History of Slovakia – long fight for freedom and independence

Bronze Age

The Bronze Age in Slovakia went through three stages of development, stretching from 2000 to 800 BCE. Major cultural, economic, and political development can be attributed to the significant growth in production of copper, especially in central Slovakia (for example in Špania Dolina) and north-west Slovakia. Copper became a stable source of prosperity for the local population.

Iron Age and the Roman era

The victory of the Celts marked the beginning of the late Iron Age in the region. Two major Celtic tribes living in Slovakia were Cotini and Boii. The Roman epoch began in Slovakia in 6 CE, inaugurated by the arrival of Roman legions on this territory that led to a war against the Marcomanni and Quadi tribes. Only in 174 CE did the emperor Marcus Aurelius penetrate deeper into the river valleys of Váh, Nitra and Hron. On the banks of the Hron he wrote his philosophical work Meditations. In 179 CE, a Roman legion engraved on the rock of the Trenčín Castle the ancient name of Trenčín (Laugaritio), marking the furthest northern point of their presence in this part of Europe.

The Slavs

The majority of mainstream historians suggest that the settlement of Central and Western Europe by the Slavs only began in the sixth century CE. However, certain elements attest to the fact that by the beginning of the sixth century, a Slav population had begun to occupy vast territories extending from the Vistula, the Dniestr and the Danube, including present-day Slovakia, Pannonia and Karantania.

The empire of King Samo

The remnants of the Slavic population settled in the Middle Danube and they were unified by King Samo, after a successful Slavic insurrection against the Avar Khaganate in 623. In 631, Samo defeated the Frankish army of King Dagobert I at the Battle of Wogastisburg. Samo's Empire, the first known political formation of Slavs, disappeared after the death of its founder in 665.

The era of Great Moravia

The first recorded mention of Slavic princes near Pannonia goes back to 803 CE. In 805, the presence of Prince Vratislav, Lord of Bratislava Castle, signifies the arrival of the second historic Slav in the Middle Danube. The important moment in history was when Cyril and Methodius came to Great Moravia. They further developed writing in the Slav language.
Important events during the period of the Kingdom of Svätopluk:
•874 Occupation of the Vistule Basin by Svätopluk 
•882 Occupation of the territory of Bohemia (present-day Czech Republic, excluding Moravia) 
•883 Invasion and Occupation of Pannonia 
•889 Occupation of the territory of the Lusatian Serbs 
•890 Treaty with Arnoul, confirmation of the sovereignty of Svätopluk I in Bohemia 
•892 Driving back of the common attack by the Frankish, Alaman and Bavarian armies and the Magyar tribes 
•893 Driving back of the attack by the armies of Arnoul, and upon his request, the signing of a peace treaty with Svätopluk 
•894 Death of King Svätopluk I, peace for the Slavs with the Bavarians, first invasion by the Magyars into the Transdanubian region. 

Kingdom of Hungary

From the beginning of the 10th century, the Ugrian tribes of the Magyars (Hungarians), progressively imposed their authority on the Slav tribes. At the same time, they began to adopt the lifestyle of the Slavs and Germans, who had been already practicing Christianity and had lived a settled life. During this transitional period, the Magyars frequently conducted raids to surrounding territories. Such activities continued until the Battle of Augsburg on the Lech River in 955, when Otto, King of the Germans disastrously destroyed the troops of the Horka. As a direct result the Árpád's tribe started to impose their authority over other Magyar tribes in Transdanubia. The territory of the present-day Slovakia became progressively integrated into the developing Principality of Hungary in the early 10th century. In 997 the head of the old Magyars, Geza, died, and the question of his succession arose. When the first ruling dynasty of the Kingdom, the Árpáds died out (1301), struggle broke out for the succession of the Hungarian crown. During this anarchic period, the central power weakened and various local oligarchies ruled the lands. From the late 1290s, Matthew Csák the self-titled "Lord of the Váh and the Tatras" was the de facto ruler of much of the territories of present-day Slovakia, from his seat at Trenčín. After his defeat at the Battle of Rozhanovce in 1312, by the newly elected Hungarian king Charles Robert from the Angevine dynasty, Csák's influence started to decline. He died in 1321 in Trenčín.

Czechoslovakia

After the outbreak of World War I the Slovak cause took firmer shape in resistance and in determination to leave the Dual Monarchy and to form an independent republic with the Czechs. The decision originated amongst people of Slovak descent in foreign countries. Slovaks in the United States of America, an especially numerous group, formed a sizable organization. These, and other organizations in Russia and in neutral countries, backed the idea of a Czecho-Slovak republic. Slovaks strongly supported this move.

World War II

The nominally-independent Slovak Republic went through the early years of the war in relative peace. As an Axis ally, the country took part in the wars against Poland and the Soviet Union. Although its contribution was symbolic in the German war efforts, the number of troops involved (approx. 45,000 in the Soviet campaign) was rather significant in proportion to the population (2.6 million in 1940). Later in 1944 the Soviet attacks intensified. Hence the Red Army, helped by Romanian troops, gradually routed out the German army from Slovak territory. On 4 April 1945, Soviet troops marched into the capital city of the Slovak Republic, Bratislava.

Czechoslovakia after World War II

The victorious Powers restored Czechoslovakia in 1945 in the wake of World War II, albeit without the province of Ruthenia, which Prague ceded to the Soviet Union. The Beneš decrees, adopted as a result of the events of the war, led to disenfranchisement and persecution of the Hungarian minority in southern Slovakia. (The affected Hungarians regained Czechoslovak citizenship in 1948.) The Czechs and Slovaks held elections in 1946. In Slovakia, the Democratic Party won the elections (62%), but the Czechoslovak Communist Party won in the Czech part of the republic, thus winning 38% of the total vote in Czechoslovakia, and eventually seized power in February 1948, making the country effectively a satellite state of the Soviet Union.

On November 17, 1989, a series of public protests known as the "Velvet Revolution" began and led to the downfall of Communist Party rule in Czechoslovakia. A transition government formed in December 1989, and the first free elections in Czechoslovakia since 1948 took place in June 1990. In 1992, negotiations on the new federal constitution deadlocked over the issue of Slovak autonomy. In the latter half of 1992, agreement emerged to dissolve Czechoslovakia peacefully. On January 1, 1993, the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic each simultaneously and peacefully proclaimed their existence. Both states attained immediate recognition from the United States of America and from their European neighbors.

