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“How many peo ple have ever heard of the
Szekelys of Transylvania? Yet there are over 
800,000 of them, all en ti tled to a place in the
sun and all ca pa ble of mak ing trou ble if  it is
de nied to them.”  —  Wal ter Lippmann:  The
Stakes of Di plo macy, New York: Holt, 1915.



Prologue

Transylvania, with its deep val leys sur rounded by a cor o net of peaks, its 
wide bas ins and high lands, pine for ests and the Al pine mead ows at the
feet of im pos ing gla ciers; with its salt mines al ready worked in pre his -
tory, with its gold gath ered since Neo lithic times from veins in its rocks
and from the wa ters of its streams; with its re fresh ing, acidic, wine-like,
nat u rally car bon ated springs, Transylvania, a small area in the lap of the
East ern and South ern Carpathians, a coun try on the east ern most edge
of Cen tral Eu rope. Even though it was ap proached early by East ern
Or tho doxy em a nat ing from By zan tium, its Chris tian ity is ba si cally
west ern. Ini tially the Ro man rit ual was pre dom i nant but later it be came
the bas tion of Eu ro pean Prot es tant ism.

Transylvania, this land pro tected by its moun tains but ac ces si ble by its
passes and open val leys, was over run, rav ished, con quered and
re-conquered. It was the his toric ap ple of Eris be tween its orig i nal in -
hab it ants and the con quer ing Hun gar i ans, be tween the Hun gar i ans and 
the Turks, be tween the Turks and the Aus trian Habsburgs, be tween the
Aus trian Habsburgs and the Hun gar i ans and be tween the Hun gar i ans
and the Romanians. Transylvania is the land of a re mark able peo ple
whose lan guage is Hun gar ian, but who are dis tinctly Székely1, and who
con sider them selves de scen dants of the Huns. Ac cord ing to the leg -
ends of their or i gin, they are the long awaited chil dren of Prince Csaba,
one of At tila’s sons, who came along the High way of the Armies, the
Milky Way of the Heavens. This myth of their na tional or i gin is
well-appreciated in the other parts of Hun gary as well, but it is no where 
as strong as here. The di lemma of their true or i gin can not be dis cussed
here, but it should be men tioned that their cen tu ries-long role as guard -
ians of the bor ders can be doc u mented not only in Transylvania. There
were Székelys along the no-man’s lands sep a rat ing na tions and coun -

1

1 Pronounced as say-kaiy. The  common English usage is “Sekler”. 
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tries in the south ern and west ern Transdanubia2, near the foot hills of
the Alps, in Pannonia, next to the south ern Slav-German (Aus -
trian-German) eth nic groups, as well as in the north, along the con tem -
po rary Slovakian-Ruthenian (Carpatho-Ukrainian) bor der. The or i gin,
his tory and fate of the Csángó-Hungarians, who were pushed be yond
the Carpathians and who were there slowly bro ken up, is a his tor i cal
ques tion, al lied to that of the Székelys. Their rem nants, mired in
Moldavia, still use a me di eval Hun gar ian, just as though some hid den,
de tached frag ment of a Serb or Ger man pop u la tion had kept old Slavic
or Teu tonic alive in their daily speech.

Transylvania is the na tive land of in de pend ent, tow er ing in di vid u als.
This is whence Sándor Kõrösi Csoma started out to ward the East,
search ing for the orig i nal home of the Hun gar i ans and ma rooned in a
moun tain mon as tery in Ti bet, un cov ered the se crets of the Ti betan
lan guage, pre vi ously un known in the West. It was in Transylvania that
the son of Farkas Bólyai, János Bólyai, spent most of his life and “cre -

The Székely An them in ru nic char ac ters.

2 In this area in 1998 archeologists found Székely runic writing on a 
bellows mouth-piece used in a 10th century iron smelter. 



ated a new world out of noth ing” by in de pend ently de lin eat ing ab so lute 
ge om e try, an tic i pat ing most force fully Ein stein’s the ory of rel a tiv ity. It
was this land that Count Samu Teleki, the pas sion ate hunter and ex -
plorer re turned to from Af rica, the only Hun gar ian trav eler whose
name is as so ci ated with the dis cov ery of large tracts of “terra in cog -
nita”. All were re mark able ec cen trics, na tive ge niuses of the for ests and
the crags. 

Transylvania was an in de pend ent prin ci pal ity for barely 150 years and
yet, in 1568, at the Diet in Torda, the as sem bled rep re sen ta tives en acted 
into law the prin ci ple of re li gious free dom, un prec e dented in Eu rope at 
that time and for very many years there af ter. For the read ers and
movie-goers in Eu rope and around the world, Transylvania is the se cret 
and mys te ri ous ref uge of Dra cula, the mon ster hid ing in the
blood-stained os su ary of a case mat ed cas tle among the light ning-torn,
ghost-ridden moun tains. We con sider Dra cula as a spec ter born of a
dis eased imag i na tion, and that is ex actly what he is, al though there are
traces of a his toric model for his ex is tence. In one of the most beau ti ful 
Székely bal lads, the ma sons were un able to keep the walls of Déva cas -
tle from crum bling un til they drained the un re sist ing wife of ma son
Kelemen of all her blood, burned her lily-white body and mixed her
ashes with the mor tar. Then and only then would the stones hold and
the walls rise. Béla Bartók drew many of his ideas from Transylvanian,
Hun gar ian and Ro ma nian folk lore. His op era, “Blue beard’s Cas tle”,
with all of Blue beard’s for mer wives im mured in their rooms, takes
place among the moun tains of Transylvania. One thing is cer tain: the
soil of Transylvania has al ways pro duced more myths than wheat.
Among the fate ful storms of his tory and in the fre quent fam ines, only a 
peo ple hav ing a rich and vivid imag i na tion could sur vive. In the re cent
past, Transylvania again be came the cen ter of a fic tion that must be
clas si fied as a myth. The Ro ma nian eth nic group, late in de vel op ing into 
a na tion and into a realm, based its na tional pride on its mid-Balkan
roots and made the hy poth e sis of the con tin u ous evo lu tion of its
Daco-Roman de scent not only a part of, but the ac tual ba sis of its na -
tional and pop u lar ide ol ogy. 

3
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The bor ders of Transylvania can be de ter mined ac cu rately by the ge og -
ra phy of its moun tains and rivers, both his tor i cally and ad min is tra tively. 
Pol i tically and eth ni cally, how ever, in the pres ent Ro ma nia, these bor -
ders are more un cer tain, more vague and in fact are forc ibly ob scured
and elim i nated. For a mil len nium the early Slavic and other na tion al i ties 
were ac com mo dated  roughly in this se quence—Hun gar ian, Saxon,
and Ro ma nian peo ple. Even though there were nu mer ous con flicts
among them, they co ex isted so that again and again there was hope for
tol er ance and for a joint de vel op ment so es sen tial for mu tual ad van -
tage. Yet, in this cen tury and, par tic u larly, dur ing the sec ond half of this 
cen tury, there was a sharp in crease in the Ro ma nian en deav ors to ward
the com plete as sim i la tion or an ni hi la tion of the Hun gar ian, Saxon and
other ex tra-Transylvanian Ro ma nian na tion al i ties. This cre ated a se ri -
ous cri sis af fect ing all of Eu rope. Transylvania was called a “Fairy Gar -
den” and was con sid ered an ex per i ment in the his tory of East-Central
Eu rope. In fact, more fre quently, it was a small but threat en ing, in -
flamed and pu ru lent wound on the body that was Eu rope.



Transylvania is Far from
Mesopotamia

It is easy to draw Transylvania’s nat u ral geo graphic bound aries. The re -
gion lies in the mighty em brace of the crests of the east ern and south -
ern Carpathians. It be gins in the north at the sources of the river Tisza
and ex tends in the south to that stretch of the Dan ube which once
again flows in an east erly di rec tion, and which by snug gling up to the
south ern most tip of the Carpathians, sep a rates the Carpathian and Bal -
kan moun tain sys tems. Its West ern bound aries are formed by the rivers
flow ing to ward the cen ter of the Carpathian ba sin. They emerge
among their own de tri tus from the val leys of the cen tral, iso lated
Transylvanian moun tains, and both to the north and south of these
moun tains from the Carpathian ranges. Thus, it is en closed on two
sides by moun tains, tra versed only by nearly in trac ta ble passes, and on
the third side by rivers and, for merly, ex ten sive marshy ar eas. This con -
cep tion of Transylvania as a geo graphic en tity is cur rently widely ac -
cepted in Hun gary. It is in ac cu rate and, more im por tantly, not
his tor i cally cor rect. The term Transylvania may be used to day to de fine
three dis tinct ter ri to rial en ti ties. There is a geo graphic Transylvania. It
has an ideal shape and is a geo graph i cally ho mog e nous ba sin sur -
rounded by well-defined moun tain ranges with an area of ap prox i -
mately 22,000 square miles, a bit less than the surface area of Lake
Michigan. We can talk about a his toric Transylvania with a vari able area, 
which in the 17th cen tury, as an in de pend ent prin ci pal ity, ex tended far
be yond the bound aries of the geo graphic Transylvania. The at tached
ar eas were re ferred to as Partium. This Partium shifted back and forth
be tween the King dom of Hun gary and the Prin ci pal ity of
Transylvania. The third Transylvania is the area that was as signed to Ro -
ma nia by the peace trea ties of the 1920s, and which to day still forms a
part of Ro ma nia. This area is larger by 17,760 square miles than the
geo graphic Transylvania and en com passes a to tal of 39,768 square
miles.
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The geo graphic Transylvania has mag nif i cent nat u ral bound aries. In
the east and south we find the con tin u ous 5,000 - 6,500 feet high walls
of the Carpathians, while in the west there is the mas sive block of the
Bihar Moun tains. This bas tion is tra versed by three wide, eas ily pass able 
gates, all three of them point ing to ward the west, to ward the Hun gar ian 
Great Plains. They are the gate of the Szamos val ley, the Meszes gate
lead ing to the Berettyó re gion, and the gate of the Maros val ley. The
Carpathians, and the Bihar Moun tains are tra versed only by a few nar -
row passes, across ex ten sive, poorly pop u lated ar eas. In the lap of the
great moun tains there is a cen tral ba sin, the Mezõség, and a hilly area
frag mented by rivers, the Küküllõ re gion. There is also a whole range of 
small, pe riph eral, moun tain ous bas ins among the ranges of the East ern 
and South ern Carpathians, and in their foot hills. Out side of the his toric 
Transylvania, there is a wide seg ment of the Hun gar ian Great Plains,
given to Ro ma nia in the 1920s, now also re ferred to as Transylvania and 
ex tend ing from the plains to the wa ter shed along the crest of the
moun tains. This re gion does not con sist of ad ja cent, com pat i ble parts
and each part has a nat u ral af fin ity to ward a dif fer ent area of the Great
Plains. 

At this point, how ever, we have ad vanced far be yond our selves. As we
turn to the be gin nings of the his toric de vel op ment of Transylvania, let
us re turn to the nat u ral geo graphic con sid er ations. Transylvania’s val -
leys are in some places only 650 - 1,000 feet above the sea level, while
the sur round ing and cen tral peaks rise to heights of 5,000 to 8,200 feet.
Its cli mate is de ter mined by its low av er age tem per a ture and by rel a -
tively co pi ous pre cip i ta tion. This fa vored a hunt ing and graz ing econ -
omy, while it was less fa vor able to ag ri cul ture. The lat ter is also lim ited
by the con tours of the land and by the rel a tive pov erty of the soil.

Ac cord ing to the ear li est ar che o log i cal find ings, in an cient times
Transylvania was a well cir cum scribed area, oc ca sion ally by passed by
eth nic and eco nomic move ments, but in which ex ter nal forces or set tle -
ments, pro duced a tran sient but spe cific in ter nal cul tural en vi ron ment,
and led to tan gi ble prog ress. Yet ev ery thing that can be found in
Transylvania to day and that can be sub sumed un der the head ing of pre -



his tory, is not suf fi ciently spe cific or de tailed to war rant in clu sion in
this brief sum mary. It may suf fice to say that the Neo lithic evo lu tion,
which showed marked Med i ter ra nean in flu ences, suf fered re peated
and marked stops and re gres sions. Even though the do mes ti ca tion of
an i mals did take place, hunt ing and the con sump tion of game was still
sig nif i cant. This can be eas ily ex plained by the en vi ron ment. (It may be
men tioned here, that very many years later the last Eu ro pean bi sons
and aurochs in the Carpathian ba sin were killed in Transylvania, and
that the Carpathian brown bear can still be found in the for ests.)

The his toric spot light shone, al beit briefly, on this re gion af ter the dis -
cov ery of the fa mous ar ti facts in Lower -Tatárlaka, which showed pic -
to graphic writ ing and which were dated to 4000 B.C. It may be as sumed 
log i cally that the lo cal evo lu tion in the Transylvanian area at that time
led the in hab it ants to a level of spe cial iza tion and so cial strat i fi ca tion
that re quired a sys tem of per ma nent, writ ten means of com mu ni ca -
tion, and thus the in tro duc tion of writ ing. The Tatárlaka tab lets are not
unique. Their in ter pre ta tion is sup ported by other pictograms dat ing to
the same pe riod, which had never been viewed in this light, and which
sug gest the evo lu tion of a high civ i li za tion, ex ten sive both in space and
time and cen tered on the Vinca-Tordos Cul ture lo cated in the Banat -
South ern Transylvania re gion.

What is there in this pe riod of the Transylvanian Neo lithic age—al -
ready lean ing to ward the metal and early Bronze Age—which would
per mit that the Tatárlaka writ ten tab lets be in ter preted as be ing in dic a -
tive of an early, high civ i li za tion? We en croach here on an enor mously
com plex prob lem. Is the Transylvanian Neo lithic cul ture the re sult of
an in de pend ent evo lu tion, or is it in sep a ra ble from the Med i ter ra nean
Fer tile Cres cent evo lu tion? In any case, it rep re sents the ex is tence of an 
as ton ish ingly ma ture early Bal kan metal cul ture. 

In the wide-ranging and com pli cated ar chae o log i cal de bate deal ing
with as yet in sol u ble chro no log i cal di lem mas and ar gu ing whether the
evo lu tion of the var i ous early cul tures was in de pend ent or in ter de pen -
dent, whether they de vel oped in iso la tion or whether they learned and
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bor rowed from each other, one thing ap pears to be cer tain. The ad -
vanced Bal kan metal cul ture pro duced gold and elec tron (gold-silver)
mas ter pieces, found in the Varna area since 1972, which in their sum
to tal equal the es the tic and his toric sig nif i cance of the Tutankhamen
trea sure or of pre-Columbian gold. It could not have de vel oped with -
out ei ther ex ten sive ex ploi ta tion of the Aegean or Transylvanian metal
ores and the ex por ta tion of the pre cious met als from the mines to the
heart land of the Bal kans. We be lieve that Transylvania was the source
of these ores. Yet, even if the ores came from the Aegean, the his tory of 
Transylvania shows that this area served as the source of dis cord for a
va ri ety of peo ples, and that this was due pri mar ily to the salt mines and
to the min ing of cer tain met als, namely gold, sil ver and, most im por -
tantly, cop per, which can be dated back to the Neo lithic era.

The great step for ward doc u mented by the Tatárlaka find ings was,
how ever, only tem po rary, and the spec u la tions link ing Transylvania to
Sumeria are with out foun da tion, as is the idea that Transylvania was the
cra dle of Sumer ian civ i li za tion, and that the na tive “pre-Hungarian”
peo ple were the sires of the civ i li za tion in which the pre his tory of man
was turned into the his tory of hu man ity. This “the ory” was de vel oped
and prop a gated as the com pletely er ro ne ous Hun gar ian an swer and as
a spite ful re ac tion to the equally fan tas tic Ro ma nian hy poth e sis of the
Daco-Roman con ti nu ity. The fur ther, some times slow, some times
more vig or ous, but never com plete ex change of pop u la tions was the at
times peace ful, at times vi o lent fu sion of mi grat ing peo ples who be -
long to a his toric frame work in which even the name of the tribes is un -
known. The neigh bor ing and se quen tial cul tures can be sep a rated only
on the ba sis of cer tain in di ca tors of their eth nic ity, found in their burial 
grounds. It should be men tioned, how ever, that when the ex ten sive
Bodrog-Keresztúr cul ture, pre fer ring the less wooded ar eas, was ex -
pand ing to ward Transylvania, even though the nat u ral en vi ron ment
was not fa vor able for it, the mo ti va tion for this ex pan sion is clearly
shown by its use of cop per, which was high est in the set tle ments clos -
est to Transylvania and least in the set tle ments far thest from it.



Over the years, east ern pas to ral tribes re peat edly in vaded the
Late-Neolithic and the cop per and Bronze Age peo ple of this re gion.
The an i mal hus bandry of these tribes was also a Neo lithic achieve -
ment, but rep re sented a less ef fec tive pro duc tion of food than that of
the early ag ri cul tur ists. The bel lig er ence and mo bil ity of these tribes
tem po rarily over shad owed the ad van tages of an ag ri cul tural econ omy.
There was also a time when these pas to ral peo ple com pletely over -
whelmed the de vel op ers of the Transylvanian ore mines, and the lat ter
with drew from their set tle ments to caves in the moun tains.

9
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Who Were The Dacians and What
Became of Them?

Dur ing its pre his tory, Transylvania never had a ho mog e nous pop u la -
tion and was di vided into smaller, tem po rarily iso lated ar eas. It was
about 2,500 years ago that the first so ci ety ap peared which, based on its
burial cus toms and other re mains, seems to have in hab ited the en tire
Transylvanian re gion, and for which we can find a name. The find ings
in di cate that these peo ple were re lated to the Scythians. Herodotos re -
fers to them un der the name of Agathursos. Dur ing their ex pan sion,
they even ap peared on the east ern edge of the Great Plains. They also
con tin ued the Transylvanian tra di tion and had an ad vanced metal cul -
ture, which is no lon ger con sid ered to be long to the Bronze Age. The
Agathursos sup plied the peo ple sur round ing them with iron weap ons.
They be came fu gi tives dur ing the fourth and third cen tu ries, vic tims of
the ar rival and ter ri to rial con quests of the Celts.

Fol low ing the tran sient do min ion of the Celts and in spite of the per -
ma nent res i dence of many of their peo ple, the Dacian era of
Transylvania and of a sig nif i cant por tion of the Carpathian ba sin had
ar rived. It is a par tic u larly dif fi cult era to dis cuss. Ev ery thing con nected
with them be longs to the highly sen si tive area of the pre his tory of the
Ro ma nian peo ple and of mod ern Ro ma nia. From a Hun gar ian per -
spec tive, this fact makes this en tire mat ter a del i cate and highly con tro -
ver sial is sue.

The pre his tory and or i gin of these peo ple, who came from Thrace,
who slowly ad vanced from the Bal kans north ward and who had ac tive
and last ing con tacts with the Greeks, re main ob scure and much de -
bated. This hap pens to be true for most Eu ro pean na tions. The gen e sis
of their Neo-Latin lan guage is a pe cu liar and spe cific prob lem. They
pre sum ably in fil trated into Transylvania pri mar ily from the Great
Plains area of the Carpathian ba sin, al though their “con quest” may
have orig i nated from sev eral dif fer ent ar eas si mul ta neously.

11
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Dacian so ci ety it self was in ter nally sharply di vided into two groups.
The elite group, the “cap wear ers” or more ac cu rately the “Fur Hat
Peo ple” were the ar is toc racy, which lived in moun tain for tresses, well
sup plied with ex pen sive im ported Greek goods. Their sub jects, the
“Longhaired Peo ple” had their poorer and more de fense less dwell ings
in the open coun try. The out stand ing per son al ity among the Dacians
was King Burebista, who ruled for as much as four de cades dur ing the
first half of the first cen tury B.C.. The foun da tions for his strong ad -
min is tra tive or ga ni za tion and stormy con quests may have been laid
down by his fa ther. This is sim i lar to Hun gar ian his tory where (Saint)
Ste phen I only com pleted the ini tia tives of his fa ther, the great Prince
Géza, and yet Ste phen is con sid ered as the found ing fa ther of the
coun try. 

Un der Burebista Dacian rule ex tended far be yond Transylvania. In the
east it reached the Greek cit ies along the Black Sea. In the west, it ex -
tended to Transdanubia and to parts of the area of the pres ent
Slovakia. In the south, it en com passed Mac e do nia and the Adri atic.
Thus, about half a cen tury be fore the birth of Christ, the Ro man Em -
pire had to view the Dacian Em pire as its great est foe in the Bal kans.
Yet this em pire, which very rap idly con quered a large num ber of tribal
groups, was just as frag ile as many other pow er ful or ga ni za tions of an -
tiq uity.

The first ma jor con fron ta tion be tween Rome and the Dacians should
have oc curred dur ing the rules of Caesar and Burebista. The sit u a tion
was ripe for it. Both rul ers, how ever, were elim i nated by a po lit i cal con -
spir acy and “reg i cide”. The show down be tween the two pow ers,
Dacian and Ro man, was crit i cal for the con trol of the vi tal Mid dle and
Lower Danubian space, and could thus be only de layed but not ig nored. 
The causes and con duct of the con spir acy against Jul ius Caesar are well
known from Ro man his to ri og ra phy. Burebista’s fate is much harder to
elu ci date. He most prob a bly fell vic tim to his great est ac com plish ment,
the uni fi ca tion of the Dacian tribes, which in ev i ta bly led to the curb ing
of the jeal ously guarded pre rog a tives of the tribal lead ers. (Nota bene,
Burebista’s  ad min is tra tive prob lems may have been sim i lar in many re -



spects to the prob lems en coun tered 1000 years later by the Hun gar ian
Ste phen.)

The rapid dis in te gra tion of the Dacian Em pire fol low ing the mur der
of its char is matic leader does not mean that we no lon ger have to be
con cerned with the Dacians. Rome, much be set by prob lems, slowly
but con sis tently pro ceeded in strength en ing its po si tion in the north ern 
Bal kans and in East-Central Eu rope to en sure the flanks of its East ern
con quests, which now ex tended to Mes o po ta mia. Head ing north ward
from Illyricum, it brought the Pannonian tribes un der its rule, en com -
pass ing all of Pannonia, which cor re sponds to the en tire pres ent Hun -
gar ian Transdanubia. In a north east erly di rec tion it moved to ward the
Iron Gate in or der to even tu ally con trol the en tire lower reaches of the
Dan ube. Dur ing this pe riod it pre ferred to live in peace with the
Dacians, rather than fight ing them. In or der to main tain this peace, it
made ma jor fi nan cial sac ri fices and of fered and pro vided tech ni cal as -
sis tance as well.

It is im por tant to di gress at this point and to men tion the un usu ally sig -
nif i cant changes, which took place at this time of con tin u ous na tional
dis lo ca tions, in the lap of the Carpathian ba sin, in the Great Plains.
This area was in fil trated from the north by Sarmatian tribes who set tled 
this re gion per ma nently, rul ing over and min gling with the lo cal Celts,
Dacians and other mi nor groups. This new Sarmata home land in ev i ta -
bly be came a buffer zone be tween the rul ers of Pannonia in the west
and of Transylvania in the east. This was true even on those oc ca sions
when the Sarmates them selves ac cepted and earned Ro man pay as, for
in stance, when they built the “ditch and dike” Ro man de fense sys tem
which spanned the en tire Great Plains and was known as the Devil’s
Ditch. At other times, how ever, ei ther in de pend ently, or in league with
the Transylvanian Dacians, they en dan gered the peace of Pannonia and 
re peat edly struck across the Danubian fron tier. Af ter the cen tury-long
frag men ta tion, which fol lowed the mur der of Burebista, a new and em -
i nent Dacian leader, Decebalus, who ruled from 80 to 106 A.D., again
united the tribes of his na tion. Thus—seen in the clear light of ret ro -
spec tion—it ap pears that the prep a ra tions of the Romans against the
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Dacians were de layed for too long. The Ro man sac ri fices, made for
tem po rary peace, had been to tally use less. It is a fact that shortly af ter
his ap pear ance in the 80s, Decebalus’s ar mies in flicted sev eral hu mil i at -
ing de feats on the Romans. The new Dacian ruler could black mail the
Romans and the rev e nues of such black mail fur ther strength ened him
and his rule. It was only in 101-102 that the great Dacian cam paign of
Trajan re versed the Romans’ for tunes of war. The Dacian power, re -
cently so ex pan sive, was stopped, with drew and was forced on the de -
fen sive, at least tem po rarily. To in sure the sup plies for his le gions and
for the se cu rity of his lo gis tic or ga ni za tions, Trajan built the first per -
ma nent bridge across the Dan ube at the pres ent Turnu-Severin. This
fa cil i tated the de fin i tive vic tory of the new, 105-106 A.D. cam paign. 

Even though we don’t share all the cur rent Ro ma nian en thu si asm for
him, Decebalus was clearly an out stand ing fig ure of this age. The fact
that an enor mous amount of gold, hid den dur ing his time, was found,
partly al ready in Ro man times and also very much later, may per haps
lead to the not un war ranted con clu sion that if Decebalus had not
hoarded and hid den his gold, but had used it to in crease his mil i tary
strength and to buy al lies, the Dacian cam paigns of Trajan may have
turned out quite dif fer ently.

On the other hand, the Dacian king could be de scribed as a “Ro man
char ac ter”. He knew well the fate of the loser. He knew that he would
be taken to Rome by the vic to ri ous le gion naires like a cap tured an i mal,
and there dragged along in the tri um phal march in front of the hys ter i -
cal mul ti tudes. For rea sons un known, he could not es cape the pur su ing
Ro man mounted troops and on their ar rival, he killed him self. It was
only his head that they could take to Rome.

The Provincia Dacia was es tab lished in 107 A.D. This Ro man oc cu pa -
tion, pro trud ing into the pres ent Transylvania, or rather into its nat u ral
geo graphic unit from be low, fell far short of fill ing up the en tire east ern 
bay of the Carpathians. Its bor ders on the Great Plains only in the
South west. The North east ern part of Transylvania, the up per Tisza re -
gion was not in cluded. And, al though the Romans used the Carpathians 



in the east as a line of de fense, it was not the crest that they used, but an
in te rior line. The south ern bor der of the prov ince was pro vided largely
by the lower Dan ube. This bor der was of less im por tance, since here
the prov ince abuts on the neigh bour ing Moesia Provincia.

Dacia Provincia—later di vided into smaller com po nents—was in ex is -
tence for barely more than 250 years. How sig nif i cant is this pe riod?
What hap pened dur ing this time, and what be came of the Dacians? Ac -
cord ing to the Daco-Roman Con ti nu ity the ory, the Ro ma nian peo ple,
speak ing the Neo-Latin lan guage and form ing a ma jor ity of the pop u -
la tion liv ing in pres ent day Ro ma nia, are the di rect de scen dants of the
eth nic Dacians who be came Romanized in the Dacia Provincia. The
Dacians, con quered and sub mis sive at the time of Trajan, quickly made
Ro man cul ture their own and re mained in place af ter the with drawal of
Rome. Their de scen dants still live there and have moved but lit tle with
time.

As far as Romanization is con cerned, the Romanians fos ter the con cept 
by claim ing that dur ing the two great cam paigns of Trajan, a sub stan tial 
num ber of the Dacians of fered no real re sis tance. This would ex plain
the sud den col lapse of the pre vi ously tri um phant and clever
Decebalus. They seem to have an tic i pated the new sta tus and cul ture
that Rome of fered to those who sub mit ted vol un tarily in a new prov -
ince. It was this sur ren der that cre ated the op por tu nity to ac cept the
bless ings of the ad vanced Ro man civ i li za tion. Ev ery thing, that is sub -
sumed by the sin gle word, Romanization.

The coun ter-arguments are weighty. Trajan’s  troops had to fight long
and bloody bat tles to make the es tab lish ment of Dacia Provincia pos si -
ble. Fur ther more, the Ro man rule was never as com plete and per va sive
in Transylvania, where the geo graphic con fig u ra tions fa vored the de -
fend ers, as it was in the gently roll ing hill coun try of Pannonia. It is also
pos si ble that while the up per crusts of the Dacians, the “Fur Hat Peo -
ple” suf fered se vere losses dur ing the fight ing, the “Longhairs” be came 
a Dacian sub ject peo ple to the Romans. It is also pos si ble that some of
the Transylvanian moun tain strong holds never came un der Ro man
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rule. These small spots sur vived Dacia Provincia, or, at least a sub stan -
tial por tion of its ex is tence.

The eth nic and spir i tual Romanization, which must be as sumed as an
es sen tial com po nent of the Daco-Roman con ti nu ity the ory, did not
take place even where Ro man sov er eignty, he ge mony and cul tural in flu -
ence were much stron ger and where the lo cal re sis tance was much
weaker both ini tially and later—in Pannonia, for in stance where, com -
pared to Dacia, Ro man rule lasted two to two and a half times as long
and was main tained for al most half a mil len nium. The lo cal Pannonian
and Celt pop u la tions barely re sisted the Romans ini tially, and later on,
there were no out breaks against the Ro man rule, such as were fo -
mented re peat edly by the Dacians in their own ter ri tory.

If we were writ ing the his tory of the Ro ma nian peo ple and of the Ro -
ma nian “Na tional State”, we could list nu mer ous ar gu ments why so
many Romanians should con sider the Daco-Roman re la tions and the
em pha sis on con ti nu ity, so log i cal and in deed in ev i ta ble, both po lit i cally 
and psy cho log i cally. In ad di tion, this the ory is strength ened by the
many Latin el e ments in the Ro ma nian lan guage. On the other hand, the 
pre cise find ings pro vided by ar che o log i cal ex ca va tions hardly serve to
sup port the con ti nu ity hy poth e sis. Al though psy cho log i cally weighty,
this the ory of na tional iden tity and oc cu pa tion by “his toric rights” is le -
gally just as in con se quen tial, and worth ex actly as lit tle as the dec la ra -
tions on the Hun gar ian side which claim that the Carpathian ba sin is
our “Hun in her i tance” and that we had oc cu pied it at the time of the
Árpádian con quest as di rect de scen dants of At tila’s Huns...

Sig nif i cant eth nic changes ap peared early in Dacia Provincia. The fact
that Ro man vet er ans be gan to set tle the land very rap idly, points to an
op ti mis tic at ti tude. The fact that large num bers of peo ple moved in for
the ex ploi ta tion of the gold mines sug gests that the pre cious metal sup -
plies in Transylvania—in the ab sence of any data from the Dacian
times—had again be come a valu able as set. These new set tle ments,
how ever, did not ful fill the ear lier ex pec ta tions. They did not bring
peace to the area. The up ris ings sug gest that the com plete pac i fi ca tion



of the Dacians was not achieved in spite of the Romans’ con sid er able
mil i tary su pe ri or ity. In fact, the area be came even less se cure for the
Romans, par tic u larly when in ter nal up ris ings co in cided with at tacks
from the out side. Finally, in the mid dle of the third cen tury, the
Romans yielded Dacia to the Goths. This short ened their overly long
bor der, (limes) which was sub ject to nu mer ous as saults and freed
troops, very much in de mand in other ar eas.

For us, the fate and prob lems of the Ro man Em pire, weighty though
they may be, are of less in ter est. We are much more in ter ested in those
who—per haps—stayed in place. Is it pos si ble to as sume the
Daco-Roman Con ti nu ity on the ba sis of what we know about them?
We will try to ap proach this prob lem from two sides. One is the ap pear -
ance of the Neo-Latin peo ple. This can be seen only within the orig i nal
pat ri mony of the Ro man Em pire and even there only con sid er ably later 
than the ces sion of Dacia. The sec ond ap proach is more di rect. It eval -
u ates the lo cal events on the ba sis of the changes that took place in
Transylvania at that time and which can be prop erly doc u mented.

The Ro man with drawal from Dacia was fol lowed by a rea son ably
peace ful time. By then, how ever, wars and ep i dem ics have made sig nif i -
cant in roads into the lo cal pop u la tion. This made it pos si ble for the de -
part ing Romans to take a ma jor por tion of the re main ing in hab it ants
with them—pri mar ily those most closely al lied with them—and set tle
them within the bound aries of the new bor ders. The for mer Dacia was
left as the spoils, bat tle ground and liv ing space to the Goths, Carps,
Sarmatians, Gepids and Van dals. The com plete ex ca va tion of some
con tem po rary cem e ter ies could ir re vo ca ble prove—or dis prove—the
con tin ued sur vival of a “Romanized Dacian pop u la tion”. We know of
no such ex ca va tion in con tem po rary Ro ma nia. It must be noted that in
the Latin Dacian in scrip tions we find that the ma jor ity of names are
Ori en tal rather than Latin (Ital ian). Per haps Chris tian in roads had al -
ready be gun un der the Ro man rule. In Pannonia we have ev i dence of
epis co pal sees, shortly af ter the Ro man oc cu pa tion. Such ev i dence
from Dacia is lack ing. Even more dam ag ing is the al most com plete ab -
sence of place names of Latin or i gin in the area of pres ent
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Transylvania. Rome is re mem bered only by the name of some rivers.
(The re cently in tro duced place names—e.g., Cluj-Napoca—have been
re vived ar ti fi cially af ter an in ter val of al most 2000 years.

What then was the fate of the Dacians? Those who re mained in the old
Dacia Provincia, dis ap peared in the great melt ing pot of the great mi -
gra tions. Those, who moved to ward the south and south west were as -
sim i lated by the hot-blooded peo ple of the Bal kans. Af ter the
dis so lu tion of Dacia Provincia, we hear prac ti cally noth ing about con -
tem po rary Dacians dur ing the fol low ing three to four cen tu ries. This is
not at all sur pris ing. Just the op po site! Many peo ple and eth nic groups
of the Great Mi gra tions con tin ued their bi o logic ex is tence only by giv -
ing up their for mer in di vid u al ity. Their units and groups lose their iden -
tity or rather gain a new one. This is not their tri umph or their shame;
this is as it should be in an or derly pro gres sion in na ture and his tory. 

Then, if not de scen dants of the Dacians, who are the Romanians?
Whence and when did they come and set tle in the for mer lands of the
Dacians—or, at least, on part of that land?  It is a much later story,
which be gins some where else and we will re turn to it at the proper place 
and time.



The Period of the Great Migrations

When look ing at Transylvania af ter the Romans left Dacia and be fore
the Hun gar i ans set tled there—the for mer took place around 271 and
the lat ter af ter 896—it must be em pha sized that just as Dacia Provincia
did not cover the en tire geo graphic unit re ferred to later as
Transylvania, the changes in pop u la tions and gov ern ments de scribed
for these six cen tu ries also did not af fect the en tire area of
Transylvania, nor its en tire pop u la tion. Thus, the changes could be
both con sec u tive and par al lel. It is not pos si ble, nor is it nec es sary,in
this book to fol low all these changes in de tail ei ther geo graph i cally or
tem po rally.

We know of a brief Carp in ter lude but fol low ing this, the above men -
tioned Goth oc cu pa tion was both wide spread and long-lasting, so
much so that the Visigoths were oc ca sion ally re ferred to as Syl van
Goths be cause of the set tle ment of this group in the for ested parts of
Transylvania. Con trary to their name, how ever, and to their rep u ta tion
as no mads breed ing large herds of cat tle and horses, these peo ple pri -
mar ily set tled in the most fer tile parts of Transylvania, where they led
an ag ri cul tural ex is tence. They be came fa mil iar with Chris tian ity,
thanks to Arian mis sion ar ies.

When the Hun forces in creased their drive to ward the west, they first
de feat the Ostrogoths and then de stroyed the main forces of the
Visigoth chief tain Athanaric (376). The rem nants of the Visigoths first
fled to their breth ren in Transylvania, but later the en tire Visigoth pop -
u la tion sought the pro tec tion of Rome and, fol low ing the tracks of the
Dacians, re treated be hind the east ern bound aries of the Ro man Em -
pire.

The Goth pe riod of Transylvania was a pe riod of de struc tion. They
did n’t use the Ro man build ings and al lowed them to fall into de cay.
Their en tire way of life —be cause or in spite of their ag ri cul tur ist na -
ture —was much sim pler than what was typ i cal of the ear lier Dacia
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Provincia. Yet this was only the be gin ning of the de cay that fol lowed
the de par ture of the Romans.

Be fore the Huns, re spon si ble for the larg est mi gra tions of peo ples of
these times, could them selves take over the reign of this area, there was
an in ter lude of sev eral events as so ci ated with the Gepids. The Gepids
who were blood re la tions of the Ger manic Visigoths, were also east ern
Ger manic and came down from the re gion of the Vistula. The most
note wor thy part of their rich ar che o log i cal ma te rial is the fa mous
Szilágysomlyó  trea sure. Its own ers bur ied it and later lacked the op por -
tu nity of re cov er ing it. From this we may spec u late on the fate of the
Gepid lead er ship dur ing the times of the Huns and as sume that this
peo ple had lost its en tire rul ing class, at least for a while.

Dur ing the de cades be tween 420-450, cer tain parts of
Transylvania—pri mar ily along the Maros and in the val leys of the
South ern Carpathians—with their cool for ests rich in game, served the
Hun lead ers as sum mer quar ters. To ward the north, the Gepids, un der
new lead ers ap pointed by the Huns and sub ject to the Huns, gained
new strength. Soon, their foot sol diers be came the main and most im -
por tant aux il iary force of the Hun forces and served un der At tila all the 
way to the fate ful bat tle of Catalaunum. This is a fa mil iar sce nario. The
in ner strength of a de feated peo ple leads it to a new flow er ing in such a
plas tic and com plex eth nic power struc ture as the Hun Em pire and sys -
tem.  Ardaric, the king im posed upon the Gepids by the Huns, stand ing
at the helm of the united ar mies of the peo ples of the Dan ube ba sin
just two years af ter At tila’s death (453) gains vic to ries against those who 
had el e vated him to the king ship. The Gepid king dom es tab lished and
ex pand ing af ter these events, ruled for more than a cen tury over an area 
larger than Transylvania or the for mer Dacia Provincia. Dur ing this pe -
riod, the Dacians and other splin ter groups, who re treated be hind the
Ro man bor ders, were forced to move fur ther west-southwest from the
Carpathians. 

All this co in cided with the Merovingian ep och in Eu rope. The name,
orig i nally that of a dy nasty, also sig ni fies a level of de vel op ment which



reached far be yond the ac tual realm of the Merovingians and which
per me ated all ways of life. What does this mean? It means pri mar ily the
re ver sal of the eco nomic de cline fol low ing the dis so lu tion of the ho -
mog e nous Ro man civ i li za tion. It also means some im prove ments in
pro duc tiv ity and a new form of ur ban iza tion. The cen ter of this
Merovingian de vel op ment was ruled by the Franks, and this cen tral
area ex tended in the west to the At lan tic. In the east, there was no sharp 
line of de mar ca tion, but it ex tended in a wide arc over a pe riph eral area,
easy to trace all the way to the for mer Pannonia. East of here the lim its
of the pe riph ery ex tended all the way to the east ern end of Transylvania 
and dem on strated the in di rect but char ac ter is tic ef fects of the
Merovingian evo lu tion. Be yond Transylvania this evo lu tion, which had 
shaped much of Eu rope, did not have even an in di rect ef fect. The
newly in de pend ent Gepid King dom, which ex tended well be yond
Transylvania to the cen ter of the ad ja cent Great Plains cre ated a cen -
tury-long solid sta bil ity, which dem on strated to sev eral gen er a tions the
value of rap proche ment and at tach ment to Eu rope. This is am ply doc -
u mented by the Gepid royal tombs from this pe riod and by other
graves rich in ar ti facts.  

In the mean time, dis placed from their orig i nal home in Cen tral Asia
and un der pres sure from the Turkic tribes, a new na tion, ca pa ble of
cre at ing a dom i nant con cen tra tion of power, ap peared on the scene.
The Avars be gin a fan tas tic “reel” around the Carpathian ba sin. They
first ap peared by the lower Dan ube, but when they found there nei ther
an op por tu nity for set tle ment nor a pos si bil ity to pro ceed to ward the
south, they marched around the Carpathians to the north to the Elbe,
where the Franks forced them back. 

Sub se quently, they tried again to es tab lish a foot hold, in deed we may
say, a con quest along the lower Dan ube. Be ing again un suc cess ful, they
once again cir cled the Carpathians to ward the north and pen e trated as
far as Thüringia. Here, their path was blocked again by the Franks, but
now the Franks of fered an al li ance. Not only their own, but also that of
the Longobards al lied with them.
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It is of in ter est con cern ing these fu ture found ers of Lom bardy in
north ern It aly, that their move ments in our space are known “from
min ute to min ute”—an oc cur rence ex tremely rare at this pe riod. They
ar rived on the soil of Pannonia in 546 and they left for the south 22
years later, at Easter of 568. As late ar riv als, they were ini tially ad ver sar -
ies of the Gepids. The lat ter were sur rounded by en e mies on all sides:
By zan tium, the Slavs in fil trat ing from the north, the still wan der ing
Avars, and now the Longobards, who had sud denly oc cu pied the
course of the Dan ube from the west. The fate of the Gepids was
sealed, but the peo ple was even now not en tirely ex ter mi nated. Its sur -
vival can be seen in a num ber of ar eas, but the Gepid king dom was fin -
ished. Not much later, the Gepid rem nants were as sim i lated and
dis ap peared.

The sce nario is plain. The en e mies of the Gepids “gen er ously” of fered
the land of these peo ple to the Avars. They killed two birds with one
stone: they rid them selves of the war like Gepids and of fered the op -
por tu nity to set tle down to the equally feared, bel li cose Avars. It was
from them that the Hun gar i ans, even more feared at a fu ture date,
learned—still in Asia—the use of the stir rups. This en abled them to sit
their horses much more se curely, shoot their ar rows more ac cu rately,
at tack as a com pact cav alry unit—and turn around and flee if nec es -
sary.

Trading Avars for Gepids? A du bi ous ex change it was. An al ready
Europeanized na tion was re placed in the heart of the eas ily de fen si ble
Carpathian ba sin by the Avars, fresh from Asia with Asi atic élan and
Asi atic tem per a ment. This was very much ap pre ci ated by the
Longobards who, in spite of the jointly gained vic tory, im me di ately saw 
the ad van tages of de part ing from the Carpathian ba sin. Their de par -
ture was fol lowed by Avar su zer ainty over this area, last ing al most a
quar ter of a mil len nium (567-827).

Ini tially, Transylvania had lit tle ap peal to the Avars, who were still en -
gaged in a pri mar ily Asi atic type of an i mal hus bandry. They set tled here 
in small num bers, leav ing room to set tle for the Slavs and for a se ries of



sub se quent Turkic waves. In this re gion the late Avar set tle ments and
gravesites, dat ing to the sec ond half of the Avar Em pire, are even more
rare. Yet there is much un cer tainty in all this, par tic u larly in the his tory
of the set tle ments. The ex ca va tions are sparse and their as sess ment is
much in flu enced by all that is in volved in the un for tu nate Daco-Roman 
Con ti nu ity hy poth e sis. When the study of the eth nic ity of a for mer
pop u la tion of a re gion and of their en tire so cial struc ture is per me ated,
de bated and dis torted by po lit ico-ideological con sid er ations, the
threads of his tor i cal as sess ment be come hope lessly en tan gled. 

We have al ready men tioned the slow, grad ual “per co la tion”, rather than 
in va sion, of the Slavs into this re gion. This was di rected ini tially south -
ward, more to ward the Bal kans. The Slavs went from the north “to ward 
the sun”. When this prog ress was im peded, they en cir cled the
Carpathians. It was only later that they pen e trated into the Avar ter ri -
tory, prin ci pally across the wooded pe riph eral ar eas, which had been
very sparsely in hab ited for many years. It was in these re gions that they
es tab lished their poor but te na cious and long-lasting set tle ments.

Van ishing Gepids, sub ject to the dom i nant Avars; ag ri cul tur ist Slavs
whose un de mand ing na ture served them better then weap ons; sev eral
small, frag mented groups; and fi nally in South Transylvania, be gin ning
with the sec ond quar ter of the 9th cen tury, an in vad ing Bul gar ian
group—this was the col or ful eth nic pal ette of this area to ward the end
of the 9th cen tury. In the mean time, the pow er ful and pre vi ously dom i -
nant Avars were weak ened more by their in ter nal dis sen sions and frat ri -
cidal bat tles than by their ex ter nal en e mies. At this very mo ment,
leav ing the dis in te grat ing Khazar Khanate just out side the Carpathians, 
a new na tion ap proached, pres sured by ex pan sive, war like na tions be -
hind them. They first gal loped around the Carpathians and then over -
ran the Carpathian Ba sin and, just like the Avars, con cen trated on the
cen tral, level area.

This is the first na tion that could gain such a solid foot hold here that
the coun try es tab lished by them sur vives to this day. The move ments
of the Great Mi gra tion, mo bi liz ing na tion af ter na tion, did not end
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with their ar rival and set tle ment, not even with the or ga ni za tion of their 
state. The sub se quent waves of the Great Mi gra tion ha rass them but
can nei ther de stroy them nor as sim i late them, nor chase them off. All
the ter ri to ries around them are al ready firmly oc cu pied. There is no
place for them to go.



The Scourge of Europe

We are not fa mil iar with the pre cise course of the Hun gar ian con quest.
It is cer tain, how ever, that our Mag yar an ces tors were look ing for a new 
home in an area pre vi ously al ready well known to them. Dur ing ear lier,
long range for ays—ex plor atory and loot ing ven tures—they re peat edly
en tered the Carpathian ba sin and even went be yond it. They were par -
tic u larly fa mil iar with the area be tween the Carpathians and the Black
Sea, but they had vis ited the Bal kans, the foot hills of the Alps, the Vi -
enna ba sin and Moravia. Their for ays were un der taken ei ther on their
own or on in vi ta tion. In this re gion, the dis so lu tion of the Avar Em -
pire—ac cord ing to newer in for ma tion, as con se quence of the rav ages
of an ex ten sive drought—left a power vac uum, which a num ber of
groups tried to fill. These groups were sit u ated around the pe riph ery
and in ter mit tently ei ther fought or formed al li ances with each other.
They were fre quently look ing for “mil i tary ad ven tur ers” who could be
hired for money or for other con sid er ations.

Ac cord ing to the sim plest ver sion of the his tory of our con quest, the
seven Hun gar ian tribes were forced out from their for mer home in the
Etelköz (be tween rivers) and were joined by the Kabars who had come
from the Khazar Khanate. They sup pos edly to crossed the north ern
passes of the Carpathians, but per haps only the Verecke Pass. This the -
ory seems to be strongly sup ported by the fact that the area just be low
the Verecke Pass, the Zemplén-Szabolcs re gion, is par tic u larly rich in
graves dat ing to the pe riod of the con quest. Fur ther more, we can be
rea son ably cer tain that some of the graves ex ca vated in the cem e tery at
Karos in the Bodrogköz, are the only ones which held the bod ies of
men who were in the orig i nal con quest group and who were still born
be yond the Carpathians in the Etelköz. 

Later, an other the ory be came ac cept able, ac cord ing to which the in va -
sion came from two di rec tions, from Verecke and from the lower Dan -
ube, thus both from the north and also from the south. To day we
be lieve that the ma jor ity of the con quer ing groups en tered their new
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home land through the passes of the east ern Carpathians. In both of the 
lat ter cases, in ad di tion to Zemplén  and Szabolcs, Transylvania was
among the first re gions to be set tled. Soon there af ter, the con quer ing
Hun gar i ans ex panded rap idly to ward the west in the Felvidék (North -
land in English), the pres ent day Slovakia, while the sub ju ga tion of
Pannonia took place only sev eral years later. All in all, the Hun gar ian
con quest be gan in 895 and was com pleted in 900. Dur ing this time and
for an other 70 years there af ter, the Hun gar i ans still en gaged in mil i tary
ad ven tures.

At this time, and for a long pe riod of time, Eu rope was un der a three -
fold pres sure. In the south, from Af rica, the Moors (Arabs) tried to es -
tab lish them selves in or at least gather rich plun der from Ibe ria and
It aly. In the north, the fast ships of the Vi kings (Nor mans) cir cled the
Con ti nent and at tacked from the south and from the north. They did n’t 
care whether the wa ter un der their keels was salt or sweet, sea or river.
In the cen ter the wild Hun gar i ans ram paged over an enor mous area.
The hooves of their horses splashed in the wa ters of the Bal tic in the
north, and of the Chan nel in the west. In the south west they reached
the cen ter of Ibe ria and in the south they looked across the nar rows to
Sic ily. In Greece only the Peloponnesus re mained in vi o late and in the
east only the Bosporus stopped them. Eu rope was slow to re act. It was
much more im por tant to the Eu ro pean na tions to fight over the de -
tached rem nants of the for mer Ro man Em pire than to unite to cur tail
these three bel li cose peo ple.

In spite of their re peated and long-lasting con quests, the Moors were
even tu ally forced out of Eu rope and had to with draw to Af rica, which
brought lit tle joy to the res i dent Af ri can tribes. Those branches of the
Vi kings who set tled far from their orig i nal Scan di na vian home later
par tic i pated in the for ma tion of the Rus sian state, gave their name to
Nor mandy and es tab lished a Nor man king dom in Sic ily. All this was at
the price, how ever, that the few re main ing groups ul ti mately were as -
sim i lated into the larger mass of the peo ple con quered and or ga nized
by them.



The Hun gar i ans, on the other hand, took solid con trol of their new
home in the Carpathian ba sin. Very soon they could es tab lish a state
that was eth ni cally quite col or ful but which was made co he sive by the
lan guage spo ken be ing Hun gar ian. 

These three groups, who orig i nated from far dis tant re gions and whose
goals and aims dif fered widely, still served a com mon pur pose. By be ing 
a threat to all the na tions of Eu rope and to the en tire power struc ture
of the Con ti nent, they has tened the re ver sal of the cha otic frag men ta -
tion that fol lowed the fall of the Ro man Em pire. In vol un tarily of
course, but they were in stru men tal in trig ger ing the for ma tion of the
ad min is tra tive bases and bor ders which have changed many times over
the past thou sand years, but which even then drew an eth nic and na -
tional out line or sketch map of Eu rope very much as it is to day.

In the sec ond half of the 9th cen tury, the Hun gar ian for ays could no
lon ger be main tained with the same en thu si asm and they slowly came
to a com plete stop. It was not the bel li cose spirit that was lack ing. It was
their pay mas ters, the Eu ro pean mon archs and pre tend ers us ing their
ser vices who slowly came to their senses. Pol i tically, they re al ized that if 
they weak ened their neigh bors and their neigh bors’ econ omy by the
dep re da tions of the mer ce nary Hun gar i ans, they would all suf fer in the
end. They also re al ized that the Hun gar ian light cav alry tac tics could be
op posed suc cess fully.  Re sponding to a ruse with a ruse they gave up re -
spond ing piece meal and city by city. They ap pre ci ated that by join ing
forces, this vo ra cious peo ple driv ing a wedge into the heart of Eu rope
could be stopped. At the same time, the wiser Hun gar ian tribal or tribal
al li ance lead ers re al ized that their foes whom they de spoiled or whose
money they earned with their blood had come to their senses. This re al -
iza tion was bi lat eral and mu tu ally ef fec tive.

The rest less, san gui nary Hun gar i ans must be forced into the ranks of
the Chris tian Eu ro pean na tions, liv ing within se cure bor ders, or they
must be de stroyed. We must be come a part of the pre dom i nantly
Chris tian Eu rope or we will be ex ter mi nated. Since it is dif fi cult to de -
ter mine the ac cu rate course of the Hun gar ian con quest, it fol lows that
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the his tory of the con quest of Transylvania also lacks pre ci sion. The
more so, since Ro ma nian na tional prej u dice makes the con tin u a tion of
ar che o log i cal ex ca va tions dif fi cult, and it in ter feres with the pub li ca -
tion and ju di cious in ter pre ta tion of the find ings. If, how ever, we ac cept
the last of the con quest the o ries dis cussed above, or if we were to com -
pletely dis card the north ern or Verecke the ory, as some his to ri ans have, 
then the dom i nant ma jor ity of the con quer ors must have reached
Transylvania in the first phase of the con quest. Most of them could not
re main there, since this re gion could not sup port them and their an i -
mals. The ma jor ity had to move rap idly to the more fer tile parts of the
Carpathian Ba sin and to an area more suited for a pas to ral econ omy.

The group of con quer ors re main ing in Transylvania gath ered in the
cen tral re gion, mainly along the up per trib u tar ies of the Maros and the
Szamos. Even though ini tially the Bul gar ian neigh bors were im por tant,
very soon By zan tium be comes the dom i nant power fac tor, and it was
nat u ral that the East ern Chris tian Church should cast its rays upon
Transylvania. 

Or i ginally By zan tium was not a tar get for Hun gar ian ad ven tur ers. They 
lived in al li ance with it, or took trib ute (peace ran som) from it. Even
later, when the East ern Em pire came un der at tack by them, the loot
gath ered there was found by the ar chae ol o gists not in Transylvania, but
along the Tisza, in the graves of the for mer ma raud ers. Could it be that
the Hun gar i ans liv ing in Transylvania at that time did not join the ad -
ven tur ers as sault ing By zan tium? This sug gests a mea sure of au ton omy. 
Was there such a thing and what was it based on? In ves ti ga tion of this
mat ter is made dif fi cult by the fact that fol low ing the con quest, and at
the time of the ad ven tur ing as well as im me di ately there af ter, there
were two con verg ing pro cesses go ing on in Hun gar ian so ci ety, in its
power struc ture and later in the ter ri to rial ar range ments of its peo ple.
Be fore and dur ing the con quest, the tribal sep a ra tion was still pro -
nounced, but now—largely un der Árpád’s in flu ence—the tribes be -
came in creas ingly united and com bined into a tribal con fed er acy.
In creas ingly, but not en tirely. The ad ven tur ing was in part cer tainly a
tribal un der tak ing or the “pri vate af fairs” of two or more jointly act ing



tribes. The tribal con fed er acy dealt only with im por tant mat ters af fect -
ing the en tire na tion. At the same time the con fed er a tion—du cal? 
princely?—had a dual power struc ture. The real leader was known as
the gyula, while the spir i tual leader was the kende.

The most likely ver sion is that the con fed er acy of the con quer ors was
or ga nized, still in the Etelköz, by Álmos, and that both he and his son
Árpád held the honor of the gyulaship. Dur ing the con quest, the aged
Álmos was killed in Transylvania or on Transylvania’s bor ders. It was
writ ten that “he was not to reach Pannonia”. He be came the vic tim of a 
rit ual reg i cide. Was it be cause the peo ple were forced to leave their orig -
i nal home? Or was it to cel e brate the suc cess ful con quest? Or was it
sim ply be cause his term of of fice had ex pired and be cause the time al -
lot ted for his su preme com mand was over? Ac cord ing to one hy poth e -
sis, this time pe riod was nine teen years, which, ac cord ing to the Metón
cy cle of the cal en dar, cor re sponds to one lu nar year. 

At this time, the of fice of kende was held by Kurszán, who also shortly
be came a vic tim of mur der. He was killed treach er ously, dur ing a con -
fer ence, at the din ner ta ble, by the Bavarians. This is note wor thy since
with the death of Kurszán, the dual prin ci pal ity came to an end, even
though its mem ory per sisted and ex erted a strong, tra di tional, ret ro -
spec tive at trac tion. There were at tempts to re-establish it. The first and
prin ci pal in di ca tion for this is that—pri mar ily in Transylvania—there
was af ter Árpád a whole se ries of anon y mous rul ers dur ing whose rule
a dy nasty of “ gyulas” ap peared, who nat u rally also came from the rul ing 
fam ily. This re gional dy nasty tried to es tab lish a bal ance of power,
vis-a-vis the Hun gar ian centrum, looked to ward By zan tium, and con -
verted to East ern Chris tian ity. It is not clear just how, but the ti tle gyula
later on be comes Gyula, i.e. a per sonal name. Could this be the re sult of 
his to ri og ra phy which trans poses a ti tle into a name?

When at the end of the 10th cen tury the ad ven tur ing came to an end,
the name of Géza emerges clearly and un mis tak ably from the cha otic
and per haps fic tional list of princely names. Géza played a ma jor role in 
nu mer ous mat ters, which here to fore were at trib uted ex clu sively to
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(Saint) Ste phen I, who is ven er ated as the founder of the coun try.
He—or per haps his fa ther—looked for a mate of dy nas tic in ter est. The 
one he mar ried was called by the pa gan-sounding name of Sarolt white
stoat, lady stoat or, more com monly, er mine). The fa ther of the bride
kept a princely court in the Transylvanian Fehérvár, which later be came 
known as Gyulafehérvár. The Gyula, very pow er ful in Transylvania,
may have been in duced to ac cept Géza as his son-in-law be cause in the
mid dle of the 970s the al ways pow er ful and dan ger ous Bul gar i ans be -
came even more so, and man aged to iso late him ter ri tori ally from
Byzancium. Later, Byzantium be came stron ger again, but at this time,
in view of Géza’s age, the reins of gov ern ment were grabbed by the en -
er getic Sarolt. The rel a tive in de pend ence of Transylvania  was main -
tained un der Sarolt’s youn ger brother—an other Gyula—and this
blood re la tion ship served to pro vide se cu rity for both ar eas. Ste phen,
who be came Prince in 1000 and was crowned king in 1001, was not sat -
is fied with this ar range ment. He mar ried a Ba var ian prin cess, and what
Géza could ac com plish with his mar riage, his son, who mar ried west -
ward, had to ac com plish with the force of arms. First, he had to over -
come Koppány in Somogy, though not be cause he was a pa gan, and
cer tainly not more than a par tial pa gan, like Géza. 

The ar chae ol o gists have dis cov ered the same type of four-apsed cha pel 
in Bakonykoppány that was un earthed in Ste phen’s royal city of
Székesfehérvár. It was not a re li gious dif fer ence that made Ste phen
con front Koppány, but the over throw of the se nior ity-based suc ces -
sion that was char ac ter is tic of the Árpád dy nasty in ear lier times.  Af ter
Géza’s death, the Somogy mag nate de manded the hand of the wid -
owed Sarolt, along with the throne. Af ter his over throw, he was quar -
tered and one of his quar ters was nailed to the gate of Gyulafehérvár as 
an overt warn ing. This be ing in suf fi cient, Ste phen had to take an army
against his ma ter nal un cle. Sub se quently, Ste phen had to set tle with an -
other Transylvanian mag nate, Ajtony, who be came too in de pend ent
and who had been known to “di vert” the royal salt barges. Both of
these cam paigns are now viewed as though Gyula and Ajtony had al -
ready acted on be half of non-Hungarian eth nic groups, Proto-Dacians 



or Pre-Romanians, and for in de pend ence from the new am bi tious
king dom.

Actually, both of these cam paigns were in ter nal—Hun gar ian “fam ily
fights” for power. The un cer tainty or ab sence of sources makes it im -
pos si ble to date Ste phen’s cam paign against Ajtony with any pre ci sion.
Yet the com plete in cor po ra tion of Transylvania into the ad min is tra tive
and re li gious struc ture cre ated by Ste phen could have taken place only
sub se quent to it.

Al ter nating his tor i cal and ar che o log i cal ap proaches, we must em pha -
size that from the con quest to the cre ation of the State, the Hun gar ian
pres ence in Transylvania does not im ply that a small rul ing class of
Hun gar i ans had been im posed on the lo cal pop u la tion. The fre quently
ham pered and in com plete ar che o log i cal stud ies doc u ment the pres -
ence of a large num ber of lower-class Hun gar ian set tlers.
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Rex and Dux, Mines and Border
Guards

Af ter Ste phen strength ened both his po si tion and the po si tion of his
cen tral ad min is tra tive base, he sys tem at i cally pro ceeded to con sol i date
the smaller, and thus in di vid u ally hardly threat en ing coun ties, which he
then en trusted to his fol low ers. He also es tab lished a net work of bish -
op rics, which cov ered the en tire coun try and en dowed a num ber of
mon as ter ies and chap ters. This nat u rally ex tended to Transylvania as
well. Here, how ever, a pre cise re con struc tion is made dif fi cult, among
other rea sons, by a de lay in writ ten doc u men ta tion and by the fact that
the nu mer ous wars and in ter nal up ris ings se ri ously dam aged the re li -
gious de pos i to ries of these doc u ments. Thus, the me di eval ma te rial of
the ar chives gives only in com plete in for ma tion or even mis in for ma -
tion, since the “ear li est” doc u ments that have come down to us are not
truly the ear li est doc u ments per tain ing to these sites, but only the ear li -
est that we have been able to dis cover. 

It is cer tain, how ever, that the or ga ni za tion of coun ties in Transylvania
fol lowed a def i nite pat tern, and that these ter ri to rial-admi-
nistrative-economic units were de signed in this area with the de fense of 
the king dom as the par a mount con sid er ation. Namely, the
Transylvanian coun ties at this time did not have a de fined bor der to -
ward the “out side”, in the di rec tion of the Carpathians and the cas tles
serv ing as the ad min is tra tive cen ters were es tab lished on their most se -
cure, west ern seg ment of the coun ties. While the coun ties and bish op -
rics—among them the Csanád bish op ric, which was headed by the
tu tor of the crown prince Imre, the later mar tyr and saint,
Gellért—were the prod ucts and de pos i to ries of a strong, cen tral will,
there emerged a fate ful countercurrent, which we may re fer to as the
trend to ward re gional con sti tu tional laws. Par en thetically: if we ac cept
the et y mol ogy of the name Erdély (Transylvania)—and why should n’t
we? - namely: Erdõelve in Hun gar ian = Be yond the For est (lit er ally
Trans-Sylvania), we must know that it was the cen tral moun tains of
Erdély, the Bihar Moun tains, that were cov ered with huge, dense for -
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ests be yond which, ac cord ing to con tem po rary think ing, Erdély
(Transylvania) was lo cated.

Ste phen, hav ing de feated Koppány, and hav ing warded off Gyula’s
force ful and Ajtony’s less sig nif i cant en deav ors to ward in de pend ence,
was look ing far ther into the fu ture. In or der to in crease the le git i macy
of his son Imre, to guide him into the ar du ous pro fes sion of rul ing, and 
to give him a taste of its re al ity, he used not only the Ad mo ni tions—at -
trib uted to him but ac tu ally only in spired by him, but he also used the
prom is ing crown prince as an im por tant war leader and, in fact, pro -
moted him to a vice-regal po si tion. Thus, Emericus Dux, ap pointed by
Stephanus Rex, was en trusted with Bihar, be tween the east ern bor der of
the Great Plain and the west ern bor der of Transylvania, as a
quasi-autonomous realm. The new State thus evolved a dual ad min is -
tra tive-economic axis, the first one be tween Esztergom and
Székesfehérvár, which could be ex tended to ward Pécs, the other one
be tween Biharvár and Csanádvár, the north ern pole of which was
trans ferred shortly to Nagyvárad.

When Prince Imre was killed in a hunt ing ac ci dent in Bihar, prob a bly
along the up per reaches of the Berettyó, dur ing a boar hunt, Ste phen’s
hopes for a se cure suc ces sion were lost. What re mained was a du bi ous
pre ce dent, which was not un usual at this time and which was also fa mil -
iar in Hun gar ian tra di tions. This was the in sti tu tion of the ducatus
(duke dom). Later, dur ing the reign of the House of Árpád, this prom -
is ing of fice was usu ally en trusted to the youn ger brother of the reign ing 
king, who was then ready and wait ing for the time when he could le gally 
take the sin gle, le gal step to ward the throne. 

Dur ing the 11th cen tury, a num ber of Petcheneg at tacks reached
Transylvania through the east ern passes of the Carpathians, and some
of these at tacks ex tended to the Great Plain. It be came ap par ent that
the tra di tional Hun gar ian sys tem of the buffer zone with a wide, un in -
hab ited area sep a rat ing it from the neigh bor ing peo ple and coun tries
failed to pro vide ad e quate pro tec tion, even though the de fend ers of
this buffer zone were sup posed to halt the first as sault of the en e mies,



and even though there were de fen sive lines with one earthen de fen sive
cas tle in ev ery county. For this rea son, ad di tional cas tles were built ac -
cord ing to a plan that would be called to day “a de fense in depth”.

As far as the his tory of the set tle ments and of the eth nic mix of the
pop u la tion is con cerned, the pic ture of the first cen tu ries of
Transylvania un der Hun gar ian rule, can be de ter mined from the names
of the set tle ments and of the rivers. This no men cla ture, which per -
sisted even dur ing the sub se quent set tle ments by Sax ons and
Romanians with some mod i fi ca tion ac cord ing to their lan guage uni -
formly at tests that in the 9th and 10th cen tu ries this re gion was shared
by the rem nants of the ear lier Slavic pop u la tion and the con quer ing
Hun gar i ans, in the most part well sep a rated from each other. This ar -
range ment was pos si ble be cause the older Slavic pop u la tion pre ferred,
for rea sons of de fense, the heavily for ested ar eas, while the lately ar -
rived Hun gar i ans set tled in the val leys and bas ins more suit able for
graz ing and for ag ri cul ture.

No or ganic con ti nu ity can be dem on strated for the towns or larger set -
tle ments of the for mer Dacia Provincia. Some times even the sim plest
signs of life are miss ing in the ru ins, which have lain un in hab ited for
cen tu ries. Their names are for got ten. They are re called only by the en -
thu si asm of re cent times, but ini tially the im pe tus is not the
Daco-Romanian Con ti nu ity hy poth e sis. It is due rather to the cur rently
pop u lar and nos tal gic ret ro spec tion to times long past and to an tiq uity.
Neo-Latin was an ear lier prod uct of the love of An tiq uity of its dev o -
tees. It was only later that it fit in well with the ro man tic, vig or ous, na -
tional as pi ra tions of the Romanians, and was most suit able to their
ide ol ogy and ra tio nal iza tions.

Dur ing the reign of Ste phen and of his first suc ces sors, the so cial
struc ture of Transylvania showed no dif fer ence from that of the coun -
try in gen eral. The strat i fi ca tion, the rule and the sub ser vi ence evolved
in the same fash ion as on “this side of the for est”.
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Why, and to what ex tent did this new East-Central Eu ro pean coun try,
the Hun gar ian king dom, need this prov ince, which ex tended far to the
east, and which dif fered from ev ery other prov ince by its nat u ral ge og -
ra phy? It is fun da men tal in this re gard that those who rushed hither
from the Etelköz saw the en tire Carpathian Ba sin as a unit which suited
their way of life and which pro vided their des per ately de sired se cu rity.
It is char ac ter is tic that they very soon re lin quished the Vi en nese ba sin,
which they also con quered as far as the pres ent Melk, when they re al -
ized that it was a poorly de fen si ble west ern sa lient. The cor rect ness of
their as sess ment is shown by the fact that the realm last ing from the
con quest to the 20th cen tury was in ter rupted for any length of time
only twice. The Turks en tered through the soft un der belly along the
lower Dan ube, while the Ger mans (Aus tri ans)  en tered along the up per
Dan ube, from the Vi en nese ba sin.

Salt was the eco nom i cally most im por tant prod uct of me di eval
Transylvania. Its com mer cial iza tion and dis tri bu tion was fa cil i tated by
the fact that its bulk could be trans ported by wa ter, mostly on the Tisza
and its trib u tar ies, but also on the Maros net work, which was a part of
the Tisza net work, but was im por tant enough to merit spe cial at ten tion. 
Even though Hun gary had cen tury-long ac cess to the Adri atic, the pro -
duc tion of salt by evap o rat ing sea-water was more dif fi cult and its
trans port more cum ber some than min ing the salt de pos its of the an -
cient seas and dis trib ut ing of large blocks of rock salt. 

Even though the data do not re flect it, it seems very un likely that the
min ing of the pre vi ously so im por tant Transylvanian pre cious met als
was not con tin ued un der Ste phen and un der his first suc ces sors. It is
also clear that a sig nif i cant num ber of furs and raw hides were ob tained
from this re gion. One part of the very large herd of horses must also
have served for ex port. It was this that stim u lated the ra pa cious ness of
the oc ca sional in vad ers.

We had some kings whose ac tiv i ties and leg ends are char ac ter is ti cally
re lated to a cer tain part of the coun try. Ladislas I, who was suc cess ful in 
ar rang ing the can on iza tion of Ste phen, Imre and some oth ers of his fa -



vor ites, and who later was him self el e vated to the gal lery of Hun gar ian
saints, ac cord ing to leg end, per formed most of his great and mi rac u lous 
deeds in Transylvania. The best known of these, also known as the St.
Ladislas Leg end, is a vari a tion on the theme of his chiv al rous deeds and
re lates how the king saved the daugh ter of the bishop of Várad from a
ma raud ing Cumanian fighter. This leg end, which is de picted most fre -
quently in Transylvanian churches—oddly enough, mostly in the min -
ing com mu ni ties—has an ad di tional pi quancy. It is not bad enough that 
the leg end is full of pa gan mo tives and al lu sions not quite be com ing to
a sainted king, but, that af ter the fight, the maiden saved from the
Cumanian, “looked into the head” of the vic to ri ous knight, i.e. picked
off the lice. This mo tif is dis turb ing not only be cause from to day’s per -
spec tive it is dis tress ing that the knightly king, the fu ture saint, had
headlice, but also be cause such an in ti mate, per sonal ac tiv ity by the
maiden could have been per formed only to her lover, a man who,
speak ing bib li cally, “had known her”.

Re turning to earth from the sphere of leg ends, it is cer tain that Ladislas
I ex tended the bor ders of Transylvania to the east and set tled a priv i -
leged class of bor der guards in Transylvania with the charge of pro tect -
ing the in ter nal foot hills of the Carpathians against the bel li cose tribes,
firmly set tled on the east ern slopes of the Carpathians and usu ally iden -
ti fied with the Cumanians. It seems likely that it was this group of sol -
diers, with whom he must have had fre quent con tact in the course of
his nu mer ous cam paigns, who cre ated his cir cle of leg ends and spread
the word about his mi rac u lous deeds, usu ally as so ci ated with mil i tary
ac tiv i ties. It may also have been due to them that when their pa tron died 
dur ing the sum mer of 1095, he was first bur ied in Somogyvár, but his
re mains where soon trans ferred to Nagyvárad.

Even though a small num ber of Petchenegs par tic i pated in the pro tec -
tion of the bor ders on the prin ci ple that the rob bers make the best
thief catch ers, Ladislas also re cruited his own bow and ar row cav alry
from other parts of the coun try, and thus a large num ber of Hun gar i -
ans joined those of their com pa tri ots who re mained in place im me di -
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ately af ter the con quest. They were Hun gar i ans, but they were not yet
Székelys.

At this time, the in ter nal or ga ni za tion and le gal sta tus of the
Transylvanian coun ties were not in any way spe cial. The coun ties and
re li gious or ga ni za tions fol lowed the same pat tern as in the other parts
of the coun try. The one thing that should be noted is that when
Ladislas’ suc ces sor, King Koloman, brought Croatia un der his rule he
sent a voivode to take charge. This Slavic position of honor, pre vi ously
un known in our coun try, did af fect Transylvania fairly soon and cer -
tainly from the end of the 12th cen tury. It will cause many po lit i cal
prob lems and, later, will cre ate even more prob lems for the re cord ing
his to ri ans.

The voivode spe cially ap pointed over a larger re gion could en joy much
more power, or could grasp more power than the ispáns (co mes -
counts) in charge of the smaller, in di vid ual coun ties. The temp ta tion
was great for the rep re sen ta tive of the cen tral au thor ity to fur ther his
own am bi tions at the ex pense of the re gional in ter ests. The voivodes
fre quently be came re bel lious lit tle kings. On the other hand, in the case
of the newly ac quired Croatia, this form of le gal ad min is tra tion was ap -
pro pri ate, if for no other rea son, than for the pac i fi ca tion of the lo cal
south ern Slavic peo ple and of their lead er ship and re as sur ance that in
this way they may have a cer tain amount of au ton omy. In the case of
Transylvania, it has led to the as sump tion that there was such an in de -
pend ence of  the re gion and of its peo ple. For this there is no ev i dence
and no pre ce dent in the ob jec tive study of the 10th and 11th cen tu ries.
If there was any such in de pend ence, it was much ear lier, at the time of
the gyulas, and cer tainly no later than the time of Ajtony.



How Does it Happen that Three is
Really Four?

As men tioned in the Pro logue, one of the his toric, and not geo graphic,
char ac ter is tics of Transylvania was its spe cific pop u la tion. Even at the
ear li est men tion of them, they were al ready a Hun gar ian speak ing peo -
ple, and yet they were the clearly dis tinc tive Székelys. They con sid ered
them selves to be the de scen dants of the army of Csaba, one of At tila’s
sons, who re turned to Transylvania along the High way of the
Armies—  the heav enly Milky Way. They thus con sid ered them selves to 
be Hun in or i gin. This is one of the world-wide Sav ior myths, in which
the di vine lib er a tor is not some placid prophet who can be cru ci fied,
but a bel lig er ent leader of ar mies. The or i gin and pre his tory of the
Székelys are lost in ob scu rity, or rather there are so many hy poth e ses
con cern ing them, that both the in ter ested lay man and the in quis i tive
ex pert are over taken by diz zi ness. It has been men tioned re peat edly,
but with out any ev i dence, that the Hun gar i ans al ready found them in
the Carpathian Ba sin in 895. Their ar chaic or ga ni za tion clearly points
to Asi atic Turkic tra di tions strength ened by the long-time sur vival of
Turkic ru nic1 script among them, yet the Székely di a lect shows no de vi -
a tion what ever from the Hun gar ian as far as the oc cur rence and prev a -
lence of Finno-Ugrian, Turkic or other lin guis tic rem nants is
con cerned. It is a fact that in the cam paigns of the Árpád era, they had
to serve both as scouts and as rear guard. This sug gests a re cent con tact
since the dan gers and bloody losses en su ing from these as sign ments,
were al ways im posed by the mil i tary rul ers of the no madic peo ples on
their lat est al lies or sub jects.

The least con tro ver sial the ory of their or i gin sug gests that the Székelys
were rem nants of the Kabars who joined the Hun gar i ans at the time of 
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the dis so lu tion of the Khazar Khanate, when the per haps force fully
ejected Hun gar i ans started out to find a new home land. It is cer tain that 
they were not scat tered, or at least not scat tered as much as the seven
con quer ing Hun gar ian tribes dur ing the post-nomadic pe riod, when
Hun gar ian so ci ety was trans formed and re shaped by the strength and
the de mands of the cen tral ized royal power. 

They be came guard ians of the bor ders. They were not the first ones
and not the last ones. Yet, they served in this ca pac ity for such a long
time, and with such last ing ef fects on the life of nu mer ous gen er a tions,
as was un prec e dented among the Hun gar i ans in the Carpathian Ba sin.

In Transylvania, in the Székelyföld (Land of the Székelys), a large and
tightly knit block emerged. In the other bor der lands of the coun try,
thus prin ci pally in the south west ern part of Transdanubia, the Göcsej,
north of Pozsony and in the Bihar, the in di vid u al ity of the small
Székely groups, their au ton omy and char ac ter is tics rap idly started to
dis in te grate, fade and dis ap pear. Next to Transylvania, the most per sis -
tent traces come from Göcsej, but among the peo ple in this re gion only
the faint est folk loric tra di tions tes tify to their orig i nal prov e nance.

The ba sic pop u la tion was di vided into six clans, which, in turn, were
sub-divided into four branches each, and thus gave struc ture to so ci ety,
to the fam ily and to the eco nomic and mil i tary ex is tence of the na tion.
The judges who saw to their af fairs and their lead ers in war were des ig -
nated so that in her i tance, elec tion, re call and ro ta tion all played a role.
In such a sys tem, there was con sid er able ri gid ity but also not a lit tle
flex i bil ity.

When the Transylvanian Székely “szék”-s were es tab lished—szék in this 
con text means a ter ri to rial and ad min is tra tive unit and, in ci den tally, is
to tally un re lated to the name of the peo ple—the so ci etal struc ture of
these units du pli cated and re flected the na tional whole. They did not
move or set tle by clans or by branches if such a move was forced upon
them, but al ways in al most ran dom group ings as sem bled from the en -
tire na tion. This was car ried to the point that when some ma jor di sas ter



re duced or de stroyed a branch, the area was re con sti tuted and re plen -
ished from the other branches in or der to main tain the con ti nu ity of
tra di tion.

For a long time, the Székelys kept to sim ple an i mal hus bandry and to a
graz ing econ omy with a no madic chang ing of their pas tures. The for -
ests and the land were owned jointly. The fam i lies had the right to use
the land but had no right of own er ship. Even later, when pri vate own -
er ship be came stron ger, a sen si ble col lec tiv ism was stub bornly main -
tained with a vil lage-based joint own er ship and with the re peated
op por tu nity to re dis trib ute joint prop erty ac cord ing to need. Yet, they
could not re main un touched by their feu dal en vi ron ment, and there
was also an on go ing in ter nal dif fer en ti a tion. Thus, a Székely no bil ity
evolved on an eco nomic ba sis. The lead ing aris to crats were the primors.
The rest of the pop u la tion was di vided into those who fought on
horse back and those who fought “only” on foot, thus form ing the
three classes iden ti fied clearly both in peace at home and in war. The
Székelys gained their priv i leges and in de pend ence with their own blood 
and toil. These are fre quently threat ened and the Székelys must have
stood up again and again in their own de fense. They pro tested ver bally,
in writ ing and, oc ca sion ally, by tak ing up arms. This will be dis cussed
later. Let us now re turn to the fate ful his tory of the orig i nal set tling of
the land.

Dur ing the first third of our mil len nium much was al ready de cided in a
most om i nous fash ion. There are few writ ten sources for fix ing the
years of their be gin ning. It can, how ever, be de ter mined from in di rect
sources that the first Székely set tle ments in Transylvania took place
dur ing the reign of the first kings of the House of Árpád. When, dur -
ing the reign of Géza II (1141-1162), in the mid dle of the 12th cen tury,
large scale Ger man col o ni za tion took place which was go ing to have ef -
fects last ing nearly a mil len nium, the Ger mans set tled in ar eas from
where the bor der-guarding Székelys had been moved out, to be closer
to the ac tual fron tiers.
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Ger man col o ni za tion? In Transylvania, this group, tra di tion ally strong
in num bers, wealth and in tel lect, un der went a fate ful de cline only to -
ward the mid dle of the 20th cen tury. We re fer to this Ger man speak ing
pop u la tion as the Sax ons, just as we do to the re lated pop u la tion in to -
day’s Slovakia, the for mer Hun gar ian Felvidék (North land), and Up per
Hun gary. In con trast, the also Ger man speak ing groups who were set -
tled in west ern and south ern Transdanubia, in the south ern Great
Plain—mostly in the seg ment be long ing to Ser bia, where they formed
an al most con tin u ous ring—in a semi cir cle around Buda, and who also
lived and live in de creas ing num bers in scat tered lo ca tions through out
the rest of the coun try, were called in the com mon par lance the
Swabians. 

A sig nif i cant per cent age of the “Sax ons” are eth ni cally truly of
Saxonian or i gin. Of our “Swabians” only a small frac tion came orig i -
nally from Swabia. In both groups there was a sig nif i cant in flux of
many other eth nic Ger man groups dur ing the Mid dle Ages, as well as in 
more re cent times. It is al most a his toric ac ci dent that be cause of the
eth nic or i gin of a few lead ing fam i lies, these two cat e go ries of Ger -
mans be came a rigid fix ture in the Carpathian Ba sin and re tained their
des ig na tion in a dual and par al lel fash ion, as sim i lat ing sub se quent and
dif fer ent Ger man eth nic groups. 

Transylvania be came fa mil iar with the county sys tem. Then the Crown
rel e gated Transylvania, or rather a part of Transylvania to the au thor ity
of a voivode, the holder of which ti tle stood be tween the coun ties and
the cen tral ad min is tra tion. The au ton omy of the Székelys sur vived in
the szék-s or seats, where they were gath ered into ter ri to rial and eth nic
blocks. The ar riv ing Sax ons, whose first waves orig i nated in and around 
Lux em bourg and who left there to es cape the rigid, feu dal shack les,
were also or ga nized into szék-s and thus gained spe cial op por tu ni ties
and an au ton o mous ad min is tra tion. They also did not have to adapt
them selves to the county sys tem.

Later on, a Székely ispán was ap pointed. For a while, how ever, the
Székely and Saxon szék-s were with drawn from the voivode’s au thor ity



and were com bined un der the con trol of the Szeben ispán. At this
time—we are in 1210—a source men tioned the Szeben ispán as the
one who led the Székelys, the Sax ons, the Petchenegs and the
Romanians in war. The em pha sis here is dis tinctly on the lat ter. Shortly
be fore this time, the Pechenegs still at tacked sev eral times across the
east ern Carpathians. The ear lier Székely set tle ments were es tab lished
largely for this rea son. Later the Petchenegs be came sat el lites, “rob bers
into thief catch ers”, and guard ians of the bor ders. Their small num bers
has tened their as sim i la tion. We are not con cerned with them here, but
must men tion, how ever, that it was not they who rep re sent the fourth
el e ment in me di eval Transylvania which ap peared last, or per haps si -
mul ta neously with the Sax ons, and which joined the other com mu ni ties 
in duced or forced by cir cum stances into a last ing un ion. 

Let us list the four : Hun gar i ans, Székelys, Sax ons and Romanians. The
list is not weighted in any way and rep re sents only the his toric se quence. 
It is an open ques tion why we are sep a rat ing the Hun gar i ans and the
Székely into sep a rate “na tions” when they spoke the same lan guage and 
who, ac cord ing to one view, dif fered from each other but very slightly.
This may even lead us into the camp of those who, for what ever rea son, 
wished to de crease the de mo graphic and his toric role of the Hun gar ian 
pres ence in this re gion (hy poth e siz ing even that the Székelys are
Hungarianized Romanians). The an swer is that the Székelys who were
very proud, liked to con sider them selves as a sep a rate “na tion”, par tic -
u larly when they hoped that this sep a rate ness would as sure them their
priv i leges as guard ians of the bor ders, their Székely free dom and the
au ton omy in her ent in their szék-s. A Székely “na tion” is not a fic tion,
but has to be in ter preted in the con text of the times and of the prev a -
lent le gal con cepts. The con cept had a dif fer ent mean ing than what it
has to day. It meant a tribe or a tribal as so ci a tion—that is, a com mu nity
of shared ob li ga tions, rights, du ties and pos si bil i ties.

The pre de ces sors of the early-latter day Romanians, who es tab lished
their coun try late, but very suc cess fully, were liv ing at the time of the
Hun gar ian con quest in the Cen tral Bal kans, where they were in close
lin guis tic prox im ity with the Al ba nians who re mained much closer to
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their orig i nal re gion. Lin guis tic ev i dence also sug gests that most of
them en gaged in a pas to ral life in the moun tains. Since at that time this
very hard life had lit tle ap peal, the higher moun tain ous re gions gave
them am ple op por tu ni ties for ex pan sion. In the early sources, By zan -
tium, a ma jor power fight ing a des per ate de fen sive war at this time,
called them the Wallachians, and it was only in the last cen tury that this
term be came the pe jo ra tive des ig na tion of Oláh. The Byzantians ac tu -
ally called all the Latinizing, non-Greek Balkanian peo ple Wallachians,
and were pleased to use the peo ple so des ig nated for their own pur -
poses. The re gion was rec og nized as a de sir able area dur ing an al most
in ci den tal cam paign—note how the Hun gar i ans dis cov ered the
Carpathian Ba sin dur ing their first Cen tral Eu ro pean in cur sion, and the 
idea of es tab lish ing a per ma nent res i dence here had con sid er able ap -
peal.

We can find the first in di ca tions of an ap proach of the Wallachians
from the ex ter nal slopes of the Carpathians to ward the Hun gar ian ter -
ri tory dur ing the Byzantian cam paign in volv ing Transylvania in 1166.
These dates—the Byzantian cam paign of 1166 and the cam paign of
the Szeben ispán in 1210, us ing Wallachian fight ers (ac tu ally against the
Bul gar i ans and not the Byzantines)—de ter mine the time when we can
def i nitely as sert that there was a Ro ma nian eth nic pres ence on the soil
of Transylvania. Their gain ing strength was con trib uted to mark edly by 
one of the great est Hun gar ian his tor i cal cat a clysms. But first: an in ter -
lude.

There was al ready an or ga nized Ger man col o ni za tion in Transylvania,
on ter ri tory for merly in hab ited by the Székelys, when other, Ger manic
new com ers ap peared, this time from the east. The Teu tonic Knightly
Or der, au tho rized by a Pa pal Bull of 1198, had barely been es tab lished
by Ger man no bles in Pal es tine from among the knightly cru sad ers,
when they were ex pelled from the Holy Land. They were chased back
to Eu rope, and in 1211 the be nev o lent An drew II (1205-1235) in vited
them to the Barcaság, mainly in or der for them to op pose the
Cumanian at tacks and to con vert the Cumanians, which truly was their
mis sion. The Teu tonic Or der, which later proved to be so ag gres sive,



very soon at tempted to es tab lish an in de pend ent coun try on the land
re ceived from us and to place them selves un der the pro tec tion of the
dis tant Pope and thus free them selves from the nearby Hun gar ian king. 
When af ter a num ber of om i nous sig nals An drew dis cov ered that in -
stead of the wooden cas tles, which he had very hes i tantly ap proved, the 
Teu tonic Knights were be gin ning to build per ma nent stone cas tles, the
dis ap pointed king ex pels them in 1225 by force of arms. Fleeing from
Pal es tine, the Teu tonic Or der—af ter the brief in ter lude of their
Transylvanian set tle ment—were is sued a later much re gret ted in vi ta -
tion by the Poles and set tled in Prus sia and along the Bal tic lit to ral. We
will not fol low their ad ven tur ous and, for so many, tragic and pain ful
his tory.

Re turning to the Romanians, Wallachians—the first char ter which
men tions them re lates to the land of a Ro ma nian vil lage chief, in the
Szörénység and is dated 1247. They were pri mar ily en gaged in sheep
and goat graz ing, but as a con se quence of their mi gra tory way of life,
they also bred horses and in hab ited al most all hab it able parts of a very
wide area, north of Mac e do nia and south of Moldavia. Thus, to find
the pre cise lo ca tion of their orig i nal home is even more hope less than it 
is for the Hun gar i ans. For cen tu ries, their main char ac ter is tic was mi -
gra tion, dur ing which they lived and moved among a num ber of dif fer -
ent eth nic groups. They par tic i pated in mar kets and, with their an i mals
func tioned as highly re garded cart ers and trans port ers. Wher ever they
were, they par tic i pated in lo cal ac tiv i ties but the loose ness of their af fil i -
a tions sat is fied their needs of the time. It did not, how ever, pro mote
the con cen tra tion of the pop u la tion needed for the for ma tion of a
coun try. It did main tain a way of life with a num ber of ar chaic traits.
This ini tial dil a to ri ness, which was not rare at the turn of the mil len -
nium, was main tained by them for many-many gen er a tions. 

Their co her ence was strength ened by their re li gion. Ex am ined in more
de tail, the an i mal hus bandry which was per va sive among the
Wallachians, al beit by no means ex clu sive to them, is hard to com press
into the neat cat e go ries drawn up by the eco nomic his to ri ans and
ethnographers. A few def i ni tions be come un avoid able: in a no madic
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sys tem, the change of pas ture—pri mar ily the change be tween sum mer
and win ter pas tures—in volves the mi gra tion of the en tire pop u la tion.
When only the shep herds ac com pany the flocks to the win ter pas tures,
it is known as transhumation. This may have meant a trip of sev eral
hun dred ki lo me ters, twice each year and also forced the men into
lengthy ab sences from their fam i lies. It had enor mous ef fects on sex ual
cus toms and on the rais ing of chil dren. In high al ti tude graz ing, the
flock grazed dur ing the sum mer in the lush moun tain mead ows, and in
the win ter lived in sta bles on for age gath ered dur ing the sum mer. In
these cases, the pas ture and the home were usu ally not too dis tant from
each other, and fam ily life was not sub ject to a sea sonal pe ri od ic ity.

De pending on the re gion and the pe riod, these three meth ods of an i -
mal hus bandry were used in ter change ably by the Wallachians. A de -
scrip tion—ad mit tedly from the last cen tury—is so sin gu larly af fec tive
that I must quote it. It de scribes the ex is tence of a fourth method.
Thus, “The life of these herds men is very sin gu lar and quite dif fer ent
from that of any other shep herd. With 60-70 of their mas ter’s goats
they roam over the bare crags all win ter. Com pletely left to their own
de vices, they are far from any so cial con tacts and may not see an other
hu man be ing for months. In pre vi ously des ig nated spots, such as caves
or hol low trees, their mas ter will have de pos ited corn meal for them
which the shep herds use as they go along. There is no va ri ety in their
days, their lives pass in com plete uni for mity. Such a shep herd picks a
large beech tree and fells it in such a fash ion that it falls unto one or two
other beeches and thus bring down three trees at the same time. The
more, the better. His work takes sev eral hours dur ing which the goats
watch from a safe dis tance, chew their cud and wait for their meal be ing
pre pared. When the cen tu ries old beech trees hit the ground, the shep -
herd gives a yell and the hun gry herd strips the buds and bark with their
sharp teeth. The shep herd, hav ing re moved the snow, builds a huge fire
and fill ing a large ket tle with snow hangs it on a metal tri pod. When the
wa ter boils, he adds corn meal from his shoul der-bag, stirs it into a por -
ridge and dines as con tent edly as the city dweller at a six course din ner.
He slakes his thirst with the snow melted in his ket tle and stretch ing out 
on a pile of branches sleeps soundly, hav ing been awake all night for



fear of pred a tors. Af ter the goats have con sumed their din ner, they lie
down but the shep herd soon in ter rupts their rest. He breaks a path
through the deep snow and the goats fol low in sin gle file and so they go
down into a val ley where they spend the night, pro tected from the
howl ing winds. He does not close his eyes all night and build ing sev eral
small fires around the herd to keep away the slavering wild an i mals,
watches them un til the morn ing. Should it start snow ing again at night,
the shep herd im me di ately rousts the herd from its rest and keeps them
mov ing back and forth. Thus, they stamp the snow down, keep warm
and also keep from be ing cov ered by snow. This is the daily rou tine of
the moun tain goat herd. Finally, af ter six months of mis ery, hard even
to imag ine for a per son used to so cial in ter course, with a face black ened 
by storms and freez ing cold, but with a sound, healthy stom ach and in
good strength he de scends with his herd to the vil lage.”

I quoted from: “Sándor Ujfalvi’s  The Old Hunter. Kolozsvár in the Year
1854". I did this not only to show a new, al beit rather ex treme form of
an i mal hus bandry; the quote says more about the in cred i ble te nac ity
and sim plic ity shown by the men en gaged in this form of an i mal care,
who lived among their an i mals which, in turn, sur vived on buds and
bark. This adapt abil ity and the will ing ness to live like this were ma jor
fac tors in their en try into and ex pan sion within the Bal kans and the
Carpathian Ba sin. This was a vastly dif fer ent ap proach than that of the
other na tions—in clud ing the Hun gar i ans—who brought their cat tle
and horse breed ing prac tices and their war like tra di tions with them
from the steppes of Asia.

In the re gion, where the Wallachians lived and moved for a long time as
tran sients, Romanianization was much stron ger than in Transylvania
and in Transylvanian Dacia. This was the area where the
Proto-Romanians—un der strong Slavic and other in flu ences—be came 
Latinized in their lan guage and in the de mon stra ble ori en ta tion of their 
lead ing classes. They ev i dently also min gled, here and there, with the
de scen dants of the early Dacians. This is a much more de fen si ble hy -
poth e sis than that of the lo cal Transylvanian con ti nu ity.
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Their Latinity, while clearly dom i nant as far as their lan guage is con -
cerned, did not prove to be very strong in a much more im por tant area.
Ini tially, they were un der the aegis of Chris tian ity, fol low ing the Latin
rit ual. But the prox im ity of By zan tium, and per haps un der the in flu -
ence of the Slavic peo ple, they soon and ir re vo ca bly fell un der the
dom i nance of the East ern Rit ual. The Greek Or tho dox Church, the
Pravoslavia, never shaken by the Ref or ma tion that hit its West ern coun -
ter part, sol idly per me ated the en tire so cial struc ture. Through re li gious
in struc tion, phi los o phy and men tal ity it be came a de ci sive fac tor for en -
tire re gions and peo ple. Even to day, the di vid ing line in the Bal kans and
in the Carpathian Ba sin is not geo graphic or his toric, but re li gious. It is
the line be tween the Ro man and the East ern Rites that sep a rates Cen -
tral Eu rope from East ern Eu rope. 



The Tearful Chronicle

In 1221 the lat est cru sade was un der way or ac tu ally slowly drag ging
along in the Holy Land, fought by un en thu si as tic forces whose re li -
gious con vic tions and be liefs in the pur pose of the cru sade were
equally doubt ful. Sud denly elec tri fy ing news spread through out Eu -
rope, par tic u larly through the mon as ter ies. An old leg end had again
come to life about a group of Chris tians who in an cient times be came
iso lated in the East and there flour ished. This was the leg end of the
Land of Prester John. Ac cord ing to the news, ar mies from this land 
had at tacked the east ern prov inces of the Sar a cens and were on their
way to lib er ate the Holy Land. Actually, there never was a Land of
Prester John. Who then were those who re ally did be gin a march from
Cen tral Asia, al though not to ward Je ru sa lem but—as their fi nal
goal—against Rome?

At the same time, or some what ear lier, a be lief or leg end arose in Hun -
gary, where even though the ad min is tra tion was in firm con trol, there
was a feel ing of im pend ing doom, and where in deed there were many
mi nor dan gers to be dealt with. Cer tain ru mors spread about some
alarm ing prep a ra tions be ing made along the ma jor high way of mi gra -
tion along which our an ces tors had trav eled to ar rive in their new
home land. It is pos si ble that this un ex pected and un wel come in for ma -
tion came to the Hun gar i ans in the Carpathian Ba sin as a re sult of some 
ten ta tive at tempts to search for their orig i nal home. It is cer tain that
sev eral suc ces sive at tempts had been made to find some Hun gar ian
groups who had sep a rated from the main body at the time of mi gra tion 
and who had re mained in the east. When fi nally a suc cess ful con tact
was made with Hun gar i ans in far away Baskiria, it was too late. By the
time they were dis cov ered, they were be ing swept away by a de struc tive
flood of far ther east ern forces who sud denly and jus ti fi ably spread ter -
ror through out Eu rope. It is typ i cal that while the na ive Eu ro pean
Chris tians were still ex pect ing suc cor from the east ern Chris tians of
Prester John’s land, the much better in formed con quer ors were fully
aware of the mis in for ma tion that pre ceded them. They over ran the still 
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Chris tian Gruz with the ad vanced troops car ry ing crosses to mis lead
the un sus pect ing in hab it ants.

We will omit a num ber of other de tails, since here we must dis cuss the
events as they re late to Transylvania. Suf fice it to say that at long last the 
steppe-dwelling Mon go lian tribes joined to gether—a tra di tional ar -
range ment of the no madic em pires—and ad vanced from the heart of
Asia to ward the heart of Eu rope. The uni fied as sault, tra di tion ally re -
ferred to in Hun gary as the Ta tar In va sion, reached the Carpathian Ba -
sin in the spring of 1241. By this time the mists sur round ing the land of 
Prester John have long since dis si pated. The Do min i can friar Julianus
and his breth ren, who went in search of the Baskirian Hun gar i ans,
alerted the re li gious and lay lead ers of Eu rope to the im pend ing dan ger. 
The Hun gar ian King Béla IV (1234-1270) was in re ceipt of a let ter,
writ ten in Ta tar but clearly un der stand able fol low ing suc ces sive trans la -
tions :"I, the Khan, em is sary of the Heav enly King, who was granted
the power on earth to raise my vas sals and op press my op po nents, am
amazed at you, king of Hun gary. I have sent you thirty em is sar ies al -
ready. Why don’t you send even one of them back to me with a let ter
con tain ing your re ply? I know you are a rich and pow er ful king. You
have many sol diers and you rule your large coun try by your self. Thus, it
may be dif fi cult for you to sub mit to me, but it would be better and
more sal u tary for you if you would sub mit to me. I have also learned
that you are keep ing my Cumanian ser vants un der your pro tec tion. I
am there fore in struct ing you to stop pro tect ing them and avoid con -
front ing me on their be half. They could es cape eas ily, hav ing no houses
and could flee, wan der ing with their tents, but you who live in a house
and have cas tles and cit ies will not be able to es cape from my hands."

This let ter is a mar vel of the Asi atic style. It is con vinc ing, and not ex -
actly friendly. Yet, as it be came ob vi ous soon, it was pro phetic. There
had to be a king on the throne who had con fi dence in him self. If he
gave in, he was no lon ger a king but a vas sal. Con cern ing the east ern
Cumanians men tioned in the let ter, their ac com mo da tion ul ti mately
turned out to be det ri men tal, but not for the rea sons given in the
Khan’s let ter. The ap pear ance of the still no madic, pa gan, Cumanians



in the Great Plain up set the in ter nal peace of the coun try and raised dis -
con tent and an ger with the king’s de ci sion at the pre cise mo ment when
there was the great est need for har mony. These Cumanians, whose cus -
toms and mor als were sim i lar to those of the orig i nal Hun gar ian con -
quer ors, could hardly fit in with the now well-settled Hun gar i ans, even
in peace time. They were thor oughly fa mil iar with the tac tics and men -
tal ity of the ap proach ing Tatars—we may as well be gin to call them by
that name—about whom the Hun gar i ans knew very lit tle. These
Cumanians would be badly needed, but they were again, mis un der -
stood. The Hun gar i ans, op pos ing the king’s wishes, con sid ered the
Cumanians to be ad vance ac com pli ces of the Tatars, killed their tribal
chief tain and ex pelled them. This left them even more de fense less.

In March 1241, the forces of Batu Khan crossed the Carpathians si -
mul ta neously through the north ern, east ern and south ern passes. Their 
Blitz krieg , which caused Béla IV and his fam ily to flee first to the cas tle
of Knin in Dalmatia, then to Trorig and fi nally to the is land of Ciovo,
ground to a halt in Hun gary. This was due not so much to the Hun gar -
ian re sis tance, but rather to in ter nal prob lems caused by the death of
the Mon go lian Great Khan. Their elan, their meth ods of war fare and
their cus tom ary, long con tin ued ab sences from home, do not seem to
sug gest that they had reached the pos si ble lim its of their con quest in
the Carpathian Ba sin. 

Their main force moved south, along the right bank of the Dan ube, in
the spring of 1242. In the Bal kans, al most in pass ing, they sub ju gated
the Bul gar i ans. A large sub-group rav aged Transylvania again, and de -
parted through the east ern passes of the Carpathians. Be hind them the
coun try was dev as tated, just how badly is a mat ter of an cient de bate.
The con tem po rary de scrip tions are apoc a lyp tic. The Tear ful Chron i cle of 
the Ital ian Mas ter Rogerius, canon of Várad and later arch bishop of
Spalato, de tails it for pos ter ity. His de tailed and im pas sioned de scrip -
tion sounds very much like an eye wit ness ac count and ra di ates the heat
of things seen and suf fered. His words evoke a doc u men tary mov ing
pic ture and show us houses to tally de stroyed by fire, de spoiled
churches, and the bloody, de cay ing ca dav ers of raped and mur dered in -
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hab it ants. Those who hid in the deep for ests and in the swamps were
lured out with ruses and false prom ises, and were then mas sa cred in
turn.

The mod ern reader dis cov ers only grad u ally that the em i nent Rogerius
is in ter nally con tra dic tory. Prin ci pally, if his de scrip tion had been ac cu -
rate and fac tual, Béla IV would have been un able to re build quite so
quickly af ter his re turn fol low ing the with drawal of the Tatars. Many of 
his pro grams, par tic u larly the ex ten sive and ac cel er ated erec tion of
towns and cas tles, pos tu lates the pres ence of a very large work force,
huge num bers of ar ti sans and even more help ers and, in ad di tion, ad e -
quate build ing sup plies and, most im por tantly, food for these mul ti -
tudes.

Re gard less how ques tion able the di rect and in di rect dam ages of the Ta -
tar in va sion may have been, it seems likely that the dam ages in
Transylvania were greater than else where. The harm must have been
great est in the val leys and among the pop u la tion of the great bas ins.
The moun tain dwell ers and their herds and set tle ments were prob a bly
only min i mally af fected, or not at all. Nei ther the Tatars nor the ep i -
dem ics that fol lowed their in va sion pen e trated the moun tain ous re -
gions. Nei ther then, nor later. This again changed the eth nic ra tios. We
men tioned the sig nif i cant Hun gar ian-Saxon-Székely em i gra tion to be -
yond the Carpathians, pri mar ily to the Wallachia, but also to Moldavia.
Af ter the di sas ter, Transylvania ex erted a strong at trac tion. This was
pro moted by ad min is tra tive re or ga ni za tions, which linked cer tain
Transcarpathian units with units on this side of the Carpathians. Within 
these linked units, changes in own er ship and do mi cile could be eas ily
un der taken. The ad min is tra tion “strad dling” the Carpathians be came a
bridge for egress and in gress, first for the for mer and then for the lat ter.

The ad min is tra tion was un der go ing al most con tin u ous changes.
Through out the coun try the for mer royal county or ga ni za tions were
fall ing apart. Béla IV, shar ing the re gal bur den of re con struc tion with
the mag nates and with the cit ies, looses some of his power. There is a
“Quid pro quo”. Who ever gets per mis sion to build a for tress for the



pro tec tion of the coun try may mo bi lize forces against in ter nal en e mies
as well. 

At this time, Transylvania’s re gional in de pend ence be came stron ger
rather than weaker and the per son al ity and re spon si bil i ties of the
Transylvanian voivode was un der go ing fre quent changes. The Székely
and Saxon szék au ton omy was main tained, but then a num ber of
voivodes and ispáns were charged with the es tab lish ment and su per vi -
sion of new, smaller ar eas. A num ber of these now had a Ro ma nian ma -
jor ity.

It was a strange and col or ful world. Just as in other parts of the Hun -
gar ian king dom, namely in the crown lands, eth nic or i gin was now less
sig nif i cant. It was the lan guage and the re li gious af fil i a tions that be -
come the dom i nant fac tors and not the “po lit i cal” con sid er ations. Even 
more im por tant than the old tribal-national or ga ni za tion was the in di -
vid ual’s place in the strat i fi ca tion of the classes and the ac com pa ny ing
di vi sion of la bor. This, of course, per tained only to those mem bers of
the com mu ni ties who had been fully ac cepted and as sim i lated into
them.

Even though un de feated, the Tar tars were gone, but the threat re -
mained. No year went by with out the news of an im pend ing in va sion.
Even though these in va sions may not have taken place, or may not
reached the Carpathian Ba sin, they were not with out foun da tion. It was 
for this rea son that Béla IV re ceived the flee ing son of the Rus sian
Great Prince from Tsernygov, Rostislav, and ac cepted him as his
son-in-law. He later as sisted him with an army in the lat ter’s Halics cam -
paign. It seems that the king of Hun gary did have an ef fec tive army,
which also ar gues against the al leged to tal de struc tion of the coun try.
Béla IV also took back the for merly ex pelled Cumanians, but this time
they were given an area in the cen tral re gion of the Great Plain for set -
tle ment and graz ing.

There came now an other ex per i ment with the cru sad ers—and this
brings us back to Transylvania. We can not com pete with the terse state -
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ment in the His tor i cal Chro nol ogy of Hun gary and quote the fol low ing pas -
sage from it (Note the two ital i cized pas sages: a feu dal con tract
men tions Romanians in two places): “On June 2, 1247, Béla IV con -
tracts with the Hospitaler [St. John’s or Cru sader] Or der. Among other
things, the king gives the Cru saders the Szörénység, ex cept for the land
of the Ro ma nian voivodate, all the way to the Olt river, Cumania be yond
the Olt and the south east ern cor ner of Transylvania, with its rev e nues
and ju di cial pow ers and per mits them to par tic i pate in the trans port and 
ex port of salt. He also sup ports them in the erec tion of for tresses in
Cumania. The Cru saders make a com mit ment to im prove their feu dal
lands, in crease its pop u la tion, and pro tect their ter ri tory to gether with
the Romanians [Olati]. In ad di tion, they will ren der mil i tary as sis tance
in case of a Hun gar ian cam paign into Bul garia, Greece or Cumania.”

The Hos pi tal lers re lin quish their Feu dal lands some times be tween 1258 
and 1260, thus, they did not have to be ex pelled. The prob lem was not
that they had been build ing for tresses, but rather that they had not done 
so. They leave. Hun gary and, par tic u larly, Transylvania had very poor
luck with these not very knightly Cru sader knights.  Nota bene: Salt!
When Béla IV, in May 1242, im me di ately af ter the with drawal of the
Tatars, ap pointed a cer tain Paul of the Gerenye fam ily as “Com mis -
sioner of Re con struc tion” of the ter ri to ries to the west of the Dan ube,
the prin ci pal task with which he was charged was the sup pres sion of
high way rob bery, the col lec tion of the scat tered pop u la tion—and the
re open ing of the Transylvanian salt mines. 

In 1257, Béla IV ap pointed his old est son, the crown prince, as Prince
of Transylvania.  Ste phen was ap prox i mately eigh teen-years-old at this
time. His wife, whose Chris tian name was Eliz a beth, was the daugh ter
of one of the Cumanian chief tains in Hun gary. Ste phen, who very
shortly pro moted him self from prince to ju nior king, at times con -
tracted with his fa ther about his lands and rights and at times at tacked
him. He was no lon ger just the Prince of Transylvania. His do mains in -
cluded ev ery thing east of the Dan ube. His youn ger brother, Prince
Béla, won Slavonia for him self. Thus, the king held only Transdanubia
and a small area in the north for him self. The is sue ob vi ously was not



Transylvania alone, but the burn ing am bi tion of the crown prince that
the king was un able to sat isfy. Yet, the re la tion ship be tween them be -
came a con trib ut ing fac tor in de cid ing that the fate of Transylvania and
that of the coun try as a whole did not fol low the same path.

As far as the Tatars were con cerned, there was a gap that spanned two
gen er a tions. They ap peared in side of the Carpathians again in 1285.
Ranging through the Verecke pass, they ad vanced as far as the city of
Pest. This was not a con cen trated at tack against Eu rope, but only a
large scale, ex plor atory rob ber cam paign. When barely a month later,
they re tired to ward the east, through Transylvania, there Loránd of the
Borsa Fam ily, the Transylvanian voivode de feated them in bat tle and
took many pris on ers. This led to se ri ous fu ture dif fi cul ties.

In the mean time, from hav ing been Prince of Transylvania and ju nior
king, Ste phen V be came king, but only for two years (1270-1272). He
was suc ceeded on the throne by Ladislas IV (the Cumanian), the son of 
the “Cumanian woman”. The ep i thet, Cumanian, was not with out
foun da tion. Even though Ladislas IV’s wife was an Anjou prin cess, the
daugh ter of the Ne a pol i tan-Sicilian king, Charles I, the king was par tial
to his ma ter nal rel a tives and to the rel a tives of his Cumanian mis tress.
Fur ther more, he en listed the Transylvanian cap tive Tatars into his army 
and used them in in ter nal war fare. He later had to take a sol emn oath
be fore the Arch bishop of Esztergom that he would not grant of fices to 
those who had not been bap tized. He aban doned the Tatars just as he
aban doned his mis tress, and he took back his wife, the Anjou Eliz a -
beth. ( To what ex tent? The chron i cles are si lent about any off spring.)
But this again is not part of the his tory of Transylvania.

Just as in the west, there was a ten dency in Transylvania to re place the
royal do mains and the rev e nue gen er ated by ser vice in these do mains,
with do mains and rev e nues—prin ci pally in spe cie—held by the mag -
nates. The royal coun ties were slowly be ing re placed by coun ties of the
no bil ity. This rep re sented a di rect chal lenge to all the pre vi ous priv i -
leges and au ton o mies granted by the king, and be came a source of
much in ter nal strife. Old in ter ests were smashed by the new ones. In
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the mean time, the in creas ingly nu mer ous and im por tant Ro ma nian
pop u la tion, this side of the Carpathians, did not yet have or ex pect the
ad van tages granted to the Székely and Saxon pop u la tions. The weak en -
ing of the cen tral ad min is tra tion and the de par ture of the Hospitalers
made se ces sion very ap peal ing to the Transcarpathian Romanians.
Such an at tempt re sulted in the death of the Ro ma nian voivode Litvoj,
the lord of the Szörény, killed dur ing a Hun gar ian pu ni tive cam paign. A 
few years later, the Szörény Banate, which rep re sented a Transylvanian
and Hun gar ian clenched fist aimed at the heart of the Bal kans, was lost
to the Hun gar ian Crown, and so was Cumania. This is just the be gin -
ning of the times when new “au ton o mies” rise along side the old ones
and oc ca sion ally in op po si tion to them. The al ready strongly mus cu lar
or still grow ing mag nate fam i lies cre ated feu dal fiefdoms, ques tioned
the royal au thor ity and, in ef fect, ruled small sep a rate “king doms”, to
the det ri ment of the whole coun try.

At this time, in Transylvania, these petty rul ers were not yet na tive sons
and rep re sented “for eign” dig ni tar ies. The most em i nent among them
is the voivode Ladislas Khan, who be came well known when he got the
Crown of St. Ste phen into his hands and re fused to give it up to its
right ful owner, the Anjou Charles Rob ert. It was only af ter de cades of
bit ter do mes tic fight ing that the le git i mate ruler could re gain con trol
over Transylvania from Ladislas Khan and from his sons. Even then the 
suc cess was in com plete. There was hardly any voivode or other royal
of fi cial who did not at tempt to cre ate an au ton o mous fiefdom for him -
self at the cost of the royal au thor ity. There were some that were ev a -
nes cent, while oth ers were pre served for a life time and were even
be queathed to sons and grand sons. The Transylvanian Sax ons were not 
ex actly an gels ei ther. Dur ing their on go ing fight with the bishop of
Gyulafehérvár, the king was fi nally forced to call in the Great Plain
Cumanians to teach them a les son.

The chap ter by Mas ter Rogerius, which dealt with the Ta tar in va sion
and was con se quently en ti tled The Tear ful Chron i cle, could be con tin ued
at this time. The west ern parts of the coun try were freed from any fur -
ther Mon go lian threats af ter the “lesser Ta tar in va sion” of 1285.



Transylvania was still sub ject pe ri od i cally to the “East ern Plague”. In
the fore ground of the Carpathians, the Ta tar pres ence un der went
changes but was per sis tent. This rest less band of brig ands, al ways ready 
for raids or for cam paigns to stock the ever flour ish ing slave mar kets of 
the Cri mea with live hu man mer chan dise, was more re cently less likely
to act on their own, but of fered its mer ce nary ser vices to other lead ers.
It made very lit tle dif fer ence to the sub jects of their at ten tion. 

The eth nic struc ture of Transylvania was mod i fied by the im mi grants
who fled to the more pro tected Carpathian Ba sin from the re gions out -
side the Carpathians, which were still sub ject to Ta tar ha rass ment.
There was a par tic u larly heavy in flux from among the Ro ma nian moun -
tain shep herd tribes who had made the trip across the Carpathians be -
tween Transylvania and the Wallachia, and be tween Transylvania and
Moldavia, twice each year for many years. They were fur ther mo ti vated
by the fact that be ing Greek Or tho dox, they were ex empt from the
church tax (tithe) and had to pay only the “one fif ti eth” tax for their
herds. Their set tle ments were well de fined in in creas ing num bers, by
the partly wooden and partly ma sonry churches and mon as ter ies.

Finally, a tear ful chron i cle, no less la men ta ble than the one writ ten by
Mas ter Rogerius, could be writ ten about the fires and ashes of the peas -
ant re volt led by Antal Budai-Nagy (1437). The feu dal ism that even tu -
ally reached Transylvanian so ci ety was even more un struc tured than its
orig i nal Hun gar ian model. In Transylvania it never de vel oped fully
along the clas sic lines of the West. The changes in the in ter re la tion of
the classes, the in creas ing ar ro gance of the no bil ity and the con tin u ing
threats from the Bal kans which im posed in creas ing fi nan cial bur dens
on them, led to re bel lion and it was by no means the low est lev els of so -
ci ety, Hun gar ian or Ro ma nian, which re volted. The Transylvanian re -
bels proudly called them selves “The as so ci a tion of the Hun gar ian and
Ro ma nian in hab it ants of Transylvania”, and “ Free men”. These com -
ments, typ i cally di rected against the no bil ity, an nounced the Hussite
pro gram for so cial equal ity. They also clearly fol lowed a Hussite ex am -
ple when they en trenched them selves, as though on a “Transylvanian
Mount Ta bor”, on the ex ten sive pla teau of Mount Bábolna, near the
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com mu nity of Alparét, in the county of Doboka." (László Makkai) Just
like in the later Dózsa re bel lion, the leader of this re bel lion, Antal
Budai-Nagy, is not a serf but a gen try. In these re bel lions the or ga niz ers
and lead ers were not those who had suf fered the most, but mainly
those who had some thing to loose be side their life. Even a sig nif i cant
per cent age of the large group of fol low ers came from the lower but
prop er tied classes and not from among the “have-nots”. They rep re -
sented a group who were de prived of some thing they had ac quired. Af -
ter sev eral vic to ries and con di tional agree ments, this bloody re volt
came to an end. The ma jor fac tor in its col lapse was that the de mands
of the par tic i pat ing gen try were met, while the other par tic i pat ing
groups were ig nored. Thus, the unity of the re bel lion fell apart.

This move ment was not trig gered by an ad hoc dis plea sure, a sud den
rage or an over whelm ing pas sion. It rep re sented the long-term goals of 
its lead ers. This is shown by the fact that they had met an nu ally on
Mount Bábolna to dis cuss their sit u a tion and ac tual de mands. This dan -
ger ous sit u a tion was re spon si ble for the emer gence, on the other side,
of the “Three Transylvanian Na tions”. An as so ci a tion of the Hun gar -
ian no bil ity, the Székelys and the Sax ons, which then re mained for a
very long time an im por tant fac tor and a much cited base in the con sti -
tu tional strug gles in Transylvania’s fu ture his tory. The tri ple un ion was
first rat i fied by the del e gates of the three par ties in Kápolna in Sep tem -
ber 1437, and was re newed in Feb ru ary 1438 in Torda, the site of nu -
mer ous fu ture Transylvanian Diets. The re bel lion led by Antal
Budai-Nagy and char ac ter ized by ex treme cru elty on both sides, sapped 
Transylvania’s in ner strength and co he sion, just when a new and enor -
mous dan ger arose—from the east.



Raven on High

In 1326 Brussa (the pres ent Burma) be came the cap i tal of the Ot to man 
Turks. It was still in Asia Mi nor, but at its west ern edge. In 1362 the cap -
i tal was al ready in Drinapoli (the pres ent Edirne), well this side of the
Sea of Marmara and in the Bal kans. The ring tight ened around the un -
for tu nate cap i tal of the East ern Ro man Em pire, but By zan tium did not 
fall un til 1453 at which time it be came Istambul, or in its shorter form,
Stambul. Dur ing these years, the sa bers of the ra pa cious Turk ish Sul -
tan ate reached ever fur ther across the Bal kans, to ward the more pre -
cious parts of Eu rope, to con quer them, or at the very least to hurt
them. By sea the pri mary tar get was Ven ice, as the prin ci pal guard ian of 
the east-west trade routes. On land the main thrust was in the di rec tion
of Stambul-Sofia-Belgrade-Budapest-Vienna. This route was im pos si -
ble un less the ar mies could cross the soft un der belly of Transylvania,
the Hun gar ian Délvidék (South land).

When Béla IV re ceived the Ta tar let ter quoted above, pre sum ably in
1240, Pope Greg ory IX still urged him to lead a Cru sade for the lib er a -
tion of the Holy Land. By this time the trend there had been re versed.
In 1244, Je ru sa lem was lost and in 1291 the last Pal es tin ian for tress of
the Cru saders, Acre, was cap tured by the Mos lems, that is by the
Mameluk Sul tan ate of Egypt. 

This was the last chap ter in the se ries of of fen sive “Holy Wars” for the
re cov ery of the cra dle of Chris tian ity from the pa gans, and for the con -
trol of the east ern com merce. At this point, the pen e tra tion of the pa -
gans into south east ern Eu rope and the Bal kans should have been
pre vented by a new cru sade. The bas tion of the east ern Ap os tolic
Cross had fallen, and the west ern bas tion must now be de fended.

In Hun gary, in the mean time the nearly 40 year rule of Charles Rob ert,
of the House of Anjou, came to an end and the 40 year rule of his son
Louis I (the Great) (1342-1382) be gan. He also be came King of Po land 
in 1370, and spent enor mous en ergy and huge sums of money on the
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con quest (re-conquest) of the throne of Na ples for the House of
Anjou. His rule, also not free from in ter nal dis sen sions, was fol lowed
by the half cen tury rule of Sigismund of Lux em bourg (1387-1437).
Sigismund first ruled as the con sort of Louis’s daugh ter Maria (1382-
1395) and, af ter her early death in an ac ci dent, he held the throne alone.
In Sigismund’s day, the Turk ish con quest had pro gressed to the point
where the Bal kan buffer states were gone, and the Sul tan’s ar mies at -
tacked the Hun gar ian home land di rectly.

Sigismund fought two bat tles with the Turks. At Nicapolis, in 1396, the
Eu ro pean cru sader knights, led by him,  were de feated, and in 1428 the
cam paign to re cover Galambóc, an im por tant bas tion de fend ing Bel -
grade, lost the pre vi ous year, ended in di sas ter. These were om i nous
signs.

Be tween these two lost bat tles, in 1407, but we don’t know where, a
child was born, who was the first one to rec og nize the real sig nif i cance
of this new east ern threat. The or i gins of János Hunyadi are un clear.
He was thought to be Ro ma nian (his fa ther was a boy ar who moved
from Wallachia), and he was also thought to be the il le git i mate son of
King Sigismund. This is not our con cern. His deeds speak for them -
selves. All we know is that he started from a rel a tively low rank, served
in nu mer ous cam paigns and be came the lead ing mil i tary com mander
of 15th cen tury Eu rope. It can not be de nied that he gained the re spect
of his rul ers. At the end of his life he owned a prop erty of 2 mil lion
hect ares, one quar ter of which was in Transylvania. It is here that he
built, al most in the face of the Turks, his mighty and justly cel e brated
for tress of Vajdahunyad. This was where his two sons, Ladislas and
Matthias grew up.

János Hunyadi thought and acted more as a vas sal than as an in de pend -
ent land owner and de voted al most all of his enor mous rev e nues to the
war against the Turks. We may ig nore most of his he roic bat tles, both
those he won and those he lost, and con cen trate on the one for which
the bells still toll.



In 1456, hree years af ter hav ing cap tured By zan tium-Constantinople
and con vert ing it into Stambul, Sul tan Mo ham med II took the field in
per son, and de parted for the siege of Nándorfehérvár. This city is to -
day known as Bel grade1 and is the cap i tal of Ser bia. In those days, it was 
a for tress not far from the Hun gar ian bor der and a key point along the
mil i tary high way lead ing to Buda and Vi enna.

The re liev ing forces un der Hunyadi were com posed of three el e ments.
Along side the Hun gar ian no bil ity and the paid mer ce nar ies, he used the 
lin ger ing emo tional ap peal of the cru sades and called the lower classes
to arms. This was a very cou ra geous act, since these were the peo ple
who in the past, op pressed and ex ploited, rose against their mas ters on
more than one oc ca sion. Un der Nándorfehérvár they be came com -
rades in arms. In re cruit ing the cru sad ers and also dur ing the bat tle,
Hunyadi’s  strong right arm was a Fran cis can friar, John Capistran, the
fu ture Saint John Capistran, a rig idly moral, fi ery priest and a mer ci less
in quis i tor. 

The Chris tians won a re sound ing vic tory. The wounded Sul tan was car -
ried from the field by his guards, more dead than alive. This vic tory of
Nándorfehérvár halted the Ot to man ex pan sion into Eu rope for more
than a cen tury. It was a huge op por tu nity wait ing to be ex ploited, but
only the bells tolled.

To day, few are aware of it, even in Hun gary, but wher ever in the world
day af ter day the bells are rung in the churches at noon, this is done in
mem ory of the vic tory János Hunyadi gained on July 22, 1456 un der
the walls of Nándorfehérvár. Ac cord ing to one ver sion, it was Pope
Callixtus III, who in his hap pi ness over this vic tory or dered all the bells
in Rome to ring at noon. In fact, the or der to ring the bells pre ceded the
bat tle and was is sued on June 29. The Pope wished to use the bells to
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plead with the heav ens so that the bat tle which may have meant the sur -
vival of Chris tian ity be de cided in their fa vor. Yet the ear lier ver sion is
not en tirely in cor rect. The fact that the noon ring ing was per pet u ated,
was in deed in cel e bra tion of the vic tory. (Later, when the mem ory of
Nándorfehérvár paled, the cus tom was main tained since it an nounced
the mid dle of the day in all the Cath o lic lands and called the faith ful to
sup per).

Only a few weeks af ter the bat tle, an other bell tolled for János Hunyadi, 
the fu neral bell. The plague swept through the camp and he be came
one of the vic tims. That same fall John Capistran also died. The loss of
these two cham pi ons of vic tory at a time when the coun try was again in 
a lead er ship cri sis and slip ping into an ar chy, could have been fa tal to the 
de fense against the Turks. Hunyadi’s  ca reer started in Transylvania,
raced like a comet across the skies and ended in his pre ma ture death.
For tu nately there was an other Hunyadi to carry on.

In the in ter reg num be tween the mid-century strug gles for the throne,
János Hunyadi car ried the ti tle of re gent and was in fact prac ti cally the
king. He was a late-medieval, self made man who carved his path with
his sword. When his bril liant ca reer came to an end in 1452, his old est
son, the 23 year-old Ladislas, rep re sented an al most dy nas tic suc ces sor.
Sev eral planned mar riages would have con nected him to ei ther com -
pet ing or as so ci ated mag nate fam i lies but no mar riage was ever sol em -
nized. He piled honor upon honor. In 1452 he was al ready ispán of
Pozsony, one year later he was P rince of Croatia-Slovenia. At the death
of his fa ther, he was ispán of Temes, and now he in her ited his fa ther’s
es tates and most of his ti tles.

The king of Hun gary at this time was the post hu mous son of the first
Habs burg ruler, Al bert (1437-1439), Ladislas V (1440-1457) who was
crowned as an in fant, be ing born some months af ter his fa ther’s death.
There was at the same time an other king of Hun gary, Wladislas I
(1440-1444), from the House of Jagello. In 1444 he ac com pa nied
Hunyadi on a well-intentioned but fool hardy cru sade against the Turks. 
Af ter a few mi nor vic to ries, he was soundly de feated at Várna. The king 



was left dead on the bat tle field. No body knows where he was bur ied.
Thus, the Habs burg child-king, Ladislas V, was left alone and for a few
years Hunyadi acted as re gent. Let us re turn, how ever, to our his tor i cal
se quence.

The strug gle be tween the Hun gar ian mag nates be came ac cen tu ated af -
ter the death of the head of the Hunyadi fam ily and they all com peted
in try ing to di min ish the pat ri mony and ti tles of his son Ladislas. The
chal lenge be came in creas ingly overt. When Ladislas V and the
Hunyadi’s  main an tag o nist, Ulric Cillei, dur ing their trav els in
Transylvania and south ern Hun gary ex pressed a de sire to pos sess
Vajdahunyad, Ladislas Hunyadi and his ad her ents mur der Cillei. The
king was ter ri fied and granted am nesty un der oath. A few months later,
he had Ladislas taken pris oner in Buda and had him be headed.

The scene was a hor ri ble one. Dur ing the pub lic ex e cu tion, or ga nized
with the par tic i pa tion of the Court, the ex e cu tioner struck three times,
but the young man was still alive. Ac cord ing to the cus toms of the
times, he should now have been par doned. Ladislas V, only 17-years-old 
but a neu rotic and pre ma turely roue lout, nod ded and the ex e cu tioner
struck for the fourth time. This time the head was sep a rated from the
trunk. The king again took fright and fled, first to Vi enna and then to
Prague. He could eas ily do this, since he was si mul ta neously Duke of
Aus tria and King of Bo he mia. He dragged the youn ger son, Matthias,
with him as a hos tage. We can see the hand of fate when this very fall
Ladislas suc cumbs to the plague. Par en thetically—still in 1438, a ma -
raud ing Turk ish band, aug mented by Ro ma nian and Serb aux il ia ries, in -
vades Transylvania through the south ern Transylvanian county of
Hunyad. They were be ing guided through the Carpathian passes by a
cer tain voivode of Wallachia, Dracul Vlad.  It was on his guar an tee as a
for mer of fi cer of Sigismund that Szászsebes sur ren dered—to its de -
struc tion. They then suc ceeded to cap ture Gyulafehérvár and a num ber 
of other smaller towns or their out ly ing set tle ments, al though they
failed to take Szeben. They with drew af ter a long and cruel rap ine,
loaded with trea sure and cap tives.

63



64

If we now wish to in ves ti gate the model for the cur rently uni ver sally fa -
mil iar mon ster: Dra cula, who is so in ti mately as so ci ated with
Transylvania then, ac cord ing to one ver sion, we do not have to look
fur ther than the above Vlad. Ear lier and by the grace of the king, he
had been in vested with the Hun gar ian Dragon Knight hood. It was pre -
cisely this knightly des ig na tion (Dragon - Dracul - Devil) which in -
duced his own Romanians to at tach the name Dra cula to him and make
him the sem i nal fig ure in a re cur rent cy cle of leg ends which came to yet 
an other flow er ing in the 19th and 20th cen tu ries.

Ac cord ing to an other tra di tion, this sem i nal fig ure was youn ger and
dates to the age of Matthias. He was also a voivode of Havaselve and
son of the for mer. He be came no to ri ous pri mar ily by his pre di lec tion
for hav ing his en e mies and chal leng ers im paled as a form of ex e cu tion.
He was not an in vader and, in fact, when the Turks took con trol of the
Havaselve, he fled to Hun gary.

One thing is cer tain. Dra cula, this mon ster, was a na tive of this re gion.
He ex isted, was no to ri ous for his cru el ties—sadly not a rar ity in these
times—and his fame spread from this lo ca tion. The first ones to spread 
the sto ries about this dread ful ogre were the lo qua cious hu man -
ists—one could call them rumormongers—of the court of Matthias.

The lout Ladislas V took the child Matthias Hunyadi with him as a cap -
tive. He did not, how ever, raise a hand against him. Gen erally, those few 
brief mo ments when the ex e cu tioner took four strokes to se vere
Ladislas Hunyadi’s neck caused con sid er able con ster na tion even in the
blood thirsty era which gave rise to the Dra cula leg end. 

It was the psy cho log i cal af ter-effect of this botched ex e cu tion that the
Hunyadi fam ily again gained pre ce dence, could no lon ger be ig nored
and car ried the fa vor of the bulk of the po lit i cally im por tant
mid-nobility with it. He who cre ates a mar tyr, mul ti plies the num ber of
his own en e mies.



There was also a pe cu liar “Hunyadi tra di tion”. The tra di tion
was more than an in her i tance, more than all the of fices and more than
the enor mous pat ri mony which was so en vied by the Cilleis, that it led
to a break with Ladislas and to the death of Ulric Cillei. We have em -
pha sized al ready that János Hunyadi treated his lands like a feu dal prop -
erty, and used them on be half of the king and for the pro tec tion of the
coun try. He was also strongly in fa vor of giv ing an ear not only to the
cen tral au thor ity and to the oli gar chy which con tin u ously at tempted to
chisel away at this cen tral au thor ity, but also to the no bil ity in the coun -
ties and the ru ral dis tricts, and even to the ur ban bour geoi sie which,
com pared to the rest of Eu rope, was rel a tively poorly de vel oped in
Hun gary. He did this pri mar ily to “spread” the nec es sary bur den of the
mil i tary-defensive costs to the wid est pos si ble base. Yet, the pop u lar ity
and good will so gained among the mid dle classes also be came a part of
the Hunyadi in her i tance. These classes will suf fer a ma jor dis ap point -
ment very shortly, par tic u larly in Transylvania.

At the end of 1457, a few weeks af ter the death of Ladislas V
from the plague, Matthias Hunyadi was set free from his cap tiv ity in
Prague. (The price of his free dom was his en gage ment to the Bo he -
mian prin cess Catherine Podjebrad,  the daugh ter of his jailer, which
or di narily may be a good omen in case of a se ri ous love af fair, but
which, in this in stance, was a pawn to a not very suc cess ful mar riage.)
Shortly there af ter, on Jan u ary 23 and 24, 1458 Matthias was elected
king (1458-1490). Af ter the dis ap pear ance of the House of Árpád, the
coun try once again had a na tive king, as sur ing the na tion of its right to
self-determination and of its free dom of choice.

There are two dates be cause Matthias was pro claimed king
both at the tra di tional as sem bly site of Hun gary, the Rákos meadow2,
but also in Buda, on the ice of the frozen Dan ube, by 15,000 no ble men
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as sem bled for the pur pose by his un cle, Mihály Szilágyi, the em i nent
mag nate. The ac cla ma tion was unan i mous.

Mihály Szilágyi acted as guard ian and re gent. He be gan his re -
gency and made de ci sions con cern ing taxes, goods and au thor i ties, far
re moved from the spirit of John Hunyadi. In this, later he was fol lowed
by Matthias him self. The cen tral au thor ity had to be strength ened.
Since the great ones be ing great re mained great, all these reg u la tions
were made at the ex pense of the smaller peo ple, the mid dle-nobility,
the Sax ons and the Székelys. There were move ments and re bel lions in
Transylvania “against Buda”, which gave rise to re pri sals and even to a
pu ni tive cam paign.

This re gion had a bad start with the new king, who was born in
Kolozsvár and grew up in Vajdahunyad. Later, hav ing re placed his un -
cle for act ing ar bi trarily in his name, (he sent Szilágyi to fight against the 
Turk where he was killed), he strength ened the de fenses of
Transylvania against at tack from the south. The Saxon cit ies were build -
ing for ti fi ca tions and even in the vil lages the churches were for ti fied.
The en deav ors of the king and of the pop u la tion were mu tu ally sup -
port ive, and not only among the Sax ons, but among the Hun gar i ans
and Székelys as well.

Matthias de cided to use Visegrád, rather than the dis tant and
ex posed Vajdahunyad, as the ben e fi ciary of his gen er os ity, and en -
dowed it above all oth ers with splen did adorn ments. He moved his
mother to Buda. Vajdahunyad was not for got ten, how ever, and also re -
ceived re nais sance trea sures and struc tural im prove ments. The mag -
nates of Transylvania did like wise, in com pe ti tion, with their own
cas tles.

It was char ac ter is tic of Matthias’s pol i cies that while he was con vinced
that the coun try had to be strength ened to be able to re sist the Turks, he 
with drew his at ten tion from the Bal kans and turned his eyes to ward Vi -
enna and Prague. He wished to con trol all ef fec tive forces against the
Turks from there. This at tempt, while well in ten tioned and not un rea -



son able, ac com plished very lit tle. The Transylvanian in her i tance from
his fa ther was very help ful to Mathias in the be gin ning. Even in the or -
ga ni za tion of the fa mous Black Army one can rec og nize János
Hunyadi’s in flu ence, who al ways fa vored mer ce nary forces. In the fi nal
anal y sis, how ever, this oth er wise ex cep tion ally gifted son did not ben e -
fit much from this spir i tual in her i tance. 

It must be men tioned about Transylvania in the age of the Hunyadis
that at this time the Ro ma nian elite—whether as sim i lated or
not—could en ter the ranks of the Hun gar ian no bil ity. Saxon in de pend -
ence was fre quently man i fested by their lim it ing the set tle ment of
non-Germans in their cit ies. Székely free dom was en dan gered not only
by ex ter nal forces but also from in ter nal dis sen sions, “so ci etal pin cers”, 
in which class in ter ests out weighed the in ter ests of the en tire
all-Székely com mu nity. Even though the ex tra-Carpathian re gions in -
creas ingly slipped out from un der Hun gar ian con trol, the ex port and
im port of goods to and from this area was con trolled by Transylvania
and was very prof it able.

The prin ci pal Hun gar ian ex ports were pre cious met als and live an i mals. 
The main im ported items were tex tiles, par tic u larly wool ens. The prin -
ci pal Transylvanian ex port items were min ing prod ucts. The bulk of
the Hun gar ian cat tle ex port came from the Great Plain. Moldavia and
the Wallachia were the ma jor mar kets and trans fer points for the tex tile
prod ucts com ing through Hun gary from the west. Since a num ber of
cit ies had the right to col lect du ties, this was very lu cra tive for
Transylvania. 

The late Ro man, Gothic and late Gothic re mains in di cate that the ma -
jor ity of the late me di eval ar chi tec tural and ar tis tic ef forts were di rected 
to ward the churches. It is much less ev i dent, and shows up later in the
cas tles, man sions and, fi nally, in the houses of the bour geoi sie.
Matthias him self was born in one of the Gothic homes in Kolozsvár.
We know of sev eral art ists of the Transylvanian Gothic, such as the
painter Nich o las Kolozsvári, who pre sum ably ran a large ate lier and his
two sons, Marton and György, who were both sculp tors of ge nius. We
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must again em pha size that the Transylvanian Gothic rep re sents a sharp 
di vid ing line be tween the two dis tinct ar eas of Eu rope.

Cre ative arts may be en joyed ev ery where in the world, but in the cul ture 
of Transylvania the ma jor em pha sis must be placed on the emer gence
of the mother tongue.  Why Hun gar ian be came so strong, rel a tive to
Latin, at this time is not at all clear. In Buda and Visegrád, among the
hu man ists in the court of Matthias, Latin was not only the lan guage of
the church or of the ad min is tra tion, but en joyed al most com plete dom -
i nance even in in ter per sonal com mu ni ca tion. This was uni ver sal, since
Latin is the Es pe ranto of the age.

By con trast, in Transylvania, the Sax ons while pre vent ing the set tle -
ment of non-Germans main tained their own lan guage and lit er a ture,
even though their lead ers were all flu ent in Latin. Partly un der Hussite
in flu ences and also, of course, in mo nas tic cir cles nu mer ous parts of
the Scrip tures were trans lated into Hun gar ian in Transylvania. And this
was not all. Ro ma nian lit er acy was more ad vanced in the Carpathian
Ba sin than be yond it, even though there the pre pon der ance of
Romanians was much greater.

We must rely on es ti mates alone, but at the death of Matthias, at the end 
of the 15th cen tury, Transylvania had ap prox i mately slightly less than
500,000 in hab it ants. About 60% were Hun gar ian, in clud ing of course
the Székelys, 24 % were al ready Ro ma nian, and the Sax ons made up the
re main ing 16 %.



The Remainder

Let it be gin with a fam ily name, or rather with sev eral names of the
same fam ily. The pro gen i tor of the Szapolyai or Zápolya was a cer tain
Ladislas, who un der the name of Vajdafi, left the ser vice of János
Hunyadi and be came, among other things, ispán of the salt mo nop oly.
One of his two sons, Imre, added to the fam ily for tunes by mak ing
large loans to King Matthias for very large re turns. His youn ger
brother, István, ac quired un dy ing fame—and ti tles and es tates, by con -
vinc ing the no bles, vac il lat ing af ter Matthias’s death, to elect the oth er -
wise el i gi ble Wladislas II (1490-1516). Imre did not con sider him self to
be el i gi ble, but since the elec tion of a Hun gar ian king may be come a re -
al ity, he did raise his son as a per son el i gi ble for the king ship. He did
much to ac com plish this, even though he does not do much else. All
these mat ters were more or less re lated to Transylvania. 

Af ter Matthias’s death and the end of the Hunyadi era, the two most
im por tant dates are 1514 and 1526, the dates of two re lated trag e dies.
But first there was 1506. Wladislas II, to cel e brate the birth of the
crown prince wished to col lect an old tax from the Székelys, which they
re fused with the jus ti fi ca tion that as no bles, they were no lon ger sub ject 
to tax a tion. The Székely re bel lion was de feated, with Szeben Saxon par -
tic i pa tion, un der the lead er ship of Pál Tomori, who at this time was
“just” a sol dier, but later be came arch bishop of Kalocsa and per ished
at the bat tle of Mohács. When the Székelys sent a de tach ment to take
re venge on the Sax ons, it was led by a György Dózsa de Makfalva. He
may be, but prob a bly is not, the peas ant leader György Dózsa.

The cam paign of 1514 started out as a cru sade. The army, which could
be joined by the “or di nary peo ple”, should have marched against the
Turks. The na tion wide, se ri ous dis sat is fac tion—not so much of the
poor est strata, but of the landed serfs who par tic i pated in the pro duc -
tion of goods and had thus some thing to loose—turned the cru sad ers
against the no bil ity. It ap peared al most as the first breath of the Ref or -
ma tion. At the head of this de struc tive move ment, later known as the
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Dózsa Peas ant Re volt, marched and fought a num ber of Fran cis can fri -
ars. Some of them—who sur vived long enough—were among the first
Protestant preach ers.

Al though the move ment was led mil i tarily by György Dózsa, who was
clearly con sid ered a Transylvanian, it con cen trated pri mar ily on the
Great Plains. In Transylvania, it did not touch the Székely re gions, and
touched only a few of the Hun gar ian ar eas. These in cluded some im -
por tant, and justly un happy, salt and min ing cit ies such as Dés, Torda,
Abrudbánya, Zalatna and Torockó. 

At this time, since 1510, the twenty-year-old Szapolyai (Zápolya), the
fu ture king, was voivode of Transylvania. His first mil i tary tri umph was 
the de struc tion of the Dózsa army ap proach ing from the Great Plain.
The bat tle of Temesvár put an end to the larg est peas ant re volt in Hun -
gar ian his tory. Three years later, in 1517, he was again the ex e cu tioner
of an other, smaller re volt, this time in Transylvania. At this time the en -
ter pris ing voivode con fis cated the prop erty of the par tic i pants for the
Crown. This was con trary to Székely tra di tion. It had al ways been one
of the priv i leges of the Székelys that in case of dis loy alty, the prop erty
of the guilty per son went to his rel a tives. There was no col lec tive pun -
ish ment for in di vid ual crime.

Be tween the time of these two cam paigns of Szapolyai, Wladislas II
died and was suc ceeded by his ten-year-old son, Louis II (1561-1526). It 
was de creed that the voivode of Transylvania was re spon si ble for the
de fense of Transylvania alone, while the gov er nor of Temes was re -
spon si ble for the Temesköz. In re turn, they had to fight in any other
part of the coun try only if the en tire coun try was in deadly peril. This
de cree for mally cod i fied a regionalization which had been a prac ti cal
re al ity for some time. King. Louis II was al ready mar ried. At the age of
10, in 1515, he mar ried the nine-year-old Maria Habs burg, the daugh ter 
of Philip le Bel and Johanna the In sane. At the same time, his
brother-in-law, Ferdinand Habs burg, mar ried Louis’s sis ter, Anna
Jagellion. Thus, a two-fold mar riage united the Czech-Hungarian



House of Jagello with the Aus trian House of Habs burg. This was to
have enor mous con se quences in the near fu ture.

In 1520, when the Jagello boy and the Habs burg girl may have al ready
con sum mated their mar riage in Buda, Suleiman II, known to his tory as
the Great, and as the Con queror, as sumed the throne in Stambul, which 
he will hold for 46 years. This took place on Sep tem ber 22, which was
too late in the year for a Turk ish style cam paign. In June 1521, how ever,
the Turk ish ar mies ap peared be fore Nándorfehérvár, fol lowed very
soon by the Padi shah. Af ter a siege of a month and a half, the city was
taken and the ar mies re turned to Stambul, so that Suleiman the Great
may cel e brate the first an ni ver sary of his rule at home. This, both sym -
bol i cally and in re al ity, brought to an end the breath ing space that János
Hunyadi gained in 1436, when he was tri um phant at this very same
place. Now the Ot to man ad vance seemed ir re sist ible.

A se ries of fron tier bas tions were con quered. The Hun gar ian line of
de fense was grad u ally pushed back to ward the north west. This con tin -
ued un til 1526, when Suleiman, ad vanc ing along his usual route slowly
and al most lei surely, crossed the Száva on a newly built bridge and ap -
proached Mohács with an enor mous army. The king hes i tated. Should
he again mo bi lize the lower or ders? On the news of the Turk ish prep a -
ra tions, he mo bi lized only 20% of the serfs in March, and only 50% in
July. Finally, at the be gin ning of Au gust, on his way to ward Mohács, he
or dered the mo bi li za tion of all forces. He also sent János Szapolyai,
voivode of Transylvania, con tra dic tory in struc tions. First, he asked him 
to bring his army to the prob a ble field of bat tle, then he told him to stay 
away. In spite of this, the ru mors were rife af ter ward, ac cus ing the
voivode of hav ing started out to ward Mohács, but then in ten tion ally
de lay ing his ar rival on the plains of bat tle. His army of ten thou sand
men re mained un touched, while the king’s and Tomori’s army of
25,000—nota bene, mostly for eign mer ce nar ies—was es sen tially an ni hi -
lated on Au gust 29, 1526 on the field of Mohács. Both the prel -
ate-commander-in-chief and the king per ished. The lat ter drowned in
the flooded creek Csele, al though there was a wide spread be lief that he
was killed by his own men.
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Szapolyai re mained at Szeged, the Queen Maria took a boat up the
Dan ube and the ar mies of Suleiman—burn ing and loot ing—saun tered 
into the un pro tected Buda. North of Buda, at Pilismarót, the ref u gees
formed a camp, but the coun try lost more peo ple here from ill ness and
hun ger than it did at Mohács. Since this cam paign was more in the na -
ture of a fi nal warn ing for Vi enna, the Turks evac u ated Hun gary, leav -
ing only a  line of de fended for tresses in the Szerémség. Thus, the
ter ri ble de feat did not af fect Transylvania di rectly. In di rectly, how ever,
the ef fects were mo men tous. Szapolyai, who prob a bly stayed away
from Mohács in ten tion ally, was ac claimed king on two sep a rate oc ca -
sions in the newly “lib er ated” coun try, once in Oc to ber at Tokaj and
again in No vem ber in Székesfehérvár. In the lat ter place he ac tu ally had 
the crown placed on his head in the pres ence of the no bles as sem bled
there. He im me di ately ap pointed the enor mously wealthy Pe ter Perényi 
voivode of Transylvania, who then be trayed him within the year. János
(Szapolyai) I (1526-1540) did not stay king alone for very long. In De -
cem ber, in Pozsony, the no bles as sem bled there ac claimed Ferdinand I
(1526-1546), the Habs burg brother-in-law of the late Louis II, King of
Hun gary. Ferdinand was al ready King of Bo he mia and will shortly gain
su preme power as the Holy Ro man Em peror.

There was thus an in ter nal fight for the throne and a state of civil war,
with the Turks just be yond the gar den wall. Al le giances were shift ing
back and forth, the sit u a tion was to tally con fused, and at times ev ery -
body seemed to be against ev ery body else. Ini tially, János I was not do -
ing well. His pri mary base of op er a tions was Transylvania, that he knew 
well and that was far re moved from Vi enna and Prague, but here
Ferdinand’s men turned the Sax ons against him. For a while he had to
flee to Po land. He re turned home with Turk ish help or, per haps, on
Turk ish or ders, and took pos ses sion of the Hun gar ian crown. This de -
mean ing al li ance was barely suf fi cient for him to con tinue the civil war.
The best he could achieve was to di vide the coun try with Ferdinand
along a line of de mar ca tion. Even this had to be done in se cret, in or der 
not to of fend the Sul tan. Then, Ferdinand—un der hand edly—leaked
this in for ma tion to Stambul, hop ing to thus get rid of his Hun gar ian
op po nents. In Stambul, how ever, the Hun gar i ans, hav ing paid hand -



somely for this, stood higher than the Em peror. The Sul tan was fu ri -
ous, but more with Ferdinand than with János. He for gave Szapolyai,
but at a price. 

What kind of a love af fair was this be tween the na tional King of Hun -
gary and Suleiman, who was a ma jor threat to the free dom and in de -
pend ence of his coun try. It was not a love af fair. John was quite
con scious of the fact that his king dom was at best a buffer zone. He
was also con vinced that the Habsburgs, be ing oth er wise oc cu pied, were 
not go ing to de fend this pe riph eral area against grad ual ero sion by the
Turks. Thus, the lim ited sov er eignty of fered by the Turks was the lesser
of two evils. The price was an ap par ent—but nev er the less bind -
ing—loy alty to Stambul and the pay ment of a large cash trib ute. Lesser
evil, greater evil? A lit tle of both...  The de ci sion that János had to make
at this time on be half of him self and of his coun try be came a fun da -
men tal is sue for Transylvania for many long years to come.

In the mean time, the mul ti na tional House of Fugger, uti liz ing all its
pre-capitalism in dus try, tried to ob tain the metal min ing rights in north -
ern Hun gary, first from János and then from Ferdinand. They had been 
in vited to do so, and then they had been for bid den the coun try. Most
re cently János granted them the rights to or ga nize and ex ploit the min -
ing and trad ing of salt in Transylvania. We know about this be cause one 
of their agents, a cer tain Hans Dernschwam who to day would prob a bly 
be de scribed as their for eign man ager, pre pared a de tailed travel and
busi ness re port. On the 16th of Au gust, 1528 he re ported from Torda
as fol lows: “In Torda we need draught horses, bri dles, traces, steel, suet, 
heavy ropes, oats, hay, lum ber, coal, hides, etc. All these things are  un -
avail able but we can not func tion with out them and must be aware of
this. Thus, we have to pay dou ble for ev ery thing and on the spot, since
who ever goes to the mar ket with out much cash gets noth ing. Ev ery -
thing should be bought in its own time, but since there are now no 
ready of fers, we must buy ev ery thing at the worst pos si ble mo ment.
Ev ery thing needed for our work, food and all other ne ces si ties, must be 
ob tained on a daily ba sis.” 
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How ever, as he pointed out, to make money you need salt, but to get
salt, you first need money. And so he con tin ued: “I can’t tell you pre -
cisely which road to use for bring ing in money. The Abrudbánya road
where you had such bad luck, is ob vi ously not with out dan ger. The
Wallachians who did the rob bery have be come even more dar ing, since
they have not been pun ished. If you want to use this road, you should
do it only if you have armed mounted guards and if the carts have
iron-shod wheels. The road to ward Nagyvárad may be more open, but
has not been used for a long time and may be a prob lem due to the
Wallachians who live there. The peo ple can be called to arms very
quickly and they will then over run the road. With out suf fi cient cap i tal,
the losses are go ing to in crease. It would be best to bring it in along the
Abrudbánya road. For pro tec tion, use some court of fi cers, well sup -
plied with let ters of au thor ity from the com mand ers and lords. Yet, if
you think that it may be better, come di rectly here from Buda with a cart 
and a few horses. This would cause less com mo tion. The prob lems
were ac tu ally ini ti ated by the lords of the for tresses. One of the
Wallachians ad mit ted—be fore im pale ment—that he had acted on or -
ders from Losonczy. The con fes sion is with the judges at Brassó and
Abrudbánya...”

Who the Losonczy may be who was be hind the Wallachian’s crime was
not given in the let ter. Ev ery body looked only af ter their own af fairs,
the two kings and the Turks in their pe cu liar tri an gle. Dernschwam
tried to make all ar range ments so that the coun try should have salt
and—more im por tantly—that the Fuggers should make a profit from
the salt. The lords fished in each oth ers tur bid wa ters, and the peo ple
en gaged in rob bery, by or der or by in di vid ual ini tia tive. All this, how -
ever, paled in com par i son with the on go ing de struc tion caused by the
var i ous ar mies. 

In the mean time, János Szapolyai ac quired a wise friend and good
coun selor in the for mer sol dier and cur rent monk, the Cro atian friar
George Martinuzzi. Finally, he also got a wife, from Po land. Both of
these facts will be come more im por tant af ter Szapolyai is gone. The
“young” hus band learned in July of 1540 that he had a son, and he



wrote a tes ta ment ac cord ingly. He died on July 17 or 21. On Sep tem ber
13, the ten-week-old in fant was pro claimed king by the few no bles as -
sem bled at Rákos. He will use the name János II, but will never re ally be 
János II. Or will he?

It is now the sum mer of 1541. The young widow acted as re gent in
Buda, in the com pany of her son and his guard ians. Buda was un der
siege and even many in Transylvania, not only the Sax ons, are loyal to
Ferdinand. The coun try re sem bled a mul ti col ored mo saic, loy al ties
shifted back and forth and even Isabella was tempted to look to ward
Vi enna for help against the Turk. Martinuzzi’s pri mary pur pose was to
keep the Hun gar i ans cor ralled un der one flag. When he said any thing
else, he was play ing po lit i cal games.

It was the prac tice of the Turks to go cam paign ing ev ery sum mer. In
1541, Suleiman again took the road to ward Hun gary. He eas ily chased
off the Ger mans be sieg ing Buda and then the at ri cally and quasi pa ter -
nally re ceived the hope ful in fant and his en tou rage in front of his cer e -
mo nial tent. The ver bal prom ises of sup port were fol lowed by an
op u lent feast. While the feast was in prog ress, the Sul tan’s janissaries
wan dered through the for tress of Buda like friendly, fa mil iar tour ists .
They liked it so much that they de cided to stay. In the eve ning, the Mu -
ez zin called them to prayer from the tower, and the Turk ish em blem of
vic tory, the horse tail flags, flew from the bat tle ments.—Just as it was
sup posed to be.

“In ex change”, Suleiman, at the foot of the Cas tle Hill, gra ciously be -
stowed Transylvania, the area be yond the Tisza and the Temesköz, on
Isabella and on the guard ians of the in fant. There was a very mod est
an nual trib ute, but there were strin gent po lit i cal con di tions at tached to
the be quest. The first of these was that Bálint Török, one of the three
guard ians of the in fant, and whom for rea sons un known the Sul tan did
not trust, be de liv ered to him. Török was taken as a cap tive to Stambul,
and af ter de cades in the prison of the Cas tle of the Seven Towers, died
in cap tiv ity.
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What be gan with the prom e nade of the janissaries and with east ern ef -
fron tery, gives Stambul con trol of the Carpathian Ba sin. There will be
fights, dip lo matic chi ca nery, and more east ern tricks, but the Sul tan as -
sumed the over lord ship of the coun try in 1541. Buda was not re cap -
tured un til 1686, al most a cen tury and a half later. The reconquest was
not ac com plished by a ruse, but by a pro di gious shed ding of the blood
of the united Eu ro pean ar mies.

The coun try, which con sisted of two parts since 1526, is now di vided
into three. A large cen tral tri an gle which ex tends well north of Buda
and which in cludes the fer tile Great Plains and the east ern half of
Transdanubia, as well as the north-central moun tains and the south ern
part of Transylvania be came an in creas ingly in te gral part of the Ot to -
man Em pire. The nar row west ern and north ern area still be longed to
the dy namic, but else where oc cu pied and fight ing Habs burg Em pire.
The Aus trian He red i tary Prov inces formed a buffer zone against Turk -
ish at tacks to ward Vi enna, and a pos si ble bridge head for some fu ture
ex pan sion to ward the East.

What about the East? Friar George, who in the mean time re ceived the
scar let hat of a car di nal, en gaged in in ter mit tent fights with the tal ented 
but very will ful Isabella and des per ately tried to main tain Transylvania
on the shift ing sands of in ter na tional pol i tics. He smoothed the path
for Habs burg rule, since help from the west could come only from
them, but he also had to stay on the right side of Stambul. Finally, with
his as sis tance, Isabella and her son de parted for Silesia, be ing com pen -
sated there with a mi nor prin ci pal ity. Martinuzzi seemed to reap his
award. While he was ef fec tively gov ern ing al ready, he now ruled in the
name of Ferdinand, who him self played a dual game. He gave com -
plete con trol over the east ern re gions to the Car di nal. Yet he cau tioned
his gen er als against him and se cretly gave them full free dom of ac tiv ity.

These are in fer nal times. Yet when did Transylvania have any other?
The jus ti fi ably sus pi cious Sul tan, partly for prac tice and partly to in tim -
i date, re peat edly sent ma raud ing par ties into Transylvania, con sist ing
of Turk ish troops and Ta tar, Ser bian, Wallachian and other mer ce nar -



ies. Learning about the re moval of Isabella, he read ied a gen eral as sault.
Martinuzzi, who did not feel that his own Transylvanian forces, even
com bined with the troops of Ferdinand, were suf fi ciently strong, re -
sorted to his usual tac ti cal ploys, ne go ti ated with in di vid ual Pa shas and
tried to gain time. Con sidering this to be trea son, he was killed in his
cas tle by Ferdinand’s com mand ers at the end of 1551. This proved to
be worse than a sin. It was a mis take.

It was thus and here that the Transylvanian Prin ci pal ity was born from
the blood of the friar. But not right away. The fron tier for tresses fell,
one by one and the slow but per sis tent ad vance of the Turks was ir re -
sist ible. Suleiman de manded the re turn of Isabella, which did oc cur in
the fall of 1556. János II  be came king on the death of his mother in
1559, but re ally just in name. Weighed down by his in her i tance, he
makes a deal with Ferdinand’s suc ces sor, the Em peror Maximilian
(1564-1576), agrees to marry the em peror’s daugh ter and cedes the in -
her i tance to him in case the mar riage did not pro duce a son.

Transylvania and Up per Hun gary were rid dled by be tray als and con tro -
ver sies. In 1562 there was a ma jor Székely up ris ing and in the sum mer
of 1566, John II had to go to pay hom age to Suleiman in Zimony. The
Sul tan was on his way to Szigetvár, where he came to the end of his life.
The death of Suleiman the Great and the en su ing in ter reg num gave a
break to the Hun gar ian re gions, but not to John. In 1671, the
31-year-old John Sigismund died. He had no chil dren; in fact, he never
mar ried. How come? The rea son was that he was so fond of his of fi cer,
coun cilor and friend, a cer tain Gáspár Békés, that he usu ally in sisted
that he spend the night with him, ac tu ally in the royal bed chamber...

These were in fer nal times. A con tem po rary song, quoted to me by a
Transylvanian friend goes: 
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Prince John Sigismund

Took my cow

As a trib ute to the Em peror,

Beg garing me.

God, send us the Turks

To pun ish them.

Spare not their tribe,

Kill them where you can.

Who was here the em peror? In the fi nal anal y sis, he was the one whose
taxes were so mer ci lessly col lected by John Sigismund’s  agents. No mat -
ter. Don’t look at the pre cise words of the song, but at the split in per -
son al ity, born of des per a tion. A peo ple, in this case one of the
Transylvanian na tion al i ties, the Székelys called on the Turks, whom
they know and dread, to take ven geance on their own mas ters. This was
only one as pect of the pe riod of John Sigismund, justly dis liked by the
Székelys. There was an other as pect, but first we must take a step back
in time.



A Peculiar, Peculiar Little Country

 It was only as re cently as 1517 that Mar tin Lu ther nailed his the ses to
the door of the Wittenberg Ca the dral. In the Transylvania of this time
the yearn ing for a breath of fresh air in re li gion was not with out pre ce -
dent. The spirit of Hussism had reached north ern Hun gary di rectly,
and hence Transylvania in di rectly. Later some Ana bap tists vis ited and
then set tled. Their de scen dants to day are re ferred to as Habans on the
ba sis of some of their pot tery that has come down to us.

The Lutherian teach ings found their op ti mal en try point si mul ta -
neously in north ern Hun gary and in Transylvania among the ur ban
Saxon pop u la tion driv ing for in de pend ence and for in di vid ual rec og ni -
tion. This trend was pro moted by the fact that most of the early
pathbreakers of the Ref or ma tion were Ger mans. Lu theran con ver -
sions among the Hun gar i ans fol lowed very shortly.

The first pub lic re li gious de bate was held in the Transylvanian Segesvár
in 1538 be tween a Fran cis can and a “Re formed” min is ter. It was not
only con doned, but ac tu ally or ga nized by János Szapolyai. (The out -
come was a cau tious “tie”). The Transylvanian Diet in Torda in 1548
wished to limit mis sion ary ar dor, but at the same time rec og nized
Lutheranism. This or di nance was clas si cally two-faced and doomed to
fail ure, yet it was un doubt edly el e gant. The spread of the Cal vin ist
form of Prot es tant ism was also very rapid in our re gion. A 1557 edict
of the Transylvanian Diet in Torda de clared  with out any res er va tions
that “Ev ery one shall live in any re li gion of their choos ing,” while the
re main ing Cath o lics be came per se cuted mi nor i ties in some ar eas and
were forced to move. They now had to be pro tected by laws.

We has ten to em pha size that this was not yet the end of the Cath o -
lic—Lu theran (Evan gel i cal)—Cal vin ist (Re formed) chain. On this
east ern edge of the Latin Chris tian world, the de nial of the trin ity,
Anti-trinitarianism also orig i nat ing from the west, was deeply em bed -
ded and as sumed the form of Uni tar i an ism which evolved into a for -
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mal, na tional Church still very much alive to day. Its evo lu tion and
flow er ing can be as signed to the era of John Sigismund, who at the end
of his life was one of its fol low ers. It is thus that in 1563, the
Transylvanians—again at a Torda Diet—de clared the free dom of the
four “ac cepted” re li gions. These were : Ro man Cath o lic, Evan gel i cal,
Re formed and Uni tar ian. The East ern Or tho dox creed, prac ticed by
the Romanians was not among the “ac cepted” re li gions, but the in -
crease of both its wooden and stone churches and the func tion ing of its 
mon as ter ies proves that  re li gious tol er ance ex tended to them. Their
omis sion from the Torda de cree was not due to re li gious causes but
was a func tion of their so ci etal —"na tional"— sta tus.

The bold ness and el e gance in re li gious thought and re li gious life was
rel a tive and not en tirely con sis tent. There were im pris on ments and in
some ex treme cases even deaths con nected to, or based on en thu si asm
in the prop a ga tion of var i ous faiths. Yet the in quis i to rial rage which, in
the case of Servet, a noted Anti-Trinitarian, af fected even Cal vin him -
self, was en tirely ab sent in Transylvania. 

In Transylvania, the chain was not at an end even now. Dog matically,
Prot es tant ism evolved pri mar ily from a re turn to the text of the Scrip -
tures. The Uni tar i ans, even more rad i cally, re jected ev ery thing that was
post-Christ. One group in Transylvania based its en tire re li ance on the
Old Tes ta ment alone. The Sabbatarians were get ting close to Ju da ism,
not only in the ob ser vance of the weekly hol i day but in other re li gious
ques tions as well. (Taking a gi ant leap in his tory, we must add that the
Sabbatarians faced a dread ful end and that its mem bers were caught up
in the mur der ma chine of the Ho lo caust of 1944. Their few sur vi vors
were wel comed in the new State of Is rael).

In the mid dle of the above cen tury, the in creased re li gious free dom and 
the more lib eral think ing that has led to it, the doubts and the abil ity to
se lect ones path in life, also al lowed the en tire in tel lec tual en vi ron ment
to flower and be come much more col or ful. The re li gious de bates, oc ca -
sion ally bloody and rich in ob scen i ties, led to sig nif i cantly in creased
read ing, trans lat ing, print ing and pub lish ing. The free ex change of



ideas al lowed many more young men from var i ous classes in
Transylvania to at tend uni ver si ties. Those re turn ing from the uni ver si -
ties in tro duced more up-to-date knowl edge and teach ing meth ods
through out the land. In this, the Prot es tants played a dom i nant role.
Ini tially their en deav ors were char ac ter ized by bring ing re li gious and
other novel ideas from abroad and by their dis sem i na tion at home.
Later there was a vig or ous ex change of re li gious and other ideas lo cally
and by in ter per sonal con tacts. The fame of the Transylvanian free doms 
spread abroad. Prot es tants flee ing from per se cu tion came in groups.
Prot es tants in other parts of Eu rope wel comed the eman ci pated young
men from Transylvania, cel e brated for its re li gious in no va tions.

In the fi nal anal y sis, much good and bad can be said about the
Transylvania of John Sigismund. We must add that most of the bad
things come from Székely tra di tion. For them the only thing by which
they judged the man, who was the last na tional king and the first  Prince
of Transylvania, was that he drowned in blood their large scale and
clearly jus ti fied re bel lion, trig gered by their in creas ing sub ju ga tion.
They also bit terly re sented that he had two new for tresses erected in
1562, pri mar ily to con trol Székely ac tiv i ties. The one in Udvarhelyszék
was called  Székelytámadt (at tacked by the Székelys), and the one in
Háromszék was called Székelybánja (the Székelys re gret it).

His suc ces sor had a to tally dif fer ent fate, way of life, per spec tive and
his toric rep u ta tion. Since John Sigismund died with out is sue, ac cord ing 
to their agree ment, Transylvania should have gone over to the Habs -
burg Maximilian. The no bles, fear ing Stambul, and wor ried about their
in de pend ence—a par a dox, yet re al ity—pre ferred to elect István
Báthory (1571-1586) as voivode. Fol low ing this chal leng ing in vi ta tion,
he se cretly swore al le giance to Maximilian, while pub licly ac cept ing the
en dorse ment of his elec tion by the Sul tan. His for mer ges ture was in
vain, he had to pur sue Maximilian’s ad her ents with armed forces. He
reached the peak of his ca reer four years later, in 1575, when in Cra cow
he was elected king of Po land. It ap peared to the Pol ish elec tors that
this lit tle voivode from Transylvania may be more mal lea ble in their
hands than some of the other el i gi ble can di dates. If this was what they
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thought, they were wrong. Yet, they never had any rea son to re gret
their de ci sion.

This change of István Báthory’s role was en dorsed by the Turks as well, 
even though Báthory hoped that with this change he could gather
enough strength to make a re sis tance to Stambul pos si ble, or, at least, to 
be re garded as an equal part ner by the Sul tan. Just like Matthias
Hunyadi, who first tried to pro tect his back and was re cruit ing a force,
but never had an op por tu nity to at tack in the south, István Báthory got
into a bit ter war with the Rus sian Tsar Ivan IV (The Ter ri ble), and had
all his fu ture plans ne gated by his pre ma ture death at the ze nith of his
pow ers, at the age of fifty-three. He had no is sue and his suc ces sor had
no is sue ei ther. 

Ac cord ing to Pol ish tra di tion, the de cade of Báthory’s reign is con sid -
ered to be one of the glo ri ous pe ri ods of their his tory. They are right. It
was. At the same time, Transylvania was gov erned by Kristóf Báthory,
the Cracovian king’s hon or able, but less out stand ing el der brother as
voivode. The fact that his ac tiv i ties were sub ject to a Transylvanian
chan cel lery in Cra cow can not be faulted, but his dy nas tic en deav ors on 
be half of his mi nor son are open to se ri ous crit i cism.

Transylvania was kept in or der and pros pered un der the long dis tance
man age ment of István Báthory. Un der the rule of his nephew, the un -
for tu nate Zsigmond Báthory (1588-1599), the not in con sid er able po lit -
i cal, moral and eco nomic strength of the coun try was rap idly wasted.
He was in se cure, fled from re spon si bil ity, had a no to ri ously un happy
mar riage, and in ter mit tently re signed from and re turned to the princely
throne. Transylvanian mem ory re calls the last years of the old cen tury
and the first years of the new one as hav ing been worse than the time
of John Sigismund—no mean ac com plish ment.

The Habs burg mer ce nary troops, un der the no to ri ously cruel Al ba nian
gen eral Basta, com mit ted dread ful dep re da tions in both men and
goods, in spite of the fact that Zigmond Báthory, leav ing the throne for 
the last time, of fered Transylvania to the very strange Em peror



Rudolph (1572-1608). We are go ing to give only one ex am ple of the
many bad things that hap pened in this poor land, be set from so many
sides. Transylvania be came used to the idea that with the Turks on the
other side of the fence, the Ro ma nian voivodate of the Havasalfõld,
pro vid ing fron tier troops for the Sul tan, would make in roads from time 
to time. This, in it self, was not amaz ing. Such in roads were also made in 
the op po site di rec tion. At this time, how ever, when the Turks were
much less ac tive in this re gion, Mihai, the Ro ma nian voivode of the
Havasalfõld —the cel e brated Mihai Viteazul, or Mihai the Hero who
was born in 1557 and ruled from 1593 to 1601—at tacked Transylvania
un der Habs burg col ors. For a short pe riod he even be came the rul ing
prince. It could not even come as a sur prise that a num ber of Székelys,
op pressed and re bel lious un der Sigismund Báthory, were fight ing in
Mihai’s army.

Two years and one year. This was all the time the next two rul ers had.
Yet, in the lit tle time al lot ted to him, the very able mil i tary com mander,
István Bocskai (1605-1606) ac com plished much. He could do this be -
cause he man aged to train a good army from among the pre vi ously
chas tised but now pac i fied Székelys and from the wild Heyduck. The
lat ter, while not reg u lar troops, could be dis ci plined fight ing forces and
they played an im por tant and ques tion able role in the times to come.
They be came the cut ting blades of a num ber of em ploy ers, which cut
well, but could not rest. Con demned to in ac tiv ity—with out pay or
loot—they seemed to pro voke new con fron ta tions.

In the win ter of 1604-1605, Bocskai be came suc ces sively the Prince of
Transylvania and of Hun gary, with the lat ter stand ing on the verge of
hav ing a na tional king. Lo cated be tween “two great im pe rial pow ers”,
this as tute sol dier shied away from the king dom. Be ing aware of his
own mil i tary strength, he made a fa vor able peace with Rudolph, and he
was the in ter me di ary for a Turk ish-Habsburg peace treaty. Death
stopped him from en joy ing the fruits of these en deav ors.

While the sev eral am bi tious and mu tu ally sus pi cious as pi rants to the
throne ar ranged a bril liant fu neral for Bocskai in Gyulafehérvár,

83



84

Zsigmond Rákoczi (1607-1608), hav ing pre vi ously amassed an enor -
mous for tune, had him self hast ily and slyly elected as prince. Barely a
year later he was dead. He was thus just an in ter lude, post pon ing the de -
ci sion. His ac com plish ment was to bring an other bril liant Hun gar ian
mag nate fam ily to the fore. It will very soon have an enor mous in flu -
ence on the life and on the po lit i cal power struc ture of Transylvania.

What a gal lery! On the throne, the first one af ter Rákóczi was Gábor
Báthori (1608-1613), the third mem ber of this large fam ily to hold this
po si tion. He was an em i nent sol dier, but an un bri dled, avid lecher, and
an in sanely am bi tious ruler. He at tacked ev ery body and  man aged to
an tag o nize ev ery body. The un for tu nate re sult of this was that his be -
hav ior causes an other shift in the Transylvanian po lit i cal axis and that
his for mer ad her ent and as so ci ate, Gábor Bethlen, was forced to seek
in creased Turk ish con tacts. The Sul tan was also en raged and used his
Turk ish and Ta tar troops to chase Gábor Báthori from his throne. This
was not very proper, but was clearly in di cated. Seeing that he had lost
his po lit i cal power, Báthori’s heyducks mur dered him.

Let us in ter pose here some thing, that re ally should have been dis cussed 
ear lier, namely the ac tual form of gov ern ment in Hun gary and
Transylvania. The House of Árpád, en dowed with the crown un der
Ste phen I, es tab lished an es sen tially un lim ited royal gov ern ment, where 
the suc ces sion was vested in in her i tance and the le git i mate king owed
re spon si bil ity only to God. In ac tual re al ity and af ter much tug of war,
there were in creas ing lim i ta tions placed on the per sonal power of the
king and on the reg u la tion of the suc ces sion. We must think only of the 
Golden Bull (the Hun gar ian Magna Carta), which in sti tuted a form of
so cial con tract be tween the ruler and the ruled and which wrested con -
ces sions and prom ises from the ruler. Af ter the reign of the House of
Árpád, but par tic u larly with the elec tion of Matthias Corvinus and
János Szapolyai, and con trary to the char ac ter is tics of ab so lute mon ar -
chy, Hun gary and Transylvania func tioned more like a re pub lic of the
no bles. The mem bers of this “re pub lic” nat u rally did not rep re sent the
en tire pop u la tion, but was largely lim ited to the higher and mid dle no -
bil ity. Grad ually oth ers were en dowed with quasi no ble at trib utes and



were able to par tic i pate, di rectly, or through their rep re sen ta tives in
gath er ings which were now known as Diets. 

This type of the re pub lic of the no bil ity can be dem on strated in sev eral 
Mid dle Eu ro pean coun tries. Here, a con sid er ably larger per cent age of
the en tire pop u la tion is given no ble or quasi-noble priv i leges than in the 
coun tries to the west of us where the clas sic feu dal so ci ety lim ited the
rule to a much smaller elite. To the east of us, the prev a lent form of
gov ern ment was the ab so lute royal power, and the even more ab so lute
des po tism that pre vailed for very many years to come. Even though
there were geopolitical pres sures, the de ci sion to de throne Gábor
Báthori was made—with Turk ish as sis tance—by the no bil ity. It was
also their de ci sion that made Gábor Bethlen (1613 - 1629) Báthori’s
suc ces sor. This was the be gin ning of Transylvania’s Golden Age.
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Transylvania in World Politics

A golden age...Why? How? The cen tury in which the en tire Carpathian
Ba sin had suf fered im mense losses in both men and goods had just
come to an end. It is a well-known fact that de mo graphic losses caused
by war fare are rap idly made up by the sur viv ing pop u la tion. The dead
and the cap tives were re placed by hast ily con ceived chil dren. If, how -
ever, the losses caused by war are ag gra vated by losses caused by ep i -
dem ics and nat u ral di sas ters, the com bined de mo graphic losses may
af fect gen er a tions. The bill was fur ther in creased by the un re lated fact
that in this era—the era of dis cov er ies—the prin ci pal com mer cial
routes had been re drawn. Also, bloody but cheap, the trans-oceanic
gold and sil ver de val ued the pre cious metal pro duc tion and ex port in all 
of Eu rope and par tic u larly in Transylvania and north ern Hun gary. 

The lit er a ture of Gábor Bethlen’s  rule and per son al ity fills li brar ies, and 
the in ter ested reader can eas ily get lost in de tails. The early days of his
reign—in clud ing the way in which he gained the throne—were over -
shad owed by the fact that he had to yield the for tress of Lippa to the
Turks. Knowing how many for tresses have changed hands how many
times, and how much the Turk ish Em pire has grown dur ing these years, 
this one for tress does not seem to be of much im por tance. And yet, it
was. The rea son be ing that at this time there was a strong re ac tion
against Bethlen’s  un pop u lar choice of lean ing to ward the Turks. And
when on the Sul tan’s re quest, the prince, willy-nilly had to give up this
im por tant south ern for tress, he had to be siege and evict his own troops 
who re fused to give up the for tress. It was a ter ri bly bit ter les son...

This took place in 1616. Two years later, Gábor Bethlen be came in -
volved in the first stage of the strug gle be tween the re bel lious Prague
and the ob scure Vi enna, which spread through out Eu rope and be came
the ebb ing and flood ing re li gious strug gle known as the Thirty Years’
War. The Coun ter Ref or ma tion af fected Transylvania only tan gen tially
and its ex cesses were con sis tently re jected. Thus, Transylvania, strongly 
Protestant and with a strong Cal vin ist ori en ta tion par tic i pated in this
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war—one of the prin ci pal is sues be ing man’s free dom of choice—not
as a mi nor, pe riph eral par tic i pant, but as a ma jor player. At times,
Transylvania be came the most im por tant player in this trag edy. Even
though “the world” was ex pand ing very rap idly in this age, and far be -
yond Eu rope, the role Transylvania had as sumed in this strug gle, made
it for the first and last time in its his tory a fac tor in world pol i tics. Af ter
mod est be gin nings, this was no mean ac com plish ment for such a tiny
coun try. Fur ther more, at this very time, Transylvania en joyed peace at
home for the first time in a very long while.

“It was a pe cu liar char ac ter is tic of his ar mies that other than the reg u lar 
tax, their ex is tence did not weigh eco nom i cally on the Transylvanians,
who were pleased to hear about the suc cesses of their prince in the far
west with out ever hav ing to ex pe ri ence the fury of war on their own
bod ies. The life in Transylvania was like the mir rored sur face of a lake,
barely rip pled by a gen tle breeze, while the ar mies of the prince were
en gaged in bloody bat tles. Ev ery bar ber shop in Pozsony was filled with
the wounded and the dy ing and many re gions of North and North west
Hun gary be came dev as tated bat tle fields year af ter year. In re cent years
these re gions were also fight ing a loosing bat tle with star va tion. The
sparse news reach ing Transylvania caused very lit tle ex cite ment. All
right, so the prince had again de feated the Ger mans or that this or that
brave knight had fallen. This was noth ing com pared to the de struc tion
of Transylvania in the de cade fol low ing Zsigmond Báthory when the
flower of the high no bil ity per ished and the coun try was be set by
five-six en e mies at the same time (...) When the far dis tant prince re -
quested ad di tional men or in creased taxes, the no bil ity gath ered in Na -
tional and County As sem blies, with the Sax ons sit ting in their own
”short meet ing", reg u larly an swered ‘we will not give’. When a sec ond
re quest came, they prom ised to pay. Ev ery body knew that all this was
in ci den tal, that the prince waged war with his own re sources and on his
own re spon si bil ity and that he would aban don it when ap pro pri ate,
hav ing enough sense to judge the proper mo ment." (Gyula Szekfü)

Gábor Bethlen was a good sol dier, a states man look ing far into the fu -
ture, a good mas ter and a gen er ous and wise pa tron. What Transylvania



ac com plished un der his lead er ship is a wit ness, how ever, to the enor -
mous po ten tial strength of this land and of this peo ple as well. “Just” a
lit tle calm, “just” a lit tle or der in its mer can tile and ad min is tra tive af -
fairs, “just” a lit tle en light en ment and tol er a tion—with just enough
Cal vin ist ob li ga tions in re li gious and lay mat ters—and, lo and be hold,
there emerged from be hind the Habsburgs and from the shadow of the
Turks a his tor i cally young, not very richly en dowed, geo graph i cally lim -
ited, nu mer i cally small and so far—and soon again—frag ile state. It will 
shine for a few de cades with such a bril liant light, that it re ally would
have de served a more per ma nent fa vor of the fates.

It was Bethlen’s  in ten tion to once again unite all Hun gar i ans in one
coun try. For this rea son, he had him self elected king at the 1620 Diet in 
Pozsony. Un for tu nately, he then lacked the strength to ac tu ally as sume
that po si tion. His ab di ca tion from the kingly ti tle gained him some ter -
ri tory. Then he tried to sta bi lize his po si tion by mar riage. Lastly, he at -
tempted to gain the throne of Po land, like his pre de ces sor István
Báthori. All were in vain. He helped oth ers, but no body helped him. Or, 
if they even tu ally did, he did not live to see it. Thus, it was en tirely in
vain, both for him as an in di vid ual and also for Transylvania that dur ing
the first ten years of the Thirty Years’ War, his ar mies were the only vic -
to ri ous ones and that dur ing his life time his vic to ries were in stru men tal 
in giv ing a breath ing space to his Ger man, Eng lish, Dutch and Dan ish
al lies. 

At the time of Gábor Bethlen, Hun gar ian stu dents ranged very widely
and in large num bers to gain grad u ate and post grad u ate ed u ca tion. In
this laud able en deavor the sons of free peas ants and even serfs, as sisted 
with schol ar ships, ac com pa nied the off spring of the high est no bil ity.
Thus, the sons of the lower classes could rise in the so cial struc ture,
thanks to Bethlens gen er os ity and to their own abil i ties. Pre vi ously,
Hun gar ian names were found mostly in the stu dent ros ters of Ital ian,
Cracowian and Gdansk uni ver si ties, but now they ap peared in Ger man, 
Dutch and Eng lish uni ver si ties, in clud ing Ox ford and Cam bridge.
Gábor Bethlen es tab lished his own uni ver sity. Sur pris ingly, his first
such en deavor took place in the area of his mil i tary tri umphs, in north -
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ern Hun gary, in Nagyszombat, now in Slovakia. Af ter lengthy wan der -
ing, this foun da tion be came the Nagyenyed Uni ver sity.

Af ter the death of Gábor Bethlen and af ter the in ter reg num and
planned de par ture of the flighty and in de ci sive Catherine of
Brandenburg, a new chap ter of the story be gins. Of the two hope ful
young men, István Bethlen and György Rákóczi I—both of them hav -
ing the Sul tan’s ap proval—the lat ter be came the new prince
(1630-1648). With him a well-known fam ily of the high est no bil ity
came to the top again. It is a fam ily whose fate was in ter twined more
with Hun gary than with Transylvania alone. Fate linked them to Hun -
gary for sev eral gen er a tions, and un til the de cline of the fam ily. Oth er -
wise con di tions re mained gen er ally sta ble. There was some
es trange ment from Stambul, made pos si ble by in ter nal prob lems and
dis sen sions within the Ot to man Em pire. There was hope that the
Thirty Years’ War, drag ging on and in volv ing new par tic i pants, would
take a fa vor able turn. There was an other at tempt to cap ture the Pol ish
throne (this time with the help of the Cos sacks re bel ling against the
Pol ish gov ern ment, and for the fa vor ite youn ger son of the rul ing
prince, Sigismund.). There were some lucky vic to ries in bat tle, great
dip lo matic skill, and con sid er able in ter nal vi o lence.

It was György Rákóczi’s  par tic u lar good for tune that he gained the
hand of Zsuzsanna Lorántffy in mar riage. She is the most out stand ing
ex am ple of Hun gar ian wom an hood of that pe riod. She was a help mate 
in man ag ing the es tates, she was a pa tron of the schools and a bene fac -
tor of ed u ca tion, and she was the mother of four sons. At last we have a 
prince in Transylvania who had no dy nas tic wor ries. Let us not be too
happy about this yet. Bad times were com ing again to Transylvania.

Be fore dis cuss ing these, let us take a look at some of the char ac ter is tics
of Transylvanian so ci ety in the mid dle of the 1600s. The in crease in the 
es tates of the prince did not af fect the nu mer i cal re la tion ships be tween
the rul ing classes and the oth ers, but only within the rul ing class it self.
These lat ter were changed to the point where in the 13th cen tury the
prince was both the ruler and the land lord of “the ma jor ity of the



Transylvanian serfs”. For this rea son, and con trary to other ar eas, “the
peas antry flee ing from the shack les of serf dom could not look for pro -
tec tion to the State. The princes op posed the move ment of serfs in all
forms. They did not en cour age the serfs if they wanted to en list in the
army or if they were look ing for work in the mines. Even a move to
crown lands was for bid den. The great est se ver ity, how ever, found it
dif fi cult to re-establish the bond age of the serfs, loos ened by the de -
struc tive ef fects of fif teen years of war.” (Katalin Péter).

It is a par a dox that at this same time the eco nomic bur den of the war
be came so heavy that the free Székelys who had fought so vig or ously
for the priv i leges granted to them by mil i tary ser vice, sought the rel a -
tive se cu rity of serf dom. The great est guar an tee of the Sax ons’ au ton -
omy was their eco nomic strength. This was sup ported for a long time
by the fact that the Ro ma nian voivodates, ad ja cent to Transylvania,
were to tally de pend ent on Saxon man u fac tured goods. When in dus trial 
pro duc tiv ity be gan in these voivodates, suf fi cient to meet their own
needs, this de stroyed the hith erto so lu cra tive east ern mo nop oly of the
Transylvanian Sax ons. The re sults were not purely eco nomic, as far as
the Sax ons were con cerned.

As far as the Romanians were con cerned, their free peas ants, lesser no -
bles and no bles and the siz able group of serfs were to tally equiv a lent in
po si tion with their non-Romanian coun ter parts. If there was as sim i la -
tion and Hungarianization among the no ble fam i lies of Ro ma nian ex -
trac tion—that was spon ta ne ous and quite nat u ral. The other seg ment
of the Romanians, the moun tain pas to ral ists were sep a rate be cause of
their way of life, their area of set tle ment and, most im por tantly, their
mo bil ity. Be ing short of serfs, the land own ers at tempted to move them
down from their moun tain graz ing lands. When suc cess ful, their as sim -
i la tion into the older Ro ma nian serf groups was not har mo ni ous. Their
men tal ity dif fered too much and this meant more then the ties of con -
san guin ity.

It is in ter est ing that in the spir i tual life of the Romanians there was lit tle 
evo lu tion of their na tive lan guage, mainly be cause the ma jor ity of their
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clergy clung to the an cient Slavic lit urgy. Thus, the re fine ments of the
Ro ma nian lan guage were the tri umph of a small num ber of Ro ma nian
Prot es tants. This de serves more ex ten sive dis cus sion.

“The first im por tant Ro ma nian printed ma te rial was pub lished in
Transylvania un der the in flu ence of the Ref or ma tion. Princes, mag -
nates and bour geois, partly be cause of their en thu si asm for con vert ing
the Romanians, partly be cause of a sense of ob li ga tion to en lighten and 
ed u cate, made a val iant ef fort to mod ify the think ing of the Romanians
‘liv ing in ig no rance’. This ef fort was not mo ti vated by Hun gar ian or
Saxon na tion al ism. Starting with the 1540s, the Nagyszeben mag is trate, 
the Brassó city judge, etc., show bud get ary items deal ing with the print -
ing of Ro ma nian re li gious books which were clear ev i dence of the at -
tempts to cre ate a Ro ma nian lit er ary lan guage and a more mod ern
re li gious life. (...) The Transylvanian Ro ma nian Re formed bish op ric
was es tab lished by the Nagyszeben Diet in 1566. It could not draw the
Romanians away from Or tho doxy but made great strides in chang ing
the lan guage of the lit urgy from the an cient Slavic to the na tive tongue
(...). Con ver sion of the Romanians to the Protestant re li gion was again
pro moted by the great Transylvanian princes, Gábor Bethlen  and
György Rákóczi I, with just as poor re sults as those of their pre de ces -
sors. It is a fact that the or tho dox coun ter moves tried to use the same
tools and in the 17th cen tury pro moted the use of the mother tongue in 
the lit urgy” (Zoltán Szász). 

Even to day, Prot es tant ism has been un able to put down roots any -
where from the north ern Slavs to the south ern Greeks. This very large
area seems to fos ter a fun da men tal men tal ity among its var i ous peo ples, 
which does not fa vor trends which placed in di vid u al ity in the fore front
and en cour aged the sov er eignty of man.

György Rákóczi II (1648-1660) was picked al ready in 1642 by his very
strong-willed fa ther to suc ceed him on the throne. He took over his in -
her i tance, free of any prob lems; a rare state of af fairs in Transylvania.
His reign started out well. He was helped by the re al iza tion that Prot es -
tant ism had lost some of the “ap peal” that it had at the time of his pre -



de ces sors and thus he needed no lon ger be a cham pion of his re li gion.
This made it eas ier for the ma jor ity of the west ern Hun gar ian, Cath o lic
no bles, dis ap pointed by the lack of re sis tance of the Habs burg against
the Turks, to di rect their hopes to ward him per son ally, and to ward
Transylvania. This group in cluded the out stand ing sol dier, or ga nizer
and poet Miklós Zrinyi, a scion of an em i nent no ble, Cro atian fam ily.

Time out! In 1643 György Rákóczi II mar ried Sophia Báthory, who had 
no male sur vi vors in her own fam ily. For his sake, she em braced Prot es -
tant ism, but im me di ately fol low ing the death of her hus band, she re -
turned to Ca thol i cism and also con verted the suc ces sor Ferenc Rákóczi 
I, lead ing to ma jor changes in the Rákóczi fam ily...

In the first years of his rule, György Rákóczi II was for tu nate to ex tend
the in flu ence of Transylvania to the Ro ma nian voivodates. Mat ters may 
have pro gressed fur ther in a fa vor able fash ion, if his help ful and se ri -
ous-minded youn ger brother Zsigmond had not died. This had fa tal
con se quences. Taking ad van tage of the trou bles in Po land, ini ti ated
and fo mented by the Cos sacks and re ly ing on the prom ise of Swed ish
as sis tance, he pur sued the plans of his fa ther and started out with an
army to con quer the Pol ish throne. He did this also, be cause the Turk -
ish con trolled ar eas of Hun gary had in creased to the point and were so
firmly held that the road from Transylvania to the west nec es sar ily led
through Po land (this did not mean, how ever, that mer chants and their
goods could not cross all these ar eas in al most ev ery di rec tion). He
should have known that he would not have Turk ish sup port. 

He also sud denly lost the Swed ish sup port. The Poles did not view him
as the re viver of the glo ri ous Báthory era, but as a for eign ag gres sor. In -
deed, why should they ac qui esce in hav ing a for eigner take the Pol ish
throne with the as sis tance of Cos sack and Swed ish arms. In fact Pol ish
ar mies op er ated far in his rear and plun dered Hun gar ian ter ri to ries.
This in duced the Cos sacks to switch sides and, lastly—based on sev eral 
his toric pre ce dents—Stambul sicked the Tatars on him as a dis ci plin ary 
mea sure. He was forced to ac cept a de mean ing peace agree ment and
had to pay enor mous dam ages.
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If, at this point, György Rákóczi quickly had turned around and took
his in tact army home, the losses would have been great but tol er a ble
and re cov er able. He did not re al ize, how ever, that good for tune had
aban doned him, and he now com mit ted the un par don able sin. He and
a few hun dred of his sol diers “got out” and re turned to Transylvania.
His main forces, about 20,000 men strong, were lured by the Poles into
a Tar tar trap. All of them were cap tured and were taken to the slave
mar kets in the Cri mea, where there was a real de mand for hu man mer -
chan dise of such qual ity. He swore that he would use his en tire for tune
to re deem them and bring them home, but he did not do it. 

Transylvanian—and Moldavian and Wallachian—fam i lies were 
eco nom i cally and emo tion ally de stroyed by try ing to get their rel a tives
back from slav ery. This en deavor cre ated a brand new com mer cial and
fi nan cial en ter prise. It was to no avail. The ma jor ity of the slaves never
re turned home. The golden age of Transylvania was over. 

The loss of the prince’s rep u ta tion re flected un fa vor ably on the en tire
prin ci pal ity. Dur ing the next two years, György Rákóczi II was forced
to ab di cate twice and the suc ces sion, dur ing his life, was cha otic and
only tem po rary. In the mean time, Transylvania again be came the bat tle -
ground for both in ter nal and ex ter nal war fare. An ex ten sive Turk ish
pu ni tive cam paign is es ti mated to have cost the life of 100,000 peo ple.
It can not serve as a be lated ex cuse for his wasted life and for his very
poor pol i cies, that György Rákóczi II was wounded in the bat tle of
Szászfenes against the Turks and died from his wounds two weeks later.

Hun gar ian his to ri og ra phy, le git i mately lists the son of György Rákóczi
II, Ferenc Rákóczi I, among the princes of Transylvania, but with out
dates for his reign. Even though his fa ther had him elected when he was 
six years old—just as he him self had been, by his fa ther—the boy who
is fif teen at the time of his fa ther’s death, could not in ef fect be come
the prince. His life and his fate were tied to his es tates in Hun gary and
to his Hun gar ian po lit i cal am bi tions. It was there that he be came a party 
to the Wesselényi con spir acy, it was there that his mother re deemed his
life from Vi enna, thanks to her strong in flu ence among the Aus trian
Cath o lic clergy—and for an enor mous ran som.



Four years af ter the fi asco of the Pol ish cam paign and of the dis so lu -
tion of the Transylvanian army in the Cri mea, the Es tates elected
Mihály Apafi I (1661-1690) as the prince, on di rect Turk ish de mands.
He was of a med i ta tive na ture and, ac cord ing to his con tem po rar ies,
more suit able for the priest hood than for the throne. His
hobby—which he shared with other rul ers at his time—was re pair ing
clocks. He him self had been a pris oner in the Cri mea and learned from
this ex pe ri ence how the cog wheels of his tory meshed and ground. Re -
luc tantly but in ev i ta bly, he bowed to the de mands from Stambul. He
did this for the time be ing only, since there was once again the hope and 
the pos si bil ity that Vi enna, at long last, would ex ert its full strength
against the Turk. It was a par a dox of the sit u a tion, that his Turk ish pa -
tron would be pleased to see Apafi on the Hun gar ian throne. It was not
the first time that a Prince of Transylvania was threat ened with such a
du bi ous dis tinc tion. The Hun gar ian king dom was a shrink ing rem nant
and once again, as so many times in the past, the ques tion was whether
the hated pa gans could best be ex pelled by a Habs burg Vi enna or by the 
re-establishment of a na tional sov er eign. If the lat ter, a king must be
found.

Dur ing these years, it is—again—dif fi cult to fol low in the Carpathian
Ba sin, as to who was fight ing with whom, against whom and who was
al lied to whom. It all changed all the time. In 1664, thanks largely to the
pre pa ra tory bat tles fought by that su perb south ern Hun gar ian na bob
and Cro atian gov er nor, Miklós Zrinyi, Duke Raimondo Montecuccoli,
a com mander per haps more cel e brated than good, gained a great vic -
tory over the main Turk ish forces at St. Gotthard. Yet Leopold I
(1657-1705), Em peror of Aus tria and King of Hun gary, made a hasty
and al most de mean ing peace with the Turks at Vasvár. 

It is char ac ter is tic of the con fused state of af fairs that in
Montecuccoli’s vic to ri ous Chris tian army there were nu mer ous French
con tin gents, yet Leopold I made his dis ad van ta geous peace with the
Sul tan, be cause he feared a sneak at tack by the French. This peace en -
raged the Hun gar ian mag nates and they, act ing through the com -
mander of the French ex pe di tion ary forces, of fered mil i tary
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co op er a tion to Louis XIV against the Habs burg. Is it a won der, there -
fore, if Mihály Apafi I also made in qui ries from the Sun King from
whom he got many prom ises and some money? His hopes were
dashed, how ever, and Leopold made peace with the French. It was
small so lace, that in this peace treaty Transylvania was men tioned as an
ally to the French. Transylvania thus, once again, al beit pe riph er ally, ap -
peared in world pol i tics.

The East-Central Eu ro pean af fairs, af ter a 150 years of spin ning in
place like a squir rel cage “be tween two pa gans, for one coun try”, fi nally 
gath ered speed. In 1683, and for the last time, a Turk ish army ad vanced
against Vi enna—not with out troops from Apafi. In 1684 Apafi was in -
vited by Leopold into an al li ance against the Turk. In 1686, the al lied
forces of Eu rope evicted the Turks from Buda in spite of the fa nat i cal
fight ing of the de fend ing forces. Even though there would be Turk ish
rem nants in var i ous parts of Hun gary for a while and some for tresses
re mained in Turk ish hands for years rather than for months, the cen -
tury and a half long, hu mil i at ing pe riod in Hun gary’s his tory was at an
end. It was near its end in Transylvania as well.

The most in com pa ra ble, fa mous and no to ri ous fig ure of this age was
Imre Thököly, twice prince with out ever re ally be ing one. This great ti -
tle was first be stowed upon him by north ern Hun gary in the first half
of the 1680s. Later, in 1690, he was tran siently Prince of Transylvania.
In ad di tion to his mil i tary prow ess, that made him, de servedly, com -
mander in chief of Transylvania at an early age, much of his fame was
de rived from his ro man tic mar riage. He mar ries the widow of Ferenc
Rákóczi I, Ilona Zrinyi, who was ten years his se nior, and thus he be -
came the step fa ther of the mi nor Ferenc Rákóczi II. The Turks of fered
the Hun gar ian crown to Thököly. He pre tended to ac cept it, but never
re ally claimed the ti tle. We can view him as the last in a se ries of Hun -
gar i ans who viewed the Turk as the lesser evil. Yet he wanted to re main
“Turkophile” much lon ger than he could do so in good faith. Can this
as sess ment be main tained af ter the events yet to come?



At the end of the cen tury, the bor der be tween Chris tian Eu rope and
the Is lamic Sul tan ate was back again, gen er ally in the same area where it
was un der the Hunyadis. How about Transylvania? Its sit u a tion
changed, but it was a dif fer ence with out a dis tinc tion. While it was a
prin ci pal ity, it was the west ern bor der of an east ern em pire (sim i larly to
Hun gary, af ter 1945 when, as a so-called “Peo ple’s De moc racy”, it be -
came the sat el lite of the So viet Un ion). Now Transylvania be came the
east ern bor der of the Habs burg Em pire, which, al though West ern, was
loosing ground in the West and looked for com pen sa tion to the East,
through the grace of God and for the greater glory of the Dy nasty. 

Even though the prin ci pal ity was main tained for only a while, Mihály
Apafi II (1690-1701) was still not the last prince. Leopold I, fully cog ni -
zant of his mil i tary su pe ri or ity, re duces Transylvania to a sta tus sim i lar
to that which the Turks had im posed on it in the past. He de manded an
an nual trib ute. Ev ery lo cal de ci sion was sub ject to the ap proval of Vi -
enna. The Di ploma Leopoldinum was is sued on Oc to ber 16, 1690, on de -
mand by the Es tates sid ing with the Em peror and was the “ba sic
con tract” in te grat ing Transylvania into the Habs burg Em pire. Its text
has much to rec om mend it, it brought a bad pe riod to its end, it did
more good than bad, but it stayed in ef fect too long. In the mean time,
Leopold I had the prince in terned in Vi enna, and fi nally re duced his
sta tus as a ruler to a sim ple ter ri to rial bar gain. The weak Apafi heir was
“com pen sated” with the ti tle of Duke of the Holy Ro man Em pire, a
mean ing less sham.

This con sis tent cur tail ment of rights was not lim ited to Transylvania,
so much so that in stead of “Hun gary”, it would be more ap pro pri ate to 
speak of a “ter ri tory in hab ited by Hun gar i ans”. Ac cord ing to Vi enna,
the ex pul sion of the Turks did not con sti tute a re-conquest. It was not
the re-establishment of an ear lier ad min is tra tive sta tus quo, in ter rupted 
by the Turk ish oc cu pa tion. It was a new mil i tary con quest, which was
mod estly re ferred to as a new ac qui si tion  and which thus was open to
any kind of ad min is tra tive ar range ment (Nota bene: a very sig nif i cant
per cent age of the oc cu py ing army was Hun gar ian). 
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The le gal ruse was a clever one, but one thing led to an other. Wher ever
des po tism be comes the mas ter—even if called mil i tary law—a strong
hand and a strong sa ber are needed. Mil i tary gov er nors are not gen er -
ally known for their un der stand ing, flex i bil ity and spirit of co op er a tion. 
The gen er als ap pointed by Vi enna proved to be par tic u larly bru tal.
Looting and the im po si tion of trib utes may be an cient mil i tary pre rog -
a tives but they did lit tle to pac ify the “lib er ated” who hoped that the lib -
er a tion would re sult in free dom af ter the ex pul sion of the Turks.

The ac tiv i ties of Gen eral An to nio Caraffa in North ern Hun gary and
Transylvania were suc cess ful for Leopold I only in the short range. He
“pac i fied” the oc cu pied ter ri to ries and in cor po rated them into the Em -
pire, but he sowed seed that would soon grow into bloody shoots. We
could be gin the story of the last Prince of Transylvania at this point. 

On the other hand, this pe riod is noted for peo ple in hid ing. We may
even call them “in ter nal em i grants”. Since 1514 there were many fallen
re bels, mil i tary de sert ers, es caped serfs, dis placed peas ants, re turn ing
pris on ers of war who had lost their homes, peo ple ban ished from a
party, move ment or re li gion, un em ployed cat tle drov ers and jour ney -
men, min ers dis missed for strik ing, es cap ing fel ons and oth ers, who
were band ing to gether in the swamps and for ests in in creas ingly large
num bers and more and more openly. Some of those who had formed
reg u lar groups have al ready been men tioned un der the des ig na tion of
Heyducks.

This is an other point in our his tory where we can be gin the story of the
last Prince of Transylvania. Even though Ferenc Rákóczi II
(1704-1711) was the fifth mem ber of his fam ily el e vated to this dig nity,
his child hood star was point ing in a dif fer ent di rec tion. As a strip ling he 
was in a mil i tary camp with his step-father, Imre Thököly, and he was
there when his mother fought for three years with the im pe ri als to de -
fend Munkács. Af ter the loss of Munkács, the young ster was ed u cated
by the Je su its, who func tioned al most like prison guards—his pat ri -
mony of one mil lion hect ares (2.47 mil lion acres) would have been a
nice ac qui si tion for the Or der. He was deeply re li gious, but as soon as



he reached ma jor ity he left this forc ibly im posed guard ian ship.
Marrying soon there af ter, he moved back to north ern Hun gary in 1694
and im me di ately be came the great hope of the na tional re sis tance. At
this time, how ever, he avoided all po lit i cal ob li ga tions. The suc cess fully 
ini ti ated Hegyalja (Piedmont) Peas ant Re bel lion of 1697 in vited him to
be come its leader. He was so scared that he ran all the way to Vi enna.
Yet the mis er a ble con di tions in the coun try, re cently lib er ated from the
Turks, and the bru tal re pri sals against sev eral pop u lar move ments
shook him se verely and ini ti ated a slow trans for ma tion.

Let us re mem ber: some of his an ces tors were Princes of Transylvania
when it was the glo ri ous bas tion of Prot es tant ism. He him self was the
child of the Coun ter-Reformation. His ma ter nal great grand fa ther was
the hero of Szigetvár, his un cle was the poet and mil i tary the o re ti cian
Miklós Zrinyi, his grand fa ther, Péter Zrinyi, was lured to Vi enna with
false prom ises and was there sub jected to the ex e cu tioner’s blade.
These are just a few items of the many that shaped his fate. In 1701, the
re cently be gun War of the Span ish Suc ces sion cre ated a fa vor able at -
mo sphere and he be gan to send out feel ers to ward Paris. He was now
ready for a lead er ship role.

The al ways-suspicious Vi enna swept down on him. He was carted off,
threat ened with the death pen alty and es caped only with a ro man tic
trick and at the price of his lib er a tor’s life. He hired mer ce nar ies in Po -
land and got ready to re turn to his coun try, but the lead ers of the newly
ex plod ing pop u lar re bel lion had al ready sent for him. Very soon the
coun try was in flames from east to west. The light cav alry troops of the
Kuruc cap tains now fought un der Rákóczi’s flag and swept down on
the frag mented Im pe rials, all the way to the gates of Vi enna.

The Prince-Commander, who was elected to this dig nity af ter the ini tial 
suc cesses of the Kuruc move ment, first by the Transylvanian and then
by the Hun gar ian Es tates, de picted the con tem po rary Hun gar ian so ci -
ety with as ton ish ing ma tu rity. His writ ings are filled with Chris tian
med i ta tions, but they also con tain an al most so cio logic anal y sis of the
class struc tures and of the im ped i ments to his strug gle cre ated by the
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so ci etal im ma tu rity and by the gen eral back ward ness of the coun try.
Yet, com bin ing the rev e nues of the state and of his own es tates he cre -
ated an ef fec tive war econ omy and a mon e tary sys tem, which could
func tion with min i mal back ing—as long as he had the “golden touch”
of vic tory in bat tles.

He had two prob lems, how ever, which were in sol u ble. He builds good
con tacts at the two op po site poles of Eu rope with Louis XIV and with
Tsar Pe ter the Great, but as soon as the in ter na tional sit u a tion changed
it was no lon ger in the in ter est of ei ther France or Rus sia, that this lit tle
Hun gar ian princeling “an noy” Vi enna. The other is sue was that the real 
strength of his army rested on the re bel lious poor, the bare foot axe and 
scythe bear ers, the talpas—they in cluded nu mer ous na tion al i ties and
the par tic u larly faith ful Carpathian Ruthenians—the Heyducks and the
serf-soldiers fight ing for their free dom. Rákóczi rec og nized this and
tried to draw the ap pro pri ate le gal con clu sions. Yet, he was de pend ent
upon the mag nates and no bles whose in ter ests were the op po site. He
was their Prince. From 1703 to 1711, the war was like a ka lei do scope
with a shift ing base and al ter nat ing losses and gains. Once again Hun -
gar ian con fronted Hun gar ian: the Labanc in cluded a num ber of Hun -
gar i ans who pre ferred Vi enna. 

The last few years were a se ries of pur suits and hair breadth es capes for
the Kuruc forces. Their ranks were thinned by de ser tion and weak ened
by ep i dem ics. The no ble es tates were short of serfs and the econ omy
was de stroyed by the now worth less coin age. Rákóczi was forced into
ex ile. He re fused the of fered am nesty and the Ger man es tate of fered in
ex change for his own. He fled to Po land. He met Pe ter the Great. Then
he went to France where he was first the pop u lar, ro man tic hero in the
col or ful en tou rage of the Sun King, and later lived in mo nas tic sol i tude
like a friar.

It gave him sat is fac tion that the Peace of Szatmár, which he did not op -
pose, granted many of the things that he could not gain on the bat tle -
field. The re-establishment of the le gal sta tus of Hun gary and
Transylvania, which had been wiped out af ter 1688 on the ba sis of mil i -



tary law, be came the sub ject of com pli cated bar gains and later un-kept
prom ises. Re li gious free dom was re-established, and the Heyducks
main tained their priv i leges. It was less sat is fac tory that the no bil ity, tak -
ing ad van tage of the am nesty kept its priv i leges by tak ing a step back -
ward his tor i cally. It was a par a dox that now—and also at other
times—Vi enna hav ing gained a free hand, pro moted mod ern iza tion in
the Carpathian ba sis in op po si tion to the con ser va tism of the no bil ity.

In 1717 Ferenc Rákóczi moved to Tur key, like his late mother and step -
fa ther be fore him, hop ing for sup port from the Sul tan. Un for tu nately,
the in ter na tional sit u a tion was un fa vor able. He was as signed a small
town, Rodosto (now Tekirdag), on the shores of the Marmara as his
do mi cile. He lived there with his few re main ing faith ful, on a small sti -
pend from the Sul tan, un til his death in 1735. 

This is the end of the chap ter that we dared to call Transylvania in
World Pol i tics. What we meant by this was that in this era, the dis tant
and ex otic land “be yond the for ests”, pre vi ously un known in Eu rope,
be came use ful in tran sient power blocks, was con sid ered a use ful po -
ten tial ally and ac tu ally served as a use ful ally in some sit u a tions. At no
time there af ter did it par tic i pate in sim i lar “glory”. Not even when, like
in the 20th cen tury, it re peat edly be came a bar gain ing chip in world pol -
i tics. At this time it was only a mi nor ap pen dix of Hun gary or Ro ma nia, 
and was not an (rel a tively) in de pend ent fac tor.
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Cast Onto the Periphery

Even though we had ac com pa nied Ferenc Rákóczi II on his fi nal ex ile,
we must take a step back in time. He was the last Prince of
Transylvania, but the fate of Transylvania was not the stake in his, for
him fa tal, fight for free dom of glo ri ous mem ory. Nei ther was it the pa -
tient Transdanubia, the dev as tated Great Plain or the Small Plain close
to Vi enna. The stake was the Felvidék and north ern Hun gary, which
was in a pe cu liar po si tion dur ing the Turk ish oc cu pa tion, hav ing an in -
ter me di ate sit u a tion and tak ing and ex tort ing all pos si ble ad van tages of 
this sit u a tion. It was this area that fur nished the ar mies of Rákóczi with
a high per cent age of en thu si as tic and im por tant fol low ers.

It was never the strat egy of the ris ing to first cleanse Transylvania of
the im pe ri als and then to con tinue the war by slowly ad vanc ing from
east to west to ward Vi enna. One rea son for this was that a sig nif i cant
part of the costs of the war had to be fur nished by the Rákóczi es tates,
most of which were in Up per Hun gary. The in di ca tions and moral ba -
sis for the re bel lion, stated by Rákóczi fre quently in man i fes toes and
also in his mem oirs, were not the op pres sion and the yearn ing for free -
dom of the “three na tions” of Transylvania, but of the en tire Hun gar -
ian na tion.

It has been men tioned that from the time of the con quest to the in cur -
sion of the Turks into the Carpathian Ba sin, it be came an ac cepted fact
that there were go ing to be re gional di vi sions. Yet, Transylvania was a
fun da men tally Hun gar ian con quest and set tle ment area and was an or -
ganic part of the King dom of Hun gary, founded by and in cor po rated
into the realm un der the “holy” crown. In this spirit, the sep a rate
Transylvanian prin ci pal ity did not orig i nate from any in ter nal
Transylvanian de mands, but were im posed by ex ter nal cir cum stances
and the con se quences of the di sas ter of Mohács.

We must as sume then that the House of Habs burg, hav ing ob tained
the royal crown of Hun gary—le git i mately ac cord ing to its own le gal
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the o ries, was anx ious to place Transylvania un der the sway of the
Crown as soon as pos si ble. Not so. Vi enna was suc cess ful in con vinc -
ing Mihály Apafi II to ex change his Prin ci pal ity of Transylvania for a
Ger man Im pe rial Duke dom. Ferenc Rákóczi re jected a sim i lar of fer.
When Vi enna no lon ger had to be con cerned with a  Prince of
Transylvania, or with pre tend ers for this ti tle, it still viewed this dis tant
prov ince as a bor der buffer zone and at tempted to con trol it as a sep a -
rate en tity, di rectly sub ject to the Im pe rial Crown. It was will ing to as -
sume the bur den of a sep a rate ad min is tra tion and the bother and la bor
of deal ing with the lo cal no bil ity in mat ters of gov er nance and law.
Thus, they could fur ther di vide and ma nip u late this “East ern” na tion :
the Hun gar i ans, us ing re gional in ter ests as a le ver.

The le gal bar gain ing soon as sumed a spe cial sig nif i cance. It hap pened
in 1711 that due to the un ex pected death of his brother, Charles Habs -
burg, was sum moned from his very shaky Span ish throne to the other
end of the fam ily em pire. As king of Hun gary he was Charles the
Third, while as Holy Ro man Em peror he was known as Charles the
Fourth. He was the last male mem ber of the pre vi ously, and again in
the fu ture,  so fer tile House of Habs burg (1740). Charles made early ef -
forts to as sure that the dy nasty con tinue through its fe male branch.
This was why he pro claimed the Pragmatica Sanctio in 1713, and had it ac -
cepted in 1722, first by the Transylvanian Es tates, and then by the Hun -
gar ian ones. For the first ones, he used a trick and the Diet was not only
very poorly at tended but was held in the Saxon town of Nagyszeben.

One might ask why Vi enna made such con sis tent ef forts to in crease its
hold on Transylvania, other than the in sa tia ble greed for ad di tional ter -
ri tory which char ac ter ized the dy nasty. Even though the im por tance of
the gold and sil ver mines has de creased, they were still im por tant. Even
more im por tant were the salt, cop per and mer cury. More im por tant
than any of these, how ever, was the fact the Turk still lurked be yond the 
“gar den wall”. He was a live threat. What if he again be came ac tive? His 
ex pul sion from the Bal kans was in con ceiv able un less the flanks were
prop erly pro tected. It was this stra te gic con sid er ation which ex plains
the dil i gence with which the Aus trian Em peror—again, pri mar ily



through its mil i tary forces—pro tected and in creased his con trol over
Transylvania. The Em pire even en deav ored to ex pand be yond the
Carpathians.

This will be ben e fi cial for Transylvania. It is true that af ter hav ing got -
ten used to nav i gate well in the ebb ing and flow ing wa ters of its de -
pend ence from the Turks, it now had to adapt to the more rig or ous,
closed sys tem of a more rig idly cen tral ized gov ern ment. Its bu reau -
cracy, try ing to es tab lish or der and usu ally ward ing off ar bi trary au toc -
racy, at times was as cruel as the “bar bar ian” Pa shas. For tu nately, in the
times to come, the di rec tion of the cam paigns was be ing changed. The
still par a mount anti-Turk mil i tary ma neu vers were shifted to the south
and east of Transylvania, much to ev ery body’s re lief.

The eth nic com po si tion of the pop u la tion at this time was es ti mated to
be: Hun gar ian 45-50%, Ro ma nian 30-40% and Saxon 10-15%. Of
these, the lower num bers were prob a bly the more cor rect ones in view
of the sev eral other na tion al i ties not in cluded in the list. There was also
a con stant move ment of peo ple. Its main di rec tion was east to west.
Many set tled in di vid u ally in the ter ri to ries va cated by the Turks. Oth ers
were trans planted from Transylvania by mag nates hav ing de pop u lated
es tates far ther west. This cre ated a vac uum, and the short age of peo ple
in Transylvania was be ing re plen ished by the en try of Romanians from
be yond the Carpathians. This mi gra tion was both spon ta ne ous and or -
ga nized and fur ther shifted the eth nic bal ance.

Prot es tant ism re mained strong and the rights of the Prot es tants were
al ways an im por tant is sue in the po lit i cal bar gain ing with Vi enna. A
new el e ment was that the pre vi ously force fully Catholicising Vi enna
now was try ing to con vert the Greek Or tho dox Ro ma nian pop u la tion
to the more “in ter me di ate” Greek Cath o lic Church. It made many
prom ises to the clergy and of fered priv i leges with held from the Or tho -
dox priests. These ob vi ous at tempts of as sim i la tion and the Pravoslav
re ac tion with its na tion al is tic over tones was the source of con flicts,
last ing to this day, and in volv ing ar eas be yond those in hab ited by
Romanians, such as the Ukraine and East ern Slovakia.
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It is of con sid er able in ter est, be yond its purely tech ni cal con sid er -
ations, that the Transylvanians of the 18th cen tury took ad van tage of
the fa vor able geo graphic and hy dro graphic con di tions and used the
wa ter-wheel not only for mill ing grain, crush ing ores and driv ing lum -
ber mills, but for many other pur poses as well. The al ti tude and the hard 
win ters lim ited the in ge nious use of wa ter-power to sea sonal use.

Even though lo cal min ing and smelt ing made iron readily avail able, the
wa ter-driven ma chines were largely con structed of wood with min i mal
iron re in force ments. The Transylvanians, but pri mar ily the Székely
men, were mas ters of all wood work ing and car pen try and are so even
to this day. Mas tery of wood work ing ob vi ously had no eth nic lim i ta -
tions, but it was ax i om atic that the Székely way of think ing, their in ven -
tive ness and clev er ness were fre quently man i fested in the de vel op ment
of com pli cated gad getry. To day, when we are so con cerned with man’s
ex ploi ta tion of his nur tur ing en vi ron ment, we seek for the his toric
roots of eco log i cal think ing, of the rec og ni tion of the prob lem and of
en deav ors to cor rect it. Newer stud ies have found rich source ma te rial
for these is sues in the old Székely vil lage or di nances. It is worth while to
quote from the 1733 vil lage or di nances of Papolcs in County
Háromszék:  “Since our stream, which gives us life, is usu ally small dur -
ing the sum mer, in con sid er ation thereof, no body dare dis pose of any
house hold dirt, dung and, par tic u larly dead an i mals in or near said wa -
ter. The fur ri ers and tan ners shall not soak any hides nor pelts nor
hemp above or be low the vil lage in the run ning wa ter. Not above or in
the vil lage for fear of dirty ing the drink ing wa ter and not be low the vil -
lage for fear that the sub stances placed into the stream to soak may dam 
up the flow and pro duce floods to the great det ri ment of the peo ple.
Hemp soak ing ponds may be es tab lished in cer tain lo ca tions by any -
body, but no body dare es tab lish such ponds to the haz ard and det ri -
ment of the vil lage, its, roads, mills etc.”

This rather at trac tively worded or di nance tes ti fies not only to the fact
that the Székely vil lage rec og nized its de pend ence on na ture and tried
to pre vent its pol lu tion, but also that the peas ant pop u la tion re al ized



that or di nances for the com mon good could be cod i fied in ter nally by
the vil lage com mu nity.

It is of in ter est to the writer that a sim i lar con sci en tious, re spon si ble lo -
cal cod i fi ca tion took place in the early 1600s in his na tive area, in the
small bor oughs and vil lages of the grape-growing and wine pro duc ing
Tokaj-Hegyalja dis trict. These or di nances dealt pri mar ily with prop erty
mat ters, in her i tance, ac qui si tion of new prop erty and eco nomic mat -
ters— trade, lease, tax a tion—that is with the re la tion ships be tween
man and man, rather than with is sues be tween man and na ture.

When now—to ward the mid dle of the cen tury—it be came ob vi ous
that there was no pos si bil ity for a Rákóczi res to ra tion with or with out
Turk ish as sis tance, and no chance for the re-establishment of a
Transylvanian prin ci pal ity, the at tempts of Charles Habs burg to have
the Pragmatica Sanctio ac cepted be came very rea son able. In the ab sence
of a male heir, he was fol lowed on sev eral of his thrones by his daugh -
ter, Maria Theresa (1740-1780). From a Hun gar ian per spec tive, her
reign was a mixed bless ing. Some times it was ben e fi cial, some times it
was harm ful. 

The ev i dent eco nomic up turn and the last ing ag ri cul tural pros per ity,
which was very ben e fi cial to Hun gary, seems to have stopped at the
west ern bor ders of Transylvania. Here the ag ri cul tural op por tu ni ties
were slim mer, the dis tances were great and the mod ern meth ods of ag -
ri cul ture de vel oped only grad u ally. The growth of the cit ies and the ur -
ban iza tion of the pop u la tion, so no tice able in the past, had slowed
down. There was in suf fi cient eco nomic back ing for it. The com merce
and in dus trial pro duc tion im proved to some de gree only when the Ro -
ma nian prin ci pal i ties be yond the Carpathians gained strength and be -
came im por tant mar kets. 

It was dur ing the 30s and 40s of this cen tury that the na tional ideas and
trends of the nu mer i cally and ed u ca tion ally im prov ing Transylvanian
Romanians ap peared. This group, which rep re sent ing a third of the
pop u la tion, wished to have it self ac cepted as the fourth Transylvanian
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na tion. It wanted the ap pro pri ate rights and priv i leges, if for no other
rea son, than by an cient rights. It was in this pe riod that the hy poth e sis
of the Daco-Roman Con ti nu ity ap peared. It will cause much de bate
and even more con tro versy. 

Its found ing fa ther was the lead ing bishop of the Unitus, mean ing
those united to Rome—i.e. the Greek Cath o lics, one Inochentie
Nicu-Klein  (1635). This young, dy namic and ed u cated prel ate, who was 
a clever tac ti cian, was re ly ing on the prom ises made and ben e fits
granted by Leopold I to the Unitus. Even though these were re li gious
con ces sions, he wanted to use them to give all Romanians, in clud ing the 
peas ants a new stand ing in law. In do ing so, he would also gather in the
Or tho dox. Vi enna slowly and care fully makes con ces sions to him for
the rea son—which he did not ap pre ci ate—that these con ces sions were
made at the cost of the other Transylvanian peo ple and par tic u larly at
the cost of the Hun gar ian no bil ity. 

The fact that the rais ing of these novel Ro ma nian na tional in ter ests
were in ter twined with the in ter ests of the peas antry and with the em -
pha sis on the back ward state of the moun tain shep herds and of the
peas ant-serfs gave it its real sig nif i cance. Nicu-Klein linked their case to 
the en tirely dif fer ent kinds of pri or i ties and en deav ors of the other Ro -
ma nian classes and also to the man i fold, col or ful myth i cal threads of
the ideo log i cal the o ries of Ro ma nian na tional iden tity. At the fa mous
and of ten cited Balázsfalva As sem bly, which he called to gether in 1644,
even though it was nom i nally a re li gious synod, it was the prac ti cal,
rather than the ideo log i cal side of the is sues which came to the fore.
Actually it may be mis lead ing to call this synod-assembly prac ti cal,
when it de clared that the ac tive par tic i pa tion of the peo ple may be
highly com mend able, but at this time it was not yet re al is tic?

Par a dox i cally, the great est and most dam ag ing op po si tion to these early 
Ro ma nian na tional as pi ra tion came not from Vi enna or from the other
op posed na tion al i ties, but from the Or tho dox coun ter at tack against
the spread ing Greek Ca thol i cism. This Or tho dox re sis tance was fo -
mented partly by the Serbs, but more force fully by Rus sian re li gious



and po lit i cal in ter ests. Aus tria still needed Rus sian sup port in the War
of the Aus trian Suc ces sion, which was due to the Pragmatica Sanctio be -
ing far from uni ver sal ac cep tance. For this rea son, Vi enna tem po rarily
stopped sup port ing “their” Unitus and made con ces sions to the Or -
tho dox Romanians. The lat ter, wish ing to be help ful, be came even less
sup port ive of the bur geon ing Ro ma nian na tional ideas. Later on the
role of the two re li gious de nom i na tions was re versed. Inochontie
Nicu-Klein  him self, af ter much per se cu tion found asy lum in the Vat i -
can and ob served from there the at ro phy of his ini tia tives and of the re -
spect that he once held.

Be yond the mid-point of Maria Theresa’s rule, the gen er als of the Aus -
trian army gained in creased prom i nence; it can be said that
Transylvania be came the test ing ground of an overt mil i tary dic ta tor -
ship. The whole sys tem of bor der pro tec tion was re or ga nized. Of the
newly re cruited bor der forces, half were Ro ma nian. Ser vice was very
oner ous and thus—as Vi enna had hoped—few vol un teered. Yet, for
the Romanians in the army, it first prom ised and then meant so cial ad -
vance ment and led for the first time to the pub lic ed u ca tion of their
chil dren.

The Székelys, who were the “born bor der guards”, were very pleased to 
learn about the re or ga ni za tion of the ser vice, pro vided this would lead
to the re-establishment of the so of ten cur tailed and re duced Székely
mil i tary and bor der guard priv i leges. They wanted to serve in their own
units and un der the com mand of Székely of fi cers. The pro posal by the
Aus trian mil i ta rists, namely forced en list ments, for eign reg u la tions and
for eign com mand ers, may have been ben e fi cial for the Ro ma nian peas -
ant-serfs, but in duced the ma jor ity of the free Székelys to es cape.
Whereto? They with drew to their moun tains and for ests. When the un -
happy Székelys of County Csík as sem bled in Madéfalva,  a cer tain Gen -
eral Siskovics in ter preted this as an up ris ing and sur rounded them with
his troops at dawn on Jan u ary 7, 1764. It was not a fight. It takes two to
make a fight. What hap pened was a mas sa cre that left sev eral hun dred
dead. The Madéfalva trag edy was a blow to the en tire Székely com mu -
nity from which it has never fully re cov ered. They have gone through
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many per ils, but it was Madéfalva that made the “Peo ple of Prince
Csaba” re al ize their de press ing his toric de fense less ness.

The events of Madéfalva left tragic traces not only in the Székely na -
tional soul. They also in creased the em i gra tion which again and greatly
re plen ished the Hun gar ian and Székely set tle ments in Bukovina. These
Moldavian Csángó and Bukovine Székely set tle ments had a most sor -
row ful fate, and some of them sub sist in heart-rending mis ery to this
day.

The dis tance sep a rat ing Transylvania eco nom i cally from Cen tral Eu -
rope and even from the west ern parts of Hun gary was less no tice able
in the cul tural arena. The link age sys tems in in tel lec tual and schol arly
life func tioned, even though at times un der con sid er able dif fi cul ties.
The Prot es tants main tained their con tacts with their tra di tional West -
ern Eu ro pean part ners. Transylvanian stu dents con tin ued to study at
for eign uni ver si ties. Transylvanian ed u ca tors main tained an ac tive cor -
re spon dence with the col leagues they had met dur ing their study years.
The Sax ons who cre ated a sep a rate Ger man cul ture in Transylvania
were a true, al beit pe riph eral, part of Ger man cul ture. The in ter na -
tional na ture of the Cath o lic re li gious or ders was strength ened by the
Coun ter Ref or ma tion, and was well rec og nized. The Romanians were
nec es sar ily some what in the rear of the cul tural main stream, and it was
pri mar ily the Unitus priest hood that had the op por tu nity for more in -
for ma tion. A num ber of them had stud ied in Rome. The link age of the
Or tho dox priest hood to Greece and Rus sia was—con trary to the views 
and writ ings of Ro ma nian his to ri ans—a neg a tive in flu ence. On the
other hand, the num ber of well trained Romanians achiev ing of fi cial
po si tions in Transylvania con tin ued to grow, and their fur ther ad vance -
ment and op tions were de ter mined by their po si tion, and not by their
na tion al ity.

The de cades of Maria Theresa—and even more so the years of Jo seph
II (1780 -1790)—were char ac ter ized by a Germanizing trend and by a
cen tral ized, ra tio nal gov ern ment. It is a par a dox that in Transylvania
this cen tral iza tion, with its mer ci less uni fi ca tion and more ad vanced



and thus more in tru sive ad min is tra tion, was most dam ag ing to the Sax -
ons since they had es tab lished and main tained an au ton omy that was
in ev i ta bly curbed by cen tral iza tion. The new ad min is tra tion reach ing
out to the in di vid ual, clearly made any con certed so ci etal ac tiv ity much
more dif fi cult. The Romanians were the great est ben e fi cia ries. Cen tral
con trol di min ished the chances of their be ing ex ploited, and pub lic ed -
u ca tion de creased their lag ging be hind.

In 1711, the Peace of Szatmár re ferred to it, in 1740 Maria
Theresa—un der du ress—con firmed it. Transylvania was part of the
Hun gar ian Crown, di rectly as a prin ci pal ity. We have seen, how ever,
that Vi enna tended to sep a rate the ad min is tra tion of Transylvania and
it was only dur ing the last years of Maria Theresa’s reign that the pen du -
lum be gan to swing back to ward ad min is tra tive uni fi ca tion. The cus -
toms bar rier be tween Transylvania and Hun gary was elim i nated by
Jo seph II, and it was this ac tion that again made the Carpathian Ba sin
into an eco nomic unit af ter a long pe riod of time. Be ing on the pe riph -
ery was ben e fi cial to Transylvania—and to north ern Hun gary—at this
time. Vi enna, in or der to pro tect Aus trian and Moravian in dus try ac -
tively pre vented the de vel op ment of manufactories west of the Lajta,
which would con vert a cot tage in dus try into a mass pro duc tion in dus -
try. At the pe riph ery, the lo cal of fi cials could tac itly con done such de -
vel op ments, or they may have pro ceeded co vertly.

Maria Theresa and Jo seph re peat edly tried to reg u late so cage and serf -
dom it self. This was be ing made very dif fi cult by the stub born re sis -
tance of the no bles and by the bu reau cracy and in ex pe ri ence of their
own ad min is tra tive ap pa ra tus. In spite of the enor mous dif fer ences in
their per son al ity—the mother had em pa thy and pa tience, the son was
force ful and im pa tient—the re sults achieved by both were in con clu -
sive. Also, the fur ther from the Centrum from where the im pe rial urg -
ing and man dates came, the greater the pub lic re sis tance and the
splin ter ing and fad ing of the orig i nal in tent of the man dates.

Jo seph II and Josephinism are as suit able to a novel as they are to his -
tory. His al most uto pian, en light ened ab so lut ism was over shad owed
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even for the few Hun gar i ans ad vanced enough to un der stand it, by the
fact that the “Un crowned king” (the King in the Hat) con sid ered pro -
gres sive ness to be purely Ger manic. He al loyed prog ress with a com -
pre hen sive Germanization but gave it a fa tal blow with the re trac tions
he made on his death bed. He suf fered one of his pain ful dis ap point -
ments in Transylvania.

What was it that trig gered the bloody Horea serf re bel lion of 1784?
While the Court wished to curb the ex cesses of the land own ers by reg -
u lat ing the bur den of the serfs, lo cally there was a com pli cated sys tem
of tacit agree ments, so that uni fi ca tion and better re cord keep ing ac tu -
ally in creased the bur dens in some ar eas and “cast them in con crete”. In 
mat ters af fect ing the serfs, those af fected equated reg u la tion  with lib er -
a tion. It could eas ily be viewed as a sign of weak ness, and be came the
source of fur ther de mands. At the same time, a new and poorly ex e -
cuted re cruit ing ef fort fur ther ag i tated  Ro ma nian pub lic opin ion. They 
ex pected op por tu ni ties and priv i leges from the en list ments that the re -
cruit ers had not ac tu ally prom ised. The whip and the club landed on
the mas ters who were nat u rally Hun gar ian, al though not nec es sar ily to
the sev enth gen er a tion. It is prob a bly not jus ti fied to high light this re -
bel lion over other sim i lar pop u lar up ris ings, ex cept per haps for the vi o -
lence and coun ter-violence of some of its ex cesses, such as the force ful 
mar riage of Hun gar ian no ble maid ens by Ro ma nian “suit ors”. These
gave it wider re nown than would be de served ei ther by the num bers in -
volved, or by the geo graphic ex tent of the re bel lion. Its or i gins were ac -
tu ally more so ci etal than na tional. 

One of the first acts of Leopold II (1790-1792) on his suc ces sion to Jo -
seph II, was to swing the pen du lum in the other di rec tion, and once
again sep a rate Transylvania from Hun gary. It suc ceeded only par tially,
even though the en deavor was not to tally op posed even in
Transylvania. The Prot es tants were con cerned that in case of a un ion,
their rights would be cur tailed. The Sax ons and the Székelys were op -
posed for sim i lar rea sons. In the mean time—and even though Jo seph
II’s death did not end Josephinism which was a syn onym for prac ti cal



ab so lut ism—the Es tates re quested that the Transylvanian Diet be
called into ses sion.

It not only met, but passed a num ber of acts. “The Transylvania Diet
be gan its work on De cem ber 21, 1790. Its min utes are fright en ingly vo -
lu mi nous and its ad di tional doc u men ta tion fills a freight car, doc u -
ment ing that it had in deed very much to do. The scribes could barely
keep up with the mem o randa, pe ti tions and sup pli ca tions all of which
were filled with com plaints, of fenses and, nat u rally, de mands. The doc -
u ments of the Diet can very clearly tell the mod ern reader ex actly
where Transylvania stood in re la tion to the gen eral Eu ro pean de vel op -
ments, what it was that the lit er ate peo ple of this small coun try could
ab sorb from the gen eral store house of en light en ment and the di rec -
tions—po lit i cal, eco nomic and in tel lec tual—in which it tried to move.
Among the pa pers we find the fa mous Supplex Libellus Valachorum in
which the Transylvanian Romanians re quested that they be ac knowl -
edged as the fourth na tion and be given au ton omy as a rec og nized Es -
tate.” (Samu Benkõ)

The ses sions lasted well into the new year, and made many de ci sions
and sub mis sions but, in the end, achieved very lit tle. Making the Hun -
gar ian lan guage the of fi cial one took a step for ward with the de ci sion
that the min utes of the Diet be kept in Hun gar ian. The rights of the
serfs and of the Or tho dox had been en larged. A pro posal was made for 
the es tab lish ment of the As so ci a tion for the Prop a ga tion of the Hun -
gar ian Lan guage in Transylvania, which as sumed the na ture of an acad -
emy when it started its ac tiv i ties three years later.

The Supplex Libellus Valachorum, which was pre pared by a large but still
not com pletely known cir cle of Ro ma nian priests and other in tel lec tu -
als, based the Ro ma nian de mands it con tains both on the The ory of
Daco-Roman Con ti nu ity as its ideo log i cal-historic ar gu ment, and on
the pop u lar ma jor ity of the Romanians in Transylvania as its con crete
de mo graphic and sta tis ti cal ar gu ment. There is noth ing we can do with
the for mer one, but the lat ter one can not be de nied. At this time the
Romanians rep re sented the larg est eth nic group in Transylvania. Yet,
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they were the last, both in their le gal and in their eco nomic sta tus. In or -
der for them to change this, the dif fer ences be tween the Unitus and the
Or tho dox had to be re duced.

The an swer of the Es tates was that re gard less of their serf dom, no bil -
ity or other sta tus and re gard less of their eth nic ity, all in hab it ants of
Transylvania had the same rights. What else could one want? It can not
be de nied that this “slip pery” ar gu ment haunts even to day, for in stance, 
in the Ro ma nian re jec tion of the na tional and mi nor ity de mands of the
Transylvanian Hun gar i ans. The ar gu ment of the Es tates con tin ued by
say ing that the prob lem of the Romanians was not lack of lib erty, but
lack of ed u ca tion.  This should not be con sid ered an in sult. Par tic u larly
not when we con sider that the Transylvanian Hun gar i ans, not ing the
nar row ness of their own le gal and po lit i cal per spec tives, made great ef -
forts to im prove their ed u ca tional op por tu ni ties. The first per ma nent
home of Hun gar ian the at ri cal per for mances was opened in Kolozsvár
in 1821. The strong links with Eu rope were also dem on strated by the
rapid spread of Free ma sonry. Its prin ci ples started to spread in 1742,
first to the Saxon cit ies, and then to the cir cles of the Hun gar ian lead ing 
classes.

The func tion ing of the Free ma son lodges over the next de cades was
first banned, then tol er ated and fi nally al most sup ported. We may even
as sume that the strange Jo seph II him self was granted mem ber ship.
Not so. He wrote in a let ter of in struc tion: “Pre vi ously and in other
coun tries the Free ma sons were pun ished and their meet ings in the
lodges were dis rupted only be cause they were not fa mil iar with their se -
crets. Even though these se crets are un known to me as well, it is enough 
for me to know that these free ma son lodges have done much good for
friend ship, for the re lief of want and for ed u ca tion. I hereby or der, that
even though their by-laws and dis cus sions re main un known to me, they 
be granted the pro tec tion of the State and that their meet ings be per -
mit ted as long as they con tinue to act be nef i cently. This is more than
was done for them at any time and in any other coun try.” The con di -
tions laid down sub se quently were fairly strict, but there is no doubt
that the per mis sion, quoted above, was lib eral and el e gant.



Those or ga ni za tions which were de voted to the prop a ga tion of the
Hun gar ian lan guage, schol ar ship, pub lic ed u ca tion and lit er a ture were
less for tu nate, even though they were not sur rounded by the se crecy of
free ma sonry. The sus pi cions of the au thor i ties were not with out some
foun da tion. For in stance, in the Di ana Hunting So ci ety, or ga nized in
1794 by the no ble re form groups, there was less talk about the very
pop u lar hunts in Transylvania than about agrar ian prob lems and about
the im por tance of an in ter change in so cial ac tiv i ties be tween the lesser,
mid dle and high est no bil ity. This was also the time when the ef fects of
the Hun gar ian Jac o bin move ment be came ev i dent in Transylvania. It
was for tu nate for the Transylvanians that these ef fects were not due to
a di rect as so ci a tion, but rather just to the in di rect, in tel lec tual trans mis -
sion of ideas.

The Habs burg Em pire of Fran cis I (1792-1835) was slowly eroded by
the enor mous ex ter nal forces weigh ing on it. It was dur ing his reign
that his aunt, Ma rie An toi nette, was be headed in Paris. Yet later he had
to give his daugh ter to Na po leon, who not only was the prin ci pal ben e -
fi ciary of the blood-soaked French rev o lu tion, but was an up start and a
di vorced man. This hap pened only three years be fore the Lit tle
Corsican lost the fate ful bat tle of Leip zig, and only five years be fore the 
bat tle of Waterloo put an end to his brief re turn to power. Thus, the
Aus trian self-debasement ac com plished very lit tle. These few lines sug -
gest that at this time the im por tant events took place far from
Transylvania. Fran cis I, as King of Hun gary, shifted back and forth. His 
in cli na tion was to ward a show of force, such as the ex e cu tion of the
lead ers of the tragic Hun gar ian Jac o bin move ment. Yet, he needed
Hun gar ian sol diers and Hun gar ian money so much, that he was will ing
to make cer tain con ces sions. 

Bright stars ap peared at this time in the heav ens above Transylvania.
About the turn of the cen tury a lesser no ble youth walked home all the
way from Göttingen. It was the math e ma ti cian Farkas Bolyai
(1775-1856) who kept up a cor re spon dence with his for mer stu dent
friend, Karl Friedrich Gauss, who was later known as the prince of
math e ma ti cians.
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In 1819, the Székely Sándor Kõrösi Csoma (1784-1842), look ing for
the an cient home of the Hun gar i ans, started out to ward the East, also
on foot. He reached Ti bet and hav ing suf fered de pri va tions that would
have done jus tice to a fa kir, he gath ered lin guis tic ma te rial and wrote
the first Ti betan gram mar and the first Ti betan-English dic tio nary.

The son of Farkas, János Bólyai, born in 1802 (1802-1860), was a mil i -
tary en gi neer and math e ma ti cian. In par al lel with the above men tioned
Gauss and the Rus sian ge nius Nikolai Ivanovics Lobachevski, and far
out strip ping the tra di tional math e mat i cal think ing, he worked out the
non-Euclidean “com plete” or “ab so lute ge om e try” of which Eu clid -
ean ge om e try was only a spe cial facet. Avoiding the un re ward ing ar gu -
ments about pre ce dence, one must ad mit the orig i nal ity and the great
in di vid ual con tri bu tions of the three men. One must men tion, how -
ever, that in his notes János Bólyai al most fully rec og nized the gen eral
the ory of rel a tiv ity which evolved from non-Euclidean ge om e try, but
which was only fully de vel oped, and pub lished, by Ein stein. In this,
Bólyai was far ahead of his times.

Kõrösi Csoma and the youn ger Bólyai were two Transylvanian ge niuses 
in touch with the sci ence of their days, but who la bored much more in
iso la tion than their more for tu nate west ern con tem po rar ies, and who
pro duced such in tel lec tual achieve ments un der such un fa vor able con -
di tions that it can be com pared only to the lus trous pearl born from the
suf fer ings of a wounded oys ter.

Transylvania had not suf fered the di rect rav ages of war for a long time.
Ep i demics were less fre quent, pub lic health was im prov ing. The pop u -
la tion in creased rap idly, but the Sax ons and the Hun gar i ans, less likely
to be come ur ban ized, fell be hind. The Romanians forged ahead. The
re gion was ag ri cul tur ally not self-sufficient. The ce re als used in bak ing
were im ported from the Banat and from the Great Hun gar ian Plain.
They were paid for pri mar ily in wool and in the prod ucts of the mines.
It is of in ter est that it was still un der Maria Theresa’s ma ter nal rule that
the po tato was in tro duced into Transylvania. Its wide dis tri bu tion was
force fully de manded by the cen tral ad min is tra tion wish ing to ben e fit



the peo ple. At the same time, corn, which very rap idly be came an enor -
mously im por tant com po nent in the nu tri tion of the peo ple of
Transylvania and quite par tic u larly among the Romanians, was dis cour -
aged as be ing det ri men tal to the pro duc tiv ity of the lands pro duc ing ce -
real grasses.

The 19th cen tury en tered its sec ond quar ter. It was the be gin ning of
the Re form Age, which will re sound with the de bate be tween the more
care ful and re mote István Széchenyi and the more rad i cal and trou -
ble-making Lajos Kossuth.  This reached Transylvania in its rel a tive iso -
la tion, even though one of the great est fig ures of this age, Miklós
Wesselényi, was more of a men tor to Széchenyi than a com pan ion or
fol lower. In the west, the large and pow er ful mid dle no bil ity played an
im por tant role in the age, which was ac tively seek ing the ad vance ment
of the bour geoi sie. Transylvania was a step be hind in this as well and
here the en light ened high est no bles set the tone. Yet, at the same time,
the county del e gates in Transylvania were re cruited from a much
broader base than in Hun gary. 

The Re form Age was deeply en tan gled in the lan guage ques tion. Its
lead ers had dis tanced them selves from Latin and had re jected Ger man.
They iden ti fied the use of the Hun gar ian lan guage with the na tional as -
pi ra tions and this raised sig nif i cant op po si tion among the na tional mi -
nor i ties, not any more against the Aus trian-German lan guage, but
against the Hun gar ian lan guage and the na tional as pi ra tions it rep re -
sented. In ad di tion, the re li gious is sues also raised their head. Aus tria
was al most en tirely Cath o lic, while Hun gary showed a much more col -
or ful re li gious map. The is sue of re li gious free dom was quite dif fer ent
in Hun gary, where Hun gar i ans fol low ing dif fer ent re li gions lived to -
gether, than in Transylvania, where the re li gions fol lowed eth nic di vid -
ing lines. In Transylvania, any one speak ing up for equal rights for the
Greek Or tho dox re li gion—as many coun ties had done—involuntariliy
but clearly strength ened the na tional pride and na tional iden ti fi ca tion
of the Transylvanian Romanians. This, in turn, led to ma jor con tra dic -
tions, the ef fects of which did not be come man i fest un til 1848-1849,
and came to a peak af ter 1918.
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The Transylvanian in tel lec tu als were be com ing in creas ingly better in -
formed. The new mod els came from fur ther away, and in cluded west -
ern Eu ro pean Prot es tant ism and the so ci etal and eco nomic changes it
brought. The mod els also in cluded the Eng lish mid dle-class, in dus trial
de vel op ments and the French en light en ment and rev o lu tion. These in -
tel lec tu als had made a few study tours to the United States, and came
back with the high est hopes about the rosy pic ture of Amer i can de -
moc racy as ap plied to Transylvania. They for got the cir cum stances of
Amer ica’s birth as a na tion, and its very dif fer ent his toric-societal or i -
gins.

Sándor Bölöni Farkas (1795-1842) re sem bled Kõrösi Csoma phys i cally
so much that they could have been taken for twins. He crossed the At -
lan tic in 1831-1832 and pub lished his Travel in North Amer ica in 1834.
He de scribed his ex pe ri ences and he was the first one to make avail able
in Hun gar ian the en tire text of the Dec la ra tion of In de pend ence and
other pa pers of state and doc u ments of free dom. 

Among Hun gar i ans, but par tic u larly in Transylvania, Bölöni’s work was 
the Bi ble of the in tel lec tual and po lit i cal elite for many years. Hav ing
the work of fi cially con demned added to its pop u lar ity. Let us not for -
get, how ever, that among the read ers we find the Ro ma nian in tel lec tu -
als, who spoke Hun gar ian, and there were many of these. This book
meant lib erty for them as well.  Need less to say, Bölöni was a friend and
as so ci ate of Miklós Wesselényi. It was char ac ter is tic of the mo ment
that the newly re cov er ing Transylvanian spirit made Vi enna see the
spec ter of an other Ro ma nian pop u lar up ris ing. It was a schizo phrenic
sit u a tion. The Court was si mul ta neously trem bling be cause of these
events and was also in cit ing the Romanians since it was scared even
more of Hun gar ian sep a rat ism. Yet—as far as tac tics were con -
cerned—the im me di ate Hun gar ian aim was no more than an in ter nal
struc tural re or ga ni za tion of the Habs burg Em pire.

Ev ery where where timely re forms are force fully pre vented, it is ax i om -
atic that when the changes come any way, they will be full of un ex pected 
con flicts. Much more threat en ing to the Re form Age was the re vi sion



of the serf sys tem as a first step to ward com plete ab o li tion which, while
very com plex was also in ev i ta ble. The land re form made an tag o nists of
the no bles and the serfs. The re form il lu mi nated their con di tion and
made it more dif fi cult for the serfs to avail them selves of the cen tu -
ries-old, rou tine es cape hatches and se cret tran si tions to free dom.
When re forms are man dated by the State, one can be cer tain that the
State was go ing to be the prin ci pal ben e fi ciary.

This is very in ter est ing, since those of us who were taught an al most
mech a nis tic de vel op ment of his tory and an evo lu tion of hu man rights
from slav ery through feu dal ism to a bour geois, cap i tal is tic so ci ety were
amazed to find that the sup pos edly rigid class so ci ety was ac tu ally quite
flex i ble. The serf had many op por tu ni ties for both in di vid ual and fam -
ily hap pi ness, and had many “spe cial path ways” that were hardly spe -
cial, and af fected very large groups of in di vid u als. 

An other mat ter that was fraught with con tra dic tions and that was very
much in the fore front of pub lic con cern at this time—some what dif -
fer ently in Hun gary than in Transylvania—was the is sue of the county
sys tem. This sys tem si mul ta neously gave a ref uge to the con ser va tive
el e ments of the no ble classes and op por tu ni ties to the re form party. It
could serve both the cen tral ist ten den cies of the Court and the Hun -
gar ian drive for au ton omy. It was in creas ingly less suit able for the rec -
og ni tion and res o lu tion of mi nor ity in ter ests. 

Yet an other con tro versy arose from the de vel op ments in pub lic ed u ca -
tion. While in creas ingly large num bers, in clud ing mi nor i ties, were pro -
vided with mid dle and higher ed u ca tion, many fewer achieved the
op por tu ni ties, live li hoods and of fices that they had hoped for. Among
both the Hun gar i ans and the mi nor i ties there was an abun dance of in -
tel lec tu als, but in dif fer ent pro por tions. There was a real irony in all this. 
The ed u cated and fun da men tally po lit i cally-oriented mul ti tude, which
was also the vic tim of dis crim i na tion, lack ing other em ploy ment, be -
came a will ing par tic i pant in a rev o lu tion.
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In the mean time, in Pest-Buda, Pozsony, and other cen ters, law stu -
dents had a ma jor role in the prep a ra tion of the 1848-49 events. Some -
times far from home, these young Ro ma nian, Slovakian, Serb, Cro atian, 
Ruthenian and other uni ver sity grad u ates gath ered in cof fee houses and 
other so ci et ies, es tab lished news pa pers and pre pared to free their
own—po ten tial—na tion from the icy grip of the Habs burg em pire.
Many of them saw their ad ver sary not in Vi enna, but in Buda,
Kolozsvár, and Pozsony. They did not—at least not yet—con tem plate
a com plete sep a ra tion from Vi enna, but rather some in ter nal re forms
which would lib er ate them not so much from Habs burg op pres sion,
but from the much more in ti mately ex pe ri enced Hun gar ian su prem acy. 

This rel a tive abun dance of in tel lec tu als af fected the most ad vanced so -
ci ety in Transylvania, the Sax ons as well. Their own par tic u lar di lemma
was that while they were in ter ested in lib er al iza tion be cause of their
bour geois sta tus and be cause of their eco nomic in ter ests, their fear of
the Hun gar i ans—and more im me di ately of the of fi cial use of the Hun -
gar ian lan guage—drove them away from their na tional in ter ests to ward 
the con ser va tive, cen tral iz ing Vi enna. At the same time, their great est
con cern was the in creas ing nu mer i cal pre pon der ance of the
Romanians, which be gan to ap pear in the Saxon lands also. 

At the be gin ning of 1846, the na tional up ris ing of the Galician Pol ish
no bil ity against the Tsar ist re gime was drowned in blood by the lo cal
peas antry. This led to two very dif fer ent in ter pre ta tions. In Vi enna it
meant that this was a good ex am ple and a po ten tial high way to the fu -
ture; In Buda, among the Hun gar ian no bil ity, it meant that the as pi ra -
tions of the serfs had to be sup ported from above, since oth er wise the
Galician ex am ple rep re sented  a ma jor threat.



The Fight for Freedom, the
Compromise, Dualism

In March 1848, the Eu ro pean rev o lu tion ary fe ver passed though Vi -
enna, Pozsony, and Pest, and rap idly reached Transylvania. Of the
twelve Hun gar ian de mands for lib erty, it is the twelfth one that rang the
bell: “Un ion with Transylvania”. Ini tially, this was sup ported by nu mer -
ous Romanians and Sax ons, but pub lic opin ion quickly changed.  An in -
creas ing num ber in their cir cle op posed it or would ac cept the Un ion
only with ex ten sive guar an tees of their rights. The Court clearly ex -
pected that—with Saxonia as a back stop—it could mo bi lize the Ro ma -
nian peas antry and thus sur round the re bel lious Hun gar i ans. This not
only strength ened the Transylvanian Romanians but it might also pro -
duce a strong at trac tion for the Transcarpathian Romanians to be come
in te grated into the Habs burg Em pire. This goal an tic i pated the pres ent
Greater Ro ma nia but, of course, strictly within the Mon ar chy.

There was no se cret or ga ni za tion among the eth nic groups—it was
only the logic of the sit u a tion that was at work. The 1848 East -
ern-Central Eu ro pean wild fire spread—af ter some mi nor and in sig nif i -
cant man i fes ta tions. On May 11-12, 1848, the Slovakians pre sented
their prin ci pal na tional de mands at Liptószentmiklós. The Serbs fol -
lowed on May 13-15 at Karlóca, and the Romanians at their na tional as -
sem bly in Balázsfalva, on May 15-17. This lat ter city was, at this time
al ready an im por tant cen ter for Ro ma nian re li gious and ed u ca tional af -
fairs, and the se lec tion of this site was ev i dence for the ma jor role
played by the in tel lec tu als.

On the eve of the last meet ing, on May 14, a lo cal pro fes sor of phi los o -
phy, Simion Barnutiu, gave a speech in the Balázsfalva ca the dral. “This
speech is the ba sic text for the Ro ma nian na tional idea and the most sig -
nif i cant ex pres sion of Ro ma nian na tional con scious ness since the
Supplex. It em pha sizes the right of the Romanians for self de ter mi na -
tion and states that ev ery mor sel cast to them from the ta ble of Hun -
gar ian lib erty is poi soned.” (Samu Benkõ)
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Just like the Transylvanian Hun gar i ans, the Ro ma nian in tel lec tual elite
looked more and more to ward the west ern world. There was a dis cus -
sion at Balázsfalva about the west ern Eu ro pean trends to ward na tional
states, which may have served as a model for the smaller states. Here we 
had the first men tion of the later so pop u lar con cept of an “East ern
Eu ro pean Swit zer land”. The ob vi ous Panslavism warned the non-Slavs 
to get to gether. It did not hap pen here, but soon there was talk about a
Danubian Con fed er a tion, with a force ful re ver sal of eth nic min gling
and a mas sive ex change of pop u la tions. Is there any thing new un der
the sun? This could well be a ques tion raised by an ob server to day.

It co mes as no sur prise that all Transylvania was reach ing for arms.
Even though the eth nic groups did this in good faith and for their own
pro tec tion, it was clearly the first step to ward civil war. All it needed was 
a tiny spark, any where and for any real or imag i nary in jury. It will never
fail.

In Hun gary, the free ing of the serfs took place, al though not with out
some in ju ries and some con flicts. How about Transylvania? Here the
pro cess was im peded by the dif fer ent lo cal civil laws. If, how ever, the
Un ion was go ing to as sure equal laws ev ery where—what was the prob -
lem? Un for tu nately the le gal and prac ti cal im ple men ta tion of the Un -
ion was not a sim ple mat ter. It re quired mul ti ple ap prov als in the
Vi enna - Pest - Transylvania tri an gle. The dif fer ing in ter nal sys tems did
not al low the me chan i cal ex ten sion of the Hun gar ian le gal sys tem. The
other par ties, and par tic u larly the Ro ma nian serfs, sus pected that these
were de lay ing tac tics, tricks and sab o tage on the part of the Hun gar ian
no bil ity. This in spite of the fact that the last Transylvanian Diet, called
with out the ap proval of the Em peror, al ready freed 160,000 fam i lies at
the end of March, and that most of these were Ro ma nian. This is the
stum bling block in ev ery ma jor change of sys tem: the changes oc ca -
sioned force fully by the rev o lu tion ary en thu si asm stand on le gally
shaky ground and the le gal pro cess is nec es sar ily slow. There is a pe riod
in all such changes when the old sys tem is no lon ger func tional, and the
new sys tem is not yet in place. A fact un for tu nately re mains a fact: in
this con fu sion, the first fa tal shots were fired by Székely bor der guards



in a po lice ac tion, with Ro ma nian peas ants caught in the mid dle, il le -
gally us ing graz ing land. 

The Transylvanian Romanians were un sure about the serf prob lem, but 
this is not all. The rev o lu tion ex tended to their nat u ral al lies, the
Romanians in the Regat. This was sup pressed by Turk ish-Russian co -
op er a tion. Bu cha rest was oc cu pied. They wanted to get rid of their
other po ten tial ally, the Serbs. The rea son be ing the strong in flu ence the 
Serb Or tho dox Church had on the Ro ma nian Or tho dox Church. There 
were thus ob vi ous fac tors that should have pro moted a con sid er ation
of Ro ma nian-Hungarian co op er a tion.

When the fall of 1848 be gan, the Cro atian troops of Jellachich started
their sneak at tack against the Hun gar ian cap i tal from the south and, in
the east, Transylvania came to a boil. The es tab lish ment of the first
army of the re spon si ble Hun gar ian gov ern ment re quired con scrip tion.
Even though shortly re scinded, this trig gered a pro test—even among
some Hun gar i ans—which then led to a new Balázsfalva as sem bly and
en camp ment, this time of sev eral weeks’ du ra tion. There was a de mand 
that the very shaky, but es tab lished un ion be dis solved. It also led to the
sit u a tion where the Aus trian troops sta tioned in Transylvania, could
very soon count on large num bers of aux il ia ries in the form of sub -
stan tial Ro ma nian re bel troops.

It got worse. The Kossuth peo ple wish ing to mo bi lize the Székelys for
par tic i pa tion in the civil war, gath ered about 60 thou sand armed
Székelys in Agyagfalva on Oc to ber 16, 1848. The fact that here the em -
pha sis was placed on Hun gar ian af fairs rather than on the rev o lu tion,
that the goals and agenda were not suf fi ciently clar i fied, and that some
of the Székely lead ers start ing from Agyagfalva were more in ter ested in 
cre at ing con fu sion than in any thing else, were the causes that made the
Transylvanian trag edy of the fall of 1848 re sem ble an av a lanche. The
peo ple of Balázsfalva and Agyagfalva and many other Transylvanian
com mu ni ties, groups and as so ci a tions, stood face to face. It was a mir a -
cle that the Aus trian mil i tary lead ers, in de ci sive and mis un der stand ing
the lo cal sit u a tion, could not take greater ad van tage of this con flict.
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The Hun gar ian Diet and gov ern ment—en gaged in a life and death
strug gle—were un able to, or de layed in, is su ing or di nances that could
have calmed and pac i fied the na tion al i ties. Many of these were of the
opin ion any way, that the at tack of Jellachich was go ing to be vic to ri ous,
and that they may just as well stand on the win ning side. This opin ion
was shared by the Sax ons, who were be com ing in creas ingly aware of
their Ger man blood ties.

In this dif fi cult sit u a tion—and as we have seen, with out ad e quate
thought—the Hun gar ian gov ern ment did not limit its mo bi li za tion to
the mil i tarily ex pe ri enced Székelys. A na tional guard was be ing or ga -
nized through out Transylvania, but the Hun gar i ans were re luc tant to
at tack. They could ex pect noth ing good from a gen eral civil war. Af ter
the Balázsfalva and Agyagfalva as sem blies, there were al ready wide -
spread clashes and retri bu tions that caused con sid er able dam age to
both sides. All in vain. The Aus trian Gen eral Puchner, the  mil i tary
com mander of Transylvania, or dered his troops and their Ro ma nian
aux il ia ries to dis arm the Hun gar ian na tional troops. This did not take
place with out much blood shed and much dam age and de struc tion to
ci vil ian and pub lic prop erty. 

The up surge of long sup pressed ha treds and the mur der ous heat of the 
mo ment made the map of Transylvania into a bloody mo saic. In Oc to -
ber and No vem ber of 1848, clashes here, bat tles there and in some
places even mas sa cres dec o rated the map. It ap peared that this re gion
was lost. Finally, only Háromszék county held out, but this made it im -
pos si ble for Vi enna to take the cen tral Hun gar ian forces into a pin cer
move ment. In many ar eas the anti-Hungarian co op er a tion be gan to
yield re wards and a new, es sen tially Ro ma nian ad min is tra tion was be ing 
es tab lished. 

At this time it was no lon ger the post-revolutionary gov ern ment of the
stead fast and so ber Lajos Batthányi, which was in charge “over there”.
It was the much more rad i cal Com mit tee of Na tional De fense which
now gov erned the coun try forced into a na tional fight for free dom. The 
cen ter of grav ity of the events was shift ing to ward the East.  The cap i -



tal on the Dan ube was first threat ened and then lost and the new cap i tal 
was moved to Debrecen. The ar ma ment fac tory of Pest was moved to
Nagyvárad. Kossuth ap pointed a new com mander in chief for
Transylvania. He was the Pol ish Josef Bem (1794-1850), a hero of the
ear lier Pol ish uprising. Con sidering the forces and means at his dis -
posal, he fought a very suc cess ful win ter cam paign and reconquered al -
most all of Transylvania. From whom? Pri marily, from the ar mies of
the Aus trian Gen eral Puchner who also had a new com -
mander-in-chief. The Habs burg fam ily had re moved the in com pe tent
Ferdinand V (1835-1848) and re placed him with his young nephew,
Fran cis Jo seph (1848-1916).

It would take too long to fol low Bem’s Transylvania cam paign in de tail,
dur ing which this ro man tic and dar ing rev o lu tion ary and mil i tary com -
mander made sev eral, al most des per ate at tempts on his own au thor ity
to win over the na tion al i ties. It must be men tioned, how ever, that the
Rus sian in ter ven tion into the Hun gar ian civil war be gan here and now.
On Puchner’s  plea for help—he claimed that the Romanians were re -
spon si ble for this—a 3,000 men Tsar ist army en tered Transylvania
across the South ern Carpathians in Feb ru ary 1849. Bem chased them
and their Aus trian hosts back to the Wallachia. Tsar Nich o las I now, at
the be gin ning of May, de cided to save the House of Habs burg, and in
the mid dle of June sent a 200,000 men Rus sian de luge from the north,
across the Dukla Pass into Hun gary. All the rest was just a ques tion of
time.

In the mean time, the “Olmütz Con sti tu tion” of Fran cis Jo seph de -
clared that Transylvania was an in de pend ent prov ince. This was coun -
tered by the Debrecen  Dec la ra tion that de posed the House of
Habs burg. A des per ate mea sure, which scared many pre vi ous sup port -
ers away from the civil war that was con sid ered to be a con sti tu tional
bat tle when viewed from the Hun gar ian per spec tive. The dec la ra tion
was is sued jointly in the names of Hun gary and Transylvania as a mat -
ter of course. 
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Af ter Bem’s tri umphs, Transylvania was al most com pletely in Hun gar -
ian hands dur ing the spring and sum mer of 1849. What was then the
sit u a tion? Would mag na nim ity or Dra co nian se ver ity tri umph? Would
the ear lier col lab o ra tion be over looked or re venged? Bem cov ered the
past deeds with an am nesty, but the fu ture was go ing to be judged by
the court-martial set up by Kossuth’s  lo cal gov er nors. Mo ral ity apart,
this was not a wise thing to do, even if there had been some thing to
avenge. Burning the great cen ter of learn ing, Nagyvárad, to gether with
its li brary, for ex am ple, took many lives to make its point. The rapid de -
te ri o ra tion of the mil i tary sit u a tion made all of these is sues moot, in -
clud ing a last min ute at tempt at Hun gar ian-Romanian con cil i a tion.

The ca pit u la tion at Világos on Au gust 13, 1849 did not af fect Bem’s
troops, but the con se quences were en tirely be yond their con trol. The
time came when it was im pos si ble to tell the dif fer ence be tween the
pun ish ment that the de lir i ously vic to ri ous Vi enna meted out to the
Hun gar i ans and the ben e fits they be stowed on the other na tion al i ties in 
Hun gary. It was cer tain that al ready early in Sep tem ber the Aus trian
com mander-in-chief is sued an or der for the dis missal of the Ro ma nian 
aux il iary troops. The loyal Sax ons got their un pleas ant sur prises a lit tle
later. The Saxon lands were dis mem bered and their au ton omy was re -
voked.

As it hap pens not in fre quently, re gard less of what the re ac tion ary
forces may do for their own grat i fi ca tion af ter the vic to ri ous ter mi na -
tion of a civil war, many re sults and con se quences of the civil war re -
main. There could be no ques tion of the re-establishment of serf dom
or of a com plete re con struc tion of the old cast sys tem of so ci ety. In a
par a dox i cal way, some of the things that were done against the cen tral
Aus trian power, turned out to be to it’s ben e fit. The modernizations
pro mot ing the de vel op ment of a bour geoi sie, which was a vi tal in ter est
of the House of Habs burg, was much eas ier to im ple ment—even
force fully—at this time. The evo lu tion ary pro cesses, that be gun un der
Maria Theresa and Jo seph II, and were sus tained un der the Re form
Age came to their in ev i ta ble fru ition at this time. There was an op por -
tu nity to in tro duce and im ple ment “from above” with out there be ing



an op por tu nity to re sist “from be low”. Need less to say, this was a pain -
ful pro cess, which took place un der for eign of fi cials and ex ec u tors, un -
der a tight mil i tary oc cu pa tion.

The Bach Era, uni ver sally con demned in Hun gary, ac tu ally had both
good and bad fea tures. The new ad min is tra tion, le gal sys tem, law en -
force ment and their ex ec u tive ap pa ra tus were for eign, but al though op -
pres sive, they granted a num ber of ad van tages in the non-political
arena. Pub lic safety was much im proved and, more im por tantly, nu mer -
ous eco nomic in no va tions were in tro duced and the bases for eco nomic 
de vel op ment were sta bi lized. Yet, this was the pe riod when in our re -
gion, and with a fa tal in ten sity, there ap peared a per ma nent op po si tion
to all gov ern ments and to the le gal sys tem of all ad min is tra tions. All
this, of course, was dis guised as an ab so lutely pa tri otic en deavor. This
kind of “civil dis obe di ence” is well known from North ern Ire land to
the Basque coun try, but is for tu nately un known in most of West ern
Eu rope.

The en tire Hun gar ian po lit i cal sit u a tion—which was sup posed to en -
lighten and in struct the fright ened and con fused Transylvanian Hun -
gar i ans—was now in creas ingly un der the in flu ence of Ferenc Deák
(1803-1876). Known as the “Sage of the Fa ther land”, he was pa tient,
he op posed the Debrecen Dec la ra tion de pos ing the Habs burg dy nasty,
and he was will ing to wait un til a way was found to ward a com pro mise.
Un til then, he fa vored pas sive civil re sis tance and a pru dent re trench -
ment.

The Deák in spired wis dom and pas siv ity in “high pol i tics” was re duced
at the “pop u lar” level to the avoid ance of tax a tion, of du ties and of in -
come tax, and even to the es cape from mil i tary ser vice, by any means
in ge nu ity could de vise. This was not only con sid ered to be not shame -
ful, but it was a glo ri ous thing to do. The peo ple, by the Grace of God,
had learned dur ing the cen tu ries of serf dom, how to mis lead its mas -
ters, to avoid the for eign ar mies ex act ing trib ute, to hide it self and its
goods. It was now us ing this ac cu mu lated wis dom against the de tested
Bach of fi cials and against the Aus trian sol diers quar tered on them. Un -
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for tu nately, they main tained this men tal ity even when they be came the
cit i zens of their own na tional state. They con sid ered it a vir tue—and do 
so even to day—if they could take ad van tage of a to them “for eign” ad -
min is tra tion. 

The coun try was full of mut ter ing rather than with use ful ac tiv ity, and
there were many Hun gar ian un der ground, hole and cor ner groups. The 
most im por tant anti-Austrian or ga ni za tion, af ter 1849, took place in
Transylvania, It was na ive and nur tured the im age of an am bi tious new
be gin ning. Its leader was a Col o nel József  Makk, who lived in Bu cha -
rest and who was go ing to arm the Székely re bels with weap ons ob -
tained from Moldavia. The an tic i pated, new Eu ro pean wave of
rev o lu tions on which they pinned their hopes did not ma te ri al ize. The
Vi en nese spies were watch ful and the con spir a tors were care less. The
move ment, that ac tu ally reached as far as Vi enna, col lapsed af ter its
lead ers were ar rested. Even though the in sti tu tion of serf dom was le -
gally abol ished in Transylvania dur ing the sum mer of 1848, by the dec -
la ra tion of the Diet of that year, and a law was en acted about uni ver sal
tax a tion, the ef fec tive free ing of the serfs was made very dif fi cult by the 
com pli cated own er ship and le gal con di tions, the nu mer ous tacit in di -
vid ual ar range ments, based on com mon law, and the vir tual im pos si bil -
ity of as sess ing the value of the so cage, for the loss of which the
land own ers were sup posed to re ceive com pen sa tion. Much bad feel ing
was gen er ated by a dis cus sion about the dis po si tion of the jointly and
freely used for ests—which were con sid ered to be in ex haust ible.

“Down be low”, this af fected the Romanians most of all. They were nu -
mer i cally the larg est group that felt it self to be de spoiled dur ing their
serf dom and who were most de pend ent on their pas to ral priv i leges and 
on the free use of the for ests. The land owner group was equally im pov -
er ished, since it was paid only the al ready min i mal com pen sa tion. The
pay ments were made in de val ued Trea sury bonds, and the com pen sa -
tion was fur ther re duced by the War Tax im posed by Vi enna at the time
of the Cri mean War. With the ex cep tion of the of fi cials and the men in
the re pres sive or ga ni za tions—mostly Aus tri ans, Czechs and
Moravians—al most ev ery body con sid ered him self a looser.



While the Hun gar i ans are fond of men tion ing the key stra te gic role of
the Carpathian Ba sin in Cen tral Eu rope, we must not for get the
geopolitical power held by who ever con trolled the his tor i cally so drafty
pas sage be tween the Carpathians and the Black Sea, in clud ing the es tu -
ary of the Dan ube. This area was both a bridge and a di vider be tween
the north ern Slavs and the south ern Slavs. At the foot of the Alps a
strong Ger man wedge was driven be tween these two groups and in the
Carpathian Ba sin a Hun gar ian wedge was in serted at the time of the
Con quest. To the east of the Carpathians the Romanians set tled who
came north from the Mid-Balkans and from Mac e do nia, speak ing a
Neo-Latin, much more Thracian than Dacian, and strongly in ter min -
gled in their new home with Cumanians, Pechenegs, Slavs and oth ers.
They left be hind them selves small groups at the Al ba nian—Mac e do -
nian—Greek bor der land, in Thessalonika and in the Istrian Pen in sula.
These groups, while de creas ing steadily, are still rec og niz able to day by
the lan guage they speak. The stron gest, north east ern group of the
Romanians slowly and against mas sive op po si tion, reached an area
along the lower Dan ube and reached a sta tus just short of form ing a na -
tion. This had been men tioned above, in pass ing.

In 1853, Tsar ist Rus sian troops marched along the foot hills of the
Carpathians, this time against the Turks. This led to the
above-mentioned Cri mean War and to a crush ing Rus sian de feat. Aus -
tria, for get ting its in debt ed ness to Nich o las I, oc cu pied the Moldavian
and Wallachian Ro ma nian prin ci pal i ties for sev eral years. Finally, and in
or der to main tain the bal ance of power among the dis tant ma jor Eu ro -
pean pow ers, Tur key ir re triev ably lost con trol over this area, but nei ther 
Rus sia nor Aus tria could ac quire it. Moldavia and Wallachia, re cently
en larged, first be came in de pend ent and then formed a per sonal un ion
in 1859. The rul ing prince, Alexandru Ion Cuza (1820-1873) now got in 
touch with the 1849 Hun gar ian emigrés. In ex change for fu ture as sis -
tance, he asked for mil i tary sup port for him self to con quer all of
Bessarabia, and he nat u rally also asked for an ex pan sion of the rights of 
the Transylvanian Romanians, Even the pos si bil ity of a tri ple Ro ma -
nian-Serb-Hungarian con fed er a tion was raised, which in the dreams of 
Kossuth be came the Ro ma nian-Serb-Croat-Hungarian Danubian Con -
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fed er a tion. All this was put on hold by the gen eral Eu ro pean re align -
ments. Aus tria lost both ter ri tory and power in It aly and in the Prus sian
War but this could be used against her only later. Even then the ben e fi -
cia ries were Deák and his fol low ers and not the Kossuth group.

The icy grip of the Bach Era be gan to thaw. There was an in ev i ta ble,
cau tious lib er al iza tion from above with a par tial re-establishment of
Par lia ment. It was a bit ter les son for the Hun gar i ans that this nar rowly
de fined cen sus-based elec tion re sulted in a Ro ma nian ma jor ity in the
Transylvanian Diet. “The 1863 sum mer elec tions—dur ing which the
gov ern ment is al leged to have spent 800 thou sand Fo rints to in flu ence
ap prox i mately 70-89,000 vot ers—49 Ro ma nian, 44 Hun gar ian and 33
Saxon can di dates re ceived a man date. The Hun gar ian lib eral camp got
the man dates in all of the Székely széks and in all the Hun gar ian cit ies,
but in the coun ties which were con sid ered to be the an cient, fun da men -
tal units of po lit i cal life, they suf fered a di sas trous de feat. Of the 38
county rep re sen ta tives only 2 were Hun gar i ans. The king nom i nated 11 
”men of sub stance", or of fi cials, from each na tion al ity, as sign ing to
them a bal anc ing func tion which in other coun tries was per formed by
an Up per House. In the fi nal count there were 60 (later 59) Ro ma nian,
56 Hun gar ian and 44 Saxon rep re sen ta tives with a seat in the Diet."
(Zoltán Szász).

Opting for ab sen tee ob struc tion, only three Hun gar ian rep re sen ta tives
showed up. This ef fec tively neu tral ized the or ga ni za tion about which
the above writer said: “This was the first—and also the
last—Transylvanian Diet in which the Romanians were pres ent as a na -
tional block and even rep re sented a ma jor ity.”—And some thing else.
While the le git i macy of this par lia ment was de bat able and its ef fec tive -
ness in view of the Hun gar ian boy cott was lim ited, it was this or ga ni za -
tion, which made the three Transylvanian lan guages, Ro ma nian,
Hun gar ian and Ger man, of equal le gal stand ing.

Let us ex am ine the de mo graphic ba sis of the 1863 elec tion re sults. We
may get the best lead from the re li gious sta tis tics. In 1850, in
Transylvania proper, with out the Partium, the num bers were as fol lows: 



Greek Or tho dox 32.3%, Greek Cath o lic 29.2% (to gether 61.51%), Re -
formed 13.6%, Ro man Cath o lic 11.4%, Evan gel i cal 10.5%, Uni tar ian
2.4 %, and Jew ish 0.6%. 

It must be noted that the re li gious af fil i a tions change lit tle un til 1910 or
un til the be gin ning of World War I The ma jor change was the de crease
of the Greek Or tho dox to 29.6%, while the num ber of Jews in creased
to 2.4%, due to in creased im mi gra tion dur ing the sec ond half of the
last cen tury, and to the large num ber of chil dren in their fam i lies. Thus,
the frac tion of the al most ex clu sively Ro ma nian Greek Or tho dox de -
creased and the num ber of chil dren be came a fac tor with the Jews and
not with them. Con trary to pop u lar be lief, in the time span un der dis -
cus sion, namely 1851-1857, the in crease in Transylvanian Lu ther ans
was prac ti cally zero (0.12%). The in crease of the other two Protestant
de nom i na tions was 0.7% and the same num ber ap plies to the Greek
Or tho dox. The in crease in Ro man Cath o lics was 0.9% and in Greek
Cath o lics it was 0.57%. It is in ter est ing that the one and two chil dren
fam i lies were most prom i nent among the Sax ons and the Swabians in
the Banat, the for mer of whom were Lu theran and the lat ter Ro man
Cath o lic. Among the pe cu liarly lo cal Uni tar i ans the birth rate was so
low that it prac ti cally amounted to a de nom i na tional sui cide.

Two ad di tional sets of data: The first one co mes al ready from the turn
of the cen tury, and states that while the to tal per cent age of the Ro man
Cath o lics was 13.3%, they rep re sented 25.9% of the ur ban pop u la tion.
Among the Re formed, the to tal was 14.7% while the ur ban per cent age
was 23.4%. Among the Lu ther ans these num bers were 9% ver sus
16.1%. Among the Jews 2.1% ver sus 6.3%. The sit u a tion was re versed
among the Greek Cath o lics whose per cent age of the pop u la tion was
28%, while they rep re sented only 11.6% of the ur ban pop u la tion.
Among the Greek Or tho dox, these num bers were 30.3% ver sus 15%.
Thus, the ma jor ity of the lat ter two groups was ru ral and they rep re -
sented only a small per cent age of the ur ban pop u la tion. This had to
give rise to sub stan tial spec u la tion both for the pres ent time, and also
for the fore see able fu ture.
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Re turning to the mid-century, let us ex am ine the dis tri bu tion on the ba -
sis of na tive lan guage. In Transylvania proper, in 1850, 58.3% were
Romanians, 26.1% Hun gar i ans, 10.3% Ger mans, 4% Gypsies, 0.6%
Yid dish, 0.4% Ar me ni ans, and all oth ers 0.2%. Those who as sume that
there was a Hungarianization dur ing the fol low ing half cen tury, nat u -
rally at the ex pense of the Romanians, must be re minded that in 1900,
those who claimed to have Hun gar ian as their mother tongue in creased 
by 6.7% to 32.8%, while the Ro ma nian speak ers de creased by 1.75 to
56.9%. The in crease in Hun gar ian speak ers must be at trib uted to the
fact that in 1850 there were 4% who claimed to have the Gypsy lan -
guage as their mother tongue. In 1900 this cat e gory no lon ger ap peared
in the list. It can be as sumed that at this time the en tire Gypsy eth nic
group was in cluded among the Hun gar ian speak ers.

 One ad di tional item: Ac cord ing to one es ti mate, at the turn of the cen -
tury Bu cha rest had 200,000 Hun gar ian in hab it ants (eth nic?, or Hun gar -
ian speak ing?). At the same time there were very many em i grants to
Amer ica, but also to Ger many. This drained pri mar ily the Székelyföld.
It seemed to prove the fre quently made al le ga tion that the group, mak -
ing up the ma jor ity of the par tic i pants in the “clas sic” em i gra tion, were
not nec es sar ily those who came from the most mis er a ble cir cum -
stances. Rather, they came from groups that had al ready achieved a cer -
tain level of pros per ity, but who were stuck there and who be cause of
their fam ily and na tional tra di tions wanted more and better things. It
was not the mul ti tude of solo flute play ing, moun tain shep herds who
struck out to ward the New World, but the Jack-of-all-trades, skilled
Székelys who made up the bulk of the em i grants.

When forg ing the Com pro mise of 1867, one of the Hun gar ian de -
mands was the re-establishment of the 1848 un ion. But, as we can re -
call, the un ion did not have the en thu si as tic en dorse ment of the two
prin ci pal Transylvanian na tion al i ties, the Romanians and the Sax ons,
and there fore the new Hun gar ian state, now an “in te gral part ner” in the 
Aus trian-Hungarian Mon ar chy, de cided to pro ceed cau tiously. Thus,
Transylvania was not im me di ately in te grated into the moth er land. 



On the other hand, al ready in 1868 a Na tion al ity Act was passed which
was ex tremely pro gres sive by the stan dards of the time, and which was
much more mean ing ful at the pe riph ery of the coun try than in its cen -
tral parts. This act could serve as a model even to day since it ac cepted
the use of the mother tongue in both of fi cial and other ap pli ca tions,
per mit ted sep a rate school ing and the es tab lish ment of sep a rate na -
tional or ga ni za tions in each “ci vil ian so ci ety”. It also granted col lec tive
rights, and not just in di vid ual ones. It can justly serve as a ba sis for ref -
er ence. As far as its im ple men ta tion was con cerned, the pic ture is less
at trac tive.

In the case of such leg is la tion, it is cus tom ary that ini tially there is a
strong “cus tomer re sis tance” which weak ens over time. Here the re -
verse oc curred. While the Com pro mise was a suc cess in the eco nomic
sphere, the Hun gar i ans of the Mon ar chy vig or ously pur sued what they
con sid ered to be the most pre cious part of their ex is tence, namely,
Hungarianization and the ac cep tance of Hun gar ian su prem acy, both
of which they con sid ered to be their law ful as pi ra tions. The hopes and
as pi ra tions gen er ated by the fa vor able Na tion al ity Act of 1868 de -
creased rather than in creased with time, learn ing the Hun gar ian lan -
guage be came com pul sory in all schools, and the na tion al ity schools
could no lon ger ac cept for eign con tri bu tions. Since the coun ties were
usu ally the bas tions of con ser va tism, the ex ten sion of the county sys -
tem to Transylvania—to the det ri ment of the Székely and Saxon le gal
tra di tions—was a re gres sive de vel op ment.

We must add one thing about the 1868 Na tion al ity Act, linked to the
names of Ferenc Deák and József Eötvös (1813-1871). This le gal doc -
u ment, sig nif i cant even by gen eral Eu ro pean stan dards, was based on
the con cept of the French na tion al ity-state and em pha sized in its in tro -
duc tion that “ac cord ing to the fun da men tal prin ci ples of the Con sti tu -
tion, and in a po lit i cal con text, all cit i zens of the coun try to gether
con sti tute a sin gle na tion, an in di vis i ble, uni fied, Hun gar ian na tion, of
which ev ery cit i zen of the coun try, re gard less of na tional af fil i a tion, is
an equal mem ber, hav ing the same le gal rights.”
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What is wrong with it? It con tains the terms “po lit i cal con text” and
“equal rights”...Yet, the pas sage was con demned in the stron gest terms
by the au thors of a Ro ma nian mem o ran dum in 1892, who wrote, “ In
other words, ev ery hu man be ing liv ing in Hun gary, be they Ro ma nian,
Ger man, Slavic, etc., be long to a sin gle na tion, the Hun gar ian. It goes
with out say ing that we view this in tro duc tion as an overt as sault against
our na tional ex is tence and against the na tional ex is tence of our other
non-Hungarian fel low cit i zens.” This was the of fi cial po si tion of the
Romanians from 1868 un til 1918, when the die turned in pre cisely the
op po site di rec tion. This is in ef fect to this day and the Hun gar i ans and
Székelys in Transylvania, must (should) de clare and con sider them -
selves as Hun gar ian speak ing Romanians and mem bers of the Ro ma -
nian na tional state.

The elec toral sys tem of 1848, while ex panded on the ba sis of prop erty,
ed u ca tion, and other cri te ria, was still quite re stric tive and not uni -
formly ap plied. In the more back ward Transylvania, amend ments were
nec es sary. In spite of this, at the be gin ning of the 1880s only a quar ter
of the Transylvanian Sax ons, a fifth of the Hun gar i ans, and barely a
tenth of the Romanians had the vote. This was not the sole de ter mi -
nant fac tor. Be cause of their large num bers, the Romanians had a ma -
jor ity in some elec toral dis tricts. It was a dif fer ent is sue that—due to
cer tain cir cum stances dis cussed be low—it hap pens that these dis tricts,
with a Ro ma nian ma jor ity, pro vided the saf est seats for the gov ern -
ment, even though the gov ern ment’s na tion al ity pol icy hardly de served
this.

The forty years fol low ing the 1868 Com pro mise were not the golden
age in ev ery thing, not even eco nom i cally, even though east of the River
Lajta (his toric Hun gary’s West ern bor der) the ad vances were dy namic.
The great est stim u lus for this up swing was the cap i tal pour ing into this
area. It did not stop at a new wa ter bar rier, the Dan ube, or at Bu da pest,
which was in creas ingly openly com pet ing with Vi enna. Yet the rail road
ini tially only ex tended as far as Temesvár, Arad, and Nagyvárad. Its fur -
ther ex ten sion was slow, partly be cause of the in creas ingly dif fi cult geo -
graphic con di tions. The sit u a tion was sim i lar in the area of road



build ing. The large uni fied cus toms area of the Mon ar chy had much to
of fer, but the more back ward pe riph eral ar eas could take only lim ited
ad van tage of this for their own ad vance ment.

For Transylvania, the most im por tant is sue was the trade with Ro ma -
nia—we must fi nally ad mit this. Ex port and im port were the keys, but
the Mon ar chy got em broiled in such a cus toms bat tle in the east that
these very dy namic re la tion ships were se verely cur tailed. There is no
chap ter in the pic ture book of Hun gar ian eco nomic and in dus trial de -
vel op ments that was not en riched by spec tac u lar Transylvanian con tri -
bu tions. The strik ingly ex e cuted art and the beau ti ful cre ations in
wrought iron doc u ment not only past de vel op ments and vir tues, but
are also el o quent wit nesses of to hu man dil i gence, in ven tive ness, care,
and abun dance of tal ent.

While the ba sis for the strug gle were the Hun gar ian—and Ro ma nian
and Saxon—na tional iden tity is sues, the ideo log i cal and po lit i cal fac -
tors also car ried con sid er able weight. When, with the 1868 Com pro -
mise the Hun gar ian search for a na tional iden tity achieved its ob jec tives 
and gained mo men tum, this mo men tum was ob tained si mul ta neously
by var i ous na tion al i ties and shifted the cen ter of grav ity of the dualistic
Mon ar chy. Let’s put it this way. In the strug gle for po lit i cal and eco -
nomic strong points, the lat ter be came the more im por tant ones. The
Hun gar ian Cul tural As so ci a tion of Transylvania (EMKE), as its name
clearly in di cates, was not ex actly es tab lished for this pur pose, but it
quickly rec og nized the trend, al beit per haps not the full weight of the
trend. It orig i nally started with na tion al is tic and ed u ca tional aims, but
rap idly shifted to ward the es tab lish ment and pro tec tion of com mer cial
en ter prises. The Transylvanian Eco nomic As so ci a tion (EGE), es tab -
lished in 1844, was ac tive in the same area.

The Saxon fear of the op pres sive Dual Mon ar chy was much re lieved
when it be came ap par ent that their age-old, char ac ter is tic eco nomic ac -
tiv ity and in flu ence would not be af fected. In fact the eco nomic re vival
fa vored those who al ready had an ear lier start. It is true that among the
Sax ons a new po lit i cal ori en ta tion be gan which turned away from the
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Aus tri ans and pointed to ward a “Greater Ger many”. At this time and
in con trast to the Hit ler era, the Sax ons re ceived lit tle en cour age ment
from this di rec tion. For the Wilhelmine-Bismarckian Ger many good
re la tions with Aus tria and Hun gary were much more im por tant than a
pos si ble sep a rat ist ten dency among the now 200 thou sand strong Sax -
ons. 

While the Sax ons were be com ing in creas ingly re signed to the un ion,
the Romanians were be com ing in creas ingly hos tile. They re al ized that
if Transylvania were to be come au ton o mous, their nu mer i cal su pe ri or -
ity would be come de ci sive. Their in ter ests were not iden ti cal ev ery -
where. The Romanians liv ing out side Transylvania in Hun gary tried to
get ahead in that coun try. The Transylvanian Romanians were more
“fun da men tal ists”, and se lected pas siv ity as one of the op tions in the
all-or-nothing game of po lit i cal re sis tance. This tac tic is dif fi cult to jus -
tify fully, and goes a long way to ex plain why the gov ern ment had such
an easy time of it in the pri mar ily Ro ma nian elec toral dis tricts. At this
time, the num ber of those who de manded an au ton o mous
Transylvania or who turned to ward the ex tra-Transylvanian Romanians 
was neg li gi ble. The ma jor ity of the Romanians had lit tle un der stand ing
for this pol icy. They voted in dif fer ently for who ever seemed to rep re -
sent a power base, or from whom they hoped to gain some ad van tages,
a de crease in ha rass ment, a road, a small bridge, etc.. This was of fered
most ef fec tively by the ex ist ing gov ern ment. It is note wor thy that when 
in 1881 a uni fied Ro ma nian Na tional Party was es tab lished, a cer tain
Partenie Cosma was elected pres i dent. He was a law yer, em ployed by a
large bank. The im por tance of banks as a source of cap i tal was in creas -
ing in the pe riph eral ar eas as well.

What was hap pen ing in the mean time in the area be yond the
Carpathians? Moldavia and Wallachia in creas ingly fused into a  per sonal 
un ion and formed a prin ci pal ity un der the lead er ship of Cuza. Since
1861 it was called Ro ma nia, and very soon Bu cha rest be came the cap i -
tal of the prin ci pal ity. Cusa’s gen tri fy ing, lib eral “for ward-looking” laws 
pro duced a vi o lent re ac tion. In 1866 he was ex pelled and the still evolv -
ing but in cho ate coun try looked abroad for a new ruler. This was not



en tirely strange and there were many his toric pre ce dents. It was
strange, how ever, that while the Neo-Latin speak ing Romanians were
ori ented to ward Paris and were linked in their higher ide als—other
than to an tiq uity—to the French cul tural cir cles, the new ruler was a
Prus sian Hohenzollern.

The be gin nings of Charles I (1866 or rather 1881-1914) were for tu nate. 
When in 1877-78, the Rus sian Tsar again tried to limit the Turk ish area
of in flu ence, the Ro ma nian troops com manded by him par tic i pated
suc cess fully in the Rus sia cam paign. This then ir re vo ca bly elim i nated
any dan ger that the age-old and det ri men tal Turk ish in flu ence might
have held for the fledg ling Ro ma nia. The fact that at this pre cise mo -
ment some Hun gar ian cir cles de vel oped a Russophobe and Turkophile
at ti tude dis torted the pic ture and did lit tle to pro mote Hun gar -
ian-Romanian re la tion ships. Ap par ently the mem o ries of 1849 were
more vivid than those of the much ear lier Turk ish oc cu pa tion. This
went to the point where a small vol un teer group was be ing formed
which wished to fight on the side of the Turks in this con flict. When a
Ro ma nian coun ter-force was be ing de vel oped, the Hun gar ian gov ern -
ment quickly stepped in.

In the Peace of San Stefano, the de clin ing Turk ish sul tan ate was forced
to rec og nize the in de pend ence of Ro ma nia, which changed its form of
gov ern ment in 1881. Nota bene, the new Ro ma nian king dom, un der the
same Charles I, proved to be just as un grate ful to ward Rus sia as Aus tria
had been. Hav ing got ten rid of the Turk ish in flu ence, it very soon did
the same with Rus sia, by turn ing to Vi enna and Berlin and by form ing a
se cret al li ance with these coun tries. This turn of events mod er ated Bu -
cha rest’s at tempts to in cor po rate Transylvania. Ini tially such an at tempt 
was fore most among the plans of the new king dom, and was based on
the of ten-stated Daco-Roman Con ti nu ity hy poth e sis. The mod er a tion
was only par tial and tem po rary. The eco nomic driv ing force of the
Com pro mise was still un bro ken and may even have reached its peak,
but the eu pho ria was gone. Fur ther more, it was 1896 and the ap proach -
ing mil len nium of the orig i nal con quest cre ated an en thu si asm in Hun -
gar ian pub lic opin ion that made it im pos si ble po lit i cally to han dle even
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the mod er ate re quests of the na tion al i ties with un der stand ing. One can
imag ine the re ac tion of the Or tho dox Romanians to the or di nance that
made Hun gar ian man da tory in re li gious in struc tion. It was of no con se -
quence that or di nances, like the one just men tioned, or the one for bid -
ding the mul ti lin gual post ing of the name of a com mu nity, were never
re ally en forced. This did lit tle to mit i gate the in sult. It should have been
a warn ing when Serb and Slo vak at tor neys were re tained for the de -
fense in a trial of the dis trib u tors of a Ro ma nian mem o ran dum about
mi nor ity rights of which, ini tially, nei ther the Vi enna Court nor the
Hun gar ian gov ern ment took of fi cial no tice. The pros e cu tion was
started, af ter con sid er able hes i ta tion, in Kolozsvár in 1882. The choice
of at tor neys showed a def i nite and dem on stra tive co op er a tion.

So ber Ro ma nian ob serv ers no ticed an old trap: the di vi sive ness within
their ranks and the ex ces sive im pa tience were less harm ful to the cause
of the Romanians than the ben e fits they gained from the fun da men tal -
ism of the Hun gar ian power elite which had be come their un wit ting
ally. There was much they could re fer to when they took the in ju ries of
the mi nor i ties from the Hun gar ian to the Eu ro pean stage. The
above-mentioned or di nance was promptly trans lated into half a dozen
lead ing Eu ro pean lan guages. It was at this time—and un for tu nately not 
en tirely with out foun da tion—that a pic ture was painted of the Hun -
gar i ans for the ben e fit of the Eu ro pean com mu nity which would have
been more ac cu rate for a con quer ing-adventuring Scythian rob ber
band than for the cit i zens of a coun try which since 1868 had made ev -
ery ef fort, eco nom i cally and po lit i cally, to model it self on the rest of
west ern Eu rope. The at tempts of the Czech Tomas Masaryk
(1850-1937) and of the Ro ma nian Ion Bratianu (1867-1927) to use this
dis torted car i ca ture of the Hun gar i ans in their ef forts to dis mem ber
the Mon ar chy re ceived an ir re spon si ble as sist from a very odd in di vid -
ual, the well-known Brit ish his to rian, R. W. Seton-Watson, known un -
der his pen name as Scotus Viator. His in creas ingly prej u diced works
clearly in flu enced the mis in formed de ci sion mak ers of the des per ately
un fair peace trea ties at the end of World War I.



Af ter the turn of the cen tury, Hun gar ian pol i tics be came in creas ingly
in volved in pres tige fights rather than ra tio nal con tro ver sies and these
for all prac ti cal pur poses ren dered the Dual Mon ar chy im po tent. We
once again see the col lu sion be tween the Court and the na tion al i ties in
the ex pan sion of the fran chise by im pe rial fiat rather than by le git i mate
par lia men tary ac tion. Even greater weight was given to this sit u a tion by
the tragic death at Mayerling of Crown Prince Rudolph. Rudolph liked
the Hun gar i ans and, had he lived, might have be come a more pro gres -
sive ruler than Jo seph II. He par tic u larly liked Transylvania. One of his
faith ful friends was the strange Transylvanian mag nate, Count Samu
Teleki, the hero of a cel e brated Af ri can ex pe di tion. Rudolph fre quently 
hunted on Teleki’s Sáromberk es tate. The sen ti ments and views of the
new Crown Prince, Fran cis Ferdinand, were di a met ri cally op posed to
those of Rudolph, who wrote lib eral ar ti cles un der a pen name. Fran cis
Ferdinand wanted to rely on the na tion al i ties to cre ate a strong coun ter -
bal ance against the Hun gar i ans. Not know ing how long Fran cis Jo seph
would con tinue to live, he in sti gated nu mer ous ca bals, feed ing the
hopes of his ini ti ates. It is one of his tory’s iro nies that it was a Serb na -
tion al ist who shot him down in Sarajevo in 1914.

The most in flu en tial Hun gar ian pol i ti cian dur ing the de cade and a half,
fol low ing the turn of the cen tury, was the deeply con ser va tive but yet
prag matic István Tisza (1861-1918), a highly ma nip u la tive party leader
and twice prime min is ter. The cen ter of grav ity of po lit i cal in fight ing
was now lo cated in Par lia ment, as it was in most mod ern states. In this
arena the rep re sen ta tives of the na tion al i ties were nec es sar ily a small
mi nor ity, en tirely at the mercy of the be nev o lence or ca price of the ma -
jor ity na tion al ity. With in creas ingly de struc tive ob struc tion ist ma neu -
vers, the op po si tion par a lyzed and re-paralyzed the life of the
Par lia ment. Tisza, re viled by many, used ev ery trick, ruse and force to
main tain the coun try’s abil ity to func tion. He even had enough en ergy
left to at tempt a rec on cil i a tion with the Romanians, if nec es sary, at the
price of sup press ing the Transylvanian Hun gar ian rep re sen ta tives. He
re al ized that to achieve some com pro mise so lu tion, the sup port of Bu -
cha rest, rep re sent ing all the Romanians, was more im por tant than the
sup port of the Transylvanian pol i ti cians who had be come in flex i ble in
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their self-serving lo cal in ter ests. His of fer was nec es sar ily lim ited by the
Hun gar ian po lit i cal sit u a tion and by his own way of think ing. This of fer 
was also in op po si tion to the one made by Fran cis Ferdinand, who at
this time lacked any au thor ity for so do ing. Ac cord ing to the na tion al i -
ties, if they had to live un der a mon ar chy, this had to be multi-polar
rather than the dualistic mon ar chy that in the past had granted the
Hun gar i ans too much au thor ity.

Very shortly all of this be came trag i cally mean ing less by the ob li ga tion
to ad here to the Ger man goals and by an Aus tria filled with new im pe -
rial am bi tions that not only par tic i pated in the Bal kan pu ni tive cam -
paign—soon to be come ex panded into World War I—but ac tu ally
ini ti ated it by the coarse and in sult ing ul ti ma tum to Ser bia, which in fact 
was a co-conspirator in the Sarajevo out rage. Only a few more days, and 
the troops hop ing to re turn home “by the time the leaves fall”, marched 
off to ward the grave of the Dual Austro-Hungarian Mon ar chy. Much
more is bur ied in that grave than the fre quently con demned, but later
even more fre quently missed gov ern men tal sys tem of Cen tral Eu rope.



Downfall and Punishment

When in July 1914 the Mon ar chy mo bi lized, hun dreds of thou sands of
men of mil i tary age were called up, re gard less of their eth nic or i gin.
The bel li cose en thu si asm of the Hun gar i ans was with out par al lel in the
Em pire. The best-informed per son, Prime-Minister István Tisza, was
well aware of their mil i tary un pre pared ness and so berly as sess ing the
strength of the en emy op posed the war—nee dles to say, un suc cess -
fully. He was also con cerned about Transylvania, fear ing a Ro ma nian
in va sion. There was no one who could fore see or sense that the war,
about to be gin, would bring noth ing but di sas ter, quite in de pend ently
of Transylvania, to the prin ci pal eth nic group in the Carpathian Ba sin,
the Hun gar i ans. Should the war be vic to ri ous, the only ben e fi cia ries
would be Aus tria and Ger many. If it’s lost? No body was pre pared to as -
sume Hun gary’s bur den.

Transylvania was once again the ap ple of Eris. The Ro ma nian King -
dom was tech ni cally in a tri ple al li ance with Aus tria and Ger many, but
Rus sia had prom ised it Transylvania—it did not be long to Rus sia—and
even a part of Bukovina, if Ro ma nia were to form an al li ance with Rus -
sia or even if it only were to re main neu tral. This was one of the rea sons 
why István Tisza was so re luc tant to en ter the war. He saw this ploy very 
clearly, even though pub lic opin ion did not. It was this fact—and also
some rather crude pres sure from Ger many—that forced him to make
some con ces sions to Ro ma nia. These were in suf fi cient, how ever, to
sat isfy the Transylvanian Romanians or Bu cha rest. What it did ac com -
plish was to en rage the Hun gar ian fun da men tal ists.

As long as the war ap peared to go well for the Ger man and
Austro-Hungarian forces, the king of Ro ma nia held back and care fully
pre served his armed forces so much de sired by both sides. When the
for tunes of war be gan to turn, he made a se cret pact with the En tente
Powers, ac cord ing to which the West rec og nized his right to
Transylvania.
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The pre vi ous para graph was writ ten in ten tion ally with com plete ob jec -
tiv ity. Who ever be lieves to de tect any irony in it, is mis taken. The young 
Ro ma nian state, which car ried no re spon si bil ity for the out break of
World War I, de cided and acted in the most ra tio nal fash ion and in the
best in ter est of the Ro ma nian na tional and eth nic goals. It ac cepted and 
even ac tively sought what ever was most ad van ta geous for it. What na -
tion or coun try would do oth er wise?

In keep ing with the above, Ro ma nia de clared war on the Mon ar chy, and 
on Au gust 27, 1916 at tacked Transylvania with an army of al most
500,000 men. Since it was op posed only by a few bor der guard gen -
darmes—where was the Mon ar chy’s in for ma tion ser vice?—con sid er -
able ter ri to rial gains were made by the Romanians within a few weeks.
It is note wor thy that the Ro ma nian pop u la tion of the oc cu pied parts
of Transylvania was quite re served. This came as a sur prise to both Bu -
cha rest and Vi enna-Budapest. Yet this was hardly a sign of their at tach -
ment to the Habs burg Em pire or to the Hun gar i ans, nor was it a lack of 
na tional feel ing. It was due more to the fact that they doubted the suc -
cess of the cam paign. Be hold! The rap idly trans ferred
Austro-Hungarian and Ger man troops coun ter-attacked and by early
fall pushed the at tack ers back be yond the Carpathians. It was the re sult
of this vic tory—Pyr rhic though it may have proved in the fu ture—that
Tur key and Bul garia joined the Vi enna-Berlin axis. This pre vented any
re newal of Ro ma nian at tacks against Transylvania for the time be ing.
“Af ter the ex pul sion of the en emy, spec tac u lar ges tures were made to
please and calm the Hun gar ian and Saxon pop u la tions. At the be gin -
ning of No vem ber 1916, the Crown Prince and the King of Ba varia
vis ited the area and dur ing the fol low ing fall the Em peror of Ger many
paid a cer e mo nial visit to Transylvania. Of fi cial and so cial as sis tance
pro grams were ini ti ated. At the same time the civil, but par tic u larly the
mil i tary au thor i ties, ini ti ated in hu man pu ni tive mea sures against the
Romanians—pre sum ably to cover up their guilt feel ings for hav ing left
Transylvania de fense less. In tern ments, ar rests and in dict ments fol -
lowed in rapid suc ces sion, even though sev eral hun dred thou sand
Romanians were still fight ing bravely un der the flags of the Mon ar chy.
Dur ing the fall of 1917, the Min is ter of the In te rior ad mit ted to 825 in -



tern ments, while the Romanians knew of more than one thou sand.
When the Tisza gov ern ment was dis missed in the mid dle of 1917, the
new Min is ter of Re li gion and Ed u ca tion, Count Al bert Apponyi, be gan
to es tab lish a so-called cul tural zone along the bor ders fac ing Ro ma nia,
where pub lic schools were to re place all the re li gious schools and only
the 15-18 most fa mous ed u ca tional in sti tu tions would re main in the
hands of the Ro ma nian Or tho dox Church. Ac cord ing to his plans,
1,600 new state schools and kin der gar tens would be es tab lished within
4-5 years. A per ma nent gov ern ment in spec tor-supervisor was ap -
pointed for each of the Ro ma nian teacher col leges. In June 1918 all
state sup port was with drawn in this zone from the 477 teach ers em -
ployed in the 311 Ro ma nian pa ro chial schools. The re struc tur ing of the 
schools in the bor der zone was brought to a sud den end by the events
of the fall of 1918.” (Zoltán Szász)

Dur ing this time, and in spite of some re gional suc cesses, the war ma -
chin ery of the Cen tral Powers in creas ingly creaked and cracked, cast ing 
the shadow of the fi nal col lapse. Yet, on the other side, Rus sia was also
de feated and elim i nated from the war and Ro ma nia was forced to ac -
knowl edge a mil i tary de feat. At the peace of May 1918 it had to re lin -
quish Dobrudja to Bul garia, which at this time was still fight ing on the
side of the Cen tral Powers. It had to make some bor der con ces sions to
Hun gary as well. But then the ef fects of the 1918 mil i tary col lapse, the
en su ing rev o lu tion ary pe riod and the de struc tion of the cen tral ad min -
is tra tion on the Ro ma nian po lit i cal move ments in Transylvania and on
the events tak ing place in this area, need not be re lated in de tail since ev -
ery event was im me di ately su per seded by the on rush ing de vel op ments.
Suf fice it to say that the at tempts to promptly re pa tri ate the al most half
mil lion Ro ma nian sol diers serv ing in the dis in te grat ing forces of the
Mon ar chy failed, and the ex pected as sump tion of power that this re pa -
tri a tion was sup posed to ac com plish did not take place. 

In com pen sa tion and af ter some ini tial hes i ta tion, the U.S.A., or rather
its “Great Peace maker” Pres i dent Wil son, de cided that a uni fied Ro ma -
nia, in clud ing Transylvania, shall be es tab lished. This plan was
also—and shame fully—sup ported by Ger many on con di tion that it
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may bring home the still armed and bat tle-ready Mackensen army from
south east ern Ro ma nia, where it could have eas ily be come a hos tage in
Ro ma nian hands. The Károlyi gov ern ment in Bu da pest, the prod uct of
a mid dle-class rev o lu tion and drift ing aim lessly, made a very lib eral at -
tempt to con sol i date Transylvania with po lit i cal and le gal con ces sions,
an nounced in Arad by Oszkár Jászi, which went far be yond any pre vi -
ous con ces sions. It was far too late. 1918 was not even over yet when
two par al lel events pre-empted any fu ture ac tion. Even though it held
only prom ises and had no le gal man date, the Ro ma nian Royal Army in -
vaded and rap idly oc cu pied Transylvania in No vem ber-December. It
could do this eas ily, there was no re sis tance. (In the north west, a some -
what ear lier Czech in va sion was averted by Hun gar ian units). On De -
cem ber 1-2, at Gyulafehérvár, a Ro ma nian Diet-Popular As sem bly
took place which has ever since been con sid ered a mile stone in Ro ma -
nian his tory. Nota bene: This fate ful Ro ma nian his toric event was
strongly sup ported by the still ex tant Hun gar ian ad min is tra tion, and its
par tic i pants were trans ported to the meet ing by spe cial trains op er ated
by the Hun gar ian Na tional Rail ways. It is this Diet which pro claimed
Transylvania’s un ion with Ro ma nia. There were some con di tions
which were met and which must be men tioned, since lately they seem
to have been for got ten.

The lead ers of the Ro ma nian mul ti tude as sem bled at Gyulafehérvár,
who drafted the res o lu tions and sub mit ted them for ap proval, did not
wish to sub ject the Hun gar i ans, who sud denly be came a mi nor ity, nor
the Sax ons, to the in dig ni ties they them selves were ex posed to in the
past. They de clared: “Com plete na tional free dom for the na tion al i ties
liv ing to gether.” This sounded very good, and con tin ued: “Ev ery na -
tion al ity has the right to its own ed u ca tion and gov er nance, in its own
lan guage, and its own ad min is tra tion by in di vid u als elected from
among them selves.” This was clearly a dec la ra tion not only of in di vid -
ual, but col lec tive na tion al ity rights. It had been.

It was re mark able that the Transylvanian Ro ma nian left wing did not
sup port the un ion, or only gave luke warm sup port to it. The rea son for
this was that at the time when the un ion was pro claimed, there was a



much more lib eral and in creas ingly left wing re gime in Bu da pest to
which 30 So cial Dem o crats had been elected. Sub se quently the En tente 
moved sub stan tial mil i tary forces into north ern Hun gary which made
the pres sures ex erted by the vic to ri ous forces ir re sist ible. The En tente
was no lon ger con cerned only with pun ish ing the Hun gar i ans for their
par tic i pa tion in the war, but it sat is fied in creas ing Ro ma nian de mands
and pro moted the prompt es tab lish ment of Ro ma nian ad min is tra tions, 
which in nu mer ous lo ca tions and on nu mer ous oc ca sions used brute
force. In ex change, the En tente ex pected to use Ro ma nian armed
forces in its pro jected mil i tary in ter ven tion in So viet Rus sia. It is un der -
stand able that the Transylvanian Hun gar i ans were be com ing in creas -
ingly in se cure, and that the Sax ons and south ern Swabians were
be gin ning to think about pro tect ing their own in ter ests in the new Ro -
ma nian era. They re al ized much sooner than the Hun gar i ans that the
game was over.

The Károlyi gov ern ment could n’t carry the bur den. The En tente and
the Suc ces sor States sep a rated from the Mon ar chy made in creas ingly
im pos si ble de mands. The ex treme left saw its chance and the Com mu -
nists be gan to ex ert enor mous pres sure. The Károlyi gov ern ment fell
and the sec ond, short-lived So viet state, the Hun gar ian So viet Re pub lic, 
was es tab lished. (There will be a third one: in Ba varia...) If there were
any il lu sions that the in ter na tional Com mu nists would be able to ac -
com plish what the So cial Dem o crats were un able to achieve be fore,
dur ing or af ter the war, in spite of their in ter na tion al ism, these were
rap idly dis pelled. Na tional awak en ing and sep a ra tion be came ir re sist -
ible fol low ing the col lapse of the Cen tral Eu ro pean struc ture, se verely
weak ened by four years of war. The Reds could make only pro nounce -
ments—pos si bly in good faith; they could cre ate no new ar range ments
ei ther be tween na tions or be tween na tion al i ties. Fur ther more, when
the Czechs in ter vened from the north and the  Romanians from the
east, the Hun gar ian Red Army, led mostly by of fi cers of the for mer re -
gime and com posed of bled out peas ants and work ers, went from de -
fense to at tack and fought very bravely to pre vent the in creas ingly
con strict ing lines of de mar ca tion which left less and less of the
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Carpathian Ba sin to the Hun gar i ans, from be com ing fixed bor ders. In
vain; it was or dained oth er wise.

In some of the Transylvanian cit ies the So viet Re pub lic, un der Béla
Kun, which orig i nated in Kolozsvár, had some at trac tion, al though it
had lit tle if any in the ru ral ar eas. The be hav ior of the Romanians was
very much af fected by the fact that the Hun gar ian Red Army in cluded
a Székely Di vi sion which openly wished to in ter fere in the de ter mi na -
tion of Transylvania’s fu ture. In fact, this di vi sion was rap idly bro ken
up, and laid down its arms. In this it may have been a fac tor that the
fam ily mem bers of the sol diers of this di vi sion were liv ing in
Székelyföld, un der Ro ma nian oc cu pa tion ,and as pos si ble hos tages.

The Kun re gime that fol lowed the Károlyi re gime was also bro ken up
and fled to Vi enna. Royal Ro ma nia took ad van tage of the op por tu ni -
ties granted by the vac uum in power and its troops en tered Bu da pest
on Au gust 4. They re mained here un til the mid dle of No vem ber, and
then re tired only to the Tisza, greed ily ex pect ing that this river would
be come the west ern bor der of Greater Ro ma nia. When on June 4,
1920 the peace treaty was signed in the Pal ace of Trianon out side Paris, 
al most one third of the for mer Hun gary, 32% of its ter ri tory, slightly
more than 100 thou sand square ki lo me ters, were given to Ro ma nia.
(The mu ti lated Hun gary re tained only a to tal of 93 thou sand square ki -
lo me ters). Of the 5.25 mil lion in hab it ants of this re gion—some
sources, er ro ne ously gave this num ber as 3.5 mil lion—1.7 mil lion were 
Hun gar i ans and more than half a mil lion were of Ger man na tion al ity.
The great nu mer i cal su pe ri or ity of the Romanians was ev i dent. Yet,
for in stance, across from the city of Gyula and along the north ern part
of the com mon bor der, a sig nif i cant area of purely Hun gar ian in hab it -
ants came un der Ro ma nian con trol. At the same time—bi lat er ally—a
num ber of cit ies were com pletely sep a rated from their pri mary catch -
ment ar eas. This re sulted in enor mous eco nomic dif fi cul ties, which
have re mained un re solved un til this day.

Let us look at the de mo graphic pic ture in some what greater de tail ac -
cord ing to the fig ures col lected by András Rónai. The pe riod in ques -
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tion, 1920, was not suit able for data col lec tion, but valid con clu sions can be drawn from
the study of the 1910 and 1930 cen sus re sults, both of which were ob tained in peace time.
In the ac com pa ny ing tables, we pres ent the data per tain ing only to the ter ri tory ceded by
the Trianon peace treaty.

1910 Population Percentage

Romanian 2,829,454 53.8

Hungarian 1,661,805 31.6

German 564,789 10.8

Serbo-Croatian 54,055 1.0

Czecho-Slovakian 31,028 0.6

Russian-Ruthenian 20,482 0.4

Other 95,854 1.8

TOTAL 5,257,467 100
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1930 Population Percentage

Romanian 3,237,000 58.3

Hungarian 1,483,000 26.7

German 543,000 9.8

Jewish 111,000 2.0

Gypsy 46,000 0.8

Other 130,000 2.4

TOTAL 5,550,000 100



Since Then

Ever since it be came even a pos si bil ity that, in view of its Ro ma nian
ma jor ity, Transylvania may or should be re moved from the aegis of the
Hun gar ian Crown and be in cor po rated into a larger frame work con -
tain ing the bulk of the Ro ma nian peo ple—with its  cen ter nat u rally  be -
yond the Carpathians—there had been no una nim ity as to the
mech a nism of this change, even among the Romanians. The
Romanians liv ing in side the arc of the Carpathians would have pre -
ferred it if Transylvania were to en joy a sub stan tial au ton omy. For this
there are two strong in di ca tions. This part was eco nom i cally, so cially
and po lit i cally more ad vanced than the po ten tial in cor po ra tor. Sec -
ondly, un der these con di tions, the ap pre cia ble non-Romanian res i dents 
would be more ready to ac cept a de vel op ment that was clearly dis tress -
ing for them. The res i dents of the Regat, how ever, wanted full in te gra -
tion, with a ho mog e nous cen tral ad min is tra tion, which did not
rec og nize re gional au ton o mies and in which the fi nal say-so be longed
to Bu cha rest, to the “old Ro ma nian” pol i ti cians of the Regat.

In the grad ual but rapid take-over of 1918-1919, ini tially there was
some lo cal au ton omy and some ev i dence of tol er a tion to ward the na -
tion al i ties. This was mo ti vated by the prac ti cal re al iza tion that knowl -
edge of the area and fa mil iar ity with the lo cal con di tions would
fa cil i tate the take-over. Thus, the Ro ma nian rep re sen ta tives of the area
were most suit able to man age its af fairs. There was also a tac ti cal con -
sid er ation for such a move. The yet un signed peace treaty would most
likely be the more ad van ta geous for the Ro ma nian in ter ests if the En -
tente de ci sion mak ers were fa vor ably im pressed by the way the
take-over was han dled.

The mo ment the bor ders were de ter mined in the Pal ace of Trianon, ev -
ery thing took on a dif fer ent col or ation. There was no fur ther need for
dis sim u la tion. The lib eral, de moc ra tiz ing trends and con sid er ations
were swept aside by the Regat ma jor ity. Com plete in cor po ra tion be gan
and re mained in ef fect, even though there would al ways be in erad i ca ble
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dif fer ences be tween Transylvania and Old Ro ma nia which would re -
quire a dif fer ent ap proach and a dif fer ent so lu tion.

“Be tween the two world wars, Ro ma nia was a back ward, agrar ian coun -
try. This is well il lus trated by the fact that in 1930, 78.7 % of its ac tive
pop u la tion worked in ag ri cul ture, and only 6.7 % in in dus try. In ag ri cul -
ture dwarf-holdings and small farms pre dom i nated, and af ter the land
re form, which was im ple mented in 1921, their pre pon der ance in -
creased. In in dus try and com merce, the large pro por tion of small en -
ter prises was con spic u ous. Oil ex trac tion and coal min ing to gether with 
iron and steel pro duc tion char ac ter ized eco nomic de vel op ment in the
lon ger run, as did, to some ex tent, the de vel op ment of ma chine-tool
in dus try. Be sides Ro ma nian cap i tal, French, Bel gian, Ger man, and to a
lesser de gree, in Transylvania, Hun gar ian cap i tal had a stake in the
larger in dus trial en ter prises, as well as in banks.

“As was typ i cal in East ern Eu rope at this time, Ro ma nia’s so cial struc -
ture bore the marks of eco nomic un der de vel op ment. This meant that
the peas antry con sti tuted the ma jor ity of the pop u la tion, and broad
sec tions of it lived in tra di tional, back ward cir cum stances; stan dards of 
liv ing were ex traor di narily low. The work ing class, which was com par a -
tively un de vel oped, lived in a geo graph i cally lim ited area, and was con -
cen trated in only a few branches of in dus try. Small busi ness men, small
trad ers and white-collar work ers made up the equiv a lent of the bour -
geoi sie. The state was di rected by rep re sen ta tives of big busi ness and by 
the large land own ers”. (Béla Köpeczi)

The fairly ex ten sive 1921 land re form—ini ti ated af ter a war and among
a pop u la tion suf fer ing from se vere pov erty in spite of the in crease in
the size of the coun try—was a his tor i cal ne ces sity. This was a fact that
was rec og nized by the Ro ma nian lead er ship, while it was ig nored by the
Hun gar ian elite. Its re sults var ied on a re gional ba sis. In the Regat it im -
proved the gen eral struc ture of land own er ship while in Transylvania it
re sulted in a shift be tween the land owned by a ma jor ity group and the
land held by the mem bers of the mi nor ity na tion al i ties. There is no
ques tion as to who bene fited. It did not ex clude, how ever, all Hun gar i -



ans and other na tion al i ties from ac quir ing land. The loss of the jointly
owned for ests and pas tures was a par tic u larly se vere blow since they
played a ma jor role in the eco nomic life of the Székely com mu ni ties. 

In the strongly con ser va tive Ro ma nian lead er ship, the pro mot ers of an
autarchic eco nomic evo lu tion set the tone. This path was par tially jus ti -
fied by the fact that the new Ro ma nia was al most com pletely sur -
rounded by coun tries—So viet Rus sia, Bul garia and Hun gary—who all
lost ter ri tory to it. At that time only the nar row Czecho slo -
vak-Romanian bor der was a “friendly” one. Against autar chy, there was
the pos si bil ity of an in ter na tion ally pro tected mar i time and Danubian
ship ping in dus try. Its ex penses were largely cov ered by the in creas ing
pro duc tion of oil in the east ern foot hills of the Carpathians, which
made Ro ma nia the world’s fifth larg est pro ducer in the early 1930s.
(The autarchic trend was con tin ued in the Ro ma nian “So cial ist” eco -
nomic de vel op ments af ter 1945, just as the in dus trial-armament pro -
gram of Kálmán Darányi in Hun gary, the so-called Gyõr Pro gram was
fully re al ized only much later, dur ing the fe ver ish Rákosi-Gerõ in dus tri -
al iza tion).

Ro ma nian in dus trial de vel op ments at this time—con trary to the events 
af ter 1945—took place al most ex clu sively in the Regat, in spite of the
fact that the avail able man power in this area was much less skilled when
com pared to the Transylvanian one. The new Ro ma nian in dus try had
an ef fect on the de mog ra phy of the coun try and led to mi gra tions. Be -
tween 1918 and 1923 about 200 thou sand Transylvanian Hun gar i ans
fled to the mother coun try—mostly of fi cials and in tel lec tu als—the
new mi gra tion to ward the east was trig gered by the de mand for work ers 
in the in dus tries of Old Ro ma nia. As a con se quence of this two-way
mi gra tion, thou sands of the es cap ees to Hun gary lived in great pov erty, 
in old rail road cars on the sid ings of rail way freight de pots, while Bu -
cha rest be came a city with one of the world’s larg est Hun gar ian pop u la -
tions. Many Transylvanian Hun gar i ans, while pre serv ing their orig i nal
homes, com muted to tem po rary or per ma nent jobs in Old Ro ma nia,
mostly in con struc tion work and in in dus try. The em i gra tion to Amer -
ica, in ter rupted by the war, was also re sumed.
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The econ omy of cer tain re gions, small ar eas or cit ies, sen si tively doc u -
mented the ab sur dity of the new bor ders. While in the south and in the
north the in cor po ra tion of Hun gar ian na tional blocks may be ex -
plained, to some ex tent, by geo graphic and eco nomic (rivers and rail -
roads) cir cum stances, the new west ern Hun gar ian-Romanian bor der
was most id io syn cratic and most eco nom i cally dam ag ing. Nagyvárad,
for ex am ple, was only a few ki lo me ters from the new bor der and its
pop u la tion—at that time  still pre dom i nantly Hun gar ian— was dev as -
tated by the loss of its nat u ral eco nomic and com mer cial base in the
Great Plains. If Trianon had not par a lyzed the growth of this city, it
would have rap idly be come the sec ond larg est Hun gar ian city af ter Bu -
da pest. Its de vel op ment af ter 1945 was purely ar ti fi cial, and even to day
it can barely sub sist on the re sources of its for mer area. This was and is
to the great det ri ment of both Hun gar ian and Ro ma nian econ omy.

Even though the loss in man power af ter 1918 was sub stan tial, this was
not the real trag edy of the Transylvanian Hun gar i ans. It was the fate of
those who re mained be hind. The changes were dra matic. The
Transylvania Hun gar ian so ci ety and its ev ery class, level and group had
be come a mi nor ity in the area that for a thou sand years it called home.
It had to learn the mis er ies of this fact. The lovely prom ises of
Gyulafehérvár dis ap peared. It was of no great ben e fit that a large part
of its elite re mained ob sti nately faith ful and did not take ad van tage of
the avail able and, for it, very prom is ing op por tu ni ties of em i gra tion.
The lit er ary life was rich and man i fold. Pe ri od i cal pub li ca tions
[Pásztortüz (Camp fire), Erdélyi Helikon (Transylvanian Helicon), and the
left-wing Korunk (Our Times)] or ga nized around the Erdélyi Szépmives
Céh (Transylvanian Crafts men’s Guild) which was able to dis trib ute the
best works of the Transylvanian au thors, in Hun gary, in siz able edi -
tions. There was also a slowly de vel op ing, gently na ive Transylvanian
spirit, con cern ing the ex em plary spir i tual role of the Transylvanian
Hun gar i ans.

The on go ing Romanization, which they later used, con trary to all ev i -
dence, as jus ti fi ca tion for the dec la ra tion of a na tional state took many
forms. It granted eco nomic ad van tages and in creased em ploy ment for



of fi cials from the Regat, who poured in to fill the va can cies left by the
with drawal of the Hun gar i ans but, most sig nif i cantly, the ma jor em pha -
sis was placed on the use of the Ro ma nian lan guage, both in of fi cial and 
per sonal com mu ni ca tions and on the com plete re struc tur ing and re ar -
rang ing of the schools and of the ed u ca tional pro cess.

Con sidering the lat ter, it seems ap pro pri ate to rec og nize the dil i gence
and the rate with which, in the frame work of the re vi tal ized ed u ca tional 
sys tem, the Romanians de vel oped their own, new of fi cials and in tel lec -
tu als. The strength en ing of pub lic ed u ca tion ob vi ously also served to
re place the teach ing of the Hun gar ian lan guage, or to rel e gate it to re li -
gious in struc tion. This, in ci den tally, also had the ef fect of ty ing the
Transylvanian na tion al i ties much more tightly to their Church and to its 
in sti tu tions—con trary to the sec u lar iza tion of the last one-hundred
years. This ac tion-reaction was fur ther em pha sized by the strong sup -
port that the two great na tional Ro ma nian Churches, but par tic u larly
the Greek Or tho dox, act ing al most as a rec og nized state re li gion, gave
to the na tional and na tion al ist en deav ors of their coun try.

Dur ing the 1920s and 1930s the “mu ti lated” Hun gary blamed Trianon
for all eco nomic and so cial prob lems and trou bles. These in cluded the
loss of ter ri tory, of for ests and of most sources of raw ma te ri als. These 
were in deed griev ous losses. Yet in the so spec tac u larly en larged Ro ma -
nia, the eco nomic con cerns and the so cial ten sions were no less. There
were a se ries of peas ant move ments—some times bloody—in both
Transylvania and Old Ro ma nia. And there were la bor un rest and re sis -
tance against the greedy do mes tic and for eign rob ber cap i tal ism. It is
un der stand able that among the dou bly dis fran chised—eco nom i cally
and as mi nor i ties—there was a strong, rad i cal left wing. In the
Transylvanian and in the en tire Ro ma nian Com mu nist move ment there 
were nu mer ous Hun gar i ans and Jews who con sid ered them selves Hun -
gar i ans. This had se ri ous ef fects af ter 1945...

The re bel lious so cial dis sat is fac tion as sur edly did not limit it self to a
move to the left. It also gave am mu ni tion to the right wing, which came
nat u rally to the rul ing classes, tra di tion ally in flu enced by a na tion al ist
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pub lic sen ti ment. The main bat tle in the Ro ma nian po lit i cal arena was
be tween the var i ous fac tions of the right wing. Some of them were
Pop u lists, oth ers re lied heavily on the elite.

It is not sur pris ing that the world-wide eco nomic de pres sion hit Ro ma -
nia’s un de vel oped econ omy par tic u larly hard. This also showed the lim -
i ta tions im posed by autar chy. The great re ces sion came at a time when
the Iron Guard, sup ported by the Or tho dox clergy and many of the
uni ver sity stu dents, was al ready ready and wait ing. This move ment
started in Moldavia and would very soon have a ma jor ef fect on all of
Ro ma nia. This bloody move ment, re spon si ble for po lit i cal mur ders
and for anti-Semitic po groms (it tried to re cruit even in Transylvania
with vague prom ises of au ton omy), showed pe cu liar sim i lar i ties with
and dif fer ences from its Eu ro pean coun ter parts. Both its overt and co -
vert ac tiv i ties were more ex ten sive than those of the Hun gar ian ex -
treme right, the Ar row Cross. While the lat ter got a tragic and crim i nal
star ring role “only” in the last act of the Hun gar ian trag edy in 1944-45,
the Iron Guards were at tacked first in 1930 and then again in 1941
and—sim i larly to the elim i na tion of the SA lead er ship in Ger many in
1934—there were two “Nights of the Long Knives” in which other
right wing Ro ma nian groups, bru tally and blood ily tried to do away
with them. 

In these tur bu lent ex tremes of Ro ma nian pub lic life, the po lit i cal free -
dom of move ment for the Hun gar i ans in Transylvania was very lim ited. 
Even with the tightly con trolled ed u ca tional sys tem, they could still
serve the pres er va tion of their na tion al ity. Hun gar ian cul ture and sci -
ence were sup ported by in sti tu tions that came and went but were main -
tained more ef fec tively by the most tal ented writ ers, art ists and
sci en tists who gained sub stan tial rec og ni tion both in Transylvania and
in Hun gary. The at tempts to form po lit i cal par ties on a na tion al ity ba sis 
were gen er ally fee ble and in 1938, all par ties in Ro ma nia were dis -
banded and the multi-party sys tem was re placed by a cor po rate form of 
stat ism.



The sit u a tion of the Ger man na tion al i ties in Transylvania, the Sax ons
and, fur ther south in the , the Swabians was some what more fa vor able.
Ever since Gyulafehérvár they re signed them selves to the Ro ma nian
con quest. Their Lebensraum, or “liv ing space”, was far re moved from
that of their Great Ger man home land, and could hardly be ex pected to
form a un ion with it. Also, Ro ma nia ex changed its for mer
French-English ori en ta tion with a Ger man one. This nat u rally agreed
with Hit ler’s de sires to ex ert a tighter con trol over Ro ma nian oil. 

The Transylvanian Ger mans, who were gen er ally re cep tive to the
Hitlerian ideas, be came the fa vor ites of the Ro ma nian lead er ship, since
the Romanians viewed their re la tion ship with this group as the touch -
stone of their fu ture re la tion ship with the Third Reich. Yet, the above
could hardly ex plain the dra matic twists and turns that took place in
this re gion in 1940. The out break of World War II, put a land mine un -
der ev ery thing that seemed set tled “in per pe tu ity” by the Pa ri sian peace
trea ties. A num ber of Eu ro pean bor ders were moved. Hun gary, which
re ceived a sig nif i cant area from Slovakia un der the First Vi enna Agree -
ment in the fall of 1938 and which, af ter Czecho slo va kia’s de struc tion
by Hit ler, oc cu pied the Kárpátalja (to day’s Carpatho-Ukraine)—and
re-established a com mon bor der with Po land—there af ter in creas ingly
looked to ward Transylvania. The Horthy re gime, whose pri mary pur -
pose, since the mo ment of its in cep tion, was the ter ri to rial re vi sion of
the Trianon treaty, would not have been true to it self if it did not pre -
pare for this—with mil i tary forces, if nec es sary. 

Hit ler, how ever, needed Hun gar ian wheat, meat, alu mi num and the
Transdanubian oil just as much as he needed the Ploesti oil. Pál Teleki,
serv ing his sec ond term as Prime Min is ter, was con cerned about Hun -
gary gain ing back the ter ri to ries taken away by Trianon, purely by the
grace of Ger many. The Hun gar ian-Romanian revisionary con fer ence,
held in Turnu-Severin in the sum mer of 1940, and in sti gated solely by
Ger many, ended in com plete fail ure. It was the Sec ond Vi enna Agree -
ment, en gi neered by a Ger man-Italian “tri bu nal” that gave north ern
Transylvania, i.e. the north ern and east ern parts of Greater
Transylvania, back to Hun gary. At the same time, Ro ma nia was made to 
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give up about 50 thou sand square ki lo me ters in the north to the So viet
Un ion. In the south, it had to yield 7,000 square ki lo me ters to Bul garia
and the area it had to cede to Hun gary en com passed an other 44 thou -
sand square ki lo me ters. This was truly a Ro ma nian Trianon. It was that, 
even though, this time it was a new coun try and not a thou -
sand-year-old king dom that was be ing dis mem bered by its neigh bors,
un der the au thor ity granted by for eign great pow ers. The rul ing king,
Charles II, was de posed, and was re placed by his son, Mi chael I.

There are as many es ti mates about the pop u la tion and its eth nic com -
po si tion of the area re turned to Hun gary as there are sources for same.
Rea son ably ac cu rate es ti mates can be made only pro spec tively from the 
1930 Ro ma nian cen sus and, ret ro spec tively from the 1941 Hun gar ian
one. We can be cer tain, how ever, that of a pop u la tion on one mil lion,
the Romanians amounted to more than 40%, while in the part re tained
by Ro ma nia, they rep re sented only 60% which also in cluded the Ger -
man na tion al i ties, the ma jor ity of whom live in that area. 

The new bor ders, drawn up by the Sec ond Vi enna Agree ment, were
not sat is fac tory to ei ther party, and were re plete with eco nomic and
transportational ab sur di ties. Thus, the al most to tally Hun gar ian
Székelyföld could not be reached from Hun gary by rail. One of the ex -
pla na tions of these ab sur di ties was that the di vi sion of the ter ri tory,
largely de ter mined by the Ger mans—Ciano, the Ital ian For eign Min is -
ter was only a bit-player in the ne go ti a tions—had a hid den agenda item. 
Based pri mar ily on the Transylvanian Sax ons and on the Serbs in the
Banat, the Ger mans wanted to con trol an eco nomic belt in this area,
which was sig nif i cant in it self and also rep re sented a bridge to ward the
Ploesti oil fields and Bu cha rest. In this, the Ger mans also re lied on the
chain of south ern Transdanubian and east ern Great Plains Ger man vil -
lages.

Ro ma nia could not re sist the Vi enna de ci sions. Dur ing the pre vi ous
weeks the Hun gar ian army, al though poorly equipped, was ready to
fight. It now clum sily com pleted the task of oc cu py ing the re gion, wel -
comed en thu si as ti cally by the Hun gar ian pop u la tion. It en coun tered no 



re sis tance. The sto ries about con fron ta tions and blood let ting in
Transylvania, pub lished much later, but cited fre quently even to day, are 
ru mors and fab ri ca tions.

The en thu si asm cooled off rap idly. Ten sions de vel oped be tween the
Hun gar i ans who re mained in place and held out dur ing the Ro ma nian
oc cu pa tion, and who now ex pected to play a lead ing role, and the mil i -
tary lead ers and ad min is tra tors dis patched to Transylvania from Hun -
gary. Prime Min is ter Pál Teleki, had very lit tle suc cess with his
con fi den tial in struc tions in which he ad vised mod er a tion in the treat -
ment of the Romanians who sud denly again be came a mi nor ity na tion -
al ity from pre vi ously hav ing been a na tion. The new Hun gar ian re gime
in Transylvania, or rather north ern Transylvania, was most ef fec tive in
us ing its lo cal peo ple in de stroy ing the Com mu nist or ga ni za tions. The
less prom i nent left ists who man aged to es cape im pris on ment quickly
found them selves serv ing in la bor bat tal ions, un der mil i tary di rec tion,
to gether with sev eral thou sand Romanians. Large pop u la tion mi gra -
tions took place among both Hun gar i ans and Romanians, be tween
north ern and south ern Transylvania. The Hun gar ian war time boom
and the re sult ing se ri ous de mands for work ers re sulted in that many
were put to work in the Csepel fac to ries, first as vol un teers and later,
an other group, un der com pul sion. At the same time the sit u a tion of the 
ap prox i mately half mil lion Hun gar i ans in south ern Transylvania, took
a marked turn for the worse. (This num ber rep re sented about 15% of
the lo cal pop u la tion, with an other 15% be ing Ger mans).

One cer tainly could and should write the his tory of the next four years
in Transylvania. The fur ther course of World War II how ever, and the
di ver gent pol i tics of Hun gary and Ro ma nia have made this, at best, an
ep i sode with out any fore see able in flu ence on the fu ture. While both
the claim ants for Transylvania, Hun gary and Ro ma nia en tered the war
on Hit ler’s—and each other’s—side, they did this largely to ob tain and
keep Transylvania. Through overt and co vert chan nels, both coun tries
re ceived word from the in creas ingly vic to ri ous Allied Powers  that at
the end of the war, Transylvania would be awarded to the one who
would wrest it away from Ger many. This was con firmed by the So viet
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Un ion via the Hun gar ian Com mu nist emigrés in Mos cow, be cause of
or in spite of the fact that the So viet Un ion it self had ter ri to rial de -
mands against Ro ma nia. This had now be come the po si tion of the
west ern Powers as well who con ceded that they could not avoid or pre -
vent East ern Cen tral Eu rope from fall ing un der So viet in flu ence. 

When at the end of Au gust, 1944 Ro ma nia which had fought on Hit -
ler’s side with con sid er able forces, first asked for an ar mi stice and then,
two days later, de clared war on Ger many, the fate of Transylvania was
once again de cided. There was no way back. The Ro ma nian army was
suc cess fully turned around and the coun try moved from the rank of
the los ers to the camp of the win ners. Their only gain was north ern
Transylvania. She did not re gain the other ter ri to ries lost in 1941, and
this is a griev ance to Ro ma nia to this day.

The Hun gar ian army, hav ing suf fered very heavy losses be tween the
mill stones of the So viet front, had tried, as best it could to strengthen
the crest line of the Carpathians, which in the north and east con sti -
tuted the bor ders of Hun gary. The ter rain lent it self very well for this
pur pose. Yet, the rap idly mov ing So viet troops, in clud ing their new al -
lies, used the passes of the South ern Carpathians to en ter Transylvania.
The Hun gar ian army was un suc cess ful in pre vent ing this, in spite of
coun ter-attacks, first from the Kolozsvár area and then, with Ger man
as sis tance, from the south ern Great Plains, in the di rec tion
Arad-Temesvár. Ev ery at tempt col lapsed in days or weeks. The fight
shifted very shortly to the cen tral por tion of the Hun gar ian Great
Plains, where in the re gion of Debrecen—al ready to the west of
Transylvania—the Debrecen Tank Bat tle was fought. This is an al most
for got ten in ci dent of World War II, al though con sid er ing the forces in -
volved, it was a very ma jor en gage ment.

Thus, when af ter much hes i ta tion, Re gent Nicholas Horthy’s  clumsy
and weak ar mi stice ef fort was made on Oc to ber 15, 1944 and the Hun -
gar ian Ar row Cross (Fas cists) as sumed power, most of north ern
Transylvania was al ready in So viet and Ro ma nian hands. The war rolled
on blood ily to ward the west. Be hind it, first in the Székelyföld and then



in all of north ern Transylvania, the Ro ma nian ad min is tra tion was be ing 
or ga nized. This did not pre vent the atroc i ties, the cruel, bloody,
anti-Hungarian po groms in sev eral set tle ments of the Székelyföld and
in the area of Kolozsvár. Such events were com mon be hind the fronts
dur ing pe ri ods of tran si tion. The cul prits were the Maniu Guardists
who were the suc ces sors of the Iron Guard. Iuliu Maniu (1873-?1951)
was twice Prime Min is ter, the leader of the Na tional Peas ant Party, one
of the lead ers of the lib eral wing of the Ro ma nian right. He was not re -
spon si ble for the mur der and per se cu tion of the Hun gar i ans per pe -
trated un der his name, but he did not dis tance him self from them
ei ther. The sit u a tion de te ri o rated to the point where the So viet mil i tary
com mand, not ex actly cel e brated for its sen si tiv ity, took over the ad -
min is tra tion of north ern Transylvania for four months—nom i nally un -
der the aus pices of the four power Allied Con trol Com mis sion. “These
four tran si tional months rep re sented a strange his toric mo ment: The
life of north ern Transylvania, its re con struc tion and its po lit i cal life,
were or ga nized and di rected by Ro ma nian and Hun gar ian Com mu -
nists. The lat ter had their power base in the lo cal and county or ga ni za -
tions of the Hun gar ian Pop u lar As so ci a tion. In both Hun gary and
Ro ma nia, the Com mu nists at this time were just be gin ning the strug gle
to strengthen their po si tion.” (Béla Köpeczi).

There were a few Hun gar i ans, who had hopes dur ing these four
months that not ev ery thing had been de cided yet. It was. There are
Romanians who be lieve that this early Com mu nist “take-over”—trig -
gered by the ac tiv i ties of the Maniu Guardists—was in sti tuted by the
Hun gar ian Com mu nists who were later con sid ered as the man ag ers of
the sub se quent So viet ori en ta tion. A Ro ma nian ad min is tra tion was set
up again, and Petru Groza (1884-1958) formed a gov ern ment in Bu -
cha rest. He did this among quasi civil war con di tions in Ro ma nian pol i -
tics and with the sup port of the So viet Un ion which, in Ro ma nia, was
even more ma nip u la tive than in the other coun tries oc cu pied by it.
Groza’s  prin ci pal prom ises were rapid land re form and Ro ma nian con -
trol over the ad min is tra tion of north ern Transylvania.

159



160

Groza re mains a con tro ver sial fig ure. He com pleted some of his stud -
ies in Bu da pest, spoke Hun gar ian well and was very fond of the al most
leg end ary Hun gar ian poet of the turn of the cen tury, Endre Ady. He
prom ised in very lib eral speeches that the Ro ma nian-Hungarian re la -
tion ships would be placed on a new ba sis. In spite of these nice—and,
per haps, hon estly meant—words, un der his rule as Prime Min is ter the
mass in tern ments, con fis ca tions, and de pri va tions of civil rights of the
Hun gar i ans con tin ued “with out in ter fer ence”. The “le gal frame work”
for these ac tion was the con cept that vir tu ally the en tire Ger man mi -
nor ity and a large num ber of Hun gar ian adult males were con sid ered to 
be war crim i nals and en e mies of the Ro ma nian peo ple and of the Ro -
ma nian state. 

Con fronted with these harsh re al i ties, Groza’s  pro pos als for re gional
fed er a tions, cus toms un ions and the “spiritualization” of the bor ders,
were worth very lit tle. It is even pos si ble that the ap peal ing dec la ra tions
and pro pos als had no real in tent be hind them and were made only to
serve as a base for the peace trea ties and to as sure fa vor able rec og ni tion 
of Ro ma nia by the West.

At the end of De cem ber 1947, we had the odd sit u a tion where a coun -
try, which came un der So viet in flu ence at the end of World War II, was
still a king dom. Petru Groza and the Com mu nist Gheorghiu Dej
(1901-1965), a lo cal prod uct and not a Mos cow emi gre, put an end to
this, forc ing King Mi chael to ab di cate and to leave the coun try. The Ro -
ma nian Peo ple’s Re pub lic was pro claimed. This then for mally pre pared 
the ground for Ro ma nia to be come in te grated into the in creas ingly ho -
mog e nized group of So viet sat el lites. At this time it was the in te gra tion, 
which was im pres sive. Later a rel a tive sep a ra tion be comes prom i nent.
Even later this was viewed as a mer i to ri ous event.

At the same time, Hun gary, as a con se quence of the in ter nal power
strug gle of the Com mu nists, in creas ingly leaned to ward the Mos cow
emigré group, the first leader of the Ro ma nian Com mu nists,
Gheorghiu-Dej, gained his po si tion pri mar ily at the ex pense of the for -
mer Mus co vite com rades and non-Romanian ri vals. About the mid dle



of 1952 he added the post of Prime Min is ter to that of First Sec re tary,
while Groza was “kicked up stairs” and was given the pres i dency of the
Par lia ment—a largely cer e mo nial po si tion.

When we con sider those mas sive, but largely mis di rected eco nomic,
cul tural and po lit i cal changes which con vulsed, with mi nor vari a tions,
all the “So cial ist” coun tries, they re ally fa cil i tated the segregational
and/or integrational na tion al ity pol i cies which per sist with some ups
and downs in Ro ma nia to this day. Even un der the ex treme rule of
Gheorghiu-Dej, there were in di ca tions that some of the is sues could be 
nor mal ized. Namely, there were pro vi sions in the new con sti tu tion,
which was mod eled af ter the So viet one, but which con tained cer tain
na tion al ity rights. Ac cord ingly, the area of the for mer re gions of Csík,
Erdõszentgyörgy, Gyergyószentmiklós, Kézdivásárhely, Maroshévíz,
Marosvásárhely, Régen, Sepsiszentgyörgy and Székelyudvarhely were
united into the Hun gar ian Au ton o mous Prov ince. “The Hun gar ian
Au ton o mous Prov ince (MAT) en com passed the larg est area in hab ited
by Hun gar i ans, it rep re sented only about one third of the en tire Hun -
gar ian pop u la tion of Ro ma nia. Ac cord ing to the 1956 cen sus the MAT
had a to tal pop u la tion of 731,387 of which 77.3% (565,510) were Hun -
gar i ans and 20.1% (146,830) were Romanians. The pro claimed au ton -
omy be came to tally il lu sory, since the Pro vin cial Stat utes un der which
the laws were to be ad min is tered, were never en acted.” (Andrea R. Süle)

MAT was fi nally dis banded in 1968, just at the time when oth er wise,
tran siently per haps, some na tion al ity rights and op por tu ni ties beck -
oned. Let us keep, how ever, to the time se quence. The forced in dus tri -
al iza tion was no lon ger lim ited to the Regat and reached Transylvania,
re sult ing in the in flux of large num bers of Ro ma nian work ers. In the
mean time the still better ed u cated and more skill ful Hun gar ian—and
Ger man—work ers could not be spared. For the higher po si tions, how -
ever, the non-Romanians had a much better chance if they moved be -
yond the Carpathians and away from the land of their co-nationals.

Af ter all the es capes to Hun gary af ter 1945, Transylvania’s man power
loss was fur ther ag gra vated by a sig nif i cant move to the Regat. An other, 
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de mo graph i cally even more nat u ral phe nom e non, was the in crease of
mixed mar riages. In these cases it was usu ally the Hun gar ian spouse
who wanted the chil dren to be raised as Romanians to spare them the
mis er ies of be long ing to a mi nor ity na tion al ity. In the “So cial ist” coun -
tries ev ery thing was done ac cord ing to “The Plan”. It can be con sid -
ered to be ac cord ing to a plan, (with out quo ta tion marks), that in
Transylvania the Romanians were fa vored not only in in dus try, but also 
in ed u ca tional, hos pi tal and of fice po si tions, while the new mi nor ity in -
tel lec tu als were en ticed to move to Ro ma nian ar eas with of fers of em -
ploy ment or were forc ibly moved to such ar eas. It was fre quently eas ier
to be a Hun gar ian in Bu cha rest than in Kolozsvár or in Nagyvárad.

It was the prac tice in Hun gary at this time that the en listed army per -
son nel was sta tioned as far away from their homes as pos si ble. In Ro -
ma nia, this same prac tice re sulted in Hun gar ian boys serv ing in the
Regat, or in the Dan ube delta—a huge con cen tra tion camp—while the
Transylvanian bar racks were filled to the raf ters with Ro ma nian en listed 
per son nel.

In pub lic ed u ca tion, the prin ci pal is sue was the pres er va tion of the na -
tional lan guage in in struc tion in the face of de ter mined ef forts to cur -
tail this. High lighting higher ed u ca tion, the Transylvanian Hun gar ian
pop u la tion, by vir tue of its num bers, would be en ti tled to sev eral uni -
ver si ties and a num ber of dis ci plines and pro fes sions could be taught
ra tio nally. Yet in 1959 the only Hun gar ian Uni ver sity, in Kolozsvár, es -
tab lished in 1872 and named af ter the Bolyais, was co erced into a
merger, which ter mi nated its sep a rate ex is tence. They also grad u ally
lim ited, or did not ap pro pri ately ex pand Hun gar ian pro fes sional ed u ca -
tion, and thus forced the Hun gar i ans, try ing to better them selves, into
the in dus trial arena, al ready over-developed ac cord ing to Ro ma nian
and “So cial ist” prin ci ples.

In spite of all this, there was a con sid er able in crease in  Hun gar ian
books and other pub li ca tions, both in Transylvania and in all of Ro ma -
nia. As far as con tent was con cerned, how ever, this was sub jected to
and crip pled by such a rigid cen sor ship as we had never ex pe ri enced in



Hun gary. It was part of the whole pic ture that the in tel li gen tsia—pri -
mar ily the au thors—whom they al lowed to speak, were kept ame na ble
by rel a tively gen er ous hon o raria. The Transylvanian Hun gar ian writ ers, 
those who pub lished, lived at a much higher eco nomic stan dard than
their coun ter parts in Hun gary. What was more im por tant, how ever,
was the trag edy of the si lenced, mal ad justed and emo tion ally crip pled
cre ative art ists. The em i gra tion, which con tin ues to this day, is a greater
loss to Transylvania—in the nat u ral course of events—than it is a gain
to the host coun try, even though the lat ter is not in sig nif i cant.

Af ter Sta lin’s death in 1953, the im po si tion of uni for mity on the Com -
mu nist Camp stopped, and then was cau tiously re versed. In the case of
Ro ma nia, this was man i fested in the es tab lish ment of an in di vid ual
path. that—sur pris ingly —led to the Romanization of the coun try’s
for eign pol icy, a mat ter usu ally tightly con trolled by the So viet lead er -
ship. The in ter nal pol i cies re mained in sen si tive to ward in ter nal de -
mands. 

It was also as ton ish ing to what de gree the So viet Un ion tol er ated Ro -
ma nia fol low ing its own path. For us it is of par tic u lar sig nif i cance that
while in 1956 the ar mored units sent to crush the Hun gar ian re volt
came to Bu da pest from Temesvár, in 1958, Ro ma nia “took in” the de -
ported Imre Nagy and his as so ci ates af ter the Yu go slav be trayal. In
1958 the So viet troops were with drawn from Ro ma nia. This sug gests
that the So viet lead er ship was hardly con cerned about a Ro ma nian turn 
around af ter this ges ture. It also sug gests that the Ro ma nian lead er ship
had self-confidence, and be lieved that it could main tain its rule with out
the as sis tance of So viet bay o nets. It proved this for three ad di tional de -
cades, but at the cost of an ever in creas ing and in creas ingly re pres sive
dic ta tor ship.

We now come to the pen ul ti mate chap ter of our his tory. Af ter
Gheorghiu-Dej’s  death in March 1965, power was as sumed by the
47-year-old Nicolae Ceausescu, who in the So viet type gerontocratic hi -
er ar chy was con sid ered a young ster. Even though he acted like a mod -
est and loyal spear-carrier dur ing the life of his for mer chief, he soon
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found a way of mak ing his pre de ces sor and his group re spon si ble for all 
the ills of the coun try. The merry-go-round of per son nel changes that
char ac ter ized his en tire rule be gan at this time, and be came in creas ingly
id io syn cratic. In the be gin ning he was forced to try to find some com -
mon ground with the na tion al i ties and the first few years of his rule
brought a cer tain mod er a tion. Later on, he be came the typ i cal ex pres -
sion of tra di tional Ro ma nian na tion al ism. He in scribed him self among
the “great build ers” of his tory. In this he caused more harm than just
the ir ra tio nal use of the nat u ral re sources or the crip pling ef fects of
forced la bor on hun dreds of thou sands of hu man be ings. In his rad i cal
build ing pro gram in Bu cha rest, whole his tor i cally and ar tis ti cally im -
por tant quar ters were lev eled and even the his toric build ings of the still
fa vored Or tho dox Church were de mol ished. The same megalomanic
build ing and so ci etal re struc tur ing drive tar geted hun dreds of small set -
tle ments in Transylvania for de struc tion. It did, or should have, be -
come nec es sary for the pop u la tion to move to the fu tur is tic ur ban
de vel op ments.

It was at this time that a par a dox i cal ad van tage was fa tally threat ened.
With the ex cep tion of the Székelyföld, the least ag ri cul tur ally pro duc -
tive parts of Transylvania were spared the im po si tion of col lec tive
farm ing or ga ni za tions. In spite of the in clem ent cli mate, the poor soil
and the man i fold ad min is tra tive re stric tions, the pri vate ag ri cul tural en -
ter prise, left to its own de vices in these ar eas, pro duced rel a tive pros -
per ity. For tu nately, the de struc tion of vil lages be gan only at the very
end of the ma ni a cal dic ta tor’s life. Its tragic po ten tial was dem on -
strated, but was not car ried to com ple tion.

Among the de mo graphic and mi gra tory pro cesses af fect ing Ro ma nia
and, quite par tic u larly Transylvania, there was one chap ter in
Ceausescu’s  “na tion al ity pol icy” that was highly “suc cess ful”.  Namely,
the way he per mit ted the Ro ma nian Jews and the Ger man na tion als to
em i grate in re turn for a sub stan tial head tax. This was a true “eth nic
cleans ing” which also showed a very large fi nan cial profit. While it is
ob vi ously a highly ques tion able af fair, per haps it is a ra tio nal de ci sion
on the part of Is rael and Ger many to pay the price which, dis guised as



com pen sa tion for the cost of ed u ca tion and care, was in fact a ran som
for the peo ple who had be come hos tages. The num ber of peo ple thus
re deemed was very large. Since many of the Jews and most of the Ger -
mans (Sax ons and Swabians) who were al lowed to leave the coun try,
came from Transylvania, this had a marked ef fect on the eth nic com po -
si tion of the re gion. The multi-nationality was de creased and the Ro ma -
nian-Hungarian du al ity was strength ened. The third eth nic group,
which just re cently be gan to con sider them selves a sep a rate na tion al ity,
the Gypsies, com pli cated the sit u a tion, par tic u larly since their num bers
were grow ing rap idly. The Ro ma nian Gypsy prob lem was even more
se ri ous and dif fi cult in the Regat.

West ern coun tries did not know or did not wish to no tice that the Ro -
ma nian af fairs were be com ing in creas ingly bi zarre and would be worth -
while sub jects for a Kafka or an Or well. When dur ing the 1970s, as part
of the Ro ma nian cul tural rev o lu tion, the Ceausescu re gime is sued or di -
nances for the better pro tec tion of the na tional trea sures, they did not
re al ize that this would en tail the “na tion al iza tion” of such ir re place able
mu seum and ar chi val trea sures, which un der rigid cen tral ized con trol
would be lost for ever to sci en tific in quiry. Par tic u larly, if they did not
seem to be sup port ive of the var i ous his toric, de mo graphic and other
the o ries which were raised to the level of Ro ma nian po lit i cal creeds. 

When they for bade that a cit i zen of a for eign coun try stay over night in
a pri vate home—this pro jected a ban of a for eigner even en ter ing such
a home—and fur ther de manded a de tailed ac count ing of any con tact
with a for eign na tional, this made it im pos si ble for the mi nor i ties to
have di rect con tact with fam ily mem bers from abroad. It was a clear vi -
o la tion of hu man rights and was even made worse by clas si fy ing such
con tacts as a se di tious act and trea son. In prac tice these dread ful or di -
nances were never rig idly en forced, but their ex is tence in this cen tury in 
Eu rope is al most un imag in able. Sim i lar ten den cies were shown only in
Al ba nia.

Yet, Ro ma nia was con sis tently thought of by the West as the Cinderella
of the East ern block. The rea son for this can be found in the fact that
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Ro ma nia re sisted So viet de mands in some ar eas and did not al ways
con form to the pat tern of Sat el lite be hav ior. It did not break dip lo matic 
re la tions with China and with Is rael and its ath letes par tic i pated in the
Los An geles Olym pic games. Even more im por tantly, in 1968 it vig or -
ously op posed the War saw Pact Na tions’ in ter ven tion against Prague.
It did this un der the prin ci ple of na tional sov er eignty and
non-interference into the in ter nal af fairs of an other coun try. In fact, it
did these things to be able to pre serve its own in ter nal dic ta tor ship, free 
from for eign threats and in ter fer ence. This, ac cord ing to the ideas and
il lu sions of the Ceausescu clan pre vented the Czecho slo va kian type of
détente, which was a ma jor night mare in Ro ma nia. They were wrong.
But not en tirely wrong.

Ceausescu’s  meg a lo ma nia kept the coun try from fall ing into debt, be -
cause ev ery bur den was piled onto the back of the peo ples of Ro ma nia. 
Eu rope of the 1980s can not even imag ine the de pri va tions—food ra -
tion ing, in ter mit tent power out ages, the lim i ta tions of heat ing fuel
caus ing freez ing home tem per a tures—that they had to suf fer for years
on end. The cup of suf fer ing over flowed in 1989, al though the back -
ground and the de tails of the events tak ing place at the end of that year
are still shrouded in mys tery. It seems likely that one part of the Ro ma -
nian lead er ship was get ting ready for just such an event. This group
not ing the cracks in the East ern block and be ing con cerned about the
in creas ingly im por tant West ern at ti tudes be gan to view the ac tiv i ties
and ab sur di ties of the dy nas tic Ceausescu clan and its Prae to rian Guard 
as a ma jor bur den. Their prep a ra tions for a power take-over were dis -
turbed, but their ac tiv i ties were ac cel er ated by the pop u lar move ment
de vel op ing on be half of László  Tõkés, the Hun gar ian Re formed Min -
is ter of Temesvár, who was sen tenced to dis missal from his con gre ga -
tion for crit i ciz ing the sys tem. The bru tal po lice-military ac tiv i ties
di rected against this move ment turned out to have been ex ag ger ated by 
the re ports gen er ated dur ing the rap idly evolv ing events. There is no
doubt, how ever, that at Christ mas in Temesvár the seeds of a pop u lar
re bel lion were ger mi nat ing. Such a pop u lar up ris ing was fully jus ti fied
by the crimes com mit ted against the Hun gar ian mi nor ity and against
the peo ple of Ro ma nia in gen eral. The coun ter at tack of the re gime,



which was al ready un der way threat ened the out break of a civil war.
Yet, the events took a dif fer ent turn. 

For rea sons not en tirely clear, within days and even hours, the cen ter of
grav ity of the events was trans ferred from Temesvár to Bu cha rest,
which for this and other rea sons also de vel oped a rev o lu tion ary at mo -
sphere. The events, un der way, took a dif fer ent di rec tion and there was
also a shift in em pha sis. This was fur ther in flu enced by the fact that
Ceausescu, fly ing back from abroad com pletely mis un der stood the sit -
u a tion and acted ac cord ingly. Ev ery thing came to gether and re sulted in
an al most blood less, very pe cu liar coup d’état. A coup d’état, whose
only bloody and bru tal act was the sum mary court-martial of the
Ceausescu cou ple and their im me di ate ex e cu tion, shown on tele vi sion.
This had a shock ing ef fect that may well have been re spon si ble for pre -
vent ing a civil war.

The De cem ber 1898 coup d’état re sulted in ef fect in an ob vi ous change 
of the sys tem, even though this was al most cer tainly not the orig i nal in -
tent but was man dated by the pres sures of the day. Was it the in tent?
Per haps? Yet, that it turned out in this way was due pri mar ily to events
that took place out side Ro ma nia and to geopolitical and world po lit i cal
fac tors that in flu enced the in sti ga tors of the coup d’état. 

The evolv ing multi-party sys tem and the new par lia men tary frame work 
made it pos si ble for par ties to de velop along the lines of na tion al i ties
and eth nic ity. This in creased free dom to the point where jus ti fied eth -
nic en deav ors got mixed up with party pol i tics. At the same time the ac -
tiv i ties of the par ties serv ing mi nor ity eth nic in ter ests are im peded by
the pha lanx of Ro ma nian par ties who may dif fer from each other in
some ar eas but who are as one in their na tion al is tic sen ti ments.

It must be em pha sized that the ter ror of the Ceausescu era, its in tel lec -
tual-ideologic, po lit i cal and eco nomic ab sur di ties were not lim ited to
the Hun gar i ans and to other mi nor i ties. This re gime, ex treme even in
the East ern block, was a Ro ma nian na tional trag edy. Since the var i ous
changes have taken place, the mi nor ity con cerns have come out into the 
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open but have not been re solved. Even where the con di tions have im -
proved there is the con tin u ous threat of the fun da men tal ist Greater
Ro ma nia ide als. Un der this head ing there is a real pos si bil ity of fur ther
re stric tions of the mi nor i ties.

Dur ing the mid 1980s, and par tic u larly since 1989, fur ther tens of thou -
sands have left, are leav ing, or es cap ing from Transylvania. They are go -
ing to Hun gary or fur ther to the West to em i grate or, at least, for
tem po rary work. Their re cep tion in the mother coun try is am big u ous.
The pop u la tion of Hun gary has been de creas ing due to high mor tal ity
com bined with a low birth rate. Thus, the “blood trans fu sion” cre ated
by the im mi grants should be wel come. They would be wel come also if
the Transylvanian im mi grants or mi grant work ers were to take jobs that 
are left va cant by the na tive Hun gar i ans, in spite of the very high rate of 
un em ploy ment. This trend, in ci den tally, is not new. With some in ter -
rup tions, it has been go ing on since the 1920s. The mi gra tion, if viewed 
from the per spec tive of Transylvania, is alarm ing since it fur ther erodes 
the num ber of Hun gar i ans in Transylvania. There are also con sid er able 
num bers of Romanians who are pleased to work, or would like to work
and set tle in Hun gary. This sug gests that the mi gra tion is largely an eco -
nomic mat ter and only sec ond arily due to na tion al ity is sues.

In con clu sion: We must add some thing to this his tory of Transylvania
which had been ap proached in ten tion ally from a Hun gar ian point of
view. Namely, the his tory of Ro ma nia for the past 100-150 years is un -
doubt edly a suc cess story. For us, its most sig nif i cant com po nent is that 
it moved Transylvania be yond the ter ri tory of Hun gary. It is a fas ci nat -
ing ex am ple of the cre ation of a na tional state, in the most re cent times, 
tak ing full ad van tage of op por tu ni ties and not nec es sar ily en su ing from 
his tor i cal cir cum stances or pre ce dents. A thou sand years from now Ro -
ma nia may re call these times in the same way that we think back to the
con quest by Árpád and the found ing of the coun try by St. Ste phen. It is 
a bit ter and in sol u ble prob lem for the Hun gar i ans that this suc cess ful
cre ation of a coun try had to take place in op po si tion to us and largely at 
our ex pense. It re mains only a hope to day what the poet At tila József,
who was partly of Ro ma nian ex trac tion, wrote in 1936: 



The bat tles fought by our an ces tors

Are trans muted into peace by re mem brance

And last but not least, while the lim i ta tions in space pre vent me from
in clud ing the ex ten sive bib li og ra phy of my source ma te ri als, I must em -
pha size the out stand ing as sis tance I have re ceived from The His tory of
Transylvania, ed ited by Béla Köpeczi and pub lished in Hun gar ian by the
Akadémia Kiadó in Bu da pest.
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Geographic Names, Then and Now
Abrudbánya Abrud, Ro ma nia

Agyagfalva Lutiþ

Alparét Olpret, Ro ma nia

Alsó (lower) -Tatárlaka Tartaria, Ro ma nia

Arad Arad, Ro ma nia

Bábolna, near Alparét Bobilna, Ro ma nia

Balázsfalva Dabaca, Ro ma nia

Barcaság, the Bárca, Czech Re pub lic

Berettyó Barcau, Ro ma nia

Bihar Bihor, Ro ma nia

Bihar Moun tains Bihor Moun tains, Ro ma nia

Biharvár Biharia, Ro ma nia

Brassó Brasov, Ro ma nia

Csanádvár Cenad, Ro ma nia

Dés Dej , Ro ma nia

Déva Deva, Ro ma nia

Doboka county (for mer) Dabaca, Ro ma nia

Erdõszentgyörgy Singeorgiu de Padure

Etelköz area now in the Ukraine

Galambóc Golubac, Yu go sla via

Gyergyószentmiklós Gheorghieni , Ro ma nia

Gyulafehérvár Alba Iulia, Ro ma nia

Háromszék Trei  Scaune, Ro ma nia

Karlóca Sremski  Karlovci , Yu go sla via 

Kézdivásárhely Tirgu-Secuiesc, Ro ma nia

Kolozsvár Cluj-Napoca, Ro ma nia

Lajta Leitha, Aus tria

Liptószentmiklós Liptovski  Svaty Mikulas , Slovakia

Madéfalva Siculeni , Ro ma nia

Maros Mures , Ro ma nia
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Maroshévíz Topliþ

Marosvásárhely Tirgu Mures , Ro ma nia

Nagyvárad, Várad Oradea, Ro ma nia

Nándorfehérvár Bel grade, Yu go sla via

Papolc Papauþ

Pozsony Bratislava, Slovakia

Sepsiszentgyörgy Sfintu Gheorghe, Ro ma nia

Szászfenes Floresti , Ro ma nia

Szeben Sibiu, Ro ma nia

Székelyföld Székelyland, an area of Transylvania

Szerémség Syrmien, Croatia

Szörény, Szörénység dis trict be tween the Dan ube and the 

Temes  rivers, Ro ma nia

Temes  river Ro ma nia

Temesköz area be tween the Temes  and Dan ube  in Roma nia

Temesvár Timisoara, Ro ma nia

Udvarhely, Székelyudvarhely Odorheiu Secuiesc, Roma nia

Vajdahunyad Hunedoara, Ro ma nia

Várna Varna, Bul garia

Verecke pass Ukraine

Zalatna Zlatna,  Ro ma nia

Zimony Zemun, now part of Bel grade, Yu go sla via


