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he narrative of the further development of the Transyl
vanian question, which took a definite turn in the last
months of 1918, must now give place to an account 

of the events which, previously to the consummation of 
Transylvania's fate, led to the union of Bessarabia and Bu- 
kovina with the Rumanian Kingdom.

In ancient times Bessarabia, a territory situated on the 
northern shores of the Black Sea between the Pruth and the 
Dniester, was a Greek and subsequently a Roman colony. 
During the migration of the peoples Slavs, Goths, Huns, 
Avars and Bulgarians swept over it, and its inhabitamts 
came to be composed of remnants of all these peoples. In 
the fourteenth century a Rumanian Principality was formed 
in these regions, the eastern part of which, lying between 
the above-named two rivers, received, after the Wallachian 
voivode Bessarab, the name of Bessarabia. In the fifteenth 
century Moldavia, together with Bessarabia, passed under 
Turkish domination.

A t the end of the seventeenth century the Russian 
expansion reached the frontiers of Bessarabia, and after 
various Russo-Turkish conflicts, Russia annexed Bessarabia 
in the Treaty of Bucharest, concluded in 1812. The two 
Rumanian Principalities, Moldavia and Wallachia, were 
Turkish vassal States, and Turkey quite simply renounced 
the eastern portion of Moldavia in Russia's favour.

1 See previous articles under the same title in the August, 
October, November 1942 and the January and February 1943 issues 
of this review,
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After the Crimean W ar the Treaty of Paris of 1856 
restored to Turkey the three southern Danubian districts, 
Ismail, Cahul and Bolgrad, with the result that in 1866 these 
regions came to form parts of the united Rumanian 
Principality. On the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish W ar in 
1877 the Rumanian Principality declared its independence 
and sided with Russia against the Turks; but it gained 
nothing by this, for the Berlin Congress awarded the three 
districts to Russia once again, so that the whole of Bessarabia 
was lost to Rumania, and still formed part of the Russian 
Empire when, in 1917, Bolshevism broke out there.

W e have no clear picture of the ethnographic situation 
of the province, as the available data, emantaing as they do 
from different sources, contradict each other.

In the days of the Roman Empire the territory was a 
kind of Botany Bay to which criminals and outcasts were 
exiled. In course of time these mingled with the scattered 
stragglers of the migrating barbarians. “The Rumanians'', —  
writes Professor Pisker in the Cambridge Modern History, 
—  “are Romanised Altaians, probably Avars and Bulgars, 
for a still older nomad people could not have survived the 
wild Bulgar-Avaro-Slavonic storms which raged for a 
century."

W e  lack reliable data also as regards the racial 
distribution of the population. According to the official 
census of 1897 the Rumanians numbered 920,919 souls, that 
is, 47.6 per cent of the total population, while the various 
Slavonic peoples, Russians, Ukrainians, etc. formed somewhat 
more than 30 per cent, the rest being made up of Germans, 
Turks, Jews, etc. It is a fact, however, that the Rumanians 
had not stamped their own character on the country. 
Rumanian authors contest the above figures and award a 
much higher percentage to their own countrymen. A . Popo- 
vici speaks of 79 per cent, J. G. Pelivan of 75 per cent. 
C. Kiritescu writes that the Rumanian percentage was 66.5 
in 1918, a year when no census could possibly have been 
taken.

The Rumanian figures are destined to furnish an 
ethnographic basis for the Rumanian domination. But if M.
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Pelivan is correct in saying that during the century of 
Russian rule Bessarabia was the object of merciless 
Russification, that Rumanian schools were closed, that the 
Rumanian language was forbidden, that Rumanians in their 
thousands were sent into exile in Siberia, their place being 
taken by “alien vagabonds" —  is it conceivable that their 
percentage should have remained as high as Rumanian 
statistics assert? How far this was from being the case is 
shown by the complaints which, after the annexation in 
1918, revealed to what an extent the province had lost its 
Rumanian chracter. In June 1924 the Patria wrote: “ If our 
propaganda in Bessarabia had been better organised, if we 
had sent Rumanian priests and teachers to the country and 
employed none but Rumanian officials, we should not be 
faced with the sad fact that we constantly hear Russian 
spoken in a country where the language of the oppressors 
has no right to exist.” The paper comments bitterly on the 
fact that the young Bessarabian generation speaks 
exclusively Russian at the Rumanian universities. A  
Bucharest review, the Societatea de Mainci, pointed out the 
fact that there were only a few Rumanian daily papers and 
not a single Rumanian review in Bessarabia. “There is 
Rumanian talk in the country but no Rumanian culture . . . 
If in 1918 you asked a denizen of Kishenef (the capital of 
the province) whether he was a Russian or a Rumanian, he 
would answer that he was a Bessarabian. And if to-day we 
were to ask what kind of civilisation there is in Bessarabia, 
Russian or Rumanian, the only possible answer would be: 
Bessarabian."

*

It was shown in a previous article that, although 
Rumania had given proof of unparalleled disloyalty towards 
her allies, the Central Powers had no wish to punish her 
or even to weaken her to any sensible degree. They demanded 
the renunciation of the Dobrudja and an unimportant 
rectification of the frontiers towards Hungary before August 
1916, but they had offered Bessarabia for Rumania’s 
participation in the war on their side, and after her defeat 
they maintained the offer as compensation for the loss of 
Dobrudja. The Turks greeted the idea with satisfaction, as

6



KING FERDINAND OF RUMANIA

it would reestablish the old wedge between Turkey and 
Russia.

Rumania pretended to be but moderately interested in 
the matter. When, in the first days of August 1914, the 
Central Powers came forward with the proposal, King Carol 
declared that Bessarabia had no value for Rumania. 
Subsequantly, on the occasion of Count Czernin’s memorable 
interview with King Ferdinand in February 1918, the former 
offered the Monarchy's diplomatic assistance towards the 
acquisition of Bessarabia. "B y  this means Rumania would 
gain more than she would lose,” he said. But the king seemed 
unwilling to accept the proposal. He declared that he did 
not care for Bessarabia, which was "infected by Bolshevism” . 
Count Czernin had a shrewd suspicion, not wholly unfounded, 
that King Ferdinad’s utterances lacked sincerity and were 
designed to conceal the fact that he considered Bessarabia 
a fair equivalent for the Dobrudja.

When the Russian revolution broke out, the Bessara
bians were speedily swept into the movement, the Rumanian 
inhabitants more speedily than the rest.

On March, 5, 1917, a telegram was received from the 
Provisional Government in Petrograd announcing that 
Bessarabia, liberated from Tsarist rule, was free to dispose 
of its own future and soliciting the province's support. But 
this was more easily asked than granted. The liberated 
masses were in a state of turmoil, and there was no 
organised body qualified to take the necessary decision. 
Workers' and Soldiers’ Soviets were founded, meetings were 
held, prisons were opened and national as well as red flags 
were hoisted; discipline vanished from the army, and general 
disorder ensued. In April a National Moldavian Party was 
formed, but it accomplished nothing, and the unrest and 
disorder increased. A t last a Congress, convoked by a 
"military committee” , assembled in Kishenef on October 20. 
After lengthy discussions this congress, which, according to 
A . Popovici, represented “all the Moldavian Parties united 
in a single bloc", adopted a resolution couched in the 
following grandiloquent terms: “ Bearing in mind the
national culture of the Rumanian people and its historic 
past, taking its stand on the principle of the revolution which
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secures to every nation the right to decide its own fate, and 
animated by the desire to unite the entire Rumanian nation, 
endowing it with every sovereign national right and insuring 
its economic and intellectual progress, the Congress herewith 
proclaims the territorial and political autonomy of Bes
sarabia.”

The Congress created a Council of State, Stefatul Tarii, 
consisting of one hundred and twenty members, on the 
ground that the Rumanians formed seventy per cent of the 
population, and functioning as a provisional legislative and 
administrative body until a Constituent Assembly could be 
elected. In order to demonstrate its sympathies with the 
revolution, the Congress declared all land to be the property 
of the people, to be expropriated on its behalf, and 
pronounced all cooperation with the ‘ ‘capitalist parties” to 
be inadmissible.

The various enunciations of the Congress were not 
conspicuous for their consistency. It declared the “revolu
tionary principle” of racial self-determination, but paid 
attention only to the Rumanians; it proclaimed the autonomy 
of Bessarabia, and talked, at the same time, of its desire 
of uniting the entire Rumanian nation.

The Sfatul Tarii, its Rumanian majority secured, set to 
work with methodical ingenuity.

The session was opened on December 2, 1917. According 
to the asseveration of Rumanian historians, the Hall was 
decorated with the Rumanian colours, the same colours 
being worn not only by the Rumanian but also by the 
minority members. Enthusiastic speeches were made, a 
provisional government was appointed, and a manifesto 
issued in which it was announced that Bessarabia constituted 
itself into an autonomus Moldavian Republic, forming a part 
of the federative democratic Russian Republic.

But this was not the end of the matter. The Sfatul 
stated that the situation was becoming increasingly difficult, 
the disorganisation grew from day to day, in some districts 
conditions were absolutely anarchical. Stores and country 
houses were being plundered and set on fire, anti-semitic 
pogroms were organised, and the newly created national 
army seemed unable to cope with the situation.
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Under such circumstances —  to quote Professor Seton- 
Watson —  one of the first steps of the Sfatul was “to 
appeal to the Rumanian Government and the Entente 
Ministers at Iassy for practical help against the Bolshevisation 
of the country” and ‘‘at the eleventh hour, thanks not least 
of all to the urgent representations of General Berthelot 
and M. de Saint-Aulaire (the French Minister at Iassy), 
the Bratianu Government, already on its legs, took the 
decisive step of sending a division of Rumanian troops under 
General Brosteanu to restore order."

The appeal of the Sfatul and the response of the 
Rumanian Government had the most unexpected conse
quences.

No sooner had the first Rumanian troops set foot in 
Bessarabia than, on January, 6, 1918, a telegram was
despatched to the Rumanian Government by M. Inculetz, 
the President of the Sfatul, and M . Erhan, the President of 
the Government. This telegram ran as follows:

“W e protest against the entrance of the Rumanian 
armies on the territory of the Moldavian Republic. W e  
categorically request that you immediately cease sending 
troops and that you withdraw at once the forces already in 
Bessarabia . . . The Russian forces must be allowed to pass 
freely and without hindrance.”

W hat followed was even more extraordinary.
In spite of this telegram, —  we are told by the 

Rumanian historian A . Popovici, —  Inculetz and Erhan 
betook themselves without delay to the frontier in order 
personally to welcome the entering Rumanian forces, whose 
commander, General Brosteanu, was received tan days later, 
on January 15, at a solemn session of the Sfatul Tarii; on 
this .occasion he was welcomed by the President as “the 
representative of the Rumanian army who saved us by 
appearing before the Sfatul Tarii" but “whose troops pursue 
no political aims and who has promised to guarantee all 
our liberties ''

The General had actually promised this. “Let me assure 
you,” —  he said in his answer —  “ that Rumania is in a 
far too difficult position to think of conflicts and wars of 
conquest.” The sole reason for the presence of the Rumanian
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troops in Bessarabia, he assured the Sfatul, was the need 
of protecting the food supplies and the railroads. His 
promise was endorsed by the Commander-in-Chief of the 
Rumanian army, General Prezan, who in a manifesto stated 
that the Rumanian forces would leave Bessarabia as soon 
as order was reestablished.

But General Brosteanu gave the Sfatul a hint as well 
as a promise. “The Rumanian Government,” —  he said, —  
“has placed the army at your disposal; it is here to help 
y o u . . , it will not hinder you in the organisation of your 
State.”

Circumstances came to the aid of the Rumanian 
adventure.

January 1918 saw the proclamation of the independent 
Ukrainian Republic, which came to form a wedge between 
Bessarabia and the Soviet Republic; and with the entrance 
of the Rumanian troops the Russian pressure ceased. The 
Rumanian majority in the Sfatul felt that the time had come 
to emancipate itself from the Russian influence. On January 
19 a message from the Government was read out in the 
Sfatul which said that “since the Ukraine has become inde
pendent, the Moldavian Republic cannot remain dependent;” 
and the Sfatul, acting on this advice, declared the indepen
dence of the Moldavian Republic on the night of January 
23— 24.

The declaration of independence did not put a stop to 
Rumanian propaganda; on the contrary, it worked with 
greater ease and security under the protection of the 
Rumanian army. The so-called Bolshevik outrages had 
ceased; but now complaints were heard that the officials 
appointed by the old regime were unfriendly towards the 
republic, practiced sabotage or deserted the service, that 
the independent State was cut off from the Soviet Republic, 
that it had a bank of issue, that taxes were not paid, that 
public life was disorganised. In the words, of Professor 
Seton-Watson, “ It was evident that the independence was 
but a temporary expedient. . . the Moldavian Republic had 
no chance of surviving." The Rumanians pretended that they 
must, of necessity, seek support in one quarter or another.

By the end of March the Marghiloman Government
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had a fair prospect of coming to terms with the Central 
Powers and could hope that no obstacle would be placed 
in the way of the annexation of Bessarabia either on their 
side or on that of the Allies.

In the first days of April a Bessarabian delegation 
consisting of Inculet and Pan Halippa, President and Vice- 
President of the Staful, and of Ciugureanu, President of the 
Government, arrived in Bucharest with the proposal that 
their country should be united with the Rumanian Kingdom. 
As was to be expected, they encountered no difficulties; the 
Rumanian Government accepted their conditions after very 
little deliberation: and on April 8 Marghiloman, the Prime 
Minister, betook himself to Kishenef. In the afternoon he 
attended a meeting of the Sfatul and delivered a short but 
—  as he says himself —  “electrifying” speech in which he 
dwelt on the necessity of the union and assured his hearers 
of the consent of the Central Powers. After that he left the 
Hall, and C. Stere, the old revolutionary, made a really 
inflammatory speech, first in Rumanian then in Russian.

“A s a son of Bessarabia,” —  he said, —  “ I declare 
that we are responsible to the generations to come for the 
decision we are about to take. Should we fail in our duty 
to-day, they would have to live through new horrors and 
bloodshed in order to liberate themselves . . .  W e  have borne 
our yoke for a whole century, subjugated, in silence, aware 
of our helplessness; for a whole century we have been 
deprived of our language; for a century any book written 
in our native tongue was hunted down as though it were 
revolutionary poison. Those who wished to assimilate the 
beginnings of our national culture were forced to untold 
sacrifices. Now that at last we are about to enter as masters 
in our own house, the representatives of the minorities have 
no moral right to shut the door in our face.”

More speeches followed, and eventually a resolution 
was accepted, in defiance of the hostile attitude of Russians, 
Ukrainians and Bulgars, to the effect that "The Democratic 
Moldavian Republic of Bessarabia, now and for all time to 
come, has joined the mother country, Rumania.”

The union was not unconditional. The Sfatul was to
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remain undissolved until an agrarian reform suitable to local 
needs was enacted; the country was to retain its provincial 
autonomy, with a special Diet elected by universal, equal, 
direct and secret suffrage; the zemstvo organisation was to 
remain unimpaired, the rights of the minorities were to be 
protected, Bessarabian representatives were to have seats 
in the Rumanian Parliament and government, etc.

The resolution was carried by 86 votes to three; 
thirty-six members refrained from voting, thirteen were 
absent. A t this time the Sfatul was composed of 138 
members, of whom 103 were Rumanians, 13 Ukrainans, 
7 Russians, 6 Jewish, 5 Bulgars, 2 Germans, one Pole and 
one Armenian —  a situation which nowise corresponded 
to the racial distribution of the population.

After the voting, at 7 in the evening, a solemn sitting 
was held, which Marghiloman was invited to attend. The 
President read the resolution, whereupon Marghiloman 
mounted the platform and in the name of the Rumanian 
people and their king took cognizance of the union. “Let 
us bow,” —  he said, —  "before the genius of our race 
which enabled the Bessarabian people century after century 
to keep alive the vital spark, to be kindled to flame at the 
first breath of liberty; and let us salute those men who 
might have become the leaders of an independent State but 
who, unmoved by self-interest, have preferred to remain 
servants of a nation . . . Long live Rumania, the united and 
indissoluble!”

From the Hall the assembly moved to the cathedral, 
where Archbishop Gurie held a thanksgiving service and 
proclaimed the King and Queen of Rumania rulers of 
Bessarabia.

The emotion of the Rumanians Marghiloman, says, was 
indescribable. Stere fell into the arms of the Prime Minister 
in a paroxysm of weeping; Dr. Cazaou cried, the generals 
and deputies embraced each other; Harjeu, with tears in 
his eyes, assured Marghiloman that he would never forget 
that he, Marghiloman, had allowed him to be at his side 
in these unforgettable hours. The fervour of their feeling 
robbed all present of the power of speech. Marghiloman
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himself, remembering all that he had been made to endure, 
“had difficulty in unclenching his teeth.”

Such are the bare outlines of the annexation of Bes
sarabia as narrated by Rumanian historians and others, 
among them Professor Seton-Watson.

The story has, however, a somewhat less attractive 
background —  consisting of the ruthless propaganda and 
terror of the Rumanian minority, which, in November 1918, 
found its final consummation in the unconditional surrender 
of the Bessarabians.

It has been told in the foregoing that the Rumanians 
represented about 47 per cent of the population; they were 
in a relative majority and had relatively unimportant 
historical traditions. Until 1812 Bessarabia had formed part 
of the Moldavian Principality. During the Russian 
domination there was no possibility for Rumanian nationa
lism to develop, but with the outbreak of the war the 
situation was altered, and the Rumanian inhabitants
immediately began to prepare the way for the re-union of 
Bessarabia with Rumania. “W e  Rumanians," —  boasted one 
of their leaders, Murafa, —  "have always been in the front 
rank of Russian revolutionaries. But those of us who helped 
to fill the Siberian prisons suffered for the Russian 
revolution; up till now we were Russians; from now on we 
will be Rumanians.” In other words, Bessarabia had been a 
Russian province; henceforth it was to be turned into a 
Rumanian dependency.

Already in the early summer of 1917 Rumanian agents, 
playing the role of agents provocateurs, invaded the country; 
most of them were emigrant Transylvanian Rumanians, and 
their numbers included such notorious agitators as the future 
Professor Onisifor Ghibu and Catareai} the perpetrator of 
a dynamite outrage in Hungary. These men lent a helping 
hand to the disbanded Russian soldiers in their deeds of 
violence, and inflamed the Rumanian population in order 
to prepare the way for the military occupation. The 
Rumanian Government promised that the occupation should 
only be a temporary one, but the Soviet Government 
mistrusted its intentions and sent an ultimatum to Rumania
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demanding the withdrawal of the troops. On March 18, 1918, 
a treaty was concluded between the Soviet Republic and 
Rumania under which the latter pledged herself “to withdraw 
her troops within two months, all except, 10,000 men needed 
to guard Rumanian military stores.”

It goes without saying that the Rumanian troops were 
not withdrawn; and unden their protection an almost 
unbelievable amount of terroristic pressure was exercised 
on the population. The minority members of the SfatuI were 
intimidated; Rudev, leader of the peasantry, Pantzir, Phrih- 
nitzky, Tchumatchenko, Voronov, Mme. Grinfeld, members 
of the SfatuI, were all shot dead; several members fled to 
Odessa. On April 8, the day of the declaration of the union, 
the building of the SfatuI was surrounded by Rumanian 
troops, aeroplanes circled overhead, and a Rumanian 
guard of honour was stationed inside the building.

It was under the protection of the Rumanian army that 
the SfatuI declared and Marghiloman accepted the union. 
That the rejoicing was not universal is shown by 
Marghiloman's description of the scene, when they entered 
the capital. “The streets were lined with soldiers,” —  he 
writes —  “but there were few people about. Only a little 
group in front of the Hotel. Indifference? Hostility? It was 
explained to us that the Government, having only been 
informed at 10 o'clock the night before and unprepared for 
our early arrival, had been unable to take any measures. 
For the rest Mayor Schmidt, inimical to the union, passed 
us on his way to the station just as we left it."

But the story, as has been intimated, did not end here. 
The SfatuI had arranged a union between the Rumanian 
Kingdom and an autonomous Bessarabia. This did not suit 
Bucharest's designs, and the propaganda and the terror 
continued.

Eight months later, on November 25, 1918, the SfatuI 
assembled for an unimportant meeting. It was announced 
that "the subject of debate would be the agrarian reform, 
and the members who did not wish to be misled by Russian 
agents provocateurs were -invited not to leave the hall after 
the meeting.” Late at night the discussion of the agrarian
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question was interrupted, and the President laid before the 
assembly a resolution to the effect that Bessarabia renounced 
her autonomy and attached herself unconditionally to the 
Rumanian Kingdom. Out of 160 members only 46 were 
present. The peasant members tried to oppose the resolution, 
but it was carried notwithstanding and proclaimed by the 
President, “in the conviction,” —  as he said, —  “ that Bes
sarabia would obtain a pure and democratic administration 
within the framework of the Rumanian State.”

Immediately afterwards General Brosteanu, who had 
been waiting in the lobby, entered the hall and read out the 
royal decree which dissolved the Sfatul Tarii.

Thus was concluded the story of Bessarabia's union 
with Rumania.

Later on, at the Paris Peace Conference, the Bessara
bian Russians proposed that a plebiscite should be taken. 
In this connection the late M. Titulescu, the well-known 
Rumanian statesman, wrote; “A  plebiscite in Bessarabia 
would not only be useless, it would also be unjust and 
dangerous, since the will of the country manifested itself 
unequivocally in 1918.” This was written in May 1920; by 
then the eminent Rumanian diplomat and statesman had 
evidently forgotten the happenings of two years before.

In an open session of the Rumanian Chamber, in 1942, 
the annexation of Bessarabia came under discussion, and 
each party claimed for itself the credit for having brought it 
about. Finally the Prime Minister, I. Bratianu, intervened 
and with all solemnity declared that “the union was due 
neither to man nor party nor was it the outcome of national 
self-determination, it had been achieved by the bayonet of 
the Rumanian soldier.”

“Be careful,” —  retorted Pan Halippa, the then leader 
of the Bessarabian peasants in the Rumanian Parliament 
—  “you furnish the Bolsheviks with a dangerous weapon. 
Whereas we maintain that Bessarabia became a part of 
Rumania by the will of its people, you declare it to be a 
conquered country.” Thereupon he described with what 
hostility the Rumanian army had been received in Bes
sarabia, even to the point of having to fight a regular battle
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with the Bessarabian militia on the outskirts of Kishenef.
The subesequent history of the relations between Bes

sarabia and Rumania does not interest us here. The 
memorable fact remains that, as Professor Seton-Watson  
says, —  “Rumania provided the absolutely unique example 
of a country crushingly defeated in war, yet aggrandised at 
the expense of one of her own allies.”

(To be continued.)
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