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Abstract: Romanian historiography, past or contemporary, on the military-political situation of Romania in World War II and immediate postwar years, can’t boast a number of studies and papers able to induce the public feeling of satisfaction you get when you are fully informed on a topic, you believe that you made the right decision.
More careful analysis of Soviet-Romanian relations, starting with the end of the Second World War, confirms the hypothesis assigned to the role of these relationships as a barometer of the situation of Romanian soldiers who died on the Eastern Front prisoners.
Many questions raised on the occasion of Romanian prisoners studying delicate issues on the Eastern Front, but not limited to, are justified by the lack of edifying answers given so far, by historiography. Keywords: Romanian fleet, Black Sea, prisoners, Second World War, Eastern Front
Introduction
Romanian historiography, past or contemporary, on the military-political situation of Romania in World War II and immediate postwar years, can’t boast a number of studies and papers able to induce the public feeling of satisfaction you get when you are fully informed on a topic, you believe that you made the right decision.
More careful analysis of Soviet-Romanian relations, starting with the end of World War II, confirms the hypothesis assigned to the role of these relationships as a barometer of the situation of Romanian soldiers who died on the Eastern Front prisoners.
Emphasizing in this case, of the role owned by the Romanian prisoners of war on the Eastern Front, on the assembly of the relations had by the Romanian authorities with the Soviet Union, is of particular importance for any action carried out in order to properly surprise and understand the nature of too frequent Romanian-Soviet interference throughout the last half of the XX century.
The numerous questions raised on the occasion of studying the delicate problem of the Romanian prisoners from the Eastern Front, but not only, are justified by the lack of some probative answers given so far by historiography.
Considerations concerning the capturing the Romanian military fleet from Danube Delta and Black Sea
Regarding the amount of losses suffered on the front by the Romanian army, an exact statistic is almost impossible to be made, the advanced figures by the various sources ranging from case to case.1
This situation does not take into account the losses of the Romanian Army during the fights from the battle front from Moldova, once with triggering the offensive Soviet military Iasi-Chisinau, during which it occurred „the regal order to stop the fighting”2, once with the passage of Romania on the side of the United Nations.
On this occasion the Great Romanian General Staff was transmitting to the military headquarters of the army to retreat as quickly as possible the troops „with all available weapons they have, on the line Focsani – Namoloasa – Braila and in Dobrogea, south of the Danube, opposing any attempt of disarming”3. On this alleged alignment of truce, the Romanian forces were aiming to close the passage of the German troops, of which the separation was made, especially by the Soviet ones, whose not at all friendly intentions should be taken seriously into considerations although starting with 22:45 the radio station – London was announcing „change of front of Romania”, information resumed later by the most news agencies, including Radio -Moscow4.
Thus in total disagreement with the intentions of cooperation of the Romanian General Staff and the official statements of the new Romanian authorities, the Soviet High Command will order that the red troops continue carrying out with accuracy the missions entrusted through the directives of General Headquarter of Army, ignoring the Romanian declarations of resistance termination5, and in the case in which Romanian units surrender in an organized manner, they will be allowed to fight against Germans.
Any other attempt by the great Romanian units would be sanctioned by disarming and internment of Romanian servicemen in the reception centers of the prisoners, and the same regime would apply to the Romanian military men that „would’ve surrender in isolation or in groups”6. Thus on the Maritime Danube and in Delta, will take place the evacuation from the South of Bessarabia of the III army units, under the support of the fluvial naval forces and on sea, the evacuation of the III Army Corps, remained on the Bessarabian shore, at the same time ensuring the flanks of the Land Army.
The situation will serve the purpose of the superior soviet military command that now had the opportunity of occupying a large part of the Romanian territory, early preventing any attempt of reorganization of the front by the German troops.
Under these circumstances, the red army will capture a significant number of Romanian troops, disarming and interning in the camp the most Romanian troops met and later deporting the in USSR the information referring to the number of interned Romanian military men by the soviets vary between 60.000 and 160.000, this maximum number being circulated by the Romanian Commission for the Application of the Armistice in January 1945, on the occasion of a report submitted to the Council of Ministers.
Most of these prisoners were taken on the front from Moldova7, but in the same situation have been also the Romanian crews from the ships of Danube Delta, which after the receipt of the order of cease fire, will be landed and disarmed and interned following an ultimatum sent by the Soviet Military Command from the Black Sea.
The situation of the Romanian army will worsen thus considerably by delaying the signing of the armistice by the Commissioner of Foreign Affairs of USSR, V.M. Molotov, until 12 September 1944, further complicating the fate of the Romanian soldiers made prisoners by the red army after 23 August 1944. The unpleasant events on the front from Moldova will be repeated at a different scale and in other areas, where the Soviet troops of the II Fronts and III Ukrainian will make their presence felt. In Transylvania, Banat, Muntenia and Dobrogea the red army will continue the series of disbarment and of interning the Romanian servicemen, albeit at a smaller scale than in Moldova.
The order of the General Staff of the Royal Navy of „cessation of hostilities and not to shoot against the Soviet aircraft and vessels” will occur on 24th August 1944, at 03:30, as a result ofthe proclamation given by the king and the new government installed in Bucharest8. Since the moment of declaring truce, the forces of Romanian Royal Navy, will cease the military operation against the Soviet ones, the navy making also the proof of devotion to the Crown.
Engaging in strong battles, before august 23rd, in the sector of Jibrieni, of the Romanian units from the seaside, will not allow the ceasefire, because the order has not be sent to the units in the conflict area9. Due to these considerations, the hostilities will continue sporadic and after 23rd August, the Romanian navy continuing the entrusted missions before the announcement of the ceasefire. For this purpose, there will be maintained the necessary transport means in the ports and passing point from the Bessarabian seaside, on alert, while continuing the evacuation of the Romanian troops from the South of Bessarabia.
The troubles will not fail to appear. Respecting stringently the received orders, the Romanian forces from the Danube Delta will cease fire against the Soviet ones, but this happened unilaterally, almost the same as in Moldova. Ignoring the ceasefire the Soviet aviation will on 24th August hit two monitors and a river gunboat, disarming also the costal units found in Danube Delta10. On 26th August the Commander of the Soviet fleet on the Danube was declaring to the Commander Admiral Alexandru Stoianovici that „it does not have any order that we signed the truce or that we are allies” thus having the obligation to „continue the mission” entrusted11.
The scenario will be repeated, the Russian Admiral S.G. Gorscov requesting emphatically, „the surrender of all the ships from the port of Tulcea”, request that was initially denied by the Commander of the Commandment of the Romanian Fluvial Forces, the Admiral Alexandru Stoianovici12, who will politely decline the competence to be able to respond positively at the request of the Soviet Admiral13. The discussion will be extended until 27th August, the time requested by the Romanian part being used to request the instructions of the Romanian Government. According to the conception of fight of the General Staff of the Romanian Royal Navy it was ordered to the Admiral AL. Stoianovici to „energetically protest to the Soviet Commandment showing that it is encumbered the cooperation of the Romanian naval forces against the Germans”.
On August 29th there will be reached to a consensus between the two parties, the cooperation of fight against the Germans to be made by the Romanian ships enclosed with Romanian staff but according to the operative orders of the Soviet Naval Command14. A day later, the Soviets will ask to the Romanian side that „all the fighting ships found in upstream of Braila to be on 31st August, at the hours 18, at Reni.
The Soviet ultimatum was accompanied by the threat of sinking the Romanian military warships with the help of aviation, so that the Romanian monitors will stop their fighting missions against the German ships. With the other ships and crews put already at the disposal of Soviets in the Ismail port, the Romanian fluvial forces will be unable to take actions against the enemy ships that were precipitately retreating upstream. To be noted is that for serving the common purpose, the fight against Germany, the Romanian authorities forbade the crews of suborder the skiing of the ships, putting them available to the disposal of the soviet forces15.
The Romanian Military Royal Navy comprised, on 23rd August, about 125 auxiliary and war ships, 28 coastal batteries, a regiment of infantry, artillery and engineer, including a number of about 21.000 military men16. Obviously, neither these will be able to participate in the operations against Germans, being mostly under the authority of the Russian Naval Headquarters. Regarding the crews of the
Romanian fleet, these will be interned in camps, parts left on vessels in Soviet ports. The officers and sailors will be disembarked by the Soviets, while on board will be left only the mechanics17.
The gravity of the fate of Romanian crews was concerning at the highest degree the authorities from Bucharest which, through the Romanian of Foreign Affairs Minister, Grigore Niculescu Buzesti, was addressing instructions to the Romanian delegation found at Moscow, on 5th September, with the purpose of freeing the Romanian sailors18. The communication mentioned the report of the Admiral Stoianovici according to which „crew of the Bratianu monitor was landed and sent in an unknown direction”. The Romanian officials had every reason to believe that a similar fate was in store for the other Romanian interned crews in the Ismail port19.
The informative report20 of the General Naval Staff with the No. 37.078, addressed to the Maritime and Fluvial Command at 28th November 1944, presented the case of those about 2.000 Romanian soldiers and sailors found interned in the Russian port of Odessa. The document in question made ample references to the miserable situation in which the Romanian prisoners were living among whom was and the crew of the brig „Mircea”21, for which the Romanian authorities will approach the Soviet ones, through the address no. 718/27 November 1944, in connection with this case. The answer of the Allied Control Commission (Soviet) went to the Romanian Commission for Armistice Application on 10th February 1945, with the address no. 259, through which the Soviet authorities, General Vinogradov, was denying the miserable  situation  of the  Romanian prisoners from the camp in Odessa, insisting that „this information doesn’t correspond to reality”22.
The Stenograph of the Council of Ministers on 6th October 1944, illustrated the great interest that the government from Bucharest wasn’t hesitating to show to the Romanian sailors found in a situation of which „we know nothing of”, the Romanian naval personnel interned by the Soviets being found intro a state of total isolation from the Romanian authorities23. The concern of the government members was even greater as the Soviet Naval Command requested to the Romanian part to order the return in the Constanta port of the ships „Transylvania” and „Bessarabia” found at Istanbul, to help the transport of the wounded of the red army in the soviet ports, the ships keeping the Romanian personnel24.
In support of the Romanian sailors interned in the Soviet Union, came out also the prominent politician Iuliu Maniu who, through a memorandum25 addressed on 15 November to A.I. Vasinki, first Deputy of the People Commissioner, drew attention to the abuses of the Soviet forces which went on to disembarking the Romanian crews and replacing them with some Soviet ones. The actions of the Soviets were categorized as being in complete contradiction with the provisions of the Armistice Agreement, which stipulated the participation at war against Germany of Romania as well, obviously the fleet included. It was reminded further that   the   measures   taken   had   as consequence the dishonoring of the Romanian crews accused that „they would not inspire confidence”26. The Soviet accusations will be later addressed to the Romanian commanders of the fleet, the Admiral Horia Macelariu representing one of the victims of communist terror27.
The surveys M.St.M will not highlight, as the communist authorities would expect from Bucharest, the guilt of the Romanian commanders of leaving the German ships to retreat without fighting, towards Bulgaria, from the Romanian ports. The expectancy of the Romanian Navy troops will be made rightly, on account of the obvious superiority of the army of German forces and of receiving the order of passage at armed actions on the German Army, since 25 August 1944.
In all this period of expectation of the Romanian and German forces, the red army has taken combat actions against the military units of the Romanian navy, facilitating the possibility of the German ships to withdraw from the Danube Delta and from the ports of Black Sea in Bulgaria, until 25 august28. The guilt belonged largely to the Soviet commanders of the Russian fleet which wasn’t granting any freedom of movement and action to the Romanian29 crews, the case of sinking the Soviet mine sweeper30 from the range of Constanta port and of the Romanian ship „Oituz”, by a German submarine, being well known to the Romanian authorities31.
The actions of the Romanian Royal Navy against the German ships are successful in the regions upstream of Braila and in the south of Muntenia, areas with  land  units  of the  navy,   even succeeding the sinking of some ships under German Flag at the Iron Gates II. Here, the intervention of the Soviet commanders will occur much later than on the seaside or Delta, fact for which, having the freedom of action the Romanian Military Navy was able to contribute to the military campaign from the Western Front32.
The differences between the Romanian and Soviet naval Headquarters will not delay to appear also in the issue of military cooperation with the purpose of ensuring the marine seaside against the dangers of the German ships. The imperative requests of internment of the war and auxiliary fleet respectively, the Admiral Horia Macelariu, on 29 August, at a time when „the Romanian forces had already begun fighting against the German forces”33.
The character of these hostilities between the Romanian and German maritime units, can be defined more precisely as representing rather some intimidation action and mutual surveillance, the German forces having superior technical endowment over the Romanian one. For this reason „the Romanian Royal Navy forces are no longer in a position to take any military action against the German naval and ground forces, at Constanta and on the Maritime Danube, the small actions which have take place in these area have the character of incidents”34.
Without ever giving importance to the military action of the Romanian fleet, the commander of the Soviet Fleet from the Black Sea, the Admiral F.I. Oktiabrski, gave an ultimatum to the Romanian authorities, claiming that „all the Romanian war and auxiliary fleet be moved to Sulina and surrender to the Soviet Maritime Command”35.
The Soviet communication stated that „in case of refusal or inadmissibility of the response, the soviet fleet will start the attack of your feel and base by sea and air”36. The protests of the Romanian government and of the Romanian Maritime forces will not determine any significant change in the behavior of the Russian Navy military units, the journal of operations of the Command of Maritime Naval Forces registering on 30 august that the new allies (s.n. S.Gh.), „still consider us enemies or a country that has surrendered unconditionally”37.
The assessment was to be confirmed by the Russian Admiral Azorov, who will establish, after the entry of the Soviet ships in the Constanta port a strict control over the Romanian navy ships and deposits38.
Despite the arrogant and abusive position of the Soviet Command, the military authorities and Romanian government will show a dignified attitude, urging understanding from the crews of the military navy, „until they will pass this delicate situation”. The perseverance in imposing the point of view will have as a result only the delay of total confiscation of the Romanian fleet and interment of the most Romanian members of the crews. The instructions arrived from Bucharest forecast energetic protests”, and if not accepted „the ships will be made available, in the same conditions as in Tulcea. Situations such as internment and sinking   of   ships   are    excluded”39.
Significant are in this regard also the instructions of the Ministry of External Affairs addressed to the Romanian delegate to the General F.I. Tolbukhin, the commander of III Ukrainian Front, to discuss the problems with economic, military and financial character related to the presence of the Russian troops in Dobrogea40.
The measures taken by the Soviets will not lead to an optimal cooperation with the Romanian part, the Romanian Naval Headquarters being put in the situation of no longer being able to perform functional tasks, which made impossible the incident provoked by the German submarine in the Constanta port by torpedoing a Romanian ship and another soviet one. The result will, be inevitably a disaster for the Romanian Maritime Command, the logical consequence being „the accusation of the Romanian Headquarters of sabotage and complicity with the German Navy from the Black Sea” and breaking the contract of the Soviet Headquarters with the Romanian authorities41. The event will thus become, the occasion of aggravation of the suspicions and accusations from the Soviet part addressed to Romanian sailors and officers boarded on the ships of Romanian maritime fleet.
Anticipating a possible unfavorable turn of events, the Romanian commander of the Maritime Navy Forces will travel to Bucharest to report the delicate situation of the collaboration between Romanian and Russians.
The movement of the Admiral Horia Macelariu in the capital to report the situation from Dobrogea42, will be erroneously interpreted by the Soviets as further proof of the Romanian refusal of collaboration, fact for which it will be taken the abusive decision of disarming and internment the crews from the board of ships, on 5 September 194443. The gravity of the adopted measure by the Soviets will force the Romanian government to send in the area „a delegate with the rank of admiral – at the request of the Temporary Commander of the Maritime Forces from Constant, the Commander Nicolae Bardesu – to clarify and restore the contacts with the Soviet Naval Command”44.
On 6 September 1944, the task will be returned to the Admiral Roman August which, in a first phase, will have contacts with the Military Command of Dobrogea. In his report, the Romanian officer noted that „after the events of September 5 by disbarment of the maritime naval forces, the moral of this command was pretty low, almost completely disoriented and the panic and terror resigned as lord”45. The report stated and that among the Master Officers and other Romanian sailors from Constanta reigns a state of „extreme moral depression”46.
The Romanian Admiral’s desire to meet as soon as possible with the head of the Soviet Naval Command couldn’t be done, its persistence receiving no answer47. The conclusions of meeting with the Soviet General will determine the Admiral Roman August to say that:
1. Since the coming from Constanta of the Soviet Naval Command, it was found a very hostile attitude and complete lack of confidence in the Romanian Navy.
2. The Soviet Command initially demanded to the Romanian Navy friendly and close cooperation between the two parties.
3. All the subsequent requests made by the Soviet Naval Command were made on an ultimatum tone, and when they could not be resolved immediately, the tone became offensive.
4. Disarming our ships on 5 September was based on certain motives, absolutely unfounded of the Soviet Party
The anger and hostility of the soviet officers seem to have as reason – the Romanian officer then pointed out – the military sources of the Romanian Royal Navy, the fact of not having captured the ships of the German fleets left free from the port and the existence of some ships in port that were announced as sunk by the Russian Command. In parallel, it is shown that both the Commands and the Units of Navy from Constanta have done and are doing everything they can to establish good relations with the soviets and to „fully regain their confidence in the Romanian Navy”48.
Despite these efforts, the Romanian crews will be interned49, the ships brought in the Soviet ports under Soviet Flag, the Romanian sailors disarmed and humiliated. For many of them the military carrier would be interrupted here, other will find refuge enlisting in the division „Horia, Closca and Crisan”, as volunteers, and other will be repatriated from the Soviet Union too late50. Preferring the death to dishonor, as the General Hugo Schwab, the Romanian Commander of the destroyer squadron, Alexandra Dumbrava, committed suicide at „the Russian invasion on the ship’s board commander of the squadron N.M.S. Queen Maria”51.
The arrangement of falling into captivity will produce a deep atmosphere of „bewilderment and pain” among the Romanian officers and of the band which did not understand the logic of the treatment which they underwent, because the Romanian army ceased the hostilities against the red one, fighting now against the German forces. If from the numerical point of view the Romanian servicemen taken by the red army was much less, a sign of the first contacts between the two governments Romanian and Soviet and of entry apparently in a state of normality, the attitude of the Soviets was not less brutal and incomprehensible.
The situation of the Military Navy will somewhat resemble the one of the Romanian units from Moldova, which will receive the orders of ceasefire in a pretty difficult moment, of the Soviet offensive. The Truce Declaration will surprise the Romanian Commands and naval units and from the seaside where there had taken place important actions of saving some military units from under the powerful pressure of the enemy. Similarly, the situation would be repeated also for the Romanian fleet crews from the Danube Delta and Black Sea.
The Romanian sailors will find with surprise that instead of an appropriate treatment of some allied forces the prisons were waiting for them. The negotiations with the Soviet part will not lead to any result, the Romanian servicemen being disarmed and disembarked in soviet ports52. Referring to the treatment and situation of these Romanian servicemen, in an informative report of the General Staff of Navy, forwarded on 28 October 1944 the Command of the Maritime and Fluvial Seaside, it was shown that:
1. About 2.000 Romanian soldiers and sailors from the brig „Mircea” and from monitors are war prisoners in the Odessa port in ragged clothes, weakened and working day and night carrying earth and irons.
2. The officers working with the band, side by side (case of a major seen with the clothes torn and gallons on his shoulder).
The report further stated that the Romanian ships are sequestered in the Soviet ports and the magazine from the port being closed the population and Romanian prisoners having little means of supply53.
Taking note of this situation, the Romanian authorities will take the necessary steps to improve the fate of these prisoners. Through the address with the number 817.1944, the General Staff was notifying the Presidency of the Council of Ministers of the answer54 which the Allied Control Commission was giving in connection with the fate of the Romanians interned in the Odessa port. It was stated that „the war prisoners found in the camp Odessa, are equipped with the necessary equipment according to season. Also, the food is related to their physical condition”. The answer of the Allied Control Commission referred that the information of the Romanian part was
„largely inconsistent with reality, there existing a hospital and the food was differentiated for the sick ones.”
The Soviet Military authorities will make at first a distinction between the Romanian prisoners captured until 23 august and after this date. If regarding the last one, the Soviet military authorities, through the Marshal R. Marlinovski, initially admitted that they be released, their capturing possible because the dispositions from Moscow in this respect did not arrive in time, regarding the situation of the servicemen captured before 23 August, he declared that „these being captured through fight cannot be returned, to be released subsequently, according to the provisions of the armistice. The same attitude from the Soviet part will be adopted by the Soviet Union also in the problem of returning the ships and crews of the Romanian fleet from the Danube Delta and Black Sea.
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