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Slovak Reflections on the

Marex Sveny August 1944 Coup in
Romania and Its Impact
on the Slovak National
Uprising

The Romanian coup did
more than merely influence
the (nom)thinking of Slovak
government civeles about
the further development

of the war and the possible
change of the previous
collaborationist stratesy.

Marek Syrny

Docent at the Faculty of Philosophy,
Matej Bel University, Banska Bystrica,
Slovakia. Co-author of the vol. Husak:
Vrcholy a pady 1945-1951 (Husék:
Ups and downs 1945-1951) (2018).

Introduction

T FIRST glance, it would seem
that the history of Romania
and that of Slovakia in the

years of the Second World War, or be-
tween 1938 and 1945, had a similar
trajectory in many respects. In the re-
ality of Nazi Germany’s domination of
Central Europe or the Balkans, both
Romania and Slovakia more or less
voluntarily found themselves in Ber-
lin’s sphere of influence and became
its clients. They shared a similar fate,
being affected by Hungarian revision-
ism in the form of the first and sec-
ond Vienna Award, and in the new
geopolitical situation their regional
archrival—Hungary—paradoxically
became at the same time their ally in
the big “family” of pro-German satel-
lites. They also had to participate in
the Nazi campaign against the Soviet
Union. It must be admitted, however,
that Romania was considerably more
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motivated by territorial disputes over Bessarabia, which Moscow had acquired
in the summer of 1940 as a byproduct of the Ribbentrop—Molotov Pact. In
fact, in the Romanian case of being dragged into the war against the USSR, one
can speak of the same nationalist motivation to fight the Soviets as was invoked
by Slovak nationalists in the participation of the Slovak state in the invasion of
Poland in September 1939, although, of course, on a much larger scale. And
after years of fighting on the Eastern Front and suffering great losses—again dis-
proportionately greater in the Romanian case—in 1944 both satellites of Nazi
Germany found themselves faced with the dilemma of how to continue a war in
which their patrons were clearly beginning to lose. By 1944 this trend seemed
to be irreversible, despite the propaganda and the pressure coming from Berlin
and the illusions about the deployment of new miracle weapons that would
stomp the Allies into the ground...

Especially after the elimination of Italy as the second most important Euro-
pean Axis power, or after a series of major Axis defeats on the Eastern Front cul-
minating in the Battle of Kursk (July-August 1943), opposition groups in both
countries began to think about the possibility of the front approaching their
borders. While Romanian politics had to start dealing with the dilemmas posed
by the presence of the Red Army on its borders about half a year earlier than
in the case of Slovakia, here too we often find similar alternative developments.
On the one hand, there was the prevailing line of the alliance with Germany,
particularly popular in the more radical nationalist groups. On the other hand,
opposition groups were declaring themselves against the previous collaboration
with Berlin. It was seemingly the same dilemma in the anti-German camp, as to
when and how to carry out a coup d’état that would return the country to its
pre-collaborationist state of good relations with the Allied powers.

However, the similarities between the Romanian and the Slovak develop-
ments in the period under review end at this point. First at all, despite all the
external similarities, the totalitarian regime of the Hlinka Slovak People’s Party
was markedly different from the political regime in Romania. The main differ-
ences concerned the structure of the ruling elites or the ruling group. Although
in general we can speak in both cases about one more radical and one more
moderate government faction, respectively about revolutionary nationalists and
conservative elements, the unquestionable difference is mainly the attitude of
the more moderate or conservative figures in terms of the government policy
towards the coming dilemmas. In the Romanian case, the main personality of
the coup was the monarch, alongside a part of the hitherto establishment and
opposition groups (including the peripheral communists). In Slovakia, there was
no catharsis in the government structures—not even in the more conservative
ones headed by President Jozef Tiso. On the contrary, President Tiso, enjoying
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the title of Leader (more to appease the radicals of the regime than to imitate
the Fiihrer), became—unlike King Michael I—synonymous with the obedient
German collaborator until the end of the war. With the dignity of a priest, he
effectively “sanctified” all German actions in Slovakia in 1944-1945, when virtu-
ally all of Germany’s European allies ended their alliance with Germany.

Finding the reasons for this diametrically opposed attitude of the conser-
vative government structures as the front approached, or the war came to an
end, may be more difficult. However, one of the main causes is the manner in
which the Slovak state had been established in March 1939. Slovakia and the
ruling establishment that led it for six war years were fully dependent on Nazi
Germany. While the Slovak state was merely a product of Nazi foreign policy,
which needed to use it to break up Czechoslovakia and for its subsequent power
designs in Central Europe, Romanian statehood had a firmer foundation. It
had already established power structures and the existence of the state was not
totally dependent on the fate of Nazi Germany, as in the Slovak case.

Of course, the activities and composition of the opposition groups in the Slo-
vak and Romanian cases were also significantly different. While in Slovakia one
can speak of a full-fledged European resistance from 1943 onwards—including
armed partisan groups, diversions or extensive anti-regime propaganda and in-
telligence for the Czechoslovak exile or for the Allies—Romanian expressions
of resistance were considerably more modest. The structure of the opposition
was also different. In Romania, it was based on the traditional political parties.
In the Slovak case, however, it was either the new structures of civil resistance
emerging from the ruins of the prewar non-left and predominantly liberal par-
ties, or the communists, who held significantly more prominent positions in the
Slovak resistance and in society than in the Romanian case.

The Romanian Coup and Its Military-Geopolitical
Consequences

N GENERAL terms, these are therefore the similarities and differences be-
tween the pre-coup developments in Romania and Slovakia. Let us now
take a closer look at the situation that directly preceded the decisions to
carry out the coups and the change of the stance from pro-German to anti-Ger-
man. Here, first of all, the evolution of the war and the arrival of the frontline at
the borders of the two states played a decisive role. From a military-geopolitical
point of view, developments in Romania were much more important for both
the Germans and the Allies, either because of the possibilities of deep penetra-
tion in the region or because of the country’s economic importance (especially
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its oil production). Quite naturally, from March 1944 onwards the Germans
concentrated on building up a solid defense on the Prut River or, more gener-
ally, the defense of the Romanian frontier. The Red Army’s spring offensive
clearly split the previously more compact Eastern Front into the northern Polish
and southern Romanian lines. One month into the spring offensive, the Soviets
had already occupied the northern part of Bessarabia and had even established
bridgeheads across the Prut River that could serve for the advance into Roma-
nia proper.' Parallel to the main fighting in the southeast of Ukraine near the
border with Romania, the conquest of Crimea took place with huge German
and Romanian casualties, although some of the defenders managed to evacuate
by sea.? The Red Army on Romania’s borders and the ultimate loss of Crimea,
despite extensive preparations by the German and Romanian defenders, left no
one in the Romanian leadership optimistic about the further advance of the
front towards the interior of the country. It was becoming clear that the upstart
Red Army could not be held at bay with the available German or Romanian
resources. And when secret Romanian probes with the Western Allies regard-
ing Romania’s withdrawal from the war did not work out® (although for a few
months the West tried to give the impression that a landing in the Balkans was
also on the cards in the context of the deceptive operations in connection with
the Normandy landings), the only alternative was an agreement with the Sovi-
ets. In April, the Soviets presented the Romanians with their conditions for an
end to the fighting and a Romanian surrender, which, however, were clearly
rejected by the Romanian leadership at the time in view of the non-acute nature
of the situation.

The Soviets were thus faced with two possible directions for a future major
operation after the end of the spring offensive, i.e., the Belarusian—Polish and the
Romanian variant, geographically divided mainly by the Carpathian Mountains.
The Soviets skillfully opted for the militarily very well prepared and successful
Operation Bagration, which took them all the way to the banks of the Vistula in
July 1944. And when it seemed that they would continue in a northerly direc-
tion directly towards Berlin, with an uprising already breaking out in Warsaw
(effectively as militarily anti-German as it was politically anti-Soviet), Moscow
decided, for political and military reasons, to favor a southerly direction, for a
change. There were great opportunities for a quick penetration to secure ad-
vantageous positions not only in Romania or Bulgaria, but also to threaten the
German troops in Yugoslavia or Greece and to reach the Hungarian plains.
That is to say, to dominate the Balkans and the south of Central Europe. This
looked much more tempting than retaking well-prepared German positions on
the direct line to Berlin. Not to mention the fact that it could have potentially
counted on Romania, Bulgaria, or Hungary trying to end the war alongside
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Germany and defect to the Allied side, which would have made the conquest
of these vast territories much easier. All of these preparations and calculations
were taking place while Germany was having enormous difficulty in stopping
the Allied invasion of France and the entire German economic sphere of influ-
ence in Europe was suffering from the systematic bombing of its infrastructure,
including the oilfields and oil refineries in Romania by the us 15" Air Force.*
Then, when the Red Army launched the Jassy—Kishinev operation of the 214
and 3™ Ukrainian Fronts on 20 August 1944, it was obvious from the number
of deployed soldiers and especially of equipment that the German Army Group
South Ukraine, together with the Romanian Army, would not be able to hold
back the Soviets on the 580 km-long line from the Dniester to the Black Sea. The
German propaganda nevertheless tried to reassure the Romanians, as well as the
rest of their allies, and to entice them with well-constructed defenses on natural
obstacles and the resulting heavy losses of the attacking armies. But neither the
exaggeration of the German-Romanian defensive successes or, conversely, of
the enemy’s losses, nor the portrayal of the futility of Romania’s struggle other
than against the sinister Bolshevism (which, if victorious, would have suppos-
edly meant Romania’s annihilation),® managed to change the decision of King
Michael T and of opposition politicians that it was high time to prepare a post-
war future for Romania other than alongside a defeated Nazi Germany. And,
as in the case of the Warsaw or Slovak National Uprisings, it can also be added
that this decision was made at the last possible decisive moment. At the time
when the German troops found themselves surrounded near Kishinev,® a “royal
coup d’état” took place in Bucharest that definitively reversed Romania’s direc-
tion from a pro-Nazi to an anti-Nazi ally.” With minor exceptions, the army
remained loyal to the king and stopped fighting the Soviets. The Red Army
was thus able to end the Jassy—Kishinev operation as early as 29 August, with a
famous result. In all, as many as 22 German divisions were eliminated, most of
which had found themselves surrounded.® Such a result would not have been
possible without the Romanian coup, which in turn depended heavily on the
Soviet offensive. This achieved the desired synergistic effect. The coup at first
only disorganized the Romanian troops, which made up about half the strength
of Army Group South Ukraine. Thus, the German defense could no longer
count on several hundred thousand Romanian soldiers. The front advanced
600-700 km in less than three weeks without the Soviets encountering much
resistance—the roads had already been opened by the Romanian troops. Subse-
quently, after the declaration of war on Germany, up to 450 thousand soldiers
took part in the clearing battles for Romania, lasting until 31 August, eliminat-
ing about 70 thousand remaining German soldiers. In addition, the Romanian
army, subordinated to the 2" Ukrainian Front and numbering several hundred
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thousand men (196 thousand Romanian soldiers were at the front on the day
the war ended), participated in the liberation of Northern Transylvania (7 Sep-
tember—-25 October 1944), in the Debrecen operation (6 October 1944—15
January 1945), as well as in the liberation of Czechoslovakia. Simultaneously
with the loss of Romania, Germany lost the important Romanian oilfields. This
drastically reduced the possibilities of supplying its armies with diesel and pet-
rol.? Naturally, considering the later developments under Moscow’s rule and
the uncompromising postwar communization of the country, the coup of 23
August 1944 may also cause embarrassment.'” One way or another, it was a
very positive development for Romania and for the development of the Sec-
ond World War as a whole in terms of the Allied victory. In a situation where
a defeated Romania would have had to face unchallenged Soviet arbitrariness
after the war, it was an attempt to salvage, from a very bad position, at least
something of Romania’s national interests. Not to mention the necessity, also
vis-a-vis the Western Allies, to repair the tarnished image Romania had acquired
as a German collaborator.

The significance of the Romanian coup for the development of the Second
World War does not need much elaborating. The whole German scenario for
a defense in Southeastern Europe fell apart, because suddenly German troops
were threatened in Greece or Yugoslavia as well as in Hungary and towards
Vienna. Despite the never-ending debate about whether the Romanian coup
precipitated the fall of Germany by half a year or otherwise, it was undoubtedly
a militarily very significant contribution to the defeat of Germany. This was so
regardless of the extent to which it was only due to the coup and the Romanian
change of sides, or to the impact of the strong Soviet offensive in the southern
direction of the front. Naturally, reading the pro-German propaganda of the
time, one has to admit the relevance of many of the assertions denouncing the
Romanian coup decision, which neither stopped the heavy Romanian losses
on the battlefields of World War II nor prevented the loss of Bessarabia or
Moldavia to the Soviet Union. Of course, it also did not prevent the postwar
Sovietization of the country, and— perhaps with the exception of the recovery
of Northern Transylvania—one can only speak of human or political losses.!!
But Romania would not have avoided this even if it had stayed alongside Ger-
many, as envisaged by the pro-German radicals. On the contrary, the human,
economic and political consequences for postwar Romania in the absence of a
coup would have been more significant than in a situation where Romania was
suddenly just a former collaborator.
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Pre-Revolutionary Slovakia and Government Reflections
on Romanian Events

the beginning of the summer of 1944. Although tens of thousands of

Slovak soldiers were rotated on the Eastern Front at various times, after
numerous desertions and planned-unplanned captures by the Red Army, the
German command decided to withdraw the Slovak troops from the area in the
third year of the eastern campaign. They also changed their status from combat
to auxiliary technical units, tasked to build defensive positions in Romania and
Northern Italy, respectively.'? As the front approached the Slovak border, the
Slovak army, in coordination with the German high command, began to form
two new divisions in the spring and summer of 1944 to prepare the defense of
eastern Slovakia and its Carpathian passes against the approaching Red Army.
From the summer of 1944 onwards, eastern Slovakia became a frontline hinter-
land with a greater presence of Slovak!'? and German troops. At the same time,
political and social activities were curtailed and voluntary evacuation deeper
into the Slovak interior was underway. There were also more obvious contacts
with the approaching war and German defeat, especially in the form of the Al-
lied bombing of Bratislava and other targets in Slovakia, the implementation
of more extensive fortification works, the movement of tens of thousands of
Russian, Ukrainian, and Polish refugees from the approaching front or the Red
Army, and so on.'*

The then smaller and, due to the relative moderation of the regime, less ac-
tive or radical resistance movement began to look for ways to make Slovakia,
still collaborating with Hitler, a pro-Ally country. At the end of 1943, the result
of these efforts was the unification of the hitherto divergent non-communist
and communist resistance under the platform of the umbrella resistance Slovak
National Council and its programmatic so-called Christmas Agreement. The
latter proclaimed as the primary goal of the Slovak resistance movement the
achievement of a general anti-German and anti-government uprising with the
aim of the Slovaks switching to the side of the Allies. This was to be an expres-
sion of the will for the restoration of a democratic Czechoslovak state, already
nationally balanced (i.e., with national-political self-government in Slovakia, or
tederalization) and socially just (nationalization of large enterprises, land re-
form...). The first months of 1944 in the Slovak resistance were thus mainly
marked by preparations for the uprising. Its basis was to be the armed appear-
ance of the Slovak army’s pro-resistance units at the moment of the Red Army’s
convenient approach to the borders of Slovakia, or at the moment of the Ger-
man attempt to directly occupy Slovakia. The army was then to be joined by

S LOVAKIA ITSELF did not experience the devastating effects of the war until
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other non-military parts of the resistance and the anti-German or anti-regime
population.

In 1944, however, a certain “sorting out of the ghosts” also took place in
the Slovak government camp. However, unlike in Hungary or Romania, the
top leadership of the Slovak state, headed by the Catholic priest Jozef Tiso,
never really contemplated a purposeful “betrayal” of the German ally, the main
guarantor of Slovak statehood. Nor did it envisage switching to the side of the
Allies, represented by the liberal Western democrats or the anti-religious Soviet
Bolsheviks. Tiso and his entourage thus clung to the idea of preserving the Peo-
ple’s regime!® and Slovak statehood in the optimal variant for them of a separate
peace between Hitler and the Anglo-Americans, or a potential alliance between
Berlin and the West in an attempt to counter the Bolshevik domination of Eu-
rope. The only more rational thinker was the Minister of National Defense,
General Ferdinand Catlo§, who realized the necessity of an agreement with the
Soviets. He offered them, in effect, a Romanian version of the coup—i.e., “let-
ting” the Red Army through the defended border along the Carpathians and
bringing the Slovak army in the fight against the Hungarians and Germans,
in return for preserving Slovak independence.!'® However, the preservation of
Slovak statehood was already passé with the Allies (including Moscow), not to
mention the fact that the situation in Slovakia was developing differently from
what éatloé, the Germans, and the Slovak resistance had planned.

Slovakia was already too active in resistance during the summer of 1944 to
remain without a German reaction. Airborne Soviet guerrilla organizers mul-
tiplied.!” Also, with the spontaneous rise of the domestic partisan movement,
there were already open attacks against German soldiers, and later also against
civilians.'® Even the government’s declaration of martial law on 12 August failed
to stabilize the situation,'? at a time when the leadership of the resistance Slovak
National Council or the resistance Military Headquarters®® actually needed to
prepare the uprising in peace. On the one hand, the inactivity and lack of unity
of the regime and its forces pointed to an apparent significant disintegration of
the pro-government and pro-German structures. On the other hand, however,
the inability to contain the guerrilla movement (often led by Soviet command-
ers) or to prepare the army effectively in terms of personnel for a coup pointed
to the limits of authority and a certain disorganization even in the case of the
resistance leadership.

Then, like a bolt from the blue, came the first information about the Roma-
nian coup. Naturally, it should be pointed out that news of what was happening
in Romania reached the government with a certain time lag and, of course, only
after the German side, which controlled the news flow on extra-German events,
had “cleaned up” the information. It was therefore not until 25 August 1944
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that the official regime press, in its own way, reported on the royal coup and
the more significant first references to it reached the public domain. It is also
worth looking at the way in which the regime propaganda in Slovakia—taking
foreign information almost exclusively from German sources—portrayed pre-
coup Romania.

On the one hand, “terrorist” air attacks by Anglo-Americans or Soviets were
often written about. The bombing of oilfields was not mentioned specifically,
but the ‘insidiousness’ of the Allied bombing of cities was emphasized (in an
attempt to portray it as merely the deliberate killing of civilians).?! On the other
hand, the Slovak pro-German propaganda worked to give hope for a solution to
the situation in Romania and wrote about a determined and certainly successful
defense against the barbaric Bolsheviks. The economic problems caused to Ro-
mania by the proximity of the front or by Allied bombing were downplayed. On
the contrary, the almost trouble-free flow of supplies despite wartime conditions
was emphasized, and a “rich” future was portrayed, with estimates of millions
of hectares of grain being harvested.?? The “encouraging” words of a Romanian
correspondent visiting areas near the front were quoted: “In every town I came
to I found the same readiness to regard war as a necessity and as the only pos-
sibility for the realization of our national dream . . . No one here is deterred
by death.”?® The leitmotif of the articles touching on the situation in Romania
was the calm and determination with which the Romanian nation was preparing
for the “existential struggle against Bolshevism.” Although this was primarily
pro-German propaganda, the selection of articles from the portfolio offered by
the Germans already clearly points to Slovak selection preferences as well. After
all, Romania was a relatively mentally and politically close country, the first in
the direction of the approaching Eastern Front, which had to deal with similar
dilemmas as the collaborationist Slovak regime. It was thus in the eminent in-
terest of the People’s regime in Slovakia—and not only in the German wartime
interest—that Antonescu’s Romania should fulfil its “historic role” in the best
possible way. Slovak government politicians, too, under the impression of the
impact on the stability of the Slovak regime of the fall of Italy or the recent par-
tisan mobilization, were surely well aware of the negative impact for themselves
of the loss of Romania. That is why, in addition to the constant hopes pinned
on Hitler’s new “miracle” weapons, Slovak government propaganda clung to
any hint of unity, strength, and a resolutely pro-German position of Romania,
listing the vast amounts of Soviet military equipment already destroyed by the
Romanians, etc.?* Even if the loss of some Romanian territory had to be ac-
knowledged, it was accompanied by information about the enormous losses of
the Soviet invaders, about the strategic worthlessness of the lost territory, or
about the coordinated and planned retreat to new, more defensible positions.?®
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The first reports on the Romanian coup, taken from German sources of 24
August 1944, appeared in the Slovak government press a day later. Like the first
one, the later official reports on the development of the situation in Romania
follow an obvious, even strictly German template. The Slovak regime press did
not dare (and technically, in fact, did not really have the possibility) to offer
information and interpretations beyond what could be found in the articles and
opinions coming from the German news agencies and press. The first articles on
the coup of Michael I generally provide only basic information about the coup
itself, the new pro-Soviet government, and the cessation of the fight against the
Soviets. The king’s action is, of course, regarded as a betrayal of the German
alliance, a perfidious way removing Antonescu, a betrayal of Romanian national
interests, and a sellout to the Bolsheviks.?¢

The so-called democratic government appointed by the king, ostensibly led by the
politicians Manin and Bratianu, but in veality formed by the communists, offered
Moscow the surrender of the country. In response, riots broke out all over Romanin.
A national group of patriots put themselves at the head of the movement against
the king and his traitors and called on the Romanian people and the Romanian
army to continue the struggle against the Bolsheviks for freedom and life, against
death and destruction.

Also, in later articles on the Romanian coup and the post-coup situation, the
high “hope” for a pro-German stabilization of the situation appears in the form
of the establishment of a “national” anti-king government, willing to continue
the fight alongside Germany against the Soviets. A longer passage is also quoted
from the appeal of the “national Romanian government,” criticizing the king’s
“betrayal” of Romanian national interests for a supposed vision of peace.

In reality, however, this peace entails only the occupation of Romania by the Red
Army and thus the dehumanization of Romanin, as well as the extermination of
the Romanian nation. In a disgraceful ploy, the English and the Americans guar-
anteed the independence of Romanin. The English and the Americans promised
our country to Stalin long ago.

One is reminded of the betrayal of the country by the previous king, and of
Michael I’s readiness to also flee the country when it became clear that the
population did not support him.?”

While until 25 August 1944 the front pages of the main Slovak regime daily
were mainly filled with pro-German articles about the developments on the
front or about the new “breakthrough” weapon V-1, or reflections on the in-
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ternal development of Slovakia preparing for the front, the next 5-6 days were
dominated by “bombastic” information about the current situation in Roma-
nia. In fact, they were displaced only by the even more “shocking” information
about the domestic coup. During the first days of reporting on the Romanian
coup and the post-coup situation, the following main claims can be identified
in the official propaganda: the king and the coup organizers are not in control
of the situation; the coup, which only caused chaos and violence, was opposed
by a significant part of the army and the population still loyal to the Antonescu
line of Romanian nationalism and pro-German cooperation; the coup organiz-
ers had been deceived by the Soviets, the Germans are in control of the situation
and will severely punish any manifestation of hostility.?

On the evening of 24 August, the head of the Slovak Propaganda Office
(the equivalent of the Nazi propaganda ministry), Tido J. Gaspar, prepared a
statement on the Romanian events. Exactly along the lines of the then German
statements or declarations of the pro-German “Romanian National Govern-
ment,” he stated that

the example of the Badoglio betrayal in Italy, with all its subversive implications,
could not deter the Romanian clique of Allied-friendly political misfits, who be-
travyed the honorable alliance in avms protecting Europe from the Bolshevik hydra
and the Anglo-Saxon awxiliaries. . . . The Slovak public is convinced that the Ro-
manian National Council, given its military determination, will frustrate the
treacherous designs and that the brave Romanians will deploy all their forces to
save the Romanian nation and state from Bolshevism.

This not very original direct propaganda contribution of the Slovak government
to the campaign against the Romanian coup was relatively singular. However,
the implications of the coup for the weakening positions of Germany and its
erstwhile allies were also evident in the regime’s propaganda writing in Slovakia.
The measures taken in neighboring Hungary, which were supposed to stabilize
the situation after the Romanian coup (changes in the government, cancellation
of the ongoing vacations of civil servants, stopping the activities of any political
entities, etc.), certainly increased the tension in the Slovak government circles as
well.?? As early as 24 August, the German High Command—while considering
the possibility of stifling the Hungarian efforts to emulate the Romanian variant
of the coup—was also considering Slovakia. In doing so, similarly to the Hun-
garian case, the imprisonment of the commander of the army in charge of the
defense of the country closest to the front was envisaged.3

The commander of the army in the frontline area was General Augustin Malar,
who was actually arrested as a precautionary measure a few days later, even
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without the Germans having any further idea of his involvement in Defense
Minister Catlo§’ preparations for a change of sides. But General Catlo$ did not
escape German attention either. Because of his firm refusal of the new German
demands to create new or reinforce previously existing Slovak troops in support
of the German efforts to halt the Allied advance in Romania, Italy, or toward
Slovakia, the German intelligence services had long targeted him. However,
they were not yet aware of his activities towards an agreement with Moscow. On
the night of 24 August, Catlo§ even had troops moved around Bratislava and
reinforced the city’s defenses, probably out of fear that the Germans would oc-
cupy Slovakia, thus defeating the possibility of implementing his plan to defect
to the Allies. However, no occupation of Bratislava took place. The movements
of German troops near Bratislava on the Austrian side were related only to the
German preparations to deal with the situation in Romania.?! Furthermore, un-
der pressure from Berlin, Catlo§ eventually withdrew the troops from the city,
or cancelled their alert. It was, however, this last matter that decided his political
fate in the eyes of the Germans. At the instigation of the German ambassador in
Bratislava and under pressure from Berlin, Catlo§ was relieved of his executive
command over the Slovak army. The post of commander-in-chief was filled by
General Jozef Turanec, who had the full confidence of the Germans, and Catlo$
remained only as political minister,*? effectively already under the supervision of
the Germans. In doing so, he became a kind of “honorary prisoner” of Presi-
dent Tiso (but without direct restrictions on his personal freedom), who thus
practically saved him from arrest by the Germans.* In the end, this solution was
temporarily advantageous for both sides: the Germans no longer had to worry
about Catlo§ directing the army against the Germans, because he was no lon-
ger in command; on the other hand, Tiso and the Slovak government retained
some credit when Catlo$ was not dismissed as minister or even interned. This
would have aroused unwanted fears in the public that something was amiss at
the highest levels of the Slovak state. However, the illusion that all was well in
Slovakia faded away very quickly.

The failure to maintain order in some mountainous areas with a guerril-
la presence,® combined with the geopolitical consequences of the Romanian
coup, suddenly brought Slovakia very close to a German intervention. The gov-
ernment was also clearly aware of this and tried to avoid this alternative—at
least propagandistically, since it was not in control of the situation otherwise.
In the evening of the third day after the Romanian coup d’état (26 August),
Alexander Mach, Minister of the Interior and Commander-in-Chief of the
Hlinka Guard (a kind of Slovak equivalent of the Nazi sA), made a crucial ra-
dio speech, seemingly intended to discourage anyone in Slovak society from
any “adventures” similar to the Romanian one, although Romania itself was
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not directly mentioned.* Minister Mach only propagandistically portrayed the
beautiful recent past of the Slovaks in an independent Slovak state under the
protection of mighty Germany, suddenly worried about Bolshevik saboteurs,
bombing raids from the West or unreliable Axis allies. By highlighting the nega-
tive consequences that the coups had brought to the Italians and Romanians,3¢
or the “senseless” uprising of the Poles, Mach appealed to the Slovaks to be
calm, rational and not to engage in actions that would ultimately trigger a harsh
(and justified) German reaction.

The question is whether we ourselves will keep order here, or whether we should allow
someone else to do it for us. Friend and foe alike look to us to see how we behave in
these crucial moments. Our answer to the unanswered questions can be only one: to
Sfulfil the will of the Slovak nation, and that will is to continue to live heve freely, as
we have lived freely until now in our independent state. 1t is thevefore the duty of
the Government to exert all its strength, to use all the possibilities of the nation, in
order to preserve order.y’

These words practically indicated how the government would behave in the
coming days. Maintaining the former pro-German “peace and order” in Slova-
kia became its motto. However, it no longer had the strength to achieve this by
itself, and it certainly did not have the will or the determination to resist Ger-
many in any way. Then, when in response to the Romanian events the logical
German reaction came in the form of a preemptive occupation of Slovakia—of-
ficially to prevent further partisan “saber-rattling”—the Slovak government and
President Tiso merely played their role as pro-German collaborators, patiently
and to the very end.

The Romanian coup did more than merely influence the (non)thinking of
Slovak government circles about the further development of the war and the
possible change of the previous collaborationist strategy. It also inadvertently
triggered the upcoming uprising in Slovakia. This came precisely in its worst
version, i.e., in the context of an attempt by Germany to militarily occupy the
country, rather than in the ideal variant, with the Red Army already on the
Miskolc and Krakéw line,*® and with the rebels better prepared and coordinated
with the Soviets.

Contrary to the reasoning of German officials, who saw a direct link between
the Romanian coup and the later uprising in Slovakia,* the Romanian coup did
not have such an impact. The uprising had been long in the making and was not
just a sudden reaction to the Romanian initiative. The uprising would have been
carried out even without the Romanian coup, just in a different geopolitical
situation, not just as a last resort for military resistance before the military paci-
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fication of the country. Thus, on the one hand, the Romanian events certainly
had a positive effect on the awareness of the irreversible disintegration of the
German empire, and thus strengthened the resolve to resist. On the other hand,
however, they triggered a German intervention that left the preparations for
the uprising and its coordination with Moscow incomplete. This was fatal for
the military development of the uprising. The German intelligence services had
enough information about the unfavorable situation in Slovakia and were able
to estimate the danger of losing this territory, the link between the northern
and southern directions of the Soviet advance. After the major coup in Romania
on 23 August 1944, the occupation of the Slovak territory became strategically
necessary for Berlin...*

The Slovak National Uprising and Its Post-Revolutionary
(Non)Parallels with the Situation in Romania

identified by the Nazi military and state leadership following the analysis

of the new geopolitical situation in Southeastern and Central Europe.
The local Nazi power structures in Prague or Vienna were also concerned about
this situation and its possible impact on developments in Slovakia. The Nazi
county party headquarters in Vienna warned Berlin clearly and firmly:

T HE POSSIBLE danger of Slovakia following the Romanian example*! was

As a consequence of the approach of the Eastern Front, and in particular of the
events in Romania, the immediate consequences of the sluggish and bad policy
which we have hitherto pursued theve are becoming apparent in Slovakin. Accord-
ing to Minister Mach’s figures, there ave already some 7,000 partisans in Slovakin
at this time. The Slovak Government does not see this as a tragic development,
because these partisans have so far ambushed and murdered exclusively Germans.
... The Slovak armed forces, as predicted, are proving incapable of contributing
to the fight against the partisans as a vesult of the Bolshevik infiltration. In view of
this dangerous situation, the German envoy is swid to have asked for a deployment
of German troops, at a time when they ave urgently needed on all battlefronts.*

Even if we take into account the greatly exaggerated numbers of partisans at
that time, it remains an unquestionable truth that the pro-German Slovak gov-
ernment had already lost control not only over the partisans but even over its
own army. The latter, however, contrary to the Viennese Nazi party report, was
not influenced by Bolshevik propaganda, but was fully involved in the prepara-
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tions for a priority military coup, discussed mainly with the Czechoslovak exiled
leadership in London.*

At the end of August 1944, some villages and towns in central Slovakia
were already being taken over by partisans, who were occasionally joined by
resistance-oriented soldiers. In the context of this disturbing information for
the Germans and fearing a repetition of the Romanian events in Slovakia, the
German leadership decided on a preemptive occupation of Slovakia. This was
initially aimed mainly at pacifying the Slovak districts in the Carpathian foothill
zone of eastern Slovakia** and intended to crush smaller outbreaks of partisan
resistance. With regard to the partisan movement, it was therefore perceived as
a minor “police action” rather than a preventive pacification of the resistance-
minded population groups. Even the Germans themselves, despite their intel-
ligence and information from the structures of the German minority, did not
have a clear idea of how unstable the Slovak state had become and how wide-
spread the resistance was, preparing for a massive armed struggle.

The Germans began to implement their plan for the preventive pacification
of the resistance movement in Slovakia on 29 August 1944. The natural reac-
tion of the Slovak resistance was to declare the armed resistance of the Slovak
army and population, i.e., the uprising, against the incoming German troops
and against its own government, which had given its official “blessing” to this
German action. The Germans, better prepared for such an eventuality, disarmed
in short succession the two best armed and trained Slovak divisions, assembled
in eastern Slovakia. Officially, these were to help the Germans stop the Red
Army along the Carpathians, but in the plans of the rebels they were, on the
contrary, to enable the Red Army to penetrate through the Carpathian passes.
In addition, due to the unexpected occupation of Slovakia, from the insurgents’
point of view, the chaotic abandonment of military garrisons in western Slovakia
was followed by the transfer of only part of the local units to central Slovakia.
Here, the rebel defenses were to be formed and wait for the Red Army’s rapid
penetration into Slovakia before merging with it. These losses of the first days
of the uprising could not be later counterbalanced either by a reorganization
or by a determined defense of the rebel territory centered in Banska Bystrica,
or by a hastily realized effort by Moscow to help the uprising in the form of the
Carpatho-Dukla operation.

In Slovakia, the Warsaw scenario was repeated in many ways, but with a
much milder and partially successful end, despite the fact that the Slovak insur-
gents failed to timely coordinate their activities with the Red Army’s advance
and operations. However, due to the full involvement of Slovak communists
in the insurgency and as a result of positive Slovak—Russian relations or of the
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relationship between the London Czechoslovak exile and Moscow, the uprising
eventually gained Soviet support, even if militarily it was a very risky activity,
with a low probability of success. To some extent, but far less tragically than in
the case of Warsaw, the Slovak National Uprising also suffered from the division
of the military-political spheres, which manifested itself only in the token mate-
rial support of the uprising by the Western Allies.

The Slovak insurgents, politically led by the Slovak National Council (equal-
ly composed of non-communists and communists, respectively socialists)* and
militarily commanded by General Jan Golian and General Rudolf Viest, the
latter dispatched from London, managed to build a relatively well-functioning
rebel state and defend it for two months. Although the Slovak insurgents did
not escape the fate of an isolated uprising in the German rear (on 27 October
1944 they left Banska Bystrica and withdrew to the mountains, where some
of the insurgents fought on as partisans), they fared considerably better than
the Warsaw insurgents, both politically and in terms of the number of casual-
ties. The Slovak National Uprising and the Slovak leadership engendered by it
dominated Slovak politics for some time after the war and was respected as an
equal partner to the Czechs. For a few years, the predominantly democratic po-
litical structure was also preserved, and only in 1948 did it openly turn towards
communist totalitarianism. The direct insurgent casualties amounted to several
thousands, and the ensuing guerrilla war and post-insurgent repression resulted
in the deaths of some 5,000 Slovaks, Jews, and other members of neighboring
or Allied nations fighting in the insurgency.*® Militarily, the uprising was ulti-
mately unsuccessful, but politically it was a great asset for postwar Slovakia, to
which the Slovaks returned strongly even in the reformist 1960s.

It is here that we come to perhaps the biggest differences between the Ro-
manian coup and the Slovak National Uprising. Although in 1944 Slovakia and
Romania were in roughly the same unflattering positions as pro-German col-
laborators and faced the same necessity to change the wartime alliances—and
although both nations, with varying degrees of agreement, succeeded in the
practical implementation of this change—the postwar “fruits” of these coups
were markedly different. Paradoxically, given the military defeat of the upris-
ing in Slovakia, Slovak postwar (formerly resistance) politics gained significantly
more in a political sense in the restored Czechoslovak Republic than it would
have gained without any uprising at all. Also, the uprising was hailed as one of
the most significant historical and social events also by the communist power
after 1948. On the other hand, in military terms the Romanian coup was a
resounding success. However, it did not have a significant impact on Moscow’s
more benign view of postwar Romania or in terms of the country’s milder com-
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munization, not to mention the fate of the coup’s former organizers. From a
purely Romanian postwar domestic political point of view, it can thus be con-
sidered less successful than its Slovakian counterpart...

Q
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Abstract
Slovak Reflections on the August 1944 Coup in Romania and Its Impact on the Slovak
National Uprising

In July and August 1944, the former dominion and stability of the Third Reich began to shake at
its foundations. First, a new front opened up in Western Europe and Germany began to fall into
the Allies’ encircling pincers. Shortly thereafter, an unsuccesstul attempt to change Hitler’s gov-
ernment took place, and a highly successful Soviet offensive was underway, which in a matter of
weeks pushed the Red Army hundreds of miles closer to Berlin. The most decisive, however, was
still August 1944, when as many as four major uprisings or coups took place in territories con-
trolled or occupied by Germany. After the urban uprisings in Warsaw or Paris, there was a major
reversal in Romania and, shortly afterwards, a broader uprising in Slovakia. This paper will address
the possible inspiration of the Romanian coup for the decision and the developments in Slovakia
at the end of August 1944. It will focus on Romania’s and Slovakia’s position in the German great
power system up to that time. It will analyze the dilemmas of pro-German governments facing
the prospect of a Soviet invasion of their country and of an overall German defeat. In particular,
however, it attempts to answer the central question of the possible effects of the Romanian coup
on the development of the situation in Slovakia in the context of the Slovak National Uprising.
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