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THE EVENTS of 23 August 1944,
namely, the overturn of the political
regime led by Marshal Ion Antonescu,
the de facto dissolution of the alliance
between Romania and the Third Reich,
as well as Romania joining the coalition
of the United Nations, have definitely
attracted over time the constant inter-
est of Romanian and foreign historians,
as demonstrated by the publication of
a significant number of papers, studies,
document collections, and memoirs of
the political and military personalities
involved, both Romanian and Ger-
man, etc. If during the communist
regime most historiographical studies
published in Romania, and dealing di-
rectly or tangentially with the act of 23
August 1944, endeavored—with few
notable exceptions'—to highlight, at
the expense of falsifying the historical
truth, the role played by the Roma-
nian Communist Party in overturning
Antonescu’s regime, the situation
would change radically following the
events of December 1989. The end of
the censorship imposed by the commu-
nist regime and the access of the scien-
tific community to fundamental docu-
mentary sources created the premises
necessary for approaching and analyz-
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ing, on real scientific bases, research topics which were forbidden, ignored or dis-
torted before 1989, including the act of 23 August 1944. Although the results of
the investigation of this crucial and, at the same time, controversial event in the
Romanian contemporary history have generated a wide range of opinions and
interpretations,? a succinct examination of the historiographical papers published
after December 1989 dealing with this matter reveals the fact that there are still
numerous “missing pieces” concerning the preparation and implementation of
the act of 23 August 1944. In addition to the notable absence from the histo-
riographical debate of studies based on Soviet documentary sources, kept in the
archives of the Russian Federation, which would allow historians to clarify cer-
tain extremely important aspects concerning the position adopted by the Krem-
lin in relation to the events in Romania, among the less investigated issues, in
our opinion, there is the manner in which the leaders of the Third Reich were
informed about the evolution of the internal situation in Romania during 1944,
and the way in which the Nazi decision-makers led by Adolf Hitler interpreted
the information received through different channels (diplomatic, military, secret
services) and reacted on 23 August 1944 and during the following days.?

The political and military events occurred in the summer of 1944 had a
determinant influence on the internal and international situation of Romania.
The success of the Normandy landings of the Allies, the attacks launched by the
Red Army on the Eastern Front (the Bagration and Lvov-Sandomierz opera-
tions of June—July 1944) and, finally, the severance by Turkey of the diplomatic
relations with the Third Reich at the beginning of August 1944 came to in-
crease the skepticism of the public opinion and of the Romanian political and
military circles towards the benefits of continuing the alliance with Germany.
On the other hand, the alarming evolution of the internal political situation in
Romania, the mounting dissatisfaction with the policies of Antonescu’s regime,
the chronic war fatigue visible in the Romanian society and the initial measures
initiated by the democratic opposition with a view to withdrawing Romania
from the war did not go unnoticed by the leaders of the Third Reich. Although
the number of warnings received by Berlin during 1944 about the possibility
of Romania withdrawing from the alliance with Germany increased exponen-
tially, the reports drafted by the German services present in Romania, namely,
the German Legation, the German Military Mission, the information services
(oxw/Amt Ausland/Abwehr, Amt vi-sD Ausland) or the German Ethnic Group,
generally included contradictory data and thus failed to offer a coherent im-
age of the real situation in the country. Despite this shortcoming, the reports
drafted by the German services in Romania contain two common political and
military elements which largely foreshadow the evolution of Romanian—-German
relations in the summer of 1944 and especially the final events of August 1944.
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TARTING FROM the information in the German documentary sources con-

sulted (Politisches Archiv des Auswirtigen Amtes Berlin, Bundesarchiv

Berlin, Bundesarchiv Koblenz, Bundesarchiv-Militirarchiv Freiburg im
Breisgau, Institut fiir Zeitgeschichte Munich, etc.), and from the existing spe-
cialized literature, in the following we will attempt to present succinctly and to
analyze the evolution of the relationship between Romania and Germany in the
period leading to the act of 23 August 1944, the information transmitted to
Berlin by the German Legation in Bucharest, the German Military Mission, the
leaders of the German Ethnic Group or by the two rival secret services—OKwW/
Amt Ausland/Abwehr and Amt vi-sD Ausland—concerning the internal situa-
tion in Romania, as well as to assess the way in which it was received in Berlin
and, especially, to what extent it was taken into consideration in the decisions
adopted by the leaders of the Third Reich as a response to the developements
recorded in the internal political life of Romania.

Thus, in 1944 Berlin received through different communication channels
genuine information about the actions initiated by the democratic opposition,
the Royal House and, last but not least, the disgruntled elements within the
Great General Headquarters, in order to remove the Antonescu regime from
power and to conclude an armistice with the United Nations. However, the
warnings failed to produce any concrete effects, as the leaders of the Third Reich
constantly ignored them and seriously underestimated the ability of the demo-
cratic opposition to remove Marshal Ion Antonescu from power. This behavior
can be explained by the unlimited confidence that Berlin and especially Hitler
had in the leader of Romania. Most of the leaders of the Third Reich thought
that as long as Marshal Ion Antonescu remained in charge of Romania there
were no real reasons for concern for Germany. On the other hand, from a mili-
tary point of view, the German services failed to correctly indicate the impor-
tance of the military factor in maintaining the stability of Antonescu’s regime
and, implicitly, the alliance with Germany. For example, in February 1944 the
German Legation in Bucharest believed that as long as the military operations
took place on the territory of Bessarabia, the Romanian Army would most likely
resist. In exchange, if the Soviet troops crossed the Prut River and entered the
Old Kingdom, it

would probably mean, to the extent that German help would not be made avail-
able, the political and military collapse of Romanin, even if there were an attempt
at a last-minute peace treaty with England and America.*

Another assessment of Romania’s situation and attitude was performed during
the same month by the “General Headquarters for the Liaison with Romania of
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the German Navy—Marine-Verbindungsstab Ruminien,” based on the premise
that the Marshal had a firm grip on power and there was no reason to doubt
his loyalty towards Germany, even if his entourage was partially made up of
Anglophile personalities. After presenting the position of the King, of the Army
and of various political currents towards Antonescu’s regime and the alliance
with Germany, the authors of the report reiterated the special importance of the
Eastern Front for the Marshal’s position and the evolution of Romanian—-Ger-
man relations:

If the evolution on the Eastern Front is not unfavorable and Turkey remains neu-
tral, there is no danger of Romanin deserting. But unless these premises are met,
then we must expect Romania’s withdvawal from the war, if there ave no changes
in the composition of the current government at the appropriate time.®

Even the invasion of the Romanian territory by the Red Army during the of-
fensive operations of March 1944 did not seem to affect, in the opinion of the
German military leaders, the position of the Head of the Romanian General
Headquarters and the attitude of the public opinion, as the head of the Ger-
man Military Mission, General of the Cavalry Erik Hansen, communicated to
the Okw on 2 April 1944 that the Marshal’s will to fight was “unshaken,” and
3 days later the Okw representative, Fritz Poleck, a colonel with the General
Headquarters, who had travelled to Romania on a work mission, reported to
his superiors that “Romania is not failing, but it will continue to take part in
the increased war efforts.”® Berlin received similar information also from the
Abwehr and, after it was subordinated to the ss and integrated in February
1944 within the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (The Central Security Office of the
Reich) (RSHA), from the new German information structure—the Militdrisches
Amt. For example, a report drafted by Militirisches Amt on 5 August 1944
states that:

As before, the instruments of political power arve exclusively in the hands of the Mar-
shal and of the Romanian Army. The opposition is not supported by any movement
willing to fight and capable of taking the power away from the Marshal”

Even after the last high-level meeting between Adolf Hitler and Ton Antonescu,
which took place in Rastenburg on 5 August 1944 and ended without the clari-
fication Berlin was hoping for, given that the Marshal failed to provide a con-
clusive answer on the matter of continuing the war as an ally of Nazi Germany,?
the Fiihrer and his close collaborators were convinced that they had managed
to convince the leader of Romania to remain an ally of the Reich. This convic-
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tion, incomprehensible at first sight and which lasted until the coup d’état of
23 August 1944, can be explained by the personal confidence that Adolf Hitler®
placed in Marshal Ion Antonescu, and by the reports submitted by the Ger-
man authorities in Bucharest in August 1944, which highlighted the fact that
the meeting with the Fithrer and the stabilization of the military situation on
the Eastern Front had restored the faith of the Romanian leader in Germany’s
ability to redress the situation on the various war theaters, being convinced to
remain an ally of the Reich!® until the very end. Nevertheless, the decisive factor
which ultimately determined Romania’s attitude was the military situation in
the southern part of the Eastern Front, which was recognized and underlined
in the reports submitted to the hierarchy in Berlin by the representatives of the
Reich accredited in Romania. In this respect, the conclusion expressed by the
German military attaché, Major General Karl Spalcke, a short time before the
coup d’état, is quite telling:

The situation on the Eastern Front and, particularly, the vesistance of Army Group
South [Ukraine] is and vemains the decisive element for Romania’s attitude.!!

If the reports drafted by the representatives of the different German services
(oxw, Auswirtiges Amt, Militirisches Amt) attempted to present the situa-
tion in Romania in an optimistic light, overestimating the political stability of
Antonescu’s regime and underestimating the role of the democratic opposi-
tion, the evaluations of the leaders of the German Ethnic Group led by Andreas
Schmidt described the situation in Romania in a much somber light. Although
at the beginning of 1944 Andreas Schmidt’s position at the head of the Ger-
man Ethnic Group was seriously eroded as a result of his totalitarian leadership
style,'? his reports to Berlin painted an image much closer to the real situation
in Romania. Using information from a network made up mainly of sD officers of
German ethnicity, which covered practically the entire territory of the country
and which was very effective,'® during 1944 the leaders of the German Ethnic
Group provided to the Third Reich very critical reports about the policies pro-
moted by Antonescu’s regime. Despite the presence of certain ideological and
racial clichés—such as the alleged influence of Jews over the evolution of politi-
cal life in Romania—these reports show a good knowledge of the state of mind
in Romania as well as of the backstage actions undertaken by the main political
and military factors in the government and the opposition, particularly the ar-
mistice talks with the Allies and the USSR.

Thus, Andreas Schmidt identified two opposing tendencies, which, in his
opinion, were present in the policies promoted by the Romanian government
and the Vice-president of the Council of Ministers, Mihai Antonescu. While the
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Romanian leader was considered an advocate of the collaboration with Germa-
ny and of continuing the war, Mihai Antonescu was seen as the main exponent
of the circles which struggled to “sabotage” the Marshal’s political line, with the
aim of leaving the alliance with the Third Reich and withdrawing Romania from
the war. The leader of the German Ethnic Group believed that the develop-
ments on the Eastern Front were especially important for Romania’s future at-
titude towards maintaining the alliance with Germany and continuing the war,'*
an opinion constantly reiterated in the previously mentioned reports submitted
to Berlin in the spring and summer of 1944. For example, in a note from the
end of July-beginning of August 1944 he states that:

In these notes, the political situation is chavacterized, overall, as stable, in the sense
that only a change in the military situation in the southern sector of the Eastern
Front could lead to political changes in Romanin.'®

Moreover, Andreas Schmidt did more than just submit the abovementioned re-
ports. Alarmed by the evolution of the situation in Romania, around 10 August
1944 the leader of the German Ethnic Group went in person to Hitler’s general
headquarters in Eastern Prussia to personally present the situation in Romania
to the leaders of the Reich. Received in audience by the Minister of Foreign
Affairs Joachim von Ribbentrop, Andreas Schmidt drew his attention to the
seriousness of the political situation in Romania, requesting that adequate mea-
sures be adopted. After the meeting, Joachim von Ribbentrop sent a telegram
to the German Legation in Bucharest requesting them to check the information
concerning the imminent defection of Romania. In his answer—dating prob-
ably from 15 August 1944—the plenipotentiary minister Manfred von Killinger
qualified these statements as “vicious rumors” and claimed that there was no
doubt about Romania’s loyalty.'® Andreas Schmidt appointed Fritz Cloos, head
of department in the German Ethnic Group and leader of the organization
of German workers in Romania, to inform Manfred von Killinger during the
audience of 16 August 1944 about the tense internal situation. The German
plenipotentiary minister ignored this warning as well, claimed that “the situa-
tion was under control” and gave assurances that all the necessary measures had
been taken. “We must not lose our calm”—Manfred von Killinger said to his
interlocutor.'” This shows that Berlin was informed in general about the politi-
cal evolution in Romania and about the initiatives aimed at leaving the alliance
with Germany and withdrawing from the war. Nevertheless, in most cases the
data obtained were contradictory, unable to offer a unitary and convincing im-
age of the real intentions of the decision-making circles in Romania. Even when
the German services—such as the leaders of the German Ethnic Group headed
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by Andreas Schmidt—received genuine information about the possibility of Ro-
mania’ defection, the leaders of the Third Reich ignored it, and continued in-
explicably to hold the conviction that for as long as Marshal Ion Antonescu was
the leader there was no reason to worry.

Consequently, the events which occurred in Bucharest were a complete sur-
prise for Adolf Hitler, the okw and the Auswirtiges Amt, on the one hand, and
the German authorities in Romania, on the other. Gathered in the building of
the German Legation in Bucharest after learning the first news about the arrest
of Marshal Ion Antonescu and his main collaborators, and about the intention
of the new government to sign an armistice with the United Nations, the main
representatives of the Reich in Romania came up with two scenarios based on
their perception of the events in Bucharest, namely, the German reaction, and
the offer of the Romanian government to grant 15 days to the German troops
to withdraw from Romania. Seriously underestimating the importance, mag-
nitude, and consequences of the events in progress, Lieutenant General Alfred
Gerstenberg considered that the coup d’état had been the work of a small
group, headed by the king, without the support of the population and of the
army. Therefore, he was in favor of squashing the putsch and arresting its au-
thors. In this respect, he proposed an air raid over the capital and sending the 5%
Anti-Aircraft Artillery Division stationed in Ploiesti to occupy Bucharest.'® On
the other hand, General Erik Hansen, Admiral Werner Tillessen, General Karl
Spalcke and members of the diplomatic corps believed that the coup d’état was
supported by the public opinion and the army and, thus, the conditions offered
by the Romanians should be accepted.!® Adolf Hitler, informed about the events
in the Romanian capital through the royal proclamation and the report of the
head of the General Headquarters of the Luftwaffe, Aviation General Werner
Kreipe, opted for the solution proposed by Alfred Gerstenberg, ordering the
army on the night of 23/24 August 1944 to squash the putsch, to occupy the
capital and to form a government led by a pro-German general, if Marshal Ion
Antonescu was no longer available.?® Also, the Fiithrer subordinated all the au-
thorities, the leading echelons and the German troops—Wehrmacht and ss—on
the Romanian territory to the high command of Army Group South Ukraine.?!

situation in Bucharest by Lieutenant-General Alfred Gerstenberg—issued
the order to squash the putsch and specified the details of the armed
intervention, around 2 a.m., generals Erik Hansen and Alfred Gerstenberg, ac-
companied by the counselor of the Legation, Gerhard Stelzer, headed to the
Palace to discuss with the Prime Minister, General Constantin Sanatescu, and
the Minister of Foreign Affairs Grigore Niculescu-Buzesti about the possibility

S HORTLY AFTER Adolf Hitler and the oxw—misinformed about the real
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of withdrawing the German troops from the Romanian territory. After a “cold,
but fair” reception, the Prime Minister informed them that Romania had to
seek an armistice and repeated the offer of free passage for the German troops,
if they refrained from any hostilities.

Following a consultation over the phone with the German Legation, Erik
Hansen and Alfred Gerstenberg agreed to convey the offer of the Romanian
government to the German leadership. As the Minister of Foreign Affairs
Grigore Niculescu-Buzesti complained again that the German troops had
opened fire in the Baneasa area, General Alfred Gerstenberg expressed his will-
ingness—with the permission of the Romanian authorities—to go there in or-
der to secure a ceasefire. After arriving in the German camp, Alfred Gerstenberg
broke his promise, arrested the Romanian officers who accompanied him, Colo-
nel Valeriu Selescu and Captain Bogdan Florescu, and ordered the execution
of the last preparations for the operations to occupy the capital, which would
start at 7.30.?> Meanwhile, having returned to the Legation building, at around
3.00 a.m. General Erik Hansen send a radiogram to the head of the General
Headquarters of the okw, Colonel General Alfred Jodl, in which he presented
the real situation in Bucharest and insisted against the planned actions which,
considering the existing ratio of forces, he considered unpromising.?® The same
point of view was repeated insistently by Erik Hansen also in subsequent phone
conversations with Colonel General Jodl (around 3.30 a.m.),** and with the
leaders of Army Group South Ukraine (around 4.05 a.m.).”® As expected, the
efforts made by General Erik Hansen in order to convince Berlin to accept the
offer of the Romanian government remained futile. According to his testimony,
Colonel General Jodl “listened to my explanations in silence, and at the end he
stated that ‘I will report adequately to the Fiihrer.””?®¢ However, Hitler main-
tained his decision to occupy the capital and to squash the putsch, which was
reconfirmed by telephone to Army Group South Ukraine in the morning of 24
August 1944 (at 5.00 a.m.) by Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel.?”” Shortly after
this communication (at 5.10 a.m.), the order to initiate the German riposte was
conveyed to Colonel General Alfred Gerstenberg, on the outskirts of the capi-
tal, who continued to be optimistic about the chances of success of the mission.
Persuaded that “the new Romanian government was only a small group that
‘were wetting their pants’ and that Bucharest was defended only by a very thin
layer of Romanian troops,” he ordered the attack at 7.30 a.m.?

However, the German riposte was late and unrealistic. Because of the delay,
of the insufficient preparation, and especially because they had seriously under-
estimated the potential of the Romanian Army and there was a lack of German
troops with experience on the battlefield, the operations aimed at occupying the
capital and squashing the putsch were destined to fail from the very beginning.
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In fact, from the very first hours, the attack led by General Alfred Gerstenberg
was met with the fierce resistance of the Romanian troops—well prepared and
supplied with ammunition and weapons, including German tanks recently de-
livered by the Reich—under the command of General Iosif Teodorescu.? Thus,
after some initial progress, the attack was soon stopped in the northern part of
the Capital. At 11.30 a.m. General Gerstenberg reported over the phone to the
leaders of Army Group South Ukraine that “the resistance is very strong and we
cannot enter the city,” requesting that new troops be sent and increased air sup-
port.*® The Luftwafte had already attacked 150 points in the Capital around 11
a.m., but their effects were contrary to the expectations of the German authori-
ties. As compared to the damages caused by the Allied aviation in the interval
April-August 1944, the bombardment of the Luftwaffe—even if it hit impor-
tant objectives, such as the Royal Palace or the building of the Presidency of
the Council of Ministers—did not cause significant material damage or human
losses, but politically it represented a serious mistake, as it increased the anti-
German feelings of the public opinion and offered the Romanian authorities a
pretext to declare war on the Third Reich on 25 August 1944 .3

The coup d’état of 23 August 1944 and Romania’s withdrawal from the alli-
ance with the Third Reich accelerated the end of the hostilities on the southern
sector of the Eastern Front, the situation of Army Group South Ukraine quick-
ly becoming catastrophic. Because the Romanian Army carried out without
hesitation the royal proclamation—which stipulated a ceasefire on the Eastern
Front—and abandoned its positions, many German units were soon encircled,
captured or destroyed by the Red Army. Thus, on 24 August 1944, Soviet
units of the 2™ and 3™ Ukrainian Fronts met in Leova, surrounding 5 general
commands and 16 divisions of the German 6" Army, which were captured or
destroyed.*? Severe human and material losses were also suffered by the Luft-
wafte, the Kriegsmarine, and other German services. For example, the German
Fourth Air Fleet reported a number of 16,130 wounded or missing soldiers
(officers, under-officers, troops, and administrative staff).3® According to the of-
ficial data communicated by the Soviet General Headquarters on 13 September
1944, the German losses were estimated at 256,000 people, with 150,000 dead
and 106,000 prisoners. According to the same data, the German war material
captured or destroyed was also impressive: 330 planes, 830 tanks, 3,500 canons,
and 35,000 vehicles. Last, but not least, the total losses suffered by the Roma-
nian and German troops amounted to 610,000 soldiers.?* Even if the numbers
offered by the Soviet sources are undoubtedly exaggerated, we can state with
certainty that the human and material losses suffered by Army Group South
Ukraine after the Iasi—Chisindu operation and Romania’s withdrawal from the
alliance with Germany were extremely high.
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This immense defeat cannot be ascribed exclusively to the coup d’état of
23 August 1944 and to Romania’s withdrawal from the war. As explained by
former German military leaders more or less involved in the events taking place
on the Romanian theater of war, the delayed and incorrect measures adopted
by the decision makers within the Reich are also to be blamed. As evidence, we
believe that it is enough to mention the weakening of the military potential of
Army Group South Ukraine in the eve of the Soviet offensive, as almost all of
its tank divisions were transferred to other sectors of the front, the failure of
the German intelligence services to learn the exact details of the plans aimed at
removing Marshal Ion Antonescu from power, the errors of the leaders of Army
Group South Ukraine during the military operations and, last but not least,
underestimating the consequences and the support of the public opinion, of the
political class and of the army for King Michael I’s action. Could Army Group
South Ukraine have been able to successfully resist for a longer period on the
fortified line Focsani—-Namoloasa—Galati, even until “the occupation of Berlin,”
as some German historiographical studies® claim, thus avoiding the occupation of
the entire national territory and of the Balkan states by the Red Army? Taking into
consideration the ratio of forces on the Romanian front in the summer of 1944,
namely, the total air supremacy of the Allies,* we believe that the German and Ro-
manian armies had absolutely no chance to resist on the Focsani—-Namoloasa—Galati
defensive line.

of Romania’s defection were devastating. From a political point of view,

for Berlin the act of 23 August meant losing an ally and gaining a new
enemy. In addition, the step taken by Romania considerably influenced the
attitude of the other allies/satellites of Germany, namely, Bulgaria, Hungary,
Finland, and Slovakia. From an economic point of view, the loss of the oilfields
around Ploiesti led to a dramatic decrease in the quantity of fuel supplied to the
German war machine. Thus, according to a report submitted to the OKw on
13 October 1944, after the loss of the oilfields, fuel production as compared
to April 1944—the last “normal” month before the start of the bombardments
of the Allied aviation—had decreased by 95% for kerosene, 61% for gasoline,
and 40% for Diesel fuel!®” In short, the military losses incurred by Army Group
South Ukraine represented a major obstacle for the potential of the German
war machine. Thus, in the interval 1 January—1 December 1944 the German
Land Army (including the Waffen ss) lost 88 divisions, the number of newly
created or recomposed ones being estimated at 110.%® Consequently, a sketchy
estimate reveals that around 1/5 of the total losses of the German army in 1944
were due to the military disaster experienced by Army Group South Ukraine in

F OR THE Third Reich, the political, economic, and military consequences
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Romania. To these losses one should also add the fact that the German posi-
tions in the Balkans were annihilated, which forced the oxw to withdraw the
German troops from Bulgaria, Greece, and Yugoslavia. All of these facts fully
confirm the historians’ opinion that the defeat of Army Group South Ukraine
in Romania represented for the Wehrmacht a second Stalingrad.*” For that mat-
ter, in the course of a subsequent conversation between Adolf Hitler and Ante
Paveli¢ (18 September 1944 ), the Fiithrer himself would name three major crises
which the Wehrmacht had had to deal with in 1944: the Normandy landings,
the fall of Army Group Center and, last but not least, “Romania’s betrayal” on
23 August 1944.#
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Abstract
The Third Reich and the Act of 23 August 1944

In 1944 Berlin received through different communication channels genuine information about
the actions initiated by the democratic opposition, the Royal House and, last but not least, the
disgruntled elements within the Great General Headquarters in order to remove the Antonescu
regime from power and to conclude an armistice with the United Nations. However, the warn-
ings failed to produce any concrete effects, as the leaders of the Third Reich constantly ignored
them and seriously underestimated the ability of the democratic opposition to remove Marshal
Ton Antonescu from power. For the Third Reich, the political, economic and military conse-
quences of Romania’s defection were devastating. From a political point of view, for Berlin the
act of 23 August meant losing an ally and gaining a new enemy. In addition, the step taken by
Romania considerably influenced the attitude of the other allies/satellites of Germany, namely,
Bulgaria, Hungary, Finland, and Slovakia. From an economic point of view, the loss of the oil-
fields around Ploiesti led to a dramatic decrease in the quantity of fuel supplied to the German war
machine. The Fiihrer himself would name three major crises with which the Wehrmacht had had
to deal in 1944: the Normandy landings, the fall of Army Group Center and, last but not least,
“Romania’s betrayal” on 23 August 1944.
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