufficiently to be launched out
into the world, when another set will be introduced and go through the same routine in
four more years... J
During Sultan Mahmud's lifetime, the new army gained little benefit from
its military school. Whatever promise this institution held was for the future:
The military school, as much as it is insignificant at the present, must be considered as a
great step in the regeneration of the empire and the achievement of something of
value. The young men learn, at least to read and write, a little geography, history and
arithmetic.
. . . But religious fanaticism is still too strong to hope for a modification of conditions
in a long time to come.2
Factionalism in the officer corps

The very composition of the Ottoman officer corps, the fact that its higher
echelons were filled with courtiers and proteges of the most powerful personages
in the empire, made it an arena for court politics and intrigues. The officer corps
could be described as a series of rival groupings, each of which owed allegiance
to a particular benefactor. Because of this structure, struggles for power at the
highest political levels were always reflected in the officer corps. Since norms of
professionalism and a clearly defined gradation of authority and responsibility
had not yet been established, conflicts between rival parties tended to immobilize military action completely even in time of war.
In the spring of 1828, after the war with Russia had erupted, Aga Hiiseyin
Pasa was put in command of the Imperial Army on the European front. The
choice of Hiiseyin for this important position seemed rather curious: just a
year earlier he had been dismissed from the post of Ser Asker because of his
alleged ignorance of military affairs. Moreover, the main Ottoman army, known
as the Imperial Army, was traditionally led by the Grand Vezir in person. The
reason for Hiiseyin's appointment, however, was that the incumbent Grand
Vezir, Selim Mehmed Pasa, was locked in a behind-the-scenes power struggle
with the new Ser Asker, Husrev Mehmed Pasa.3 Neither the Grand Vezir nor
his logical stand-in, the Ser Asker, was prepared to leave the capital for fear of
losing ground to his opponent. The command of the Imperial Army thus fell to
Hiiseyin, who still enjoyed a great reputation as the destroyer of the Janissaries.
Hiiseyin was showered with many honors and was given the title of Independent Commander-in-Chief (Mustakill Ser Asker), but the two rival intriguers
1
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made certain that this authority was seriously restricted.1 In the first place,
_ Husrev's protege Halil Pasa was put in charge of the Mansure troops at Hiiseyin's
camp with the title of Deputy Commander-in-Chief (Ordu Ser Askeri Kdimmakdmi) and he regularly reported direct to Husrev.2 Second, an old rival of
Hiiseyin, the ambitious Saib Efendi, was appointed Superintendent of the
Imperial Army {Ordu Ndziri), and in that capacity corresponded independently
with the Grand Vezir. Hiiseyin's every move was critically dissected in dispatches to Istanbul by both these men. In his reports, Saib Efendi expressed the
view that neither one of the military leaders was capable of exercising command.
Hiiseyin Pa§a, he said, was too ignorant to be Chief of Staff, and Halil too
effeminate to be a soldier.3
This kind of factionalism continued to immobilize the Ottoman Army in its
later conflict with Muhammed Ali. In evaluating the military events of 1831-2
the French ambassador declared that a major reason for the Ottoman debacle was
'the singular rivalry between [the Commandant of the Guards] Ahmed Pasa and
[the Ser Asker] Husrev Pasa', who continuously countermanded each other.
'Not only did they dispute each other's instructions, but each of them discredited the other's efforts before the Sultan.>4
In 1838-9 the situation was much the same. Hafiz Mehmed Pasa, governor of
Sivas and Diyarbekir and Commander-in-Chief of the troops in Anatolia,
constantly wrote misleading reports describing the weakness of the Egyptian
army and the imminence of a general uprising in Syria, and urged immediate
war. He was supported by Grand Admiral Ahmed Fevzi Pasa and a number of
courtiers, among them Said Mehmed Pasa, who now held the post of Ser Asker.
Against them were pitted the combined forces of the influential Husrev Pasa,
now head of the Privy Council, Grand Vezir Rauf Pasa, and Foreign Minister
Nuri Pasa. The Sultan, although himself inclined toward war, was under
constant conflicting pressures, and with his health failing was unable to reach a
clear-cut decision. As a result, from August 1838 until the battle of Nizib
(24 June 1839) conflicting orders were sent to Hafiz Pasa's army.5
The Ottoman high command in the field reflected the disunity of the political
elite at the capital. In April 1832 Aga Hiiseyin Pasa, conqueror of the Janissaries
and long-time rival of the Ser Asker Husrev Pasa, was appointed Commander-inChief of the Army of Anatolia assembled against Ibrahim. The jealous Ser Asker,
however, had his protege Mehmed Pasa appointed to Hiiseyin's staff as second in
command. Hiiseyin and Mehmed could hardly agree on anything, and since
1
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most of the senior officers on Hiiseyin's staff were also proteges of the Ser
Asker, the Commander-in-Chief received little cooperation from his subordinates.1 These disputes among members of the high command led to the early
return of Calosso and several European officers who had at first been attached to
Hiiseyin's headquarters as advisers. They also created chaos in the commissary
system, which in turn caused widespread disaffection among the troops. Worst of
all, however, was the lack of any coordination between the commanders of the
different army corps in the field. In effect the Ottoman forces both in 1832 and
1839 consisted of several independent bodies whose movements were totally
unrelated to each other.2 It is not suprising that contemporary observers were
unanimous in ascribing the Turkish defeat in the conflict with Muhammed Ali
primarily to the inadequacies of the Ottoman military leadership.3
The officer corps as a social factor

Whatever its military shortcomings, the new Ottoman officer corps quickly
grew to be the state's most favored class. It became customary to shower
senior officers with high honors, decorations, gifts and lucrative governorships.4
The prestige of the new officer caste also found expression in the many ' social
benefits' which they acquired. Senior officers were more likely to enter retirement than their men, who either died in service or were simply discharged, and
retired officers usually enjoyed comfortable pensions. A lieutenant-general
(Ferik) could retire with a handsome monthly pension of 2,500 kurus, a colonel
(Miralay) with 500 kuriq and a major {Binbasi) with 350 kurus. In the unlikely
event that a man from the lower ranks retired, his pension was naturally far
lower—hardly enough to subsist on.5
In October 1836 it was decreed that the families of deceased officers holding
the rank of major or above would also be entitled to pensions. Each one of the
surviving members of the family was to receive a separate allowance. Boys
could receive their pensions until they reached the age of fifteen, when they
became eligible for military service; whether they actually enlisted or not,
their allowances then were withdrawn. Wives and daughters could collect
pensions so long as they remained unmarried.6 The pension rolls of the Hdssa
1
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for 1839 listed monthly allowances of 25 kurus each for §erife Kamile Hanim,
the wife, and Fatma Hanim, the daughter, of the late Binbasi Haci Bey. Other
women were also listed as recipients of such payments.1
When senior officers were away from Istanbul on duty, their families could
receive part of their pay by special arrangement. In the spring of 1837 a tempest
in a teapot was created around this question when officers' families who came to
collect their pay apparently 'had to humble themselves to the clerks' at the
Bdb-i Ser Asker. Soon afterward, a special office was opened outside the
compound of the Ser Asker where the patrician wives and children of senior
officers were assured of more'deferential treatment.2
The favored position of the officer corps attracted to its ranks many ambitious
people from all circles of the ruling elite. In 1831, for example, Izzet Bey, an
Alim holding the high rank of Miiderris, enrolled in the new army as a private.3
In 1832 Husrev Bey, a high civilian functionary who was superintendent of the
iron mines at Samakov, enlisted with a number of his proteges.4
From a social point of view, the new military leadership was fully integrated
with the older ruling class. It was this integration that had assured the acceptance
of Mahmud's reforms in the first place, for they had not been accompanied by
any social upheavals. This was an achievement of mixed significance. The
absorption of the old ruling elite into the new system was a source of weakness in
Mahmud's own time, for the transformation of a traditional leadership into a
modern one is a slower process than the creation of a new elite. In the long run,
however, the preservation of the old elite became a source of strength: when it
later was transformed into a westernized elite the Ottoman military leadership
remained an indigenous element deeply rooted in the culture of the society
which it was to lead. In the decades to come the officer corps naturally became
the most important modernizing force in Ottoman society and this, undoubtedly,
was Mahmud's most enduring contribution.
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