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I. The Era of Neutrality.

A t the outbreak of the first world war Rumania was the 
ally of the Central Powers.* But the alliance was 
not popular in the country, and King Carol was 

unable to induce his government to declare war on the Allied 
Powers; the Crown Council of August 3 proclaimed the 
neutrality of the State. Two months later King Carol died, 
and Ferdinand I ascended the throne of Rumania.

Ferdinand of Hohenzollern was the nephew of the late 
king, and as the latter had no children of his own, he came 
to the country as Heir Apparent to the Throne, in April 
1889. His upbringing had not prepared him for rulership. 
He was from the first, as Professor Iorga wrote of him, an 
unknown quantity, uncomprehended by his world. “An 
intelligent and not ungifted young man, studious and with 
a turn for subtle irony, he became, in the vicinity of the 
Throne, taciturn and unsociable. People soon fell into the 
habit of exploiting his talents as well as his weaknesses." 
When it became evident “ that he looked with contempt on 
the society around him, regarding it as inferior to that which 
he had left behind, and that he trusted few of those who 
surrounded him and respected none, it began to be bruited 
abroad that he was wholly devoid of good qualities, while 
the press made game of him with a coarseness that tasted 
of the tap*room."

This tap-room coarseness, to which the licence accorded 
to the Rumanian press allowed full play, prevailed also in 
later years. In the first war year, during the period of 
neutrality, when Ferdinand was already king, there appeared

* See the article entitled ‘ ‘Carol I of Rumania (IV)" in the May 
number of this review.
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in one of the daily papers a cartoon representing him in the 
act of'taking aim at a hare, which turned its head as it ran 
and called out to him: "See here! There's nothing to choose 
between us. You have long ears, so have I; you are a coward, 
so am I. Then why shoot me, brother?"

This was the view held of the king by the general 
public. Others, who saw him at close range, judged him 
differently. Professor Iorga had said that he was "not 
ungifted"; Duca, who repeatedly held office under him. 
both as Minister and Prime Minister, pronounced him 
versatile and of distinguished culture. An excellent Greek 
and Latin scholar, he spoke, besides his native German, 
French, English and Russian, and wrote with careful 
precision, while his speeches revealed a "classical" culture; 
(the subsequently published collected version of these speeches 
leaves us in some doubt as to this.) Ha was deeply religious, 
and of a democratic turn of mind. This description, which we 
have on the authority of Duca, may be supplemented with 
that given us by M. Saint-Aulaire, the French Minister in 
Bucharest. “ Ferdinand," he writes, "was a great, a very 
great king. Not so much by reason of the lucidity of his mind 
as by virtue of the integrity of his character, the nobility 
of his soul. No other ruler has given such proof of his friend
ship, faith and loyalty as Ferdinand."

Not everyone, however, saw him in this light.
Shortly before Rumania's attack on Hungary, Count 

Czernin, the Austro-Hungarian Minister in Bucharest, was 
instructed to make a last attempt to deter King Ferdinand 
from the "moral turpitude of the gross breach of faith", to 
use Baron Burian's words, which he would commit by joining 
the Powers to whom he was bound by treaty. The attempt 
was made, Ferdinand "stammered in embarrassment", and 
declared war on his own allies.

It must be admitted however that the responsibility 
which he bears for this act is slight in comparison with that 
of Queen Marie and Ion Bratianu, who directed his 
flaccid will.

Queen Marie in her /Memoirs* protests with mock
*  Marie, Queen of Rumania: “ The Story of my L ife" and

“ Ordeal."
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modesty against the allegation that she had influenced King 
Ferdinand. “ I am perfectly aware," she writes, “that it has 
been proclaimed in every way that I swayed King Ferdinand's 
will, and that, being inordinately ambitious, I liked to rule 
and dominate.

"Going deep down into my own conscience, honestly, I 
cannot recognize in myself any deliberate intention or desire 
to dominate."

One can only surmise that, for all she says, she did not 
delve sufficiently deeply.

The second volume of the Memoirs, from which the above 
quotation was taken, bears as its motto the following words: 
"My way goes straight through, not round about, nor must 
I fear my own strength. . . "

She was, in fact, the only strong character in the political 
life of Rumania, an implacable enemy of Hungary and the 
Hungarians, who dismissed her son Carol's nurse on discovering 
that she was one who did not lose heart when the country was 
occupied and even when forced by the enemy guns to fly 
from Bucharest to Moldavia, but believed firmly that the day 
would come when she would return to her capital as the 
"Empress of all Rumanians.” After the fall of Bucharest 
Bratianu collapsed in despair; it was Queen Marie who tried 
to restore his courage.

Rumania harboured irredentist claims against all her 
neighbours. Obeying the wandering instincts of a pastoral 
people, the Rumanians had spread all over south-eastern 
Europe, eventually settling where they wandered, in Hungary, 
in the Bukovina, in Bulgaria, Russia and Serbia. The result 
was that they now claimed territories from all these countries. 
The neutrality declared by the Crown Council of August 3 
meant no more than that, the annexation of all these 
territories being for the present an impossibility, and the 
outcome of the war uncertain, it was deemed wise to wait 
until one or other of the belligerents became exhausted, after 
which it would be an easy matter to join the winning side 
and with its aid take possession of the coveted territories. 
This goal explained the insincere and dilatory behaviour 
of Rumania, but it revealed also the policy which the
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belligerent States on both sides intended to adopt in regard 
to territorial transfers as payment for military assistance.

Already before the August Crown Council, Sasonoff, the 
Russian Minister for Foreign Affairs, had intimated to 
Bucharest that Russia would be willing to support the occupa
tion of Transylvania if Rumania were to join the Allies, and 
in September he formally exhorted the Rumanian Govern
ment to seize both Transylvania and Southern Bukovina. 
“Do you not see,” asked M. Poklevsky, the Russian Minister 
in Bucharest, of the Rumanian statesman, Alexander 
Marghiloman, "that our victory would facilitate the 
realisation of Rumania's aspirations? Every good Rumanian 
must desire our victory, since it would hasten Austria's 
dissolution. England will guarantee the realisation of the 
Rumanian claims, for she has promised to support our 
nationality policy.” Marghiloman’s cautious reply to this was: 
“Yes, but it is a part of England's policy to maintain Austria 
as a counterbalance to Russia's hegemony." "No,” answered 
M. Poklevsky, "Rumania and Hungary will form the counter
balance of Russian hegemony". Which stupid remark Marghi
loman countered with the query: "Hungary? With or without 
T ransyl vania ?''

The Russians erred, however, in thinking that Rumania's 
greed would be satisfied with the annexation of Transylvania 
and Southern Bukovina. By the beginning of September Ion 
Bratianu, the Rumanian Prime Minister, was demanding, as 
the price of his country's mere neutrality, with no question 
of military assistance, not only Austrian and Hungarian terri
tory but also the southern parts of Russian Bessarabia.

Instructed by Bratianu, Queen Marie endeavoured to 
dissipate the ignorance of King George of England concer
ning the situation and the aims of Rumania's territorial policy.

“The Roumanians are in greater number than the Germans 
and the Germans in greater number than the Serbs. It is 
therefore neither a caprice nor a sudden pretension on the 
part of Roumania if she claims this land, but a justified 
insistence that a previously concluded understanding should 
be carried ou t. . .

", . . Any Serbian expansion on the left side of the Danube 
would for technical reasons inevitably be followed by Rouma-
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nia demanding lands on the right side, as the valley of Timoc 
is thickly populated by 300,000 Roumanians. (I am afraid 
all these geographical explanations must be Chinese for you, 
but the places can be found on a map.)

", . . It is the same as regards the Pruth and Bukovina, 
where that river forms our only frontier against Russia since 
she took Bessarabia away from us, and if we have had to 
resign ourselves to this loss, it is nevertheless the most elemen
tary instinct of self-preservation which prevents our being 
able to admit that our enormous neighbour should poach on 
the other side of the river.

"The Bukovina as far as the Dniester was torn from 
Moldavia, of which it had from old times been a principal 
part, by Austria in 1777; it should therefore quite naturally 
fall to our share if Austria is dismembered.”

"It really needed all my love for my country” , —  wrote 
Queen Marie by way of comment on her own letter —  "to 
induce me to write such a lengthy letter to my cousin, a very 
dear cousin no doubt, but who could not be expected to have 
any particular interest in the Timoa, Theiss, Pruth and 
Dniester.

“What lent a certain humour to the situation (for I can 
always see the humorous side) was that, in our youth, we had 
played 'geographical games' together under Mamma's critical 
supervision, and I knew that European geography had not 
been George's strong point. Mamma had been very withering 
in her criticism of our ignorance, so I could not help smiling 
whilst penning my lengthy missive inspired by patriotic 
loyalty, for I could almost see George's wrinkled brow whilst 
labouring through it. This I did not, however, tell Bratianu, 
for I had come to the bitter times when I had to take myself 
seriously; so seriously, in fact, that I also wrote much in 
the same spirit to the Emperor Nicolas.”

Such was the atmosphere and such the knowledge 
prevailing in those high circles in which the future fate of 
millions of people was going to be settled.

In the middle of September the Russian armies were 
on Bukovinian soil, but when the Russian government propo
sed that Rumania should occupy southern Bukovina, the 
Rumanian government rejected the proposal on the ground
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that such an act would be tantamount to a declaration of 
war on Austria-Hungary.

Under these conditions Russia wished at least to make 
sure of Rumania’s neutrality, and in the first days of October 
Sasanoff concluded an agreement with M. Diamandi, the 
Rumanian Minister in St. Petersburg, under which Russia 
guaranteed the territorial integrity of Rumania and recognised 
her right to annex the Austrian und Hungarian areas with a 
Rumanian population. As the northern part of Bukovina, 
which was inhabilited by Ukrainians, was claimed by Russia 
herself, it was agreed that the ethnic frontier between the 
northern and the southern half of the province should be 
settled by a mixed commission. In return for all this, Rumania 
undertook to observe a benevolent neutrality towards Russia. 
The pact was to be kept secret.

The Rumanian Government evinced satisfaction at the 
conclusion of the pact, but did not allow it to influence their 
behaviour. Two days after the signature of the agreement, 
Bratianu declared to M. Radeff, the Bulgarian Minister in 
Bucharest, that “as long as he, Bratianu, was Prime Minister 
of Rumania, his country would not attack Austria” , He per
mitted the transit of arms to Turkey and sold the country’s 
produce to Germany and England indiscriminately. Kudat- 
chef, the Russian Minister in Belgium, wrote to Sasonoff: 
“Rumania is bound by agreement to come to the help of Serbia 
if that country is attacked by Bulgaria, but the Rumanian 
Government evidently attaches no importance to the obligation. 
It is Rumania’s aim to annex Transylvania and the Bukovina 
without any sacrifices on her own part. To attain this aim, 
she is waiting for the moment when the strength of the German 
and Austrian armies is exhausted, when she can occupy 
these two provinces without a struggle and with a minimum 
loss” .

Russia's negotiations with Rumania were greatly ham
pered by the fact that her allies, England and France, had 
no particular interest in the territorial arrangements of this 
part of the world; the question as to who should possess Tran
sylvania, the Bukovina or Bessarabia was indifferent to them: 
what mattered was that Rumania should furnish military help 
without delay.
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M. Paleologue, the French Ambassador in St. Petersburg, 
tells us that in May 1915 he endeavoured to induce Sasonoff 
to show more complaisance in regard to the Rumanian 
demands. Sasonoff, in reply, threw a crumpled telegram on 
the table. “Bratianu thinks he can dictate to us." he burst 
out — "the arrogance of his tone is unbearable. I hear 
that he bas been declaring, in the presence of foreign diplo
mats, that the time has gone by when Russia could afford to 
speak haughtily. But M. Bratianu is mistaken: Russia is still 
a Great Power, and notwithstanding her present military 
reverses, she will never forget what she owes to her past, 
her future and her historic mission. . . "  "The question 
is," observed the more realistic Frenchman, — "whether we 
need Rumania's assistance or not? And whether, if we do, 
we shall be overpaying her by giving her m ore. . .? ” Sasonoff, 
somewhat calmed, said: „I shall try to offer stronger in
ducements."

Further differences arose in regard to the date at which 
Rumania should enter the war. In 1915 the Russian General 
Staff, owing to the serious reverses suffered by the 
Russian forces, deemed it urgent that Rumania should declare 
war on Austria-Hungary; the Rumanian Government, on the 
other hand, was far from wishing to attack a victorious 
opponent. The French Government, on their side, attributed 
the Russian defeat to the Russian Government's rigid refusal 
to accede to the Rumanian demands, and the consequent 
withholding of the Rumanian military assistance. “ Our only 
salvation would be an Italian or Rumanian flank attack," 
wrote Izvolsky, the Russian Ambassador in Paris.

However, the neutrality of Rumania was becoming more 
and more of a sham. The hostility nourished by all political 
parties in regard to the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy grew 
fiercer every day, until at last the declaration of war hung 
by a mere thread —  a decisive military success on one side 
or the other. Rumania was gliding ever more swiftly towards 
the abyss.
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