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KING FERDINAND OF RUMANIA
BY

ZSOM BOR  de SZASZ

V. The Transylvanian Question.'

For sixty years before the first world war Rumania’s 
policy had been directed towards the aim of uniting 
all the Rumanian-speaking peoples in one State, the 

Kingdom of Rumania. A s there were Rumanians living in 
all the limitrophe States, this meant that she coveted and 
aspired to the possession of some of the territory of each 
of her neighbours. She wanted Hungarian Transylvania, 
which had never belonged to Rumania; Russian Bessarabia, 
which had been lost to her in the course of the nineteenth 
century; the Rumanian-inhabited part of the Bukovina, in 
which she had a traditional interest; and Bulgarian terri
tories whose importance was economic rather than ethnic. 
A  conflict with Serbia on racial grounds seemed unimagina
ble; but a conflict did arise, during the war in which they 
were allies, as a result of Rumania's insatiable greed.

The realization of these irredentist aims depended on 
the European situation. Rumania's hesitant attitude during 
the period of her neutrality was caused by her uncertainty 
as to the outcome of the war; if she could manage to be 
on the victorious side at the end, whichever side this was, 
she could be sure of being able to annex limitrophe terri
tories. But these territories were not all of equal impor
tance to her. The most coveted prize was Transylvania, 
the largest area with a Rumanian population, to be acquired 
by the defeat of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, a defeat 
which, incidentally, would solve also the question of the 
Bukovina. 1

1 See the previous articles under the same title in the August, 
October, November 1942. and January 1943 issues of this review.
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Bessarabia, on the other hand, would be gained by the 
defeat of Russia, while the occupation of the Dobrudja 
depended on which side Bulgaria was found.

Popular as was the idea of war for the acquisition of 
Transylvania, there were some Rumanian politicians who 
were not certain whether the Bessarabian question was not 
still more urgent. In Rumania, perhaps more than elsewhere 
in Europe, the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy was regarded 
as being moribund; but its dissolution was not thought to 
be imminent. Marghiloman tells us in his Memoirs that 
in the first days of the war, before the Crown Council, he 
inquired of the aged King Carol whether he regarded the 
Transylvanian question as sufficiently “ripe"? The king's 
answer was: "N ot yet, but it will be ripe in twenty years' 
time, by when the Monarchy will certainly collapse.” 
Marghiloman adds that this was also his own opinion.

This irredentist question had yet another aspect.
The Bessarabian Rumanians affirmed that their lot 

under Russian rule was much worse and much more intole
rable than that of their Transylvanian brethren under 
Hungarian rule; consequently their liberation should come 
before that of the latter. The king, in the course of a con
versation, had said: “The national ideal is two-fold. I am 
the first to wish for the annexation of Transylvania, if it 
should prove possible; but if not, then it would be a crime 
to disregard the other possibility, that of Bessarabia.”

The acquisition of Bessarabia meant war with Russia 
and with the Entente Powers. This solution was championed 
by the great Bessarabian patriot, C Stere, who, undismayed 
by the ultimate implications of his attitude, preached a 
union between Rumania and “Mittel-Europa."

But the trend of events went against the Central 
Powers. The Rumanians had to choose, and they chose 
Transylvania. Up to the last moment they did not know, 
and could not have dared to hope, that the final outcome 
of the war would create a situation in which all their terri
torial aspirations would be realized.

*
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The Transylvanian problem is the problem of a country 
to which two peoples lay claim: the Magyars, who occupied 
it for a thousand years and who, in the course of these 
thousand years, made its history, developed its culture and 
stamped it with the impress of their own character; and 
the Rumanians, who base their claim on a mythical 
autochthonous origin and a slight majority in the popula
tion, but who had no part or share in the country's 
development.

The Magyars came to Transylvania as victorious con
querors in the tenth century; the Rumanians began to filter 
in from their own two Rumanian Principalities, partly as 
pastoral nomads, partly as refugees, in the twelfth century. 
The Magyar nobility, in conjunction with the Szekely 
freemen and the Saxon burghers, built up a constitutional 
system based on the self-government of each of the three 
peoples. In this system the Rumanians had no place; but 
this disability was due, not to their race, but to their low 
cultural and political level, which made them unfit for 
self-government. They belonged to the unfree peasant class 
which included also great masses of the Magyars; but they 
could be freed, and were not debarred from the possibility 
of being raised into the ranks of the Hungarian nobility.

Their awakening to national consciousness and their 
demand for a higher political status commenced in the 
middle of the eighteenth century, about the time when the 
Uniate religion began to spread among them and when 
Transylvania was subjected to the Habsburgs, who were 
prone to favour the submissive Rumanians against the recal
citrant Magyars. The movement should have died a natural 
death in 1848, when the complete equality of all nationals 
was recognised both in Transylvania and in Hungary proper. 
But this was not the case.

The failure of the Hungarian struggle for independence 
was followed by a period of absolute rule, and it was not until 
1867 that constitutional government was restored in Hun
gary and that the foundations of the Dual Monarchy were 
laid by means of the Compromise between king and nation 
which is known as the Ausgleich. A  year later, in 1868, a 
comprehensive law was enacted regulating the situation of
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the nationalities on the basis of complete equality —  a 
development by no means welcomed by the nationalities 
themselves.

During the second half of the nineteenth century the 
‘‘nationalities idea” had been making immense progress all 
over Europe. That which, in the eighteenth century, had 
been a seemingly unattainable desire, was regarded as an 
insufficient solution at the end of the nineteenth. The natio
nalities of Hungary, Slovaks, Serbs and Rumanians, made 
common cause against Hungarian concessions and rejected 
the Nationalities Law; the Rumanians, moreover, demanded 
that Transylvania, which had been rejoined to Hungary in 
1848, should be severed from her once more and organized 
as a separate autonomous province.

In retrospect, it is easy to follow, stage by stage, the 
policy pursued by the Rumanians. They began by demand
ing equality of status with the other peoples of Transylvania; 
later, they clamoured for territorial autonomy; while after 
the foundation of the Rumanian State in 1866 they worked 
for the separation of Transylvania from Hungary and its 
union with Rumania.

It goes without saying that these irredentist endeavours 
could only be pursued underground. No people living within 
the borders of Hungary could with impunity have openly 
demanded the breaking up of the Hungarian State. It was 
only in the Rumanian kingdom that these aspirations were 
revealed with unblushing candour, all political parties 
clamorously demanding the annexation of Transylvania. In 
Hungary they were carefully hidden and denied, though 
with little success; Hungarian statesmen were well aware 
that disruptive activities were being carried on both in Hun
gary and in Rumania.

It is curious that a historian of the rank of Professor 
Seton-Watson should have taken it upon himself to deny 
the existence of Rumanian irredentism. In his History of 
the Rumanians he writes that “there was no truth in the 
reckless charges of irredentism levelled against them (the 
Rumanians) by the Pan-Magyars,” and that "the responsible 
statesmen of the Rumanian kingdom, Liberal and Conserva
tive alike, shared the Germanophile sentiments of the
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Hohenzollern king.” Such ignorance, if that is the term to 
be applied to it, might have been excusable before the first 
world war; but it is difficult to imagine how it could be 
maintained after the war, when Rumanian politicians in
formed the world at large of the facts of the case, openly 
boasting of their irredentist machinations. It is hardly 
thinkable that Professor Seton-Watson should have been 
unaware of these declarations.

M. Theodore Mihali, one of the leading Rumanian 
politicians in Transylvania, wrote, in 1929, in the Ruma
nian review Generatia Unirii:

“ It would be an error to believe that the declaration of 
union in 1918 was a spontaneous outburst: the incident in 
Alba Iulia was the last brilliant and fortunate stage of long 
piepared efforts and of persistent and intrepid struggles. 
1 still remember those open as well as secret relations 
which we, Transylvanian and Banatean Rumanians, main
tained with the Rumanian kingdom and which —  to-day we 
can confess it —  assisted, encouraged and directed us in our 
struggles. Bucharest knew all about our exertions, our 
defeats and our hopes. A t  decisive moments it was Bucha
rest which designated for us our course of action. It was 
from Bucharest that we received the order to bridle our 
martial ardour, or to rush into the fight, as the necessity 
of the moment demanded. Our connection with Bucharest 
was not a personal matter but a  part of the policy and the 
political tactics of the Rumanian party.”

In regard to the sentiments of the Hohenzollern king, 
M. Mihali writes as follows: “ In the course of fifteen years 
I was received twenty-two times by King Carol, who in 
confidential discourse repeatedly expressed to me his 
conviction that the day would come when Rumania would 
occupy Transylvania.” And as a tangible token of his 
conviction, King Carol, one of the partners of the Triple 
Alliance and ally of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, pre
sented the irredentist leader with his own portrait bearing 
the inscription: “Patience and confidence.”

Disclosures similar to the above were made also by 
bigger men than Theodore Mihali. In a speech delivered in 
December, 1930, J. Maniu, the then leader of the National
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Peasant Party who, formerly a member of the Hungarian 
Parliament, had subsequently several times borne office as 
Prime Minister of Rumania, stated that the Rumanian 
General Staff had in its possession a written declaration 
signed by him and dated 1893, when he was still a Hun
garian national, the text of which ran as follows: ” 1 swear 
to God Almighty, on my conscience and my honour, that I 
will sacrifice my life for the victory of the Rumanian cause 
and that I will take part in the revolt which we are 
preparing.”

A  few years later, in 1934, he traced the entire course 
of the Rumanian irredentist movement. “The revolt of Hora 
and the action of Bishop Micu-Klein in the eighteenth 
century, the Balazsfalva Assembly with Iancu Avram and 
$aguna, the programme of 1881, the Memorandum of 
Lucaciu, Ratiu and Coroian, the activist movement of 1905, 
were all so many brilliant finger-posts along the road of 
Rumanian political development, that development which 
had logically to lead to national unity.”

This was an open acknowledgement of irredentism —  
a confession that every action of the Transylvanian Ruma
nians during the last two centuries before the war, their 
policy of grievances, their programmes, their attitude in the 
Parliament and in the county councils, were directed towards 
one aim —  the separation of Transylvania from Hungary.

Another Rumanian leader, Alexander Vajda-Voivod, 
then Prime Minister of Rumania, revealed in the Senate that 
while Transylvania still formed a part of Hungary there 
had been an agreement between the leaders of the Transyl
vanian Rumanians and the politicians of the Rumanian 
kingdom engaging them to common action, and that the 
Rumanian governments, to whichever party they belonged, 
invariably gave financial support to the Transylvanian 
irredentist movement. “When, at some future day, the 
history of those days comes to be written, it will be seen 
that the policy of the kingdom was always indissolubly 
linked with the aspirations of the Transylvanian Rumanians: 
our allotted task was to destroy, while that of Rumania was 
to build up ."

This disgraceful policy did not cease with the war.
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Already before the war Rumania had harboured Tran
sylvanian Rumanian refugees who had had to flee from 
justice because of their irredentist misdeeds, such as Aurelius 
Popovici, the author of "The United States of Greater 
Austria” , the irredentist poet 0 . Goga, and others who had 
carried on ax extensive propaganda against Hungary; these 
were joined by many more after the outbreak of the war.

Apart from these, there were those who went to Ru
mania as visitors, with the permission of the Hungarian 
Government, during the war —  for example to assist at the 
funeral of King Carol —  and who acted the part of spies, 
giving information concerning the situation in the Monarchy 
and receiving instructions regarding their future attitude. 
The memoirs of Alexander Marghiloman divulge several 
cases of such traitorous conduct.

In the beginning of September 1914, —  we learn from 
Marghiloman —  Theodore Mihali, whom we have already had 
occasion to mention, came to him, Marghiloman, and told him 
that on the previous day he had been received in audience 
by the king together with the Transylvanian Uniate Bishop 
Hossu. He also told me, continues Marghiloman, that the 
Transylvanian Rumanians are tremendously excited, they 
are expecting the Russians as saviours, the community of 
religion being a decisive factor in the matter. They wish for 
the arrival of the Russians, if the Rumanians do not come. 
A n old man told him, (Mihali,), " I  have four sons at the 
front, but my wish is that they should be beaten . . Since 
the death of Franz Ferdinand, complained Mihali, the 
Rumanians have no one to look to, and they have lost all 
hope. Their great anxiety is that Rumania should not in
volve herself in any hazard.

It must not be believed, however, that the feelings or 
the Transylvanian Rumanians were wholly unmingled in 
this matter. They could not but see the difference between 
the public morals and political standards of the two coun
tries, Hungary and Rumania. Some time before the war the 
Bucharest paper Adeverul stated in black and white that 
"the organization of the Rumanian Kingdom is not such as 
would enable it to hold within its borders countries like 
Transylvania and the Bukovina; the Rumanians of these
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provinces would be incapable of enduring Rumanian admi
nistration even for six months.”

During the war Mihali told Marghiloman that in his 
opinion the Transylvanian Rumanians would gain nothing by 
passing under Rumanian domination. He objected, in 
particular, to the way in which public affairs were handled 
in the kingdom, and told the story of a Transylvanian Ru
manian who had some business to transact in Rumania and 
who was so badly swindled and cheated both by private 
individuals and public officials that he swore never to set 
foot on Rumanian soil again, and who had begged Mihali to 
tell the king that Rumania had sunk at least fifty per cent in 
his estimation. Hungarian Cabinet Ministers, added Mihali 
himself, never disavow their promises as do their Rumanian 
colleagues.

Parallel with these subterranean currents and intrigues 
there were also open discussions and declarations concern
ing the fate of Transylvania and its Rumanian inhabitants.

The Rumanian Government demanded various conces
sions from the Hungarian Government as the price of Ru
manian neutrality, —  or rather, it supported the Transyl
vanian Rumanians in their demands.

The Hungarian Government’s standpoint in this ques
tion was clear.

Already before the war, in 1913, the Hungarian Prime 
Minister, Count Tisza, had had certain discussions with the 
Rumanian leaders, which had however led to no results. 
He was willing to renew these discussions after the outbreak of 
the war, but was not minded to do so under foreign pressure. 
In the summer of 1915 he wrote as follows to Count Czernin, 
then Austro-Hungarian Minister in Bucharest, who, in com
plete misunderstanding of the situation, had supported the ac
tion of the Rumanian Government: "The concessions we may 
grant to our Rumanian nationals can never be made the 
subject of bargaining. . . The Hungarian Government is 
being sufficiently accommodating with the Rumanian subjects 
and strives to arrive at a complete and enduring understand
ing with them. I am quite willing to enter into negotiations 
with them and to furnish an explanation concerning our
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aims, but I shall never shoulder obligations out of regard for 
a foreign Government.”

Most of the above incidents occurred, naturally, behind 
the scenes. Hungarian public opinion was unaware of the Ru
manian machinations and only paid heed to the expressions 
of sham loyalty which the war had forced upon the Ruma
nian-speaking subjects of the State. One of the Notes of 
the Hungarian Peace Delegation mentioned that, when the 
Transylvanian Rumanians abandoned their political “pas
sivity” in 1906 and appeared in the Hungarian Parliament, 
they declared that they desired the maintenance of the 
territorial integrity of the State and intended to fight for 
their aims with constitutional weapons. The Peace Delega
tion was labouring under the delusion that these allegations 
had been sincere and that the Transylvanian Rumanians 
had been animated by the same feelings during the war. 
"The moment war was declared” —  ran the Note —  “the 
Rumanians joined their regiments with as much enthusiasm 
as the Magyars. The leaders of the Rumanian National 
Party showed as much ardour in kindling the fighting spirit 
of their own people as did the leaders of the Magyar 
parties. The prelates of the two Rumanian Churches issued 
martial proclamations to their flocks as did those of the 
Magyar Churches.” And the Note goes on to quote 
columns of arresting and convincing declarations which 
bear witness to the loyalty and attachment of the Rumanian 
people to their country and their king.

The Uniate Bishop of Nagyvarad, D. Radu, wrote soon 
after the commencement of hostilities: “The King trusts his 
people, and we can only answer that trust by implicit 
obedience to his orders and by our willingness to shed our 
blood at his call . . .  In the radiance shed on them by the 
Throne, by our beloved fatherland and by St. Stephen's 
Holy Crown, the men who now hasten to take up arms and 
to sacrifice their lives on the altar of their country, are 
animated and inspired by the supreme law of our being, 
the sense of duty. There is no danger so dire as to make 
them pause in their efforts to defend the soil in which the 
bones of their fathers lie buried.”

Simultaneously with this, the Orthodox Bishop of Arad,
9
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John Pap, directed his clergy to expound the King's procla
mation to their flocks and to "convince them that the war 
was unavoidable and just;” also, to point oiut to them that 
"the Rumanians of Hungary had always been loyal to the 
throne and to their country, and that they must once again 
prove this loyalty by their deeds.”

And, to quote one more high dignitary of the Church, 
—  Miron Christea, Orthodox Bishop of Karansebes, subse
quently Metropolitan Primate of Rumania, in a pastoral 
letter dated August 8, declared, though in somewhat more 
cautious terms, that the war was right and just and he 
enjoined his people to be on their guard, “ little chance 
though there was of the enemy daring to set foot on Hun
garian soil," and “receive with open arms the soldiers 
marching through their districts, for it is incumbent on 
every son of the country to stretch out a helping hand to 
those who bear on their shoulders the fate of our country 
and our well-being to come.”

Nor did the political leaders lag behind the ecclesiastical 
dignitaries.

The same Theodore Mihali who a few weeks later was 
to conspire in Bucharest against the Monarchy, issued on 
August 2, in the name of the Rumanian Party, a declaration 
containing the following passages: “The Rumanian soldier
will now, as in the past, do his duty for the honour of his 
race and in a manner worthy of his military renown. His 
Majesty and our native land will once again be able to 
convince themselves of the immemorial loyalty and devotion 
of the Rumanian people living under Habsburg rule. The 
Rumanian youth have rushed enthusiastically to join the 
flag and to shed their blood on the battle-fields, while those 
who have remained behind are ready for any and every 
sacrifice.”

Alexander Vajda-Voivod, the future Prime Minister of 
Rumania, expressed himself somewhat more guardedly:

“The antagonism between us and the Magyars,” he said, 
“must be laid aside until we have vanquished our common 
foes and made our future secure. In face of the common 
peril all nationalities must unite in devotion to the dynasty 
and to their motherland. The Rumanian people and their
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leaders are aware of the danger which threatens, not merely 
the Monarchy and all Rumanians, but also the whole of 
European civilisation and morality, were Russia to be 
victorious. . . As regards Rumania's attitude, it would be 
tragic indeed if at the decisive moment the Rumanians 
under Habsburg rule and those of the Rumanian Kingdom 
were to find themselves in opposite camps. If we, one half 
of the Rumanian people, are fighting for the Monarchy, it 
is not permissible for the Rumanian Kingdom to remain in
different to our struggle, or still worse, to side with Russia 
and fight against us. If Rumania wishes to act in the 
interests of all Rumanians, she must first of all rescue the 
Bessarabian Rumanians."

The above declarations were made while Rumania was 
still neutral. But we have similar enunciations dating from 
the days when she was already at war with Austria- 
Hungary.

On September 21, 1916, three weeks after the Ruma
nian army had invaded Transylvania, the three Orthodox 
bishops, J. Pop, M. Christea and V. Mangra, issued a 
common pastoral letter in which they said: "T o  our great 
grief Rumania has broken her pledge of loyalty, shamefully 
dissolved her alliance and turned her arms against her 
own brothers who for the past two years have with unbe
lievable heroism been fighting a life-and-death struggle 
with the enemies of the Monarchy. Those who cross our 
frontiers with sly words on their lips and predatory inten
tions in their hearts, are no brothers of our but heathenish 
foes who, to satisfy their savage greed, would kill their 
brothers and their parents. Yea, those who yesterday were 
our brothers are to-day, because of their criminal and godless 
desires and actions, our greatest and most execrable enemies, 
against whom the law of nature and the anger generated by 
our common blood bid us wage merciless war."

A  few days after the appearance of this excommunica- 
tive diatribe, on September 5, S. Pop-Csicso, a  member of 
the Hungarian Parliament and subsequently President of 
the Rumanian Chamber, gave the following declaration in 
the name of the Rumanian Party: "The tidings that Ruma
nia has entered the lists against us and has declared war

It
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on the Monarchy, has filled us with deep consternation, for 
it has always seemed impossible to us that Rumania should 
fight against the State in which several million loyal Ru
manians are living and developing under the most favourable 
conditions; it has seemed impossible to us that Rumania 
should become an ally of that Russian realm which is the 
greatest menace to the Rumanian race; for what better 
proof can be found of the ingratitude and perfidy of Russia 
than is furnished by the history of Rumania herself . . . ? 
The loyalty of the Rumanians oif Hungary to the Throne 
and their motherland is staunch and true and cannot be 
shaken by this unexpected declaration of war. The Ruma
nian people will continue as heretofore to defend their 
native land and the Throne of their apostolic King against 
every foe with their life-blood and all their worldly goods."

One last instance of Rumanian double-dealing may be 
quoted.

In January 1917 the Allied Powers addressed the well- 
known Note to President Wilson in which they mentioned 
as one of their war aims the liberation of oppressed nationa
lities. On this occasion the Rumanians of Hungary sent the 
Government an Address signed by hundreds of well-known 
Rumanians containing the following passages:

“The Note is a direct menace to the territorial integrity 
of our State. W e definitely repudiate the allegation that 
we are under foreign rule. W e  Rumanians are free and 
equal nationals of our Hungarian motherland. There is not 
a single law in Hungary which distinguishes between Magyar 
and non-Magyar nationals. . . W e do not ask to be libe
rated, we cling to the integrity of our Hungarian mother
land, we cling to our subjection to the Holy Crown of 
Hungary."

It is hardly to be wondered at that such bare-faced 
double-dealing should have misled not only the general 
public but also responsible statesmen in Hungary. No one 
knew how differently Mihali, Pop-Csicso and the Rumanian 
bishops talked when they were in Bucharest. Count Tisza, 
one of the most upright and straightforward of men, wrote 
to the Orthodox Metropolitan, Vazul Mangra: “The war has 
shown that there is no room for irredentism even in the
12
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camp of the most rabid nationalists; that a patriotic loyalty 
is preserved even by those from whom we are divided by 
the acutest differences. A  gratifying experience which we 
shall not fail to bear in mind."

But Count Tisza was unaware of a fact which Marghi- 
loman notes in his Memoirs, namely, that as early as 
the first days of September 1914 Bratianu had sent his 
agents to Transylvania with injunctions to the Rumanians 
there to be as profuse as possible in their declarations of 
loyalty.

(To be continued.)
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