
KING FERDINAND OF RUMANIA
BY

ZSOMBOR de SZASZ

VIII. T h e D o b ru d ja .1

The problem of the Dobrudja differs from that of 
Bessarabia and Bukovina. The fate of all three 
provinces hung on the expansionist policy of Russia, 

But while in the case of Bessarabia and Bukovina 
the result was the loss of these two provinces by Rumania 
and the consequent irredentistic endeavours of the Ruma
nian population; the Dobrudja, which had formed a part of 
Bulgaria, was a Rumanian gain. Bessarabia and Bukovina 
had been wrested from, the Dobrudja was added to Rumania. 
For this reason her attitude in the Dobrudjan question 
differed materially from that which she took up in regard 
to Bessarabia and Bukpvina; it had, moreover, undergone 
a marked change in the course of the four decades between 
1878 and 1918. While Bukovina and Bessarabia, ever since 
their loss, were regarded as territory that must be regained, 
the Dobrudja, so dissimilar both ethnically and historically, 
had been accepted with reluctance when offered in 1878; 
and it was only the growth of Rumanian imperialism which 
later caused it to be valued, so that not only was its restora
tion to Bulgaria refused, but its frontiers were further 
extended.

This resulted in the generation of Bulgarian irredentism, 
the development of an irreconcilable hostility between the 
two countries, and the creation of another centre of disaffec
tion in the Balkan Peninsula.

The Dobrudja lies in the south-eastern corner of Rumania, 
skirting the shores of the Black Sea where the Danube flows

1 See previous articles under the same title in the August, 
October and December 1942 and March, April and June issues of 
this review.
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into it, and it formed part of the Bulgarian provinces, to 
which it belonged ethnically as well as historically.

It had a variegated history.
The first Bulgarian State south of the Danube was 

founded in the Dobrudja by Asparuch in 679, and for three 
centuries it was ruled by independent Tsars. In 971 it came 
under Byzantine domination, but its independence was 
restored in 1186. During the unsettled period which preceded 
Turkish rule in the Balkans, in 1387, it was for the brief 
spell of six years occupied by Mircea, Prince of Wallachia. 
In 1393 it came under the sway of the Turks, and so remai
ned until 1878, when its northern half was attached to 
Rumania.

The population of the pronvince was a composite 
mixture of several races. In the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries the most important element was Bulgarian, not
withstanding the immigration of Turks and Tatars. In conse
quence of the devastations of the continuous Russo-Turkish 
wars, large masses of the autochthonous Bulgar population 
perished, their place being taken by Cossack, Greek, Ar
menian, German, Italian and Rumanian settlers, without, 
however changing the Bulgarian character of the land. 
With the advent of the nineteenth century Bulgarian na
tional consciousness became more and more pronounced, 
and the influence of Greek culture, then prevalent in the 
Balkans, was gradually eliminated. In 1870 a Bulgarian 
exarchate was created in Turkey, and the Dobrudja was placed 
under its authority. In the middle of the seventies the 
province had 1 Bulgar middle school, sixty elementary 
schools and ten literary societies; in the Turkish Legisla
tion the Dobrudja was represented by a Bulgarian notable 
from Toulcha, and in 1871 a Bulgarian national congress was 
held in Constantinople.2

The Rumanian population, on the other hand, according 
to the perhaps over-contemptuous account of Bulgarian 
writers, was composed of a handful of shepherds who 
appeared periodically in order to pasture their flocks, and

s The Bulgarian Question and the Balkan States, published by 
the Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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of such Rumanian peasants as had fled from their own 
country in order to escape the intolerable oppression to 
which they were subjected there. These Rumanian shepherds 
and peasants were in reality mere guests in the land, 
lacking all national consciousness and sentiment, and had 
only come there to make a living and to breathe a freer air.3

The Bulgarian character of the Dobrudja was officially 
recognised by the Conference of Constantinople in 1876, 
when an Organic Statute was set up for Bulgaria in which 
it was proposed to unite the Dobrudja with Eastern Bulgaria. 
Unfortunately the Porte rejected the plan and succeeding 
events took a different course.

The data of the distribution of the two races, the Bul
garian and the Rumanian, cannot be fixed with even 
approximate reliability, since Bulgarian and Rumanian, 
writers quote widely different figures according to their 
nationality.

A  German author, Dr. Adler, wrote in 1856: “The
Rumanians live exclusively along the borders of the 
Danube . . .  they conceal their nationality and call them
selves Bulgarians." Karl Peters, in 1865, estimated the 
number of the Rumanians at approximately 12.000 out of 
a population of 160.000.4

Since the occupation of the province by the Rumanians,, 
we have Rumanian figures at our disposal.

The Rumanians maintain that "before, during and after 
the annexation the Rumanians were in a majority" in the 
province.5 As regards the past, J. N. Roman, Rumanian 
ex-deputy for Constanza, quotes a Rumanian author who in 
1851 wrote that in his day the Rumanian population was 
five times as large as the Bulgarian. A  curious impression 
is created by the figures relating to the period following 
the annexation. According to the Rumanian Census of 1880, 
the Rumanian inhabitants numbered 43.671, the Bulgarians 
24.915. Thirty years later, in 1911, the Rumanians were said

3 Milan G. Markoff: Bulgaria's Historical Rights in the Dobrudja.
p. 80.

4 The Bulgarian Question and the Balkan States, published by 
the Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

5 La Dobrogea Roumaine, Bucarest, 1919., p. 13.
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to have numbered 186.334, (54.7 per cent), the Bulgarians 
48.963 (14.8 per cent). Five years later, in 1916, the Ru
manian population was alleged to exceed 220.000. If these 
figures are correct, then we are inclined to share Dr. 
Risov's misgivings on the score that such a rapidly increas
ing majority can only have been produced artificially, 
“brought about by the persecution of the Bulgarian element, 
by the abolition of religious and educational autonomy, and 
by the forced emigration of thousands of Bulgarians."6

This vast change in the relative numbers of the two 
races was brought about during the thirty years of Ruma
nian occupation.

As has been seen in the previous Chapters, Bessarabia 
belonged to Russia at the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish 
war in 1877, except the three southern districts bordering 
on the Danube and the Black Sea, which, after the Crimean 
War, she had been made to restore to Moldavia then under 
Turkish suzerainty. This had been a grievous set-back to 
her plans of southern expansion, a set-back which she was 
determined to make good as soon as an opportunity pre
sented itself.

It will also be remembered that in the Russo-Turkish 
war Rumania was the ally of Russia, and Bulgarian volun
teers had fought bravely on the Russian side in the 
Shipka Pass. When the Russians occupied the Dobrudja, they 
recognised the Bulgarian "national councils” set up in the 
towns and villages, and appointed a Bulgarian as assistant 
to the Russian governor.

But a surprise was in store both for the Rumanians and 
the Bulgarians. Under the Treaty of San Stefano the Rus
sians took the Bessarabian districts from their ally Rumania, 
and compensated her by giving her instead Northern Dob
rudja as far as Cobadine, robbing thereby the Bulgarians 
who had lent a helping hand against the Turks.

The Congress of Berlin made matters still worse by 
pushing the southern frontier of Rumanian Dobrudja beyond 
Cobadine to the very gates of Silistria.

• Dr. Risov: Les Bulgares dans leurs frontieres historiques et 
politiques.
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This transfer of land and peoples was regarded in a 
purely commercial light. Article 19 of the Treaty of San 
Stefano runs as follows:

"The war indemnity will amount to 1.410.000.000 rou
bles, which Turkey will pay by the surrender of 1. Dobrudja, 
which Russia takes not on her own behalf but as an ex
change for Rumanian Bessarabia; 2. Armenia. These two 
provinces are estimated at 1.100.000.000 roubles; the 
remaining 310 million roubles will be paid at a later date.”

This bartering with provinces and peoples raised a 
storm of indignation in the Dobrudja no less than in Rumania. 
The Bulgarians protested vehemently and sent address 
after address to the Tsar and the Russian Government, 
begging that the decision might be altered. Even more 
significant were the protests of the Rumanians; endless 
complaints and protests were raised both in Parliament and 
in the press against the transfer of the two provinces.7

Even before the signing of the Treaty of San Stefano, 
on January 20, 1878, questions were put to the government 
in the Rumanian Parliament on the subject. The well- 
known nationalist historian, Urechia, declared in the Cham
ber: "We (Rumanians) are not a conquering people; when 
we drew the sword to secure our independence, we had no 
intention to deprive others of it; we have no desire to sow 
the seeds of future quarrels by the annexation of territories 
that do not belong to us." And the Senate unanimously 
accepted Prince Ghyka's motion to the effect that: “The 
Senate declares that it is decided to maintain the territorial 
integrity of the country and cannot admit the alienation 
of any of its territory under any conditions, not even 
for any kind of territorial compensation or indemnity.”

Newspapers of the most various party colour, the 
Prime Minister's organ Telegraful, the papers of the 
governing party, Romania Libera and Steaua Romaniei, 
the oppositional Presa and Timpul, all vied with each other 
in denouncing the plan and protesting against the acceptance 
of the Dobrudja.

7 The Bulgarian Question and the Balkan States, and more 
especially Temoignages Roumains sur la question de la Dobroudja.
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The P resa  declared that "the Senate's decision stands 
and will stand: Europe must be made to know that it ex
presses the resolute and unchanging will of the entire 
nation without party distinction; the Rumanians will never 
consent to the cession of Bessarabia, for any price or consi
deration. Rumania will not accept the Dobrudja or any other 
territory by way of compensation, because it would prove 
a spark which would eventually burst into flames and 
consume then; it would mean the destruction of their own 
country and be a degradation and a humiliation.'7 "The 
Rumanian” , —  added the R om a n ia  L ibera , —  "who would 
consent to accept the Dobrudja would deserve the name of 
murderer.”8

More important was the opinion of the Prime Minister, 
J. Bratianu. Interviewed by the Editor of the D eu tsch e  
Z eitu ng  in Vienna, he declared that Rumania could not 
exist without Southern Bessarabia, which is her outlet to 
the Black Sea and her link with the sea- ports of the world. 
Marshy Dobrudja, with no roads and no good sea-ports, 
would be no adequate compensation.

"Then” , —  remarked the journalist, — “you refuse to 
accept the Dobrudja?”

"Certainly. We will not accept the Dobrudja."
"And if Russia were to take possession of Bessarabia 

by force?”
"W e should be unable to hinder her” , — answered the 

Prime Minister, — “Against the superior force of the great, 
small people are powerless, But even in that case we shall 
not accept the Dobrudja.” 9

At the end of June the S teaua R om a n iei published a 
long article enumerating the reasons why the acceptance of 
the Dobrudja was out of the question. Of these reasons, 
seven in number, we quote only a few:

"The Dobrudja forms no part of our country, either 
geographically or ethnographically; lying on the farther side 
of the Danube, it is a continuation of Bulgaria, inhabited 
for the most part by Turks, Tatars, Bulgarians, and a very 
few Rumanians.

8 Temoignages, pp. 20. and 21.
* The Bulgarian Question, p. 82.



DANUBIAN REVIEW

“The Dobrudja would prove an open sore, a source of 
discord between Rumania and Bulgaria, which would be 
continually and successfully exploited by those who have 
an interest in seeing us at loggerheads and entangled 
in wars.

“ By taking the Dobrudja, to which we have neither a 
historical right nor the right of conquest, we should be 
justifying and sanctioning the spoliations committed against 
us by Austria in 1775 and by Russia in 1812.

"In the real interest of our country we refuse, clearly 
and categorically, every aggrandisement of Rumania beyond 
the Danube.” 10 11

In short, the Rumanians felt that the acquisition of 
the Dobrudja would mean a burden rather than an asset, that 
the province would be “a permanent danger” , as the Memo
randum of the government expressed it.

This was corroborated by well-informed foreign obser
vers. In a report to Lord Salisbury, Mr. White, Consul 
General of Great Britain, wrote as follows: “Without denying 
that the new province, the Dobrudja, may in some distant 
future add to the strength and prosperity of this new State 
(Rumania), it is my duty to report to Your Lordship that 
the view generally taken at present at Bucharest as to the 
prospects of this addition is not only not a sanguine but 
even an unfavourable one. It is alleged that the Dobrudja 
includes a considerable portion of unproductive and mala
rious soil, that it is thinly populated by the heterogeneous 
inhabitants of different races and creeds, and that for this 
very reason as well as on account of its being conterminous 
to an ambitious new Slav State in Bulgaria, it will require 
the constant presence of a Rumanian military force much 
larger than this country can afford. It is further stated that 
it will continue to be exposed with Eastern Roumania for 
some time to come to the working of Slav agitators among 
its Bulgarian inhabitants.” 11

Not a desirable prospect, certainly.12 But there was

10 Temoignages, p. 33.
11 The Bulgarian Question, Annex 136, p. 195.
12 It is not so certain, for the rest, that the Rumanians were
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nothing to be done about it. At the time of the Berlin 
Congress, Rumania stood very much alone; besides, the 
change was not so bad, after all. The Prince and Cogalni- 
ceanu, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, soon reconciled 
themselves to the inevitable. On September 30 the Chamber 
declared that, "compelled by the decision of the Great 
Powers” , it empowered the Government to withdraw the 
civil and military authorities from Bessarabia and to occupy 
the Dobrudja, the Danube Delta and Serpent's Island. On 
November 20. the Prince issued a proclamation in the Bul
garian language promising to protect the life and property 
of the population.

Northern Dobrudja became a part of Rumania.
No sooner was the annexation accomplished than the 

ardour with which the gift had been rejected turned into 
a greedy desire for its retention. A  relentless policy of 
Rumanization was initiated: the Bulgarian bishop was ex
pelled, the Bulgarian churches were closed, and school 
after school was seized, so that after a few years only a 
single school remained in which the language of instruction 
was Bulgarian. Bulgarian books were prohibited, and the 
rich library at Toulcha was burned. The landed property 
of the Bulgarian inhabitants was expropriated, with the 
result that many of the spoliated families emigrated to Bul
garia or the United States.

In a work entitled: Dobrogea, 1877— 1910, the Rumanian 
historian V. M. Cogalniceanu wrote as follows: "The
Dobrudja became a colony to which all the incompetent 
functionaries were sent, with full liberty to plunder the 
autochthonous population. No one took any interest in the 
latter's economic, national or social needs. The administra
tion is the worst possible. The prefect is all powerful; he 
appoints mayors from the other side of the Danube; he 
bullies the press, modifies and corrects the electoral lists,

sincere in their protests. The Revue d’Histoire Diplomatique of 1892 
published a treaty concluded in 1868 between the Serbs and the 
Rumanians which provided for the partition of Bulgaria in the case 
of a victorious war against the Turks. — 1. E. Guechoff: La genese 
de la guerre mondiale, p. 122.
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expels the lawyers and sends his favourites to the villages, 
where they become the terror of the population."13

The Preamble to the Bill for the organisation of the 
administration of the new province stated openly that "The 
ultimate object of the Bill is the complete assimilation of 
the Dobrudja by Rumania.”14

Meanwhile the generation of 1878, reared in the ideas of 
1848, faded out of the picture, and was replaced by men 
of another stamp, the men of an ambitious, imperialistic 
Rumanian kingdom. While “in 1878 the statesmen vehe
mently repelled the offer of the Dobrudja as contrary to 
the principle of nationalities, their successors only thought 
of extending the conquest by adding another part of Bul
garian territory to i t . . . Rumania, unable to expand in 
Bukovina and in Transylvania, decided to aggrandise her
self at the expense of Bulgaria and to that end she secured 
also the protection of Austria-Hungary", which Power 
"engaged to support the Rumanian pretensions over a zone 
of Bulgarian territory extending to the line Toutrakan- 
Balchik.” 15

The realisation of this plan had, however, to wait for 
a favourable opportunity, which presented itself in the 
Balkan wars of 1912— 1913.

The circumstances of these two wars are familiar to 
the reader.

Rumania did not join the Balkan League, nor did she 
participate in the first war; she waited for its outcome. As 
soon as it became clear that Turkey was defeated and that 
the status quo could not be maintained, she came forward 
with her claims, the satisfaction of which was to be the 
price of her neutrality. The Conference of Ambassadors in 
Petrogtad, which ultimately decided the question, awarded 
her the Bulgarian town of Silistria with a periphery of three 
kilometres.

But the Rumanians were not content; and when the 
second war broke out and Bulgaria became involved in a

18 Quoted in The Bulgarian Question, p. 85.
«  Ibid.
15 The Bulgarian Question, p. 87.
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heroic struggle with her former allies, Rumanian troops 
marched into her defenceless northern regions and reached 
the capital without firing a shot.

Bulgaria, exhausted by two wars, the brunt of which 
she had borne, was unable to fight on four fronts at once, 
and was compelled to ask for peace. This led to the con
clusion of the Treaty of Bucharest in which she had to cede 
to Rumania not only Silistria, already assigned to the 
latter by the Petrograd Conference of Ambassadors, but 
also a wide strip of land which included the towns of 
Baltchik, Dobritch and Toutrakan, with 280.000 inhabitants, 
for the most part Bulgarians.

The Bucharest Treaty left behind a Rumania increased 
in territory, power and prestige, and a humiliated and em
bittered Bulgaria whose only endeavour henceforth was the 
overthrowing of the treaty. It was only natural that when 
the Great War came, she joined the Powers which were 
likely to be in the opposite camp to her own detested 
enemy, Rumania.

In the beginning of September 1915, she concluded 
agreements with the two Central Powers, which stipulated 
the union of all her nationals and the recovery of all the 
territories inhabited by Bulgarians.

With this history of the Dobrudja as a background, the 
reader will be able to appreciate Bulgaria’s attitude during 
the negotiations which led to the conclusion of the treaty 
with Rumania in the spring of 1918. The greatest obstacle 
to the conclusion of the peace was the Bulgarian demand 
in the question of the Dobrudja. In 1878 the Rumanians 
had shown themselves loth to accept the province; forty 
years later, in 1918, they declared it to be indispensable 
for the existence of their country. “Without the Dobrudja 
we should be unable to breathe” , King Ferdinand had as
sured Count Czernin.

The Bulgarian demands were embarrassing for the 
Central Powers, particularly for Austria-Hungary, because 
they wished to create a friendly and contented Rumania 
with whom they could maintain favourable economic rela
tions. Besides which, they had just declared their adhesion
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to the principle of a "peace without annexations", and the 
Bulgarian (and Turkish) demands ran counter to this.

But the Bulgarians were obdurate; they even menaced 
to withdraw from the alliance if their wishes were not 
complied with. There is no doubt that, even apart from the 
promises made them in 1915, right was on their side in this 
question of the Dobrudja.

In these circumstances nothing was left to Kiihlmann 
and Count Czernin but to undertake the role of inter
mediaries; and after much patient and persevering endea
vour, Czernin found, as he believed, a formula which was 
agreeable to both parties and which was actually accepted 
and incorporated in the Treaty of Bucharest.16 According 
to this solution, the Bulgarians were to recover the old 
Dobrudja, while the rest of the province was to be trans
ferred to the two Central Powers as a condominium.

As was to be expected, the Bulgarian inhabitants of 
the province did not endorse the work of their diplomats 
and protested vehemently against the partition. They 
suspected that the parts reserved as a condominium would 
sooner or later be restored to Rumania. An assembly, named 
"Regional National Assembly", held on September 22 and 
23 at Babadag, declared that "the Bulgarians of the Dobrudja 
would resist with force any attempt once again to subject 
them to Rumanian domination” , and “ insist on the immediate 
re-attachment of the whole of the Dobrudja to Bulgaria.”

[When these belated enunciations were made, however, 
Bulgaria was already on the way towards collapse, her 
government was negotiating in Salonica, and on September 
29 an armistice was concluded. The army was demobilised. 
For Bulgaria the war was over. A  year later the peace of 
the Allies, the Treaty of Neuilly, was substituted for the 
peace of the Central Powers, the Treaty of Bucharest, with 
conditions very much harder as regarded Bulgaria than 
those of the former Bucharest Treaty which had closed the 
Balkan wars.

(To be continued).

16 O. Czernin: Im Weltkriege. p. 364.
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