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Preface


My vantage point upon Romania is that of a patriot, a lifelong student of my former country‟s history, and a descendant of a family with ancient roots inextricably linked to the nation‟s past.


This symbiotic relationship helps explain the passion I feel for the land of my ancestors — a feeling not otherwise accountable in terms of the few months in the 1930s spent passing yearly examinations in Bucharest as the son of a Romanian diplomat stationed in a dozen European and American capitals.


I remember my tears when my father told me that he had resigned as chargé d’affaires in London after the Romanian government, under German pressure, declared war on the United Kingdom. It was a misty morning, 15 February 1941. A clouded sun rose over the hills of the quaint Oxfordshire village of Wheatley where we had taken refuge from the German Blitz. Though barely 15 years of age, I had a premonition that perhaps a lifetime would pass before I would see Romania again. It was little consolation to be told by my father, an Americanophile since his years of service in Washington, that in the long run of the overwhelming economic might of the US would tilt the balance to the Allied side. All I knew was that just short of a year before 235,000 straggling “Tommies” had miraculously extricated themselves in the “miracle of Dunkirk,” and France, Romania‟s principal protector, survived only in the spirit of Charles de Gaulle. In these untoward moments, I decided to devote my energies to the only connecting thread remaining: the study of my country‟s past.


As I have now retired from Boston College after a lifetime of work studying the Romanian past, I have brought these articles together to illustrate the diverse areas of my research on various aspects of Romanian history from ancient times to the present day. The articles contained in this volume represent four decades of historical research. With minor exceptions, they have not been updated from the time that they were written. As a result, the reader will find references to referring to the communist regime in Romania and other aspects which are no longer actual. In this way, they reflect the historiography of the time when they were written. With minor exceptions, footnotes have also been omitted for considerations of space and readability. I hope that these articles will interest and inform readers and that they will inspire others to continue these investigations into the history of this fascinating and important nation in Southeastern Europe.


Radu R. Florescu










Introduction: 
Romania‟s Historical Tradition1



Romania‟s historical tradition has been frequently challenged in the West and to this day secures only qualified acceptance by Englishspeaking scholars. At a lower level, a Romanian secondary-school pupil turning from his pre-war classroom textbook to a survey of Eastern Europe at the English fifth form level would scarcely believe he was reading essentially the same story. Objective history ideally requires that the picture of any great man or problem be not substantially divergent, whether viewed by a Catholic or Protestant, French or German historian. We know that not even the West has reached that necessary degree of impartiality. Nevertheless, we usually recognize an important personality or the fundamentals of a problem, although we may still disagree on particulars. This statement, however, is hardly true of the heated polemics which have separated Romanian historians from almost all their neighbors for over a century. The controversy has not been limited to interpretation of detail: it has affected fundamental problems such as racial origins, the composition of the language, or ethnic continuity during the Middle Ages. Allowing for national, religious, or other prejudices, this lack of agreement on fundamentals, the antagonistic competition of myths, the bewildering variety of incompatible theories, and the startling nature of some claims have led some Western historians to a degree of reservation which borders on skepticism. They have come to question the procedures which led presumably honest men, using the same material, to diametrically opposite conclusions. This is one reason why so little of Romania‟s historical tradition survives in English-speaking academic circles, and why so many misconceptions prevail among the reading public at large.


To a certain extent, Romanian historians have only themselves to blame for this situation. The study of Romanian history began in the late seventeenth century, when a handful of theological students from Transylvania, availing themselves of the new educational privileges granted by the Papacy to the Uniate Church, travelled to Rome for an education.2 There they rediscovered their past, engraved upon Trajan‟s column commemorating the Roman conquest of Dacia. This discovery of their Roman origins gave them both a linguistic pedigree and a theory of race which could with difficulty be matched by those of any of their neighbors. Instead of representing just another “unhistoric nationality” of Eastern Europe, they could claim equality with the Latin West. At the beginning of the nineteenth century the findings of the Transylvanian scholars were enthusiastically taken up and elaborated by a generation of Romantic revolutionaries in the other two provinces of Moldavia and Wallachia. They linked the theory of Roman descent to the medieval autonomy of their respective provinces and labelled this situation as unique among the people of the Balkan Peninsula. The motives of the Romantics were no more scholarly than those of their Transylvanian predecessors and equally suspect. After centuries of Hungarian domination, the Transylvanians were interested in stressing the priority of their rights, just as the Romantics sought medieval precedents in their struggle for emancipation from Turkish control. All means to promote the latter end seemed justified to these erstwhile historians who felt the times were not ripe for impartial historical investigation. At least there can be little doubt that the sincerity of their creed was a factor in the eventual triumph of Romania‟s cause, and the kind of history which Mihail Kogălniceanu and Ion C. Brătianu wrote was at least good literature in the best Carlyle-Macaulay tradition3.


It was not until the turn of the nineteenth century that Romanian historians turned to the less dramatic task of compiling documents. The archivist took over where the Romantic historian left off. In a sense, to this day, Romanian history has not gone far beyond the documentary stage. However, before Baron Eudoxiu Hurmuzachi, the most famous of Romanian archivists, had completed the 34th volume of his classic collection, the work of compilation was sufficiently advanced to permit the first scientific synthesis on Romanian history. Alexandru D. Xenopol, though bearing a Greek name, can be described as Romania‟s first modern historian, even though he laid himself open to the charge of having accepted far too many of the conclusions of the Romantic writers. When, at the close of World War I, Nicolae Iorga, undoubtedly the greatest and the most prolific of Romanian historians, and the one who had acquired an undisputed reputation abroad, began to gather the fruits of the extended documentation at his disposal. The outstanding fact was not so much that a great deal of the Romantic tradition had to be discarded, but that so much of it survived.


In the shadow of the two world wars, a new generation of scholars shook themselves free from an exaggerated dependence upon the “grand old man” of Romanian history. If I might designate them by an epithet, I would call them the “hypercritical school.”4 The age of the monographer was clearly at hand. In order to satisfy their academic integrity, this new generation of historians felt it their duty to react against the complacency of the past, to look for new sources, to reexamine the old ones, and to subject each segment of history to an elaborate examination. Together they succeeded in questioning many of the older premises and in reducing the number of heroic figures of the past. Few, in fact, escaped unscathed. What survived from this reexamination was then exposed to the vicissitudes of historical debate — a healthy phase in the historical process, provided it is followed by basic unanimity. One of the few Romanian historians who recognized the lack of real unanimity in the period preceding the outbreak of World War II was Constantin Giurescu, the only historian who dared challenge the great Iorga himself. But Giurescu‟s work of rehabilitation can hardly be said to have gotten underway, for it was at this most critical juncture in the evolution of historical science that the communists took over and, in the name of their particular scientific method, proscribed “bourgeois” historians, destroyed their books, and reduced their tradition to naught.


In a sense, the communists were admirably served by the work of criticism which had preceded them and, in many instances, had only straw men to pull down. The princes, the upper class, the Church, and the Turks could all readily be dismissed as villains in the plot, or at least, as obscurantist agents of Western imperialism. The alleged Latinity of the language and race, or any factor tying Romania to the West, was discarded in favor of Slavonic cultural ties with the East: for “cultural” agitation the communists simply substituted the word “social” and, since protagonists of the class struggle had to be found, a few unsung heroes were unearthed and some old peasant crusaders revived. The Marxist historians argue their case with abundant documentary evidence, for to the new academicians a document is merely useful, to be included, abridged, partially omitted, or completely excluded, according to the needs of party philosophy. This development has left a handful of exiled historians of the older school, scattered over three continents, but centered in France, who stress once more the need for patriotic education. Some are even in favor of resurrecting the heroes and myths of the Romantic past.


What, in the circumstances, could be the reaction of English speaking historians? A little confusion and bewilderment to be sure; a debate here and there; real skepticism posing under the guise of impartiality almost everywhere. Although the Romanian thesis had for obvious reasons always commanded respect in France, much of it was based upon propagandist pamphlets spread by Romantic nationalists during the decade preceding the Crimean War. Following the end of World War I, the atmosphere of bitterness which surrounded Hungary‟s revisionist claim to Transylvania was certainly not conductive to impartial historical investigation. If anything, the Hungarians made more of an impression in British and American historical circles, owing to the traditional sympathy for the underdog coupled with a long-standing belief that the Austro-Hungarian Empire was an essential element of stability in Central Europe. It was not until the publication of Professor R.W. Seton-Watson‟s history (1934) that the Romanian cause found both scholarly and sympathetic treatment in the English language. His efforts were given some continuity by the brilliant monographs of Professors Riker and East, centering on the period of Romanian union.5 However, the process of recognition had only begun, for as late as 1939 we find the Royal Institute of International Affairs referring simply to the “claims” of some tenets of Romania‟s historical tradition.6 Such skepticism is in turn encouraged by the false historical tradition created by the communist regime and imperceptibly gaining acceptance abroad.


Although the communist interpretation will forever remain suspect, it is hardly likely that the traditional viewpoint will survive in the West, in the absence of books and facilities for research. That is why so much of the burden lies with a few scholars of Romanian history in the free world, whose essential task is to revive the pre-communist tradition and make it acceptable to Western historiography by ridding it of its more obvious exaggerations. The controversial propositions, which in the eyes of “bourgeois” historians have acquired the status of articles of faith, can be narrowed down to the following four:


1. that, racially, the Romanians can claim not only Latin ancestry, but also ethnic continuity during the Middle Ages;


2. that a unique autonomy was preserved throughout the period of Turkish domination;


3. that there is a tradition of effective military resistance to invaders from the East;


4. that Romania‟s cultural orientation was Western, particularly French.


The theory of “pure” Roman descent need not long detain the historian, since it has been discarded even by the most fervent Romanian nationalist writers. If by Roman descent is meant no more than that the Roman legions were in occupation of an area roughly coincident with modern Romania from about 106 to 271 A.D., this is a matter of historical record, and hardly surprising, inasmuch as the whole Balkan Peninsula was under Roman control for considerably longer periods of time. When we refer to Romanian as a Romance language, there is basic unanimity among linguists, no matter what the extent of Slavonic or other infiltrations. When we state that the Latin-descent theory has powerfully colored Romanian nationalism, we shall still be on fairly uncontroversial grounds. The small step separating the controversial from the uncontroversial lies in the innocent statement that the Daco-Roman population remained in Dacia after the legions withdrew south of the Danube. Herein lies the socalled “historical miracle,” which in the absence of documents has raised one of the most obscure problems of medieval history.


Hungarian authors have solved the problem in their own way by suggesting a complete abandonment of Dacia in the third century, followed by a gradual resettlement of the Romanian populations to the north of the Danube in the thirteenth century, that is after the Hungarians had established their historic kingdom. This view is essentially based upon the survival of fragments of Romanian populations scattered south of the Danube throughout the Balkan Peninsula. The question which invariably comes to mind is: what were the motives which could have justified such massive migrations at a time when the notion of an absolute dividing line between the Roman and the barbarian world was beginning to lose all meaning? When the empire no longer afforded security, its fiscal burdens could hardly have been an incentive to remain within its boundaries. Furthermore, the Danube was never the unbreachable frontier which still obsesses certain historians. There is abundant archeological evidence that commerce between Romans and Goths continued on both banks long after the Roman legions withdrew.


Although the proverbially rich Danubian plain has always presented a lure to would-be aggressors, a cursory glance at the physical structure of the land to the north reveals optimum natural conditions for survival of a population in times of stress. Seeking an explanation, for the possibility of Daco-Roman survival during the barbarian invasions, Romanian historians have focused a good deal of attention on the respective roles of the mountains and the forested belt, which spreads well into the plain. The debate is unnecessary. There are many allusions in Romanian folklore to the protective role of the forests and the inaccessibility of the Carpathian range, coupled with the fact that agriculture can be practiced at heights of up to 3,000 feet, sufficiently attests the mountains‟ relative importance. It is more difficult to account for the basic unity which the land preserved in spite of geographic diversity. One possible clue which deserves greater emphasis lies in the seasonal peregrination of the Romanian shepherd from the mountains to the plain. It was with such factors in mind that Gibbon, relying less upon the documents than upon his deep historical insight, regarded a complete abandonment of Dacia as highly improbable. Indeed, the theory runs contrary to common sense and the hypothesis of a mass-migration raises far more problems than it solves regarding the precise whereabouts of the Romanian population.


Romania‟s claim to have maintained the autonomy of its two oldest provinces, Moldavia and Wallachia,7 from the time of their formation in the fourteenth century down to the close of the seventeenth, is the more startling as, with the possible exception of Montenegro, such an autonomy would be unique among the people of the Balkan Peninsula. Less often discussed in Western circles, this claim has won fewer adherents than the claim of Daco-Roman continuity. The argument for it runs briefly as follows: the principalities, though initially independent, succumbed to repeated Turkish attacks in the fifteenth century, but never lost their national entity, as Bulgaria, Serbia, and Greece did. The autonomy of the two provinces was safeguarded by virtue of certain treaties granted to them by the sultan in the fifteenth century, according to which the provinces were not considered conquered territory, but simply placed under Turkish suzerainty. The sultan “guaranteed” the autonomy and protection of these lands, in exchange for an annual gift of money or kind, as token of submission. If the validity of this argument is made dependent upon the authenticity of the treaties concerned, one can state positively that the original documents allegedly “found” by a Romanian patriot at the beginning of the eighteenth century were clever forgeries, destined to foster the nationalist cause.8


Although a few historians have explained these forgeries away in terms of an unwritten feudal relationship binding the principalities to the Turkish Empire, in no way different from the pattern prevalent in the West, there is no need to go to such lengths for an explanation. For all we know, documents may have existed at one time; but whether written or unwritten, real or fictitious, codified into a formal treaty or based upon an informal agreement, some sort of concession was undoubtedly obtained from the Turks by right of the sword, a concession which placed Moldavia and Wallachia on a status different from that prevailing in other integral portions of the Turkish Empire. Though formal annexation had at various times been considered, it is a matter of historical record that the provinces were constantly under the rule of Christian princes. A native aristocracy not only survived, but wielded considerable power and remained faithful to the precepts of Christianity. At no time did the Turks obtain the right to settle permanently on Romanian soil, or of purchasing Romanian property; in fact, they did not even have the right of maintaining an army in times of peace, beyond the limited police force and the few officials to which they were entitled by treaty. Among the native aristocracy and peasantry there are no known instances of apostasy. If the Turks violated the treaties during the eighteenth century, when the two provinces were entrusted to the rule of Greek princes, it was by way of exception, rather than the rule, and in any case, the “Phanariots”9 were more Westernly than Orientally inclined. These facts deserve recognition and cannot all be explained away by discussion concerned only with the authenticity of these treaties.


The claim of having performed a heroic mission in the defense of Europe against invaders from the East is a claim which the Romanians share with almost all the nations of Eastern and Central Europe. Whereas the Polish, Hungarian, even the Serbian participation has obtained wide recognition in English historical circles, the Romanian contribution has been largely ignored. For one thing data on these heroic exploits are lacking. The very names of the early princes have been placed in question and so have their dates. Most of the still recognized heroes of old have, owing to the efforts of the hypercritical school, lost enough of their heroic stature to be taken seriously by Western historiography. For instance, few textbooks consider the defection of Prince Mircea the Old of Wallachia (1386-1418) at the celebrated battle of Nicopolis (1396), in any other way than the occasion for the disaster suffered by the Christian crusade. Yet we know, from older sources, that the advice of the Wallachian prince, if heeded in time, would undoubtedly have saved the day.10


Professor Seton-Watson has at last placed in its true perspective the career of Stephen the Great, prince of Moldavia (1457-1504), who “stands beside Hunyadi, Sobieski, and the Great Eugene as one of the four great champions of Christendom against the Turks.”11 Let us recall that Hunyadi himself was racially speaking a Wallachian. Another Wallachian, Prince Michael the Brave (1593-1601), against stiff Turkish opposition, succeeded in reuniting the three provinces of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Transylvania and thus incidentally set Romania‟s national objective. The significant point is that these and other princes, no matter what their personal shortcomings, fully deserve the name of warriors who more than held their own against the Turks, at least until the eighteenth century. Whether an absolute distinction can be drawn between the autonomy these princes successfully upheld, and the greater degree of subserviency displayed by the Greek princes who succeeded them, depends upon the possibility of distinguishing between the more dramatic achievements of war and the less heroic, but no less tangible, fruits of Oriental diplomacy. The Greek princes were at least staunch patrons of the arts and protagonists of Western culture, which they tried to conceal beneath the assumed manners and dress of Oriental despots.


To these Greek princes belongs the distinction of having introduced French culture into the Romanian provinces. When Professor Iorga asks himself the rhetorical question as to why the Romanians proved so much more respective to the literary attractions of distant Paris, when neighboring cultures had for centuries failed to awaken a response, he is not so much stating a controversial proposition as raising a real problem. One might, it is true, dismiss it, by stressing the superficiality of French influence: a skin-deep veneer of manner and dress, the artificial use of the French language by those who held that Romanian was incapable of expressing the “finer sentiments.” Here is one instance where communist historians are in strange agreement with the die-hard nationalists of yesterday; they both agree in condemning this “bourgeois” affectation practiced by the upper-crust in Bucharest. Ironically enough, the French language was first popularized by the Russian occupation forces at the close of the eighteenth century.


Although there is an element of truth in most caricatures, Western influence was neither superficial nor created overnight. To be exhaustively studied, it would have to be traced back to the crusades; to the traditional connections of both Angevins and Valois families with Hungary and Poland; to the economic interests displayed by English and French commercial enterprise since Elizabethan times; to the constant interference of both embassies at Constantinople in the domestic affairs of the provinces; and to the innumerable travelers who visited the country and the natives, much fewer in number, who went to the West. Essentially, however, French influence is inseparable from the reign of the Greek princes, who not only spoke the language as members of an international commercial community, but also, as former interpreters of the sultan, formed valuable friendships with Western embassies in the course of their official functions at Constantinople. When promoted to the title of princes of Moldavia and Wallachia, they began to pay lip-service to the ideas of the Enlightenment by way of the political treaties which figured so prominently on their shelves, the royalist secretaries they engaged for their official correspondence, the liberal tutors they unwittingly hired for their sons, and the increasing number of scholars they dispatched to the West. These last, in due course, paved the way for the introduction of the French revolutionary ideal strongly tainted with the aura of the Napoleon legend, an ideal which powerfully affected Romanian nationalism in the following years.


In spite of the narrowly-circumscribed frontiers of knowledge which have admirably served the skeptic, Romania‟s historical tradition deserves recognition in the English academic world. This point is particularly worth emphasizing when a conscious effort is being made by some to minimize all links connecting the country to the West. Roman continuity, the survival of a Christian ruling class, participation in the struggles against the Turks, the remarkable sensitivity to French influence, all are so many elements which, in the language gradually gaining acceptance in the West, definitely warrant Romania‟s inclusion within “the great cultural frontier of Europe.”










1 Essay originally published privately by the Oriole Press, Berkeley Heights, NJ in 1960.



2 Transylvania, or the land across the forests, was the original refuge of the Daco-Roman populations. Conquered by the Hungarians at the beginning of the eleventh century, it enjoyed autonomy from 1526 to 1699 when it became part of the Hapsburg Empire. Of its many national groups only the Romanian Orthodox majority was without privileges. Union with Rome at least gave them the right of educating themselves.



3 Mihail Kogălniceanu published his lectures on Romanian history in 1852 and is best known for his Moldavian Chronicles. The prolific works of the Brătianu and Golescu brothers also characterize the Romantic generation.



4 One hypercritical historian, Andrei Oțetea, all but completely revolutionized the traditional view concerning the revolt of Tudor Vladimirescu in 1821. Instead of representing the Wallachian leader as the hero of the nationalist anti-Greek cause, he proved him to be a traitor in Greek pay.



5 Thad Weed Riker, The Making of Romania, a Study of an International Problem 1885-1886, Oxford, 1931, and William G. East, The Union of Moldavia and Wallachia 1859, An Episode in Diplomatic History, Cambridge, 1929.



6 The article refers skeptically to the Romanian claim to descend from Trajan‟s legionaries, “since it is certain that for centuries no record of them exists.” South-Eastern Europe, A Brief Survey, published by the Royal Institute of International Affairs, London, 1939.



7 Wallachia, according to the Romanians, the land of the mountains (Muntenia), was the oldest principality, founded around 1290 by a war-leader who came from Transylvania. Moldavia, centering on the river Moldova, was founded only around 1349 by a princeling who seceded from his Hungarian allegiance.



8 There is great disagreement among Romanian historians on the dates of these treaties. Most ascribe the Wallachian treaties to 1391 and 1460 and the Moldavian to 1512 and 1529.



9 The term Phanariot is derived from Phanar, the lighthouse section of Constantinople where the wealthy Greeks lived.



10 According to a German veteran of the campaign, Prince Mircea advocated opening the attack with his well-seasoned Wallachians, but was opposed by the Duke of Burgundy who favored the cavalry-charge tactics which were to prove so costly at Crécy. Johannes Shiltberger aus München, Reise in Europa, Asien und Africa 1394-1497, Munich, 1839.



11 Stephen the Great received from the Papacy the title of “Athlete of Christ” in recognition for his services, R.W. Seton-Watson, History of the Roumanians, Cambridge, 1934, p. 41.












Chapter I The Geopolitical Background



The Eastward extension of the Latin-speaking world, Romania (91,000 sq. miles and with close to 24,000,000 inhabitants in 1985) occupies a crucial position in Europe, between the Atlantic Ocean and the Ural Mountains. Located at a point almost equidistant from the westward, nordic, and eastward limits of the European Continent and only roughly 550 miles northeast of the Mediterranean. In the strict sense, the country is located in a zone of geographic and climatic transition which belongs to Central Europe or at least East-Central Europe rather than Eastern Europe, a rather ambiguous and meaningless term, as is the word Balkans (Turkish word for “mountain”) derived from the Turkish name of a mountainous range located in Northern Bulgaria.


Romania is situated at the northern extension of the wine producing area of Europe, forms the eastward boundary of the white pine and beach-nut belt, and lies at the precise meeting point between the European Russian steppe and the heavily forested region which at one time covered vast areas of Central Europe. The country is bounded by the Danube to the south, the Black Sea, the Dniester to the east, the Transylvanian Plateau to the west (there are no clearly definable natural barriers towards the Hungarian Plain), and the Carpathians and the Tisa River to the north.


Historically, the country has been particularly linked to the Carpathian Mountains (even though since the end of World War I the mountains lie in the interior of the country) and the Danube — and we shall frequently refer to the Carpatho-Danubian basin, a favorite expression when referring to the nucleus of the geo-physical terrain. Within this comparatively spacious area — almost as large as Great Britain — the traveler will encounter great varieties of terrain. In fact the mountains, the hilly country, and the river plain divide the country in about equal proportions: the mountains (about 3,000 feet in height) represent roughly 30% of the area, the hills and tablelands (between 200-500 feet) close to the percentage of the southern and eastern river plains. This harmony of spatial distribution between various terrains must be completed by a more specific geo-physical portrait: the heart of the country, the unrepentant romanticist would refer to it as “the cradle of the race,” lies in the hilly plateau of Transylvania, roughly 200-600 feet in height. It was labelled “the land across the forests” following the Hungarian conquest in the ninth century since the Magyar‟s first impression by the Carpathian Mountains was one of a vast forested belt. Drained by three major rivers, the Someş, the Mureş, and the Olt, and crisscrossed to the south of the Apuseni Mountains, the soil of Transylvania is not particularly rich, though the grazing of sheep and livestock and the cultivation of grain was able to sustain a comparatively large population.


Although the overwhelming majority of the population were Romanians, following the Hungarian conquest in the ninth century Transylvania became a kind of “Switzerland of the Balkans,” with German, Hungarian, and Szeckler colonists (some say the last survivors of the Huns) who settled mostly in the interior part of the country. This has until recently accounted for the rich ethnic diversity of the principal townships which traditionally bore a Romanian, Hungarian, and German name: Cluj-Napoca (Rom.), Kolosva (Hung.), Klausenburg (German); Braşov (Rom.), Braso (Hung.), and Kronstadt (German); Sibiu (Rom.), Spece (Hung.), Hermanstadt (German); Alba Iulia (Rom.).


Transylvania is linked by a chain of mountains known as the Carpathians which, together with their northern extension (the Maramureş) and southern extension (the Fagăraş), form a huge horseshoe (some will say a crown) meeting the Dynaric Alps on the Danube at the Iron Gates. Superficially speaking, they divide the country roughly in half. Reaching heights of upward of 6,000 feet, dominated by many peaks (plaiuri), intersected by ravines and canyons, but also characterized by broad and gentle slopes, the mountains are indeed impressive and historically relevant: in spite of their height by way of contrast to the impenetrable Alps, or the Pyrenees Mountains, they have never constituted a particularly effective natural barrier. Quite to the contrary, because of their numerous passes cut at regular intervals by all the major rivers of Romania most of which flow southwards into the Danube, these mountains have neither separated populations nor trade with the southern or eastern hilly wine producing regions (podgorii). Quite to the contrary, Transylvania since its early history was linked with the lands of southern Romania, accurately described by the early chroniclers as Muntenia or “the land of the mountains.” All the early capitals of the southern province from the end of the thirteenth to the sixteenth century (Curtea de Argeş and Târgovişte) were built in the shadow of the Carpathians. (The city of Bucharest, which lies close to the Danube, founded by Dracula in 1451, became Romania‟s capital only in modern times.) Transylvania is also connected to Romania‟s sister province of Moldavia — founded at the close of the fourteenth century which owes its name to the river Moldau, on the banks of which Romanian colonists had settled in earlier times. The hills which follow the eastern Carpathians connect the region with the plain bounded by the rivers Prut and Dniester which separate the Romanian people from the Slavs to the east.


As in the case of Wallachia, Moldavia‟s early capital of Suceava lies in the hilly country, while Iaşi, the present administrative center located in the plain near the Prut River became the chief city only in the sixteenth century; the north-eastern portion of Moldavia, known as Bucovina, or simply “beech-nut country,” as well as the eastern plain lying between the Prut and Dniester rivers has been labelled Bessarabia, a name derived from one of Romania‟s early ruling families. Today part of this territory forms the Republic of Moldova (capital Chişinău). Though often identified as separate provinces by various occupying forces it should be emphasized that historically both Bucovina and Bessarabia represent an integral portion of the Moldavian state. By way of contrast, the Banat (the word is derived from the Slavonic title of ban) which, loosely speaking, is often included within the south-western boundaries of Transylvania, astride the Danube, does have certain unique ethnic and geographic characteristics of its own. (Chief cities: Timişoara and Lugoj.)


The great Danube River, which is not very blue on its Romanian course, swelled by the Olt, Dâmboviţa, and Argeş rivers, along its scenic and varied 600 mile trajectory, separates the Romanians from the Yugoslavs to the southwest and the Bulgarians immediately to the south. By a strange quirk of fate, while only 50 miles distant from the Black Sea, the Danube unthinkingly turns northward and at the present locations of its two great ports Brăila in Wallachia and Galaţi in Moldavia resumes its eastward flow through three separate channels one of which — Sulina —


is navigable. Only then does it finally flow into the Black Sea. It might be said that this final northern twist constitutes a minor thorn in Bulgarian-Romanian relations: the problem of Dobrogea, known as Scythia Minor in Antiquity, first acquired its name from a Serbian leader of the early Middle Ages, Dobrotic. The region has become famous for its wines and in recent years a popular summer resort. It also provides Romania with its chief Black Sea port of Constanta, built on the site of the ancient Greek city-state of Tomis. The vast (2,400 sq. mile) delta of the Danube is of great interest, particularly to the zoologists and botanists. Members of the Audubon Society are intrigued by the fact that the delta is the only place in Europe where you find species of birds from the African, Asian, and European continents.


The Danube River also provides a proverbially rich alluvial plain (in Romanian, câmp), somewhat resembling the Russian steppes but containing also the rich black soil found in the Ukraine. It is essentially the “granary of Romania” and was an important source of supply for Constantinople during the Ottoman period. One interesting subregion is that bathed by the Olt River, known as Oltenia (with the capital at Craiova) where the quality of manhood was recognized since Ottoman times, judging from the numerous raids by Turkish pashas across the Danube to recruit youngsters for their awesome Janissary corps.


The axis of the Danube, the Black Sea, and the Carpathians thus represents the country‟s chief physical characteristics providing a convenient geophysical reference point frequently used by Romanian historians.


A simple glance at the map of East-Central Europe will enable the student further to understand why the territories of Romania, located on an east/west/north/south pivot seemed predestined to a stormy and uncertain history were it for commercial considerations alone. The Danube opens up a corridor, linked from Belgrade onwards to the famous Roman Via Egnatia, the main highway joining the Adriatic to the Eastern Balkans and the port of Salonika on the Aegean at one end; at the other, to Constantinople on the Bosphorus, the true commercial capital of the peninsula. The eastern extremes of Romania, South Bessarabia, Eastern Muntenia, and Dobrogea similarly facilitated communications with Constantinople and Asia Minor, by way of the Black Sea, where goods such as salt, spice, tobacco, amber, and countless other luxuries circulated between Europe, Africa, and Asia in Greek, Baltic, or Varangian bottoms.


The numerous Baltic passes were also commercially significant in moving merchandise from Hungary to Constantinople and northwards towards Poland and the Hanseatic ports of the Baltic Sea. From such generalizations involving trade we are in a position to move to more specific geopolitical considerations.


Focusing attention first on the heavily forested Carpathian Mountains with their southern and northern extension, in essence the backbone of the country, one may cite the great historian Nicolae Iorga who linked the mountains with the very survival of the Romanian people during the period of Eastern migrations. Others, such as Iorga‟s pupil, Constantin C. Giurescu, understood the passes would provide a highway for invasion, preferred to lay emphasis on the forested belt. These at one time covered an incomparably larger area extending well into the hills and plains to the river‟s edge. The truism concerning the relevance of the forests in the history of the Romanians is best expressed by peasant proverb codru e frate cu românu’ meaning “the forest is brother of the Romanian.”


The extraordinary symbolic significance of the Danube for the history of Romania cannot sufficiently be underscored. Like the Ganges of India it was the “sacred river” for the Dacians, the ancestors of the modern Romanians, who anointed themselves with the waters of the river before setting on their military campaigns. Similar to the Rhine, the Danube also constituted the natural frontier for a number of great super-national empires in Ancient, Medieval, and Modern times. Such was the case of the Macedonian Empire, the Roman Empire (until Emperor Trajan‟s campaign in 101-105), the Byzantine Empire, and for many centuries, the Ottoman Empire. In the case of Romania, the Danube was sufficiently important to be appended to the name of the country itself — thus during the nineteenth century foreign travelers referred to the provinces of Moldavia and Wallachia as the Danubian Principalities, at least until the time of their reunion in 1859. On the other hand, the valley of the Danube has always constituted an ideal highway for moving armies from East to West, as it happened with the Huns and the Goths, the Vandals, the Hungarians in the early Middle Ages and in Modern times with the Ottoman Turks and the Russians. From a Romanian viewpoint, the river has never constituted a particularly effective natural barrier because it freezes in winter thus allowing the passage of armies, peoples, and trade year round. Like in the Carpathian Mountains, contacts across the river continued uninterruptedly throughout the ages. The longest river in Europe, with three capitals — Vienna, Budapest, and Belgrade — located on its banks, during the Ottoman period at least, trade was hampered by a variety of obstacles. For one, commerce could never expand beyond a certain point so long as the Turkish Government maintained the rule of the closure of the Black Straits to the commerce of nations (until 1859): this prevented freighters from reaching the open seas. Another adverse factor was the restrictive Russian control of the delta from 1812 to the Congress of Paris (1856) since it was the Tsarist policy to protect the interest of the Russian grain growers of the Ukraine against any possible competition. Finally, the lack of navigability of two channels (Sfântu Gheorghe and Chilia) and the repeated silting up of Sulina with the necessity of constant transshipment from freighters to barges proved a costly impediment. (After many false starts a Danube-Black Sea Canal has finally been completed in 1984.)


The unique geopolitical situation of Romania at the crossroads of commercial and military roads provided an ideal gateway for a wide diversity of human migrations. This can generally be looked upon as a great blessing but alternatively was often a curse; for Romania at least the verdict on the whole seems to be rather negative. It renewed the race with an infusion of diverse ethnic elements assimilated to a very large extent; it encircled the country with a number of separate cultural and national legacies; but the cost of resistance was high, both in terms of human and material destruction and sacrifice. Because of such massive destruction, whole periods of history of this tragic land are totally blanked out in terms of documents or monuments. This has been only in part remedied by numerous archeological discoveries within the last century and particularly in the last 50 years. Again, the years of genuine independence are small in number, interspaced by lengthy periods of direct or indirect foreign occupation: Imperial Rome, the Byzantine Empire, East German and Slavic conquests during the so-called Dark Ages; Polish, Tartar, and Hungarian occupation in Early Modern times followed by the Ottoman Turks; finally the Hapsburgs and the Russians during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; the Germans during World War I and more recently, following World War II, the period of Soviet control (1944-1956). The Huns, the Ottomans, and Hungarians yesterday, the Soviets — the length, political, and ethnic variety of these foreign occupations render them no less oppressive.











Part I — The Formation of a Nation


Chapter II From the Earliest Times to Burebista



In a sense, Romanian history begins over 600,000 years ago when Stone Age men, traces of whom have been found by archeologists throughout the country, struggled for survival gathering life‟s necessities. Their remains containing roughly hewn tools, flints fashioned out of river-stone, designs of animals carved in rocks, human skeletons, and other artifacts have been dated by archeologists to the Old Stone Age. The transition to the Neolithic period (New Stone Age 3,000-1,800 B.C.) marks the abandonment of nomadic life for a sedentary existence characterized by the cultivation of grain and the domestication of animals.


This was followed by the Bronze Age which lasts about 1,000 years up to 700 B.C., followed by the Iron Age which extends roughly to the year 50 B.C., roughly three quarters of a millennium. Though finds abound for each period, most remarkable were the archeological discoveries dating back to the Neolithic period which gave rise to a remarkable civilization, remains of which are to be found scattered throughout the Romanian lands. These discoveries are sufficiently distinct to be labeled in accordance with the regions or locations where they were found. In Dobrogea and Eastern Wallachia there emerged a civilization named Hamangia (from the location in Southern Dobrogea where the first settlement was discovered). Northwest of Iaşi in Moldavia at Cucuteni archeologists have identified a civilization distinguished by a beautiful white and black colored ceramic, admired to this day. For purposes of defense, the local inhabitants built fortified villages below ground level — only their priests and chieftains lived above ground in more ambitious dwellings. Near Alba Iulia three clay tablets with cuneiform inscriptions resembling those of Mesopotamia were recently found as well as a beautiful design of a man pursued by a horned animal. Yet other excavations have been made at Criş (Transylvania) (perhaps the oldest Neolithic found in Romania); Boian near the Danube; Vadasta in the Olt region; Cumelniţa (Ilfov) and many other locations. A few specialists claim that this singular culture, in some ways reminiscent of the flowering pre-Hellenic period recalled by the Greek poet Homer in the legendary epic of Troy, was the creation of an indigenous people later to be called Thracian by historians of Antiquity — whom we may for convenience‟s sake baptize proto-Thracians. Other archeologists believe that at the beginning of the Bronze Age, thus around 1,800 B.C., the peaceful sedentary life of these early inhabitants was disturbed by the invasions of Indo-Europeans who originally came from the lower Volga region. These warriors, because of their superior weaponry — bronze daggers and axes, the domestication of horses, and the use of the wheeled cart — destroyed the original inhabitants on a massive scale. In accordance with this theory, the inevitable fusion took place resulting in the formation of a new people, who belonged to the great Thracian race and was known north of the Danube as the Geto-Dacians. Crisscrossing the whole of Southeastern Europe in the present territories of Romania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Greece, and Albania — and even extending their sway to the Bohemian quadrilateral — these newcomers succeeded in giving a new political unity and culture to the area as a whole. In Greece, they could be indentified as the ancestors of modern Hellenes. In any event, whether indigeous to the Balkan Peninsula or newcomers, the Greek historian Herodotus claimed that:


The Thracians are, after the Indians, the most numerous of all peoples. And if they had a leader, or were truly united, they could be unconquerable and by far the most powerful of all peoples. That is my opinion. But since this it is in no way possible that this could ever come about, they are correspondingly weak. (Herodotus, Historiae, V, 3.)


Indeed the words of the historian from Halicarnassus have a prophetic ring: one explanation accounting for the weakness of the Thracians was the fact that their various tribes were surrounded by many powerful enemies. Blocking their way eastwards was a nomadic tribe of shepherds called the Scythians, whose original habitat was the northern shore of the Black and Caspian seas. A number of their tribes had migrated during the ninth century to Transylvania, where they were absorbed by the Dacian population. Another confederation settled in Dobrogea, the reason why this region was known in Antiquity as Scythia Minor. Scythian control of the coastline helped the development of trade and from the seventh century B.C. onwards the security provided by the Scythian kings spurred a Greek colonial movement to the Black Sea extending from Dobrogea to the Crimea and the mouth of the Dniester and the Dnieper rivers.


To focus attention on the Romanian territories alone: Tomis, built upon the site of the present port of Constanţa, was an Ionian foundation; Callatis, the “city with the powerful walls” (Mangalia today), was built by the Dorians; Histria, founded in 657 B.C. on the present western bank of Lake Sinoe, was originally built on an island not far from the coast; southwards beyond the Cape of Caliacra, meaning “the good rock” in Greek, were located the city states of Bizon (Cavarna) and Dyonisopolis (Balcic), both located in Bulgaria today. Sailing up the Danube, the Greeks also succeeded in penetrating into the hinterland founding a city at Axiopolis near Cernavodă. City states such as these in the course of time developed extensive commercial relations with the Thracians lands, the profits of which triggered a resplendent culture and superior standards of living in no way different from that of their mother city states on the Greek continent or the islands. The Greek merchants bought grain, wax, skins, furs, fish, and slaves from the Geto-Dacians (the latter were so numerous in Athens that they were dubbed Daos i.e., Dacians). In exchange they sold jewels, oil, wine, fine embroideries, and various luxury products. The refined beauty of the mosaics excavated at Tomis, for instance, the size of the amphitheater, participation at the Olympic and other sportive events, lead to conclude that this particular city, like others with prosperous, well-organized commercial oligarchies, was bound to have a powerful cultural impact upon its immediate neighbors, the Scythians, who in the course of time became half Greeks as did those remote Geto-Dacians in the area.


More dangerous to the Geto-Dacians than the Greek city states was the threat of the Macedonian conquest. According to Ptolemy, Alexander the Great made a single incursion against them across the Danube, roughly at the mouth of the Olt River and succeeded in securing an unnamed city on the left bank. We are better informed on the attempt of his successor, Lysimachus, to extend the Macedonian conquest north of the Danube against a king known to history as Dromichaites. The latter succeeded in uniting a number of Dacian tribes to confront the enemy in a series of bloody encounters in the year 300 B.C. It is unlikely that the Macedonians defeated Dromichaites though they were successful in extending their control to Dobrogea and the cities south of the mouth of the Danube, possibly forcing the Geto-Dacians to accept their sovereignty. This in turn contributed to deepening the penetration of Greek culture in its Hellenistic guise.


Successfully impinging upon the frontiers of the Geto-Dacian lands from the West were the Celts who reached the Carpathians around the years 300 B.C. either by way of the Danube or the passes at a time when the various states were experiencing domestic strife and political unrest. Among the Celtic tribes who migrated to Transylvania and Moldavia were the Boii who gave their name to the western plateau of present day Czechoslovakia, Bohemia, and the Britolagae who founded the city of Noviodunum on the Danube (present day Isaccea in Dobrogea). Precise information upon contacts between the Geto-Dacians and the Celts which lasted for two centuries are scant but were not without benefit to the former. The Celts introduced superior techniques in the melting of iron ore and reduction of metals for the manufacture of weapons: ploughshares, scythes, sickles; the minting of coins (the Geto-Dacians minted imitations of Greek and Macedonian coins), the making of silver jewels and adornments, one of the most exquisite forms of art in which the latter excelled from the third century B.C. onwards.


Herodotus informs us that Geto-Dacian society constituted a kind of military aristocracy in some way similar to that of the Germans and Celts. Only the noblemen, the tarabostes (“the rulers of blood”), wore a sheepskin headdress (the Romans called them pileati), while the commoners (comati, from the word coma meaning “pleats”) went bareheaded. The Geto-Dacians were organized as an elective monarchy, with the elections favoring the more able member of a single family, the king being at the head of a tribe or confederation of tribes. In essence they believed in the Asiatic doctrine of “Divine Right,” the king being assisted by a chief priest who knew the auguries of the gods and assumed godlike characteristics.


The most significant Dacian god was Zalmoxis, the god of the blue yonder who, according to Herodotus, like Christ, also had a human existence. Originally a slave of Pythagoras of Samos, he freed himself, became rich, turned his mind to philosophy, and, according to some, Strabo for instance, to magic. He then was determined to initiate his people into the mysteries of a religion based upon the doctrine of the immortality of the soul — believing in a kind of earthly paradise where all — especially those who died in battle — would enjoy a superior form of life. Having meditated three years in a secret hiding place, he returned to his homeland leading a hermit‟s existence in a cave in Southwestern Transylvania. Though most of this story is apocryphal, the fact that a sanctuary was recently found in the Orăştie Mountains justifies placing some credence in at least parts of the legend. The local population looked upon this cavern as a holy place and many were converted to the new religion. The priests who were clothed in white were looked upon with awe by the general population because of their ascetic way of life, celibacy, fasting, and particularly their knowledge of astrology. Within the many quadrilateral or rounded sanctuaries that have been discovered of recent date, a variety of religious ceremonies, incantations, and sacrifices undoubtedly took place.


One particularly cruel ritual involving human sacrifice was devised to interpret the auguries of Zalmoxis himself. The priests would order a deep hole to be dug up and within it three stakes sharpened at the end were set in place. A candidate was then chosen by lot and hurled down the opening. If the unfortunate wretch died impaled, it signified that Zalmoxis was favorable to whatever decision had been made. If not, the experiment was repeated until the correct decision involving the death of the victim was made. In any event, loss of life was looked upon as a deliverance, since the soul was immortal. Though burial had been practiced at one time, the dead were generally cremated and their ashes placed in urns or vases which were then interred.


The Geto-Dacian family was thoroughly dominated by the male and women were held in low esteem, totally subordinated to their spouses. The polygamy practiced by the men was a constant source for moral reproof (or perhaps envy) from the neighboring Greeks. Indeed a Greek historian has a Geto-Dacian husband plead in the following manner: “none of us has a single wife, but perhaps 10, 11, or 12 and some even more. When a man has had only four or five wives, his neighbors will say „poor man, he has not married, he has not known love.”„(Pomponius Mela, De chorografia II, pp. 794-795.) One unusual habit was the custom of killing the womenfolk whenever the husband died — which posed a real problem for the numerous husbands who practiced polygamy — for in that case each wife fought for the “honor” of being burned upon her husband‟s funeral pyre (De chorografia II, pp. 2, 19). The poet Horace greatly admired the loyalty of the Dacian women to their husbands (which contrasted to the decadent behavior of the Roman ladies) though a cynic might argue that it can be attributed to the fact that adultery was punishable by death.


The Dacians were lovers of music, according to Aristotle. They sang their versified laws in order to better remember them. They were particularly versed in the practice of herbal medicine knowing that plants have the power of curing disease. Many of these remedies are still practiced by the peasants in Romania to this day and survive in popular folklore. Particularly modern and in a sense anticipating the practice of psychology was the emphasis by their priests and wise men on the close connection that exists between physiological and spiritual ailments. Quoting the god Zalmoxis, the philosopher Plato has a most revealing passage:


Zalmoxis, our king, who is also a god, states that just as we should not attempt to cure our sight without first curing the head… in the same manner we cannot cure the body without taking care of the soul.


We have already had the occasion to refer to the great artistic manufacturing and engineering skill of the Geto-Dacians. Judging by the remains of pottery fragments — the details of which reveal Hellenistic influences — the Geto-Dacians had a true feeling for color and form. The techniques for the use of iron in the manufacture of agricultural tools, though borrowed from the Celts, have an originality of their own revealed by the spoon-shaped ploughshare in contrast to the narrow blade used by the Celts. The discovery of an iron compass at Grădiştea Muscelului also highlights the inventive skills of the Dacians.


One problem which has not yet been resolved by specialists is the Geto-Dacian language. Only very few words have survived and there are no inscriptions: the names of a number of medicinal plants, townships ending in dava (which means “city” or “town”), and the names of a few rulers. Recent scholarship in linguistics tends to question the hypothesis of a single language common to all the Thracian tribes. The most recent theory is that in the course of time a separate Geto-Dacian language gradually emerged. There is still too much speculation on the interrelationship between ancient Illyrian, modern Albanian, Etruscan, Thracian, and Geto-Dacian dialects. Nor is it entirely scientific to ascribe the 150 or so words presently used in the modern Romanian language, which have no other accountable Indo-European or Ungro-Altaic origin, as the sole surviving legacy of the ancient Geto-Dacian language.


The crucial turning point in a potential development of the Thracian states was the progression of Roman power in the Balkan Peninsula which began in the second century B.C. as the empire founded by Alexander of Macedon (336-323 B.C.) began to crumble under the onslaught of the Roman legions invading from the West. The Roman province of Macedonia was created in 148 B.C., a jumping ground for the conquest of the divided peoples of the Balkan Peninsula. Facing Roman expansionism and encouraging insubordination was King Mithridates VI Eupator, king of Pontus, the most determined opponent of the Republic since the days of Hannibal who had imperial ambitions of his own. Taking advantage of the civil war between Marius and Sulla, Mithridates launched the first of his attacks in 89 B.C. and secured Athens the following year. It took several campaigns and some 25 years of fighting in the so-called Mithridatic Wars (121-63 B.C.) for the Romans finally to overcome their new foe and become the foremost power in the Balkans.


Meanwhile one of the greatest thorns to Roman ambitions was the rise to power of a remarkable Geto-Dacian monarch who may have succeeded to the kingship the very year that Sulla became dictator in Rome (82 B.C.) — King Burebista (82-44 B.C.).


Statesman, soldier, and diplomat, Burebista‟s greatest merit was that of successfully reuniting four separate Dacian states: the one established in the Danubian plain (the former kingdom of Dromichaites); another extending to Southern Transylvania and the Banat; Moldavia and Galicia, and finally Maramureş and Slovakia. The political center of the new state was in Southwestern Transylvania in the region of the Orăştie Mountains where a complex of fortifications were built in the shadow of the Carpathian horseshoe. These fortifications had walls reaching up to 30 feet in height and were 6 to 10 feet thick. They were built of enormous blocks of stone reinforced with either wood and crushed stone. Located in one of these fortresses, according to archeologists, perhaps at Costeşti, was Burebista‟s military headquarters. This particular fortress was more impressive than others because of its unusually high towers and truly regal proportions. It was linked to many others, known to archeologists by the name of the location where archeological digs were made: Hulpe‟s Peak, Prisaca, Fetele Albe (the White Maidens), Piatra Roşie (the Red Stone), Capana, Tibasca, etc. This vast defensive network could be described as the Maginot Line of Antiquity. The center of it all — not necessarily Burebista‟s capital — was the city of Sarmizegetusa — also the religious and cultural seat. Most impressive was the main, round sanctuary defended by a 45 feet tall parapet. Judging by a few barely discernible letters of the Greek alphabet, the artisans were Hellenics familiar with Dacian techniques. Certainly the durability of these ruins which have survived to this day bear silent testimony to the craftsmanship of Dacian engineering during the three decades of Burebista‟s rule.


Detailed information on the personality of King Burebista are unfortunately very scarce and hinge upon a single source, that of the Greek geographer Strabo (63 B.C.-19 A.D.). Strabo states in the seventh volume of his Geography, (3, 11, C103), that Burebista was raised to the kingship by a people who had tired of war and domestic anarchy. Once king, we are told Burebista succeeded in consolidating his authority “through drilling, abstinence from wine, and obedience to orders” and thus “achieved a powerful state within a few years and subjected to the Getae the bulk of the neighboring populations, coming to be feared by the Romans themselves… raiding Thrace down to Macedonia and Illyria, exterminating the Celts who had mixed with the Thracians and Illyrians as well as the Boii” (the Celtic tribes to the north). We are evidently dealing with a statesman who had a well-defined and ambitious political program. Using a variety of tactics, which included an inquisitorial form of puritan authoritarianism undoubtedly aimed at breaking the back of the turbulent nobility, Burebista also succeeded in bringing the commoners under his control.


In this task he was admirably assisted by the High Priest Deceneu, who briefly succeeded him to the Daco-Getic throne. According to the Roman historian Cassiodor (sixth century), Deceneu dabbled in astrology and was familiar with the signs of the zodiac. He also had a rudimentary knowledge of astronomy, had calculated the movement of the planets, the trajectory of the Moon and that of the 346 constellations “which quickly rise from east to west… get closer or more distant from the celestial vault.” The high priest also had some idea about the greater dimensions of the Sun vis-à-vis the planet Earth, knew the causes of solar eclipses and, like the Arabs centuries before Nicholas Copernicus had anticipated the heliocentric theories of the Renaissance. It was Deceneu who preached the virtues of puritanism, teaching the young not to allow themselves to be intoxicated by alcoholic drink which sap their morale. For added safety he persuaded Burebista to destroy all the vineyards in the land so that there be no temptation. Physical fitness and the practice of Spartan selfdiscipline was a way of having the youth of the country permanently prepared for war.


Deceneu also attempted to interest people in his particular philosophical and medical doctrines. We know for instance that he knew of the healing powers of plants and fruits, beliefs which found their way and survived in folklore to this day. In his capacity as spiritual leader of the Dacians, he trained a number of wise men who became priests and archpriests serving the chief god Zalmoxis. Because of such truly extraordinary knowledge and wisdom, Deceneu, like Zalmoxis himself, acquired godlike attributes and his preaching continued to have sway even after his death. Although Burebista‟s role in the conscience of the Romanians has been grossly exaggerated — in recent years the superlatives accompanying the commemoration in 1980 of the 2050th anniversary since the formation of the first Dacian state is a good case in point — from the scanty sources that we do possess one may consider Burebista an Oriental-type despot with an ambitious imperialist program of his own. Generally preferring diplomacy to open confrontation, Burebista succeeded in destroying the Celtic states located to the west and southwest, as well as controlling the Greek city-states on the Black Sea. His kingdom with ill-defined frontiers thus included a vast territory extending from the Austrian Alps in the west, to the Bug and Black Sea in the east, the northern Carpathian Mountains of Czechoslovakia to the north, and the Balkan range to the south.


In command of a powerful army (according to the exaggerated figure of Strabo — 200,000 men), having subdued all the neighboring states in control of the vital commercial routes linking the Black Sea to the Mediterranean, Burebista thus posed a serious threat to Roman control of the Balkans.


This threat became all the more real with Caesar‟s crossing of the Rubicon and the beginning of the civil war with Pompey (January 49 B.C.). It was undoubtedly because Pompey‟s power base was in Eastern Europe (while Caesar‟s army was in the west) that the Dacian king decided to make a bid for an alliance. He sent a distinguished Greek envoy, Akornion from Dionysopolis, to Macedonia (June 48 B.C.) offering the Roman leader “troops, arms, food, and other things needed in war” in exchange for Pompey‟s recognition of his conquests and a Roman‟s pledge for non-interference. The negotiations undoubtedly succeeded as revealed by the text of an inscription discovered at Dionysopolis recording the event:


not only did he [the envoy] fulfill the tasks the king [Burebista] has assigned to him by winning the Romans‟ favors… but he also carried on the most fruitful negotiations for the benefit of his homeland.


The Daco-Roman military alliance was never destined to be enacted. Pompey was defeated by Caesar at the battle of Pharsalus in Thess (7 June 48 B.C.) before Burebista‟s army had a chance of joining the Romans, sought refuge in Egypt, and was assassinated on the orders of King Ptolemy XIII.


Inevitably, having backed the wrong horse, Caesar turned into Burebista‟s personal enemy and the new dictator “the divine Caesar was preparing to attack” (Strabo). Fate chose otherwise: the two powerful protagonists were never to match their power on the battlefield. Caesar was assassinated in the Senate on the day of the Ides of March (15 March 44 B.C.) by a group of conspirators led by Brutus, shortly before he was to have taken command of the Roman army in Macedonia. By another remarkable coincidence Burebista, according to Strabo, also died “being overthrown by rebels before the Romans managed to send their army against them” in a plot hatched either by Dacian noblemen opposing his rule or hired Roman hitmen. With his death, the powerful Geto-Dacian kingdom disintegrated into four, eventually five regional tribal unions which had pre-existed Burebista‟s rule. These were still free, but obviously far less able to withstand the inevitable Roman pressures which were bound to reemerge. In essence the rule of Burebista proved a failure — and a bloody one at that. The Dacian king‟s autocratic rule could not survive the basic desire for freedom of the older Dacian states which were structured upon sounder geographic and political realities.











Chapter III The Struggle between Decebal and Trajan



Following dismemberment of the kingdom of Burebista, the free surviving Geto-Dacian states were confronted with the political reality of the increasing threat of the extension of the Roman Empire to the South and East. The successive Dacian kings and particularly those who dominated the Carpathian territories in Southwestern Transylvania reacted as in the past, alternating between a policy of incursions south of the Danube or accepting the superior economic and cultural advantages of Roman civilization, even if it entailed the loss of political independence. Under Burebista‟s immediate successor Deceneu, the high priest who continued to rule for a number of years, Comosicus, who, like him, combined the priestly and political functions, and even King Cotiso who planned a double marriage between his daughter and Octavian, the tendency was to reach accommodation with the Romans. However, the strategy of Octavian‟s successors who succeeded in destroying the independence of the Dacian states in Dobrogea and extended Roman control to Moesia finally convinced the aging King Duras Durpaneus to share the kingdom with a younger and a more energetic nephew, son of yet another Dacian king, Scorilo, namely Decebal.


This last Dacian king, about whom we possess more substantial historical sources, seems to have been a most ambitious man, a masterful politician, and one of the great war captains of Ancient history. Decebal also succeeded in laying down the foundations of the formidable if not the most extensive Dacian kingdom. Although we have no description of his physical portrait, we are fortunate indeed in possessing two well-preserved sculptures engraved in stone on the famous column erected by Emperor Trajan in Rome to commemorate his victories over the Dacians. Behind the regular features, the aquiline nose, the heavy beard, and the drooping moustache there is an air of quiet determination which was captured by the Roman artist. Decebal wears what appears to be a tight-fitting headdress and a loose garb fastened by a belt at the waist — not very dissimilar from that worn by the Romanian peasants today. Even more striking are the embroidered trousers and the leather shoes curled at the end depicted in another scene, where the Dacian king, dagger in hand and surrounded by Roman soldiers, is determined to fight to the end. The Roman historian Dio Cassius lays emphasis upon Decebal‟s military talents:


He was very experienced in war matters and skilled indeed, knowing how to choose the occasion to attack the enemy and withdraw in time. Clever at laying traps, he was valiant in knowing how to avail himself, skillfully, of a victory and get off a defeat, on account of which he was a dreaded antagonist to the Romans. (Dio Cassius, Roman History LXVII, 6, I)


Decebal had built his army into a most effective striking force: the cavalry, used for lightening offensive, was most accurate in the use of the bow even while the horses were at full gallop. The infantry, also portrayed on Trajan‟s famous column, used extensive rounded shields for defense while the curved sword was a favorite offensive weapon. The standard of the Dacians was a dragon in the form of a snake with a wolf‟s head which fluttered in the wind, making a hissing noise calculated to frighten the enemy. In moments of great danger, as was to be the case with the full scale Roman onslaught in 101, Decebal could mobilize the entire population for war, which included women and children. Much of the wealth of the new-found state was spent for army needs, and this included strengthening the vast defensive perimeter surrounding Sarmizegetusa, the capital.


In addition, Decebal evidently had talents for diplomacy as well, and anticipating the conflict with Trajan, he succeeded in forming one of the most powerful coalitions ever to threaten the Roman Empire consisting of German, Sarmathian, and other tribes.


The personality of Trajan (51-117), who succeeded to the title of emperor following Domitian‟s assassination, bears many common traits with that of Decebal, though the accidents of history pitted these two great soldiers in a decisive confrontation. Born at Italica near Seville in Spain, he descended from a family which was probably of Roman origin. From his early years Trajan was reared in the career of arms, serving his military apprenticeship in the Parthian and German campaigns under Emperors Titus and Domitian. He was rewarded for his services and promoted to the office of praetor (85) and consul (91). Undoubtedly considered one of the greatest Roman soldiers, he was given the title of optimum princeps by the Senate one year after he became emperor (52) when barely 42 years old. He was popular with the legions both for his courage and his largesse in celebrating his accession by gifts to his veterans and their children. Also somewhat of a social crusader, he instructed the Imperial Treasury to feed the children of the poor freemen in Rome and other cities of the peninsula. In matters of religion he believed that the Roman state should accept the principle of toleration towards pagan or Christian beliefs.


A tall, vigorous, clean shaven man with short cropped hair — the effigy of his coins show the profile of an imperious personality with a strong nose and chin. “A soldier‟s soldier” with an unpretentious style and an egalitarian spirit, he was cherished by his troops and the populace at large because of these traits and the personal courage he displayed in battle. He also had the soldiers‟ belief in discipline. The historian Dio Cassius informs us that the “Roman emperor always followed the army on foot together with the whole army… he held his soldiers in good order at any pace… while he forded rivers on foot like the others” (Dio Cassius LXVIII 6, 3; 23, 1).


What were the causes for rivalry between Trajan and Decebal? Most of these undoubtedly preceded Trajan‟s accession to the throne. As we have seen, Daco-Roman hostilities had been endemic since Burebista‟s reign reaching a climax in the last years of Emperor Nero‟s rule and during the civil wars which had shaken the very foundations of the Roman Empire from 69-70. At the time both Sarmathians and Dacians exploiting the absence of Roman legions on the Danube crossed the frozen river during the winter months and raided the weakly garrisoned towns on the right bank. The Dacians were eventually repulsed and Emperor Vespasian concluded a treaty in the year 70 according to which the Romans agreed to pay a tribute in exchange for peace and a military alliance. In these circumstances, Dacia was de facto converted into a Roman protectorate, a situation which endured until the rise of Decebal.


The principal cause for the renewal of the war was undoubtedly Decebal‟s determination to break with this legacy of dependence which had been inherited by his aged uncle King Duras-Diurpaneus, a desire he freely expressed even as co-ruler and heir to the throne. Taking advantage of the accession of Domitian, of the power struggle between Senate and emperor, of the general discontent of the Roman plebs and the poor state of imperial finances, Decebal finally persuaded his uncle to cancel the humiliating treaty and ordered his forces to cross the Danube into Roman territory at the end of 85.


Of the three campaigns fought by Decebal between 86 and 88, the Dacians won two and lost the third. By the year 89 a compromise was reached: Decebal agreed to become an ally of the empire and in return was recognized as king and received Roman gold, weapons, artisans, and engineers who were needed for the construction of roads and fortifications. He in turn agreed to respect the frontiers of the empire. The Dacian king sent his brother Diegis to negotiate the terms of the peace with Domitian and received a crown from the emperor for his pains. A Roman court poet who witnessed the scene revealed a character trait in young prince Diegis far different from that of his proud brother: “My destiny” he is alleged to have said, “is better than that of my brother, for I have had the privilege to view at close quarters the god (i.e., the emperor) he honors from afar” (Martial, Epigrams V, 3, 1-6). Domitian wished to minimize the concessions he had been forced to make to the Dacians by organizing victory celebrations exhibiting fake booty which had long lingered in the Roman treasury (Pliny the Younger, Trajan’s Panaegiric). Though the practical advantages of war lay with Decebal, overall tactical and strategic consideration favored future Roman expansionism: Roman legions now encircled the Dacian state from all sides. To the west Pannonia was firmly in Roman hands; to the south there were Roman camps in both Oltenia and Wallachia, while Dobrogea and the Danube Delta had long been part of the Roman Empire. Even in the mountainous regions of the Southern Carpathians the Romans had erected fortifications which ringed the weaker and smaller Dacian fortresses in a vise. Keenly aware that the newly-signed peace was little more than a truce, Decebal made good use of his time strengthening the system of fortifications in the Orăştie Mountains, cementing his diplomatic alliances with the Sarmathians and preparing his army for the inevitable conflict.


With Trajan‟s accession to the throne, it was obvious that the ambitious new ruler would not long tolerate the humiliating treaty signed by Domitian, totally incompatible with the interests of the empire. The idea of destroying Dacia in fact so obsessed Trajan that he would invariably end his speeches with the phrase: “I will reduce Dacia to a Roman province and will cross the Danube on a pontoon of barges.” Quite apart from the thorn that Decebal‟s empire constituted on his side, Trajan knew of the wealth of the territories north of the Danube, the reserves of gold, silver, salt, the rich flocks of sheep and cattle. He believed moreover that the frontiers of the empire would be strengthened by extending the Roman conquest to the arch of the Carpathians and controlling all the rivers which flow from the mountains to the Danube.


The first campaign began in the spring of 101 without the formality of a declaration of war. Trajan crossed the Danube in the Banat and, according to Dio Cassius, an initial battle was fought at Tapae — where Decebal had been defeated by the Romans before. Following this victory Trajan marched his legionaries up the Bistra River towards Sarmizegetusa, though he advanced slowly not wishing to expose his soldiers to Dacian guerillas, who were harassing his flank. Convinced that victory was at hand, Trajan‟s plan was to establish winter quarters somewhere in the Banat and await spring for a final assault on the Dacian capital.


Decebal, however, with his keen tactical sense, foiled the Roman emperor‟s plans. He succeeded in assembling a powerful striking force composed of Dacians, Germans, and Sarmathians in Eastern Wallachia, and, taking advantage of the fact the Danube was frozen during early winter, crossed into Dobrogea and Lower Moesia attacking Roman garrisons and townships along the right bank. Advancing westwards at lightning speed with a fast moving cavalry, Decebal was now in a position to encircle Trajan‟s army and threaten his communications south of the Danube. This bold Dacian counterattack forced Trajan to abandon his position in the Banat and face the new danger to his southern flank. But destiny now favored the Romans. The winter became milder, the ice of the Danube melted, and the Dacian cavalry experienced severe losses when they attempted to cross the river with the ice breaking under the weight of their horses. Trajan thus was able to extricate himself from a difficult position and embark his troops aboard, transport ships sailing downstream to meet the main Daco-Sarmathian force in Dobrogea. After several skirmishes an important Roman victory was won at Adam Clisi in Southern Dobrogea. Proof of its significance was Trajan‟s decision some years later to erect an impressive mausoleum on the site to honor the 3,800 men who perished (virtually a whole Roman legion) — a huge figure for the period. This attests the unusual bravery of the Dacians who believed, like the Germans, that the souls of the warriors who perished in battle would earn immortality. The Roman historian Dio Cassius, alluding to this battle, wrote that:


Trajan witnessed the large number of wounded in his army… Since bandages were lacking it is said that he did not spare his own clothes and cut them into pieces. Then he ordered an altar to be built honoring the soldiers who fell in battle and that sacrifices for the dead be brought each year.


The monument or mausoleum, named Tropaeum Trajani, was dedicated to the god of wars, Mars. It was some 19 feet high with an even more extensive diameter — a truly impressive structure. On the exterior stone pieces of the mausoleum the more poignant scenes of battle were sculptured — they thus provide a remarkable historical document for a more detailed analysis of costumes, weaponry, tactics, etc. These can be studied to this day in the village of Adamclisi (Turkish meaning “the church of man”) engraved on the original stones. The mausoleum was restored and reassembled in 1977 — some of the ancient sculptured blocks having been scattered over a wide area during the period of Turkish control. Only one of the metopes is missing and is now located in the Archeological Museum of Istanbul.


The decisive campaign, however, was fought during the spring of 102 in the Banat where the Romans were able to resume their offensive, attacking the last fortresses which protected the Dacian capital. When the fortress of Costeşti was captured, personal tragedy confronted the Dacian leader. The Romans succeeded in taking as a hostage Decebal‟s favorite sister. According to legend, Emperor Trajan took her as a mistress and bore her a child — which in the Romanian popular tradition symbolized the birth of the Romanian nation. The lady apparently survived Trajan‟s death in 117 and she is reverted in popular folklore as baba Dochia, a fairy of the winter who dies each year with the coming of spring.


Because he knew his position was desperate, Decebal tried at least twice to send envoys to Trajan suing for peace. Finally as Trajan was on the point of entering his capital, Decebal came in person together with generals and knelt in front of the emperor acknowledging defeat. The conditions imposed by the victorious Romans were onerous in the extreme: Decebal had to hand over all his weapons, give up the engineers and war machinery received from the Romans, destroy all the fortresses, withdraw from Roman territory still under Dacian control, and surrender all Roman deserters. Having accepted these terms, Decebal “prostrated himself and threw his weapons to the ground” (Dio Cassius LXVIII 9, 5-6) and his generals did likewise. As was the custom with prisoners of war, their hands were bound in token of submission. Through this victory, Trajan was able to secure a good portion of the plains of Oltenia and the region of the Banat. Roman garrisons were to supervise all major Dacian centers including Samizegetusa. Back in Rome Trajan was greeted as a victor and took up the title Dacicus.


From what we know of Decebal‟s personality it is inconceivable that he could accept the humiliating conditions of having a Roman legion supervise his activities in his own capital and the Dacian king, according to Dio Cassius, stated “that he had no intention of accepting the peace and only did so because so coerced.” From which we may conclude there were “scrap of paper” attitudes towards treaties long before the twentieth century. Trajan was soon warned that “Decebal takes many actions incompatible with the peace; once again he gives asylum to (Roman) deserters, reinforces fortresses, sends emissaries to neighboring states.” Those, like the Parthians who chose to ignore Decebal‟s overtures, were bullied and coerced with the warning: “let them know that if they choose to abandon him they would be in danger,” and if perchance the Dacians were defeated, “they too will later be enslaved.” One problem for the Dacian king were the intrigues of the philo-Roman party at his court who, perhaps with concern for political reality, desired peace with the Romans to avoid further destructions and bloodshed. Trajan, on the other hand, also a realist who seized the Dacian king‟s wounded pride at its just value, took immediate preparatory action. He strengthened the line of the Danube by establishing new Roman camps and fleet installations, reinforced existing garrisons in order to avoid some of the surprises experienced during the first campaign, instructed a famed architect from Damascus, Apollodorius, to construct a permanent stone bridge across the Danube at Turnu Severin — the first of its kind — no mean technical accomplishment given the fact that at that location the river is 3,000 feet wide and 90 feet deep. The remains of Trajan‟s bridge supported by 20 arches 170 feet apart is still visible today at low water.


The second conflict between Trajan and Decebal began on 10 July 105 after the completion of the bridge. For the first time a Roman army headed by the emperor was able to cross the Danube without having recourse to boats and barges. Another force sailed up the Danube to the confluence of the Olt River and the two armies converged, marching up the valley of the Olt encamping at a village still called Castra Trajani. With the courage of despair Decebal was fully aware that this second encounter entailed the fight to the finish. He thus looked to extreme measures: knowing of Trajan‟s habits of taking strolls unaccompanied by his guards, he attempted political assassination and hired some Roman deserters with the task of killing the emperor. The plot failed and was revealed to Trajan. Decebal next tried to ensnare one of the emperor‟s favorite commanders, Longinus, to his camp upon the pretext he was willing to negotiate. He then apprehended him and sent word to the emperor that he would torture and execute him unless the Roman army drew back to the Danube. The suicide of the hostage extricated Trajan from this particular predicament — but incidents such as these introduced a personal element of bitterness which was absent during the first campaign.


Though the resistance of the Dacians in the mountains surrounding the Dacian capital was fierce, disparity of numbers forced Decebal to take refuge within his capital. Following two assaults the Romans were able to enter the city which was then set afire. Decebal himself and a few leaders fled to the mountains, but surrounded by Roman soldiers and knowing of his fate should he be captured, committed suicide using his sword. His head was brought to Rome by Trajan and exposed for a few days on the Gemonii steps for the Senate and all Roman citizens to witness the end of a most dangerous foe. It was then thrown into the Tiber River.


The value of the booty taken by the Romans was far beyond expectations and reflected the wealth of the new Roman province: tons of gold, twice that weight in silver, vases and cups which defied precise evaluation, there were flocks of cattle and sheep, weapons, some 50,000 prisoners of war brought back to Rome in slavery. Trajan ordered triumphal celebrations which lasted 123 days: there were circus games which pitted 10,000 gladiators against 11,000 wild beasts; commemorative medals and medallions were struck. The public treasury which was empty following Emperor Domitian‟s extravagances was replenished while all Roman citizens were exempted from taxes for one year.


As soon as conquered, Trajan converted the new territories into two administrative provinces — Upper and Lower Dacia — these were later subdivided by Emperor Hadrian into three: Dacia Porolissensis with its capital at Porolissum (Moigrad); Dacia Apulensis (capital Apulum or Alba Iulia); and Dacia Malvensis (capital at Malva Celei in Oltenia). In general, the history of the 170 years of formal Roman occupation (from 106 to 275) represents a continuation, and in no sense the end, of the integration of Dacia within the political, economic, cultural, and military framework of the Roman Empire — a phenomenon which began with the first century A.D. Of the 100,000 soldiers — nine legions in all — who participated in both campaigns, only the thirteenth (Gemina) headquartered at Apulum (Alba Iulia) and the fifth Macedonian Legion (quartered at Potaissa) (Turda) remained; there were in addition some eighteen cohorts with soldiers from Spain, Britain, the Rhine regions, Gaul, North Africa, the Middle East, the Balkans, and Austria to which we must add a top heavy bureaucracy, equally multinational. Trajan also encouraged migration from the whole Roman world (ex toto orbe romano) which continued uninterrupted once word got around that gold and silver were to be found in the Carpathian Mountains. If we accept the figures of the French historian Ferdinand Lot who estimates the density of the native population of Greater Dacia at 10 inhabitants per sq. km, we reach a total of 1,500,000 inhabitants for the newly Romanized province. Adding the 50,000 Roman soldiers and an equal number of administrators (thus 100,000 in all), and taking subsequent immigration into account, the Roman element still represented a small fraction of the total population. Thus the truly extraordinary phenomenon for the period which followed the conquest was the Romanization of the 1,500,000 Dacians, the most striking feature of which was the penetration of the Latin language in all social strata of the population. Part of this process was undoubtedly due to the fact that Roman civilization, here as elsewhere, was based upon the city, the ideal melting pot where Romans constituted a majority. Among the record number of 44 urban settlements the more important were: Ulpia Trajana (the Roman capital was built but a short distance from the old Dacian capital of Sarmizegetusa), Napoca (Cluj), Potaissa (Turda), Drobeta (Turnu-Severin), and Apulum (Alba Iulia). Though the Dacians continued to constitute a majority in the villages, some of these grouped together and assumed semimunicipal status under the authority of local garrison commanders; in other instances Roman veterans or immigrants having served 25 years obligatory service settled, constructed villas, and took Dacian wives in marriage. Within a maximum of three generations the children of such unions were Romanized. Romanization also meant enjoying superior standards of living characterized by the construction of roads (the principal road crossed the entire province from the Danube to Porolissum (Moigrad); aqueducts, such as found at Apulum (Alba Iulia) for instance; thermal baths and spas at Mehadia, Călimăneşti, Felix (which attract patients suffering from a variety of ills to this day); amphitheaters, where up to 12,000 spectators could be seated at Ulpia Trajana, the capital, for example. A higher standard of living was provided by more rational exploitation of gold, silver, salt, crude oil, and iron ore deposits, the efficient cultivation of grain, and more specialized methods in animal husbandry. With the organization of an export trade both finished products and raw materials could now reach wide markets in other parts of the empire.











Chapter IV Medieval Survival: 
the Enigma of the Middle Ages



Because of the increasing threat of inroads from the East, Emperor Aurelian in two separate steps decided first to withdraw the legions and the administration from Northern Transylvania at the close of the year 271. During the spring of 275 the remaining troops were removed from the Banat and Oltenia south of the Danube — though several bridgeheads such as Drobeta and Sucidava continued to be occupied by Roman troops. So as to soften the blow, the emperor transferred the old name of the province Dacia bordering the Danube to present day Bulgaria, baptizing the former province of Moesia: Dacia Ripensis and Dacia Mediterranea with its capital at Serdica (Sofia) further south. Formal Roman occupation had lasted barely 170 years, a shorter period of time than Roman control of England (34-383), though with far more lasting consequences. The vacuum left by Rome was filled in the centuries to follow by various East Germanic tribes: the Vandals in the Banat and Criş region; the Visigoths in the heart of the former province, while the Gepids settled in the Northern Carpathian Mountains. It took the East German tribes half a century to settle the newly occupied province and for a time they were willing to coexist with the Romans. Emperor Diocletian (284-301), for instance, the great Dalmatian reorganizer of the empire, chose a policy of settling the Visigoths along the north shores of the Danube. Constantine the Great (306-337), by moving the Roman capital to Constantinople in 330, gave a clear signal that defense and reconquest of the Balkans was the main concern of East Roman foreign policy. Indeed the building of a new stone and wood bridge at Celei designed by the architect Teophilius Patricius and modelled upon the one constructed by Trajan earlier (at Drobeta) was indicative of this new approach and extended the Roman conquest to the plain of Wallachia. A twelve-foot earthen wall along a deep moat cutting across Oltenia and southern Wallachia all the way from Drobeta to Mizil, still called Novac‟s wall, bears testimony of the fact. So are the numerous fortifications built by Constantine from Turnu-Severin to the city of Daphne built at the mouth of the Argeş River. Emperor Valens continued this effort organizing two successful expeditions against the Goths in 367 and 369, who were repelled to the mountains. Renewed military efforts of the kind only serve to emphasize that the date 275 chosen at random by historians as marking the date of the withdrawal of the Roman troops from Dacia is quite arbitrary, rather like picking 1453 as the end of Greek culture, following the fall of Constantinople to the Turks. Equally meaningless is Emperor Constantine‟s designation of the regions north of the Danube as “the land of the Sarmathians,” an Iranian tribe like the Scythians who temporarily dominated the Wallachian Plain during his reign but who were not numerous enough to have any lasting impact upon the local populations. The fact is that with little or no incentive to leave the bulk of the Daco-Roman population whether scattered in the countryside or living in towns stayed behind. The Dacian element was in fact reinforced by the immigration of free Dacian tribes who had hitherto lived in Moldavia outside the Roman Empire — and were in turn Romanized.


The first Germanic tribes to settle in the former province of Dacia were the Visigoths — or West Goths, to be followed by the Ostrogoths (East Goths), Gepids, Lombards, and eventually Vandals.


The center of Visigothic power was located in the northern part of the country in the Buzău Mountains of Wallachia and the valley of Pietroasa. The paucity of West Gothic remains in Romania and the insignificant number of German words which found their way in the Romanian language further attests the superficiality of their impact. Among Gothic finds, the most famous was a treasure discovered at Pietroasa (Buzău district) labelled “the hen and the golden chicken.” It consisted of twelve gold pieces decorated with precious jewels. On one ring an old German inscription read: “these are the sacred properties of the Goths,” possibly, that of King Alaric himself. The Visigoths were to remain in control of Northern Romania for about a century, when the advancing Huns forced them into Imperial territory following their bloody victory at Adrianople over Emperor Valens in 378. Undoubtedly some of the invading tribes survived north of the Danube, mingled with other East Germans, but they were rapidly assimilated by the Daco-Roman populations.


The period of Hunnish domination (375-454) which followed is an event which has been overdramatized by contemporary and even modern historians. A Mongolic, yellow-skinned people who came from North Central Asia, they were looked upon by the natives almost like extra terrestrial Martians in the likes of ET. Undoubtedly the destructions wrought by these masterful horsemen were without precedent in scale and dealt a deathblow to what remained of urban life in the former Roman province of Dacia. Most of the remaining East Germans were subjugated: Gepids, Visigoths, Ostrogoths, as well as free Dacians and Sarmathians were rapidly integrated within this new military confederation. At the beginning of the fifth century they established a kingdom under Attila, “the scourge of God,” who ruled from 445 to 453 following the assassination of his brother Bleda. Despite countless horror stories which have entered the realm of folklore, the Hunnish king appreciated the benefits of Roman civilization: he had stone Roman baths constructed; his chancellery used Latin for its diplomatic correspondence and he was a keen student of the strengths and weaknesses of the Roman character. A great statesman and noteworthy military leader, Attila was unduly mesmerized by the quest for power, extending his kingdom from North China to present day France. He finally reached the Roman province of Gaul but was defeated near the city of Troyes in 451 by the Roman General Aetius. Returning to the plains of Hungary the great king died unexpectedly in 453 according to legend during his honeymoon in the arms of his beautiful new bride, Ildico, who was of German origin. All the captives employed to make his grave were put to death so that no one be left to betray the last resting place of the great king which is certainly not the single modest Hunish tomb found on Romanian soil to date. With Attila‟s death the Hunish Empire relapsed into anarchy and ultimately collapsed with various successors and East German tribes fighting over the possession of separate territories. Following that period the Daco-Roman lands are occasionally called “the land of the Goths” probably under the rule of Gepid kings who led the revolt against the Huns. German power, however, was already waning as early as 408 when King Alaric began settling his tribes in Italy — he occupied Rome in the year 410. The Ostrogoths under King Theodoric followed suit and he freed Eastern Europe of further perils by his own advance to Italy in 488. Only the Gepids, sheltering behind the natural barrier of the Carpathians and the Criş Valley, succeeded in establishing an authority of some kind for another century, until 567. They ruled their kingdom from two centers, one at Apahida, located near the city of Cluj, and the other of Porolissum (Moigrad). Many elaborate grave-sites have been found at both sites containing remains of skeletons, weapons, gold jewels, and horse carcasses. They are characteristic of the burial rites of important warriors, likely the tombs of Gepid kings.


The Gepid Kingdom in turn fell prey to the onslaught of a strange coalition of East German Lombards and Mongolic Avars. While the Lombards, like many of the East Germans eventually moved westwards to the plain of Lombardy, the Avars identified in Asia as the Chuan Chuan continued to stay in the Danube area for some time. They were in a sense the political and spiritual heirs of the Huns tainted with the same reputation for cruelty and sharing many of their characteristics. During some two centuries until 800, they superimposed their rule over the Daco-Roman settlers and what was left of the Romanized East German tribes. Archeologists have discovered an important Avar city at Sirmiun (Mitroviţa) via Transylvania where the graves of some of their chieftains have been excavated.


Paradoxically enough, it was during this period of “the wandering of nations” that Christianity began to spread throughout all the Romanian lands. The Christianization of the Daco-Romans is an important but long neglected historical topic which has been oversimplified by certain historians who have focused attention exclusively upon the organization of a Christian church by disciples of Cyril and Methodius during the ninth century. Originally, missionaries from Illyria succeeded in planting the seeds of Christianity among soldiers, administrators, and the local population during the first years of the Roman occupation. Subsequent persecutions by Emperor Diocletian only served to drive the new faith underground. It was only with Constantine‟s Edict of Milan (313), which established the principle of religious toleration, but at that time the former Roman province was under East German rule. Christianization of the masses occurred during these troubled times and more particularly between 350 and 450 during the Hunish period. This contrasts favorably with persecution both by Gothic Pagan and by Aryan kings — who adopted this heresy in the years 341-348 from Bishop Ulfila, who translated the scriptures in the Gothic tongue. The new Christian religion made many converts particularly among Daco-Roman settlers in the cities along the Danube. Persecutions by the heathen King Alaric was responsible for the death of the most revered Christian martyr of this early period, Saint Sava the Goth, whom the king ordered to be drowned in the Buzău River. His feast day is still observed in the Romanian Orthodox calendar on the 18 April. St. Sava‟s writings represent fascinating primary sources attesting the interrelationship between Visigoths and Daco-Romans on the one hand and Pagans and Christians on the other, during a period when documents were scarce.


In addition to such early writings, various inscriptions of martyrs have been deciphered in Dobrogea at Tomis, Dinogeţia, Novi Tunua, Halmyris, and Durostorum, during the period of Diocletian‟s persecutions which provide further proof of the early Christianization of the Daco-Romans during the third and fourth centuries. In the spring of 1971 a peasant from the village of Niculiţel (district of Tulcea) while digging up his backyard came across a complete mausoleum built within a small chapel in a perfect state of preservation. It was square in shape capped by a brick cupola. Within the crypt a Greek inscription was found with the following words painted red: “martyrs of Christ… Zotikos, Attalos Kamasios Philippos.” We know from other sources that this particular martyr‟s death occurred during the fourth century. Recent archeological investigation in the area has uncovered more than 30 basilicas dating from the fourth to the sixth centuries. One of these, discovered at Sucidava (Celei) on the Danube, a brick and stone construction, reveals the name of its priest, one Lukonokos, son of Lycatios, undoubtedly one of the earliest in the Daco-Roman lands. In addition to Dobrogea, remains of primitive places of worship funeral inscriptions, fragments of crosses and other symbols of early Christian practice were found in the Banat and Transylvania.


A final argument attesting the existence of an early church is provided by the study of Romanian words connected with the practice of Christianity, all of which have a Latin derivation. For instance: biserică, meaning “church,” is derived from the Latin basilica; Dumnezeu, the Romanian word for “God,” comes from Dominus Deus; preot, “priest,” from presbyterum; sânt, “saint,” from sanctus; cruce, “cross,” from the accusative of crux, crucem; a boteza, “to baptize,” from baptizare; a cumineca, “to take communion,” from communicare; duminica, “Sunday,‟ from Dominica Dies; rugăciune, “prayer,” from the accusative form of rogatio, rogationem; înger, “angel,” from angelus. All Christian feast days are Roman in origin: Paşte (“Easter”) from Paschae, sărbătoare (“feast day”) from dies (con) servatoria. Only terms referring to ecclesiastical hierarchy in the strict sense are of Slavonic origin and belong to the ninth century, when the Bulgars succeeded in organizing the Christian church. Even without formal organization during this early period there must have been spiritual leaders of sorts who had the power of ordaining priests to take care of their Christian flock. It should be emphasized that the Christianization of the Daco-Romans, unlike that of other East European peoples such as the Bulgarians or Lithuanians who reverted to Pagan practices, was an irreversible phenomenon — archeologists who study burial rites have uncovered no instances of pagan revivals.


Of all the invaders who settled in the former Roman province of Dacia by far the most significant were the Slavs, who began to settle in the Carpathian Danubian area and elsewhere in the Balkans towards the beginning of the sixth century, possibly before. Their original habitat was the vast northern plain which lies between the Vistula and the Pripet Marshes of Russia. The first massive onslaught of the Slavs against the East Roman Empire took place during the reign of the Emperor Justin (518-527) and were renewed with increasing intensity against Justinian (527-565) when they crossed the Danube and caused great devastation in their path. By 546 a characteristic compromise took place in some way reminiscent of earlier settlements between Romans and East Germans. The Slavs were allowed to occupy some of the Danubian townships — Tyras (Cetatea Albă), originally built by Trajan, is a good case in point. They could even settle in the hinterland so long as they refrained from hostile action, organized themselves as allies of Rome, and helped Justinian repel the threat of other invaders. The peace, however, was of short duration. From 559 onwards the Slavs renewed hostilities against the East Romans across the Danube and in spite of staunch resistance they succeeded in occupying Southern Moldavia and Eastern Wallachia, though the Avars continued to control the Transylvanian plateau. In the Balkans their separate tribes, the Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs, settled in the territories of modern Yugoslavia, and impinged upon the Romanized populations of Bulgaria, permanently Slavicizing the masses, with the exception of the Dalmatian coastline. Although they never succeeded in forming a larger centralized Slavic state encompassing the whole peninsula, assimilation of the local populations by the Slavs was the most significant process in the formation of the future states south of the Danube.


With reference to the Slavic immersion in the former Daco-Roman lands we must distinguish two distinctive phases:


The first, beginning in the sixth century and continuing to the end of the seventh century, is characterized by heavy migrations, particularly in the Lower Danube region, the Eastern Carpathians up to the Dniester River. During this period the Slavs represented the ruling elite and in certain cases succeeded in Slavicizing portions of the local populations. During the second period from the beginning of the eighth and ninth centuries, while Slavic penetration extended its area of conquest roughly to the frontiers of present Romania, since fewer numbers were involved, they lost their political ascendancy and were readily assimilated by the Daco-Roman population.


In order to clarify this confusing early Medieval period — certainly dark in terms of the scarcity of written sources — the student should make note of three important phenomena, each of which had a profound impact on the future history of the Romanian people.


1. One should first underscore the demographic growth of the indigenous population, particularly striking in view of the substantial decline during the period of Hunish and Avar invasions. This statistical fact confirmed by archeologists measuring the larger perimeters of cities, towns, and even villages from the seventh century onwards, is particularly obvious in Transylvania.


2. Another observation confirmed by archeological research was the rapid assimilation by the native Daco-Romans of the surviving East German and Asiatic people, notably in the Banat and Southern Transylvania during the last decades of the seventh century.


3. Finally, notice must be taken of the breakdown of the political contacts between the Carpatho-Danubian world and what was left of the Byzantine Empire — even though commercial ties persist for some time. This was due to the heavy Slavic presence south of the Danube and the establishment of the Bulgarian state which destroyed the common frontier with Byzantium. Indeed it was the interaction and cumulative effect of all these forces: the demographic upsurge, assimilation of barbarians and Slavs, and the breakdown of political contacts with Byzantium which hastened the process of formation of the Romanian language and people.
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