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Abstract: The Communist assault on the Romanian Prefecture refers to the violent actions
taken by the Communist Party in post-WW!II Romania to seize control of local
administrative institutions. Backed by the Soviet Union, they stormed prefectural offices,
using intimidation, violence, and legal manipulation to replace officials with party loyalists.
These actions were part of a broader strategy to dismantle democratic structures,
consolidate Communist power, and establish a totalitarian regime by the early 1950s.
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In 1945, Romania was undergoing a period of radical changes caused by its
defeat in World War 1l and the imposition of a new political order under the direct
influence of the Soviet Union. After August 23, 1944, when King Michael I removed
the Antonescu government and turned against Nazi Germany, Romania found itself
in an extremely volatile political situation, pressured by new geopolitical conditions.
At the end of the war, Romania became a battleground for the major powers of the
time, and at the Yalta Conference in February 1945, Stalin secured control over
Eastern Europe, placing Romania within the Soviet sphere of influence!.

In this context, the Romanian Workers' Party (PMR), a left-wing organization
that had become the main political vehicle for Romanian communists, began to
consolidate its position within the state under the leadership of Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej.
Although in 1945 the PMR was still part of a governmental coalition with historical
parties and members of the monarchical regime, the communists had direct support
from the Soviet Union and thus gradually started to take control over state institutions?.

* This material was presented at the Annual Conference of the C. S. Nicolaescu-Plopsor
Institute of Socio-Human Research in Craiova, Section'Daily life and socio-Economic Evolution,
Craiova, November 6-8, 2014.
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State administrative institutions, including the prefectures, were viewed by
the communists as bastions of the old regime, controlled by officials loyal to the
monarchy or by members of political parties that opposed the new directions
imposed by Moscow. Prefectures played a crucial role in local administration,
being responsible for implementing government laws and regulations, as well as
maintaining public order and safety in the counties®.

The Assault on the Prefectures: An Act of Centralization and Political

Subjugation

The internal political context favored the Communist Party’s struggle for
power, as its numbers were growing rapidly. Attempts by local administrative
authorities to impose a new social order clashed with widespread chaos: peasants
were appointing mayors, workers were electing new leadership, former members of the
fascist Legionary Movement were joining the Communist Party as self-proclaimed
“patriots” and “democrats,” land in the villages was forcibly redistributed under the
urging of Communist activists and the Ploughmen’s Front, and the police and
gendarmerie were intimidated by the momentum of social movements.

Against this social backdrop, on February 17, 1945, a demonstration of
around 10,000 people from Craiova and Dolj was organized in Craiova. A delegation
from the National Democratic Front (FND) appointed engineer Nicolae Celac as
prefect. However, by nightfall, armed forces summoned by the former prefect,
Colonel Ilie Dumitriu, surrounded the Prefecture Palace and arrested the FND
representatives and engineer Nicolae Celac®.

In the following days, the assault on the Prefecture resumed. On February 24,
a large gathering of people arrived in Craiova “from all corners of Oltenia: workers
from Drobeta-Turnu Severin and Ramnicu Valcea, dockworkers from Corabia and

3 Michael Shafir, Communist Romania (1948-1985). A Political, Economic and Social
Analysis, translated from English by Mihai-Dan Pavelescu, Bucharest, Meteor Press Publishing
House, 2020, p. 5.

4Born on October 23, 1906, in Bolgrad, Nicolae Celac was an agricultural and forestry
engineer. He became active in the Romanian Communist Party (PCdR) in 1934. In 1943-1944, he
arrived at the PCdR’s Regional Committee in Craiova, where he was involved in reorganizing the
Patriotic Defense in Oltenia, setting up safe houses, training partisans in the mountains, aiding the
escape of Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej from the internment camp at Targu Jiu, and connecting with
Russian prisoners held in Camp No. 7 in Calafat (released on August 29, 1944). As prefect of Dolj, he
“compiled the first list at the Regional Party office of reactionary elements-fascists or landowners-
from the prefect’s central apparatus” and continued “the work of purging the prefecture’s apparatus,
both centrally and externally” throughout his term (until September 1945). In 1945, he served as
adviser responsible for agrarian reform at the Ministry of Agriculture and Domains and was also
general secretary of the ministry. After 1948, he worked within the Ministry of Industry and the State
Planning Committee until his retirement in 1967. He was the father of Sergiu Celac, the future
translator of Nicolae Ceausescu. Source: Dumitru Lacatusu, “Bessarabian and Communist - It Was
Not a Contradiction in Terms”, in Once Upon a Time: The Romanian Communist Party 1921-2021,
pp. 458-465 (biographical profile based on the underground Communist Party membership file from
ANIC, Collection 53, file C/44, vol. I).
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Calafat, peasants from Poiana Mare, Cetate, Motatei, Dranic, Horezu Poenari, Mérsani,
from the remote villages of Mehedinti and Gorj, soldiers returning from the front,
apprentices from various trade schools and students; people of different generations”,
numbering over 20,000, accompanied by armed patriotic guards, occupied all the
streets and the square near the Prefecture under the slogan “We want an FND
government”.

A delegation of demonstrators led by Gheorghe Jianu, the county secretary
of the Dolj Communist Party, attempted to enter the building but was stopped by
Prosecutor Tarnoveanu and a barrage of machine gun fire, grenade explosions, and
firecrackers thrown from inside. Nae Cipere, lon Razlet, and Vasile Cepoi were
wounded, and lon Tomescu, a carpenter, was fatally shot. The crowd eventually
stormed the building and installed Nicolae Celac as prefect. An attempt by officers
on the night of February 25-26, 1945 to retake the Prefecture was repelled by the
armed patriotic guards stationed inside.

Thus, Colonel Dumitriu was removed from his position as prefect in Craiova
on February 24, 1945. The event was commemorated by a marble plague placed on
the outer wall of the county administrative building. The plaque disappeared after
1989, replaced by another referring to a scientific symposium about Michael the
Brave®.

Events in Craiova that Led to the Installation of an FND Prefect Had

Parallels Throughout Oltenia

The replacement of old communal administrative bodies triggered an
intensification of social unrest. Their resistance-perceived as coming from Antonescu-
aligned or reactionary element-clashed with a peasantry that stood out “as a
powerful revolutionary force”. For example, in the counties of Olt and Romanati,
events from November 1944 in the commune of Leu and a popular assembly in
December 1944 in the Caracal Theater brought together participants (including Ilie
Olteanu, Filon Sarbu, Gheorghe Diaconu, and Stefan Dobrescu), who demanded
Ilie Olteanu be appointed prefect instead of Colonel Ilie Dobrian (held in the
Caracal internment camp), as well as the replacement of the Radescu government
with an FND-led government®,

Local power struggles were settled in February 1945 after large, repeated
mass demonstrations. On February 11, 1945, a major FND rally was held in
Corabia; Grosu Stancu was elected mayor in Apele Vii; Petraceanu was chosen by
the village assembly as mayor of Izlaz; in Vulturesti, Castranova, Cilieni, and
Obarsia Noua, Antonescu-appointed mayors were chased out; and citizens elected

5 Titu Georgescu, Constantin Barbicioru, Florea Firan (editors), The History of Craiova,
Craiova, Scrisul Romanesc Publishing House, 1977, p. 53.

6 Elena A. Barbulescu, The Struggle of the Popular Masses in the Social and National
Liberation Revolution, Anti-Fascist and Anti-Imperialist. Counties of Olt and Romanati 1944-1947,
Bucharest, Political Publishing House, 1979, pp. 64-75.
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new mayors in Caracal, Corabia, and Bals. The most significant revolutionary action
took place in Caracal on February 24, 1945, coinciding with an FND-organized
demonstration in Bucharest. More than 2,000 protesters in Caracal, led by lawyer
Stefan Pruna (president of the Ploughmen’s Front in Romanati), Anton Popa (head
of the Ploughmen’s Front in the Corabia region), lawyer I. Olteanu (president of
the Patriotic Union), and Dr. Mihail Macavescu (president of the county PSD
organization), demanded the appointment of lawyer llie Olteanu as prefect — a request
supported by all parties. Following a rally at the Apolo Hall, the demonstrators
headed to the Prefecture to install the new prefect, but were briefly repelled by
military units from the 19th Infantry Regiment and the gendarmerie. Communist
activist Jean Dobrescu and lon Mincu, a peasant from Dobrosloveni, were fatally
shot. “On March 3, 1945, democratic forces in Romanati installed the prefect
appointed by the popular masses™’.

Prefects were also replaced in other counties of Oltenia. In Olt and Gorj, the
events weren’t as dramatic as those in Craiova and Caracal. In Olt, the new prefect
had democratic views and belonged to Gheorghe Tatarascu’s liberal wing. In Gorj,
the stronghold of liberal leader Tatardascu, Colonel Covrig was replaced by
schoolteacher lon Modoran. The appointment of prefects in Turnu Severin and
Targu Jiu came after public assemblies of 5,000 and 7,000 people respectively on
March 3, 19458,

Just days after FND (mostly Communist) representatives took over local
political power in Oltenia, the government of Dr. Petru Groza was installed on
March 6, 1945. This marked a crucial turning point in Romania’s communization
process. The first major accomplishment of this government was land reform,
which caused structural changes in rural society. According to historiography from
the 1970s and 1980s, “Through the achievement and legalization of agrarian
reform, a fundamental requirement of completing the bourgeois-democratic
revolution was fulfilled, elevating the worker-peasant alliance to higher stages-the
political foundation for Romania’s future transformations”. The 1945 agrarian
reform, far less impactful than those of 1864 and 1921, deeply disrupted rural life,
aligning it with the promise of a better life and social progress-political ideals
trumpeted by the Romanian Communist Party (PCR). In reality, the PCR was
implementing tasks aimed at transforming the existing political system into one of
Leninist type®.

The process of replacing officials was accompanied by ongoing pressure on
local authorities, which included not only prefectures, but also town halls, county
councils, and other administrative structures. In this context, the communists

7 Ibidem.

8 About all this in the newspaper of the time, Tnainte from Craiova, Gorjanul and Libertatea
Gorjului, ANSJ Gorj (Gorj County National Archives), Prefecture of Gorj, file 35/1945, f. 9.

® Romus Dima, The Workers’ Movement in Oltenia, Craiova, Scrisul Romanesc Publishing
House, 1982, p. 172.
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resorted to intimidation, threats and in some cases, physical violence to ensure
these institutions submitted to the new regime. Many local authorities that still
maintained ties to the old monarchical regime or center-right parties were either
forcefully replaced or resigned under intense pressure. Administrative officials who
opposed the new ideological directives or were viewed suspiciously by the new
authorities were also removed?.

These measures marked a significant step in the communization of Romania,
as they aimed to centralize power in the hands of the Romanian Workers' Party,
eliminating any influence from traditional administrative structures not directly
under the party’s control. In parallel, the communists began enforcing their own
economic and social policies, pushing through radical reforms such as the
collectivization of agriculture, nationalization of industry, and the imposition of
strict control over economic and social life'.

Techniques Used by the Communists to Seize Control

The assault on the prefectures in 1945 was not an isolated event, but rather a
stage in a systematic process of dismantling state institutions and installing a
totalitarian regime. The communists operated on multiple fronts to achieve their
goal of taking full control of the public administration:

1. Political Pressure and Recruitment of New Members: One of the first
steps was the recruitment into local administration of individuals who were already
sympathetic to communist ideology or had ties to communist youth organizations.
These individuals were placed in key positions within the local administration,
including the prefectures, to ensure the implementation of decisions coming from
the central leadership.

2. Forced Infiltration of the Administrative Apparatus: In many counties,
prefecture officials who refused to accept the new orders were simply replaced-
sometimes with the support of paramilitary groups or young communist activists.
These groups were prepared to enforce the regime’s authority through intimidation
and, at times, physical violence.

3. Suppression of Opposition: Any form of resistance-whether it came from
local officials or political leaders from historical parties-was quickly crushed. Those
who opposed the regime or were suspected of involvement in anti-communist
conspiracies were arrested, investigated, and often sent to prisons or forced labor
camps.

4. Mass Mobilization: The communists also relied on mobilizing the masses
to legitimize their actions. Public rallies and demonstrations were used to show that
the regime enjoyed popular support and to discredit any form of internal

10 Idem, Contributions to the Study of the Workers’ Movement in Oltenia, Craiova, Scrisul
Roménesc Publishing House, 1977, p. 250.

1 Victor Frunzi, The History of Communism in Romania, 4th Illustrated Edition, Bucharest,
Victor Frunza Publishing House, 2000, p. 63.
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opposition. This tactic aimed to create the impression of widespread public backing
for the political and economic transformations imposed by the communists.

Immediate and Long-Term Results of the Assault

The action of taking over the prefectures had a significant impact on Romania’s
administrative structures, with effects felt long afterward. First, the communist
regime managed to fully control the local public administration, consolidating its
authority against possible resistance from local elites or the traditional institutions
of the Romanian state.

Moreover, the assault marked the beginning of a period of intense politicization
in public administration, where appointments were no longer based on professional
merit or administrative experience, but rather on loyalty to the Communist Party.
This led to a decline in administrative efficiency, as many of those appointed to
leadership positions lacked the necessary training to manage the complex issues of
local governance.

In the long run, the 1945 assault on the prefectures contributed to the
creation of a totalitarian system, in which all state institutions-from local to central-
were strictly subordinated to the communist regime. This centralization of power
was a crucial factor in consolidating the Romanian Communist Party’s dictatorship,
which ruled Romania until 1989.

Local power struggles were settled in February 1945 following repeated
large-scale demonstrations. On February 11, 1945, the FND held a major assembly
in Corabia; in Apele Vii, Grosu Stancu was elected mayor; in lIzlaz, the village
assembly chose Petraceanu; in Vulturesti, Castranova, Cilieni, and Obarsia Noua,
mayors installed during Antonescu’s rule were removed. Citizens elected their own
mayors in Caracal, Corabia, and Bals. The most important revolutionary action
occurred in Caracal on February 24, 1945, coinciding with another demonstration
organized by the FND in Bucharest. Over 2,000 demonstrators in Caracal, led by
lawyer Stefan Prund (president of the Ploughmen’s Front in Romanati), Anton
Popa (Corabia region), lawyer |. Olteanu (Patriotic Union) and Dr. Mihail
Macavescu (county PSD), demanded the appointment of lawyer llie Olteanu as
prefect-a proposal backed by all parties. After a rally at Apolo Hall, demonstrators
marched to the Prefecture to install the new prefect but were briefly repelled by
military units and gendarmes. Communist activist Jean Dobrescu and peasant lon
Mincu were fatally shot. “On March 3, 1945, democratic forces from Romanati
installed the prefect chosen by the popular masses™?.

Similar replacements of prefects occurred in other counties of Oltenia. In Olt
and Gorj, the events were less dramatic than those in Craiova and Caracal. In Olt,
a democratic-minded prefect from G. Tatariscu’s liberal wing was appointed®.

2 Elena A. Barbulescu, op. cit., pp. 64-75.
13 Ibidem, p. 75.
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In Gorj, Tatarascu’s stronghold, Colonel V. Covrig was replaced on March 5, 1945,
by teacher lon Modoran*, a former school inspector and head of the local Communist
Party organization. In Turnu Severin and Targu Jiu, public assemblies of 5,000 and
7,000 people led to the appointment of new prefects on March 3, 1945,

Just days after local power in Oltenia was seized by FND representatives
(mostly communists), the government of Dr. Petru Groza was installed on March 6,
1945%. This moment became pivotal in the process of Romania’s communization
through the use of state power. The government's first major accomplishment was
the agrarian reform, which drastically changed rural society. According to
historiography of the 1970s — 1980s: “By achieving and legalizing agrarian reform,
a fundamental requirement of completing the bourgeois-democratic revolution was
fulfilled. The worker-peasant alliance was elevated to higher levels, forming the
political foundation for Romania’s future transformations™®. The 1945 agrarian
reform-far less impactful than those of 1864 and 1921-deeply disrupted the rural
world, aligning it with the aspirations for progress promoted by the Romanian
Communist Party. In reality, the PCR was working toward transforming the
existing political regime into one based on Leninist principles.

Concurrently, in the second phase of the “transition to building socialism”
between March 6, 1945, and 1948, the institutions of the Police and Gendarmerie
were required to actively support all events of the time that represented resistance
to the communist regime'’, the execution of Allied conventions (in effect, dictated
by the Soviet Union), securing the November 19, 1946 general elections, making
arrests, staging trials, and reforming the Romanian Army.

The prisons in Craiova and Caracal were overcrowded in 1946 and 1947.
The chaos was largely moral: national, political, and democratic values were
overturned. Nationalists, patriots, and anyone who didn’t align with the new historical
course became class enemies. The police were reorganized (after purges®® and
infiltrations by “elements from the working class”) as a tool through which the
communists seized full political control of the state. By the end of 1947, according
to records from the Regional Police Inspectorate in Craiova, the Oltenia Police

4 Gorjanul from March 8-16, 1945, p. 1; followed by the replacement involving engineer
Aurel Ticu Plesoianu (“one of the few landowners who generously shared all his possessions, not
compelled by any law other than that of kindness and love for his fellow man”, in Gorjanul, March
25-31, 1945, p. 3) and Al. Craciunescu (former school inspector) in July 1945 (Gorjanul, July 12,
1945), who in 1946 became secretary of the PNL — Tatarescu organization.

15 The event was recorded just one year later by the newspaper Tnainte, in its March 7, 1946
edition, through the article titled “Long Live March 6, the Day of Victory of Romania’s Democratic
Forces over Reaction”.

16 Romus Dima, op. cit., p. 347.

17 Gh. Gorun, The Anti-Communist Resistance in Gorj County Reflected in the Collective
Mentality (1945-1981), Craiova, Universitaria Publishing House, 2008 (including information about
the mountain resistance movement organized by Captain Gr. Brancusi).

18 ANSJ Dolj (Dolj County National Archives), Regional Police Inspectorate of Craiova
collection, file no. 1/1946, f. 34.



156 lon-Leone GAVRILA-CIOBOTEA

oversaw 15 units: Craiova Police Headquarters, the police forces of Turnu Severin,
Targu Jiu, Caracal, Rdmnicu Valcea, and police commissariats in Bailesti, Calafat,
Strehaia, Corabia, Bals, Piatra-Olt, Dragasani, Caliménesti, Govora, and Ocnele Mari®®.

Locally, on August 19-20, 1945, the Oltenia regional PCR organization held
a conference in Craiova, attended by lon Popescu-Puturi, Mihail Rosianu, Mihai
Macavei, Dumitru Ivanovici, and others. The meeting reviewed the party’s rising
numbers since August 23, 1944-from a few hundred members and 15 cells to over
10,000 members and almost 500 cells a year later?® — and analyzed the region’s
economic challenges along with the mobilization of the masses into political life.
As both an agent and beneficiary of political change, the Communist Party was
especially dynamic, particularly after Nicolae Ceausescu became secretary of the
Oltenia Regional Committee in 19462,

Conclusion

The full process of the communists' political takeover unfolded over just a
few years-marked by the forced appointment of the Groza government (March 6,
1945), the rigging of the November 19, 1946 elections, numerous abuses against
traditional political parties and the monarchy, and culminating in King Michael’s
abdication on December 30, 1947. It concluded with the establishment of a
dictatorship led by the single party of the working class: the Romanian Workers’
Party (PMR) in 1948.

19 Constantin Nicolaescu, Dinici Ciobotea, Ileana Cioarec, The History of the Police in Dolj
County, Craiova, MJM Publishing House, Autograf imprint, 2018, pp. 440-443.

20 Romus Dima, The Workers’ Movement in Oltenia, pp. 350-351. A likely accurate figure for
the number of communists in Oltenia before August 23, 1944, appears in the records of the regional
Gendarmerie inspectorates: only 162 communists were registered-see schematic from fig. ...Other
sources reflecting the rapid increase in PCR membership nationally after August 23, 1944, can be
found in Vladimir Tismaneanu’s Stalinism for Eternity, p. 109: “Over a period of three months, until
October 1944, the Romanian Communist Party had reached a membership of between 5,000 and
6,000. In February 1945, it already had 15,000 members, and by April 23, 1945, that number had
reached 42,653”. By April 25-27, 1945, the figure had grown to 55,253 members, to which were
added 62,925 Union of Communist Youth (UTC) members. Victor Frunza, in The History of
Communism in Romania (4th edition), p. 442, notes that by December 1947, PCR membership had
reached 800,000 (“probably including the Social Democratic Party”), and by February 23, 1948-the
date of the unification congress-the number had grown to 1,300,000 members. See also commentary
on the internal census of the Romanian Workers’ Party (PMR) from 1951-1952 in Adrian Cioroianu
(editor and author) et al., Once Upon a Time: The Romanian Communist Party 1921-2021, pp. 15-30.
The phenomenon of the explosive growth in PCR membership after August 23, 1944, is also revealed
in numerous unpublished documents from the Oltenia region. We reproduce just one of these, from
the archives of the PCR County Committee in Gorj, compiled between July 1 and December 12,
1945, titled: “Monthly Statistical Table Regarding Party Members and Party Organizations” (ANSJ
Gorj, PCR Gorj collection, file no. 2/1945, f. 3). Additional materials belong to the PCR County
Committee of Gorj, Oltenia Regional Office, source: ANSJ Gorj, Gendarmerie Legion Gorj
collection, file no. 3/1946, f. 6.

21 | avinia Betea, Ceausescu and His Era. Foreword to readers by loan Aurel-Pop, Bucharest,
Corint History — Romanian Authors Publishing House, 2021, p. 183.
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Demonstratia omenilor muncii din Craiova in timpul ocuparii prefec-
turii.

Fig. 1. Scene from the demonstration in Craiova on February 24

Source: according to Romus Dima, Contributions to the Study of
the Workers’ Movement in Oltenia, p. 286.
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