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Preface


I must have been nine years old when I first saw the 1931 movie, Dracula, on television. The movie didn’t really frighten me, but I loved the spooky atmosphere and Bela Lugosi’s Hungarian accent. At the time, I did not know that Transylvania was a real place and that there was someone long ago named Dracula. Soon after, my father told me there really is a Transylvania. Later, when I was a teenager, I read Bram Stoker’s Dracula. In the novel, Count Dracula referred to a Voivode (warlord) Dracula who crossed the Danube and defeated the Turks on their own ground. Dracula was, however, ultimately defeated and replaced by his “unworthy brother,” who “sold” his people to the Turks “and brought the shame of slavery on them!” When I first read the novel, I still thought this was all fiction 

Years later, when I was a graduate student at New Mexico State University, I worked in the University Library. There I found a book by Raymond T. McNally and Radu Florescu, In Search of Dracula, which claimed that Count Dracula was based on a real person, a fifteenth century Romanian warrior-prince named Vlad Dracula, or Vlad Țepeș (the Impaler). He was never a vampire in Romanian legend — that was the invention of Stoker, an Irish writer at the end of the nineteenth century — but he was reputed to have been an exceptionally cruel ruler. Being a historian, this fascinated me. In the following years, I read all I could about the real Dracula. Following my retirement from Penn State in 2021, I began writing this book, which combines my childhood fascination with Dracula with my thoughts on the nature of history.

The purpose of the book is to make readers aware of the often-uncertain nature of historical “truth.” It examines the many writings on Vlad Dracula by authors from the Impaler’s own time to the present. Writers from different countries in different periods and with different agendas saw Dracula in different ways. Much depended on who, where, and when. When Stoker wrote his vampire novel, he evidently had no idea that Dracula was a national hero in his native Romania. It is not clear that he even knew about the real Dracula’s atrocities, perhaps because the one book that he certainly read which mentioned the Voivode Dracula, William Wilkinson’s An Account of the Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia (1820) did not mention the cruel punishments Dracula inflicted on his victims, such as impalement. 

It is also notable that in 1896, the year before Stoker’s Dracula was published, two books appeared written by Romanian scholars with opposing viewpoints on Vlad the Impaler. One was the publication of the French edition Alexander D. Xénopol’s Histoire des Roumains de la Dacie Trajane depuis les origins jusqu’a l’union des principautés en 1859 (History of the Romanians from Dacia Trajana to the Union of the Principalities in 1859). Xénopol regarded Vlad Țepeș as a Machiavellian ruler whose cruelties were pursued for political ends. The other book, Ioan Bogdan’s Vlad Țepeș si Naratiniunile Germane si Ruseti asupra lui (Vlad Țepeș and the German and Russian Narratives about Him), which has never been translated from Romanian, regarded Vlad Țepeș as mentally deranged. 

It is also a matter of geographical perspective how one regards Dracula’s fame. Because of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, and the books published in recent decades linking the vampire Count with Vlad Țepeș, he is seen by people in the West as the most famous Romanian ruler. Among Romanians he is certainly regarded a national hero but he is seen as less great than several other of the country’s warrior-princes of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Stephen the Great and Michael the Brave. Yet the latter two are known by few people in the West.

This book also assumes that history is not a morality tale. The author, like Machiavelli, is not concerned with “imagined republics and principalities that never really existed at all.” The book tries to avoid moral judgments and concentrate instead on an attempt to understand history. This is certainly a challenge when writing about someone with such an awful reputation as Vlad the Impaler. The book moreover seeks to place Vlad Țepeș among those rulers who sought to counter the serious threat to European Christendom posed by the expansion of the Islamic Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. These are the themes the author intends to pursue in the following pages.

 

James M. Donovan

 




Introduction
Monster or Hero?

In 1897, Bram Stoker’s famous vampire novel, Dracula, was published for the first time in England. Its main character was the bloodthirsty Count Dracula. This “vampire king” was arguably modeled on a fifteenth-century Romanian prince, Vlad Dracula, known after his death as Vlad the Impaler. Vlad was not a vampire, even in legend, but he was bloodthirsty in another way: he was reputed to have been an extremely cruel man, a monster who killed many thousands through grotesque and “unspeakable” punishments. In the late fifteenth century, the German-speaking Saxons of Transylvania, who had grievances against Dracula, told evidently exaggerated, even allegedly “defamatory”1 stories of Vlad the Impaler’s cruelties. These tales were then disseminated throughout central and eastern Europe through the new invention of the printing press and as a result of the efforts of the Hungarian king, Matthias Corvinus, who needed to justify his failure to come to the aid of his ally Dracula in Vlad’s 1462 war with the Turks. The German tales, which in pamphlet form were bestsellers of the day, were part of a propaganda campaign to discredit Vlad the Impaler, and they became the basis of the “dark” legend of Dracula in the West. The German Dracula horror stories were repeated by historians and other writers since, often uncritically. Stoker fittingly named his vampire after an historical figure with a reputation for evil. 

In 1904 — just seven years after the publication of Stoker’s Dracula — Romanians celebrated the four-hundredth anniversary of the death of Stephen the Great, prince of Moldavia from 1457 to 1504. Modern Romanians and Moldovans regard Stephen as one of their greatest rulers. He was the cousin — and sometimes the ally of — Vlad Dracula. In fact, Dracula assisted Stephen in his successful campaign to take the Moldavian throne in 1457. Though Vlad the Impaler is much better known in the West than Stephen the Great, Romanians see Stephen as an even greater hero who also strongly resisted the Turks.2 However, Vlad and Stephen are often linked. 

As part of the 1904 celebrations in Bucharest, two men representing Stephen the Great and Vlad Țepeș (Vlad the Impaler in Romanian) participated in a parade through the city, followed by others representing archers, crossbowmen, and pages. A reporter for the French newspaper, Le Temps, was certainly aware of the significance of the historical Dracula: “Vlad Tsepesh was a terrible lord, he exceeded in cruelty all that can be conceived of in the imagination of the most dissolute of tyrants…On the other hand, Vlad possessed extraordinary bravery and was just to the people and true to the good of the state.” 3

This Romanian version of Dracula differs strongly from the madman of the German stories and the vampire of Bram Stoker. Neither the Romanians nor the French journalist appear to have made any connection between the historical Dracula and the blood-sucking vampire. In part, this may have had something to do with the fact that Romanians prefer to call him Vlad Țepeș, for in modern Romanian Dracula means son of the devil and not son of the dragon, as it was in Vlad’s era. Moreover, Dracula was not translated into Romanian until 1990. To Romanians Vlad Țepeș was a valiant, though cruel, national hero, worthy of being represented in a procession before the Romanian royal family.

Here, then, are two different historical traditions concerning Dracula. In the West, he was a monster. In Romania, and indeed elsewhere in Eastern Europe, he was a hero. The first tradition was based on the German stories. The second was based on Romanian folklore and on Slavic writings. 

These different historical traditions concerning Dracula present challenges to historians, specifically in the search for the truth about this very controversial figure. This is the task of historiography — the writing of history, the study of how history was written, who wrote it, and what factors influenced how it was written, and the agendas of those recording events. Professional historians rely on two very broad categories of evidence. The first are primary sources, which are characterized by their immediacy to the events they describe. These include eyewitness accounts, documents from the era studied, contemporary writings, and sometimes even physical artifacts. The second are books and writings by other historians. 

A very major problem for historians, however, is bias in both primary and secondary sources in respect to interpretations and even in the recording of “facts.” The writings of contemporaries and of the historians which followed them have often interpreted evidence in the light of their own viewpoints, the perspectives of their own times, and have even at times ignored evidence which did not fit in with their ideological leanings or preconceived notions. Ion Budai-Deleanu, a major Romanian poet and historian, realized this more than two centuries ago when he commented about those who wrote about Vlad the Impaler: “His friends wrote well of him and badly did his enemies.”4 For centuries, writers in Western Europe relied principally on those who wrote badly about Dracula, especially in German texts, which exaggerated Vlad’s cruelties and greatly exaggerated the numbers of persons he supposedly killed. Romanian and Slavic writings more favorable to the Wallachian prince were evidently long unknown in the West, perhaps because they were written in languages few understood outside the countries in which they were composed. What is more, the figure of Vlad Dracula has through the centuries been portrayed very often to conform to different political agendas. These include those of Dracula’s contemporaries — the Transylvania Saxons, Matthias Corvinus King of Hungary and the Ottoman Turks, Romanian nationalists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Turkish nationalists of the 1920s, advocates of Franco-Romanian friendship in the early twentieth century, the Romanian far-right in the period between the two world wars, Romanian Stalinists in the early post-World War II era, Romanian National Communists in the 1970s and 1980s, and still others. Even Bram Stoker’s novel evidently included some kind of political agenda in respect to Dracula. Vlad the Impaler has been described as a monster of cruelty, a mad sadist, a coldly calculating Machiavellian ruler, a Romanian patriotic hero who strongly resisted Turkish conquest, a class hero to the peasantry, and so on.

The writings on Dracula also show that it is not always true that the victors write the histories; sometimes it is the defeated. There have been some Romanian historians who claim that Dracula actually won his war with the Turks in 1462, though the evidence suggest otherwise. 

To penetrate this fog of bias to find an approximation of the true history of Dracula is a difficult task. Perhaps the most fundamental problem is that most of what is known about him comes from the writings of his enemies. This means that it is first necessary to examine carefully the written records about him in an attempt to separate “facts” from “fiction” before looking at what historians have written about Vlad the Impaler in the centuries since his death. 

 




Chapter I
The Life of Vlad Dracula: “Fact” and “Fiction”


Vlad Dracula’s cruelty and paranoid outlook in part grew out of the traumatic experiences of his childhood and in part by the necessities of getting and keeping power in the violent and treacherous world of the fifteenth century. He was born sometime between 1428-29 and 1431, probably in Sighisoara, in Transylvania (then part of the Kingdom of Hungary).5 He belonged to the Basarab dynasty of Wallachia, in what is now southern Romania. At the time of Dracula’s birth, his father, Vlad II Dracul,6 was a claimant to the Wallachian throne with the support of the Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund of Luxembourg. In 1431, the emperor inducted Vlad into the chivalric Order of the Dragon, formed to fight heresy and the Turks.7 This was why Vlad II became known as Vlad Dracul, because in the Romanian of the period Dracul meant dragon, not devil as it is now. Dracula (or Draculea) meant Son of the Dragon. Vlad Țepeș himself signed his name as Dragulya or Drakulya .8

However, Sigismund soon had a change of heart over who should rule Wallachia. He supported Alexandru Aldea, who with Moldavian backing, launched an invasion of Wallachia in 1431 and seized the principality’s throne. 9 Meanwhile, Vlad Dracul remained in Transylvania, where Sigismund had made him military governor of the province.10 Alexandru Aldea, who reigned from 1431 to 1436, tried to retain good relations with both Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. But he failed with Hungary, and this gave Vlad Dracul the opportunity to invade Wallachia. Alexandru Aldea died of natural causes in 1436, and this allowed Vlad to take over the throne of Wallachia.11 Vlad Dracula accompanied his father to Wallachia.12 

Vlad II Dracul was the prince of Wallachia twice (in 1436-1442 and 1443-1447]. He tried to maintain a careful balance between Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. In 1443, he returned to the throne of Wallachia with the support of the Ottoman Sultan Murad II. But this came at a price: to ensure Vlad’s continued loyalty, the Sultan insisted that the Wallachian voivode leave his two younger sons, Vlad and Radu, as hostages to the Turks.13 Vlad II’s alliance with the Turks angered the governor of the Hungarian province of Transylvania, John Hunyadi, who had also been elected governor general of Hungary in 1446 in the name of the child king Ladislas. 14 Hunyadi supported a new pretender to the Wallachian throne: Vladislav II. He asked for the assistance of the magnates of the Saxon city of Brașov, in southern Transylvania. Accordingly, in late 1447, Hunyadi invaded Wallachia and had Vlad Dracul executed. Vlad’s eldest son, Mircea, was blinded by red hot stakes and buried alive by the boyars of Târgoviște.15 Dracula remained a Turkish captive until 1448.16 It seems that these events of his youth twisted Dracula’s personality in ways which made him a very suspicious and vengeful man. Although it is risky to look into the psyche of someone so long dead, the Romanian-American psychologist, Peter Dan, tried to do so in respect to Dracula. Dan claimed that Dracula was not a psychopath, meaning someone who exhibits a “behavioral devaluation of others, chronic emotional detachment” and takes pleasure in deceiving others. But the experiences of his childhood made Vlad paranoid and emotionally detached. Vlad’s father clearly favored the older brother, Mircea, who he wanted to be his successor. But the worst betrayal came in 1443 when Vlad Dracul willingly gave Vlad and Radu as hostages to Sultan Murad II: 

“From the young Vlad Dracula’s perspective this was an act of utter betrayal and rejection…In essence his father had sacrificed both him and Radu in order to keep Mircea on the throne. Their lives were forfeit if his father did not respect his agreement with the Sultan. He was helpless, alone…he was treated like nobility, but for the next six years he had to live with the very real possibility of being maimed or executed at any time for the possible transgressions of his father, something he had no control over.” 

According to Dan, this was a traumatic and formative event in young (age eleven) Vlad’s life. In fact, in 1442 the sons of the Serbian ruler Brankovic were publicly blinded for plotting with their father against the Sultan. If one cannot trust a parent, how can one trust anybody.17

Vlad’s distrust of people was furthered by the intrigues of the Sultan’s court. There a paranoid atmosphere was created by the fact that the Sultanate did not have a rule of automatic succession by the eldest son (primogeniture). Preference was given to the “fittest” and not the “eldest.” Since the Sultan had a harem, there were many sons. As a consequence, there was a lot of plotting for the Sultanate, with sons killing sons. Because of his early experiences, Dracula most likely developed a Paranoid Personality Disorder, “characterized by generalized mistrust and suspicion of others…” Persons with this personality disorder “have the mistaken belief that “others are lying and plotting against them…” They doubt that others are loyal to them and can be trusted. Dracula did not develop empathy for others, because of “psychic numbing,” reinforced by the traumatic experiences of his childhood.18 As Dracula’s women in the novel put it: “you never love.”19 

Yet Dan notes that Dracula’s suspiciousness and emotional detachment were appropriate in the kind of world he lived in, that “in his life experiences having a paranoid worldview was a useful adaptation.” Dracula was in control of himself: “He was able to master the intricate and ever shifting game of alliances and allegiances and to play it well.”20

This was evident during Vlad’s early adulthood. He made his first bid for power in Wallachia in 1448, at the age of seventeen. This came at a time when Wallachian prince Vladislav II and John Hunyadi were fighting the Turks in Serbia, where they were defeated at the Second Battle of Kosovo (this was what Count Dracula meant when he referred to “the shame of Cassova”). With Vladislav II absent from his principality, Dracula seized the Wallachian throne with Turkish support. However, Vladislav survived the Second Battle of Kosovo and with remnants of his army and the Hungarian army, he invaded Wallachia and defeated Dracula, putting an end to Vlad’s first brief two-month reign.21 

Dracula then fled into exile; from 1448 to 1455 he moved back and forth from Moldavia to Transylvania as the political situation determined. In Moldavia, he became the friend of the young future prince of that principality, Stephen the Great. 22 Though John Hunyadi was responsible for his father’s death, Dracula asked that the Hungarian governor grant him asylum. By this time, Hunyadi had discovered to his displeasure that Vladislav II was pro-Turkish. He now sought to replace the weak Wallachian voivode with the militant son of Vlad Dracul.23 Hunyadi introduced Dracula to the Hungarian King Ladislav II. 24 “Like a chivalrous vassal,” Dracula fought in many of Hunyadi’s anti-Turkish campaigns.25 In 1456, Hunyadi provided military assistance to Dracula in his successful effort to reclaim the Wallachian throne. Vladislav was killed. John Hunyadi himself died of plague in August shortly after defeating the Turks in their siege of Belgrade.26 

This marked the beginning of Dracula’s principal reign (1456-1462). Vlad Țepeș’ principal goals as voivode were to restore law and order and political stability to his troubled principality and to defend its independence. His principal tactic to achieve these goals was to inspire fear through the use of terror. This resulted in a series of atrocities. The accuracy of contemporary accounts of these atrocities needs be evaluated as closely as possible since they were to have such an important influence on the historiography of Vlad the Impaler.

To achieve stability, Dracula had to suppress the factionalism of Wallachia’s nobles (the boyars) and avenge those who he believed were responsible for the deaths of his father and elder brother. The problem arose largely from the way the princes were chosen. The princes were elected by an Assembly of Boyars, but they had to choose from among members of the Basarab dynasty which had established the principality around 1310. There was, however, no fixed rule of succession. Any member of the reigning family, even illegitimate offspring, was eligible for election. As a result, rival factions of boyars sought to gain power by supporting rival claimants to the throne, resulting in the frequent overthrow of rulers.27

The situation was aggravated by foreign interference. Wallachia in the fifteenth century was a buffer state between Hungary and the expanding Ottoman Empire,[Illustration 1 about here] so the rulers of both states sought to influence the selection of princes to their advantage. According to the calculations of Kurt W. Treptow, there were seven rulers of Wallachia from 1310 to 1418, a period of 108 years and the average reign was fifteen years. However, from 1418 to 1476, a period of fifty-eight years, there were a total of eleven princes, for an average reign of slightly more than five years. Worse yet, many of these rulers reigned for several separate times, so that the average reign was in reality only two years.28 The downfall and execution of Vlad Dracula’s own father was a good example of this situation.

In order to punish those he believed responsible for the deaths of his father and older brother (by this time Dracula had found Mircea’s grave and the clawmarks on the coffin lid provided proof that he had been buried alive)29 along with all disloyal boyars, Dracula in 1457 (or 1459) invited them to an Easter banquet at his palace in Târgoviște 30 There are several versions of what happened there. One is from an old Romanian tale:

“Vlad voivode Țepelus…found that the boyars of Târgoviște had buried alive one of his brothers. And in order to know the truth, he searched for his brother in the grave and found him face down. So when the day of Easter came, while all the citizens were feasting, and the young ones dancing, he surrounded and captured them. All those who were old he had impaled and strung around the city, but all the young ones, with their wives and children, as they were dressed up for Easter, he had taken to Poienari [to build a castle] where they were put to work until their clothes were all torn and they were left naked. For this he was given the name of Țepelus.” 31

There were also several German versions. One was in the anonymous pamphlet, the Geschichte Dracole Waide (The Story of Voivode Dracula), printed in Vienna in 1463:

“He [Dracula] invited to his house all the lords and nobles of his country; when the meal was finished, he addressed the oldest and asked him how many voivodes or princes had reigned in the country during his lifetime. He answered as many as he can think of; he also questioned the others, young and old, and asked each how many they could recall. One answered fifty, another, thirty, another, twenty, another, a dozen, and none were young enough to remember seven. Then he impaled all these lords and their number was five-hundred.”32

Michael Beheim, the German minnesinger, at about the same time repeated the above story, but added these significant lines: 

“When he had finished with these questions…
Dracula said: ‘Tell me, how is it that you have had 
So many voivodes and lords 
In your country? 
The fault is your shameful discords.’
He took all the nobles, 
Young and old, and impaled them all,
They numbered five-hundred.” 33

According to Matei Cazacu, Beheim did not invent this dialogue. His principal source of information, a monk from Târgoviște who had taken refuge in Wiener Neustatdt, was well-acquainted with the affairs of Wallachia. He could have gathered from public rumor or from important officials approximately what was said at the court. But the number of five-hundred impaled in both German stories was apparently a gross exaggeration. If the banquet had occurred in Easter 1459, it was held on March 25, when it was still too cold (the average mid-day temperature in modern Târgoviște on this date is about 50 degrees Fahrenheit)34 to have the feast outside. Yet the great reception hall of Dracula’s palace, which has been excavated, was so modest in size that it could not hold more than about fifty people, perhaps less. However, if the feast had occurred in 1457, it was April 17, when the average mid-day temperature in modern Târgoviște is about ten degrees warmer.35 This was a more likely date than 1459, for it was the first Easter following Dracula’s seizure of power, when it would seem the time had come to seek vengeance and carry out a purge. Even so, this event occurred during the “Little Ice Age,”36 when it was presumably colder in Târgoviște than it has been in recent years. Moreover, it is difficult to imagine a petty ruler providing food and accommodations for 500 people.

There were other gross numerical exaggerations in the German Dracula tales. This was at least in part a reflection of the medieval attitude toward numbers. Philip Zeigler has pointed out that medieval people were very loose about numbers and tended at times to greatly exaggerate. For example, contemporary chroniclers grossly overestimated the number of people who died in the Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century. 37 Medieval writers used exaggerated numbers for dramatic effect or as “a picturesque adornment.” When, for example, they mentioned impossibly huge numbers of people who died in cities and countries during the Black Death, “what was meant was that an awful lot of people had died.”38 It is a safe assumption that Dracula killed many people, but the numbers of dead seem to have been exaggerated considerably, as was evident in other tales about the Wallachian voivode. This was not without importance. Dracula’s very bloody reputation rested in part on gross exaggerations in the numbers of people he killed. Yet before the late twentieth century these numerical exaggerations were accepted uncritically by many persons — though not all — who wrote about Dracula. The tale of the easter banquet may have some truth to it, but the number of Vlad’s victims must have been far less than the German stories tell us.

Dracula held another infamous banquet for a group of people at the other end of the class hierarchy. This was the burning of the poor. Vlad was determined to fight poverty in his principality — by killing the poor. Accordingly, Dracula at some point in his reign allegedly invited all the paupers he could find to a banquet where he had them all burnt to death. There are at least five versions of the story. One of the earliest is the from the Geschichte Dracole Waide of 1463:

“He [Dracula] invited to his home all the poor people he found in his country and, after they had eaten, he burned all two-hundred of them in a room.39

In Beheim’s version of the story:

“He [Dracula] invited to his home many of the sick, blind, invalid, lame, beggars and the poor, pell-mell, that he could assemble. When the meal was finished, he burnt them all together and said: These people are worthless.’ There were six-hundred or more of them, and none survived.” 40 

Antonius Bonfinius (Antonio Bonfini), an Italian Humanist who became the official chronologist at the court of the Hungarian King Matthias Corvinus in the late fifteenth century, wrote a similar account:

“He [Dracula] invited all of the beggars, who had lost everything because of their laziness, the sick, and the poor to a great feast, but after they had their fill of food and wine, he burned them to death.” 41 

Another version of the burning of the poor is from a Romanian folktale, and it is much lengthier and somewhat more sympathetic to Dracula than the above accounts:

“There were a great number of people out of work at the time of Vlad the Impaler. In order to live they had to eat…So in order to eat they wandered aimlessly and begged for food and subsisted by begging without working. If a man…were to ask one of these beggars why they didn’t work a little, too, some would answer: ‘Don’t I wander around all day long? If I cannot find work, am I to blame?’…The others also always found a pretext for not working…they found something wrong with all the trades.”

“When the prince heard of this and saw with his own eyes the large number of beggars who were really fit to work, he began to reflect. The Gospel says that man shall earn his daily bread only through the sweat of his brow. Prince Vlad thought: ‘These men live off the sweat of others, so they are useless to humanity. It is a form of thievery. In fact, the masked robber in the forest demands your purse, but if you are quicker with your hand and more vigorous than he you can escape from him. However, these others take your belongings gradually by begging — but they still take them. They are worse than robbers. May such men be eradicated from my land.’ And after due reflection, he ordered that the announcement be made throughout the land that on a certain day all beggars should assemble, since the prince was going to distribute a batch of clothes and to treat them to a copious meal.”

“On the appointed day, Tirgoviste groaned under the weight of the large number of beggars who had come. The prince’s servants passed out a batch of clothes to each one, then they led the beggars to some large house where tables had been set. The beggars marveled at the prince’s generosity…”

“Then they started eating. And what do you think they saw before them: a meal such as one would find on the prince’s own table, wines and all the best things to eat which weigh you down. The beggars had a feast which became legendary. They ate and drank greedily. Most of them got dead drunk. As they became incoherent, they were suddenly faced with fire on all sides. The prince had ordered his servants to set the house on fire. They rushed to the doors to get out, but the doors were locked. The fire progressed…When the fire finally abated, there was no trace of any living soul.”42

Also somewhat sympathetic to Dracula was a Russian version of the story by Fedor Kurytsin, an emissary of Czar Ivan III at the court of Matthias Corvinus from 1482 to 1485, and who claimed to have seen one of Dracula’s sons and had collected information in Buda, Transylvania and Moldavia. In his manuscript the Skazanie O Drakule Voevode (The Story about Dracula), probably written in 1486.43 Kurytsin wrote the following account:

“Once Dracula ordered throughout the land that whoever was old or sick or poor should come to him. And there gathered at the palace a huge multitude of poor and vagabonds, who expected some great act of charity. And he ordered that all these miserable people be gathered together in a large house which was prepared with this idea in mind. And he ordered that they be given food and drink in accordance with their wishes. Then, after having eaten, they began to amuse themselves. Then Dracula personally came to see them and spoke to them in the following way: ‘What else do you need?’ And they answered him in unison, ‘Lord, only God and your Highness knows, as God will let you hear.’ He then said to them, ‘Do you want to make you without any further cares, so that you have no other wants in the world?’ And, as they all expected some great gift, they answered, ‘We wish it, Lord.’ At that point he ordered that the house be locked and set on fire, and all of them perished in the fire within it. During this time he told his nobles, ‘Know that I have done this first of all so that these unfortunate people will no longer be a burden on others, and so that there should be no more poor in my land but only rich people, and in the second place, I freed these people, so that none of them suffers any longer in this world either because of poverty, or because of some sickness.”44

All five versions of the story of the burning of the poor have a few features in common: Dracula invited all the beggars and other unfortunates he could find to a banquet and after they had eaten had them all burned to death. On the other points, the accounts diverge. In one German version, the number of poor people burned is two-hundred; in another German version it is six-hundred. Both of these figures are probably exaggerated. In the first German version, the two-hundred people are burned “in a room.” This is improbable because the great reception room in Dracula’s Târgoviște palace could not accommodate more than about fifty persons. One would hardly think it would have been burned. Two versions mention the victims were burned in a “large house.” If such a house had the equivalent of eight dining rooms accommodating twenty-five persons each, it could hold two-hundred diners. A house accommodating six-hundred diners seems inconceivable. The Russian and Romanian versions also include fairly extensive quotes from Dracula, but these differ in detail other than revealing Dracula’s desire to get rid of the poor. But the essentials of the story are in all five versions, giving it some credibility. 

Dracula also allegedly committed atrocities against women who did not live up his strict sexual standards for them or did not fulfill their wifely duties. In Kurytsin’s Russian text of 1486, it is stated:

“If a married woman committed adultery Dracula ordered that her shameful parts be cut and she be skinned alive. Then he ordered that her skin be hung in the middle of the city at the marketplace. He did the same with young girls who had not preserved their virginity and also widows [who fornicated]. In some cases he cut the nipples off their breasts. In other cases he took the skins from their vagina and he rammed an iron poker, reddened by fire, up their vaginas so far upwards that the iron bar emerged from their mouths. They remained naked, tied to a pole until the flesh and bones detached themselves or served as food for the birds.” 45

It is uncertain how much of all this actually occurred. But two tales of Dracula’s violent misogyny have some credibility because they are mentioned in Romanian folklore and in German and/or Russian texts. One is the tale of Dracula’s pregnant mistress. In the Romanian version, Dracula became furious when his mistress claimed that she was pregnant with his child. Dracula strongly denied it, and to prove his point he opened her entrails with his sword and saw no evidence of pregnancy. Dracula left while the woman “agonized in great pain.”46 A German text of 1488 repeats the story, except it mentions that the mistress was first examined by midwives who found that she was not pregnant. But Dracula cut open the woman anyway “right up to her breasts. And he said he wanted to know where his seed was, or where it had been.”47 

The other tale is that of the lazy woman. In the Romanian version, Dracula one day met a peasant man who was wearing a shirt that was too short. The prince asked the man if he was married. The man replied that he was. Dracula then berated the wife for her laziness, had her impaled, and gave the man a new wife. Dracula told the new wife why he had impaled the former one and: “Consequently, the new wife worked so hard she had no time to eat.”48 The tale is repeated in both German and Russian writings, with slight variations.49

According to one tale, Dracula was so cruel that he even punished someone who objected to the stench of impaled corpses. The tale exists in similar Romanian, Russian and German versions, giving it some degree of credibility. In the Romanian folk version, a boyar remarked that the corpses stunk. Dracula then shouted: “Servants, bring me a stake three times as long as those you see yonder. Make it up for me immediately in order to impale the boyar, so that he may no longer be able to smell the stench from below.”50 The Russian version of the tale is essentially the same, except the victim was a servant and not a boyar.51 The German version also repeats the essentials of the Romanian tale, except that the victim is once again a nobleman.52 

Tales of Dracula’s attacks on the Transylvania Saxon Towns seem to mix reality with exaggeration. The “Saxons” were the descendants of German settlers (most of whom did not actually come from Saxony) who were invited into Transylvania by the Kings of Hungary in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries to defend and develop the province, then part of the Hungarian kingdom. The Saxon colonists established a number of towns, which were granted a degree of autonomy.53 Before Dracula’s time, Saxon merchants were granted the right to trade freely in neighboring Wallachia. In 1458-59, Dracula revoked this right, supposedly to favor native manufacturers. He raised tariffs on Transylvanian goods, and permitted the Saxon merchants of Brașov and Sibiu to buy and sell in only three Wallachian towns — Câmpulung, Târgșor, and Târgoviște.54 

But the Saxon merchants ignored these restrictions and reacted to Dracula’s measures against their commercial interests by backing rivals to Vlad’s throne. One of these, Dan III, was given safe harbor and material support by the people of Brașov.55 The merchants of Sibiu backed another pretender, Dracula’s illegitimate brother, Vlad the Monk, who was given shelter at the village of Amlaș.56 Amlaș and Făgăraș were small Transylvanian duchies subject to the princes of Wallachia, but they refused to recognize Dracula’s authority.57

Dracula took harsh measures against the Transylvanian supporters of his rivals. In the Fall of 1459 he led a punitive expedition against Brașov. According to one of the German stories, Dracula:

“Invaded the Bârsa land and spoiled the rye and ruined all the corn in the fields. And the people were all captured outside of Brasov. Dracula went to Brașov, as far as the chapel of St. Jakob, and ordered that the suburbs of the city should be burned down. And no sooner had he arrived there, when early in the morning he gave orders that the men and women, young and old alike, should be impaled next to the chapel, at the foot of the mountain. He then sat down at a table in their midst and ate his breakfast with great pleasure.” 58

Any officer who did not succeed in carrying out Dracula’s orders could expect a grim fate. Dracula sent a captain to a suburb of Brașov named Codlea with orders to have his men burn the village. But “when his captain could not burn the village because of the resistance offered by the inhabitants and returned to Dracula and told him, ‘I could not do what you asked me to do,’ he had the captain impaled.”59

As for Dan III, Dracula captured him and ordered that he dig his own grave. The funeral service was read over Dan as he dug his grave, and then he was beheaded next to his tomb.60

Kurt W. Treptow notes the “exaggeration and literary embellishment” of the German Dracula tales which originated with Saxon refugees who could hardly be expected to be impartial about Vlad Țepeș.61 The statement that he ate breakfast amidst the impaled cannot be verified. A German account of Dracula’s next punitive expedition against the Transylvania rebels, with raids on Amlaș and Făgăraș in 1460, also contained exaggerations:

“In the year 1460, on St. Bartholemew’s day…Dracula crossed the forest with his servants and looked for all the Saxons, of both sexes, around the village of Amlaș, and all those that he could gather together he ordered to be thrown, one on top of the other, like a hill, and to slaughter them like cabbage, with swords and knives…And he ordered that the village, and everything in it, including the people, who numbered more than 30,000, to be burned.”

“And then, from all the lands that are called Făgăraș, he took the people and brought them to Wallachia, men, women, and children, and he ordered that all of them be impaled.”62

These tales contain one obvious exaggeration: as Treptow notes, the village of Amlaș certainly could not have had a population of 30,000, which would have made it a major city by late medieval standards. 63 Even the much more important town of Sibiu, not far away, had a population of little more than 6,000 in 1480.64 For all that, Florescu and McNally state that the German Dracula horror stories had some measure of credibility because they mention precise locations, historical figures, dates, localities, and specific fortresses and churches.65 

By 1461, the year following the end of Dracula’s campaigns against the Saxons, conflict between Vlad and the Ottoman Turks began to brew. This grew out of Dracula’s refusal, from 1459, to pay tribute to the Ottoman Sultan in accordance with existing treaties.66 The Sultan now demanded that Dracula not only pay what he owed in tribute, but also send 500 boys to be trained for posts in the Palace, the administration and the Sultan’s standing infantry, the Janissary corps. Boys bound for these positions were recruited from Christian populations. They were circumcised, converted to Islam, and trained in special schools. But for Wallachia, the demand for boys was an entirely new one. It was an internally self-governing principality, and the tribute of boys had been demanded only from Christian areas that had been integrated into the Ottoman Empire.67 Dracula refused to deliver the boys.68

This forms the background for another Dracula atrocity story, the Tale of the Turkish Ambassadors, an undated incident which, according to Constantin Rezachevici, might have occurred in the second half of 1461.69 By far the most often cited versions of the story comes from the writings of Bonfinius and Kurytsin. The version from Bonfinius is rather brief:

“People remember about Dracula that he was a man of unheard-of cruelty and justice. About this, I will say that Turkish messengers came to him to pay respects, but refused to take off their turbans, according to their ancient custom, whereupon he strengthened their custom by nailing their turbans to their heads with three spikes so that they would not take them off.” 70 

Kuritsyn’s version is somewhat more detailed:

Once some ambassadors from the Turkish sultan came to him [Dracula]. When they entered his palace and bowed to him, as was their custom, they did not take their caps from their heads and Dracula asked them: ‘Why have you acted so? You ambassadors have come to a great sovereign and you have shamed me.’ The ambassadors answered, ‘Such is the custom of our land and our sovereign.’ And Dracula told them, ‘Well, I want to strengthen you in your custom. Behave bravely.’ And he ordered that their caps be nailed to their heads with small iron nails.” 71 

A version of the story in Romanian folklore is very similar:

“It is said that during the reign of Dracula in Wallachia, Sultan Mehmed II sent some ambassadors.”

“Having entered the reception hall of the prince, the ambassadors paid homage in accordance with their custom of not taking their caps off. Dracula then asked: ‘Why do you behave this way? You introduce yourselves to me and then do me dishonor.’ The Turkish representatives answered in unison: ‘This is the custom with the rulers of our country.’ Dracula then spoke to them in this way: ‘I, too, would like to strengthen your customs, so that you may adhere to them even more rigidly.’

“He then immediately ordered his retainers to bring him some nails in order to secure the caps on the heads of the Turkish ambassadors.” 72

Two of the German tales about Dracula substitute Italian envoys for the Turkish ones.73 In another German tale the unfortunate envoys were Saxons.74 But the version with the Turkish ambassadors has much more credibility. Both Bonfinius and Kuritsyn would have presumably gathered information from those at the Hungarian royal court who had some familiarity with Dracula (either first-hand or second-hand) and with the events associated with him. Moreover, the Romanian folktale about Dracula and the Turkish ambassadors had been passed down orally by people who would have been very unlikely to have read Bonfinius’ account in its original Latin or Kutitsyn’s account in its original Russian; in many cases they probably could not read at all. Yet this orally transmitted folktale was very similar to the versions written by Bonfinius and Kuritsyn. However, the tale is not mentioned in the Greek accounts of Chalcodondyles, Doukas and Kritovoulos, nor in those of Nicholas of Modrus, Pope Pius II, Konstantin Mihailovic and William of Wey. Most surprisingly, the Turkish accounts mention nothing about it. This raises the question of whether the incident of Dracula and the Turkish ambassadors actually occurred. There appears to be no certain answer.

This was soon followed by another Dracula atrocity. According to the accounts by Chalkokondyles and Doukas, both written in the 1460s, Mehmet, disturbed by news that Vlad had formed an alliance with the Hungarians, sent two emissaries, an important official named Hamza Bey and a Greek secretary to the Sultan named Katabolinos, to summon Dracula to the Sultan himself and promise that no harm would come to the Wallachian voivode. But Mehmet had given secret instructions to Hamza to ambush and arrest Vlad.75 Dracula was alerted to the plot. What happened then was narrated by Dracula himself in a letter of February 11, 1462, to the Hungarian King Matthias Corvinus:

“In other letters, I wrote to Your Majesty how the Turks, the cruelest enemies of the Cross of Christ, have sent their highest-ranking messengers to convince us not to keep the peace and the agreements that we made with Your Majesty, and not to celebrate the wedding, [Dracula had agreed to marry a relative of the Hungarian king] and to join with them alone, and to go to the Porte of the Turkish Sultan, that is to say to his Court. And if we fail to give up the peace, the agreements, and the wedding with Your Majesty, the Turks will not keep the peace with us either. They also sent an important advisor of the Turkish Sultan, named Hamza-beg of Nicopolis, to decide the border at the Danube, so that, if that Hamza-beg could bring us, by using tricks or promises, or some other means, to the Porte, fine, but if he could not, he was to capture us and bring us there. But, by the grace of God, while we were going to that border, we found out about their deceit and treachery, and it was us who captured that Hamza-beg, in the land and in the Turkish country, near the fortress that is called Giurgiu: The Turks opened the gates of the fortress at the shouts of our men, thinking that only their men would get inside, but ours, mixing together with them, entered and conquered the fortress, which we burned down immediately.”76

According to Chalkokondyles, Dracula fought and captured Hamza-beg and the Turkish troops which accompanied him. Vlad led the surviving men away and had their limbs cut off. Then he impaled all of them, including Hamza-beg. But Hamza-beg was put on a higher stake 77

Dracula now conducted his devastating raid into the Turkish possession of Bulgaria. Vlad and his army crossed the frozen Danube in early 1462 into the Ottoman province, “where he beat the Turk on his own ground.”78 This was certainly an audacious move. But in the opinion of M.J. Trow, Dracula was aware that Mehmet’s army was much larger than his and the support of his ally Matthias Corvinus was uncertain. Therefore, Vlad’s “only hope was to strike first and strike hard.”79

Vlad Țepeș’ raid into Bulgaria undoubtedly occurred. Dracula mentioned it himself in the letter of February 11, 1462 to Matthias Corvinus. Vlad stated that in his Bulgarian campaign he and his forces killed no less than “23,884 Turks and Bulgarians in all, not including those who were burned in their houses and whose heads were not presented to our officials.”80 There followed a list of places with the precise number of people killed in each, “men, women, children, and babies were all killed and in all these places nothing remained.”81 Konstantin Mihailovic, a Janissary who served in Mehmet II’s army that invaded Wallachia, wrote in his memoirs: “And there [Bulgaria] he [Dracula] released his men to plunder and kill both Turks and Christians in the villages and open towns. And there he did great damage to the Emperor, and he had the noses cut off those living and dead, male and female. And he sent these noses to Hungary, boasting that as many Turks had been defeated as there were of these noses.”82 However, this assertion about the noses was not mentioned in Dracula’s own account.

When reports of the impalement of Hamza and the Bulgarian raid reached Mehmet, the angry Sultan decided to invade Wallachia and replace Vlad Țepeș, with his brother Radu, who had remained at the Sultan’s court after Vlad left in 1448. Chalkokondyles claimed that in Mehmet’s “estimation the greatest offense was what he [Dracula] had done to his envoys.”83 

The resulting war was desperately fought. The savagery of the Romanian resistance owed something to the fact that the Ottomans had by far the larger military capacity. Chalkokondyle’s estimate of 250,000 Ottoman troops in the Wallachian campaign84 seems to have been a gross exaggeration. Modern historians estimate the number at anywhere from 60,000 to 90,000.85 Yet this may have almost equaled the number Mehmet had used in his conquest of Constantinople.86 The number of troops under Dracula’s command has been variously estimated at only 22,000 to 30,900.87 Vlad did not receive any help from the Hungarian king. Moreover, his cousin, Stephen the Great, prince of Moldavia, joined with the Ottomans and attacked (though unsuccessfully) the important port town of Chilia. Dracula had helped Stephen take the throne of Moldavia in 1457. But now Stephen wanted to take back from the Wallachians the former Moldavian town of Chilia. This meant that Vlad had to divert 7,000 of his men to fight at Chilia.88 

Dracula had to resort to scorched earth and guerrilla tactics if he was to have any hope of defeating the Ottoman invaders.89 The scorched-earth policy was quite effective. According to Doukas:

“The Vlach [Dracula], deploying all his troops among mountain defiles and wooded areas, left the plains deserted. Flocks of all kinds of animals were driven into the interior toward the borders of the Alans and Huns [Poland and Hungary], while he passed his days with his troops in the dense woodlands and forest areas. The tyrant [Mehmet II] crossed the Danube and, during a march of over seven days, found nothing whatsoever, neither man nor animal nor food nor drink of any kind.” 90 

The Ottomans nevertheless advanced northward toward Târgoviște. It was then that Dracula carried out his famous night attack on the Ottoman camp, which Treptow has described as “a brave, desperate effort by the Wallachian prince to turn back the invaders.” 91 In this instance, Dracula hoped to kill the Sultan himself.92 The night attack undoubtedly occurred, for there is an eyewitness account from Mihailovic. He mentions that as the Turkish force advanced in Wallachia they were very afraid of Dracula’s guerrilla forces and “we were always on the lookout for them and every night surrounded ourselves with stakes. Despite this we could not always protect ourselves, for striking us in the night they beat and killed men, horses, and camels and cut down tents, so that they killed several thousand Turks and did the Emperor great harm. And other Turks fleeing before them toward the Janissaries, the Janissaries also beat back and killed so as not to be trampled by them.”93 Moreover, Nicholas of Modrus (or Modrussa) a Croation churchman, claimed that he had heard of the night attack from questioning Vlad’s soldiers in Buda in 1463.94 In fact, with few exceptions, all the contemporary and near-contemporary accounts (Greek, Slavic, Turkish and scattered others) about Vlad the Impaler mention the night attack. Only in the German stories is it not mentioned at all, probably because these stories are almost nothing but accounts of Dracula’s atrocities and were written with an agenda which precluded mentioning anything about Vlad’s bravery. However, Dracula did not achieve his goal of killing Mehmet II.95 

Though all the contemporary non-German writers agree that the night attack certainly occurred, their accounts were heavily influenced by bias. Romanian and most other Christian sources regard the night attack as either a victory for Vlad, or was inconclusive in its outcome, or at least was an example of “the extraordinary courage and strategic mind of the Wallachian voivode…”96 Chalkokondyles presented a fairly objective account of the night attack, concluding that few men among both the Wallachians and the Turks were killed.97 Yet most contemporary Christian accounts hailed the outcome as a great victory for Dracula. Doukas claimed in 1462 that by the morning of the night attack “he [the Vlach, meaning Dracula] had already cut down countless numbers [of Turks]…The tyrant [Mehmet II], in disgrace, crossed the Danube and returned to Adrianople.”98 The English pilgrim, William Wey, in Rhodes on his way to Jerusalem in 1462, heard of the night attack “from a reliable source,” though the figure he gives of 100,000 Turks killed in the attack by “Lord Flak” [Vlad] must have been exaggerated.99 In any case, the Turks fled, and: “When the Knights of Rhodes heard the news they rang their bells for joy and sang the Te Deum in praise and honour of God.”100 In July 1462, Venetian merchants brought the news of what was evidently the night attack to Bologna, and they described it as a defeat for the Sultan.101 

The story of Dracula’s night attack as a great victory for Vlad was also spread to Russia by Kuritzyn’s manuscript. According to this Russian version:
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