June 29, 2009: Travels in Transylvania


On my last day in London, before returning to the States, I rushed to the Tate Modern to see the new Futurism exhibition. Even though the pressures of time and the weekend closure of the most efficient underground line tugged at my sleeve, I could not help but pause for a few minutes in front of Umberto Boccioni’s 1911 paintings abstracting the three states of mind associated with the idea of travel. Almost a century later, Boccioni’s “The Farewells”; “Those Who Go,” and “Those Who Stay” caught my mood. The almost recognizable shapes tumbling among the slanted blue lines of “The Farewells” seemed to replicate the ways in which imperfect recollections of my ten days in Romania stumbled over my sadness in leaving London. In the second painting, “Those Who Go,” the bright irregular and interlocking patterns recalled the energetic intensity of my recent journey’s twists and turns. Finally, the dreary entrapping lines of “Those Who Stay” seemed, at that moment anyway, to anticipate my return to the enclosing world of work. Now back in Buffalo I want to try and capture those pieces of my travels that represent the state of mind that makes “Those Who Go” such a vibrant part of Boccioni’s triptych. Moreover, I want to save these experiences from the clichés of rehearsed memory.

Transylvania is a place (one of 3 districts in Romania) that eventually will be a popular destination, but for now is fraught with debilitating myths about its dreariness, its decay, its dangerous packs of dogs, and its bad roads – and, of course, Borat. One visitor thinking that Romanians did not supply toilet paper brought a supply with him. I recall that before I left for the trip a few people asked me why, on earth, would I wish to go. I believe I gave some rather weak response about having taught Dracula and wanting to see its setting (even though Bram Stoker never entered Romania – he actually modeled his description of Dracula’s castle on one in Scotland). I also mentioned my interest in mountain scenery (the Carpathians run through it), a desire to search for old Unitarian churches (Unitarianism started here in the 16th c.), and a wish to add to my knowledge of Eastern Europe. I think I also said something about the fact that I have known people who fled Romania (particularly just prior to the second World War) and those who have more recently left to study abroad. What I did not mention is that there is also a sort of frisson in going to a place few of your friends have been, especially when it bears the mystery of the name “Transylvania.”


As soon as Irving and I stepped into the Tarom Airlines plane, we felt that we had once more engaged Eastern European culture. A wave of nostalgia rushed over me when I realized that the plane’s staff did not really care whether we put on our seat belts or stacked our belongings under our seat, that children ran around the plane, and that after the meal, the smell of cigarette smoke drifted through the cockpit. Memories of Ukraine and Belarus reemerged. Oppressive heat and a driver met us at the terminal to take us to the La Boutique Moxe Hotel in Bucharest, a four-star gem on the main boulevard. Areas around airports are always disappointing, so I deferred any impulse to judge. Bucharest is crowded with people, most of whom have cars, so the drive was slow and the air conditioning not very effective. Once at the hotel, we were taken four flights upstairs (the lift was broken) to a room that was not supposed to be for us. It was a luxurious, spacious place with a large goose-down bed, two chandeliers (one dangled crystal over the bed and the other, horrors, was black and hung ominously over an immense slanting gold-framed mirror – the largest I have ever seen. The décor dwarfed us. Since we were only there for one evening, we walked down Victoria Boulevard and into some confusing side streets to a Lonely Planet recommended restaurant (avoid it). The noise, the pollution from the cars, the muggy heat (35 degrees C.), and the broken pavement were not the best introduction. We passed by the prestigious Academy with its mulberry trees and by the palace but did not really recognize them.


Next morning, after figuring out the shower and searching for plugs for my hairdryer, we ate breakfast to the accompaniment of “Fashion TV.”  While mesmerized by the designs and the size 0 bodies, I gorged upon cheese, butter, jam, and not very good bread. The only other people in the café were foreign businessmen and women. Soon our guide and his Mercedes van arrived to pick us up for our trip through Transylvania. It is always a slightly anxious moment to meet the guide for the first time, for one is going to be living alone with this person for many days: “Will I like him?” “Does he drive safely?” Corea turned out to be professional, smart, and accommodating (as well as tolerant). His English was excellent. He also kept cans of Red Bull at his side in case he got sleepy at the wheel. He also almost continuously wrote texts and read e-mail on his Blackberry. For the next eight days, we were entirely dependent upon him; we ate all our meals with him, and he stayed in adjoining rooms. He was our chauffeur, companion, and guide!


Before leaving Bucharest we took a detour to see the extremely, if not ridiculously, massive post-modern Palace of Parliament (it’s the second largest in the world – 330,000 square metres). We also drove by its adjoining avenue of fountains representing each section of Romania. Both were erected in 1984 during Ceausescu’s communist era. One-sixth of Bucharest was bulldozed for this project; more than 700 architects and three shifts of workers labored on it for 24 hours a day for five years. I was told that the stray dog problem is a consequence of this project.

After battling the traffic, we gradually moved out of the city. By degrees we left behind the chocked traffic and came to industrial sites; then, as we progressed, we drove by a few acres of agro-business farming and eventually drove through the transitional landscapes where the occasional sheep and cows still grazed in the few remaining fields besides the occasional factory or warehouse. Finally the industry and the agro-business stopped, and we were passing through fields, forests, and getting closer to the mountains. We worked our way through antique villages where the horse and cart, pedestrians, wandering sheep, pigs, hens, cows, and donkeys were in the majority. Hay forks, hay wagons, scythes, and hay stacks were everywhere – we had come at haymaking time.


After several hours, we came to the 1875 German-Renaissance style Peles Castle (the first to have central heating and vacuuming!), the home of the nineteenth-and early twentieth-century Romanian monarchy. The numerous pointed (fairy tale) towers rise above the trees and the castle walls loom above a landscaped valley of green meadows where one could hear the rushing water. Inside, we were in for a surprise. King Carol 1, Romania’s longest serving monarch as well as a collector of note, and Queen Elisabeta, a writer, artist, and musician, had richly designed each room in different styles. The details, the objects, the furniture, the wallpaper, the paintings, the staircases, the ornamentation, and the chandeliers were sumptuous and unexpected. After such a feast for the eyes, we were all too pleased to eat lunch – and what a lunch. Surrounded by spread trophies of massive bears (there are 5,000 bears in Romania), wild boar, giant elk, and wolves (there are many of those too), Irving consumed a bear steak, and I, with the ear of a bear practically in my lap, demurely devoured wild boar. (I suppose we are carnivores.) Here we also discovered the pleasures of Ursus [latin for “bear”] beer. A student from Romania at London House had recommended the brand.


Nearby is a medieval or, perhaps 17th c., Orthodox monastery. Here there was quiet and no visitors. I felt pleased to wander its bare white-sanded courtyard surrounded by its cloisters and crossed by long black-robed figures. Once more, as in Ukraine, it was good to be in the presence of the painted walls depicting the final judgment with the gaping mouths of hell and the rescue of the shipwrecked.


Back in the van, we had a few more hours of going through old villages and almost bucolic landscapes before we reached Moeciu Sus, which was to be our base for the next few days. The village is a gate to the Bucegi National Park. It is in a valley where steep, steep meadow-green hills go directly up from the narrow road beneath. We found this out when we crossed a wobbly hand-hewn bridge over a brook and trudged up the pathway to our bed and breakfast. Once at the top we were met by Nicole who is the daughter of the large family that runs a small, subsistence farm and has built this house for guests – we were the only ones. She led us to our room in the attic. We had to laugh because the bed looked exactly as it had on the internet picture –lumpy and homemade. After bumping our heads a number of times on the slanting beams and ceilings (Irving managed to bang his six times), we dangled cardboard covers from chocolate bars to warn us of low places. We soon decided, though, that the place was really very, very nice – in spite of the sewage smell in the bathroom and threat of imminent death. One night, our guide rushed up the stairs to warn us not to turn on any water or flush the toilet for several hours because lightning had struck the water pump so that if we did run water, we would be electrocuted. During that storm, the television also blew up. 

The view from the windows was absolutely magnificent. We were perched on the hill and looked over to another hill of green meadows dotted with daisies and densely packed fir trees as well as a protruding rock face. From another window we had a broader view of the overlapping hills down the valley. At night the window let in moths (I imagined it was a bat from the nearby Dracula Castle) and admitted the noises of donkeys braying, sheep bleating, horses and people passing by as well as the dogs talking to one another (that is barking). Early morning, the roosters began, then the dogs again (this family had a magnificent thick-coated white Romanian sheepdog); the horse whinnied and came to be harnessed to the narrow wooden cart and set off with the father for the day while the children swung and chatted. The sounds from a nearby sawmill began a little later. Once when I looked through the window in the early evening, I watched as Nicole’s elderly mother accompanied by the family’s sheepdog wound her way along the elevated path from their farm across the hill. The early morning light was bright and clear; the evening light was more gentle and blurring. The smell of wood smoke was prominent.

I became more and more ashamed of how physically weak I am in comparison to people who have been working with their hands and have been running up and down these hills all their lives. It was remarkable to see the teen-aged grand children just bound up and down the pathway to the valley. Nicole was kind; she cooked our breakfasts (included unpasteurized milk, home-made cheese, and fresh cherry jam) and dinners (for a treat she made us crepes with the home-made jam inside). Nicole also did our wash, and when Irving got sick she made him hot lemon juice with honey.

The first day we drove a few miles to an adjoining village to visit the Gothic-Renaissance Bran Castle, built in 1377 by the Saxons to defend Bran (the village) from the Turks. Vlad the Impaler (the original Dracula) passed through here when he was fleeing from the Turks in 1462. This is the castle that busloads of people (mainly Romanians) come to because it is known as “Dracula’s Castle” and because of its historical importance to the country. The outside of the castle looks like it could be the very place for Dracula. One can imagine the opening scenes from the novel in which Jonathan Harker approaches Castle Dracula amidst the warnings of the local peasants. Perched high up on hill and rock, the castle peers above the tree line and lords itself above the village, especially, as I once saw, with thunder clouds roaming above it and lightning flashing behind it. Inside, however, it is a sweet place with secret passages now owned by a New York architect (Dominic Habsburg), the great grandson of King Michael who abdicated and Queen Victoria’s daughter, Queen Marie (she spent her summers here in the early twentieth c.— after she died her heart was carved into the mountain). The only room where Irving and I could imagine a scene from Stoker’s Dracula taking place was the library from which windows one could imagine Dracula crawling down the ivy to the town below or Harker desperately escaping Dracula’s clutches. Once outside, we strolled through the booths selling souvenir Dracula mugs as well as some local woolen items (Irving found a year’s supply of hand-knitted woolen socks). One or two masked men jumped out and played the part of Dracula. I jumped a mile high. 

In the jumble of memory, I have lost track of what we did next, but I do recall that one afternoon we visited the nearby partially restored Rasnov Fortress founded by the German Teutonic Knights in 1225 (not abandoned until 1850) which is high above the town of Rasnov. The fortress was used as a place where the residents of the town could come when threatened by the Tartars and the Turks. In the boiling sun, we wandered up and down its stony slopes to see ruins of small places where people had resided, the remnants of a church, a jail, and a 148m-deep well that was reputedly built by two Turkish prisoners upon the promise of their freedom once they had finished. It took them seventeen years, and then, as the story goes, they were killed. From the top we looked through the slits of windows down over the red-slate roofs of the town and off into a hazy view of the mountains and forests.

As much as I enjoyed the castles and fortresses, it was the walks that really captured my imagination. Early on in our visit, we spent a full part of the day walking through Dambovicioara Canyon that follows a wide, winding brook very gradually uphill. The way was rocky underfoot; I felt a bit annoyed that cars were allowed on the trail – a condition of the fact that the way led to a small village. As the guidebook warned us, discarded plastic bottles and rubbish sullied the beautiful water– a fact that did not prevent a dipper and the wagtails from skimming the brook’s surface. However, if one averted one’s eye and glanced upwards or just listened to the falling water, one could pretend to be in a more pristine landscape. After several miles, we reached a village at the end of which is a cave that people once used as a hideout from the Turks and the Tartars. Many years ago the gigantic Cave Bear was there. In 1975 its skeleton was discovered inside the cave. We were the only ones to visit. Uncommercialized and barely lit, the cave drips its history. We went through iron gates opened by two young playful boys and found our way around the interior passages. It felt unspoiled and cool.

The plan was to walk back, but Irving who had been suffering form a sore throat decided he could not, so we stayed at a local café until Corea fetched the van in order to pick us up. While sipping a drink from the café’s balcony, it was fun to watch the activity of the village and slightly alarming to overhear a family quarrel in the street. Horses, dogs, chickens, and motorcycles found their way through it. Irving and I eventually grew tired of waiting, so we started to walk back – that was nice to be unaccompanied for half an hour and only to have a cart and horse pass us.

The second walk was far more spectacular. This one lasted the entire day and took us into the winding, pedestrian-only path that leads through the deep gorges of the Piatra Craiului Mountains to some of the most challenging climbs in Romania. I was in heaven; we were alone. Every horseshoe turn brought new perspectives of the towering rock formations on either side. Refreshing shadows and views of underground streams that were breaking through the rock accompanied our ramble. Although I was aware that we were going up hill, the grade was gentle, that is until the last two hours when it got much steeper. After about three hours, Irving stopped, but Corea and I continued to get beyond the tree line (we were now at about 3,000 feet). Time was passing and I did not want to leave Irving alone for too long, so just as we were about to break through the trees, I suggested we should go no further. Fortunately before we turned, I got a splendid view of the bare mountains ahead of us. We came to a lumberjack camp (three lumberjacks and three horses). There I saw the horses being led back through the trees to rest for the night in temporary covered mangers. One of the lumberjacks led his horse to the stream and tenderly washed his animal’s hoofs and then led him to where the hay was waiting. The horse whinnied. The low evening light streamed through the openings in the forest and spread horizontally around me. I probably should not romanticize the scene, but it was lovely to watch and to know that the logging is done selectively – no machines, no clear cutting, and no sprays. 

Going down at a pace in the evening light was exquisite. We finally caught up with Irving who had rested outside the closed Mountain Rescue Station. It was awful to get back into the van, but nice to pass two young people who had actually been climbing and had spent a cold night on one of the peaks. We picked them up and learned that they are philosophy students at the University College London. They specialize in Ancient Greek philosophy and were in awe of Jonathan Beer’s (Rachel’s close friend) book on Aristotle. Coincidences, coincidences – that is what travel is all about. (I should mention that a week before at my boarding school reunion in London, I met a former student who knows Claire Kahane!) One advantage of the day was that I had been able to walk about seven or so miles without too much pain. In the last two months, my right foot has suddenly gone weird with excruciatingly painful gout-like symptoms.

One morning I got up earlier and walked by myself, past small farm dwellings. It was nice to see the world of the village walking or riding by me, and to watch the people, with scythes, rhythmically cutting the hay that grows on the steep hills punctuated by small dwellings for sheep and cattle. One widowed elderly lady (she wore black), even shorter than I, passed by carrying a large, thick and sharp pole over her right shoulder. Carts loaded with hay sauntered by. The day before we left Moeciu Sus, a heavy rain lasted all morning. In the afternoon we walked from our bed and breakfast up yet another streambed (this time roaring with its flood) and by woods and meadows to within a kilometer of a place where people put out bait for bears during hunting season and wait in tree houses to shoot them. One has to be careful in these parts, especially in berry season. One reason that the large white Romanian sheepdog is popular is that it is said to be bold with bears and chase them away. As we walked along by ourselves, we watched the mist of the after rain float over the mountains and dip down to touch the tips of the firs. We met an elderly, short man with a sack across his back. He was collecting fresh growth from the trees as a treat for his sheep. He was soon joined by his friend who was walking with his cow and horse up to a roadside path of grass where they both sat in the drying sun and chatted together as they probably had for many years. On the way down, a “peasant” (the word is used freely in Romania) couple passed us on their way up. The woman had startling black hair, cherry cheeks, bulging biceps, and smelled of sweat. 

The next day Irving was feeling really ill; he seemed to have a chest infection and a fever. We had accidentally left behind the zithromax (the cure all), so we needed to get medicine or see a doctor. It was Saturday. There was no doctor in the nearby village (she had gone into the closest town to do some blood tests), but there was a pharmacy. Nicole went with us to manage everything. We had an old container of zithromax with us, so she showed it to the pharmacist who obligingly sold us two packages without a prescription. Feeling ill but hoping that the antibiotic would do the trick, Irving decided that we should go on with our plans. Nicole then gave Irving a double dose of heated lemon juice and honey (a product of a neighbor). 

That afternoon we left behind Moiecu and started on a three-day jaunt through other parts of Transylvania. We first traveled to Brasov, an ancient town from the time of the 13th c. Teutonic Knights and German mercantile companies. It now has a lovely pedestrian promenade that passes by reminders of the 1987 rebellion against the Ceausescu government. Bullet holes from the army are visible. The mall leads to a large and wide square flaming with the heat of the sun. At the end of the square is the Black Gothic church (it takes its name from a fire that blackened its sides) that is still maintained by German Lutherans. Here was a major surprise for us. Before coming to Transylvania, we had not realized to what extent the Germans had been a presence and still are a presence in Romania. I had actually come with the hope of seeing a Unitarian Church, but instead I kept entering into Lutheran Churches in the Saxon villages and towns we passed through. The Church was teeming with a group of German tourists. Because it has been Lutheran since 1383, all the former paintings associated with the Orthodox Church that had once decorated its interior walls had been erased (with the exception of a small fragment here or there). But that loss for us was soon compensated by the fact that over the years (or centuries), merchants who had survived the difficult and dangerous silkroad had, as a tribute to their safe passage, donated rugs from the Far East to the church. As a result, over 120 ancient and gorgeous Turkish rugs now hang, quite casually, from the walls, the balconies, and railings of the Black Church. It is an amazing sight, and for Irving it was a reward for his efforts. Another point of interest is that in all these Saxon villages and remains, there is evidence of the various guilds. This church had the signs of such guilds as the milliners, the shoemakers, the gunsmiths, the tailors painted around its sides.

Once more in the van we traveled to Medias, one of the many Saxon villages that have a fortified church. This one, I believe, is the Evangelical Church of St. Margaret, built in 1447. We had lunch inside the fortified walls and then wandered up into the grounds and into the church, which, like the Black Church, displayed a few Turkish rugs and fragments of former wall paintings. It was quiet and cool. Irving talked to a young woman who was copying a design from the church so that she could replicate it in embroidery. Gates to the fortification still had the sign of the old guilds. I decided to explore the streets of this Saxon village, so on this quiet Sunday afternoon off I went down back ways and along dirt roads only to be met by three naughty teenagers who were on the bikes and derived great pleasure from coming down the hill toward me at full speed and then veering off at the last moment. I decided “enough already,” so the next time they made their “attack,” I put out my leg in an attempt to knock the first one off his bike, and for the next boy I charged him and pushed him partially over – he regained his balance. They did not come again. The incident reminded me that as pastoral as these village scenes are, it is not always easy being the outsider, and life is as complicated there as elsewhere.

From Medias we moved on to Sighisoara, the walled city where Vlad Tepes (the impaler) was born. We drove through the Tailors Gate and into the city where we stayed at, you guessed it, Casa Dracula. Our room was vacuous, dark, and full of forbidding medieval furniture, chandeliers, iron fittings, and a window that opened out to a barking dog and mosquitoes. After putting down our bags, we walked around Sighisoara (a tourist landmark) and walked through its charming, twisting streets, passed by the famous clock that displays rotating images of Greek Gods and an executioner. At night a figure of a lamplighter in the clock holds an illuminated light. The walking was not so easy though. For the last few years, the streets have all been dug up and then dug up again with the promise of putting down fresh tiles or cobbles – a project that seems doomed. We walked through the dust around the inside of the city’s 14th c. walls and by brightly painted houses. 

At this point I was getting tired of seeing only Lutheran Churches. I had really hoped to set my eyes on at least one old Unitarian Church. In Casa Dracula, I went on the internet (hidden away in some stifling dark medieval corner) and “googled” my problem. I discovered that indeed there was a site within striking distance of Sighisoara. I talked to Corea who seemed willing enough to try (we were cutting our itinerary a little anyway because of Irving’s feeling ill). Irving was to stay at the hotel, and with the aid of a very dense map, the guide and I were to go in search of a village, Darjiu, where there was a fortified church once associated with the Unitarians and was, in fact, now a UNESCO site. Corea thought it would only take 30 minutes to get there. We started off easily enough, but as soon as we left the paved road, we were in trouble. We bounced along a narrow dirt road with bird-filled hedges for miles past fields of wheat and no dwellings. I was beginning to despair. Finally, there were buildings in sight. We crossed over down a dirt hill and landed in a village where the remains of a fortressed church and an absolutely unspoiled village laid out in the most beautiful and expansive rugged dirt streets. Women lolled on their doorsteps, a few people walked casually up and down past old houses with red-tiled roofs that slanted almost to the ground. It was a wonderful moment. I saw storks on their nests. And then Corea pulled my attention to the fact that this was not Darjiu but Archita (a place where no tourists go and the kind of place that Prince Charles’s foundation is trying to protect) – we had more miles to go. We decided to try. We bounced along some more, began to despair when we came to a cross roads; we found some people collecting hay who said it was about 10 kilometers more down an even more narrow road. Corea gave it a good try, but the ruts grew deeper. It was time to give up. I returned to Sighisoara, only slightly disappointed because I had discovered Archita, the sight of which will remain with me.

From Sighisoara, we moved on to Sibiu, a city named in 1996 as the cultural capital of Europe. Because there are few accommodations within the walled part of the city, we stayed in a modest, modern hotel just outside the old double walls. Here we visited an outdoor museum, which spreads for acres and displays old dwellings moved from places all over Romania. Especially intriguing were the displays of older technology: the presses for extracting oil and honey and the various mills. The most unusual piece of equipment was a large, barge-like floating mill that had once taken its power from the water’s current to grind its grain. On our way out of the museum, we stopped with a crowd to listen to local folk music being performed at an annual international folk festival. Here local bands came to play brass pieces (I took a picture of a euphonium that was bound and patched with cellotape), and singers played old Jewish and gypsy songs. Finding parking for the van had not been easy; the festival was popular. Corea had to get a place a kilometer away. But because Irving was fading and later needing a cardigan he had left in the van, Corea decided to try and get a place near the entrance, so he found an empty space, handed me an umbrella, and told me to stand squarely in the spot and shoo people away. It seemed like an eternity before he returned. I was amazed how promptly people who tried to get the place were discouraged and obeyed my signs that the place was taken.

The next day, Irving getting weaker, we walked through the guild gates (the Potters Tower, the Carpenters Tower, the Butchers Tower, the Gunsmiths Tower, and the Shoemakers Tower) to enter the old city (pedestrians only) – what a treat the place is. Inside is the largest public square Irving and I had ever seen. Indeed, it is appropriately called the Large Square. In the middle of it rises a fountain (like the one in the middle of Russell Square that in multiple ways shoots up from the ground) through which the pigeons and children raced and jumped up and down. Shops, cafes, and a baroque cathedral surround the square. Pedestrian streets lead up to this square. This old town has red-tiled roofs that contain windows resembling the shape of eyes. One feels the windows are looking at one. Women lean out of the windows to converse below these eyes. Down a courtyard I discovered an antique shop and bought two nineteenth-century painted plates (beautiful). We had lunch. Before we returned to the van, we crossed over “Liars Bridge” which collapses if you tell a lie while traversing it. I said, “I like this place” and the bridge remained standing. 

We started our way back to Moeciu, but slowly. The drive back was adventurous. (Irving attempted to lie down on the back seat but found the jostling a bit too much). We passed by gypsy communities that looked poor, unclean, and awful; long-bearded, dark faced men and long, black-haired women and children scattered about. We drove by one community that looked newer and sold brilliant brassware on the side of the road. I would have asked Corea to stop, but he did not seem comfortable with the subject of gypsies – I suppose, like many, he shares a cultural prejudice. And we drove through the ugliest town in Romania, Copsa Mica, full of shells of factories and pollution. Here there once had been ammunition factories and, worst of all, an industry for the extraction of carbon black, a process that emitted lead into the air at levels 1,000 times the acceptable amount. Here two-thirds of the children who survived show signs of mental illness.

Suddenly Corea veered off a main road and on to a narrow paved road and started up the Transfagarasan Road that through innumerable hairpin turns goes to the highest point of any road in Romania. (It had been built by the army during the Communist era.) We wound and wound, ears popping, drove under platforms that caught falling rocks, passed waterfalls. Eventually we had to come to a stop for a mass of 200 sheep, three shepherds, and their dogs were blocking the way and moving slowly in shifting patterns. It was a lovely sight. I jumped out to take a closer look. They were on their way to other meadows and down to the shepherd’s hut. One of the dogs (not your sleek border collie) had a collar to which is attached a horizontal wooden stick. The reason for this is to prevent the dog from running too fast after wild animals. The stick interferes with his gait. The dog is required to stay with the sheep.

We were on our way again and half an hour later came to the end of the road where there is a mountain lake and patches of snow. From here some climbers start their expeditions. We were at 7,000 feet. There were a couple of booths and a restaurant that blared the most inappropriate pop music. But still it was good to get out and feel the cold air and wind, as well as breathe the lighter mountain air. We wound our way back down and then followed the flat and rich plains that lead for miles from the base of the mountains. Eventually after following stations of the cross, we came to Sambata, an orthodox monastery built in the in 1696 for the Wallachian prince, Constantin Brancoveanu. Here live 40 monks, some of whom specialize in glass icons. I have to say that the visit in the early evening sent shivers down my spine. We arrived at the time of evensong. The call to prayers was made by a monk wearing flowing black robes and carrying a large wooden board (almost in the shape of a propeller), which he repeatedly hit with a mallet. The sound and the rapidity of his movements increased as he circled the monastery and when he climbed the bell tower to let the board’s frenetic sounds spread throughout the air. It was chilling. The bells tolled. And then my eye caught the sight of black-capped, bearded monks sitting one to one with supplicants who had come for comfort and advice. A frail woman, her face drawn in pain, pushed in a wheel chair by her dutiful and gaunt brother, sat devotedly before one monk in a corner of the garden; near me an elderly lady, bent and walking with a stick left a thick-spectacled monk in yet another corner. Above me on the balcony, a devout middle-aged woman sat bent and then kneeled before a broad monk who seemed neither male nor female. The robes of two other monks caught the wind and flew up and out as they climbed the white steps to the chapel. Only the mountains behind us, the gathering storm clouds, and us were witnesses to this scene. The oppression of belief fascinated and horrified me. Darting in and out of the cloisters, white-aproned young boys dashed with cell phones to attend to the monks’ needs.

After another long drive, Irving was glad to be back in our lumpy bed in Moeciu. Nicole and the dog came to greet us. The next day it poured in the morning; then we went on a drive up to the mountain village of Fundata – a place that is just beyond the hills we see out of our room. The drive there is indirect. It loops through the innumerable hairpin turns of the many mountain passes we crossed during our travels. Once on top in early evening, I took photographs of the moving sky above the mountain range. Irving was not feeling at all well. We go to a shop to buy more Kleenex – it is the kind of shop where every possible thing is for sale. The eye has to move slowly to catch what is there. On the way to the shop, we find ourselves pursued by dogs who snap at our heels, and then when we leave the shop, we are surrounded by a pack of fifteen dogs of all shapes and sizes who are racing down the middle of this mountain road and daring suicide as they dodge cars and trucks barreling down it. The cacophonous barking and yapping chorus modulate with their frenzy and finally recedes as they eventually move off the road and through the green meadows, down the steep hills toward our valley. (In the cities, a neutering program has been instituted; stray male dogs are neutered and tagged with green labels in their ears.)

 On the way down we come across a stationary large truck that had been hauling Ursus beer. Round one of the hairpin turns, the poles holding the crates of beer had given way. Rivers of beer, multiple shards of broken green glass sparkled all over one side of the road. We stopped; I took a photograph or two. What amazed me was the men from the truck were not upset. They were joking while sweeping the glass to the side of the road and laughing while restacking what crates and bottles survived. They even offered us free bottles of beer. A child played among the broken remains. A dog wagged its tail and with its bare paws danced among the shards as if it were the best thing that had ever happened. How different a scene this might have been elsewhere.

The next day we left early; Corea took us back to Bucharest and back to our Le Bijou Moxe. This time, though, our room was as small as a closet – no large mirrors and black chandeliers. But the windows did open up to the trees on the side street. Irving called Dr. Bercovic, a person whom a friend had suggested. She is elderly, a retired doctor; her husband, who is now deceased, had been head of the Jewish Theatre in Bucharest. She seems very nice; she kept calling to see how he was. She suggested that Irving have a doctor come to the hotel – he did arrange it. The doctor spoke very little English but did write out some prescriptions. We went out to fill them. Irving found the experience a bit of a waste of money. He did not feel like going anywhere (his temperature was slightly elevated), so after getting him settled with a sandwich, I set out to find a restaurant for dinner. The cool of night was inviting so after dinner I explored some of the side streets, wandered around, found convenience stores, and a rather nasty supermarket where I bought Irving food and sparkling water. On my way back I got caught in a thunderstorm, but it was so hot I did not mind getting wet. The lightning crashed for hours. The next morning at breakfast our attention was drawn to the owner of the hotel who had a brash voice (he only spoke English to his staff); he shouted at them and argued continuously about their wanting a vacation. We also noticed that waiting for him was a chauffeur and a well-stacked, young woman in a red dress and red heels whom he swept away in a Rolls Royce (I have a feeling he is also a high-class pimp). He was a mystery to us. We had made friends with the doorman who told us the owner is an Israeli. Irving blanched at the knowledge and recalled that Dr. Bercovic had told him that an Israeli was running for President of Romania. Every time he came on television, she turned it off, for he was so offensive. It seems the criminal element of Israel finds part of its mafia here.

Irving wanted to stay in the next day, so I arranged for a guide to take me around Bucharest, especially to places I had read about in the guidebook. The guide is an accountant for a pharmacy firm and does this on the side to earn extra money. At my request, he took me first to the Museum of the Romanian Peasant – what an absolute treat. I saw rooms full of icons, embroidered cloth, clothes from various villages, painted plates, and manuscripts (prayer books) illuminated by the farmers. Downstairs, there was a small room full of busts and documents of former communist leaders. The museum is in a palace that during the communist era was used as offices for the party.

After a satisfying two hours there we had a drink at a modern shopping center (in the food court!). Outside I saw part of the buildings erected for the communist elite in the 1980s. Capitalism has its nasty revenge, for now on top of these edifices revolve huge Pepsi Cans and advertisements for global products. We then went to the Jewish Museum housed in an 1850 synagogue – one hands over a passport to get in. I was the only visitor. The synagogue is quite lovely and ornate, but the museum displays need help. Decaying bits of newspaper clippings and unpreserved older documents lie vulnerable, yet brave, in display cases. Upstairs in the women’s galleries, paintings by Jewish Romanian painters hang unconvincingly on the walls. The holocaust display is also in disrepair, but the charts on the wall speak of facts that make all the rest irrelevant. Two out of three Jews in Romania lost their lives during the Second World War. As I was leaving the attendant asked if I would like to have my picture taken. That was nice.

From the Jewish Museum, the guide and I walked through the old city which one day will be nice, but now is all being renovated with an eye to attracting tourism and preserving the old buildings. Pavements and roads are ripped up, gaping holes reveal medieval inns (archaeologists are busy at work). In fact, many places one goes in Bucharest are being renovated. One day the city will be lovely. As I found out through my limited explorations, the more one sees of Bucharest, the more depth and interest it has. The mixture of Parisian, Gothic, and Romanian architecture is interesting. The cultural life is strong too (something neither of us had a chance nor the time to appreciate). 

Irving felt a little stronger in the middle afternoon, so we went to the Palace, which houses the collection of Western Art. It is an immense building with tall ceilings and winding staircases. We were the only visitors there. Through its vacuous halls and rooms, we walked in amazement through room after room displaying its strong collection. This museum has some of Rubens’ and Rembrandt’s most powerful paintings. At six when the museum closed, we slowly walked back to the hotel, stopped to eat at a pleasant Italian restaurant on the way (though we missed the incredibly good Romanian food we had eaten on our travels). Afterwards I heard an Italian tenor’s voice with orchestra in the gardens opposite us. I went to investigate and followed a side street that led me pass some graceful old homes and back along the entrances to embassies where drivers stood in the street waiting for their diplomats to leave a garden party. I wish there had been time to take Irving on this street the next day; however, we had to depart early the next morning and catch our flight back to London.  We left feeling that we had not begun to know where we were and that we should come again.
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