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ROMANIAN-RUSSIAN RELATIONS DURING 1916-1918

Elena-Steluta DINU?

ABSTRACT:

THE ISSUE OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS IS ONE OF ACTUALITY AND INTEREST FOR EUROPEAN
HISTORIOGRAPHY IS INTEREST IS BASED ON THE NEED TO KNOM THE LINKS BETWEEN STATES.
THROUGH THE FOLLOWING SYNTHESIS WE INTEND TO CONVEY A MORE OBJECTIVE AND
REALISTIC VIEW ON MILITARY AND DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS BETWEEN ROMANIA AND RUSSIA
DURING THE EFFECTIVE PARTICIPATION OF ROMANIA IN THE FIRST WORLD WAR DURING 1916-
1918, WHEN THE TWO COUNTRIES WERE THEORETICALLY ALLIED AND WERE PART OF THE SAME
POLITICAL-MILITARY GROUP, NAMELY THE ENTENTE. IN THIS TIME INTERVAL ROMANIAN-
RUSSIAN RELATIONS WERE MAINTAINED AT A LEVEL OF MUTUAL DISTRUST, WHICH DAMAGED
MILITARY COOPERATION, CULMINATING IN THE SEVERANCE OF DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS AND
SEIZURES OF ROMANIAN THESAURUS FROM MOSCOW.

KEYWORDS:ROMANIA, RUSSIA, WORLD WAR |, THE ENTENTE, CENTRAL POWERS, INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS.

On 4/17 August 1916, King Ferdinand convened at Cotroceni, a Crown Council?
attended by Crown Prince Carol and twenty-one statesmen, among them lon 1.C. Bratianu.
This Council had been convened not to take a decision that had already been taken, but to get
the support of all politicians in favor of Romania entered the war alongside the Allies. Most
of those present supported the point of view of the king. Exception made Titu Maiorescu and
Alexandru Marghiloman who were in favor of maintaining neutrality so as Petre P. Carp who
argued again that Romania would have to participate in the war alongside the Central Powers
and, implicitly, against Russia.

Romania declared war on Austria-Hungary on the evening of 14/27 August 1916,
immediately after the debate of the Crown Council at Cotroceni.

The reason that Romania entered the war is clear from the Proclamation of King
Ferdinand | of 15/28 August 1916, on the occasion of the declaration of war to complete the
nation: "our ancestors were able to establish the Romanian State through the Union of
Romanian principalities, through the War of Independence, ... today it is given to us to
complete their work ...: the union of Romanians on both sides of the Carpathians ... an
undivided and free Romania from Tisa to the Sea®".
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Respecting the treaty of alliance with the Entente, Romania engaged all the human
and available material against Austria-Hungary. According to the plan of campaign for 1916%,
two fronts had to be opened: north and north-west or south Transylvanian front or front of
Dobrogea. The general front opened on the Carpathians and along its southern border had a
length of about 1500 km.

On the other hand, shortly after the outbreak of Romanian offensive across the
mountains, Germany (August 28), Turkey (30 August) and Bulgaria (September 1) declared
war on Romania. So, in addition to considerable length, Romanian front had, as well,
a disadvantageous form?®.

Since early days appeared some deficiencies due mostly to the attitude of allies who
did not complied with their obligations under the agreements which had been concluded with
Romania. Such a deficiency was represented by slowness with which the Allies supplied the
Eastern front with materials, weapons and ammunition, as a hindrance to the successful
implementation of the Romanian army's war plan. By November 1917 supplies arrived on a
detour, via Russian ports of Arkhangelsk on the White Sea and Vladivostok from the Pacific®.
Thus, the Romanian army was not insured in sources of supply.

From a military perspective, the period Romania entered the war was not favorable.
Romanian intervention occurred at a time when theaters of military actions in Europe, in
general offensive efforts from the Allies ceased: Russian military offensive in Galicia,
commanded by General Brussilov, Franco-British offensive on the River Some, as also the
German offensive in Verdun had been stopped. Central Powers forces were not heavily
engaged, having a certain freedom of action by which they could achieve overwhelming
superiority on the Romanian front’.

In this context, obligations that had been assumed by the Romanian allies were not
fulfilled: the offensive from Thessaloniki against the Bulgarian troops ten days before
Romania entered the war was not carried as planned; the offensive against the Germans in the
west was not resumed or Brusilov's offensive in Galicia against the Austro-Hungarian army
did not occur.

Therefore, we can say that the time Romania entered the war was not favorable to
Romanian army, but rather favored the allied armies. Romanian intervention released
Verdun, facilitated the victory of the Italians in Corso, decreased pressure on the Russian
front and even facilitated occupation of Monastir by Sarrail.

In their view, the Romanian army military action should integrate Allied coordinated
effort especially since, entering the war, the Romanian army was placed in direct extension of
the Russian front.

Filling initial positions on the battlefront and overcoming bad time of Romania's entry
into war did not pave the way for a fruitful collaboration between Romania and Russia as the
Russian front headquarters avoided to engage with all the forces promised, thus contributing
to increased difficulties of Romanian army to face the enemy®.

Romanian Army was not supported by any of the two fronts. Romanian General Staff
had to transfer on the southern front a third of the number of troops, weakening the power of
combat troops in Transylvania. In the Carpathians, the Russians did not send suitable forces
through the gorges of Moldova, to strengthen the advance of Romanian Army in
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Transylvania. The four Russian divisions stood inactive in Bessarabia. The inaction of
Russian troops on the front was also felt in Dobrogea®.

Russian military command avoided to engage with all the forces they had promised,
adding to the difficulties of the Romanian army and then to its withdrawal on shorter lines
than the initial.

Since the end of September, instead of granting the promised aid, General Mihail V.
Alexeev — Chief of Staff Czarist — proposed abandoning Oltenia and west Muntenia and
suggested withdrawal on a defensive line from Dorna to Brasov to Bucharest and beyond,
along the Danube to Constanta. The concept of General Alexeev to spare Russian army and
shorten the front line was assumed also by the next commander of the Russian army, General
Gurko'®. To this is added the fact that the French and English war material for Romanian
army very late from Russia.

The existence of Romanian state was always an obstacle to traditional Russian policy
trends. Romanian-Russian divergences were apparent past in the background. Only the
common interest, the defeat of Austria-Hungary, made possible an alliance between Romania
and Russia. But this alliance was "the black dot of our policy of war.'!" Length of the front,
the lack of technical equipment of the Romanian Army, inefficiency of Romanian-Russian
collaboration, failure to fulfill commitments by other allies, contributed to the outcome of
Romanian campaign of 1916. After several months of confrontation, at the end of 1916, the
front line was stabilized along the Carpathians, Lower Siret and Danube.

More than two-thirds of the Romanian territory was occupied by troops of the Central
Powers, including Oltenia, Muntenia and Dobrogea. Within the Romanian territory occupied
by the troops of the Central Powers was imposed military administration whose primary goal
was the requisition of oil, grains, and provisions.

Although an important part of Romanian territory was occupied, including the capital,
the enemy's plan was not fulfilled, the Romanian government and army continued to exist as
a belligerent power®2. Since the 12/15 November 1916, the king, the royal family and
authorities went to Iasi, which became the temporary capital of a much reduced Romanian
state®®.

Resistance in Moldova still lasted over a year, the Central Powers troops failed even
to the last moment to get full and decisive military victory decisive. The Romanian army was
not destroyed as planned.

Romanian army reorganization took about five months; meanwhile the Command and
Romanian troops had the support of the French mission, led by General Henry M. Berthelot.

Under the new conditions following the first campaign, the Romanian government
tried to update the commitments made by the Allies to Romania to convince on the
importance of this theater of war in Romania. In this respect, Bratianu urged to participate in
Petrograd Conference of January 19 / 1 February 1917. Bratianu received assurances from the
British and French representatives that financial problems and the supply of arms remained
fixed under the previous agreements®#.
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Plans to coordinate military efforts on both fronts, settled at conferences in Chantily,
Rome, Petrograd, were not implemented because of military and political failures?®.

Shortly after the conference in Petrograd, the Russian Revolution occurred in
February 1917, resulting in regime change: in 3/16 March 1917 Tsar Nicholas Il abdicated in
favor of his brother Grand Duke Michail, who next day gave up the throne. Russia was
proclaimed a republic. Thus, Romanov dynasty came to an end?®.

Russian provisional Cabinet gave in 14/27 March, a statement that the Russian
authorities will respect the obligations made to their partners. However, the regime change
and confusion in the management of the power occurred in the country, had important
consequences for subsequent situation on the Eastern front.

In the context of the fall of tsarist, hoping to improve relations with the Russian
Provisional Government Lvov, Kerensky, the head of the Romanian government together
with General Prezan paid a visit to Petrograd in late April 1917. Though, significantly
improved after the visit, the Romanian-Russian relations were maintained at a level of mutual
distrust, which damaged the military cooperation®’. Romanian government was worried about
the disintegration of the Russian units, especially, since there were many Russian soldiers on
the front in Moldova and on its territory. "Revolutionary"” agitation of Russian troops on the
Romanian territory led to moments of tension between the two, yet partners.

Those events determined the Western allies: France, Britain, seconded by Italy, to
intensify efforts in order to strengthen and maintain political and military combat capability
of the whole eastern front, especially since the Romanian army reorganization was
successful. For this purpose a general Romanian-Russian combat plan was developed?®,

When the great offensive in this area of the front was prepared, the Russian army had
to defend the alignment which was intended for switching to offensive battle, a section four
times higher than the Romanian army. But to low combative capacity of the Russian army
was added also its collapse that quickly deepened in the months May-June 1917, on the eve
of the Battle of Marasti, Marasesti and Oituz (July-August).

Even in the early days of implementation of the plan of battle, Russian divisional
commander, General Scerbacev received an order from the head of the Provisional
Government, Kerensky, to cease all offensive whereas the situation in Russia, suddenly
worsened, no longer allowed Russian troops to take large-scale operations.

At Maragti, Russian units, being disorganized, attended only sporadically and only at
the beginning of the fight. Consequently, Romanian divisions had to face almost themselves
pressure from the troops of the Central Powers. Moreover, during resistance in Marasesti and
Oituz disorganized Russian troops were engaged only in certain battles. In these
circumstances, the Romanian army had to replace the Russian units — who refused to fight
and retreated to defend areas of the front left uncovered — even during the fighting that lasted
until the end of August 1917%°.

Despite flaws of large Russian units in the summer of 1917, the Romanian Army
demonstrated its ability to struggle and resistance, preventing the Central Powers plan to take
Romania out of battle and take their share of the Romanian state.

Romanian victories in the summer of 1917 did not improve the overall situation on
the Romanian front and behind the front. The situation was critical: general results on both
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fronts of the Entente, the lack of connection between them, the distrust by Russian troops,
military disorganization in Thessaloniki, isolation of Romania from Italy?®. Using the
difficulties of the Triple Entente, military headquarters of the Central Powers army unleashed
a powerful offensive which allowed at the end of 1917 and in early 1918 to bring victory on
all fronts.

To this was added evolution of events in Russia, where after the coup of 25 October /
November 7, 1917, "October Revolution”, the Bolsheviks" took power, the new government
called "Council of People's Commissars” with Lenin as chairman, seconded by Trotsky and
Stalin. The next day was given "Decree on Peace ,,through which the Bolsheviks proposed to
all belligerent states to start negotiations immediately for the conclusion of peace, a peace
without annexations. They linked, using this formula, obtaining peace to solving territorial
problems and the right of nations to self-determination??.

In these circumstances, hostilities ceased on the eastern front at December 1, 1917,
four days later was signed the armistice with the Central Powers and peace talks was started.
Russian exit from the war also involved Romania exiting from battles. With no other
alternative, the Romanian government accepted the proposal of the Russian general D.S.
Scerbacev made to representatives of the Central Powers for an armistice with the Romanian-
Russian troops on Moldavian Romanian front. The armistice was signed in Focsani on the 26
November / December 9, 1917, despite opposition of Western allies?.

Due to the thorny issue of Bessarabia relations between Romania and Russia became
worse, culminating in the severance of diplomatic relations.

Following the Revolution of February 1917, the fall of the Tsar and of proclaiming
the Russian provisional government of the right of peoples of the Russian Empire to "have
their own" national movement of the Romanians in Bessarabia intensified, following a series
of political training for separation of Bessarabia from the Russian Empire.

These preparations led to the proclamation by Congress of Moldavian soldiers in
Chisinau that opened proceedings on 20 October / November 2, 1917, of territorial and
political autonomy of Bessarabia in the Russian Federative Republic. The Congress also
decided to convene the Country's Council, which met for the first time on 21 November /
December 4, 1917, when Ion Inculet was elected president of the national Supreme Court. On
2/15 December, the Council of State proclaimed the Moldavian Democratic Republic tied
with Russia as a federative state. The Board Director General was elected as executive
organ®. On 24 January 1918, the Country's Council proclaimed Bessarabia an independent
republic, and on 27 March / April 9, 1918, adopted the decision of union of Moldovian
Republic with Romania?.

Between the proclamation of the republic and independence occurred a series of
events (Bolshevik occupation, arrest of some of the leaders of the national movement of
Bessarabia). After the armistice with the Central Powers, disorganization of the Russian army
became total on the Romanian front. On their way of withdrawal Bolshevics soldiers went
through Bessarabia, where they indulged in robbery actions, causing a state of disarray and
uncertainty. Towards the end of December 1917, Chief of Staff of the Red Army in
Bessarabia, after occupying Chisinau, put pressure on legal authorities to call Russian
military to establish order in Bessarabia. Without getting those demands, detachments of
repression were sent in order to install Bolshevik control in Bessarabia. The situation became
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serious in early January 1918, when gangs of Russian soldiers caused great unrest, leading to
even open attacks against the legal authorities in Chisinau?®.

In these circumstances, the Council of State requested the Romanian government to
send troops to maintain security. Starting with 10/23 January 1918, the Romanian army
entered Bessarabia, in order to ensure order and security of the Republic, then had to
withdraw. With the support of the Moldavian National Guard, military units led by Ernest
Brosteanu failed to fulfill its mission: Bolshevik troops withdrew across the Dniester River?.

Bolshevik government response resulted in breaking diplomatic ties with Romania
and Romania’s Thesaurus in Moscow was seized. On 15/28 January 1918, by the order of the
Council of People's Commissars the Romanian diplomatic mission was asked to leave Russia.
So, severance of diplomatic relations between Russia and Romanian occurred from the
Bolshevik government initiative?’.

On 27 January / February 9, 1918, Soviet Russia and the Central Powers signed at
Brest-Litovsk peace. After that followed peace with Ukraine and the occupation of Russian
and Ukrainian territories by the Austro-Hungarian armies. Thus, Romania had no possibility
to receive foreign aid, or, in case of defeat, to withdraw the army. Under these conditions, at
5/18 March 1918, the preliminaries of peace were signed at Buftea and on 24 April / May 7,
1918 Peace Treaty of Bucharest?.

The Peace Treaty and its additional provisions brought Romania in a state of
economic and political dependence to the Central Powers. State of war was replaced with
state of occupation; the country was divided in two: occupied territory and Moldova to
Marasti where Romanian government continued to exercise administration and authority.

King Ferdinand refused to sanction the peace of 7 May, although the legislature voted
it. Treaty of Bucharest conditions were not implemented, developments in the second half of
1918 and going war favored canceling the treaty.

The events of the battle fronts were held in favor of the Entente, while the Central
Powers began defense. General Foch, supreme commander of the Allied armies in France
responded the failed German offensive at Champagne with counteroffensive "second battle of
the Marne" in July-August 1918 representing the signal defeat of the Central Powers?®.

After German defeat on the battle of the Somme in the summer of 1918, German
troops followed the Siegfried line so that in September began the German offensive of Allied
troops®®. On 12/25 September 1918 Balkan Entente armies pierced the Bulgarian front. In
these circumstances, on 29 September Bulgaria capitulated and signed an armistice in
Thessaloniki. Also Turkey, on Oct. 30 signed the armistice of Mudros, and on November 3,
1918 Austria-Hungary surrendered and signed an armistice with the Entente powers at Villa
Giusti®?,

After resuming the Entente offensive in the Balkans, the Romanian government led
by General Constantin Coandad ordered the mobilization of Romanian Army to rejoin the
battle with the Allies on 28 October / November 10, 1918, considering null the regime
established by the Peace of Bucharest. Having declared war on Germany, Romanian troops
entered simultaneously in the occupied territories.
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We conclude that at the date of signing the armistice between the Allies and Germany
at Compiegne (October 29 / November 11, 1918) as well as with the independent Hungary in
Belgrade (October 31 / November 13, 1918), Romania was in the camp of the victors®2.

At the end of World War 1, national unity was accomplished by the Unification
plebiscitary decisions of 27 March / 9 April (Bessarabia), 15/28 November (Bucovina), 18
November / 1 December 1918 (Transylvania). Without diplomatic support obtained during
neutrality — the treaty of alliance and military convention signed with the Entente powers,
coupled with participation in the war, Romania's representatives would not have been able at
the Paris Peace Conference that ended the First World War, to obtain international legal
consecration union of Bessarabia, Bukovina and Transylvania with Romania.
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