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T
ransylvania, in the eastern comer of the Carpathian 

Basin, is an excellent natural fortress. On the south, 
south-east and east the gigantic serried ranges of the 

Carpathians separate it from Wallachia, that is to say 
from the Plain of Sarmata, but on the west broad and ever- 
widening river valleys connect it with the heart of that 
Basin, the Great Hungarian Plain. Since the earliest times its 
sharply defined boundaries on the east and its open geo
graphical situation on the west have have made symbiosis 
with the Basin of Pannonia imperative. No wonder that 
when for the first time in history the Basin of the Car
pathians was organized politically —  a task of historical 
importance that devolved upon the Magyars —  Transylvania 
became an integral part cl Hungary, which it continued to 
be for more than 600 years right down to the middle of 
the XVI century. During more than five centuries pos
session of the splendid Transylvanian bastion enabled the 
Kingdom of Hungary to devote itself to the defence of 
western civilization in the south-east of Christian Europe 
and to do so with all its energies. Relying on the bastion 
of Transylvania, for over five hundred years Hungary held 
off the hordes of eastern barbarians attacking from the east 
and south-east.

But alas! in the fourteenth, or rather the fifteenth, 
century Hungary began to be threatened by a more dangerous 
invasion of barbarians than any that had preceded it, when 
the Turks who had made themselves masters of the Bysantine 
Empire launched an attack against Europe. In the previous 
centuries the waves of barbarian Petchenegs, Cumanians and 
Tartars broke on the splendid natural defence line afforded 
by the sickle-shaped range of the Carpathians, but the
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Turks, making a detour round the impregnable fortress of 
Transylvania, approached Hungary from the south. The 
geo-political factor that the Basin of the Carpathians 
is open on the south, where it is enclosed only by the line 
of the Danube and its tributaries, was in no small measure 
the reason why Hungary, which had been able to hold her 
own triumphantly against all dangers from the east, could 
not defend herself against the Turkish peril from the south. 
Viewed in the light of these events Transylvania's role is 
thrown into greater relief, and we are forced to the conclu
sion that without Transylvania Hungary cannot undertake 
any independent action, that in fact without it her very 
raison d’etre ceases to exist.

On the 29th of December it will be 336 years that 
Stephen Bocskay. elected prince of Hungary and Transyl
vania, and one of Hungary's greatest national heroes, closed 
his eyes for ever. The action taken by Bocskay and his 
triumphant war of independence are the most eloquent 
proof of the vital part that the bastion of Transylvania has 
always played and will continue to play in the life of Hun
gary and of the sorely tried Magyar nation. In the troubled 
and bloody first decade of the seventeenth century the des
tiny of Hungary and the Magyar nation soared aloft from 
what was perhaps its nadir to national dignity and indepen
dence. The heart of the country, Transdanubia and the Great 
Plain, were for the greater part under the Turkish yoke, 
while in the west, the east and even in Transylvania the 
sky was overshadowed by the Imperial Eagle of the Habs- 
burgs, who were bent on trampling national liberty and 
freedom of conscience under foot. The Magyar nation, 
namely, was the first, we may safely say the only nation 
in this far-off part of Christian Europe, to adopt that great 
spiritual movement of western civilization, Protestantism. 
In this corner of Europe Protestantism and the Magyars 
became so closely linked that to attack the former was to 
touch Hungary and the Magyar nation to the quick. When  
the Imperial power seated in Prague took arbitrary 
measures to stamp out Magyar Protestantism by force, the 
challenge was taken up by the vital forces of the nation 
and all at once old grievances began to be remembered and
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to smart. When the mercenaries of the Emperor drove the 
Protestant worshippers out of the cathedral in Kassa, the 
brimming cup suddenly overflowed and the standard of 
national resistance and rebellion leapt as it were of its own 
volition into the hands of the leaders of the Magyar 
armies. Stephen Boeskay —  who ironically enough was 
himself a Catholic —  was the man chosen instinctively by 
the nation fighting for its existence to be its leader, and 
Boeskay proved to be the man needed by the embittered 
nation. In every engagement his warriors defeated the 
mercenary hosts of the Emperor, driving them not only out 
of Transylvania but also out of the whole of the Kingdom 
of Hungary, so that his victorious heyducks plundered the 
borders of Austria and Moravia. Prague's arrogant dream 
vanished and it was forced to accept the terms dictated by 
the insurgents. Hungary's ancient Constitution, than which 
only the British Constitution is older, and Protestantism, 
which had become one with the Magyar spirit, were safe 
for a long time to come. But Boeskay and his insurgents 
would never have been able to achieve these results had 
they not had the bastion of Magyar Transylvania to support 
them. Thanks to its geographical situation and its configura
tion, it remained the nucleus and defence of the hard-pressed 
nation and of the Hungary whose rights and liberties had 
been curtailed. Transylvania was too hard a nut for Prague’s 
mercenaries to crack or to take serious control of. Scarcely 
had Boeskay raised the standard of liberty when Transyl
vania rose as one man and drove Basta’s armies defeated 
out of the country. W ith Transylvania as a base and muster
ing all its material and moral forces, the war of indepen
dence leaped forward into the Hungary of the Habsburgs, 
breaking the strength of the reactionaries everywhere.

Transylvania now became the real bastion of Magyar 
independence, the guarantee of Hungary’s continued 
existence as a State, at a time when her ancient rights were 
being constantly threatened by the Imperial power weigh
ing on the whole of Central Europe and working hand in 
hand with the Counter-Reformation. The sword of Tran
sylvania and the role it played was like the embodiment 
of that article in our ancient Charter, the Golden Bull,
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which authorized the nation to take up arms against any 
tyrannical measures instituted by the king. Under Bocskay's 
great successors, Gabriel Bethlen and George Rakoczi I, 
the Magyar Principality of Transylvania launched in a  
few decades almost fifty campaigns to protect liberty of 
conscience and national independence, and on each occasion 
the Transylvanian armies, following in the footsteps of 
Bocskay’s heyducks, won victories and almost shook the very 
foundations of the Imperial power in the Middle Danube 
regions. Later on, too, when the star of the independent 
Principality of Transylvania had set, Thokoly, and still 
later Francis Rakoczi II, one of the most brilliant figures 
in the nation’s history, relying on Transylvania, engaged in 
a persistent and heroic struggle against the superior forces 
of the Emperor, again and again saving the national and 
human rights of the people of Hungary.

Hitherto history has not revealed in their entirety the 
invaluable services rendered by Transylvania at the time 
of the Turkish peril, when Hungary lost her position as a 
Great Power and Transylvania offered an asylum to the 
flower of the Magyar nation, to its constitutional, humani
tarian ideals, its liberty of conscience and its legal institu
tions. It cannot be questioned that without Transylvania 
Magyar aims, the Magyar conception of a State, the Magyar 
legal system and perhaps even the Magyar nation itself, 
would have disappeared in the bloody and troubled cen
turies of the Turkish invasion when this unfortunate country 
was merely a battlefield on which a Christian and a pagan 
Emperor fought for mastery. It is certain that without 
Transylvania no trace would have remained of the Hun
garian Constitution, the peculiar Magyar legal system and 
the whole political conception of the Magyars, and that 
Hungary would never have been able to awaken at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century with so much energy and 
elan from the deep sleep induced by the dreary centuries 
when the Crescent and the Double-Eagle were the two 
dominant and ill-boding constellations. It is quite sure 
that without Transylvanias’s great princes, warriors, leaders, 
priests, teachers and intellectuals there would probably have 
been no era of reform, and that the great Szechenyi,
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instead of occupying himself with undertakings that were 
to affect the lives of whole peoples, would have spent his 
days as a farmer interested in agricultural innovations on 
his estate at Cenk. Nor would Louis Kossuth have been 
anything more than a successful lawyer in some loyal 
district of the Crown Lands.

There is another thing in which we see the finger
post of history's mysterious decree that Transylvania has 
been chosen and appointed to be the guardian of Hungary s 
great traditions, and that whenever it deviates from that 
path it is made to feel the inexorable punishment meted 
out by historical justice. Transylvania's armies and the 
movement originating in Transylvania always won laurels 
when they were used in defence of Hungary's cause, and 
always suffered bitter defeat when they sought success 
outside the protecting circle of the Carpathians and beyond 
Hungary’s historical frontiers. Two examples will serve to 
illustrate this. Prince Sigismund Bathory, a man of ambi
tious and unstable character, forgetting Transylvania’s 
historical mission and ignoring the protests of the Transyl
vanian Diet, joined forces with the no less ambitious 
Voivode of Wallachia, Michael as the latter's feudal lord, 
and they together sought military laurels and new conquests 
far beyond the Hungarian frontier on the Danube and in 
the Balkans. This undertaking, which apparently was a 
success, led in fact to Transylvania being attacked by the 
treacherous Voivode of Wallachia and to Basta's bloody reign 
of terror, in a word to Transylvania's ruin. Another Prince 
of Transylvania, George Rakoczi II, a man just as ambi
tious and unstable as Sigismund Bathory, aspired to the 
throne of Poland and led the armies of Transylvania across 
the Carpathians to that country. His armies suffered the 
humiliation of being taken captive by the Tartars, and the 
end of this unfortunate undertaking was that for three 
years Tartar and Turkish hordes wrought havoc in Tran
sylvania, reducing to ashes the prosperity of the country 
which had been built up by its great and wise princes.
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