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In the autumn number of the American Yale Review there 
appeared an article entitled ‘‘As I Saw It" from the pen 
of Mr. W. L. White. We learn from the contributors' 

list that the author is an American publisher who as repre
sentative of the Columbia Broadcasting System lately spent 
a whole year in Europe, staying in Germany, the Scandi
navian countries, Rumania, and, of course, in England. The 
article in question deals with his impressions and experiences 

‘ particularly in Germany and Rumania, and gives a vivid 
and colourful picture of the situation in both these countries 
in the summer of 1940. We are more especially interested in 
his descriptions of Rumania, which show him a shrewd ob
server and a serious critic.

Leaving Germany, the author travelled to southern 
Europe by way of Hungary. He does not seem to have broken 
his journey in Hungary, for he begins his tale with the 
Balkans. He naturally observed things with American eyes. 
He saw the wretchedly poor villages with their streets deep 
in mud, the little, whitewashed cottages with their red- 
tiled roofs, the wooden ploughs drawn by oxen, with no
where a wheel of steel. He looked with compassion on the 
peasants, men and women clad in coarse and often ragged 
homespun garments made from the wool of their own 
sheep, and in clumsy, home-made shoes. They looked to 
him as primitively self-sufficient as the peasants of the 
American Middle West in Lincoln's time. American farmers, 
says Mr. White, complain a good deal, but the poorest of 
them has at least an oil lamp and a pair of shoes every 
year or so; “but I doubt if any Rumanian or Bulgarian 
peasants handle the equivalent of a dollar a year in our 
cash money."

In the nineteenth century there was no country in
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Europe where the peasants were oppressed as in Rumania. 
“ If we ran away from the landlord's estate, abandoning 
house and orchard and vineyard, the work of our parents 
and our own, and they found out our whereabouts, they 
brought us back chained, just as if we had been slaves, lock
ing us up in their cellars or bams in wintertime, with no 
fire, and even throwing water over us so that we should 
freeze and that our sufferings should frighten the others; 
so that many have remained crippled and cannot feed them
selves to-day.” These are the words of one of the peasant 
deputies in 1848. As late as the beginning of the twentieth 
century, in 1907, when the rest of Europe had long forgotten 
its peasant revolutions, the Rumanian peasants revolted 
against the oppression of the boyars; the rising was quelled 
by military force, and 10.000 peasants were killed.

But economic conditions were not alone responsible for 
the tardy social development of the Rumanian peasantry. 
The low cultural standard prevailing throughout the land 
had also something to do with it. In pre-war Rumania 63 
per cent, of the inhabitants could neither read nor write, 
and over 60 per cent of the population belonged to the 
peasantry. A class whose cultural level is so low can hardly 
be expected to buy its boots in Bucharest or to use plough
ing and reaping machines made in America.

The treatment to which peasants in Rumania may be 
subjected to this day is shown by an incident related by 
Mr. White, when a dozen peasants were hindered by sol
diers with fixed bayonets from boarding a train for which 
they had bought tickets with their own hard-earned money. 
“An officer", writes Mr. White, —  "very picturesque and 
beautiful with a sword, a big disk hat, lots of gold braid, 
and smart gauntlets —  comes up. The farmers tell him 
their troubles. For a minute he listens. But presently the 
officer takes off those smart gauntlets and, holding the 
glove fingers in one fist, begins slapping the nearest farmers 
across their faces with the stiff cuffs of the smart gauntlets, 
walking forward into that crowd of farmers, slapping right 
and left as he walks.

“For a minute, it looks as if the farmers might not fall 
back. But the soldiers with the bayonets, obeying a hand
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jerk from the officer, finally move in behind him, and the 
whole crowd of farmers gives way at the picturesque sight 
of the moving bayonets.”

Such is the situation of the peasantry.
Even more picturesque than peasants and villages, 

writes Mr. White, are the cities.
A German traveller wrote in 1861 that the Bucharest 

of those days was ‘ ‘a lump of villages heaped together." 
The Bucharest of our own days is somewhat different. The 
Rumanians, writes Mr. White, always tell you that their 
capital is a compound of Paris and New York. “But I could 
take parts of Tulsa, Oklahoma and Bagdad and put toge
ther a fair working model of Bucharest. . .  It has that 
atmosphere which fresh, not oil money brings to any town, 
even though this one is on the frontiers of Asia. Which is 
where Bagdad comes in. Because the Balkans are on the 
eastern edge of Europe, you catch undertones of Asia, not 
only in the high sheepskin caps of the peasants, but in the 
terrific poverty of the people and in the complete indisposi
tion to do anything about i t .. . Now Rumania is a rich 
country. The oil money has brought thousands of big, new, 
shiny, soft-humming American cars into Bucharest. But so 
far as the Rumanian peasant is concerned, the oil wells 
could be in the moon. For the money drifts to the city and 
is spent in the night clubs.“

But this is only the author's superficial impression. In 
Rumania the modem age did not begin, as elsewhere in 
Europe, with the discovery of the New World by Columbus, 
but about the middle of the nineteenth century. The retro
grade character of the Greek Orthodox religion professed 
by the Rumanian people and the centuries of oriental occu
pation have stood in the way of modem development. In 
1926 M. Vintila Bratianu, one of Rumania's Prime Ministers, 
admitted this when he said: “ With us medieval times began 
when they came to an end in other countries. The Ruma
nian State had to free itself externally before it could 
transform the Phanariot and Russian rule into a national 
and democratic regime under which the liberated energies 
of the people could be turned to account. . .  We were out
side the civilisation of Europe."
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But why worry? “Why not sit back", asks Mr. White, 
interpreting the atmosphere of Bucharest, “as the upper 
classes do, and enjoy the food and the girls, both of which 
are available in immense quantities, and are good if some
what greasy —  and not worry because the peasant still 
weaves his own pants and cultivates the ground with a stick 
pulled by a worn-out crowbait of a steer?”

After this Mr. White turns to politics, and here, being 
an American with little experience of European politics, he 
is not altogether on safe ground.

He realises that the peoples of the Balkans are "so 
scrambled, each village jabbering a different Slav or Latin 
dialect from its neighbor —  that no one could draw a fair 
system of frontiers . . .  It is probably bad that the Rumanians 
have been ruling many Hungarians and Bulgars. But this 
could not be corrected without putting thousands of Ru
manians under Hungarian or Bulgarian rule.”

Quite so — but what is to be done? It seems that 
by a "fair system of frontiers” Mr. White means ethnic 
frontiers, which it is certainly impossible to draw in Eastern 
Europe with its "scrambled” populations. The “brutal way” 
of an arbitrary exchange of populations does not please him 
either, so that he has no panacea to offer. It is a pity that 
he did not take the trouble to study the problem in the 
light of Hungarian or Transylvanian history; had he done 
so, he might have learned that in Hungary it was solved 
by the wise system of absolute tolerance initiated by King 
Stephen the Saint, in Transylvania by the co-ordinate auto
nomies of the “ three nations” , which were in force for four 
centuries, during the period between 1430 and 1848.

For the rest, Mr. White seems to regard the social 
question as more important than the problem of the natio
nalities, whether Hungarian or Bulgarian. In this respect 
his standpoint is simple enough: “ It is hard to envisage any 
change which could be for the worse." He cannot see, he 
says, that the fate of the Balkan worker or peasant would 
be any better, or could be much worse, whether the Ger
mans or Russians or Italians march in; though the local 
aristocracy might suffer.

Nor would it, in his opinion, make any great difference
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to the State itself. Political fashions in the Balkans change 
with the fortunes of war, he says, and this is correct as 
regards Rumania, though not as regards the rest of the 
Balkan States. So far as Rumania is concerned, there is no 
disputing the following passage: ‘ ‘Democracy was in vogue 
after the Versailles Treaty. Since the Munich Pact, it has 
been on the wane, and Rumanian politics are an accurate 
weather vane to the troop movements in Western Europe. 
In imitation of the Nazis, King Carol organized his political 
henchmen into a uniform party.” At this point Mr. White 
ventures on a prophesy: ‘ ‘Maybe all this new display of 
gold braid and rooster feathers will regenerate what is left 
of Rumania. 1 would presume to doubt it."

This practically concludes Mr. White’s observations on 
Rumania, except for a last paragraph, which I cannot forbear 
quoting, since it seems to furnish a certain justification for 
the doubt expressed above. ‘ ‘After several thousand years 
of militarized parasitism” , runs the passage, ‘ ‘the Balkan 
upper classes seem completely decadent. They are to be 
seen at their worst in Rumania. The dapper young Ruma
nian with the wasp-waisted suit on my boat was very glad 
I was going to his country. ‘Bucharest’, he explains, ‘has 
the best features of New York and Paris. And all foreigners 
agree that Rumanian women are the best in the Balkans.' 
‘You won't be disappointed in this,' he adds earnestly, 
‘because I can assure you that Rumanian women are very, 
very good indeed.'

‘ ‘Now, in Kansas we also have our local pride. We think 
the flavor of a Kansas fried chicken is also very, very good, 
and that Kansas grows the best wheat in the world, and 
we have never seen any reason to apologize for the kind of 
girls we have out here. Only the State Chamber of Commerce 
has so far neglected to list them among the attractions for 
the passing tourist. In fact, I am fairly sure that any local 
boy overheard telling a tall dark stranger who got off at 
the depot that the Kansas girls were very good indeed, would 
probably get a bust on the nose . . ."
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