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Transylvanian Saxons - the saga of a civilization

After 800 years, the Saxons returned to the West in search of the same thing which had brought their
ancestors here: freedom and economic prosperity.

Text by Catalin Gruia — National Geographic Romania

The colonization

Like managers with vacancies in the organizational chart, the first Hungarian kings invited guests from
the West to develop a Transylvania that was in the process of being conquered. They invited “guests”
from the West to settle on the lands inhabited by conquered Romanians, Cumans, Pechenegs and
Slavs and to develop them. They were promised an enclave free from the domination of nobility and
from vassalage, subject only to the king. These privileges would be recorded in writing in 1224 by King
Andrew Il. But the champion of Transylvanian colonization was his grandfather, King Géza Il (1141-
1162), who succeeded in attracting Flemish, German and Walloon “guests”. The Magyar chancellery
called them Saxons — a name having nothing to do with their land of origin, but rather with a legal
statute. “In medieval Hungary, Saxons were the holders of privileges which had initially been granted
to miners in Saxony, thanks to their rare skill,” says historian Konrad Gundisch.

The rise

Saxons brought the habit of planned settlements to Transylvania. The Flemish-type village became
widespread, with homesteads lined up on two rows along one street or square. According to architect
Hermann Fabini, “ever since these settlements were founded, there was a tendency to reduce the
distance between homesteads as much as possible, for joint, effective action against outside
dangers.”

“The Saxons, a people of resolute, steady and unhurried will, chose the land where they would raise
their houses and dig their graves based on deeply pondered criteria; they cautiously tasted the water,
weighed the light and carefully measured the thickness of the topsoil, they were wary of exceedingly
steep heights and tested the direction of the winds with flags and nostrils”, wrote philosopher Lucian
Blaga in Trilogia Culturii.

In troubled times, in a foreign country at the edge of the world, Saxons learned to live in their
communities much like bees in their hives. Individual freedom was sacrificed to the interests of the
group of neighbors, which ruled almost all aspects of life and death, of work and play, of rest and
faith. Any deviation — as little as swearing, expressing a superstition, lying, drinking or poor hygiene —
was punished.

On the 6" of February 1486, at the request of Sibiu mayor Thomas Altenberger, king Matthias
Corvinus extended the validity of the Andrean privilege (initially granted by King Andrew I, in 1224, to
Saxons in the Sibiu county) to all free Saxon settlements. Thus, the Saxon Universitas was formed — a
Parliament of sorts for free Germans in Transylvania.

The decline

The star of the Saxons began to fade in the 18" century, when they failed to obtain the 23" validation
of their privileges. In the era of nationalism, they dealt with a new kind of ruler — the nation state —
who was determined to assimilate them at any cost.

Once Transylvania became part of Romania, Hungarification was replaced by Romanization. In the
Greater Romania of 1918, Saxons from Ardeal, together with Swabians from Banat and Germans from
the pre-1918 Romanian kingdom, Bucovina and Basarabia, formed the most numerous Germanic
community in South-Eastern Europe: 800,000 people. During the agricultural reform in 1921, almost
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15,000 acres were seized from Saxon citizens and over 18,500 acres from Saxon communes, while the
Evangelical Church and the Saxon Universitas lost over half of their lands.

Starting September 1940, Berlin appointed young Saxon Andreas Schmidt as the head of the Ethnic
German Group in Romania. He succeeded in spreading Nazism to the majority of Germans in
Romania. In the weeks after the 13" of September 1944, when the last German and Hungarian
soldiers withdrew from northern Ardeal, Saxon households were looted by neighboring Gypsies and
Romanians, who stole everything they could. In villages like Ghinda, Chirales or Tarpiu, some had
taken the habit of moving from one absentee house (a term used by Romanian authorities for the
departed Saxons) to the next every few days.

After the WWII 70.000 German ethnics were deported to the U.S.S.R. Those that returned to Romania
after “reeducation” were sent to labor camps as “community service”, far from their places of origin.
The situation only started to lighten in 1948. Most labor prisoners were set free. Reparatory measures
were attempted in the ’50s: the survivors returned to their hometowns, got back their right to vote
and attend German schools and were given back their churches. But more misfortune was waiting in
Pandora’s box. An all-powerful communist state was established in Romania, with increasing
nationalist tendencies after the 1960s. For the Saxons, it meant discrimination, uncertainty,
hindrances, prison, displacement to the Baragan plain. It was also when the paid Saxon exodus began.
At the height of its economic boom, West Germany needed labor. Its authorities initiated protocols
with all Eastern European countries with German minorities. According to Florian Banu, researcher at
the National Council for the Study of Securitate Archives (CNSAS), secret negotiations between
Romania and Germany resulted in over 200,000 German ethnics leaving the country between 1962
and 1989. One Saxon graduate thus “exported” brought 3,000$ to the country treasury. One student
-1,5008.

To our days

After the fall of Ceausescu’s regime, the borders were open and, in only two years (between 1990 and
1992), the huge majority of Germans in Romania (another 160,000) left the county freely. After 1990,
with the massive exodus of the Saxons, their houses were given to other locals — Romanian and
Gypsy. The Saxons moved to the diaspora: 200,000 live in Germany, about 20,000 in Austria, 30,000 in
the U.S., 8,000 in Canada. Rohtraut Wittstock, chief editor of Allgemeine Deusche Zeitung fiir
Rumanien, estimates that there are only 15,000 Saxons left in Romania — most of them elderly.
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Sedmihradsti Sasové — saga jedné civilizace

Po 800 letech se Sasové vratili zpét na zapad v hledani toho, co jejich predky pfivedlo sem: tedy
svobody a ekonomické prosperity.

Autor: Catalin Gruia — National Geographic Rumunsko
Kolonizace

Tak jako manazefi obsazujici volnd mista v organizacni strukture, pozvali prvni madarsti kralové hosty
ze zapadu, aby se podileli na rozvoji Sedmihradska, které bylp pravé dobyvano. Pozvali , hosty” ze
zdpadu, aby se usadili na pidé obyvané Rumuny, Kumany, Pecenéhy a Slovany a zacali na ni
hospodafit. Byla jim slibend svobodna enkldva, osvobozenda od nadvlady Slechty i povinnosti vazalstvi,
podléhajici pouze krali. Tyto vysady byly roku 1224 pisemné stvrzeny kralem Ondfejem Il. Avsak
skuteénym prikopnikem sedmihradské kolonizace byl jeho dédecek, kral Géza Il (1141 — 1162), ktery
Uspésné prilakal vlamské, némecké a valonské , hosty”. Madarské kanclérstvi jim zacalo fikat Sasové,
coz je jméno, které nemélo nic spolecného se zemi jejich plivodu, ale spiSe s pravnimi predpisy. ,Ve
stredovékém Madarsku byli Sasové drZiteli vysad, které byly pGvodné udéleny hornikiim v Sasku za
jejich vzacné dovednosti”, tvrdi historik Konrad Gundisch.

Vzestup

Sasové s sebou do Sedmihradska pfinesli zvyk budovani predem napldanovanych osad. Brzy se rozsifily
vesnice vlamského typu s usedlostmi rozestavénymi do dvou fad podél jedné ulice nebo namésti.
Podle architekta Hermanna Fabiniho, ,,od pocatku zaloZeni téchto osad rostla tendence co nejvice
zmensovat vzdalenost mezi jednotlivymi statky za ucelem spolecné, efektivni obrany proti nebezpedi
zvenku”.

»,Sasové, lidé rozhodného, pevného a rozvazného charakteru, si vybirali zemi, kde budou stavét své
domy i kopat své hroby na zakladé promyslenych kritérii: obezietné ochutnavali vodu, peclivé méfili
svétlo i tloustku vrstvy ornice, vyvarovali se pfilisné strmym vyskam a zjistovali smér vétru pomoci
fabork( a nosnich direk”, napsal filozof Lucian Blaga ve své knize Trilogia Culturii.

V tézkych dobach v cizi zemi na okraji svéta se Sasové naudili Zit ve svych komunitidch jako véely
v Ulech. Osobni svoboda byla potlacena na uUkor zajm( celé skupiny sousedU, ktera Fidila témér
vsechny oblasti Zivota a smrti, prace i zabavy, odpocinku i viry. Jakékoliv vyboceni — at uZ pouha
nadavka, povéra, lez, piti nebo nedostatecna hygiena — bylo potrestano.

6.Unora 1486, na pozadani starosty Sibiu, Thomase Altenbergera, prodlouZil kral Matyas Korvin
platnost listiny Diploma Andreanum (pdvodné v ni vroce 1224 udélil kral Ondfej Il vysady Sasim
v oblasti Sibiu), kterd se vztahovala na viechny svobodné saské osady. Timto byl zaloZen Universitas
Saxorum — urcity druh parlamentu pro svobodné Némce v Sedmihradsku.

Upadek

Slava Sasll zacala uvadat v 18.stoleti, kdy se jim nepodafilo ziskat 23. potvrzeni jejich vysad. Za éry
nacionalismu se museli potykat s novym typem vladce, narodnim statem, jenz byl odhodlany
asimilovat je za kazdou cenu.

Poté, co se Sedmihradsko stalo soucasti Rumunska, hungarizace byla nahrazena rumunizaci. Po
vzniku Velkého Rumunska v roce 1918 tvofili Sasové ze Sedmihradska spole¢né se Svaby z Banatu a
Némci z Rumunského kralovstvi z doby pred rokem 1918 nejpocetnéjsi germanskou komunitu
v jihovychodni Evropé: 800 000 lidi. BEhem zemédélské reformy v roce 1921 bylo saskym obéanim
zabaveno témér 15 000 akrd pldy a pres 18 500 akrd saskym komunam s tim, Ze evangelicka cirkev a
Universitas Saxorum pfisly o vice neZ polovinu pady.
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Od zafi roku 1940 Berlin jmenoval mladého Sasa, Andrease Schmidta, hlavou Etnické germanské
skupiny v Rumunsku. Tomu se podafilo rozsifit nacizmus mezi vétsinu Némcl v Rumunsku. Béhem
tydnt, které nasledovaly po 13. Zari 1944, kdy se posledni némecti a madarsti vojaci stahli ze
severniho Sedmihradska, byly saské usedlosti vydrancovany sousednimi Cikany a Rumuny, ktefi
ukradli vSe, co mohli. Ve vesnicich jako je Ghinda, Chirale nebo T'rpiu si néktefi zvykli stéhovat se
kazdych pér dni z jednoho domu s nepfitomnymi osobami (termin uzivany rumunskou vlddou pro
vystéhované Sasy) do druhého.

Po skonceni druhé svétové valky bylo 70000 pfrislusniki germanskych etnik deportovano do
Sovétského svazu. Ti, ktefi se do Rumunska po ,pfevychové” vrétili, byli poslani do pracovnich tabor(
na ,verejné prospésné prace”, daleko od mista, kde se narodili. Situace se zacala zlepSovat aZ v roce
1948, kdy byla vétsina véznd z nucenych praci propusténa. V 50.letech doslo k pokusu o odskodnéni:
ti, ktefi prezili, se vratili do svych rodnych mést, znovu ziskali pravo volit a navstévovat némecké skoly
a byly jim navraceny jejich kostely. Ale v Pandofiné skfince se skryvala dalsi osudova rana.
V Rumunsku byl zfizen vSemocny komunisticky stat, ve kterém v 60.letech zacaly narUstat
nacionalistické tendence. Pro Sasy to znamenalo diskriminaci, nejistotu, omezeni, vézeni nebo
deportaci na Baraganskou step. Zapadni Némecko, které bylo na vrcholu ekonomického ristu,
potfebovalo pracovni silu. Jeho vlada zahdjila jednani se vSemi zemémi vychodni Evropy s némeckymi
minoritami. Podle Floriana Banu, vyzkumnika Narodni rady pro studium tajnych archivli (CNSAS),
vyustily tajnd jednani mezi Rumunskem a Némeckem v odchod vice nez 200 000 pfrislusnikd
germanskych etnik ze zemé v letech 1962 aZ 1989. Jeden takto ,exportovany” absolvent vysoké Skoly
pFines| do statni pokladny 3000S. Jeden student - 1500S.

Do soucasnosti

Po padu Ceausescuova reZzimu se oteviely hranice a v obdobi pouhych dvou let (1990 — 1992) velka
vétsina Némcl v Rumunsku (dalSich 160 000)opustila zemi. Po roce 1990, kdy doslo k tomuto
masivnimu exodu SasUl, byly jejich domovy vénovany jinym mistnim obyvateldm — Rumundm a
Cikantm. Sasové se vystéhovali do diaspory: 200 000 Zije v Némecku, asi 20 000 v Rakousku, 30 000
ve Spojenych statech, 8 000 v Kanadé. Rohtraut Wittstock, $éfredaktor Allgemeine Deusche Zeitung
flir Rumanien, odhaduje, Ze v Rumunsku zlstalo pouhych 15 000 Sasl, z nichz vétsina je starsiho véku.



