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I saw the danger, yet I walked along the enchanted way, And I said, let grief be a fallen leaf at the dawning of the day.


Patrick Kavanagh




Scampering about the dusty tracks of a village in the Transylvanian hills is a small Gypsy boy who seems, among the other darker-skinned children, to be a little out of place. He has blue eyes and light-coloured hair and people often refer to him as Neamţul, the German boy. Amongst his greatest pleasures are watching the horses and carts clattering down the road and the cows making their way slowly back into the village in the twilight. During the day he tirelessly pursues, much to their consternation, the ducks and ducklings which waddle about on the banks of the stream, and in the evenings he lingers outside the crîsşma dancing, after a fashion, moving his feet and clicking his fingers in time to the Gypsy music.
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Prologue
10 January 2008



AS THE TRAIN wound its way along wooded valleys my mind was awash with memories. It was a slow train, with its blue but now rusting carriages still in service since Communist times. I had missed the flash new express and so had taken the old-fashioned option which stopped at every village station. Doors hung open and rattled, even a few windows were broken, and in places snow was settling on the floors. I pulled my coat around my body, and my hat down upon my head to preserve the last warmth left in me, and my neighbours, with a smile and a look of sympathy, offered me a swig of ţuică their home-made brandy. There was a companionship among us such as one rarely finds on the new express trains which flew by us through the night, a rush of air coming in through the broken windows as they passed, leaving the snow swirling in the corridors.


I was travelling to the very north of Romania, near the border with the Ukraine, in order to keep a promise I had made to an old friend. It was by no means an easy journey in midwinter. It would take another day to reach the isolated village in the northern Carpathian mountains, but I had promised.


The train hooted as we pulled up at a little station. An assortment of villagers, some Romanian, some Gypsy, clambered down on to the platform. The old man and woman who had given me the ţuică climbed down too and waved me a merry wave as they headed off beside the train laden with their heavy bags.


Peering out of the window through the snow I could make out a dance going on in the hall in the village square. I remembered back to my first visit to Romania, also in the snow. In a village in northern Moldavia I had been taken to the Saturday evening dance. I remembered how the villagers had all paid a small entrance fee for the musicians, but from me the doorman resolutely refused to take any money. I tried to insist. ‘No, no!’ he said. ‘You are a foreigner. You are our guest. We would not dream of asking you to pay.’


In the hall on one side of the room on benches along the wall sat the boys, and the village girls sat opposite them on the other side. I remembered it as though it had been the day before. When the moustachioed Gypsies took up their instruments to play, the boys walked across the room, took the girls by the hand and led them into the dances. They danced traditional dances, intermixed with waltzes and polkas, which they all knew perfectly. From the benches soft-faced mothers and grandmothers sat and watched, nodded and commented contentedly. Outside horses pulling sleighs rushed past snorting steam from their nostrils, the moon glittered on the snow and even then, right from the start, I knew there was no other place I wanted to be.


As the old blue train trundled on through the night, to forget the cold my mind drifted off to warmer occasions, and to musings about life in Romania. When eighteen years ago, in my mid-twenties, I had first headed towards this country I had had no idea what I would find. From reading Western newspapers I had expected to discover a drab Communist world of depressed workers whose spirits had been crushed by decades of conformity. But I had found something quite different. The villages and the countryside were awash with colour and brimming with cheerful, fresh-faced people. I had had no idea such a place was hidden away in this corner of Europe.


I remembered particularly a festival among the trees on the edge of the forest where fiddlers played in competition with the birds in the branches. The villagers dressed in white embroidered smocks – the girls in brightly coloured skirts and headscarves – joined arms, making a circle, stamping their feet rhythmically on the grass and singing the shepherds’ songs at the tops of their voices. The dancing and singing went on all afternoon and evening in dappled shade, like some ancient bucolic festival. What, I thought to myself, could have been more colourful and full of life than this idyllic scene? Lying on the grassy bank of a stream, in the shade of flickering beech leaves, listening to the sound of trickling water and watching these smiling and laughing people, I scribbled in my notebook: How could we possibly have been persuaded that our modern way of living is any improvement on this? Was there something of a sham about the modern world? Were we, in Western Europe, for all our wealth and washing machines, any happier than these people? The answer was, to me at least, a clear and decisive ‘No’.


I remembered how on my early journeys the people in Romania, almost everywhere I went, had welcomed me amongst them. Wherever I travelled, when night fell I was offered food and the best bed in the house; sometimes it might have had a straw mattress, sometimes it had a box of chicks or a lamb sleeping underneath it, but always it was warm and comfortable and I had a roof over my head. In the morning when I left, my hosts would be appalled if offered any form of payment, and instead would fill my bag with food. In those days there were few shops and food was almost impossible to buy along the way. I was overwhelmed by the generosity of the villagers and their old-fashioned courtesy. And now in the train I had once again been reminded of their simple kindness by the offer of ţuică to take my mind off the cold.


Among the many hospitable and courteous individuals I had been lucky to meet on my travels was the friend to whom I had made the promise. He was one of those old country people of Romania who, although not book-learned, was wiser and more knowledgeable than most of us, and most important of all, knew the great secret of being happy on little. I remembered the times we had spent together in the fields and forests, how with unswerving humour he had taught me all about country life in Romania, and had looked after me and protected me against the gossip and the occasional envy of others. It was now my turn to do something for him.


The train heaved and rattled its way over the hills. My mind returned to the present journey. Soon I would be crossing the snow-covered passes and descending slowly, always more slowly, down into the valleys of the old Maramureş.





1
East of the Wall



They are not servile, even after centuries of serfdom, and are free in manner and bearing yet without insolence . . . the poorer are our peasants the more noticeable is their serene goodness.


Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov


TOWARDS THE END of 1989, as everybody knows, the Berlin Wall was tottering and the Communist regimes of Eastern Europe were collapsing one by one. Most changes had been peaceful. Only Romania was in turmoil. There had been appalling massacres of innocent people, tanks rolling through the streets, and soldiers and citizens fighting the President’s elite troops, flushing them out building by building. Then suddenly, on Christmas Day, it was all over. President Ceauşescu and his wife were captured and, after a hasty trial, were led out into the ice-covered backyard of a militia garrison in the town of Târgovişte, put up against a wall and machine-gunned down. ‘But you are our children!’ they shouted as the soldiers raised their weapons. In Romania there had indeed been a bloody revolution of the sort one rather expected of Eastern Europe.


I set off to explore the newly ‘liberated’ countries of Central Europe immediately after Christmas 1989 although I never thought I would travel as far as Romania. ‘The purity of a Revolution can last for as much as two weeks,’ Cocteau had once written, so it seemed there was not a moment to lose. I drove out of London through congested southern suburbs on a cold December morning, crossed the Channel, and pointed the car eastwards. Eight hours later I was driving down the long umbilical road to Berlin in a mist which seemed to divide one half of Europe from the other. In the skeletal branches of the trees by the side of the road perched numerous birds of prey, sitting and watching as if waiting for their moment to descend and pick at the bones of a dying ideology.


In the middle of the city hundreds of people with hammers and chisels were chipping away at the Wall. It was still the grey and forbidding barrier between East and West Germany, and a few weeks before people might have been shot if they had come too close; now no one was stopping them. In a few places the chisels had already made holes through which we could peer across the minefields towards East Berlin.


By the Brandenburg Gate East German police, the Vopos, stood on top of the wall with guns, but they merely looked on bemused as all around them hundreds of hammers were clinking on chisels, and did nothing as the structure upon which they were standing was slowly being demolished beneath their feet.


But the Wall was only being chipped at from the West. On the Eastern side there was an eerie silence. Many in East Berlin and beyond must have been listening to the chisels and wondering why the Wall was really there. Was it to keep those of the East in, or the evils of the West out? Perhaps like birds in a cage many of them might actually prefer the security that their prison afforded them. Perhaps the opening of the borders would be the opening of another Pandora’s Box?


Whatever fears individuals might have had, the changes were unstoppable. On New Year’s Eve a new taboo was broken. People dared to climb on to the top of the Wall. Girls kissed the border guards, posed with them for photographs, and stuck flowers in the barrels of their guns. The soldiers did nothing; they did not know what to do. They had no training for such an eventuality.


From there the crowds lowered themselves down into East Berlin, something the day before they would have been afraid to do. They then climbed on to the top of the Brandenburg Gate, pulled down the Communist flag and set it alight. Still the guards did nothing. I stood on the Wall and watched the anarchy and rejoicing all around me. It was the end of an era which had started long before I was born.


IN MOST OF Eastern Europe the controls and restrictions of the past forty years were suddenly lifted. Now anyone was free to travel wherever they wanted. So the next day I left the bright lights of West Berlin, passed through a newly opened door in the Wall, and drove east. By lunchtime I was in Dresden walking through streets among the burnt-out shells of buildings and piles of rubble left untouched since the bombing of 15 February 1945. In those days there were many places in Eastern Europe where little seemed to have changed since the Second World War, and the feeling strengthened the further east you went.


In Prague, whose spires, domes and baroque streets had been spared during the Hitler War, I saw evidence of more recent troubles. On buildings opposite the Romanian Embassy, halfway up the hill to the Hradcany castle, scrawled in red paint were protests against the killings which had taken place in the city of Timişoara on 17 December, and subsequently in towns all over Romania.


It was now 2 January. The Romanian Revolution was all but over. Should I continue eastwards, even as far as Romania, I wondered? It was still a long journey, and it was the middle of winter. In the end it was old architecture which persuaded me. I had heard of the famous painted monasteries of northern Moldavia. Looking at a map, it seemed as though I was nearly halfway there. They were situated beyond the Carpathian mountains in an area called the Bukovina, a land which until 1918 had been the farthest flung, easternmost province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.


On 4 January it started to snow, but I had already determined to make my way to the monasteries. While flakes settled gently on the beards of the statues of Saints Cyril and Methodius on the Charles Bridge, I set off east again. I travelled through ice-bound Bohemia, Slovakia and Hungary, and after several days reached the Romanian frontier. Flags with the Communist symbols cut out of the middle fluttered above the huts of the border police. Romania, just a few days before, had ceased to be a Communist country.


Snow lay heavy on the ground, the trees beside the road were white with frost, and I entered a country frozen in time. Even the courtesy of the soldiers on the frontier seemed from another era. At every other border I had crossed in Eastern Europe I had faced interminable questions. Here they gave me advice on the roads, and where I might find a hotel, and waved me through with a smile. Half an hour later, I was approaching the town of Satu Mare.


Prague had been dark. There had been only a few simple street lamps. Like all places in those days east of the Wall, she was still commercially chaste, not caring to flaunt herself with neon lights and garish advertising. Satu Mare, however, was pitch black. There were no lights at all. Nor, it seemed, were there any people. All I could make out were tall, ghostly buildings looming on either side as I wove my way cautiously through the deserted streets.


I managed somehow to find the hotel. A candle flickered on the reception desk. There was no food or water, the maid told me, but there were beds and blankets. For supper I ate biscuits in the hall with the maid who brought vodkas from time to time to help us forget the cold. She was dressed in a black and white uniform over which she wore a heavy grey overcoat and a woollen hat, and sat smoking with her feet up on one of the armchairs. Occasionally soldiers in greatcoats and fur hats with rifles in their hands would come in, search the foyer with torches, looking for counter-revolutionaries, then put their guns flat on a table, and ask the maid to bring vodkas for them as well, which they drank down in one gulp before departing.


Then the candle sputtered and went out. It was time to go to bed. Fumbling up the stairs in the darkness all I could see as a point of reference was the tip of the maid’s cigarette glowing.


I AWOKE TO the soft sound of horses’ hooves on the snow outside and opening the window saw horses pulling carts trotting through the town’s main square. With the hotel being out of food I searched the streets for a shop which might sell me something to eat. I found nothing, except a little street-side kiosk, heated by a wood-burning stove; inside sat an old crone, her head wrapped in woollen scarves. She was only able to provide me with stamps for letters. Taking a little brush and pot of glue, she stuck them carefully one by one on to my envelopes. There were seven stamps for each envelope. It was a tiring process.


Surviving still on dry biscuits I headed east again, along bumpy roads. After two hours, on entering a forest of tall beeches, their branches topped with snow like ermine on an empress’s robes, the road began to climb. I drove upwards for half an hour and then over a mountain pass into an area marked on my rough map as ‘Maramureş’. Slowly I descended through misty woods, not knowing what I would find, along a road which became rougher and rougher.


As the gradient levelled out, following a frozen stream whose waterfalls had turned into motionless cascades of ice, a few wooden houses began to appear. I proceeded cautiously along the snow-and ice-covered road, astonished at what I saw. East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, even the parts of Romania I had just travelled through: none of them were anything like this. Only here had I found the sort of Eastern Europe which I had imagined from reading Old Peter’s Russian Tales when I was young; the Eastern Europe of wooden peasant cottages on the edge of forests inhabited by wolves and bears, of snow and sledges and sheepskin coats, and of country people in embroidered smocks and headscarves. I thought I had been born too late to see anything like the peasant life about which Tolstoy and Hardy had written, but I was wrong. Here there was a remnant of an old, almost medieval world, cut off by the mountains and forest I had just crossed, and I had stumbled upon it quite by accident.


When I stopped by the side of the road a peasant woman motioned me towards the snow-mantled porch of her house and showed me in. I was clearly a tired traveller in need of sustenance. Immediately a bowl of hot potato soup and a hunk of bread were placed on the table. She and her husband then sat on the bed and watched me with soft smiles of encouragement. As I ate, shafts of sunlight came through the small cottage windows and I was able to study the intricate designs on her and her husband’s smocks. I had never seen anyone wearing a smock before, let alone smocks so beautifully stitched. I then looked down. Their legs and feet were wrapped in thick woollen cloth and on to their soles were strapped roughly sewn strips of leather, pointed at the toes, from which thongs wound up their legs as far as the knee. This was the ancient peasant footwear which, until the early twentieth century, had been common all over Europe, from the bast shoes of Russia made from birch bark, to the pampooties of the Aran Islands, or the rough sandals of Naples and the Ciocaria south of Rome. Now they are worn only in the Maramureş, the last place in Europe where they can still be seen.


For their hospitality my hosts refused anything in return, and when I left they waved until I was out of sight. They had provided me with my first meal in twenty-four hours.


ANOTHER DAY’S DRIVING and I reached the painted monasteries of the Bukovina, among the last masterpieces of Byzantine art, built after the fall of Constantinople and of the Byzantine Empire. They were tucked away in wooded valleys, deliberately remote so as to be well hidden from the Tartars.


Over the previous days I had become used to the dark greens and browns of the forest and the white of the snow, and it seemed as though I had left civilization entirely behind, but walking in through the first monastery gatehouse I was confronted by a sight which defied the remoteness of the spot. On the outside walls were frescoes painted in a dazzling array of colours. The lapis lazuli blue, the greens, reds and yellows were still vivid after four hundred years of sun, rain and snow, and were perfectly framed by the dark green forest on the surrounding hills. Many of the churches had depictions of the siege of Constantinople upon their walls. The fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453 had left the whole of Eastern Europe vulnerable. It was the founder of the first monasteries, Stephen the Great of Moldavia, who had done so much to keep the Turks at bay after they had taken the imperial city. Such was his fame that the monks of Mount Athos sent him a piece of the ‘True Cross’ as a talisman of victory, and here in this faraway place it is still preserved. Few relics have a better provenance. The ‘True Cross’ was found in Jerusalem by Helena, the mother of the Emperor Constantine, at the beginning of the fourth century. This piece had been kept in the imperial treasury in Byzantium from where it had been given by the Emperor Romanus I in the ninth century to one of the monasteries on Mount Athos. From there it had been sent to Moldavia. As a talisman it seems to have worked; in 1502 Stephen told the Venetian envoy, ‘I have fought thirty-six battles and of these I have won thirty-four.’ Stephen’s carved white marble tomb, which he had built for himself before he died, lies in the monastery at Putna. The date of his birth was inscribed and a space left for the date of his death. Stephen died in 1504 but the date was never added. For Romanians he never really passed away.


On 12 January that year there were church services all over Romania to remember the victims of the Revolution, which had started with the massacre in Timişoara. In the church at Humor, another of Stephen’s painted churches, I knelt in front of the golden iconostasis among villagers dressed in traditional costume. The men wore sheepskin coats, white breeches and knee-length leather boots, the women brightly coloured headscarves and skirts. In the dim light, with the smell of incense in the air and smoke curling upwards from a thurible into the soot-blackened dome, a choir of peasants sang unaccompanied the beautiful hymns of the Romanian Orthodox Church. During the sermon tears poured down the cheeks of the congregation as the priest spoke of the men, women and children who had died.


Afterwards food and wine was distributed to be eaten and drunk in memory of the dead. The villagers insisted that, as a foreigner and thus honoured guest, I be the first to drink. They all crowded around, waiting, and watched me as I lifted my glass. Only after I had drunk did they begin.


FROM THE MONASTERIES, for the first time in many days I stopped going east. Instead I turned southwards, driving over hills and mountains, passing through thick pine forests which stretched for many miles in all directions, the branches of the trees weighed down and sagging with snow. In villages of wooden houses, outside the bars stood horse-drawn sledges, the horses stamping and snorting steam in the cold. Inside, in tall white fur hats and floor-length white coats lined with sheep’s wool, with pockets and cuffs edged in black, their drivers drank strong liquor. But as always there was no food to be found. In the towns I kept my eyes open for queues which might indicate that there was bread for sale. At last I saw one. The people, noticing I was not Romanian, ushered me straight to the front. There I was presented with a loaf of bread for which the baker would accept no money, and from out of the queue, a dignified and aristocratic-looking old man came forward. He leant over and kissed my hand, and in faltering English, obviously not used for many years, said, ‘Thank you for coming to our country. It means very much to us.’


As I passed through one village after another, driving slowly along snowy roads, there were beautiful old houses on all sides, both wooden and of stone and brick, with elegant plasterwork, decorated verandas, fretted eaves and shingled roofs. These villages were more intact than any I had seen elsewhere in Europe, and all the houses were still lived in by country people, whose cows, horses, pigs and chickens resided in stables, sties and coops in the courtyard. In many villages there was barely a modern building in sight. I had read in newspapers of President Ceauşescu’s campaign to ‘systematize’ the villages of Romania. This process had apparently involved the bulldozing of the old villages and the forced relocation of the villagers into soulless apartment blocks. Now, as I looked around, I found it difficult to reconcile such reports with reality. In all the regions through which I had travelled there was, I was thankful to see, little evidence of such state-organized vandalism.


In Transylvania, on the road south, every ten miles I passed roadblocks with soldiers checking vehicles for counter-revolutionaries. Then I entered the Saxon lands, and, before long, on rounding a corner on a hill above the Târnava river, I saw the spiky silhouette of the town of Sighişoara ahead of me.


I wandered through narrow medieval streets and up hundreds of wooden steps to the Gothic church at the top of the hill which looks down over the steep tiled roofs and finials of the town, then white and plump with snow. The keeper of the key lived in a tower by the church. The night before a wolf had climbed over the wall at the end of his garden and killed two of his sheep. He showed me the tracks. We were right in the centre of the town. To reach there the wolf must have loped through the cobbled streets and along the pavements. Walking back down those cobbled streets I passed a man with a squeeze box, drunk, playing and singing to himself as he staggered along. ‘Libertate!’ he said, doffing his cap.


From Sighişoara I drove west to the town of Copşa Mica where antiquated factories blackened the countryside, coughing out thick smoke and choking the local population. Five miles before I reached it the snow turned grey. In the streets sooty-faced children, often dressed in rags, stood by the roadside and waved and made victory signs as I passed. There seemed to be no other cars. Then a steam train, thick white smoke billowing from its funnel, blew by on the railway track by the side of the road.


On a grey winter’s evening I drove into Timişoara, the last big town before the border and scene of the massacre a month earlier. It was now 15 January. There were still tanks in the roads and troops of soldiers stood at street corners. From the rooftops I was watched through binoculars as I walked into the main square. In the square, shops were burnt out and their windows shattered or full of bullet holes; ornamental fountains and statues had been crushed by tanks whose tracks could be seen in the mud, now frozen, alongside footprints of protesters who had been there that night; young trees had gaping wounds in their trunks, ripped open by bullets, on one side small holes in the bark, on the other the white flesh of the wood torn apart.


A man came up and started talking. He wanted to tell me what had happened. The long narrow square had no streets leading off it; the only exits were at either end. He pointed to where the police and the Securitate had lined the rooftops while tanks cut off the escape routes below. The people were trapped. It was a massacre of unarmed men, women and children in a show of strength. Nobody knew how many died. ‘They just shot them down,’ he shouted, suddenly enraged as he remembered it all, ‘the people could do nothing.’ Tears were now flowing down his cheeks. He calmed down a little. ‘And you know what happened next?’ he said. ‘Later the same evening, between two o’clock and four o’clock in the morning, God wept. It rained in torrents and washed away all the blood.’


It was this brutal repression which started the Revolution. The Romanians I had encountered all over the country were the kindest, gentlest and most civilized people I had ever met. They were appalled by such pitiless slaughter. It pushed them over the edge. After nearly twenty-five years of rule, Ceauşescu had miscalculated. Following the massacre everything happened quickly. Those unhappy with his regime seized their moment. The people supported them. Within a week Ceauşescu and his wife lay dead in a pool of blood in the backyard of the militia garrison in Târgovişte. The people’s retribution had been swift.





2
Over the Hills to Halma



For he led us, he said, to a joyous land . . . Where waters gushed and fruit trees grew, And flowers put forth a fairer hue, And everything was strange and new.


Robert Browning, The Pied Piper of Hamelin


IT WAS EARLY autumn, a year after my first visit, and I was walking from village to village over the hills of Transylvania. On reaching the margins of a wood I hesitated for a moment; here forests stretch for miles in all directions and I had no way of knowing how big this one was. Nonetheless, taking a deep breath, I walked in among the trees and was plunged from the burning hot sun outside into a cool green world of flickering light and shadow beneath a canopy of translucent leaves. There were no sounds except for the singing of distant birds. In places shafts of light plunged through the canopy like rays of sun through clouds, and lit up patches of the forest floor. In all directions trunks of beeches, oaks and hornbeams receded into darkness. I wondered what creatures might be lurking there watching me from the shadows, and felt the power these forests must wield over the imaginations of the local people. I had been walking for an hour, weaving my way between the silver tree trunks, and had still not emerged. Then at last I saw light ahead.


I came out of the dark forest along a woodcutter’s path into a sunny meadow. Leaning on the stick I had cut for myself to fend off the ferocious dogs that guard the flocks of sheep against the wolves and bears which live in these forests, I blinked my eyes to accustom myself to the bright daylight. Down below me in a valley I could see the steeple of a church.


Tired and thirsty after a long walk in the heat of the Transylvanian summer I was relieved to have come across a village where I would find water. I walked with renewed energy along a path across recently scythed meadows, and dipped down in between the village houses and orchards, where the branches of the apple and pear trees were now heavy with fruit.


As I descended into the village I saw a girl in a courtyard lowering a bucket into a well. She was wearing a blue dirndl dress and had long blonde hair, tied behind in plaits like the country girls of Germany. On the train to Transylvania, and in the months before, I had been doing my best to learn Romanian and here was an opportunity to practise. I put my head over the fence and asked her, in halting phrases, if it might be possible to have a glass of water.


‘Können Sie vielleicht Deutsch? – Can you speak German?’ she replied.


‘Ja, ein wenig – Yes, a little.’


‘Also, wenn Sie wollen können wir freilich Deutsch sprechen. Bitte, kommen Sie herein – Then if you would like we could of course speak German. Please come inside,’ she said.


Her father, who had been scything in the garden, appeared around the side of the house, and her mother on hearing voices came out on to the veranda. They too both had fair hair and blue eyes. They looked different from Romanians, and spoke fluent German. I was confused. We were so far from the German parts of Europe, almost in the Balkans; I assumed they must have come to live there recently, fed up with the bustle of modern life in Western Europe.


‘No,’ they told me, ‘our family has been here for eight hundred years.’


THEY INSISTED I drink wine instead of water and invited me to sit down at a wooden table in the shade of a spreading vine. An older lady, the grandmother of the house, in aprons and wearing a wide-brimmed straw sunhat, laid a clean white tablecloth over the scrubbed pine, carefully smoothing it to the corners, and soon wine, glasses and a plate of freshly baked cakes were arranged in front of us.


‘Our ancestors came here in the twelfth century from Northern Europe,’ the father told me, filling my glass with wine. ‘Just like you, we are Saxons. You are Anglo-Saxons and we are Transylvanian Saxons.’


He proceeded to tell their story. The Saxons had, it seemed, come there on the invitation of the Hungarian king to guard against marauding tribes of nomadic horsemen from the east who harried the southern marches of his kingdom, and they had been there ever since. He explained how, for all those eight hundred years, the Saxons had lived surrounded by Romanians and Hungarians, but had remained distinctly, stalwartly Saxon. They had married only among their own people and had kept their old Germanic names. They had built villages just like those they had left behind in Northern Europe, still spoke their archaic ‘Saxon’ language, still wore traditional Saxon clothes – which I later discovered bore an extraordinary resemblance to those depicted in Flemish Renaissance paintings – and still practised medieval customs passed down to them by their Saxon ancestors.


Through all the upheavals and toings and froings of eight hundred years in this distant and constantly fought-over frontier on the edge of Christendom, the Saxons had preserved their distinctive difference. Their massive church towered up above us on the hill behind the house. With its ring walls, bastions and pointed roofs, so foreign in style and so defensive in purpose, it told the story.


‘This is how it was, and for the moment still is,’ the man’s wife said. ‘But now we are all going. Everyone has decided to leave. The German government has offered all Saxons German citizenship, and because we can earn better money in Germany everyone has lost their heads and are packing their bags. You see the house over the road. The people who lived there left last week. They took just a few suitcases. They were not allowed to take anything more. The house is still full of their things but they have emigrated.’ Ausgewandert was the word they used; it sounded as though they had just wandered away. ‘They asked us to look after the house, and of course we will, but everyone else says they will be leaving too. Already over a hundred people have gone. If everyone goes we will go as well, what else can we do? And if we go then who will look after the houses?’


‘But surely now is the time to stay here,’ I said. ’Now that the Communists have been removed surely you can pick up the pieces and start a new life.’


‘Yes we could,’ they said, ‘if others would stay. But as the Saxons say, “Die Letzten werden die Hunde Beissen – the dog bites those who are last.” Others do not want to stay, and we do not want to be last and to get bitten. After eight hundred years the Saxons have had enough. They do not trust the new government and they are worried that the offer of German citizenship may not continue and that they might miss out. And if we are left alone what will happen to Gerhilde? She will have no Saxon friends. If she wants to marry a Saxon, as is customary, we will have to leave. We will have no choice.’


Gerhilde in her dirndl and blonde plaits sat and listened. She seemed like an apparition from another era. I did not see how she could survive married to a factory worker in a soulless modern suburb of Frankfurt or Karlsruhe. Around us the chickens pecked at the grass and on the bench next to Gerhilde sat her old grandmother with a soft smile on her face and a calm look in her eyes. Next to her the cat was curled up asleep in the cool shade of the vines leaves.


‘But if you all go, who will look after your houses and your magnificent church?’ I asked.


‘Who indeed? Nobody. They will fall into ruin and the Gypsies will help themselves to what is left.’


‘It is very sad,’ I said.


‘Yes, but what can we do?’ said the sweet-faced grandmother shrugging her shoulders.


‘Alles ist vorbei – Everything is over for us now,’ sighed the father.


‘You must try to stay,’ I told them. ‘You will not find in Germany anywhere as beautiful as here.’


‘We know,’ they said.


THEY HAD MENTIONED the Gypsies. I had heard much of them, and indeed had seen them often even during the short time I had been in Romania. They were a bright and exotic flash in the landscape. ‘Roumania without its gypsies’, wrote Konrad Bercovici, the Romanian émigré writer, ‘is as inconceivable as the rainbow without its colours or a forest without birds.’ Gypsies were indeed everywhere to be seen, but up until now we had rarely come in contact.


Often I had watched them from a distance as they travelled the country roads in their ragged wagons, or as they sat in the shade of a tree, resting during a journey, their horses tugging at the grass on a nearby verge. Certainly they were effortlessly picturesque; dark faced and barefooted, with ribbons and shells in their hair, and with swathes of multicoloured skirts splayed out over the grass, they seemed always to strike poses as though arranged for an artist to paint them. Around their necks they wore arrays of gold coins; just as Greek mountain shepherds used to keep their wealth in British gold sovereigns, so many of the Gypsies of Transylvania kept, and still keep, it in Austro-Hungarian thalers and florins, on which can be seen the portrait of a bewhiskered Franz Josef or even, occasionally, of a plump Maria Theresa.


Encountering such Gypsies on the road was like coming across a flock of tropical birds in an oak tree. But it was difficult ever to get close to them. Not that they would fly away: quite the contrary. As you approached there would be a rush of children towards you, followed quickly by their mothers, hands extended, faces and tongues imploring. If you gave a coin to one there came a chorus of ‘Da şi mie! Da şi mie! – Give to me as well!’ from all the others. The chaos of such encounters would drive away all but the most patient or foolhardy. For Patrick Leigh Fermor in the 1930s things were little different. They ‘entangled us in cries and supplication and a mesh of brown arms like tendrils,’ he wrote in Between the Woods and the Water, ‘which we could only unloose by flinging coins beyond their heads like confetti.’


‘Are there a lot of Gypsies here?’ I asked Gerhilde’s parents.


‘The place is full of them,’ they said.


‘And do you have a good relationship with them?’


‘In a way, yes, in a way, no. Not all of them are so bad,’ they said, ‘but they are not the same as us. We work all day every day in the fields to have enough food for the winter. They do not work like that. They want to eat, of course, but they do not want to cultivate. Instead they work, paid by the day, because otherwise they would starve, and to be fair when they work they work very hard, either in the fields, or milking our cows, or doing metalwork, or building, or whatever it might be. But they spend what they receive immediately. So when winter comes along, lo and behold, they have no money and no food and they come to beg from us. They are hopelessly disorganized but they don’t seem to care. Of course we give them what we can, and they sometimes do odd jobs for us in the winter like chopping wood. If we go I do not know what will happen to them. They will have no one left to work for and no one to beg from.’


As we chatted a group of dark-skinned girls walked past on the path by the house. These I assumed were some of the Gypsies, although they were not dressed quite as exotically as those I had seen by the sides of the road. They turned their heads to look into the courtyard, and giggled as they made their way down the track to the centre of the village.


We had been talking a long time and the sun was now low on the horizon.


‘If you would like to stay the night we can make a bed up for you,’ said the father. ‘The next village is still several hours’ walk from here and you have to go through the forest.’


I accepted their kind offer.


BEFORE NIGHTFALL I went for a walk in the village square. A stork was circling over the roofs, and came in to land on a nest high up on the top of one of the bastions of the great church. A woman nearby saw me watching it.


‘The storks will soon be gone,’ she said. ‘They go every year on 22 September, flying south to warmer countries. But they will be back on 22 March.’


‘The same day every year?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And we too will be going soon, but when we go we will not be coming back.’


‘You are Saxon,’ I said.


‘Ja.’


I wandered in the direction of the crîşma, the village bar, from where I could hear music. I walked through the door. Everyone was in spirited conversation and I sat at a table in a corner with a glass of beer. At the far end of the room two Gypsies were playing, one a violin and the other an accordion. Their music flowed easily and effortlessly, between drinks, smiles and chat, each one improvising in harmony with the flourishes of the other. The instruments seemed to be a part of their body, so naturally did they play, and the music, although not sophisticated, had a strange Eastern rhythm which created an hypnotic effect. When I left the crîşma that evening to return to the Saxons’ house I felt as though I was under a spell.


AFTER A HEARTY breakfast of eggs I said goodbye to the Saxons and headed for the next village. ‘It will take a few hours to reach Floreni,’ they said.


As I departed I asked them the name of their village.


‘It is called Halma,’ they told me, ‘at least that is what the Romanians say, but we call it Helmsdorf. It is called Helmsdorf because the lid of the font is said to be made from a Turkish helmet.’


‘Be careful of the Gypsies,’ they warned me as they closed the gate behind me. ‘At least you have a good stick – ein anständiger Stock!’


From the house I walked through the ancient Saxon settlement contemplating the decorative plasterwork and the colourful façades of the soon-to-be-abandoned houses. It was hard to understand how the Saxons could bring themselves to leave behind such an enchanting place and with it their eight hundred years of history.


In reflective mood I passed through the village square. Its margins were lined with pear trees and across it there curled a trickling stream. The Saxons had told me that the best drinking water was to be found in the middle of the village and seeing a group of Gypsies reclining on the banks of the stream I called to them to ask where the well might be.


‘Acolo – Over there,’ shouted one, pointing.


‘Wait, we will help you with the bucket,’ shouted another, and they all jumped up. There were a couple of girls and a boy.


I had always been warned to be wary of Gypsies, not just by the Saxons, but these looked harmless enough, although as they came over I could see there was something provocative and challenging in their eyes, and the smiles of the girls were brimming with secrets.


As the boy pulled on the bucket the girls asked me where I came from.


‘I am from England,’ I said. ‘And you?’


‘Sîntem Ţigani – We are Gypsies,’ they replied, in a teasing tone as if to suggest they knew I would have been warned about them already.


‘Do you live here? Or are you travelling?’ I asked.


‘We live here,’ they replied.


‘But I thought Gypsies travelled from place to place,’ I said.


‘Some do, but we don’t,’ they said. ‘Our families are musicians. Musicians live in one place.’


‘What instruments do you play?’ I asked them.


They laughed. ‘Girls don’t play music, we just dance, or sing.’


One of them gave a quick demonstration, moving her arms and hips like a houri, and they all dissolved into laughter.


‘And what do you do for the rest of the time?’ I said.


‘Nimic – Nothing,’ they replied, shrugging cheerfully.


The sun sparkled on the water in the bucket as they poured it into my bottle. The warmth and the light breeze of a late summer’s afternoon seemed the ideal conditions for lying by the stream and doing nothing.


‘Have some apples,’ said one of the girls, polishing them on her skirt. She had bright and audacious eyes. ‘They are very sweet.’


I thanked her as she handed them to me, and asked which was the road to Floreni.


‘You just follow this track and go up through the forest over there,’ she said, pointing to the trees on the hill.


‘But why are you going to Floreni?’ they asked.


‘I wanted to sleep there tonight,’ I said.


‘You should stay here. It is much more fun here,’ they said, their eyes alive with innuendo.


‘Perhaps another time,’ I replied.


‘Perhaps you are afraid of us?’ said the girl who had given me the apples. ‘You should not believe what people say about Gypsies.’


She had a point. Perhaps I was a little afraid of them – afraid of people about whom I knew almost nothing except from stories and from the occasional roadside sighting. But in a way it was their own fault. The Saxons had a solidity and homeliness about them which inspired confidence. The Gypsies were different. Their glances, movements and words seemed designed to unsettle you. There was something disquieting and unpredictable about them. It was difficult to know what was going on behind their flashing eyes.


‘No one has said anything nasty about you,’ I replied, worried that the Saxons might have trouble if I said otherwise. ‘Thank you again for the apples,’ I said as I walked off towards the fields.


‘. . . and have fun doing nothing,’ I shouted over my shoulder.


‘We do!’ they shouted back.


This was the first time that I met Marishka.
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To the House of Mihai



Veşnicia s-a născut la sat – Eternity was born in the village.


Lucian Blaga, Sufletul Satului (The Soul of the Village)


WHEN I WAS young I lived in the south of England in a beautiful house tucked away at the end of a hidden valley. The house, surrounded by woods and hills on three sides, was blessedly cut off from the rest of the world, and there I passed a delightful and secluded childhood. My father and mother, both of whose families came from Ireland, ran the place in an Irish way. During the day the doors of the house were always open, and we children were allowed to roam at will over the hills. One of my greatest pleasures in those days was to go for long walks in the surrounding country with our faithful, shaggy brown-and-white springer spaniel who, when I stopped in the shade of a clump of beeches to sit and admire the view of the rolling Sussex Downs and beyond it the sea and the Isle of Wight, would leave off chasing rabbits and sit next to me, leaning up against my arm and resting his head on my shoulder.


The scene before us was idyllically beautiful but always, deep down, I sensed there was something wrong. The truth was that, however beautiful it might have been, it was also ghostlily empty. There were no people, or almost none. Sometimes an old back-woodsman, a relic from the past, whose very rarity would make me jump, might emerge from the bushes with a couple of rabbits or pigeons hanging over his shoulder. Otherwise there was nobody. I had read Lark Rise to Candleford, and Thomas Hardy, and kept half imagining that I might meet a shepherd tending a flock of sheep, or come across a Gypsy encampment in a dell, or schoolchildren walking home over the hills from the village school with satchels on their shoulders. But I never did. At the time I took this emptiness as being the norm. I resigned myself to the fact that the world had changed since Hardy’s time.


Now, however, I had been to Romania. There I had seen that such emptiness was not the way the countryside had to be. In Romania the fields and woods were teeming with people. Wherever I had gone I had met men and women who would stop working, lean on their scythes or hoes, and talk to me as though they had all the time in the world. Then in the evening, having walked for miles across fields filled with swathes of wild flowers colouring and sweeping over hillsides, and through deep and sometimes frightening forests which reached for miles in all directions, I would come to a dirt track that led to a village. These villages might have been remote but they too were filled with people, young and old, all delighted to see strangers and always generous enough, however poor they might have been, to give me a meal or a bed for the night.


I was determined to return again to this beguiling country, but when I did not know.


THE ‘WHEN’ WAS sorted out in 1993. An insoluble financial crisis came upon us and my father was forced to sell the beautiful home which had, for all my life, been our refuge from the modern world. Now suddenly it was gone. I wandered around the garden for the last time, seeing all the places where I had spent the happiest days of my childhood, and then walked away and left that particular happy valley for ever.


One year passed and then another and my life in England drifted harmlessly by. I tried for a while to live in London, but it was hopeless. The more I trod the city streets the more I knew I had not been born to walk on pavements. My country childhood had left me unsuited to life in the big city. I longed for the sheltering peace of the valley again, a peace that the world in which I was now living seemed almost entirely devoid.


Two years after we sold the old house I knew I needed to find a new place to go. Fortunately, by then, there was an obvious first choice. In Romania there were any number of beautiful and tranquil valleys in which to escape once again from the more disagreeable realities of modern life.


Indeed I could not dislodge the idea of Romania from my mind. It had seemed like the wing of a mansion which had been closed up for a hundred years. I longed to go in and explore before people started to move things around. But I wanted to explore it properly, and was sure that I should go there for at least a year, to see the whole cycle of the seasons, and to observe every detail of the old way of life. The books and poetry I had read about English and Russian country life of the nineteenth century were not enough. They served only to whet my appetite. I wanted to hear the noises for myself, to smell the smells, learn how to scythe, to make ricks and to plough with horses, to go to their harvest fairs, dance their dances and to sing their songs. I wanted to breathe in to the full the last gasps of the fresh world which I had stumbled upon, before it changed and disappeared for ever.


BY EARLY 1996 I managed at last to free myself from the possessions and responsibilities which tied me to England, and on a spring morning, with a lightness in my step and whistling a merry tune, I set off from London. By the middle of May I found myself once again crossing the mountains of northern Romania, just as I had done six years before. Leaving the modern world behind with a sense of elation, I descended into the isolated valleys and villages of the Maramureş, returning to the lands where six years before I had seen the remarkable shoes.


For a week I walked over hills and through forests searching for a place to live, sleeping wherever I could find shelter. One day, towards evening, after many miles of walking, drinking water from hidden springs shown to me by shepherds, I found myself on a ridge looking down on a small village. I walked down from the hill and stopped at a wooden cottage in a dell surrounded by trees. It was accessible only by cart or on foot. Here lived, in one earth-floored room, an old lady and her grandson. I asked them if there was somewhere I could stay the night, and they pointed to a haystack which was protected from the rain by a shingled roof. ‘The hay has just been cut,’ they told me, ‘it is the best room in the house.’


In the light of an oil lamp I ate a supper of bread and milk. A goat had wandered into the room and jumped up on to the bed next to the old lady. She grabbed it by the back leg and milked it into a bowl which, when she had finished, she placed in front of me on the table, with a broad smile on her face.


She then asked me some questions.


‘Where is it you come from?’


‘From England,’ I replied.


‘And where would that be?’ she asked.


‘Well, it’s a long way away from here,’ I said.


‘Ah, in the outside world. I see. And in which direction is it?’ she said.


‘It is to the north-west, over there,’ I said, pointing, ‘but two thousand kilometres away on the other side of Europe.’


‘And you came all the way from there to here?’ she asked in apparent wonderment.


‘Yes,’ I said. For a moment she seemed lost in thought, and then added, ‘But how on earth did you find the way?’ She imagined the whole world to be made up of little paths like the ones which led from her village to the others nearby, and from there into the forest and over the mountains.


After a night in the fresh air, with my head resting on a cushion of flowers and grass, I came down the ladder to breakfast. A plate of eggs was placed in front of me, and some more goat’s milk. ‘Eat!’ said the old lady.


The cat watched me from a ledge above the stove, chickens came in and out of the door, and the goat was nibbling in the courtyard. The old lady began to speak. Overnight she had prepared more questions.


‘Do you have a cow in England?’


‘No,’ I replied, ‘I don’t.’


‘Do you have a goat then or sheep?’ she went on. I had to admit that I did not.


‘A pig perhaps?’


‘No.’


‘Nothing?’ she asked, amazed. ‘Don’t you have any grass where you live?’


‘Oh yes, there is grass,’ I said, thinking of the garden, and pleased to be able to lay claim to having something at last.


‘Then why don’t you have a cow?’ she persisted.


‘Well, I buy milk and meat in shops,’ I explained.


‘Then what on earth do you do with all the grass?’ she said, walking away, shaking her head in bemusement, and scattering maize for the chickens.


She returned five minutes later.


‘Perhaps you have a horse?’ she said.


Thank goodness, I thought. ‘Yes, I do have a horse, or rather my father does; and in fact many people in England have a horse rather than a pig or a cow.’ But this news did not please her.


‘Oh dear, oh dear. No. You cannot possibly have a horse and not a cow,’ she said as if explaining matters to a child. ‘You should always have a cow first. Cows are much more useful than horses.’


When I set off to continue my journey, she refused any payment for her hospitality. Instead she gave me bread and goat’s cheese to put in my bag, and offered me some advice as well which I was left to ponder as I walked along paths smelling of spring up the hill and into the forest. ‘Don’t forget, when you return to England, go to the market, sell the horse and buy a cow.’


ON A GREEN sward, on hills high above the valleys and the villages, I stayed the next night at a sheepfold. The shepherd spread out a blanket on the ground in an open-fronted hut made of hazel wands. What little heat there was, was provided by a fire which burned just inside the opening. Into my hands he placed a warm cup of ewe’s milk. As I drank he went out and sat on a rock. There he picked up a long metal horn, raised it to his lips and blew. The blasts echoed round the hills about us. It was the first time I had ever seen a true shepherd’s horn being used by a shepherd. I watched him as he sat absorbed in blowing out the plangent notes. When they were by themselves, he told me, up on the hills by the forest it was good to blow on the horn and to hear from far away another shepherd replying and not to feel alone.


In front of us the mountains stretched into the distance and across the horizon. The shepherd looked at them.


‘I have spent much of my life up here. We come up every year, we milk the ewes three times a day, every day, we make cheese, then we become old and we die,’ he said, ‘and I don’t even know what is beyond those mountains.’


As the sun set behind the western hills he asked me whether the sun rose and set in the same way in England. I assured him it did. And do you have winter and summer? And wind and rain? And are there hills in England? And are all people as tall as you? The questions came thick and fast.


‘It is interesting for us to know these things,’ he said. ‘I hope you do not think me impolite in asking.’


ON THE ROAD I was joined by a small group of travelling Gypsies weighed down with copper pans for sale in the next village. There was a mother, father and four children. They were friendly and for a while we walked together. The girls were all dressed in bright traditional Gypsy clothes, with red tassels and ribbons intended to ward off evil spirits plaited into the tresses of their hair. Sea shells also hung from their plaits and on strings around their necks. I wondered where the shells had come from.


‘Have you been to the sea?’ I asked.


‘Yes! Yes, we have,’ they replied beaming, jumping up and down and skipping.


‘Really, how wonderful. And did you like it there?’


‘Yes, it was beautiful!’ they shrieked with joy.


At this point the father intervened.


‘Don’t lie to the gentleman!’ he boomed. Then he turned to me and said: ‘They were given to them by their grandmother. She had been to the Black Sea many years ago.’


A FEW EVENINGS later, on the day before Whitsun, I came down through orchards into a village called Breb. The villagers, weary from the day’s work, were walking home from the fields in the twilight, hoes or scythes on their shoulders and round-bottomed wicker baskets on their backs. They greeted me, smiling, and asked where I was heading. ‘To the house of Mihai, son of Gheorghe, son of Ştefan,’ I replied. I had heard that he and his wife Maria, because they did not have children, might have room for me to stay.


I found Mihai in a smoke-filled rustic distillery, dressed in bell-sleeved smock and wearing opinci – the remarkable shoes cross-gartered with leather thongs up to the knee, which I had seen on my first visit to Romania in 1990. Outside stood a cart carrying a barrel filled with a seething mixture of plums, pears and apples which Mihai was shovelling into a bulbous copper still.
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