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The First Appointment as Ambassador. The Beginnings
of Vasile Sandru's Mandate in Belgrade 1969-1970

Abstract: This paper examines certain aspects of Vasile Sandru's biography
and his diplomatic work in Belgrade, focusing particularly on the first two
years of his tenure. Serving as Romania's ambassador to Yugoslavia from
1969 to 1974, this was Sandru's initial appointment in such a role. The pa-
per seeks to address several questions: What was the state of Romanian-
Yugoslav relations at the close of the 1960s? What factors contributed to his
appointment to this position? What were the central developments at the
onset of his diplomatic mission?

Keywords: Vasile Sandru, Belgrade, Ambassador, Activity, Nicolae Ce-
ausescu, Josip Broz Tito

Introduction

My interest in the biography of Vasile Sandru is especially tied to his
diplomatic activity in Moscow from 1989 to 1992. On December 27, 1989,
following the National Salvation Front's rise to power, Vasile Sandru, a reti-
red career diplomat who had stepped down in 1987, was appointed to Mo-
scow. He became Romania's last Ambassador to the Soviet Union and the
first to the Russian Federation.! In the following pages, I will present some
details about his biography and his activity in Belgrade. For him, it was the
first appointment as ambassador, so I will try to answer some questions:
What was the status of Romanian-Yugoslav relations at the close of the
1960s? What factors influenced his appointment in Yugoslavia? What were
the main points of the beginning of his mandate? The sources of this study
are diverse: the diplomatic reports sent by Vasile Sandru and kept at the arc-

1 See details about this aspect in Adrian-Bogdan Ceobanu, ,Diplomacy in a Time of Transi-
tion: Romanian Diplomats in Eastern Europe (1990-1993)", Central Europe, vol. 23,
1/2025, 88-109.
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hive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, documents from National Archives of
Romania, as well as existing studies in specialized literature.

Short Biography

Vasile Sandru was born on October 12 in the city of Baicoi, Prahova
county. He graduated from high school in 1946, in Ploiesti, after which he en-
rolled at the Polytechnic Institute in Bucharest. After a year, he was sent to
Moscow to attend the Energy Institute. During the time spent in the Soviet ca-
pital, he was the secretary of the group of Romanian students in the city. In
1953, he returned to Romania, being assigned as an engineer at Energo-trust
Bucharest. Four years later, he was transferred to the thermoelectric plant
,Grozavesti”.2 We can say that at the end of the 50s, the first stage of his career
was coming to an end, one in which he had no contacts with diplomacy.

In 1958 he was transferred to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and ap-
pointed second secretary at the Romanian Embassy in Belgrade.3 He began a
long career in Romanian diplomacy spanning over three decades. Years later,
in an interview given in 1994, he would recall that, in the summer of 1962,
while he was at the diplomatic mission in the capital of Yugoslavia, he met Ni-
colae Ceusescu, who was on his way to Italy where he was going to spend his
vacation: ,He arrived in Belgrade by train and a schedule was set so that he
would visit Belgrade the following day. He was a tourist, because in fact there
was nothing official. No one from the Yugoslavs even expected him. Party-line
relations with the Yugoslavs did not exist. And the program was like this: du-
ring the day he would visit Belgrade, in the evening his special carriage would
be attached to a train going to Venice, but to stop at Knin in Yugoslavia and
from there they would go to visit the Yugoslav coast. The train from Knin was
to go to Venice and from Knin Ceausescu was to visit the Yugoslav coast, then
by car to cross Italy to Venice.”4 Vasile Sandru was assigned by the embassy to
accompany him during his stay in Yugoslavia, discussing various aspects. Mo-
reover, Ceausescu was interested in finding out as much information as possi-
ble about Romania's neighbors: ,He was very interested in knowing the situa-
tion in Yugoslavia starting from various details... living standards, meat con-
sumption per capita, incomes and so on, up to the larger political issues”.5

In 1963, Vasile Sandru returned to the central administration of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, holding various positions: as deputy director and

2 Arhivele Nationale ale Romaniei [National Archives of Romania] (ANR), Fond CC-PCR
Sectia Cadre, file $6, 2.

3 Ibid.

4 Arhiva de Istorie orald - Radio Romania [Oral History Archive] (OHA, Radio Romania) In-
terviu realizat de Mariana Conovici,12.05.1994. (https://www.rador.ro/2015/02/19/ce-
ausescu-era-interesat-de-realitatile-din-iugoslavia/).

5 OHA, Radio Romania, Interviu realizat de Mariana Conovici, 12. 05. 1994. (https://www.ra-
dorro/2015/02/19/ceausescu-era-interesat-de-realitatile-din-iugoslavia/).
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director of the 2nd Department of Relations, then of the Protocol Depart-
ment, and in 1967, he became the deputy minister of foreign affairs. In Au-
gust 1969 he was named Romanian ambassador to Yugoslavia, where he
stayed for five years, until 1974, when he returned to the MFA headquarters.
In a characterization done along party lines that year, his qualities were cap-
tured: ,from the assessment of the management team of the ministry, it fol-
lows that he has good political and professional training, experience in di-
plomatic work. He has proven responsibility and competence, correct and
dignified behavior within the entrusted missions, skillfully promoting the in-
terests of our state in relations with other countries (...) he is energetic, a
good organizer and with initiative in his work”.6 We also know that he was
already married to Silvia? born Gall, of Hungarian nationality, born on July
28,1929, in Bucharest, and who worked as a librarian at the Institute for the
study of the Romanian Communist Party and of the workers’ movement.
They had two children together.8

After eight years spent in Romania - between 1977 and 1982, he led
the ministry’s department in charge of relations with the socialist countries
at MFA - he was appointed ambassador to Spain from 1982 to 1986.° After
retiring in 1987, in December 1989 he was named ambassador to the Soviet
Union, and after three years spent in Moscow, he permanently retired from
Romanian diplomacy. He died in August 2001.

The appointment of Vasile Sandru in Belgrade in August 1969 has an
explanation. First of all, he had previously worked in the embassy in Yugo-
slavia as second secretary, he knew the Serbian language well, but also other
foreign languages such as Russian!? and French, and within the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs he got to know the problems in the Balkans. While working
in the central administration of the MFA, he gained experience, met with fo-
reign ambassadors accredited to Bucharest, thus getting to know various
aspects of international relations. Moreover, in September 1964, on the oc-
casion of the meeting between Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej and Josip Broz Tito,
Sandru had been the official translator of the Romanian leader.!! Also, on the
occasion of other meetings, the diplomat was part of the official delegations.
And from our point of view there can be another explanation. Even in 1964,
the two leaders participated in the laying of the foundation stone for the Iron
Gates [, inaugurated in May 1972. Therefore, sending in August 1969 an am-
bassador with studies in the energy field was not accidental.

6 ANR, Fond CC-PCR Sectia Cadre, file S6, 2.

7 OHA, Radio Romania, Citeva impresii din viata...Interviu de Mariana Conovici, 1995.
(https://www.rador.ro/2019/03/13/sub-pasii-femeii-creste-iarba-silvia-sandru/).

8 ANR, Fond CC-PCR Sectia Cadre, file S6, 4.

9 Ibid., 1-2.

10 ANR, Fond CC-PCR Sectia Cadre, file S6, 4.

11 Vasile Sandru, , 7 Septembrie 1964. Martor la intrevederea Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej-losif
Broz Tito”, Magazin Istoric, 5/1998, 50-51.
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Romanian-Yugoslav relations in the 1960s

In a doctoral thesis defended several years ago in Cluj-Napoca, La-
ura Herta identified four stages in the evolution of Romanian-Yugoslav re-
lations between 1948-1970: the first, between 1948 and 1954 marked by
hostility, the second (1955-1959), one of the normalization of relations,
the third (1960-1964) characterized by the intensification of interstate re-
lations, but not inter-party ones and the fourth, between 1965-1970, rap-
prochement.12 So, at the time of Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej's death, the bila-
teral relations were in permanent development, and Nicolae Ceausescu
continued this line.

In Romanian historiography, it has already been emphasized that the
two leaders, Ceausescu and Tito, consulted on various aspects related to the
evolution of international relations or on international conferences of com-
munist parties around the world. In fact, there were numerous visits
between the two leaders immediately after 1965: Tito's state visit to Roma-
nia (April 18-23, 1966), Tito's visit to Bucharest (December 1966), Nicolae
Ceausescu's visit to Belje (January 3-5, 1968), Nicolae Ceausescu's visit to
Belgrade (May 27-June 1, 1968), a one-day consultation on August 24 1968
in Vrsac,!3 the talks in Timis from 1-2 February 1969, but also the discussi-
ons in Kladavo in September 1969.14 The title of a volume of documents pu-
blished 10 years ago, referring to these discussions, is suggestive: ,The Fri-
end from Belgrade”.1s Also, this subject has recently been analyzed in Serbi-
an historiography, insisting on the Tito-Ceausescu relationship in the period
1968-1970.1¢ As Nemanja Mitrovi¢ observed, between the two leaders it
was ,A Relationship Built on a Realistic Basis.”17

12 Laura Herta, Relatiile romdno-iugoslave in perioada 1950-1970, (Cluj-Napoca: PhD. Thesis,
2011).

13 We can note that there were three meetings during 1968; these meetings must be corre-
lated with the Czechoslovak crisis, which can be considered a factor of rapprochement.

14 And these visits continued after 1969, reaching 19 visits by 1980.

15 Prietenul de la Belgrad. Intdlnirile Ceausescu-Tito (1966-1970). Documente, Cezar Stanciu
(eds.), (Targoviste: Editura Cetatea de Scaun, 2014).

16 Nemanja Mitrovié¢, Tito—Causesku: godine zbliZavanja. Jugoslovensko-rumunski odnosi
1968-1970, (Beograd: Institut za savremenu istoriju, 2020); see also, Vladimir Lj. Cvetko-
vi¢ ,Yugoslav-Romanian Relations in the Days of the Soviet Intervention in Czechoslovakia
in 1968”, 1968-Cetrdeset godina posle, Zbornik radova, ur. Radmila Radi¢, (Beograd: Insti-
tut za noviju istoriju Srbije, 2008), 161-181.

17 Nemanja Mitrovi¢, ,Tito’s and Ceausescu’s Personal Contribution to the Development of
Yugoslav-Romanian Cooperation in the Late 1960s and Early 1970s”, New Cultural and Po-
litical Perspectives on Serbian-Romanian Relations, Aleksandra Djuri¢ Milovanovi¢, Jovana
Kolundzija, Mircea Maran, Otilia Hedesan, Christene D'’Anca (eds), (Berlin: Peter Lang,
2024), 200.
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Nicolae Ceausescu and Josip Broz Tito (airport Surcin, Belgrad, June 1968)
https://fototeca.iiccmer.ro/picdetails.php?picid=34462X10X50 (file 132/1968)

The visits can also be explained in another way. Ceausescu tried to re-
ach the West through all channels, and Yugoslavia could be one. At that time,
for example, Yugoslavia had better relations with the USA and democratic Eu-
rope, and for Ceausescu the advice and experience of a communist leader such
as Tito was more than necessary. The two states also shared numerous com-
mon interests, and during the 1960s, they signed several economic and cultu-
ral agreements, including the reciprocal publication of their leaders' works.18
A 1969 report from the Romanian embassy in Belgrade described the defining
feature of bilateral relations as ,their continuous development on all levels,
the expansion of collaboration into new areas, the deepening of mutual under-
standing, and the strengthening of an atmosphere of closeness and trust
between the two countries.”1? Setting aside the period's characteristic diplo-
matic language, Romanian-Yugoslav relations arguably reached their most fa-

18 Daniela Matdsaru, ,Relatiile romano-iugoslave (1946-1980). Pozitia comunistilor romani
fata de modelul iugoslav de cosntruire a socialismului”, Romdnia si sistemele de securitate
in Europa 1919-1975, loan Ciuperca, Bogdan-Alexandru Schipor, Dan Constantin Mata
(eds.), (Iasi: Editura Universitatii ,Alexandru loan Cuza” din Iasi, 2009), 375-376.

19 Arhiva Ministerului Afacerilor Externe [Archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs],
(AMAE), Fond Problema 20/1969/R.S.F. lugoslavia, vol. 1054/1969, 1.
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vorable point since 1945. This was the general context in which Vasile Sandru
arrived at the head of the diplomatic mission in Belgrade in August 1969.

Highlights of the mission (1969-1970)

Vasile Sandru succeeded Aurel Malnasan, who had held the post in
Belgrade since 1963. Following 1946, the Romanian diplomatic mission in
Yugoslavia was headed by a series of envoys: Tudor Vianu (ambassador,
from March 1, 1946), Theodor Rudenco (ambassador, from December 20,
1947), Mihai Petruc (chargé d'affaires, from November 1950), Silviu Munte-
anu (chargé d'affaires, from January 1953), Nicolae Guina (ambassador,
from September 10, 1954), and Ion Rab (ambassador, from April 24, 1959).
At the time Vasile Sandru took office - and throughout his mandate - the Ro-
manian embassy in Belgrade remained modest in size. Alongside the head of
mission, the staff comprised a first secretary, a secretary, two attachés, as
well as a military attaché and an economic secretary. The embassy chancel-
lery was located on Kneza Milosa street no. 70.20

In fact, at the end of the 1960s, Romania had 52 embassies open (inc-
luding seven on the American continent and nine on the African continent),
a Legation of the S.S.R. in Rio de Janeiro three Consulates General (Istanbul,
Alexandria, Sydney), a consular and commercial Representation in Madrid
and four Permanent Missions (at the UN-New York, UN-Geneva, UNESCO-
Paris and at the International Atomic Energy Agency / IAEA-Vienna).2! If the
diplomatic mission in Moscow was considered the most important for the
regime in Bucharest, we believe that the one in Belgrade is also among the
most important, but also difficult at the same time.

Another aspect should be mentioned: in August 1969, a new Yugo-
slav ambassador, Iso Njegovan, arrived in Bucharest, replacing JakSa Pe-
tri¢.22 We also have the list of the heads of mission of Yugoslavia in the Ro-
manian capital: Dane Medakovi¢ (ambassador, from May 31, 1946), Radonja
Golubovi¢ (ambassador, from October 17, 1947), Rado$ Jovanovi¢ (ambas-
sador, from October 13, 1948), Drago Rafaj (chargé d'affaires, from February
15, 1950), Nikola Vujanovi¢ (ambassador, from November 17, 1954), France
Hocevar (ambassador, from February 19, 1958), Arso Milatovi¢ (ambassa-
dor, from March 2, 1960).23

20 Jpid., 129.

21 Buletin Oficial, no. 89/21 august 1969 (Decret nr. 589 din 21 august 1969 privind organi-
zarea si functionarea Ministerului Afacerilor Externe).

22 AMAE, Fond Problema 20 E/1969/Iugoslavia, vol. 1052/1969, 9-53 (On July 29, JakSa Petri¢
was received by Corneliu Manescu, announcing his departure from Romania starting with Au-
gust 15. Already on August 20 of the same year, George Macovescu, first deputy minister rece-
ived Iso Njegovan. Two weeks later, the new ambassador of Yugoslavia was received by Corne-
liu Manescu, the two sketching the details of the meeting between N. Ceausescu and I. Tito).

23 AMAE, Anuar diplomatic 1962, 185.
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Vasile Sandru presenting letters of accreditation to Josip Broz Tito
(Personal archive of the Sandru family)

Shortly after arriving in Belgrade, the new ambassador was part of
the Romanian delegation that met in Kladovo and Turnu Severin on Sep-
tember 20, 1969 with the Yugoslav delegation led by Tito. The discussions
focused on the economic aspects of bilateral cooperation. Both leaders
were interested in the progress of the works, which at that time was close
to 80%. Ceausescu underlined the importance of the hydroelectric power
plant (HPP) for strengthening the economies of Romania and Yugoslavia;
he also insisted on building a new Iron Gates Il hydroelectric power plant,
while Tito was more reserved, especially because of the major invest-
ments Yugoslavia had to make.2* Moreover, in a Note on the evolution of
Romanian-Yugoslav relations in the years 1968-1969, drafted in Septem-
ber 1969, in the context of the said meeting, it was mentioned that the
bilateral relations experienced ,continuous development” and that there
were consultations and exchanges of information between the two coun-
tries' foreign ministries and diplomatic missions in various issues of com-
mon interest: recovery of investments related to navigation at the Iron Ga-
tes, European security, Balkan collaboration, disarmament, problems of
the Danube Commission.2s

24 Prietenul de la Belgrad. Intdlnirile Ceausescu-Tito (1966-1970). Documente..., 220-243.
25 ANR, Fond CC PCR, Sectia Relatii Externe, file 78/1969, 55-56.
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(Lumea, 1969, p. 409: The meeting on the Yugoslav shore between Tito and Ceausescu)

A few months after assuming his post, Vasile Sandru drafted the ge-
neral report for the year 1969. Beyond mentioning the numerous visits that
took place at the level of foreign ministries or at the party level, the ambas-
sador noted that improvements could be made, especially at the level of eco-
nomic and scientific relations. While economic ties were on an upward tra-
jectory, Sandru observed that key objectives - such as boosting trade, advan-
cing production cooperation, and coordinating efforts in foreign markets -
had only been partially achieved. Some progress had been made, including
the meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Trade in Bucharest in November
1969 and discussions between the heads of the Governmental Joint Commis-
sion for Economic Collaboration, but further steps were necessary. As for
scientific research cooperation, the ambassador remarked that more tangi-
ble initiatives were required, as ,real progress” had yet to be realized.2¢ The
report was analyzed in Bucharest. Beyond the positive assessments regar-
ding the activity of the embassy, there were also some recommendations: to
make proposals regarding new fields of activity in which the collaboration
between the two states could be expanded, to follow carefully the evolution
of Yugoslav-Chinese, Yugoslav-Soviet relations, and to conduct a more tho-
rough analysis of Yugoslavia’s internal situation - an area that had been in-
sufficiently addressed by the diplomatic mission.2?

Also, at the beginning of 1970, Vasile Sandru sent to Bucharest the
»work plan” for that year. The main objectives of the diplomatic mission

26 AMAE, Fond Problema 20/1969/R.S.F. lugoslavia, file 1054, 1-16.
27 Ibid., 17-22.
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were outlined: facilitating and supporting official visits, identifying new op-
portunities to expand commercial exchanges, assisting in the organization of
meetings between Romanian and Yugoslav writers, and exploring the possi-
bility of opening a Romanian consulate in Zagreb.28 Some suggestions also
came from Bucharest. Because the embassy had not sent information regar-
ding Romania's presence in the Yugoslav press in recent months and that the
relations between the diplomatic mission and the press in the province were
not at the desired level, the improvement of these aspects was requested.
Several directions were drawn: the organization of periodic meetings with
representatives of the press, so that of some journalists from Yugoslavia to
come to Romania, the intensification of economic propaganda by inserting
economic materials in the press from the neighboring country.29

The ambassador’s work plan also included a section on Administra-
tive Actions. Within it, it was mentioned that proposals will be made for the
conclusion of an agreement between the two states regarding the construc-
tion of buildings for embassies in Belgrade and Bucharest.30 The ambassa-
dor's initiative is not a singular one among the diplomatic corps of Romania.
In the 1960s and 70s, the Romanian state built several buildings for embas-
sies based on reciprocity, such as, for example, those in Moscow and Sofia.

The beginning of 1970 was marked by the visit of lon Gheorghe Ma-
urer, the president of the Council of Ministers, to Yugoslavia. On this occasi-
on, several documents were perfected in order to improve economic coope-
ration, contracts were signed regarding mutual deliveries of electric locomo-
tives, agreements were concluded regarding the transit through Romania of
oil imported by Yugoslavia.3! These visits and permanent contacts also had
positive effects: both countries were encouraged to get in touch indepen-
dently and find opportunities for cooperation.

In 1970, Nicolae Ceausescu also undertook several significant fore-
ign visits, including trips to France and the United States. In November of the
same year he met with Tito in Brdo kod Kranja, to discuss bilateral relations
and international matters. During these discussions, the Romanian leader
brought up the possibility of concluding a Romanian-Yugoslav Friendship
Treaty, though the proposal was not pursued further.32 These visits also give
us the opportunity to see how the head of the mission in Belgrade was able
to get involved. The reports he sent to Bucharest indicate that initial discus-
sions about the planned visit in November began as early as January, during
Maurer’s visit to Belgrade. These talks continued during the visit of the Yugo-

28 AMAE, Fond Problema 20/1970/R.S.E. Iugoslavia, file 1108/1969, 1-10. On the other
hand, the Yugoslav side also discussed the possibility of opening a consulate in Timisoara,
aspect put into practice in 1973.

29 Jbid., 11-16.

30 Jbid., 10.

31 AMAE, Fond Problema 220/1970/R.S.F. Iugoslavia, file 1149/1970, 99-101.

32 Prietenul de la Belgrad. Intdlnirile Ceausescu-Tito (1966-1970). Documente..., 245-263.
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slav Deputy Secretary of State to Bucharest on June 11-12, 1970. On July 2,
Sandru was received by Jaksa Petri¢, deputy state secretary for foreign affa-
irs, who told him that Tito shared Ceausescu's idea of a meeting and propo-
sed that the meeting to take place in the fall. During the following months,
either Sandru or other members of the diplomatic mission discussed the de-
tails of the visit with Yugoslav officials, proposing different dates: 15-25, 29-
30 September, or after October 24. Finally, mainly due to the Yugoslav lea-
der's busy schedule, Ceausescu's visit took place on November 3-4.33 Sandru
was involved in drafting the joint statement to be issued at the conclusion of
the visit, contributing revisions and suggestions to improve wording and
phrasing.34 Also, the ambassador reported on October 31 the discussion that
the first secretary of the embassy Rosianu had with the counselor of the So-
viet embassy Smirnov, the day before. The Soviet diplomat mentioned that
he did not understand the purpose of this meetings between the two lea-
ders.35> Rosianu replied referring to other visits of Ceausescu, for example the
one in Bulgaria.3¢

Some final remarks

Vasile Sandru arrived as ambassador in Belgrade at a time when bi-
lateral relations were on an ascending trend. In this context, it might seem a
less important post within Romania’s broader diplomatic framework. It was
in fact was one of the most demanding positions, especially considering the
numerous visits and discussions between the two leaders, Ceausescu and Ti-
to. The ambassador was directly involved in organizing these visits, being in
direct contact with the Bucharest and Yugoslav authorities. In fact, this is one
of the main characteristics of his tenure. On the other hand, further research
into his activities throughout the rest of his mandate will allow us to assess
whether he played a meaningful role in shaping bilateral relations or merely
acted as an observer of Yugoslav developments and a conduit for directives
from Bucharest.

Summary

In 1958 Vasile Sandru was transferred to the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs and appointed second secretary at the Romanian Embassy in Belgrade.
He began along career in Romanian diplomacy spanning over three decades.
In August 1969 he was named Romanian ambassador to Yugoslavia, where
he stayed for five years, until 1974, when he returned to the MFA headquar-

33 See the visit file in AMAE, Fond Problema 220/1970/R.S.F. lugoslavia, file 1149/1970.
34 |bid., 126-127.

35 bid. 137.

36 bid., 137-138.
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ters. After eight years spent in Romania - between 1977 and 1982, he led the
ministry’s department in charge of relations with the socialist countries at
MFA - he was appointed ambassador to Spain from 1982 to 1986. After reti-
ring in 1987, in December 1989 he was named ambassador to the Soviet Uni-
on, and after three years spent in Moscow, he permanently retired from Ro-
manian diplomacy. This paper examines certain aspects of Vasile Sandru's
biography and his diplomatic work in Belgrade, focusing particularly on the
first two years of his tenure. Serving as Romania's ambassador to Yugoslavia
from 1969 to 1974, this was Sandru's initial appointment in such a role. The
paper seeks to address several questions: What was the state of Romanian-
Yugoslav relations at the close of the 1960s? What factors contributed to his
appointment to this position? What were the central developments at the
onset of his diplomatic mission?
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