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III. THE W A R .1

T he Crown Council of August 27 ended at 1 p. m. and 
at 9 in the evening M. E. Mavrocordato, the Rumanian 
Minister in Vienna, presented the declaration of war 

at the Viennese Foreign Office.
The document started with reproaches.
The Triple Alliance —  said the Rumanian Government, 

—  had been primarily formed with a view to maintaining 
peace, and it was for that end that Rumania had joined it. 
But in the last few years, and more particularly during the 
last Balkan war, Rumania had not enjoyed that goodwill 
and support at the hands of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy 
to which, as its ally, she felt herself entitled.

The Triple Alliance had become null and void when 
Italy had refused to join the Central Powers, and a new 
grouping had replaced the old, with entirely new aims which 
menaced both the essential interests and the national aspi
rations of Rumania. In view of these changes she had 
recovered her freedom of action.

When, in 1883 —  continued the declaration —  Rumania 
joined the Triple Alliance, far from forgetting the Rumanians 
living in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, she had regarded 
the alliance as a warrant both of her own inner tranquillity 
and of the amelioration of the condition of those Rumanians. 
Neither Germany nor Italy, both of which States were founded 
on the nationality principle, could refuse to recognise the 
principle of their own existence.

In this respect, however, Rumania's hopes had been 
deceived. The Rumanians of the Monarchy, far from being

1 See the previous article in the October Number of this review.
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granted new reforms, were being subjected to the bitterest 
oppression, a fact which was causing in the Rumanian 
kingdom a resentment difficult to quell. Even the war had 
not changed the Monarchy's attitude in this respect.

The war had brought forward the most serious problems 
of national existence and development, and Rumania, anxious 
as she was to safeguard her racial interests, was forced to 
join the Powers on whose side she could hope to effect her 
national unity.

It is clear, and Rumania made no secret of the fact, 
that in starting her war she was actuated by imperialistic 
motives and the aim of conquest. The document puts 
the blame entirely on the Monarchy and especially on Hun
gary, whose territory contained a large Rumanian population. 
Of this we hope to speak in a subsequent article.

The declaration of war, as has been said, was presented 
in Vienna at 9 p. m. Before it had time to reach the 
hands of the Foreign Minister, the Rumanians had started 
hostilities by crossing the practically undefended frontiers 
of Transylvania. "They broke into Transylvania like burglars 
through an open door", said General Conrad von Hotzendorf, 
the Chief of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff, to the 
German General Kurt von Morgen; and when the latter 
asked why the door had been left open, why the frontiers 
had not been fortified, he answered: “ It was the fault of the 
diplomats, who would never believe in a Rumanian declara
tion of war."

It is vain to speculate about the question as to who was 
responsible for the undefended state of Transylvania. The 
fact was that a frontier of more than 500 kilometers had to 
be defended by a force of 30.000, consisting mostly of 
gendarmes, militiamen, and the remnants of some badly 
beaten regiments, against an invading arm y-of over 240.000. 
Along the long line of the Carpathian ranges there was not 
one fortress that could arrest the advance of the enemy. 
Such a state of affairs can only be explained by the fact that 
Rumania being an ally of the Central Powers, it had not been 
considered necessary to provide for a defence-line on her 
side. A s a matter of fact, Count Czernin, the Austro-Hun
garian Minister in Bucharest, had not been blind to the
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approaching menace. Two months before the declaration of 
war, on July 1, he had written in one of his despatches: 
’‘The Prime Minister (Bratianu) is more than ever certain 
that he will soon be able to take a military walk in the. 
direction of Transylvania. . . The situation is critical. It may 
be possible to keep Rumania quiet for a few weeks, but if 
the military situation of the Monarchy does not change for 
the better and we continue to retreat, it will be impossible 
to hold her back. A ll I have to say can be expressed in one 
sentence: if we repulse or definitely arrest the Russians, 
Rumania will remain quiescent; if not, we must reckon with 
a Rumanian war." General Falkenhayn took a similar view 
of the situation. "W e  need not expect the Rumanian attack 
before the harvest is over, that is, before September, and 
even then only if the military situation of the Central Powers 
becomes worse. The decision to enter upon so hazardous a 
game, with a hostile Bulgaria at Rumania’s back, would not 
be an easy one to take even for the cunning Bucharest 
politicians."

The Rumanian plan of campaign was to attack Tran
sylvania with the main force and to defend the southern 
frontier against a possible attack from Bulgaria with smaller 
forces. The plan rested on several assumptions: that the Ger
mans would be fully occupied at Verdun, and the Austro- 
Hungarian forces on the Italian battle-fields; that Brussilov 
would continue his victorious offensive in Galicia and in the 
Bukovina, on the Rumanian border; that the Bulgarians would 
be kept in check by an offensive on the part of the Salonika 
army under General Sarrail. Thus made secure on all sides, 
they hoped to subdue Transylvania in the course of a brief 
campaign, as they had subdued Bulgaria in 1913. It would 
not only be an easy war, but also a popular one, waged as it 
would be for the realisation of the national ideal, the 
liberation of the "oppressed" Rumanian population of Tran
sylvania.

The Rumanian move caused the Central Powers very 
serious embarrassment. “ W e had come to such a pass", 
wrote later Hindenburg, "that Rumania's declaration of war 
found us entirely unprepared to cope with a new enemy. 
Never have Great Powers, like Germany and Austria-Hun

6



KING FERDINAND OF RUMANIA

gary, owing to their engagements elsewhere, been so 
delivered up to a secondary State with a population only 
the twentieth of that of the other two. A s things stood at 
the moment, it was impossible to avoid the conclusion that 
Rumania would be able to advance against us wherever she 
chose, in order to decide the war in favour of those 
who for years had been attacking us in vain. It appeared 
that everything depended on whether or not she decided 
to exploit her momentary power."

Hindenburg's fears proved to have been unfounded. The 
Rumanian campaign was of short duration.

The Bulgarians lost no time in declaring war on Ruma
nia and, taking the offensive under the leadership of 
General Mackensen, defeated the Rumanian forces both in 
the Dobrudja and on the banks of the Danube.

In Transylvania the invading army had an easy time 
so long as it had only General A rz’s small contingents to 
face. The Carpathians were crossed unhindered and the 
troops penetrated farther and farther into the country. But 
by the middle of September Hungarian, German and 
Austrian troops arrived under the command of General 
Falkenhayn and changed the advance into a rout. After 
inflicting a crushing defeat on the invaders both at the 
Red Tower Pass and at Brasso, the allied forces of the 
Central Powers crossed the mountains in their turn and 
joined up with General Mackensen's southern army. By 
the middle of October the territory of Transylvania had 
been cleared of the enemy, and the Rumanian army was 
being pursued on Rumanian soil. In the first days of 
December the royal family and the government fled to 
Yassy in Moldavia, and the plan of their withdrawing into 
southern Russia together with the remnants of the army, 
was being seriously entertained. On December 6 the armies 
of the Central Powers entered Bucharest. In January 1917 
the front was stabilised along the river Sereth.

Two thirds of the country, together with the capital, 
were in the hands of the enemy.

Various causes had contributed to precipitate this 
debacle.

To begin with, the Rumanian calculations concerning
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the military situation proved to have been erroneous. Neither 
the French nor the Italian campaign prevented the German 
and Austro-Hungarian army commands from detaching 
considerable forces from the Verdun and Isonzo fronts; 
Brussilov’s attacks slackened instead of gaining force, and 
the Sarrail offensive came too late and was in any case 
without importance. To cap all, the Russian assistance proved 
half-hearted; instead of the mighty army promised at the 
August convention, only a few Russian regiments turned up 
in Wallachia and the Dobrudja.

It is undeniable that the military situation on the various 
European fronts was far from favourable to the Rumanian 
enterprise. It is a question, however, whether, in view of 
its organisation, the Rumanian army would have been able 
to obtain more satisfactory results under more advantageous 
circumstances.

The Rumanian soldier is slow and not particularly 
brave; he goes forward if commanded to do so, but he 
has no initiative. Already in the first days of September 
complaints were heard in Bucharest that as soon as the 
German and Bulgarian bombardment had begun, the Ruma
nians had run away. Rumania had had plenty of time to 
prepare for the war, yet the equipment of the army was 
defective. Rifles of different calibre —  6 ‘ /2 and 8 mm —  
and various types, French Lebel and antiquated Rumanian, 
were being used. There were not enough cannon, and there 
was a complete lack of heavy and mountain guns; the few 
army aeroplanes were of old makes; and there were not 
enough boots and uniforms to go round. .With bitter irony, 
the King praised General Paraschiv Vasilescu to Alexander 
Marghiloman: "D o  you know” , he asked, "wherein lies his 
efficiency as an army leader? In his stinginess.” Marghilo
man had to confess that he did not understand, so His 
Majesty explained: "The General gives the soldiers of his 
division sandals to wear and keeps the boots intact at the 
depot."

The conversation turned to the rest of the army leaders. 
Marghiloman expressed his dissatisfaction with General 
Iliescu, the Chief of Staff, while the King criticised the 
other commanders. General Culcer had broken down after
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the first two months of the campaign; General Lupescu had 
collapsed and become a mere “rag” so that he could not 
stand upright; General Crainiceanu had lost his head 
entirely. Marghiloman could not suppress the question: 
“Had he ever had one?”

If the king was dissatisfied with his generals, he him
self was being criticised by the Queen. In her Memoirs she 
writes: " I  found the King depressed; certainly there is 
enough to be depressed about. I tried to persuade him to 
go about more, he will stand things better then. If I were 
the King I would go everywhere, see everything myself and 
talk to the troops, be amongst them continually, till they 
would adore me and gladly go to battle for my sake. I 
would be a  reality amongst them, not a name."

General Berthelot, the head of the French military 
mission, on the first occasion of inspecting the Rumanian 
troops, remarked sardonically: “Vous etes admirablement
desorganises.”

The inefficiency of the leadership manifested itself at 
the first great encounter, after the swift surrender of Tur- 
tucaia. To quote the words of M. C. Kiritescu, the Ruma
nian historian of the war:

“The first mistake was to shut up large forces in a 
fortress which has its back towards a wide river, the 
Danube, instead of using them for attack. There was war- 
material in plenty, but the men could not use it efficiently." 
“With the material which the defenders had at their dis
posal” , remarked the commander of the besieging Bulgarian 
troops, —  “even old women could have resisted for several 
weeks on end." Instead of which, Turtucaia capitulated 
within a few days. The chief cause of the catastrophe was 
a complete lack of subordination. But there were other 
troubles besides. The commanders had no grasp of the 
situation, the troops were massed on the western and 
southern fronts, whereas the enemy attacked on the eastern. 
And all this was capped by the unheard-of event that the 
commander of the fortress, General Teocorescu, fled without 
even awaiting the fall of the fort or appointing another 
officer in his place.

“The fall of Turtucaia", —  M. Kiritescu summed up —
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“made an enormous impression, no less by reason of the 
material loss it entailed than because of its moral effect. 
Our enemies laughed at us, while our friends knew not 
what to think of u s . . .  The shame of Turtucaia meant more 
than that we had received a slap in the face and a wound 
in the heart; it had a fateful influence on the subsequent 
development of the war. It was the initial cause of the 
many adversities and disasters which followed.’’

The "admirable disorganisation'' praised by General 
Berthelot had many similar consequences, which added to 
the general depression.

For instance, a regiment received orders to occupy 
Sepsiszentgyorgy, a town in Transylvania. When the regi
ment cautiously approached the town, it was discovered 
that it had already been occupied five days previously by 
Rumanian cavalry. “Had the order been given in the night
time’’, —  said the commanding officer of the regiment, —  
"Rumanians would have fought Rumanians on that occasion."

From the moment when the forces of the Central 
Powers appeared on the scene, the Rumanians suffered con
tinuous reverses. Whole regiments and even brigades were 
wiped out, and in the end the campaign degenerated into 
a general stampede. It was hardly to be wondered at that 
people became nervous and began to ask more and more 
insistently whether the war had been necessary. M. Mar- 
ghiloman put the question to the King himself, who answered 
promptly: “The war was absolutely necessary in order to 
cure the immense and general corruption of the country."

A  few weeks later, in the first days of October, Mar- 
ghiloman had another audience with the King, who wished 
to hear his opinion in regard to a concentration of the 
political parties and the formation of a coalition. Once 
again the question of the army cropped up in the conversa
tion.

"People accuse Iliescu, (the Chief of Staff) that he 
precipitated the war in order to conceal his thefts’ ’, said 
Marghiloman. “How is it that after two years of prepara
tion the army still lacks aeroplanes and field telephones, 
so that the army orders have to be carried by mounted 
messengers?"
10
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"The army staff", —  answered the King, —  “has 
nothing to do with aviation. The French sent us bad 
Breguets.”

"W h y  did we accept them? And why have we no heavy 
artillery?

“The Russians themselves have no more than twelve 
batteries. For the rest, we have no men to oppose to the 
Bavarians and the German Alpine corps."

After these disclosures His Majesty made the most 
ominous confession of all,

“Don't forget", —  he said, —  “that we are fighting in 
a hostile country” , (a few brigades were still in Transyl
vania at the time) "the Rumanians of Transylvania have 
received us as enemies.”

"A n  example must be made” , said Marghiloman, revert
ing again to the question of discipline and subordination —  
"instead of shooting a poor devil for mutilating himself, it 
is the generals who fail to carry out their orders who 
should be made to face a firing-squad.”

The military disasters completely prostrated the 
government. The late Professor Iorga wrote in his Memoirs: 
"Bratianu, in the face of all these reverses, and disap
pointed in his expectations of a short and easy war, fell 
into a sort of lethargy and thought only of the conclusion 
of peace. "P eace!” —  he kept reiterating, —  “Peace! But 
can we hope to conclude one?”

The Prime Minister's despairing mood was shared by 
all, soldiers no less than politicians. Only one person, and 
that person a woman, kept a high heart. General Averescu 
has given us a description of a Council at which Ministers, 
army commanders and the King himself were in the depths 
of despondency. Carol, the young Crown Prince, urged the 
continuation of the war; and when his words proved 
unavailing to infuse new courage into the company, Queen 
Marie stood up and asked: "Is  there not a single man to 
be found among you?"

The summer of 1917 brought a faint ray of hope.
During the lull in the hostilities between January and 

July 1917 the French military mission succeeded in reorga
nising the demoralised Rumanian army. A t the end of July
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the Rumanians, attacking at Marasesti with superior forces, 
secured some territorial advantages. But by this time the 
general demoralisation of their Russian allies was begin
ning to make itself felt. By order of the revolutionary 
Kerensky government the commander of the Russian forces, 
General Stzerbatcev, suspended all hostile operations, and 
on July 26 the Rumanian armies received the same order.

In August the German-Austro-Hungarian forces at
tacked in their turn, without, however, obtaining a decisive 
victory, and on September 3 they, too, were ordered to stop 
fighting. The army command was as yet far from realising 
the enormous losses suffered by the Rumanians, and was 
equally unaware that the Russian troops were so infected 
with revolutionary ideas that there was no possibility of 
making them renew the fighting. This temporary inactivity 
enabled the Rumanians to obtain some slight successes, 
which Rumanian historians like to call ‘ ‘the victory of 
Mara§e§ti” ; Professor Lupas, indeed, goes so far as to 
boast proudly that during the whole of the world war the 
Rumanian soldiers were the only ones who succeeded in 
defeating the ‘ ‘invincible” General Mackensen.

The Battle of Marasesti marked the end of the Ruma
nian campaign. The Russian assistance, never very 
efficacious, became wholly illusory as the revolution gained 
ground and the spirit of anarchy reached the front and 
disrupted the army. In the beginning of the autumn the 
Russian troops still faced the armies of the Central Powers, 
but they could no longer be induced to fight. Their discip
line had been completely undermined by the organisation 
of the Soldiers' Councils and the newly introduced system  
of elected commanders.

On December 9, 1917 the armistice of Focsani was 
concluded between the Central Powers on the one hand 
and the Russians and Rumanians on the other. The Ru
manians were left abandoned and alone on the battle-fields.

The Russian soldiers spent their time discussing poli
tical and ideological questions and electing their superior 
officers, whom they had no thought of obeying. Hundreds 
and thousands left the trenches and walked over to the 
enemy. A t last, in January 1918, the Russian regiments
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received the order to return home; their march back 
degenerated into a riot of looting and pillaging which the 
Rumanian soldiers and gendarmes were powerless to hinder. 
Not infrequently the Russians attacked the Rumanians and 
there were pitched battles between them, with prisoners 
taken on either side. On January 21, 1918, at Galatz, 3000 
Russians transferred themselves and their field-guns to the 
enemy trenches and delivered themselves up together with 
their Rumanian prisoners. A  Russian officer, pointing to 
his deserting men, observed to General von Morgen: 
“Three months ago these men fought like lions; to-day they 
are nothing better than cowardly old women.”

The Rumanians, abandoned by friend and foe alike, 
were constrained to sue for peace.

(To be continued)
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