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THE COMMEMORATION of the cen-
tenary of the First World Was has
brought about, since 2014, an increase
in the number of investigations dedi-
cated to this event. Researchers have
published during this period docu-
ments about the battlefields, memoirs,
and folkloric creations related to this
event, and they have investigated vari-
ous aspects of the topic. Some mem-
oirs' and studies® dedicated to the way
in which the war influenced the life of
both those on the front and of the ones
who were left at home have been also
published in the area of Bistita-Nasdud.

Unfortunately, most researchers
have focused their investigation on the
conflagration and its effects, neglect-
ing the manner in which the image
of the Great Union is reflected in the
documents from the Bistrita-Nasaud
area. Consequently, and considering
the relevance of these documents for
the understanding of the event that
took place at the end of 1918, we
shall try to present here the manner in
which the image of the Great Union
is reflected in the memoirs written in
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the area of Bistrita-Nasaud. We shall focus on the works of authors like Gustav
Zikeli, Albert Porkolab, or Pavel Tofan, some of them published, others still
available only in the Bistrita-Nasaud branch of the National Archives of Roma-
nia, highlighting the descriptions of the aforementioned event in their writings.
We shall also compare them, whenever necessary, with other works from the
same area or with other studies and articles dedicated to the topic.

We shall also try to focus on the interethnic perspective, particularly as illus-
trated by the work of the Saxon Gustav Zikeli from Bistrita, or by that of Albert
Porkolab who, although he was not one hundred per cent Romanian, fled to the
Kingdom of Romania in the second half of the war.

When they speak about the Great Union in the Bistrita-Nasdud area, resear-
chers usually prefer to draw on the anthology that contains the documents per-
taining to the event® and to emphasize its formal aspects, like the creation of the
National Guards or the participation of Romanians from that part of the country
in the Great Assembly at Alba ITulia. Therefore, memoirs are often neglected.
Even when they speak about memoirists like Gustav Zikeli* or Pavel Tofan,® the
authors prefer to insist on the information that they provide about the war or
on specific topics, rather than going deeper and investigating how the image of
Great Union is reflected in their works. Hence, in our opinion, the importance
of such an investigation that aims to emphasize this topic. For today’s readership,
this approach is important both for its documentary value and for the informa-
tion that it provides. For a historian it is also useful, because it highlights aspects
related to the history of mentalities and it offers information about the manner in
which education can influence one’s way of thinking and understanding an event.

The first memoirist we shall present is Pavel Tofan, who was a veterinarian.
During the First World War he worked in support of the Austro-Hungarian
army in various sections of the front. Fortunately, he survived the war and wrote
about it. His notes were only partially published, and are referenced in various
books or articles.® But, despite of the fact that these authors present and make
references to his notes, they prefer to analyze his war experience, to show how
the Romanian Guards from Bistrita were organized, to present the Romanian
delegations at Alba Iulia and to emphasize that he is the only writer from this
space who presents a complete list of these things, rather than speak about the
way in which he describes the Great Union and understands the event.

Information about these topics is located in the final part of his memoirs.
Here, after describing the organization of the guards and the Romanian activi-
ties in Bistrita and in neighboring villages, he speaks about the manner in which,
with the help of Solomon Halitd, sent as an envoy to Bistrita, the Romanians
from beyond the Carpathians assisted in the organization of the local Romanian
movement:
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The old man Solomon Halitd received the mission and then a French and English
passport that allowed lim to go to Transylvania, but he also veceived money in order
to help the Romanian people theve to prepare the Geneval Assembly at Alba Iulin
and to get together the main protagonists from Transylvania, Sibin, Dej, and Arad.

On 22 November 1918, in the morninyg, the aforementioned envoys arvived in
Bistrita. Durving theiv voyage, gendarmes at a checkpoint shot at the car, without
damayring it, however. Once arvived in Bistrita, they stopped at the bavracks which
hosted the headgquarters as well as the Romanian volunteers’ office.”

Then, Pavel Tofan also describes the journey of Halitd, who was his uncle, to
Transylvania, as well as his successes. He speaks about the arrival of the Ro-
manian army in Bistrita, after their discussions, showing that the first battal-
ion which arrived there on 6 December 1918 was received with bread and salt
by the mayor of the town and by the two archpriests, the Orthodox Grigore
Pletosu and the Greek Catholic Dionisiu Vaida.® After describing the route of
the battalion, the history of its victories and other military matters, he speaks, at
the end of his notes, written and signed in 1959, about General Traian Mosoiu’s
victories in Oradea during 1919. It should also be noted that the author insists
on the fact that their arrival diminished the role of the Romanian Guards and he
speaks about their victories against the Hungarians. By highlighting the enthusi-
asm of the local Romanian population and the help offered by them in avoiding
the Hungarian ambushes, he shows the importance of the work and of the pres-
ence of the Romanian Guards for the local Romanian population.

Although he doesn’t describe in detail the Great Union, providing his per-
spective on the event, and prefers to insist on the role of the Romanian Guards
and on the Romanian preparations for the Great National Assembly at Alba
Tulia, mentioning the contribution of some patriots like Grigore Pletosu—the
Orthodox archpriest of Bistrita was known for his enthusiasm in welcoming the
Romanian army'’—, he offers an interesting testimony about the way in which
the event was received by the local people from this area.

Another interesting testimony about the event and its reception comes from
Gustav Zikeli. If people like Vasile Magherugan, who fought in various parts of
the empire, left some notes about the similar experiences there,' but not about
the Great Union, while others did not survive the conflagration, and while
Albert Porkolab was too involved at the time in the reorganization of the army
and in the establishment of Romanian administration in Transylvania to became
part of this process,'? he, a Saxon from Bistrita who never took part in any
battle, wrote an entire book of memoirs, with a chapter dedicated to the First
World War."® He also speaks there about the event of interest to us.

Born on 25 July 1876 in the town of Bistrita, he was the son of a local shoe-
maker. Although he initially wanted to became a watchmaker, he later decided
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to become a printer, as he confesses in his memoirs,'* after receiving training
in various places, like Berlin, and after working for a while in Germany, where
he came into contact with socialist ideas. Then, he returned to Bistrita in 1905,
where he helped Carl Csallner with his printing house. There, he played an im-
portant role in the Saxon movement, both before and during the First World
War, and after the union of Transylvania with Romania.!®

During the war, he managed to avoid conscription because of his illness,
and this gave him the opportunity to continue his typographical work. All this
time he observed the war, which he would later describe in his notes. He wrote
there about the imminence of the Russian occupation in the first years of the
conflagration,'® about the events on the front and other related topics. At the
end of the war, he was, like the other Transylvanian Saxons, enthusiastic about
the promised equal rights, the right to have churches, self-government, and in-
dividual jurisdiction for each nationality in Transylvania.'” As he notes, he par-
ticipated on 1 January 1919 in Sighisoara (Schissburg), as a delegate of his
community, to a national assembly of the Saxons, where, like the others, he
voted for the union.!®

If at the beginning of 1919 he saw no problem with accepting and endorsing
the union, later on the problems with some Romanians who were a bit too pa-
triotic made him regret it. Referring to some episodes that took place in 1920,
he writes in his memoirs:

Omne evening, as I was passing through Marktplatz, 1 saw a sergeant, together
with some soldiers, trying to take dovwn my shop sign, because, apart fiom my name,
it smid in three languages “Libvirie/Buchhandlung/Konyvkereskedes.” 1 then ad-
dressed a high official who happened to pass by and he stopped the injustice. Then,
in the late 1920s, a laow was passed for the Romanization of companies. Everything
had to be written only in the Romanian language. I vequested to have my business
listed only with my name, without mentioninyg its profile. In spite of all the threats
and of the enemies 1 made on account of my decision, I vefused to change the name
of the business.*

Of course, these ethnical debates were part of a long series of exchanges that took
place in Bistrita between Romanians an Saxons during the entire interwar period.
We shall not insist there on their content. However, it is quite significant that,
just like other Transylvanian Saxons, Gustav Zikeli did not see the Great Union
as a problem for his people, and he was one of the delegates who endorsed it.
As we can see, although they prefer to speak mainly about the war and its
consequences, the writers from Bistrita-Nasaud see the union of Transylvania
with Romania as an important event for their history and future. Together with
other manuscripts and documents that speak about this event, presenting the
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role of Romanian Guards, the contribution of the Romanian army, or other as-
pects of this process, the memoirs from this area are also important testimonies
for the relevance of this event for the Romanian space. Moreover, here, more
than in other areas, we find not only notes written by the Romanians who con-
tributed to the achievement of the union, but also Saxon ones, which reflect the
local specificity and provide a multi-ethnic perception of this event.

Q
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Abstract
The Image of the Great Union As Reflected in Memoirs from the Bistrita-Nasaud Area

Using documents provided by the Bistrita-Ndsdud branch of the Romanian National Archives,
but also from other sources, the author tries in this research to investigate the way in which the
image of the Great Union of 1 December 1918 is reflected in the memoirs written by people
from that area. He analyzes the writings of Dr. Pavel Tofan, who played an active part in the
organization of the Romanian National Guards of Bistrita, of Albert Porkolab, also an important
participant to those events, and those of Gustav Zikeli, a Saxon from Bistrita. The investigation
provides an interethnic perspective on the reception of the event and it also brings to attention
the way in which the intellectuals from the aforementioned space saw the union of Transylvania
with Romania, also offering to the reader new information about some uninvestigated sources
and aspects of the topic.
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