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Preface

No work on Eastern European history in the 19th century can avoid addressing the issue of transliteration and calendars. With regard to the former, this study uses the American Library Association-Library of Congress transliteration system for most Russian and Bulgarian names, with four exceptions. Names which are famously known by other spellings maintain those – thus one speaks of Tsar Alexander II and not Aleksándr. Russian or Bulgarian authors who also wrote in English keep the spelling they themselves used, so one speaks of D. I. Abrikossow and not the more modern Abrikósov. Cities are called by their modern names, for instance Plovdiv instead of Philippopolis. Finally, names quoted directly from sources are left in the original spellings. 

Regarding dates, specific dates are cited according to both the Gregorian calendar used in the West and the Julian calendar in use in Russia and Bulgaria whenever possible. During the 19th century the two calendars were twelve days apart, the Julian being the earlier of the two. In some cases, particularly when dealing with sources, the author has been unable to determine precisely which calendar a given date is using – in those cases, the date is delivered as it is in the source, though one can usually assume that it is the Julian calendar being used. Bulgaria would maintain the Julian calendar until 1916, and Russia until the Revolution a little later.
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Introduction

On August 8/20, 1886 the twenty-nine-year-old monarch of the Principality of Bulgaria, Alexander von Battenberg, worked late into the night before retiring to his bedchamber in the royal palace. What happened a few hours later would change the course of Bulgarian history. As he later recalled to his chaplain, Adolf Koch, he had,

scarcely fallen asleep, when I was awakened by noise that reached me from the passage before my bedroom. It might have been half-past one. The next moment Dimitri, my Bulgarian servant, burst into the room, trembling and quaking in every limb, and cried, “You are betrayed; they mean to murder you. Fly before it is too late!” I sprang out of bed and seized my revolver. Then I heard the military word of command, and breathed more easily. I said to Dimitri, “I am saved, the military is there.” But he, still trembling, ejaculated, “No, fly; it is just the soldiers who mean to kill you.” Then I rushed to the door leading into the garden in my shirt, but as I opened it I was met by firing. Immediately after I heard shots on all sides. I went from here through the dark corridor towards the servants’ wing, and up the first story into the winter garden, to obtain a bird’s eye view, and see if it were still possible to escape. Up there, it was so dark that I could not see my hand before my eyes, but, from the line of fire of the soldiers shooting below, I found that the whole Palace was surrounded, and it was useless to think of escape; the shower of bullets permitted no doubt as to the serious nature of the situation. At the same time I heard the cry from a hundred throats, “Dolu Knjaz!” “Down with the Prince!” I then went back to my room to put on my uniform, for I wished at least to be shot in my regimentals. Once more in my room I resolved to strike a light; but the soldiers straightway fired at the window. I, therefore, put out my light again, and in the dark, without waiting to put on underclothes and stockings, I got into my uniform as quickly as possible. Meanwhile the noise, clashing of arms and shouts of an excited crowd, grew louder and louder. When I was ready, I went out into the corridor. There I was immediately surrounded by a crowd of people, and though only one stearine candle was alight, I could see by the glitter of bayonets, that about a hundred and fifty men stood about me. Resistance was, of course, useless, as only two of the bodyguard were there. They indeed wanted to fire, but I forbade them. I now went, pressed by this mass of people, into the entrance hall of the Palace. At this moment my brother [Prince Francis Joseph von Battenberg, visiting at this time] came too. As I stood there, an impudent cadet tore a leaf from the memorandum-book lying on the table, and the whole troop—in an evident state of intoxication—shouted to me that I was to sign my abdication. Some of the most insolent, conspicuous among whom was Captain Dimitrieff [Radko Dimitriev], held a revolver the while under my nose. Parley with these excited creatures was impossible. I could only say one thing to them: they themselves must write, for I did not know what reasons I should allege for my abdication. Thereupon one of the bystanders took the pen and began to write, but, being tipsy, made so many blots and illegible signs, that when he tried to read aloud what he had written, he was obliged to give up the attempt. Without further delay I took the pen and wrote on the paper, “God protect Bulgaria! Alexander.” I had hardly written it when they tore the leaf away under my hands, and Captain Dimitrieff stuck it, without looking at it, in his excitement, into his pocket. Then they insisted on my going to the War Office. There I was put into a room, inside and outside of which soldiers were stationed as guards. Besides this, an officer, with a revolver in his hand, paced up and down my room.

While I was still there, Captain Bendereff [Anastas Bendèrev] came, his hands in his pockets, to revel in staring at me. I asked him, “What do you mean to do with me?” and was answered “You will have to come to Russia.”1
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Figure 0.1 “The Coup d’état in Bulgaria: Prince Alexander Signing his Abdication in
the Palace of Sofia.” A Depiction of Battenberg’s First Abdication. Source: The Graphic, November 25, 1893.

While Battenberg does not record his reaction, it is unlikely that Bendèrev’s words were a surprise. By this point, Russia and Bulgaria had been conducting an increasingly fractious feud, and though the August Coup had its origins in internal Bulgarian disagreements, Captain Dimitriev and Captain Bendèrev were acting with the knowledge and support of the Russian Empire.

The Rise and Fall of Russo-Bulgarian Relations

This represented quite the policy reversal since up until a few years earlier, Russia and Bulgaria had had the very best of diplomatic relations, with Bulgaria as a quasi-imperial client state of the Russian Empire. After five centuries of Ottoman rule, Bulgaria was liberated as a result of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78, a liberation achieved largely through Russian force of arms and Russian diplomacy.2 At the Congress of Berlin in 1879, the rest of Europe acknowledged and acquiesced to the Imperial patronage of the fledgling state. The tsar would select the first Bulgarian monarch, and Russian officers would staff the Bulgarian army. Russia would gain a vital proxy in the Balkans, and Bulgaria would gain a Great Power protector to shield them from any Ottoman revanchism. It was a relationship with much to recommend for it on both sides and was initially broadly popular.

Certainly, the Russian Empire had a great interest in maintaining Bulgaria as a large and potent client state in the Balkans. Securing the Dardanelles and taking Constantinople had been two of the chief goals of Russian foreign policy for years, ever since Oleg of Novgorod fixed his shield to the walls of Constantinople in AD 907. More recent Russian interest in the Straits largely dated to Catherine the Great’s Greek Plan before being further sharpened by the defeat of the Crimean War, when a combined British, French, and Ottoman army ravaged the south of Russia after sailing through the Dardanelles. In pursuit of this goal, a powerful client state like Bulgaria was a pearl of great price, bought at considerable expense but holding within it the promise of even greater rewards. Bulgaria was just north of Constantinople, and any armies staging there during another Russo-Turkish War would be well positioned to swoop down on the Ottoman capital and secure the Straits for Russia once and for all. Nor should one ignore the desirability of having a Bulgarian army staffed and commanded by Russian officers supporting the tsarist host.

At the same time, more than just geopolitics was at play in the Russian desire to control Bulgaria. The atrocities perpetrated by Ottoman irregulars upon the Bulgarians prior to the Russo-Turkish War had had a strong effect upon Russian public opinion. The Bulgarians were the poor, suffering Slavic brothers of Russia, and it was Russia’s holy duty to protect and safeguard them. This public opinion, fanned by the Pan-Slav press, had led Russia into the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78, and while it was weaker after the war it was by no means gone entirely. 

Nor was this an entirely lopsided relationship. Bulgaria likewise had excellent geopolitical reasons to desire the patronage and support of the Russian Empire. To begin with, there was a simple matter of security. Bulgaria had not left the Ottoman Empire on the best of terms, and while the Ottomans may have been the “Sick Man of Europe,” to borrow Tsar Nicholas I’s phrase, they were still perfectly capable of crushing the fledgling Bulgarian state if so inclined. Bulgaria needed the protection of one of the Great Powers. While the end of the Russo-Turkish War had seen the creation of a grand Bulgarian state, that state had been splintered at the Congress of Berlin the following year. There remained a rump Principality, but large parts of Bulgaria – roughly a third of the population and two-thirds of the land – had been returned to Ottoman rule directly or indirectly. If Bulgaria were to ever satisfy its irredentist desires once again, a Great Power patron was vital.

That patron would be Russia, because, in addition to geopolitics, there was a strong sentimental fondness for Russia in Bulgaria. Yes, the Russian Empire sought to become Bulgaria’s new imperial patron – but up to a point this was acceptable to even the most ardent Bulgarian nationalists. Russia had been a staunch ally of Bulgarian nationalism in the decade preceding 1879, between Russian ambassador Count N. P. Ignát'ev’s support for an independent Bulgarian church, the Russian volunteers who had fought or funded the early struggles against the Ottomans, and the Russian Empire’s military intervention that ultimately led to Bulgaria’s independence. There was genuine and heartfelt appreciation in Bulgaria for the Russian Empire’s role – Tsar Alexander II was named the Tsar-Liberator, there were petitions of thanksgiving, the tsar’s suggestion for Prince was elected by acclamation in the Bulgarian legislature. Even the most ardent Bulgarian patriot was willing to accept a measure of Russian imperial influence out of gratitude for Russia’s actions and in recognition of the benefits of Russian patronage.

But just a measure. The sentimental and geopolitical bonds between Russia were strengthened by very real administrative ties – primarily though not exclusively in the aforementioned Russian staffing of the Bulgarian military. But this was a quasi-imperial relationship, a relationship of patron and client, not outright imperial control. The Principality of Bulgaria had its own government and retained broad autonomy in domestic politics, and, in any case, the rest of Europe served as a bar against excessive Russian meddling. The Great Powers had revised the settlement of Bulgaria once already at the Congress of Berlin, and they could do so again if given the opportunity. But in 1879, it seemed unlikely that these safeguards would be necessary. Russo-Bulgarian relations were looking rosy, with strong administrative, geopolitical, and sentimental ties binding the two countries.

Within seven years those ties had been burned to ash. Almost from the very moment that the Russian occupation forces left the country and the new Bulgarian government took power, relations between patron imperial power and client state steadily disintegrated. The years of 1879 and 1880 were marked with a series of squabbles between Russia and Bulgaria over matters ranging from the nature of the Bulgarian constitution to the uniforms of Bulgarian army officers. In 1881, a royal coup permanently damaged Russian relations with the dominant Bulgarian political party. The following two years saw increasing strife between Bulgarian politicians, the German-born prince, Alexander von Battenberg, and a succession of Russian military and diplomatic agents. By 1883, matters had reached such a nadir that, in the words of the British ambassador to Sofia, “the Russians had tried to carry matters with so high a hand as to make the rival parties among the Bulgarians forget their animosities for the moment and united them against the [Russians].”3 In late 1883, the entire Bulgarian political spectrum united to evict a pair of particularly obnoxious Russian agents from the country, sending Tsar Alexander III into an incandescent rage.

This period was followed by a brief lull in which underlying geopolitical reality started to reassert itself, and efforts were made to patch up diplomatic relations and re-secure the quasi-imperial relationship – until the Unification of Bulgaria in 1885 intervened. Eastern Rumelia, a part of Bulgaria that had been returned to the Ottoman Empire after the Congress of Berlin, rose up and attempted to reunite with its northern neighbor, the Principality of Bulgaria. The Russian Empire, which had earlier supported Unification, now came out against it, driven in large part by Russian opposition to the Bulgarian government as a result of earlier missteps. In an effort to undo the Unification, Tsar Alexander III ordered the recall of all Russian officers in Bulgaria, a move which backfired enormously when Serbia invaded Bulgaria and then was beaten away despite the lack of Russian aid. The year 1885 marked a reversal in the quasi-imperial dynamic of Russia and Bulgaria. Where before Bulgarian nationalists had considered Russia an ally, now they saw the Russian Empire as standing in the way of their hopes and aspirations, with dire consequences for Russo-Bulgarian amity. From this point, one need not go far to reach the Russian-backed coup of August 1886, a coup with local Bulgarian origins but which was carried out with the knowledge and support of the Russian Empire. The failure of the coup only served to further harden antagonism between the two former allies, and though Russia did succeed in driving away Alexander von Battenberg, it soon became clear that only a military occupation by the tsarist army would return Bulgaria to the Russian orbit. As this was impractical by virtue of Great Power politics, diplomatic relations were instead severed entirely, with all Russian personnel pulled out of the country in late 1886. Relations would not resume for almost a decade.

Questions and Answers

This study examines the immediate and structural factors that caused the rapid worsening of diplomatic relations between the Russian Empire and the Principality of Bulgaria between the years of 1878 and 1886. At the start of the period, when Bulgaria truly begins its independent existence, relations between the two are highly positive. By the end, the two countries are on the verge of war. Understanding how one gets from Point A to Point B in so brief a span of time is the ultimate goal of this work.

Thus, the first question to ask is the obvious one, why did the quasi-imperial Russo-Bulgarian relationship fall to pieces so quickly and so completely even though there were geopolitical, sentimental, and administrative reasons for it to survive and even thrive?

The simple answer is that many of the Russian Empire’s diplomatic and military agents in Bulgaria behaved with a singular lack of tact or ­politesse.4 They were rude, they were authoritarian, they were patronizing, they embroiled themselves in endless squabbles over penny-ante affairs that had no geopolitical significance, but which nevertheless caused a rift between the Bulgarians and their patrons. They carried out their own policies without consideration of either Russia’s true strategic needs or local Bulgarian feeling, and repeatedly antagonized even those individuals who in other circumstances might have been the allies of Russia.

The key methodological conceit of this study is that people matter. They have free will, have autonomy, have agency. Individual human beings in key positions in both Russia and Bulgaria were able to influence diplomatic relations in very large ways – in one extreme case
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