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Life in a Romanian Communist Prison
by Mariana Alina Urs
The Târgu Ocna political prison (19491954) and TB sanatorium was just one
of over 1501 prisons and labour camps
which were set up under the new Communist regime in Romania at the end of
the 1940s and beginning of the 1950s.
It was one of the prisons where the ‘reeducation through torture’ programme,
first implemented in the Piteşti Prison
near Bucharest (this involved appalling
forms of torture) was planned to take
place. Most striking about the Târgu
Ocna prison was the spiritual life which
developed there and which led not only
to the conversion of many atheists and
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agnostics to Christianity, but also
played an important role in stopping the
Communist authorities implementing
the programme of torture aimed at
brainwashing prisoners into betraying
their families and friends.2
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While the treatment of inmates by the
prison authorities at Târgu Ocna worsened after 1950 – for example medical
treatment was denied to those who
refused to spy on their colleagues – the
general regime was milder than in other
prisons. When the first groups of political prisoners arrived, they could not
believe their eyes:
‘In the train station we had an escort
waiting to take us to the sanatorium.
[...] From the very beginning, we
were surprised by the attitude of the
guards and the Governor. Not one
bad word, not one single curse. On
the contrary, the Governor, called
Daneliuc, told us in a friendly
voice: “Gentlemen, walk slowly, no
one is hurrying you.” Those of us
who were very ill were put on a
sleigh with the luggage. We couldn’t believe it; we were used to being
cursed...it felt like we were dreaming! We walked across the city in
silence, under the compassionate
eyes of those passing by. It felt so
good that we were all under the
impression that our suffering was
over, and now, finally, we were
human beings again! Shortly after
we arrived at the prison, the official
doctor came round [...] paying attention to each and every one of us,
asking about our condition...’3
‘The rooms where we slept the first
night had big windows and no bars!
Unthinkable in a prison! And then,
the next day, we found out we
could go outside! To be able to lie
on the grass, to see the sky, to see
sunlight, to meet people and to be
allowed to talk to your comrades in
misery; and then to get medical
care, with concern and love, to have
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better food – bread, even butter and
milk! I am sorry, but only those
who lived through those moments
can understand.’4
For anyone familiar with the bestiality
of a Communist prison system, the
shock experienced by the young men
arriving at Târgu Ocna comes as no
surprise.
Re-education through torture
In Romania the hostility of the people
towards the Communist regime was so
strong that for almost two decades the
government relied mainly on violent
repression in order to stay in power. In
the summer of 1953 the Soviet leaders
told the Communist leader, Gheorghe
Gheorghiu Dej, ‘Without us, you would
be gone in two weeks’.5 Terror was
imposed during the first years especially through arrests, interrogations,
torture, networks of informants and
arbitrary prison sentences. Overall,
more than 600,0006 people were imprisoned for political reasons.
Over 2000 men were subjected to the
so-called ‘experiment’ of ‘re-education
through torture’, also known as ‘the
Piteşti Experiment’ between 1949 and
1951. This involved selecting a coregroup of prisoners willing to collaborate with the regime and conditioning
them to torture their colleagues in order
to obtain information which the authorities thought they were still hiding.
Various forms of torture were used:
victims were beaten continuously for
months, or forced to stay in a certain
position for days on end; they were
forced to eat faeces; they were not allowed to drink water; they were made
to betray their friends and to invent
2

heinous acts allegedly committed by
their families and,
ultimately, as a final
act of obedience
towards the Communist regime, they
were forced to renounce their faith in
God.7

reaction of the prisoners
put a halt to the
‘experiment’.10
Valeriu Gafencu:
a martyr’s death

An eminent student of
the Law Faculty in Iaşi,
Valeriu Gafencu, imprisoned in 1941 for
being a member of the
Some of the men
Iron Guard [a nationalwho were subjected
ist, anti-communist
to such forms of
organisation. Ed], was
torture and were
at the centre of spiritual
con sid ered
‘reValeriu Gafencu
resistance within Târgu
educated’, were then
sent to Târgu Ocna and other prisons Ocna. Soon after he was sentenced, he
where they were intended to help con- renounced his political beliefs in order
duct this ‘experiment’ there as well. As to dedicate himself to Christ. Accordone of the inmates from Târgu Ocna ing to all testimonies, he helped convert
recalls in his memoirs, ‘the look on other prisoners to Christianity, he
their face was strange, somewhere be- looked after those in need, discussed
tween terror, fever and hypnosis. Their theological questions with prisoners
eyes were glassy and unstable, they
were nervous and always quarrelsome.’8

The sense of solidarity shared by those
imprisoned at Târgu Ocna as well as
the conditions in the prison, which
made it very difficult to isolate the
victims, prevented the ‘experiment’
from being carried out. When the prisoners heard cries for help coming from
the first inmate who was supposed to
be subjected to ‘re-education’, they all
started to call for help, disregarding the
danger this posed. As a result, they
managed to attract the attention both of
people outside the prison, and of the
local police and Securitate9 to what was
happening inside Târgu Ocna. As the
‘re-education’ process was supposed to
remain secret given the heinous methods used in the programme, the vocal
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but Christ who liveth in me. [...]
7. The principle of freedom: in Christ

Icon of Valeriu Gafencu

and celebrated Christian festivals.11
Today most Romanian Orthodox revere
him as the ‘Saint of the Prisons’, although he has not yet been officially
canonised by the Romanian Orthodox
Church (ROC) .
In 1950, two years before he died, Valeriu Gafencu set out a series of principles which aimed to integrate the teachings of the Christian church into daily
life. Memorised and afterwards written
down by Constantin Voicescu, one of
the prisoners who later became a priest,
Gafencu’s ‘Principles of a Christian
Life’ were confiscated by the political
police when Voicescu was arrested for
the second time. This two-page manuscript can now be found in the archives
of the Securitate and it reads in part:
‘1.The principle of love. We will
make our earthly love obedient to
our love for the Lord, and within it
we will love one another. [...]
3. The principle of education. Day by
day I renounce my old self so that I
become a better man. It is not I,
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we know the freedom of the soul
and freedom of action, without sin,
with wisdom and courage. Freedom
respects submission in truth, it
brings beauty to togetherness and
increases a sense of responsibility.
8.The principle of an ecumenical
council: each person strives to decipher the truth, but we have all taken
one decision in council, that we
have one “primus inter pares”.
Thus, we combine freedom and
authority, equality and hierarchy,
innovation and tradition, all under
the blessing of the Holy Spirit.
9.The principle of community: one
person makes up what is lacking in
another, so that no one has too
much and no one has too little. The
ideal is reached by those who give
everything, in humility. Submitting
personal interest to the general
interest, we strive for universal
harmony. [...]
12.The principle of knowledge: we
know all there is to be known and
we master all that is to be mastered
in order to nurture the spiritual
growth of man and his salvation.
We study everything so that we can
choose what is good from everything. [...]
Love Christ and you will be
happy.’12
Many witnesses recorded how Gafencu
chose to sacrifice himself in order to
save his good friend, the Protestant
pastor Richard Wurmbrand, from certain death. After receiving some streptomycin (the most effective drug
against TB in the 1950s) from Leonida
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Stratan, a fellow prisoner, Gafencu
insisted on giving it to Wurmbrand so
that the latter would have a chance to
live, and to tell the outside world about
what was happening in Romanian prisons. 13 Sources also indicate that
Gafencu, knowing the time of his death
in advance, gently told the news to his
friends to prepare them and, aware that
he would be thrown into a mass grave,
asked them to put a silver crucifix in
his mouth so that his body could be
identified should there be an archaeological investigation one day.14
Months later, after Gafencu’s death,
Wurmbrand himself was given some
streptomycin and followed the example
of his friend, offering the medication to
others in need, at the cost of endangering his own health.15 When he was
allowed to leave Romania, after a ransom of $10,000 was paid by Norwegian
Christians to the Romanian government, he fulfilled Gafencu’s wish and
told the world about the tragedies of the
Gulag.
The power of faith

cilessly replied ‘Then get out and die in
your faith!’16 Eduard Masichievici indeed died some weeks later, without
ever considering giving up his principles.
Many of those who converted or returned to Christianity in Târgu Ocna
did so thanks to Valeriu Gafencu and
his friends. Perhaps what made a
strong impression on the non-religious
inmates was the dedication with which
the Christian prisoners took care of
each other, and especially of those who
were terminally ill, and who presented
the greatest health risk to anyone approaching them. The healthier prisoners decided that they had to find a way
of looking after their friends in need, as
access to medical assistance was extremely limited. Consequently, the
very ill were moved to Room No. 4,
where constant surveillance was provided by prisoners who worked in
shifts. But they did more than this.
Realising that the very sick could not
recover because of insufficient medication, they decided to give them their
daily ration of butter, marmalade, sugar
and meat.

Unlike the cases of Leonida Stratan and
Richard Wurmbrand, there were sev- ‘At one point we even had to act as
eral situations in which prisoners were “policemen” in order to stop the
not allowed to receive the medicine very ill from giving up their most
which could save their life, unless they nutritious food. We had to do it
agreed to be informants for the Com- because they would have endanmunist authorities. When Eduard Ma- gered their own health. This wondersichievici was summoned to receive the ful attitude, together with an atmosmedication sent by his family, the po- phere of Christian love towards
litical officer of the prison told him: everyone was permanently among
‘Look, you have your medicine here; if us.’17
you tell me everything that happens in
there, I’ll give it to you.’ When Masi- According to Richard Wurmbrand:
chievici refused – he was young and
had been arrested while still in secon- ‘During the 30 months spent in that
dary school – the political officer merKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013
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room (Room No. 4), tens of people
died and their places were taken by
others. But a remarkable thing happened: none of them died an atheist.
Fascists, Communists, murderers,
thieves, priests, rich aristocrats and
poor peasants, they were all brought
to our cell; and not one of them
died without making peace with
God and with all of us. Many were
firm atheists when they first came
to Room No. 4. I always saw their
lack of faith crumbling at the sight
of death. The fact that a cat walked
over a bridge is not enough evidence that the bridge is strong; you
only know that this is so if a train
passes over. It’s easy to be an atheist when all is well. Strong faith
resists enormous pressure; but I
never saw atheism hold up when
faced with death.’18
An unforgettable story from Târgu
Ocna was the conversion of a ‘reeducated’ prisoner who after initially
trying to fight his aggressors in Piteşti,
was tortured for three months until he
finally surrendered. Becoming an aggressor himself, he caught TB and was
sent to Târgu Ocna in a very serious
condition. From the moment he arrived, even though he moved with extreme difficulty, he was full of anger,
offensive, cursing incessantly and trying to hit everyone around him. At first
he would only accept help from his ‘reeducated’ colleagues, but after he was
moved to Room No. 4, he gradually
started to thank those serving him.
‘In time, his face started to lighten
up, though I never saw him smile.
He began to lose his fear and to feel
the warmth spread by Valeriu.19
Once, when Valeriu’s best friend
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Gherasim Iscu

was washing him, he whispered:
“You are washing my hands and
my feet, but on them there is more
than dirt...there’s the blood I
shed...the blood of my brothers and
friends! [...] Do you know I was
waiting for your turn and I would
have killed you with these very
hands?”’20
Despite his confession and remorse, the
prisoner, whose name was kept secret,
continued to be an informant until just
before his death.
Another conversion story, recounted by
Richard Wurmbrand and confirmed by
many other sources, has at its centre the
Abbot of Tismana Monastery, Gherasim Iscu, and his tormentor, a young
man called Vasilescu. Before being
sent to Târgu Ocna, Vasilescu and Abbot Gherasim were both in the labour
camp of the Danube-Black Sea Canal
where Vasilescu, a ‘re-educated’ pris6

Icon of the New Martyrs, Dioconesti Monastery

oner, had often beaten the priest unconscious. At Târgu Ocna they met again
in Room No. 4, both terminally ill. All
of a sudden, on Christmas Eve 1951,
Vasilescu started crying and asking for
forgiveness, saying that he too believed
in God. Hearing him, Gherasim Iscu
with the help of two friends got out of
bed and went over to him. He said:
‘You were young and did not know
what you were doing. I love you
with all my heart, and all the Christians you tormented they also forgive you, and love you, and Christ
loves you.’

Detail from the Icon of the New Martyrs
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Vasilescu then confessed his sins to his
own victim; they prayed together and
both died that same night.21
7

Spiritual experience
Prisoners always felt that death was just
around the corner in Târgu Ocna. This
led them to seek spiritual guidance, but
as all religious activity was strictly
prohibited, confessions took place secretly during daily walks in the courtyard or were whispered conversations
in the cells. Nevertheless, priests almost always managed to give Communion to prisoners22 while others
would light well-hidden candles before
someone’s deathbed.23 Parts of the
Bible circulated in the prison and many
learned St John’s Gospel by heart on
the advice of Valeriu Gafencu and his
friend, Ioan Ianolide. Pastor Wurmbrand, who knew almost the entire
Gospel by heart, also brought great
comfort to his friends, as Constantin
Samargescu well remembered.24 Some
of the other prisoners, including Ioan
Popescu, were also able to recite St
John’s Gospel25 while others knew
various passages from the Bible or
prayers which they were able to teach
one another, writing the texts on wood
covered with a thin layer of soap. Several inmates later became priests or
monks, after practicing the Jesus
Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,
have mercy on me, a sinner’ which
both Valeriu Gafencu and others repeated incessantly.26 The authorities
tried to accuse the prisoners of politically motivated behaviour, but to no
avail since those involved always testified that in their conversations with
Gafencu, ‘he would never speak about
anything except religious matters’.27
The prisoners would also do their best
to observe important church feast-days
despite the regulations which forbade
this. The location of the sanatorium
allowed the inmates to see from their
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cells a small monastery built on the top
of a mountain close-by, and to witness
from afar the river of light created by
the believers’ candles on Good Friday
and during the midnight Easter Liturgy.28 For Easter 1950, one of the
inmates, Radu Constandache designed
several Easter scenes on pieces of coloured cloth, together with the message
‘Christ is risen!’:
‘They were sewn with coloured
threads gathered after unpicking old
socks, which were then put on
pieces of cardboard the size of a
business card. Everyone received
one on Easter Sunday from Radu,
who acted as postman [...] and we
were all so touched by his gesture.
Margareta [a doctor] and the head
prison officer admired them and did
not even object. However, one of
the prisoners asked to see the prison
governor [...] Daniliuc then asked
the head-guard to confiscate the
objects and to find out who had
made them. As some of the prisoners were very ill, the healthier ones
decided to take the blame [...] The
prison governor reprimanded them
for causing trouble [...] while the
prisoners in their defence said that
the sole purpose of the drawings
was to create a nice atmosphere
among the detainees for Easter [...]
Daniliuc agreed with them but confessed that protocol required him to
contact the Securitate office in the
city.’29
Fortunately, despite threats from the
political police, no measures were
taken against the prisoners.
The most extraordinary feature of
Târgu Ocna was the friendship and
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sense of community created between
prisoners of different ethnicities, confessions or political beliefs – between
Orthodox, Catholics, Greek-Catholics,
Protestants, Jews, atheists, members of
all the political organisations from the
inter-war period, priests, former police,
workers, students, peasants or intellectuals. Paradoxically, given the inhuman conditions in which they were
imprisoned, the political detainees built
their own micro-universe of mutual
respect and compassion, of solidarity
and trust, their grave illness acting as a

catalyst for accepting the ‘other’.
While facing their own or their friends’
imminent death, and the blackmail and
abuse of the prison administration, the
prisoners developed such a sense of
friendship and such levels of selfsacrifice that this experience changed
their very mental framework. This was
what may have prompted Ioan Popescu,
a former political prisoner, to say, even
after seeing many of his friends die
before his eyes, that ‘I spent the best
years of my life in the prison of Târgu
Ocna’.30
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Letter to the Editor
The number of Jehovah’s Witness families deported on 1 April
1951 from the newly acquired territories of the Soviet Union were
significantly higher than the figure given in my article ‘Working in
the Keston Archive’ (Keston Newsletter, No 14, 2011). The number
(723) refers only to those families exiled from Moldavia and not
from the other regions listed. The precise number of families forci1
bly moved from the western borderlands is not known because key
documents relating to the mass exile remain classified.
Yours sincerely,
Zoe Knox
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Mikhail Khorev
by Michael Bourdeaux
16 May 1966 was a glorious day of
spring sunshine in Moscow, with tourists from all over the Soviet Union
milling about the central streets. On
Old Square, outside the drab walls of
the offices of the Communist Party’s
Central Committee, there was a noticeable swelling of the crowd. This would
soon be the first-ever organised demonstration in a Communist country, with
some 500 participants having assembled from 130 towns and cities representing almost every republic of the
Soviet Union.
One of the organisers of this unprecedented event was Mikhail Khorev,
registered partially sighted and working
full time as an itinerant preacher in the
unregistered Baptist Church. The
‘Initsiativniki’ movement, as it became
known, took its name from the
‘initiative’ of its leaders from 1961 to
establish free elections to the central
Baptist leadership which, they believed,
had compromised itself by accepting
renewed state restrictions imposed by
Nikita Khrushchev’s regime. He had
inaugurated a period of more severe
persecution, leading to the imprisonment of some 200 leaders of the
‘Reform Baptist’ movement, as it is
usually called in English.
The demonstrators presented a petition
to the Soviet authorities, but those who
entered the Central Committee building
to hand it over did not emerge. The
demonstrators were cleared off the
streets and dispersed in buses to railKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013

way stations to be sent back home, but
Pastors Georgi Vins, the main organiser
of the movement, and Mikhail Khorev
evaded arrest and went back to Old
Square to enquire about the fate of the
detainees. They did not re-appear.
They would be tried separately. Vins’s
sentence in November 1963 was to
three years. In a later trial he was condemned to ten years, but was eventually exchanged in a ‘spy swop’ with the
American government before dying in
Indiana in 1998. Khorev received a
shorter sentence, two and a half years,
but this was merely the first of four
periods of imprisonment of increasing
severity and totalling twelve and a half
years – for doing nothing other than
struggling for the kind of freedom
which his church enjoys today.
Pastor Khorev became one of the iconic
figures in the work of Keston, as we
received extensive information from his
brave band of brothers and sisters in the
faith, who supported his cause and
helped to keep his case alive. He himself exhibited almost superhuman resilience during his long years of suffering,
during which his health deteriorated
and there was no treatment for his
worsening eye condition. Physical resistance is one thing, but moral stamina
is another, exhibited to an extraordinary
degree by Pastor Khorev – and it was
this which Keston frequently highlighted as an example of unbreakable
faith to the world. There is enough
information in the Keston Archive at
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Baylor University to write a book about
him.
Mikhail Ivanovich Khorev was born to
Baptist parents in 1931 in Leningrad
but, because of his disability, he received only an elementary education.
However, after his baptism as a young
man, he educated himself to become an
immensely respected preacher who
travelled throughout the Soviet Union
to present the cause of his church.
When, at his trial, the prosecutor asked
him in which towns he had preached,
he replied, ‘It would be easier to list
where I haven’t been.’
The core of his message was,
‘Everyone has the right to meet freely
and to teach the Gospel, including to
children.’ It was over this very point
that the Reform Baptists had broken
away from the official, registered Baptist Church, whose Moscow leaders
had, in 1961, accepted under duress an
injunction to exclude minors from their
services of worship. At his first trial,
Khorev claimed several times that he
never challenged believers to break the
law, but only to exercise the right to
‘freedom of religious worship’ which
the Soviet Constitution allowed. These
gatherings, perforce, had to be in the
open air or crammed into apartments,
because the authorities had closed
down over 300 registered churches.
The details of the trial became known
shortly afterwards through the double
smuggling of a 22-page summary of the
proceedings. A fellow-believer who
managed to elude the courtroom guards
noted down the essentials; then the
manuscript was brought out of the Soviet Union, where today a copy resides
in the Keston Archive. It concludes by
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describing the scene outside the courtroom: ‘When they took our brother to
the car, his friends greeted him and
threw flowers, with the words,
“Remain faithful to God, continue your
work as a preacher, warm the cold
hearts!”’
However, some time later Keston received a document in which Pastor
Khorev writes a corollary to this in a
letter smuggled out of prison. In 1985
Lion published this in a Keston book,
Light Through the Curtain, which contains a remarkable series of spiritual
testimonies from the depth of suffering.
One of them is ‘The Bouquet’, in which
Pastor Khorev recounts his experience
immediately after this first sentence in
court.
Outside the court the police bundled
him into the prison van to join a rowdy
crew of other convicts. Pastor Khorev’s
supporters on the pavement were
throwing flowers for him: one bunch
just evaded the van doors as they were
closing and dropped on the floor.
Someone grabbed them, tore them apart
and gave a flower to each prisoner.
Pastor Khorev received only the string!
Soon, though, the van stopped at another courtroom to pick up a lone female prisoner. She was shoved inside
and put in a small internal compartment, upon which the prisoners mockingly reassembled the bunch of flowers,
and a guard, as a rare act of kindness,
opened the grill to pass the flowers to
her. ‘Whose flowers are these?’ she
called out. ‘They’re my flowers,’ said
Pastor Khorev. A dialogue ensued. She
asked him why he was being imprisoned – and why, especially, he merited
flowers. ‘For service to the Lord; I’m a
Christian,’ he responded. All the pris12

oners joined in, foul language abated,
the woman said she had been imprisoned with another believer, and she
wished she could have shared that faith.
The woman said to Pastor Khorev:
‘Promise me that you will pray for
me this very day. I’m a human being too, and I need that salvation
which your sister in the faith was
telling me about.. I was brought up
in a children’s home and I’ve only
just heard about God. I want to
have eternal life too. Tell me, is it
true what she told me, that God
forgives all sin?’
Despite the rattle of the van and the
filthy surroundings, the prisoners were
now listening to the dialogue with rapt
attention. The guard allowed the
woman to pass the flowers back to
Pastor Khorev. Although they were
now wilting, he took the string from his
pocket and tied them again. They all
asked for a blessing. He responded,
‘May Jesus Christ, who is able to save
in all circumstances, be with you always.’ They all responded, ‘Thank
you.’ On entering the prison, he had to
throw his flowers into a bin. On his
release and seeing the bin again, he
remembered the woman and wondered
whether the seed of faith he had tried to
plant had grown.
After his release Pastor Khorev continued his preaching. The Soviet authorities simply could not stop him. During
a later sentence he wrote letters and
smuggled them out of the strict-regime
camp in Omsk, Siberia. In January
1980 he wrote of his first sentence:
‘I knew that I would be taken to the
Kresty prison in Leningrad. I
Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013

waited for this moment with an
almost holy reverence… When my
father was 48, he too was arrested
for his service to God and brought
to this same prison. I was then
seven. Now I had become a father
myself and was to follow his path
through
these
same
prisons.’ (Letters from a Soviet Prison
Camp, London, 1988)
With the accession of Mikhail Gorbachev, conditions quickly began to ease
for all Russian believers; prisoners
were able to return to their families and
resume their ministry. Khorev had
moved to Chisinau in the 1970s, where,
after Moldavian independence, he led
his congregation to two decades of free
worship. Although the movement in
which he played such a large part has
not reunited with the mainstream Baptist Church, his ministry in Moldova
flourished. The number of his followers
in Chisinau multiplied and there are
now four separate congregations following in his tradition. Also he found
time to minister to the Romany community in the Carpathian region. He
began this during a visit in 1976, but
received such a response that he was
drawn to this ministry and returned
many times. His legacy there is 12
congregations comprising over 1000
members altogether, led by an indigenous group of trained pastors. He was
also able to visit immigrant congregations in Germany and the USA.
In 2011 he participated in the celebrations marking 50 years since the foundation of the Reform Baptist Church, in
which he had played a leading role
from the first. He died on 3 May 2012,
aged 81.
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Christian Revival in South Ossetia
by Mikhail Roshchin
The war between Russia and Georgia
which lasted from 7-12 August 2008
continues to create problems in South
Ossetia: South Ossetian separatist
forces were supported by Russia which
today recognises South Ossetia as an
independent state (as it does Abkhazia).
Russian military bases and border
guard units have been established in
South Ossetia, a fact interpreted by
Georgia as evidence of Russian occupation of a territory which, like
Abkhazia, is recognised as part of
Georgia by a majority of UN member
states.
South Ossetia is sparsely populated and
covers a territory of 3,900 sq.km. The
border with Georgia stretches for about
400 km1 while its capital, Tskhinval,
stands almost on the border with Georgia with only 3-4 km between it and the
nearest Georgian village of Nikozi. An
accurate calculation of the population
in 2013 is difficult to establish: this
author’s calculations are based on his

South Ossetia
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own observations, and on the questionnaires of specialists and of local inhabitants. During the Soviet period population growth in South Ossetia was relatively insignificant if one compares the
data from various surveys. In 1926 the
population totalled 87,300: 69% Ossetians; 27.6% Georgians. In the last
Soviet census dated 1989 the total was
98,527: 66.2% Ossetians; 28.9% Georgians, with 39,800 living in Tskhinval,
the capital. From data gathered on the
eve of the August 2008 war, the population totalled about 72,000: 64.3%
Ossetians; 25% Georgians.2 From this
information it is clear that the balance
between the main ethnic groups over
the last hundred years has remained
about the same. The August war however led to serious demographic
changes and a mass exodus of the
Georgian population from South Ossetia to Georgia, especially from the
Georgian enclave (the villages of
Tamarasheni, Achabet, Kekhvi and
Kurta) located close to Tskhinval.
Today South Ossetia’s
population totals about
50,000, but a good many
people constantly move
between South Ossetia and
Russia; about 50% live in
Tskhinval, one of only two
cities, while 1000 live in
Kvaisa.3 The situation in the
Akhalgori (Leninogorsk)
district, which was returned
to South Ossetia after the
war, is different. According
to the 1989 census, there
14

were 12,100 in the Akhalgori district:
44.2% Ossetians; 53.8% Georgians.4
Although a small number of Georgians
left and moved to Georgian territory,
many continue to live there alongside
Ossetians.
The religious situation in South Ossetia
has its own peculiarities. The only
religious building which survived the
Soviet period and remained open for
worship throughout that period, is the
Tskhinval synagogue. When local Jews
left en masse, mostly to go to Israel, the
last rabbi of the Tskhinval Jewish congregation, who left the city in 1992,
handed the synagogue over to Ossetian
Pentecostals, who currently use the
back of the building for their services;
this space had been used by the Jewish
congregation as a dining area and for
non-religious gatherings. The Pentecostals do not meet in the front part of
the synagogue where Jewish worship
took place. In addition to the Tskhinval
Pentecostal congregation, there are
another six Pentecostal groups in South
Ossetia and according to this author’s
observations, they are the largest denomination after the Orthodox. (There
are also Baptists in South Ossetia, who
at the end of 2009 officially applied to
the Tskhinval city administration for
registration, as well as some Seventh
Day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses.) Among the Pentecostals are a
good many well-educated members;
services usually use two languages,
Ossetian and Russian. Officially the
Pentecostals are not yet registered, but
are nevertheless able to carry on their
activities quite freely. Unlike the local
Orthodox, they are firmly integrated
within the Russian Pentecostal church’s
structure and are members of the
United Church of Evangelical ChrisKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013

tians within the Union of Independent
States and Baltic States, headed by
Bishop Georgi Babii.
Today the only officially registered
church organisation in South Ossetia is
the Diocese of Alania which belongs to
the Old Calendar Orthodox Church of
Greece under the Holy Synod in Resistance of Metropolitan Сyprian
(Kutsumbas). Since 2007 Metropolitan
Cyprian has been in a coma, and the
Holy Synod has been led by Bishop
Cyprian (Giules).5
According to the South Ossetian constitution, Orthodoxy is fundamental to
Ossetian culture (in Soviet times there
were no functioning Orthodox parishes
on South Ossetian territory). In the
post-Soviet period, parishes of the
Georgian Patriarchate were opened on
the territory of the Georgian enclave
near Tskhinval and the Akhalgori district. (The Moscow Patriarchate to this
day recognises South Ossetia as the
canonical territory of the Georgian
Orthodox Church.)6 In areas where
Ossetians live, parishes of the Russian
Orthodox Church Abroad (ROCA)
have begun to be founded. ROCA’s
activity has been mainly connected
with the name of Fr Georgi Pukhate
(Pukhaev) who in 1999 signed an
agreement on cooperation and mutual
aid with the government of South Ossetia. In 2005 he became the Bishop of
the Diocese of Alania (under the Greek
Metropolitan Cyprian). At the moment
there are five parishes in the diocese
and the Monastery of the Birth of the
Mother of God in the Dzhava district.
The liturgy is celebrated in Church
Slavonic and Ossetian.
On 5 June 2010 Bishop Georgi of the
Diocese of Alania took his yearly holi15

Phyle (Athens) and is the author of a
number of theological books and articles.

Bishop Amvrosi at the Christmas liturgy
(7 January 2013) in Tskhinval with
the President of South Ossetia

day and left South Ossetia (officially on
health grounds, but unofficially due to
disagreements with the clergy). After
his departure, Fr Yakov Khetagurov,
the blagochinnyi, took over the running
of the diocese. In May 2011 the Holy
Synod of the Old Calendar Orthodox
Church of Greece retired Bishop Georgi
Pukhate and replaced him with Bishop
Amvrosi who is an intriguing figure – a
member of the Baird family, born in
London in 1949, who speaks Russian
fluently. He graduated from the Courtauld Institute in 1968 and became a
professional art expert. Later he decided to convert to Orthodoxy. He took
monastic vows in 1973 and joined the
Monastery of SS Cyprian and Justina in

On 11 January 2013 I met Bishop
Amvrosi in Moscow on his way back to
Greece. He was staying in the home of
Prince Andrei and Tatyana Golitsyn,
his usual abode when he passes through
Moscow. The Golitsyns speak both
English and Russian, and Tatyana who
is British (and half Russian) used to be
a spiritual daughter of the bishop when
he was based in London. Bishop
Amvrosi had recently returned from
South Ossetia where he had visited his
Orthodox flock over the Christmas
period. He told me that not only Ossetians were Orthodox, but also the
many Georgians who live in the Akhalgori district.

Left to right: Princess Golitsyn, Mikhail
Roshchin & Bishop Amvrosi in Moscow

1

For more details about the demarcation line of the Georgia-Ossetia border see http://
www.rosbalt.ru/2009/08/14/663655.html
2
For more details see http://www.ethno-kavkaz.narod.ru/rnsossetia.html
3
Варвара Пахоменко. Обитаемый остров: заметки о демографии юго-осетинского
конфликта http://www.kavkaz-uzel.ru/articles/173406/
4
А. Цуциев. Южная Осетия: этническая карта по данным переписи 1989 года.
Tskhinval, 2007.
5
http://www.synodinresistance.org/Administration_en/
6
This could be connected with the Moscow Patriarchate’s canonical problems in Ukraine.
To refuse to recognise the canonical rights of the Georgian Patriarchate on the territory of
South Ossetia could undermine the Moscow Patriarchate’s efforts to preserve its canonical
rights in Ukraine.
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2012 AGM Talks
See No Evil
Labour, the Soviet Union, the Christian Protest Movement
and the Timber Gulag, 1929-31
by Giles Udy

Gough was reputed to be one of the
finest preachers in London, but he was
no stranger to the world of politics
either. In Hull, earlier in his career, he
had led a successful
campaign on behalf of
shop-workers for shorter
working hours and, in
London, he played an
active part in the British
Workers League, an anti
-Socialist ‘patriotic labour’ group which split
from the main Labour
movement in the early
years of the Great War.
Marxism was a major
force within British
Gough was born in StafSocialism as well as
fordshire in 1862. After a
degree in modern history at The Revd Alfred Gough Soviet Communism, and
it was because Gough
Oxford, he entered the
church, serving mostly in parishes in was such an eloquent critic of both that
the north of England. In 1895 he the Morning Post newspaper apmoved to the north London parish of proached him in late 1929 and asked
St John’s Highbury Vale, and there he him to lead their new campaign against
built the congregation up from 150 to Soviet religious persecution.
500 in four years. Seeing his success,
the Bishop of London asked him to The general election in May 1929
take over the almost empty Brompton resulted in a minority Labour Governparish church of Holy Trinity. By 1929 ment and the new Prime Minister
the church was so popular that, on a Ramsay MacDonald was dependent
Sunday morning, there were queues to upon the Liberals to remain in power.
Labour had welcomed the Russian
get in.
The parish church of Holy Trinity,
Brompton, is a rather unremarkable
building which lies at the end of an
avenue of trees off Knightsbridge in
central London. It looks
very much like any other
ordinary Victorian town
church. And yet events
which began there almost
80 years ago brought its
vicar, Alfred Gough, to such
prominence that British
Communists disrupted his
meetings and he was attacked even on the pages of
Pravda.
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Revolution of October
1917 and campaigned
throughout the 1920s for
the diplomatic recognition of, and greater trading links with, the new
Soviet Government. Labour looked upon the
Bolsheviks as political
cousins – perhaps somewhat uncouth, but, as the
builders of the first Socialist state, still to be
supported and admired. If
the two differed, it was
only on the means by
which Socialist revolution should be brought
about (force or legislation), not on
its necessity.
Atheism was an essential component
of Marxism-Leninism and the influence of militant atheism ran deep in
the British Labour movement. In spite
of claims that Labour’s origins lay in
the Nonconformist chapels (claims
which two early historians of the party,
Henry Pelling1 and E.P. Thompson,2
dispute), many in the Labour Party
looked on the established church as a
reactionary force, standing in the way
of revolution, which had to be neutralised. On this, once again, Labour and
the Bolsheviks were in agreement.
The human cost of the Russian Revolution had been enormous. In the
Revolution and its aftermath the number of people who died was greater
than the total military casualties in the
Great War.3 The Bolsheviks turned
particularly on the Russian Orthodox
Church, and thousands of priests,
monks and nuns were murdered, often
after hideous torture.
Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013

Solovki Islands

Archangel

Although there was a lull in the bloodshed in the mid 1920s, Stalin’s rise to
power at the end of the decade signalled the start of a new wave of terror,
which began in earnest in the winter of
1929. Over the next two years 1.5
million4
smallholding
peasants
(‘kulaks’) were arrested, their homes
and land seized by the state, and they
were loaded onto cattle trucks and
deported to the far North and Siberia.
Forty thousand never made it to the
trains.5 They were shot out of hand. At
home British Labour enthusiasts hailed
the Soviet reformation of agriculture as
a tough but necessary reform as part of
the construction of a new Socialist
utopia. By the end of 1932, 240,000
kulaks had perished.
Most of the peasants were dumped in
the forests, under military guard,
where they were forced to cut timber
for the export market, a significant
proportion of which (worth £300m
annually at today’s prices) went to
Britain. The isolated forest regions
18

In December 1929,
as the persecution
of religious believers was becoming
known, the Morning
Post launched a
campaign to highlight their plight and
invited Gough to
lead it. On 19 December a mass
meeting was held in
the Royal Albert
Although cattle cars were
Hall, one of the
snaking north with thoulargest and most
sands of deported kulaks
prestigious concert
from February 1930, little
Albert Hall poster
halls in the country,
would become known of the
kulaks’ fate until the summer of that with a capacity of 8,000. This was the
year. The Northern Region forests first rally of the new ‘Christian Protest
were extremely isolated. Timber was Movement’ (CPM). The left-leaning
cut while the snow lay on the ground Manchester Guardian, which at that
and then dragged over the frozen stage had not developed its later oppoground to rivers. When the ice melted, sition to CPM, headed its report
around May, the timber was floated ‘Russia’s Campaign Against Religion
down river and loaded onto deep sea – World Crusade Started’.
ships. Only when those foreign ships
began to arrive did word of the kulaks’ The protest campaign spread rapidly
throughout the country. By March
fate get out.
1930 Gough was speaking at over 14
meetings a month.8 In the first three
The Morning Post campaign
years of the Campaign (1930-1932)
Religious believers had already been over 600 meetings were held. By Desubject to more specific, targeted, per- cember 1933 it had distributed 220,000
secution. Every ‘servant of a religious leaflets, articles and booklets.9 The
cult’, was deprived of ration cards and meetings and publicity it generated
thrown out of their homes, to face provided the national backdrop against
starvation and destitution. Many were which subsequent events would be
shot as counter-revolutionaries. The played out in Parliament, Downing
1929 decree defining kulaks, classified Street, Lambeth Palace and the British
religious believers as kulaks too, and Embassy in Moscow. It was pressure
swept them up in the deportations.7 by the CPM which kept the subject
The persecution of 1917-22 had been alive even when ministers and their
mostly confined to Russian Orthodox civil servants tried to bury it. The reclergy; now Orthodox, Baptist, Jewish, sponsibility for this must go in no
Muslim believers and even shaman small measure to Alfred Gough, who
worked tirelessly to promote the cause
priests were arrested.
were not prepared to receive such vast numbers of
exiles. With scant accommodation,
many
were
forced to build their own
shelters, sometimes dug in
the snow, as they arrived.
Malnutrition, disease and
exposure took their toll. At
least 20,000 children died
in the first year.6
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of those persecuted in Russia
– so tirelessly that it eventually led to a breakdown in
his health and the heart attack from which he finally
died.10

The Ambassador reports

Such an important document would have been
compiled by both Ovey
and his officials. Their
objectivity would have
‘No interference’
been assumed, but in the
case of the majority of the
By mid-February the clamMoscow Embassy staff,
this was not a given.
our had become so great that
the Government was forced
Hugh Dalton, the MinisArthur Henderson
to consider what concessions
ter of State of the Foreign
it might make to satisfy the
Office, Henderson’s junior
minister, had already exerintense public and parliamentary pressure. On 12
cised a highly unusual
degree of ministerial interFebruary the Cabinet discussed the matter but deference. He had vetoed
four of the original Decided that what was going
on in Russia was none of its
cember 1929 appointments to the newly rebusiness, concluding that:
‘As regards the alleged reliopened Embassy, on the
grounds that the candigious persecution, His Majesty’s Government could not
dates were not sufficiently
‘impartial’ to the Bolsheinterfere in the internal afHugh Dalton
fairs of a foreign state.’11
viks. In practise this meant
© National Portrait
anyone whose views on
The next afternoon a very
Gallery, London
Soviet Communism were
different picture was given.
Arthur Henderson, the Foreign Secre- in any way negative. Sir Esmond Ovey
tary, assured the Commons that: ‘His was also far from neutral. His proMajesty’s Government will, when Soviet attitude was an open secret
possible or compatible with the inter- among the expatriate community in
Moscow. Reader Bullard,
ests of those affected, use
the Leningrad consul, who
all its influence in support
had originally been mildly
of the cause of religious
sympathetic to Soviet
liberty and the freedom of
religious practice.’12 It was
Communism, remarked in
his diary that Ovey was
a toothless commitment. In
‘rather disgustingly prothe meantime Sir Esmond
Soviet’13 and ‘never seems
Ovey, the newly appointed
disgusted or horrified by
British Ambassador in Moscow, had been asked to
anything the Russians
prepare a full report on the
do’.14 Similar observations
were made by others.15 At
Soviet persecution of religSir Esmond Ovey
ion and this was now ea- © National Portrait Gallery, best it seems that Ovey
was, for a senior diplomat,
gerly awaited.
London
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irresponsibly naïve about the Soviets.
For example, when asked by the Foreign Office to provide an initial report
on the situation, Ovey cabled that his
reply would have to be delayed until
he had obtained the assistance of a
Soviet expert promised him by Foreign
Minister Litvinov. Ovey’s final report16 followed the Soviet propaganda
line so closely that it seems to betray
the hand of that nameless expert. Dismissing British allegations of religious
persecution (never referred to in his
despatches without the epithet
‘alleged’), Ovey insisted that ‘the anticlerical attitude and anti-religious
propaganda … [did] not connote
atrocities in the physical sense… There
has been no return to the thumbscrewand-rack period of religious persecution’.17 He admitted that priests were
shot but explained that that was because they were also involved in
counter-revolution – not surprising
given that Marxist-Leninists defined
religious belief itself as counterrevolutionary. Ovey even offered the
Foreign Office a new defence which
he admitted was of his own devising18
– that this was not ‘“cruel persecution”
in the sense that anyone practising
Christianity is liable to be executed for
so doing’.19 Ovey, who had made it
clear to a bishop passing through Moscow that he had little sympathy for
religious belief,20 then downplayed
what was happening in Soviet Russia
by likening it to Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries.
Cabinet responds
Ovey’s report was received enthusiastically by the Cabinet. Hugh Dalton,
the minister responsible for the day to
day oversight of Russian affairs, was
Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013

delighted. He called it ‘a first class
document, blowing up all the atrocity
stories’.21 In fact, as subsequent research has revealed, it contained a
combination of incorrect facts, inadequate analysis and bias.
Dalton needed not so much to be convinced as to be given a reason to dismiss stories which inconvenienced the
Government. When Ovey’s attaché
Col. William Osbaldeston-Mitford
passed through London a few weeks
later, word reached him that Mitford
had told the members of his club that
‘the stuff about religious persecution is
all moonshine’22 and that the King was
upset to hear he had said that the Bolsheviks ‘were very good fellows’.
Dalton’s response, recorded in his
diary, was ‘Good old Mitford!’23
With the arrival of the report whose
contents it was decided to keep secret24
the Government confidently dismissed
all further stories of persecution. The
only discordant notes were struck by
diplomatic despatches received from
other sources which kept suggesting
that Ovey’s perspective on the Soviets
in general, and on religious persecution in particular, was adrift. Dalton
dismissed them all. When the British
ambassador in Berlin sent a wellprovenanced, harrowing, five-page eye
-witness account of Soviet religious
persecution, Dalton would have none
of it:
‘I have observed that Berlin [i.e. the
British Embassy] sends us a good
deal of information about Soviet
affairs and that it is consistently
anti-Soviet in tendency. It is interesting to receive it, but Sir E. Ovey
and his staff are in a better position
21

-state crisis of the interwar years.28 The Anglican
chaplain-general,
who came under the
Church and state clash
authority of both the
Archbishop and the MinThough the Archbishop
ister of War, refused to
of Canterbury, Cosmo
issue the order until it
Gordon Lang, kept his
was reworded to make it
distance from the CPM
plain that it had come
campaign, he was soon
from the Government
wholly convinced of the
and not from himself.
reality of the persecution
Nonconformist service
Archbishop Cosmo Gordon
in Russia and of the Lapersonnel went outside
Lang © National Portrait
bour Government’s untheir bases on Sundays
Gallery, London
willingness to make any
to worship at civilian
significant protest. He commissioned chapels nearby. The Nonconformist
his own confidential enquiry from a pastors, their denominations having a
group of experts including Sir Bernard long history of state interference, were
Pares of SSEES, probably the foremost particularly offended. The Government
Russia expert of his day, and Lord thus compounded its problems by
Charnwood, a member of the CPM alienating its most sympathetic contincommittee.26 Drawing on far more gent within the wider British church.
detailed sources than Ovey, including
a Russian Orthodox information bu- When Lang rebuked the Government
in the Lords for its illreau in Paris which the
thought-out action, RamCPM funded, their report
say MacDonald was
was damning.27 It emphatifurious. In a private letcally confirmed the extent
ter, he accused Lang of
and severity of the persecuinterfering in British
tion.
foreign policy and allowing himself to be maLang also called the church
nipulated by Opposition
to a national day of prayer
forces bent only on
on 16 March 1930 on bebringing down the Lahalf of all those suffering
bour Government.29 Lang
persecution in the Soviet
replied that it had not
Union. Members of the
Ramsay MacDonald
armed forces still had to
occurred to him to con© National Portrait
attend compulsory church
sult the Prime Minister
Gallery, London
services each Sunday and,
before he called his
powerless to halt the nationwide day of church to prayer. Crisis talks between
prayer, the Cabinet banned all forces the leaders of the three main parliachaplains from saying prayers on be- mentary parties had to be held at
half of persecuted believers in Russia. Downing Street before the situation
It thereby provoked the biggest church could be defused.
to inform us accurately
than persons in Berlin.’25
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The day of prayer was probably the biggest single worldwide act of protest at Soviet
Communism in history. It
was observed by millions
around world, not only by
Anglican dioceses throughout
the Empire – from the Americas to Australia, and South
Africa to Far East – but by
many other denominations
too, such as the 80m strong
Lutheran Church. Three days
later in Rome a further
50,000 people attended a
special Papal mass for the
victims of Soviet Communism.
Counter-campaign

Henderson cartoon
© National Portrait
Gallery, London

only by Shaw but by two
former Labour Party
chairmen, four past TUC
presidents, a number of
them MPs, James Maxton, the leader of the
Independent Labour Party
(ILP), and the leaders of
the miners’ and railwaymen’s unions. The Labour Party was founded
by a triumvirate comprised of the Fabian Society, the trade union
movement, and the ILP.
Now leading figures from
all three supported the
Soviet line. The sentiments expressed in the
letter were therefore
from the Labour mainstream, not its fringes.

In response, the Soviets,
aided by enthusiastic
Labour fellow-travellers,
In the end disinformalaunched
a
vigorous
tion triumphed. A
counter-campaign
of
minor Soviet concespropaganda and disinforsion made in March on
mation. Moscow issued
the bread ration (all
conciliatory
statements
those banned from
and outright denials. Stareceiving ration cards
lin himself apparently
were to be allowed to
criticised the over-zealous
buy more bread on the
closure of churches.30
free market – hardly a
Tens of thousands were Izvestia cartoon: on lower part of concession seeing that
cross, caption reads ‘Armed attack
brought out on the streets
the inflated prices
on the USSR’
of Russian cities to prowere beyond their
test. To coincide with the prayer day reach) was spun by the Foreign Office
George Bernard Shaw, at that time one in June 1930 into a major breakof the most famous men in England through and a specific concession for
and a revered elder statesman of the priests. It was neither. The Morning
Labour Party and early leader of the Post trumpeted it as a victory under the
Fabian Society, published a letter in headline ‘Soviet Abates War on Religthe Manchester Guardian which re- ion’. By the time the truth dawned on
peated Soviet denials and decried the the campaigners the political impetus
‘false atrocity stories and malicious had been lost. But a new cause was
inventions’.31 The letter was signed not about to reinvigorate the campaign.
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Though they would later downplay it,
ministers knew early on that something
was up in the Russian north. On 11
June 1930 the Home Secretary, J.R.
Clynes, told the Cabinet about the
growing number of Russian prisoners
who had fled to Britain as stowaways
on the timber ships:
‘[They] claim to be political prisoners and ask not to be sent back to
Archangel, stating that they would
be shot on arrival. One has said he
would sooner commit suicide than
return to Russia… [This is] the fate
which they state, no doubt correctly, awaits them if they are returned to Soviet Russia.’32

Isvestia cartoon: the editor of the Morning Post
receives the Pope’s blessing. ‘Anti-soviet propaganda’ is written on his bludgeon.

The kulaks and the timber Gulag
The first cattle cars of kulaks arrived in
the isolated northern forests in February 1930 at the height of the British
campaign against religious persecution. The Moscow authorities themselves had little idea of the chaos that
had followed the kulaks’ arrival. It
took even longer for news to reach the
West, and it was not until after the late
spring thaw, when the first foreign
ships arrived in Archangel to load the
cut timber, that reports began to filter
back to West. And as revelations from
escaped prisoners and returned seafarers confirmed the horrors of slave
labour in the timber camps, the CPM,
reinvigorated, took on their cause too.
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Ministers were sufficiently convinced
of their likely fate that they agreed not
to send the stowaways back.
Over the summer William Strang,
covering for Ovey who was on leave,
sent two important despatches to the
Foreign Office, about the stark conclusions of which neither Henderson nor
Dalton could claim ignorance. On 19
August 1930, a representative of a
leading British timber company in
Archangel told him there was ‘no
doubt whatever that labour employed
at Archangel in loading timber was
convict labour, consisting, so far as he
understood, of about 10,000 persons’.33 Keane, the Leningrad Consul
reported:
‘As I understand question may
become important. [I confirm]
35,000-45,000 persons [are] engaged in forced labour in the Karelian forests... at Kem on the
White Sea [part of the Solovki
camp group] hundreds of forced
24

labourers [are] in prison camp
surrounded by barbed wire, loading timber’34

doubt on their humanitarian motives
and accusing the two MPs instead of
mounting a ‘stunt’ solely to bring

There seemed little doubt
that the Northern Region
(with the port of Archangel)
and neighbouring Soviet
Karelia (the region occupied
by the Solovki camps) had
become a vast prison camp.
By the autumn of 1930
enough information had
come forward for the matter
to be pressed harder in parliament. Lord Parmoor, the
Labour leader in the Lords,
who was either unaware or
feigning ignorance of the
despatches from Russia, dis- This famous still from a silent film of the Solovki camp group
puted that the labour of work- shows prisoners (men and women) arriving at the Popov
ers in Russian camps could Island labour camp, part of the Solovki camp group. Note the
be accurately described as stacks of cut timber in the background.
forced. His deputy, Lord
Ponsonby, instead praised the ‘vast, down the Government. The Times
terrific, and perhaps savage experi- published that too, alongside a leader
ment’ that was going on in Russia.35
accusing MacDonald of discourtesy.37
As the matter became public, more
The story breaks
witnesses came forward. Merchant
navy officers who had been in ArchanAfter 18 months of Government stone- gel and Kem wrote to the press.38 On
walling, the story finally became fully 17 February, the Swedish Ambassador
public when The Times printed an sent MacDonald copies of five affidaexchange of letters between Ramsay vits from escaped prisoners, which
MacDonald and two Conservative confirmed the widespread use of prisMPs, Carlyon Bellairs and Edward oner labour in the export timber trade
Hilton Young. Bellairs and Young had and the dreadful conditions in which
demanded that he act to halt a trade they were held. Two were from clearly
which was ‘a disgrace to civilisa- educated men – one a trained forest
tion’.36 Macdonald initially refused to engineer and the other a pastor. The
respond and got his secretary to for- pastor’s testimony confirmed that peoward them to other Government de- ple were being arrested solely for their
partments instead. When The Times religious belief.39 Copies had already
published them MacDonald was stung been sent to the Foreign Office from
into an intemperate response, casting the British Embassy in Helsingfors. On
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4 February Horace Seymour, the head
of the Northern Department, noted that
this was ‘pretty conclusive as to use of
prisoners in these camps’. Hugh Dalton’s initials are next to the comment,
dated the same day, as is the remark
from Henderson’s private secretary ‘S
[ecretary] of S[tate] informed’.40
Ramsay MacDonald, Arthur Henderson and Hugh Dalton were therefore
fully aware of the contents of these
affidavits – on 17, 3 and 4 February
respectively. Yet in a debate on the
timber camps in the House of Lords on
5 February Lord Ponsonby, speaking
for the Government, insisted that:

them. That is too terrible for any selfrespecting man to contemplate.’42
Ponsonby responded by accusing the
Anglican Church of moral bankruptcy
before insisting that the evidence so far
brought forward was inadequate. Back
in the Commons every attempt by
campaigners to raise the subject was
met by Labour heckling.
The Cabinet admit forced labour

The Lords’ debate

By early February 1931, pressure for
an enquiry was growing. The Cabinet
met on 11 February and in the privacy
of the Cabinet room, ministers conceded that the evidence for human
rights abuses in the camps was very
strong and that ‘there was little doubt
that an investigation would show that
Russian timber was handled by forced
labour’.43 But there would be no enquiry, they decided. The excuse was
that the legislation used to ban Russian
timber might also block goods produced under forced or indentured labour in the Empire. The argument was
to be repeated by the Government a
number of times during the affair.

Ponsonby’s denial came in response to
a speech during a debate in the House
of Lords by the Bishop of Durham, a
past campaigner against slavery, who
made the most trenchant challenge of
the day. This, he said, was a ‘moral
question that we cannot leave unanswered’. The conditions in the camps
amounted to ‘slavery in the worst degree’. Britain could not turn its back
on the suffering of those in the Gulag
‘for trade advantage’. There was ‘a …
moral disgrace involved in our indifference to these horrors and in being
associated by the Government of this
country with some kind of apology for

In fact the Board of Trade had already
demolished it. On 5 January the Board
sent a memorandum to the Foreign
Office on the legality and implications
of banning Soviet timber imports. It
stated that ‘there would seem to be no
doubt that such a prohibition could be
defended under International Convention as one imposed for “moral or humanitarian reasons”’. On Empire trade,
the Board stated ‘it is no doubt true
that the circumstance of goods being
manufactured by forced labour is not
likely to occur in many, if in any, countries other than Soviet Russia,’ and that
in the event of a ban ‘practically no

‘We are bound to accept official
statements that are brought before
us, and His Majesty's Ambassador
has been informed by the Soviet
authorities that neither prison labour nor any general labour of
sentenced persons is employed in
the [export] branches of the timber
industry.’41
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other goods would in fact be excluded’.44
Six of those present at the 11 February
Cabinet meeting had sat on the 1926
Labour Sweated Goods Committee
which declared that the use of forced
labour was ‘open to grave objection on
both economic and moral grounds’ and
recommended ‘the exclusion of the
goods produced under “sweated” conditions’. It is worth adding at this
stage that the Government had also
ratified the Covenant of the League of
Nations, Article 23 (1924) which
reads:
‘Members of the League… will
endeavour to secure and maintain
fair and humane conditions of labour for men, women, and children,
both in their own countries and in
all countries to which their commercial and industrial relations
extend.’

Officials break ranks
A fortnight after the Cabinet decision,
on 24 February, Reader Bullard, the
new Leningrad Consul, informed Henderson that the Norwegian Consul in
Archangel had told him that prison
labour was ‘widespread’ in the Northern Region and in the timber loading
ports.46 For the first time, Foreign
Office officials began to break ranks.
The Permanent Secretary, Sir Robert
Vansittart (the senior civil servant in
the Foreign Office), took the first step:
‘We all know perfectly well in all
conscience that in parts at least
conditions in the timber trade are
inhuman… the time is past for this
“Nelson touch” of the blind eye.
That is not a proper line of defence. It has been too far
breached.’47

All appeals to the Government to enforce a ban on timber under the terms
of the Covenant were rebuffed.

Dalton would not concede the point,
instead insisting that there was still
‘evidence to show that there is some
lying about the conditions of labour in
Archangel by our Tory Wilberforces’.

In the Lords, Viscount Brentford of the
CPM challenged members of the
Sweated Goods Committee – Sidney
Webb and Lord Passfield – to accept
that timber from the Soviet camps was
‘produced under conditions which
violate the world’s standards’, the
phrase that the Labour Committee had
used. Webb, one of the best known
Labour Soviet apologists, replied, ‘I
am not in a position to say’.45 Now, it
seemed, trade was to take priority over
the plight of those in the Gulag. The
reality was that pro-Soviet feeling ran
so high in the Labour Party that an
embargo was out of the question.

On 7 March the Manchester Guardian,
not given to negative reporting about
the Soviet Union, carried an eyewitness account which spoke of 60100 deaths per day in the Solovki
camps.48 Two days later, Ovey reported that 60,000 prisoners were now
thought to be working in the timber
camps.49 At home the British timber
workers’ union continued to repeat
Soviet denials and insist that the Tories
were just trying to find an excuse to
attack Russia. Dalton kept up his position even as the evidence mounted. On
10 April, when another Northern Department official, C.H. Bateman, wrote

Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013

27

of a journalist’s report that
‘the fate of the kulak transportees is one of the most
loathsome and horrid things I
have ever read’, Dalton’s
reply was that conditions
were probably ‘no worse
than pre-Bolshevik days’.50
Commons denials:
Consolidated Fund Debate,
25 March 1931
Labour could not fend off
Conservative attempts to
debate the timber camps
indefinitely. On 25 March
1931 the Tories shoehorned
the subject in a procedural
debate on the Consolidated Fund. It
was to be the only Commons debate on
the timber camps. William Graham,
the President of the Board of Trade, a
rising star in the Labour party who was
tipped as a future party leader, was to
speak for the Government. Briefing
notes for him prepared by Board of
Trade, Foreign Office and Office of
Works made it clear that the main
allegations about the camps were now
undeniable:
‘It is quite true that, there have been
overstatements and exaggerations
… [but] the plain fact is that, despite inaccuracies and over statements, there cannot but be some
truth found in the welter of evidence available.’51
‘The Soviet Government maintain
that convict and forced labour are
not used on timber for export, but it
seems almost incredible that they
should be able to keep the different
classes of timber separate, and there
Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013
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is no evidence apart from their own
statements that they attempt to do
so.’52
They also added that the most persuasive expert eye-witness evidence, cited
frequently by fellow-travellers (in the
Manchester Guardian, parliament and
elsewhere) to deny the existence of the
camps, was crucially flawed because
the witness had not been to Russia
since the kulak deportations began.
Dalton altered the brief to water down
this point and added a footnote that,
even so, the expert’s evidence ‘should
not be wholly disregarded’.
In the debate Conservative MP Edward
Hilton Young spoke for many in the
country when he deplored ‘conditions
utterly alien to our notions of civilisation’.53 Antony Eden, who would have
Dalton’s job by the end of the year,
unknowingly echoing the brief given
to Graham, insisted that the ‘large
volume of evidence’ was undeniable.
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But Eden also added, ‘There are none
so blind as those who are determined
not to see’, a statement which Labour
speakers bore out. George Strauss, a
future Labour minister and peer, dismissed the humanitarian appeals as a
cloak to support an attack on the Soviets ‘put forward on political grounds
with political motives’ and insisted
‘the conditions of the prisoners in Russia are very much more favourable
than in our English prisons’.54
Dr Lesley Burgin, speaking for the
Liberal Party which was propping up
the minority Labour government, was
no better. He suggested that the affidavits of the escaped prisoners were ‘no
more reliable than those of a dismissed
servant or discharged employee’.55
William Graham was in combative
form, and insisted that ‘no evidence of
any kind’ had been tendered to support
the
Conservatives’
‘extravagant’
claims. He concluded with one of the
most extraordinary statements given
by a minister of the Crown in the
House of Commons:
‘[The Soviets] are engaged in a vast
and very remarkable economic
experiment, and what we have always said is that they are entitled in
their own way to pursue that experiment without outside interference
… I say, let the experiment continue. Let us give all the cooperation we can.’56
Anti-Slavery Society investigates
It fell to the Anti-Slavery Society to
step in where the Cabinet refused to,
and in May 1931 it issued a 132-page
report on the Northern Region timber
Gulag. The report completely rejected
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the denials of Soviet spokesmen and
British fellow-travellers, and confirmed that Russian timber exports
were widely cut and loaded by prison
and forced labour. Vansittart called it
‘damning and revolting’, adding that
there was even ‘fresher and worse
evidence available’ which the report
had not touched upon.
Unable to answer it, the Government
ignored it. In the Commons, when
Arthur Henderson was asked if the
Cabinet would be reading the report
and what action they would take as a
result, he replied that, as they would
not be reading it, the question of a
response did not arise. The New
Statesman was the leading Socialist
journal of the day and its review of the
report was written by Sidney (Lord)
Olivier, a former Cabinet minister and
one of the ‘Big Four’ early pioneers of
the Fabian Society (itself a founder of
the Labour Party, the New Statesman
and the London School of Economics).
A review by Olivier in the New Statesman therefore carried great weight.
Olivier’s dismissal of the prisoners’
plight was as shocking as Graham’s:
‘[The authors] report that in their
opinion the conditions imposed
upon Kulaks in the camps are oppressive, as many of the occupants
are unsuited to the type of labour
assigned to them, and their exiled
state is particularly severe. The
Soviet Government intends that
they should be severe, to punish the
Kulak for having led the immoral
life of a small farmer or agricultural
produce dealer. They also report
that the conditions of labour for the
political prisoners were for the
same reasons inhumane and oppres29

sive… The Soviet Government
intends that its penal conditions
shall be deterrent.’57
Final skirmish
As campaigners frequently reminded
the Government, legislation already
existed to ban the import of goods
produced by prison labour – the Foreign Prison-Made Goods Act of 1897.
From the beginning the Government
had put up a number of reasons why
the Act could not be used (including
the suggestion that the Gulag camps
could not be properly defined as
‘prisons’) and had ignored all Conservative offers of cooperation to redraft
it. Finally, in the Lords, Lord Phillimore launched his own private bill
which would close every loophole. In
the final debate Lord Ponsonby, speaking for the Government, said:
‘We have been informed by the
Soviet Government that, so far as
the export of timber is concerned,
no convict labour or forced labour
is used. Say that this is not true, that
they are not speaking the truth. …It
is a perfectly credible statement.’58
The Conservative-dominated House of
Lords passed Phillimore’s Bill on 15
July. It went to the Commons where,
as Lord Parmoor had warned, it was
allowed to die. The same day a run on
gold began. The ensuing financial
crisis split the Cabinet and the Government fell on 23 August. When MacDonald tried to form a national coalition government to deal with the crisis,
Labour expelled him and his Chancellor of the Exchequer, Phillip Snowden.
In the subsequent general election
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campaign Labour’s manifesto veered
even further to the Left. Snowden
damned it as ‘Bolshevism run mad’ a
remark for which he is still demonised
but which may not have been that inaccurate.59 In the debate in the Lords in
February, the Bishop of Durham had
warned the Government that there was
‘a Nemesis upon the kind of moral
indifference’ it was exercising.60 It
was to prove strangely prophetic. In
the October 1931 election Labour suffered the biggest landslide defeat in
British electoral history. It would not
return to power for 14 years.
Gough was on the platform in June,
still campaigning, when he suffered a
heart attack. He never recovered and
died on 8 October 1931. By October
the Russian northern ports were freezing over again and trade ceased until
the following June. By early 1932
massive transfers of prisoners had
taken place to provide the 100,000
strong workforce for building the new
White Sea Canal. Soviet cover-ups
made it harder to prove that export
timber was being cut by slave labour.
At home, in December 1931, Antony
Eden, now the new junior minister at
the Foreign Office, was canvassed
about a Conservative back bench proposal to reintroduce Phillimore’s bill
as a private member’s bill. Only newly
in the post, he deferred to Horace Seymour, the head of the Northern Department. Seymour, who had consistently
inclined more to pragmatism than principle, advised that ‘it could be awkward for the F.O. to appear to be discouraging the introduction of a bill to
deal with slave labour etc, [but] we
ought I think to do nothing to encourage its introduction’.61 It was dropped.
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Challenges Facing the Romanian Orthodox
Church Today
by Mariana Alina Urs

In 2012, the Romanian Orthodox
Church (ROC) made the headlines
when according to its fiscal statement,
the profit of the Patriarchal Administration was bigger than McDonalds’.
Together with other controversial issues, such as religious education in
schools1 or the construction of the new
Cathedral for the Salvation of the People, this particular scandal was yet
another consequence of an intricate
relationship between church and state
which, for the most part, remains unexplained to the ordinary citizen.
ROC and the expectations of taxpaying citizens
Today the educated middle class and
the younger generation, often regardless of religious affiliation, expect more
from the Church than spiritual counsel.2
This poses a series of challenges for the
Romanian Patriarchate as well as for
the laity supporting it. Accountability
on the use of government funds, a more
developed sense of its social mission
and confrontation with the Communist
past are what people seem to wish for.
Overall, what is demanded is more
transparency.3 However, this goes
against decades in which the Church
was only held accountable by the state
authorities and not by taxpayers. This
paradigm change is not necessarily one
for which the ROC is ready, but it is
nonetheless unavoidable so long as the
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Church continues to receive money
from the state budget.
The mysterious finances of the ROC
The popular argument, often used by
those defending the Church, is that the
vast majority of Romanians are Orthodox and thus the state has to financially
support the ROC. However, this does
not always seem to be a satisfactory
answer to those expecting more from
an institution voted as the most trustworthy for the past 20 years.4 While it
is said that the Church spends a great
deal of its money on socio-cultural
projects, thus not registering a ‘profit’
per se, this is poorly communicated by
the ROC. In the absence of specific
details about how the Church’s money
is spent, many people are left wondering whether the Church’s ‘social projects’ are merely a cover for clergy
enrichment.
Meanwhile, the stories of the 211,495
people who benefitted from the various
social services offered by the Church in
2011 alone remain largely unknown to
the public, hidden behind arid reports
and an indifferent press. Over 100,000
children, 19,143 people with disabilities and 74,752 elderly people benefitted from the social services of the
ROC, which independently contributed
four times more than the state to the
social services budget.5
33

Intricate church-state relations
One of the main causes behind the
current situation has been the ROC’s
privileged relationship with the state
since 1865, when Alexandru Ioan
Cuza, ruler of Moldavia and Wallachia,
confiscated the monastic assets of the
Orthodox Church, thus leaving it financially dependent on the state. In the
20th century, the interwar governments,
wanting a weak and submissive church
which would pose no threat to their
power, were complacent about the intricate relationship created between
church and state. In 1936 the state assumed responsibility for the ROC’s
expenditure making clergy consequently state employees. However, due
to an intentionally complicated legal
situation, this only led to a modus
vivendi based on the personal relations
between senior clergy and influential
politicians.6
Once the Communists came to power,
Prime Minister Groza concluded from
his own experience during the interwar
period that ‘I’ve had to deal with
priests and I know how important they
are’. As a result, the Communist government decided in 1945 to pay clergy
salaries officially from the state budget.
This apparently paradoxical decision,
given the professed atheism of the new
regime, can be explained by the Commu n i st g o v er n me n t ’ s wi sh to
strengthen its control over the clergy.
As priests were now state employees,
they were obliged to agree formally to
Communist values, and this was later
used by the Communist authorities as
an argument for dismissing those who
were outspoken about their political
beliefs. This was followed by the creaKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013

tion of a Ministry of Cults; in 1949, a
‘Ministry of Cults inspector’ was used
to put additional pressure on the ROC.7
After 1989, the ROC’s status of financial dependence was maintained.
Moreover, given the unresolved status
of many of the ROC’s requests to be
given back its assets, confiscated by the
Communist regime, it can be inferred
that, informally, there was a strong
desire among politicians, regardless of
the political spectrum, to keep the
Church submissive through financial
mechanisms.8 On the other hand, the
close relationship between the ROC
and the state, gives the former easy
access to army garrisons, hospitals,
orphanages, prisons and schools, thus
allowing it to perform its social and
pastoral mission without many impediments.
ROC’s political influence
The struggle to keep the church financially tied to the state is evidence for
the ROC’s perceived political influence
in society. Priests who publicly encourage believers to cast their vote for
a certain political candidate no longer
surprise the public, nor do rumours that
some ROC bishops have been appointed thanks to pressure from powerful politicians. This can lead people to
conclude that the church hierarchy is
under more pressure to please its powerful protectors than believers, and
lacks a sense of accountability towards
civil society or taxpayers in general.
The danger of alienating some of its
young or well-educated believers is
perhaps less acknowledged, given the
slow response to current changes taking
place in Romanian society.
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Church and the media
Past years have seen the Church paying
more attention to its social mission and
making public its efforts to help those
in need. The launch of the Patriarchate’s own media group in October
2007 can be seen as a result of this new
approach towards believers, though it is
perhaps equally the consequence of the
ROC’s desire to be able to defend itself
against allegations about clergy misconduct. Such attacks arise since the
Church is an easy target – few things
can be more appealing to the average
reader than the perceived hypocrisy of
those who ought to be a model of morality. While there is little discussion in
the media about the positive role of the
Church in society, more worldly matters attract its attention. While unlike
the Catholic Church, the Orthodox
Church in Romania has faced few scandals about clergy misconduct and child
abuse, scandals about money issues are
more likely to hit the headlines.

scandals; but we can also work
with other issues: fights between
priests, cursing, theft etc. We will
put this material on the website,
with photo-galleries, videos, audio
recordings…. with whatever you
have...’9
The success of the ROC’s media group
in rebutting the press attacks is debatable as the television channel Trinitas
has a small audience and the newspaper Lumina, though involving quality
journalism, is surviving mainly thanks
to the Church’s policy of making each
parish buy a certain number of copies.
On the other hand, Trinitas Radio
seems to be doing better, with quality
shows and a wider range of listeners
tuning in for choral singing or advice
on how to lead a Christian life.

The website of the Patriarchate
www.patriarhia.ro, however, shows
that the Church has not yet mastered
the art of communication and good PR.
A browse through the Patriarchate’s
On the other hand, the ‘paranoia’ of the press-releases reveals an often cold
Church when it comes to the media, is and bureaucratic style, even when
not without basis in reality. There is commenting on highly sensitive subevidence that the ROC is being targeted jects. This strengthens the image that
by journalists who hope to write about the hierarchy is distant, uncaring and
a ‘sex-scandal’ in the Church, and, in hardly concerned with the questions
the absence of that, about some other and worries of church members. The
scandal. In 2011, an internal memo sent official sermons of Patriarch Daniel
by the deputy editor-in-chief of one of rarely counteract this image: they all
the best-known newspapers, Adevărul too clearly avoid contemporary probde seara, was leaked to a journalist lems which could be uncomfortable for
from a rival company, who published it the Church.
on his blog with links to the articles
which followed in its aftermath:
Dealing with the past
‘I suggest we all write when we
have similar cases, materials with
scandals which involve priests.
Ideally, these would be sexKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013

Like his Russian counterpart, Patriarch
Daniel avoided opening what some
would see as a Pandora’s box in 2009,
when he did not mention the 20th anni35

versary of the 1989 Revolution and
kept firmly to theological matters during his Christmas sermon.10 The illusion of safety through silence about the
past is not without its consequences: it
perpetuates the image of a guilty, collaborating church.

Justinian Marina (1948-1977):
Red Patriarch or Good Shepherd?
Justinian’s privileged relationship with
the Communists predated their accession to power. When still a humble
priest he entertained the future leader of
the Romanian Communist Party,
Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej, after the

Today, facing up to the past, while not
the most pressing issue on the
public agenda, remains a salient
one. Accusations of collaboration with the Communist regime
are ever present, although under
current law the files of the Communist political police on clergy
cannot be easily checked. Thus,
suspicion remains and the cases
of high-profile clergy11 found to
have been informants fuel the
accusations time and time again.
Meanwhile the silence of the
Church tends to confirm these
1953: Patriarch Justinian with Dej
suspicions. Consequently, while
© Fototeca online a comunismului romanesc - 50 (52)1953
the Communist dictatorship put
constant pressure on the Church, send- latter escaped from prison in 1944.
ing hundreds of priests, monks and Dej spent a couple of days in Justinnuns to prison, many ordinary people ian’s house, as they shared, to a certain
know nothing about these victims of point, a leftist political agenda. This
repression. On the other hand most connection later proved a heavy burden
people know about the Patriarchs’ en- for Justinian when he was made head
dorsement of the regime, the Church’s of the ROC. On the one hand, Dej
congratulatory letters to Nicolae wanted someone whom he knew and
Ceauşescu, and the demolition of trusted, someone whom he thought
churches in the 1980s.
would be loyal; on the other hand, the
Church’s leaders wanted someone who
Nonetheless, when members of the could protect their Church from the
laity begin to study in detail the relation new atheist dictatorship and, thus, prebetween the ROC and the state during vent the tragedy of the Russian OrthoCommunism, the image of a submis- dox Church from being repeated in
Romania.
sive church becomes questionable.
An eloquent example is the case of the
‘Red Patriarch’, Justinian Marina,
whose behaviour has only recently
begun to be reinterpreted.
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In recent decades, many have called
Justinian a traitor to his people and to
God. However, recently discovered
archival documents as well as memoirs
36

support the idea that Justinian was in fact trying to protect the Church.12 Moreover,
the ROC’s Synod, aware of
what had happened to believers in the Soviet Union, was
among the first to recognise
the dilemma it was facing as
the suffering of the people
under the Communist regime
became unavoidable. Either
it collaborated with the regime and remained a legal
entity which Romanians
could turn to for help, or it 1966: Patriarch Justinian & Archbishop Michael Ramsey
officially opposed the re© credinta-adevarata.ro
gime which would endanger
change happened only after his
all its members, while leaving Romaelection. His present attitude is
nian society without any source of
absolutely incorrect. [...] the Patrispiritual guidance. Justinian chose the
arch persecutes every priest who
former path.
supports a democratic policy. [...]
His intention is to turn the priests
While apparently obeying the regime,
into an obedient mass so that he can
he did his best to help imprisoned
negotiate with the Party on an equal
clergy, taking advantage of his connecfooting.’13
tions in high places. Furthermore, when
the government tried to close down
Orthodox monasteries on the grounds Yet, his socialist views were genuine as
that monks and nuns were paid by the shown by the attention he paid to the
state and did no work, this was met Church’s social mission which he
with resistance from Justinian who thought to be of the outmost impormanaged to protect the monasteries by tance, together with the education of
‘rebranding’ them as museums and clergy.
shops. The whole of his time as Patriarch was marked by duality. Many His care for his ‘flock’ is also conthought his motto was ‘Say as they say, firmed by the conversation he had with
do as you think’. An official 1949 Queen Elizabeth II in 1966 when he
report stated:
visited the Archbishop of Canterbury,
Michael Ramsey. Apparently, when the
‘Though the democratic people inQueen offered him a Rolls Royce as a
vested high hope in the Patriarch,
gift, Justinian, moved by her gesture,
he managed to disappoint everyone
said:
who supported him due to his behaviour after his election as Patri‘Your Majesty, I thank you. You are
arch. As a Metropolitan he folvery generous, but I am informed
lowed the democratic line; the
that you are the President of the
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British Bible Society. All Romanian Patriarchs before me published
their own Bible, under their blessing. I have now been Patriarch for
over ten years and I have not managed to do this yet. Please, instead
of the car, could you give me paper
and binding supplies so that I too
can publish a Bible?’
The Queen agreed and, two years later,
the Patriarch did indeed manage to
publish 20,000 copies of the Bible.14
While the official hierarchy of the ROC
recognise the essential role played by
Justinian in protecting the Church, the
weak attempts to clear his image have
mostly been interpreted by the media
and the public as an attempt by the
ROC to protect its own people.
Justinian undeniably set the tone for
relations between the Communist regime and the ROC: churches remained
open as did some seminaries and the
Faculty of Theology in Bucharest. The
celebration of saints’ days still attracted
huge crowds, while baptisms, weddings, funerals and the liturgy were
public events which most people
apart from Party members could
attend. In 1990, after the Communist regime collapsed, 12,200
churches were still functioning.

ported by archival documents and
memoirs which portray him as submissive to the regime, unable to master the
art of negotiation. Visible proof of his
weakness was his inability to prevent
the demolition of churches which were
historical monuments, something which
provoked outrage among believers.
Nonetheless, he preserved his vocation
as a theology professor: his greatest
achievement was to publish a valuable
series of religious books translated into
Romanian for the first time, including
the Philokalia.
Teoctist Arapasu (1986-2007):
man of compromise
Justin Moisescu was followed by Teoctist, who took over the Patriarchate
during the difficult period of the mid1980s. Like his predecessors, he was
also accused of collaborating with the
regime and permitting the demolition
of churches. Archival evidence points
to the fact that he was vulnerable to
blackmail as he may have been a supporter of the Iron Guard in his youth.15
Despite this, after 1989 Teoctist became very popular among the people,

Justin Moisescu (1977-1986):
the obedient Patriarch
Some researchers argue that the
resistance of the Church ended
at the beginning of the 1960s,
while Justinian was still in post.
Once Justin Moisescu became
Patriarch in 1977, official resistance
indeed weakened. This is supKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013

1998: Patriarch Teoctist with senior officers from the
Ministry of National Defence © credinta-adevarata.ro
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men and women, among
them even priests, sympathised with it purely because
of its Orthodox component
with which they felt they
could identify. Most of them
later left this movement and
focused on Christianity,
becoming monks or priests,
but the ‘black mark’ of their
early sympathy for the Iron
Guard was used by the ComSeptember 2003: Patriarch Teoctist & Petros VII, Pope munists to imprison and
persecute them, and later
& Patriarch of Alexandria & Africa, visiting the
Memorial for the Victims of Communism & Resistance in made it difficult for the
Sighet © credinta-adevarata.ro
Church to discuss the controversial past of its martyrs.
which helped him to maintain unity and
trust in the Church. His attempt to Though hundreds of Orthodox priests
prevent the past becoming a subject of were arrested, the repression against the
debate has succeeded only partially, Church did not end when believers
and at a high price: the Church’s inno- were imprisoned. Various testimonies
cent victims have too often been forgot- show that the final layer of prisoners’
ten or ignored, excluded from official anti-communist resistance was their
church discourse and often even from faith in God; this was well-known to
that of civil society, members of which the authorities who continuously harpaid little attention to the fate of Ortho- assed them about their beliefs. The
dox clergy and laity, and focused in- ‘experiment’ of re-educating prisoners
stead on repression against other Chris- by using torture16 in order to transform
tian denominations.
them into obedient citizens, aimed to
The political views
shared by many of the
victims are the main
cause for this silence.
The Legion of Archangel Michael, also
known as the Iron
Guard, the most important extreme right-wing
movement of the interwar era, was founded
on two coordinates: a
nationalist credo and
Orthodoxy. Consequently, many young
Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013
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make prisoners deny the existence of
God. Nicolae Purcărea, a political
prisoner who survived torture in Piteşti
prison, remembers that the ultimate
question posed by those torturing him
for months on end, when they thought
they had finally broken him, was
whether he still believed in God. He
recalls that at that moment, when he
said ‘yes’:
‘...I felt something break inside me,
something exploded inside me. I
felt an immense loneliness, a nothingness, and I just stayed like that,
without being aware of anything,
for months...’17
According to Dumitru Bordeianus,
‘Because of the unbearable torture,
many renounced God in the end...’ If
they refused, the torture would start
again, with even more cruelty than the
first time. Gheorghe Calciu, a former
political prisoner, who went through
the ‘re-education process’ concluded
that:
‘I think that in many circumstances,
because of the terror and the fear,
our heart let the devil win. But, in
the end, God returned each and
every one of us to ourselves. He
gave each of us the opportunity to
fight one last battle. Because the
last battle was not in Piteşti. The
last battle was in our heart, after we
left Piteşti. And, for most of us, the
last battle was won by God.’18
The story of Gheorghe Calciu is an
extraordinary example of resistance.
Arrested while he was a medical student, he was sent to Piteşti, where he
was unable to withstand the torture,
although he himself did not start beatKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013

ing anyone. After he was released, he
joined the Faculty of Theology and
Philology, later becoming a professor at
the Orthodox Seminary in Bucharest
thanks to the intervention of Patriarch
Justinian. When churches started to be
demolished, he preached publicly
against this to young people. As a result, his family were terrorised and
received threatening telephone calls
while kept under constant surveillance.
He was arrested again in 1979 and
condemned to ten years in prison; at
first he was held in the psychiatric section and then put in a cell with two men
accused of murder. Thanks to international pressure from Ronald Reagan
and Margaret Thatcher, he was freed
and forced into exile.19 During his first
years in the US he worked as a manual
labourer, and later took on the Romanian parish in Washington DC and was
received at the White House by both
Ronald Reagan and George Bush Sr.
After the 1989 Revolution, he returned
to Romania each year; he talked about
his ordeal, the love of God and inspired
thousands of people.
Cases similar to that of Gheorghe Calciu, though perhaps less ‘international’
in their outcome, were fairly frequent
and well-known before and especially
after 1989 as many of these men came
to be seen as the great confessors of the
nation, who played a leading role in
keeping the people close to the Church
during the decades of uncertainty following the Second World War and the
Revolution of 1989. The role of the
great confessors or elders in ‘keeping
the faith’ is undeniable, not only in
terms of their direct influence on the
masses, reflected in the thousands who
visited them, but also in terms of their
indirect influence on public figures.
40
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Many intellectuals who were inspired
by the conversations they had with the
elders further shared their stories in the
media. Political prisoners and clergy
known to have died a martyr’s death
are revered by Orthodox believers,
despite the Church’s official silence.
The Day of the Romanian Saints has
been celebrated every year on the second Sunday after Pentecost since 1992.
Moreover, not only the laity but also
some clergy unofficially consider some
political prisoners, such as Valeriu
Gafencu, to be saints.
The ROC and society
Overall, Romanian society abandoned
Communism while remaining close to
the ROC. This explains why Patriarch
Teoctist’s attempt to introduce OrthoKeston Newsletter No 17, 2013

dox religious education into schools
was met with almost no opposition, and
was made law as early as January 1990.
One of the greatest challenges facing
the ROC, as was faced by her sisterchurches during post-communism, was
a lack of trained priests. Now, however,
the situation is improving with 33 seminaries and 11 faculties of theology.
Nonetheless, there are only 14,513
priests and deacons for the 15,218 ROC
churches.
Besides the wave of newly built
churches, a symptom of the Romanian
‘religious revival’ has been the number
of young people choosing a monastic
life since 1990, such that today there
are over 8000 monks and nuns in the
613 Romanian monasteries.20 More41

over, most people declare themselves to Romanian Secular-Humanist Associabe close to the Church: 49% of Roma- tion (RSHA) has stated that children
nians go to church a couple of times a are being indoctrinated en masse.22
month, while almost 40% pray every Many parents became worried about
day. More impressive perhaps is that the effects of religious education on
84% of Romanians go to church for the their still impressionable children. Demidnight Easter liturgy, while 99% spite this, 86% of Romanians approve
declare that they celebrate this festival. of religious education in schools; 50%
In 2012, 33% of those interviewed in a think religious education should be
national survey declared they went to mandatory; 40% believe it should be
confession before Easter, while 21% optional.23
were planning to.21 Overall, 89% of
Romanians see themselves as religious, The most recent national survey, from
40% of Romanians fast regularly, while January 2013, has recorded a decline in
over 75% fast occasionally.
the trust placed in the ROC to an alltime low of 66%. Nevertheless, this still
Religious education in schools
places the Church far ahead of the media, NGOs and the government and can
The non-religious minority who make be interpreted as a symptom of a more
up 0.2% of the population are very general trend of distrust.
vocal in the Romanian media, confronting the Church about the most contro- Despite Patriarch Daniel’s more active
versial subjects: churches built with policies on eradicating corruption and in
public money, religious education in the area of social responsibility,24 he is
schools, homosexuality.
less popular than the late Teoctist, and
this could be one of the causes for the
Religious education in schools, one of decline. Notwithstanding what may be a
the achievements of Patriarch Teoctist, temporary dip in popularity, a survey
is offered by default to students, with taken during the liturgy on a Sunday
the possibility of opting-out. Children would most likely confirm the declaracan attend the religious education tions of Fr Constantin Stoica, the Patriclasses run by their own denomination archate’s spokesman, who pointed out
or, if declaring themselves atheist, they that churches are in fact full.25 Regardcan opt-out altogether. The very exis- less of the Church’s faults, Orthodox
tence of religious education in the clergy and theologians have responded
school curriculum has provoked a hot to the challenges facing the Church for
debate in civil society, and the active the time being.

1

Press release of the Soros Foundation, ‘Teaching religion in public schools’, June, 2011.
http://www.soros.ro/ro/comunicate_detaliu.php?comunicat=173
Raluca Popescu, Mirel Paladă, Claudiu Tufiș, Ovidiu Voicu (coord.) Religie și comportament religios, The Soros Foundation, 2011. The data was gathered on 1- 21 June 2011, by
International Brand Consultants. Main sample: 1,204 people, representative for the target
group, with an error of +/- 2,9% and a trust level of 95%. Further referred to as Voicu,
Religie si comportament religios.

Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013

42

2

See Voicu, Religie si comportament religios. Author’s interview with Cristian Curte, journalist on religious matters for Radio Romania Actualităţi, October 2012.
3
Author’s interview with Cristian Curte, October 2012.
4
Hotnews, Increderea in Biserica Ortodoxa Romana este la cel mai scazut nivel din ultimii 4
ani - Sondaj CCSB / Purtatorul de cuvant al Patriarhiei: Sondarea noastra se face in
biserici, iar bisericile sunt pline, 14 February 2013, http://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-esential14226636-increderea-biserica-ortodoxa-romana-este-cel-mai-scazut-nivel-din-ultimii-4-ani
-sondaj-ccsb-care-sunt-explicatiile.htm
5
Report on the Social-Philanthropic Sector of the Patriarchal Administration on SocialPhilanthropic Activity carried out by the dioceses of the Romanian Patriarchate in 2011
http://www.patriarhia.ro/_layouts/images/File/CNB%20SocFil%202012%281%29.pdf
6
George Enache, Adrian Nicolae Petcu, Patriarhul Justinian si Biserica Ortodoxa Romana
in anii 1948-1964, Partener Publishing, Galati, 2008, p.18.
7
Ibid, p. 26.
8
Author’s interview with the theologian and philosopher Laurentiu Gheorghe, October 2012.
9
Translation by the author from http://www.ciutacu.ro/articol/pornopresa-petroliera-la-oraadevarului/ with the source said to be Ramona Ursu, the deputy editor-in-chief for Adevarul
de seara, 28 September 2011.
10
Radu Preda, Communism and the culture of memory, unpublished manuscript, 2012.
11
http://www.ziare.com/stiri/cnsas/ips-pimen-colaborator-al-securitatii-decizie-definitiva1197365
12
See Enache, Petcu, op.cit.
13
Cristina Paiusan, Radu Ciuceanu, Biserica Ortodoxa Romana sub regimul communist, vol.
1 (1945-1958), INST, Bucharest, p. 186, apud. Enache, Petcu, op. cit. p. 131.
14
Adrian Petcu, ‘1966: The visit of Patriarch Justinian to England’, Lumina, 16 June 2011.
http://ziarullumina.ro/memoria-bisericii/iunie-1966-vizita-patriarhului-justinian-marinaanglia
15
Archive of the Romanian Intelligence Service, Fond "D", file 909, p. 510, 30 January
1950.
16
See Alin Muresan, Pitesti. Cronica unei sinucideri asistate, Polirom Publishing, 2007.
17
Alin Muresan’s interview with Nicolae Purcarea, author’s personal archive.
18
http://www.fericiticeiprigoniti.net/teologia-reeducarii/426-ultima-batalie-a-fost-castigatade-dumnezeu
19
Michael Bourdeaux, ‘Father Gheorghe Calciu-Dumitreasa’, in The Guardian, 10 January
2007, http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/2007/jan/10/guardianobituaries.religion
20
See http://www.patriarhia.ro/ro/scurta_prezentare_en.html
21
Survey undertaken by the Romanian Institute for Evaluation and Strategy, Easter and
Romanians, 12-13 April 2012, on a sample of 1,741 people, max. error: ± 2,4%.
http://www.ires.com.ro/articol/204/pastele-la-romani-2012
22
http://www.asur.ro/noutati/manualele-scolare-indoctrinare
23
http://soros.ro/ro/program_articol.php?articol=301
24
Author’s interview with Cristian Curte, Claudiu Tarziu, Laurentiu Gheorghe, October
2012.
25
http://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-esential-14226636-increderea-biserica-ortodoxa-romana-estecel-mai-scazut-nivel-din-ultimii-4-ani-sondaj-ccsb-care-sunt-explicatiile.htm

Keston Newsletter No 17, 2013

43

Home News

Patrons
The Archbishop of Canterbury
The Archbishop of Westminster
The Chief Rabbi of Great Britain
The Moderator of the Free Churches
The Archbishop of Glasgow
The Archbishop of Thyateira & Great Britain
Metropolitan Kallistos of Diokleia

Keston members who were unable to
attend the 2012 AGM will be able to
read in this Newsletter (pp.17-43) the
text of the two talks which were presented that day. Please note the date of
this year’s AGM, which will be held at
St Andrew’s Holborn in London, on gia) and Dr Stella Rock (UK) were
Saturday 2nd No- present virtually, thanks to Baylor’s
highly sophisticated technology.
vember.
The Chairman visited the Keston
Center at Baylor in
February and was
delighted to meet
the new Director,
Professor Kathy
Hillman, who is
Associate Professor
and Director of
Professor Kathy Hillman
Special Collections
for the Central Baylor University Libraries. She will serve on Keston’s
Council ex officio and will attend the
June meeting. A newly constituted
Keston Center Advisory Board met
during the Chairman’s visit. Professor
Stephen Gardner, Herman Brown Professor of Economics and Director of
McBride Center for International Business, who is a Russian speaker, chaired
the meeting which was attended by Dr
Julie deGraffenried (History Dept,
Baylor), Dr Barry Harvey (Honors College, Baylor), Fr Dr Daniel Payne
(Annunciation Greek Orthodox Cathedral, Houston), Dr James Warhola
(University of Maine), Dr Doug Weaver
(Religion Dept, Baylor), while Dr Wallace Daniel (Mercer University, Geor-

The Chairman was able to see the progress achieved since her visit in 2012.
The Keston archive and library are now
housed in a fine light-filled room,
named the Michael Bourdeaux Room,
on the third floor of the Carroll Library,
where there is space for all Keston’s
documents, books and journals. Larisa
Seago, the archivist, is now employed
full-time and is thus better able to help
visiting scholars, while continuing to
compile an electronic catalogue and to
sort boxes of archive material. The
Keston Center is now termed a Special
Collection and forms part of the Baylor
library structure.

Left to right: Larisa Seago & the Chairman
in the Michael Bourdeaux Room
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