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            In 1974, a retired village schoolteacher in southern Romania sat down to record everything he had witnessed in eighty years of life. The result is this remarkable memoir — an unvarnished, first-person account of rural Wallachia across the most turbulent century in the country's history.Chiriță M. Bărbulescu was born in 1895 in the commune of Martalogi, Teleorman County. From his childhood memories of ploughing with wooden harrows and attending midnight Easter services by candlelight, through the German occupation of 1916–18, his years at the prestigious "Carol I" Teachers' Training College, two world wars, and the sweeping changes of the communist era, Bărbulescu chronicles six decades of village life with warmth, precision, and quiet dignity.This is not a literary memoir polished for effect. It is the authentic voice of an ordinary man who spent his entire career educating peasant children in a single commune — and who witnessed extraordinary times. He writes about customs and beliefs that have since vanished, about school cooperatives and local elections, about military service and the slow modernisation of the Romanian countryside, preserving a world that would otherwise be lost to time.Rich in historical detail and alive with the rhythms of rural life, Memories from the Life of a Teacher belongs to the tradition of Flora Thompson's Lark Rise to Candleford and Ion Creangă's Memories of My Boyhood — a ground-level portrait of a vanished world, told by someone who lived every page of it.One teacher. One village. One century of upheaval.
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from here — I made it about fifteen years ago now. You see those fields on the edge of the village?' (and he pointed eastward from where we stood) 'Over there, my father had a plum-brandy distillery where two stills ran day and night. At night they would push a stump or two under the cauldrons, and until daybreak the distillers had nothing to worry about. Look there, by that pear tree — there is a well where we used to fetch drinking water when we were out with the cattle.' This well, said Father, had been dug by our forebears in the middle of the forest, and the old folk called it 'the outlaws' well', for in times past outlaws and fugitives sheltered thereabouts. Fugitives were men who hid from the army to avoid conscription. And I became convinced that in ages gone by the Turks had indeed overrun these parts, for walking through the forest I found a Turkish coin made of a metal resembling silver, though my father told me it was not silver. The coin bore characters we could not decipher. It was round, some five or six centimetres across. Paying it no attention in those times, I neglected it and the coin was lost. At one point my father drew my attention: 'Do you see that house with the upper storey?' 'Yes, I do,' I replied. 'That is the town hall of the commune of Săpata de Sus. It belonged to my godfather, Mihail Bestelei, a counsellor at the Court of Appeal in Galați. He had an estate here, which he sold to the villagers, and the house he donated to the commune for a town hall, where it serves to this day,' Father told me. When we had finished ploughing, Father prepared to sow the field with oats. He tied a tablecloth about his waist for an apron; I poured a measure of oats into it, and then he began to sow, casting the seed with his right hand. I remained meanwhile by the cart, yoked the oxen to the iron harrow and tied on a thorn-bush drag behind it, so the oats would be better covered — 'otherwise the birds eat them,' said Father. After the sowing and harrowing were done, we put the oxen to the plough once more and drew a furrow or two across the harrowed ground, so that if the spring proved rainy

the water would not stand but would gather in the furrow drawn by the plough. When we had finished, we loaded the thorn-bushes into the cart, along with the plough, the harrows and whatever else we had there. I heard Father say: 'Good that we've finished — let us call on my brothers now, to see how they are getting on, for I have not seen them in a long while, and I must ask when we might fell a few hornbeam trunks, as we need them to build a platform for setting up the plum-brandy still, which he had ordered to be made all the way in Ploiești.'

Off we went, then, to visit Father's brothers — my uncles. We arrived at about seven in the evening. There was great joy when our uncles saw us. We gave the oxen their feed and were invited indoors, where the elders began talking of their own affairs, while I and my cousins withdrew to one side and spoke of children's things — school and suchlike. Before we knew it, out came a flagon — a bottle holding about a litre and a half — of aged plum brandy. At the hearth, Auntie, the wife of Uncle Nuță, bestirred herself to lay a generous table, from which the traditional chicken roasted in garlic was not absent. Meanwhile Uncle Costică arrived, the eldest of my father's brothers — this uncle spoke through his nose. One word led to another, and he sent for Uncle Ioniță, the fourth brother. The villagers had nicknamed him 'Cîrcel', and he was Father's twin. He lived no more than twenty paces away. As talk flowed on, they emptied two flagons of plum brandy. My cousins — Radu, Șerban, Badea and Ion — and I sat apart, listening to their conversation. Uncle Nuță's house, where we were staying, was an old-fashioned dwelling of hewn logs with seven or eight rooms, earthen floors, and a roof of thick oak shingles. We children had begun to feel 'Old Man Sleep' weighing upon our eyelids, so off we went to bed. The uncles stayed up talking as brothers do, the more so as they had not seen one another in quite some time. After checking once more on Miercan and Vierean — for so our oxen were called — I too went off to sleep. In the morning we prepared to leave. But before we could set off, the brothers gathered once again — my uncles, that is — and polished off yet another bottle of plum brandy!

As I stood by the oxen ready to depart, I suddenly heard Uncle Niță coming towards me and saying: 'Here, nephew, give this bottle a kiss, will you — it won't kill you. And when you're grown up, you should become a priest, so our line doesn't die out, and you can say prayers for us too — for your grandfather was a priest.' I swallowed a mouthful or two from the bottle. When that bottle of brandy was finished, all the brothers walked us to the gate, we said our farewells once more, and after I had invited my cousins to visit us in return, I climbed into the cart beside Father and we set the oxen on the road for home, content that the ploughing was done and that we had seen the family we had not visited for nearly a year. In those days Father held a post and could not go to the fields every day, particularly during the busy season. To keep the work going, he would engage a poorer man known as a 'pogonici (share-labourers without livestock)' — a labourer who worked for Father but also tended his own small holding. In return for the work the pogonici did on Father's land, the labourer could use Father's oxen, cart, plough and other implements to work his own. So the pogonici was a man without livestock or tools who laboured with his bare hands for one who possessed them. It was a kind of partnership, of which I shall speak more fully later, in the chapter on agricultural work. MOTHER: WHO SHE WAS, AND HER ANCESTRAL FAITH

My mother was the daughter of Ioana and Florea Popa Matei, who died around 1914, from the commune of Lunca Corbului. She was born on the 1st of December 1880 and died on the 27th of March 1972, having lived ninety-two years. I cannot recall my mother ever being ill. She had a somewhat sinewy constitution, more lean than stout. Her hair whitened only towards the end of her life; she kept her teeth until the age of seventy or eighty. Her eyesight remained remarkably good to her very last hours. She could thread a needle

as readily as in her youth. She was of middling stature and weighed no more than sixty kilograms. My mother did not sleep a great deal, nor did she nap after the midday meal — it was exceedingly rare for her to do so, even in the final years of her life. In her younger days especially, Mother worked tremendously hard with her hands. She never shirked. One moment she would be tending the poultry in the yard, the next seeing to the animals, and she would often find time to dig in the garden or gather the fruit from the trees, particularly the plums that fell after rain or a strong wind. Throughout her life Mother ate a great deal of polenta, save in the last seven to ten years, when she took more to the bread her children brought in abundance from the town whenever they came home. She consumed little meat; her most frequent fare was beans, cabbage, eggs and above all milk. In the final years of her old age she drank a great quantity of milk. She did not, however, neglect to take nearly every day a small plum brandy of forty to fifty grams — a small measure — or a glass of wine brought by her children. I recall that at about the age of fifty or sixty Mother fell ill with pneumonia. After that she slept mostly on her right side, curled up — 'in a twist', as folk say. She walked a great deal. She would go to the town of Pitești — twenty-three kilometres — on foot with other village women, and return home the same evening. Mother was tremendously fond of boasting about her children, and indeed about her grandchildren. If anyone crossed her she would flare up fiercely, yet her anger passed quickly and she harboured no bitterness in her heart. Our mother's health declined rapidly in her final months, owing to a deep moral anguish brought on by the premature death of my brother Florin, an engineer and university professor, who died on the 29th of October 1971. Mother was also deeply attached to her daughter-in-law, Tița, my wife. One thing my mother held in the greatest esteem was the fasting days. I know that she followed a largely vegetarian regimen, inherited from her own parents. Not even on Wednesdays and Fridays did Mother eat foods cooked with meat. As for the great fasts — those of

Easter, of Saints Peter and Paul, of the Assumption of the Virgin, or of Christmas — there was no question of Mother eating meat dishes. Our mother raised us children solely in the fear of God. Not a moment passed without her saying: 'Do no wrong, for God sees us.' We were never to utter a wicked word against the Almighty. In our family home one never heard an oath or a curse, as one so often does in other households. Mother would not let us smoke or loiter in taverns. When Easter came, it was for us children and for Mother the greatest feast of all. From Good Friday she would bathe us, dress us in new shirts, then take us by the hand and walk straight to the church, where we attended the evening service of Lamentations. After the service, with all its rites, we would all come home carrying our candles still alight. 'He who brings flowers to church,' Mother would say, 'shall have flowers at his death.' On Easter Saturday she dyed seventy or eighty eggs and placed them in an earthenware pot with sprigs of wormwood — 'for that was the proper way'. On Saturday evening she put us to bed early, but not before making the sign of the cross on our chests and upon the straw pillow. That the Lord's angel would watch over us and our sleep would be untroubled. On Saturday evening she put us to bed early, but not before making the sign of the cross on our chests and upon the straw pillow, so that the Lord's angel would watch over us and our sleep would be untroubled. At about midnight she woke us, washed and dressed us in our newest clothes, slipped two red-dyed eggs into our pockets along with a bread ring each. Took us by the hand and led us to the Resurrection service, where the entire village had gathered. At about midnight she woke us, washed and dressed us in our newest clothes, slipped two red-dyed eggs into our pockets along with a bread ring each, then took us by the hand and led us to the Resurrection service, where the entire village had gathered. After the religious service, which lasted until four in the morning, Mother walked us up to the altar, each child holding a lit candle. The priest murmured a few words, then 'released' us — that is to say, he gave us the holy communion. We each placed a red egg beside him and moved on with Mother, hand in hand, to the cantor, from whom we received the blessed bread, before which Mother made us cross ourselves, and to whom we also gave a red egg.

Holy communion, which only the priest could administer, was taken only by those who had confessed — chiefly children and the elderly, those absolved by the priest and those who had kept the fast. The priest knew every man or woman who did not observe the laws of the Church, who cursed, swore, or stole, and who had not confessed. To such a person the priest would not give communion, telling them they were not worthy to receive the Holy Sacrament. Once we had taken communion, we went out into the churchyard with our candles still burning, and there we cracked eggs with other children of our age, saying 'Christ is risen!', to which the one holding the egg would reply: 'Truly He is risen!' The egg that cracked was claimed by the one whose egg proved stronger. Some folk had a knack for telling in advance which of two eggs would break. Certain men were mad for strong eggs, and at the Easter fairs there were veritable contests. Some men and lads would fill their eggs with pitch to make them hard. This was their method: they pierced the raw egg with a needle, sucked out its contents until it was empty. Took soft pitch, rolled it between their fingers into a strip as thin as a matchstick or a needle, and pushed it through the pinhole until the egg was nearly full — or a little less, roughly equal to the weight of a real egg. This was their method: they pierced the raw egg with a needle, sucked out its contents until it was empty, then took soft pitch, rolled it between their fingers into a strip as thin as a matchstick or a needle, and pushed it through the pinhole until the egg was nearly full — or a little less, roughly equal to the weight of a real egg. When it was boiled, the egg was held point downward in the pot; as it boiled, the pitch sank to the tip, and thus one had an egg filled with pitch, capable of cracking hundreds of others. After lingering awhile in the churchyard with the other children, Mother took us home when she judged we had tasted enough communion wine. Along the road, to everyone we met we said 'Christ is risen!', and the other person replied 'Truly He is risen!' Some who were still on their way to church said to us, who were coming from it: 'Wear it in good health!' — meaning Easter — and we replied: 'God willing.' Arriving home, we were not allowed indoors until Mother or Father had placed upon the threshold a sod of green turf.

Only after we had trodden upon this green turf did we enter the house. We made another sign or two of the cross, and then we cracked red eggs with our parents, saying 'Christ is risen.' We all sat down at table, where Mother served us lamb broth, smoked mutton and red eggs, prepared since Good Friday. She gave us each a glass of Drăgășani wine. The sweet Easter bread was not so well known then as it is today. After the meal we went round to the neighbours' children and cracked eggs with them. The men and women, the young lads and the maidens, went to the hora (the traditional community circle dance) — the village dance — held at the tavern, where the musicians had been engaged by the innkeeper. In the evening, men and women alike went to the tavern to meet with friends and relations. They would carry on until eleven or twelve at night, and sometimes later still. The village hora was held at Vasile Oprescu's, Dragomir Vasilescu's and Radu Rădulescu's, known as Berceț, and lasted until seven o'clock. On the second day of Easter — that is, the Monday after — Mother went to church again and distributed bread rings and wine. In the afternoon we went to the hora once more. On that second day, every girl and young man dressed in their finest costumes. The girls in particular wore their most beautiful 'iii' — the embroidered blouses they had worked themselves — together with their 'vîlnece (gold-threaded wrap-skirts)' (woven aprons) wrought chiefly in gold thread. Lord, what a contest there was at the hora amongst the girls! After the hora 'broke up', the young folk withdrew to their homes in little groups. Two or three girls would set off with two or three lads, singing or chatting about where they would go dancing the following day. On the Tuesday after Easter, the young people were in the habit of going to the hora in other villages too. The old men who had not been to the tavern on the first day would go on the Tuesday and make merry until midnight. The innkeeper was only too pleased to have them stay later, so that they might consume more drink and thus cover the cost of the musicians. Some drank beyond all measure, and many a celebration ended in a brawl. My mother could neither read nor write, yet she often judged matters so soundly that she surpassed many a man of letters. She loved to have her yard full of poultry — farmyard birds: hens, geese, ducks and the like — and

she would ask us about the cattle, or tell us, 'Go and see to them, for they too are God's creatures, left to us that we might toil alongside them.' When she sent us out to graze the animals, she never forgot to say, 'Mind you give the cattle water.' In the evening, when we came home from pasture, we would hear her call out: 'Have the cows filled their bellies? Did you take them to water? Who else was with you? Where did you graze them?' After we had driven the cattle into the 'obor' — for so the cattle pen was called — you would see poor Mother release the calf from its tether (it had not been out in the fields) so that it might go to its dam and soften the udder, whilst Mother milked the cow with her pail. One day, sometime in August 1915, she took me with her to gather plums in the orchard. It was after rain, and many plums had fallen to the ground, especially the damaged ones. We had to collect them for making plum brandy. As we talked — for I remember as though it were yesterday how beautifully and movingly Mother described to me the late lamented schoolmaster Teofan Georgescu, painting him entirely in the rosiest colours. Even now I seem to hear her words: 'Do you not see what standing the schoolmaster has in the village? Do you not see how the people help him and do all manner of communal labour for him?' Nor did she neglect to spur my ambition, telling me often: 'What, do you mean to stay beneath Ilie Tudora' (he was a trained teacher) 'or beneath Badea Mărtac's boy?' — for so they called the late schoolmaster Nea Badea Stănescu. In short, it was Mother's counsel and my own desire that kindled in me the love of becoming a schoolmaster — and a schoolmaster I became. Mother was the first to set me upon the path of my teaching career! My mother resembled her own grandmother, the priestess Joița, who lived past the age of a hundred and two. She was small and wiry. I can picture her even now! Mother loved the church dearly. She was a woman of profound faith in God. Not a Sunday or holy day passed without her going to the cemetery and the church to light candles at the graves of her parents or kinfolk. She never shrank from any labour. She was tremendously fond of working in the fields alongside the other hands! When Mother finished a stretch of

'even the birds of the sky may live.'

She was so devout, and held the fasting days in such esteem. It was unthinkable that Mother should give us 'rich food' — that is, meat — on a Wednesday or Friday. She attended nearly every funeral in the village! On the 9th of March 1970, when we accompanied my beloved wife Tița on her final journey, Mother, though ninety years of age, walked the entire way on foot, weeping and crying out: 'Tița, Tița — instead of you taking me to the cemetery, it is I who am taking you!' She had loved Tița very dearly. Perhaps Mother would have lived longer still had she not suffered such grief over Tița, to whom she was deeply attached, and over my brother Florin, an engineer and professor, who died on the 30th of November 1971 after an illness of merely four days. These dreadful sorrows consumed poor Mother so grievously that on the 30th of March 1972 she could resist pitiless death no longer, and closed her eyes for ever, at the age of ninety-two, after thirty-two years of widowhood. When word of Mother's death spread through the village, nearly every woman wept and came to take their leave, accompanying her to her eternal resting place. Mother's deeds and virtues were set forth most beautifully by Father Marin Enăchescu in church at the funeral. All the women of the village mourned her. I need hardly add that more than forty grandchildren followed Mother to her final rest. Now she lies beneath the cold stone, side by side with our beloved father and our brother Florin, as though waiting for those who shall one day be summoned there. I have written these memories on the verge of my seventy-third year, and in an instant tears well up and overwhelm me.

20th February 1974

Ch. Bărbulescu
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I cannot forget the oxen that lived alongside us for so many years. They were called Miercan and Viorean, and together with the cow Viorica I spent my happiest days and hours, grazing them or going with them to the work of the fields. I remember even now, at the age of seventy-two, how several boys of my own age and I would take the cattle to 'Cernoaica', waiting for one another so that we might go on together to 'Bîrcov' or to 'Rusătu' — 'there's more grass there,' we would say. At 'nimez' — for so we called the hours between midday and three — we no longer came home but 'nimezeam', that is, we rested the animals where they were. We would gather in the shade of a bush, and after eating what Mother had given us — an egg or two, or a tin of fried fish with cold polenta — we set about playing 'de-a purceaua' (a game rather like a puck on ice). The 'purcea' was a stone that we struck with clubs to drive it towards the 'bibă' — a hole in the ground. One player guarded the hole, and when he saw the stone approaching, he struck it with his club and sent it seven or eight metres away. You had to keep running after the stone and bringing it back. If you could not get it into the hole, you ran after it endlessly. If you succeeded, the sides changed and each player took another's place. Others played 'clinciul', but that was rather more dangerous. Autumn was lovelier still. At noon or 'nimez' we tied the cattle with ropes and made a fire, into which we put a pumpkin to roast. Once we were sure it was properly done, we pulled it out. Others went off to milk the cows into a pail, and poured the milk into the roasted pumpkin. And then — what a feast! How good that pumpkin was with fresh, sweet milk. At other times we took the cattle down to the pond belonging to 'Bîzînă', where there were fish as well. We watered the animals and drew water from the 'buduroi' — a small well dug into the bank of the pond, from which folk fetched drinking water. It was lined with wicker frames, through which the pond water seeped and collected. How good and cold it was! If the pond happened to dry up, the buduroi dried up too, though that was rare. After eating and refreshing ourselves with water from the buduroi, we got into the

Mother would make us a broth. In autumn we also gathered a kerchief-full of mushrooms. What a fine 'ciulamă' — a mushroom stew — Mother would make, and with warm polenta it was a meal fit for the heavens. We quarrelled over who could take the most, saying, 'If you're so fond of mushrooms, you go out with the cows tomorrow and bring back more!' 'And I shan't give you any milk from my cow!' my sister Lina would say. AGRICULTURAL LABOURS

In those days Father held a post and could not go to the fields every day, particularly during the busy season. To keep the work going, he engaged a poorer man known as a 'pogonici (share-labourers without livestock)' — a labourer who worked for Father but also cultivated his own small holding. In return for the labour the pogonici performed on Father's land, the man could use Father's oxen, cart, plough and other implements on his own. The pogonici, then, was a man without cattle or tools of his own, who worked with his bare hands for one who possessed them, and who in turn was lent those animals and implements for the tilling of his own ground. Often, especially in springtime, when the cattle emerged thin and weakened after the winter, a man could not plough with a single pair of oxen. To get the work done properly, two men would join forces and put four oxen to the plough; in such a case it was said that they had 'băgat în plus' — clubbed together. This partnership lasted until the end of the spring season. If they got on well, they might continue the arrangement. Similar partnerships were formed for other agricultural labours. Father's regular pogonici was Păun Constantin Stroie, and at the plough he frequently paired with Nea Ion Trandafir Glîgîneanu and Ion Badea Catargiu, our neighbours. We also joined forces at harvest time, around the 1st to 5th of July, when the reaping began. So that the wheat would not shed its grain, we hired reapers whom we paid about twenty lei a day, or one 'dublu' of wheat per day — some fifteen kilograms. Also, work done by 'ghiotora'. What was the ghiotora? A man and his family engaged themselves to reap a stretch of land on their own

and received payment according to the terms agreed with the landowner. The rate was roughly eighty lei per pogon of reaping, plus the daily rations, which comprised four to five kilograms of maize flour or wheat flour, lard, eggs and one litre of plum brandy. Those who took on ghiotora work were chiefly men with many children and no fields of their own to cultivate. WHAT A POGON OR A HECTARE YIELDED

On one pogon — that is, half a hectare — one might harvest five to ten ricks of wheat, for so the yield was reckoned. A rick of wheat consisted of two 'legs'. One leg was made up of thirteen sheaves. A sheaf was a bundle of ears gathered in an armful and bound together with a tie made likewise from wheat stalks. If the reapers finished by four or five in the afternoon, they set about gathering the sheaves and building ricks. After the harvest was complete, the villagers would quiz one another — asking how many ricks of wheat each man had made. It was a matter of rivalry: whoever made the most ricks was accounted the finest farmer, the most industrious, or the wealthiest. After the reaping, the children let the cattle loose to graze on the stubble, whilst the diligent folk prepared their carts for carrying the wheat to the 'arie' — the threshing floor, where the machine was brought. At the threshing floor, men built 'stoguri' or 'giri' — that is, stacks. The method was this: a man knew how many ricks of wheat he had, and at the base of the stack — which was a conical mound with a topknot — he laid out the circle according to the number of ricks. If a man had fifty ricks, the circle of the stack was laid with fifty sheaves. Thus the villagers calculated so that the stack would be the right size and all the wheat would fit inside. The stack had to be well made so that water would not penetrate it. Some of the farmers who finished early, before the threshing machine arrived, began work on the plots intended for the maize that would be ploughed in spring. I recall one occasion when I went with Father to cart the wheat. After we had loaded up, Father turned off towards home and sent me on alone with the cart to the threshing floor. The floor was in the orchard of Uncle Petrache, Mother's brother, for he owned threshing machines made by the

I had lingered behind, talking with a boy my age. The oxen went on ahead, and when they came to the turn towards the threshing floor, they drove the cart into a ditch and overturned it, wheat and all. When Father arrived and saw me with the cart upturned, he began cursing me from a distance. It was not the overturning that vexed him, but the fact that the sheaves had burst apart and the grain had been shaken loose. Poor Mother came too, to help us build the stack. When she saw the overturned cart, she was frightened lest I had been in it when it toppled. We all set to work unfastening the cart, and after about two hours it was repaired and reloaded, and off we went to the threshing floor. What a torrent of curses I received that day — only I know the half of it! Poor Mother scolded me as well, though only when Father was out of earshot. From that day I never left the oxen unattended again; that was my lesson learnt! Also, threshing done with horses. Poorer folk who made only eight to ten ricks of wheat threshed with horses. The method was thus: a level piece of ground was chosen and the grass cleared. A 'pilot' — a stout post — was driven into the centre, to which the horses would be tethered. Once the ground was well cleared, it was swept and sprinkled two or three times so as to be properly levelled. To the post — or the stake in the middle of the circle, which was also called the 'arie' — a chain or rope was attached, as long as the radius of the circle thus formed. The wheat was laid out like the scales of a fish, one sheaf overlapping the next, so that the ears pointed outward. This was continued until the circle was complete. Then the horses were brought in. They were tied one beside the other and driven with a whip. The horses trod over the sheaves of wheat, round and round until the rope or chain wound tight about the post in the middle. Then they were driven the same way in reverse, until they reached the stake once more. After three or four circuits over the wheat, the horses were taken out and given forage — millet brought from home beforehand. The horses on the wheat were driven by a boy, who might ride one of them so as not to tire. While the horses rested and ate, two or three men sorted through the straw with pitchforks, shaking out the grain. The horses were put through a second and a third time, and again driven by the boy, until

that is to say, until there was a breeze; if there was no wind, a hand-operated winnowing machine was brought. The winnowing machine passed the grain through several sieves and brought it out clean. Such was the method of threshing with horses. But here, too, two or three of the poorer men would join forces — that is, they helped one another. The hire of the horses was paid in kind, roughly one dublu for every twenty. When the wheat was taken to the mill, it was first washed and dried. What sweet bread the women baked in the 'tîst' — the traditional covered baking pot — which has now all but disappeared. THRESHING WITH THE MACHINE

Machine threshing was done by those who had more than fifteen to thirty ricks of wheat or oats. A threshing set could beat — that is, thresh — about three hundred and fifty ricks of wheat a day, yielding approximately fifteen hundred dubli-decalitri (mertice) or twenty to twenty-five thousand kilograms. For the machine to run all day, 'teams' of men were assembled, enough to gather three hundred and fifty ricks in one day. The machine's owner took as his 'uium' — his tithe — four to five per cent of whatever was produced. For the threshing machine to run at full capacity, thirty-five to forty men were needed per day. The team that threshed on any given day had to agree among themselves who would thresh first. The custom was that those with the most to thresh went first, and those with less waited their turn, or else they drew lots to determine the order. Besides the forty men required at the machine, five pairs of oxen and four carts were also needed. The distribution of labour was roughly as follows: one man served as foreman and organised the work. One man tended the fire, sitting by the steam engine (the locomobile). Two women managed the measures, carting the grain from the machine's chute to the wagons for the journey home. Two specially skilled men fed the sheaves into the drum — these two had to be exceedingly careful that no one fell into the machine's cylinder. Two women were the untiers, who handed the sheaves to the 'coșari', as the feeders were called. Two men were set to fork the sheaves up onto the machine. There were six women at the 'tărgi' — the tail end of the machine — eight men building the straw rick, two women fetching water for the locomobile, and two women who went home with the threshed wheat to unload the carts and return

The team of the day had to work so as to finish by evening for all the men in the group, because the team due the following day would not allow them to carry on. Exceptions were permitted when rain fell on the threshing day and work had to stop. Those left unfinished threshed the next day, but still with their own team. If a team finished early and there was still time before nightfall — eight or nine in the evening — an odd man working alone might thresh, paying the team for the service. A day's threshing was paid at about twenty to twenty-five lei per man, plus three meals. A distinction was made for the men at the drum — those who fed the wheat into the machine — the men who forked the sheaves up, and the man who measured the grain at the chute (a box into which the wheat flowed from the thresher). These men were paid as much as thirty lei a day, their work being reckoned the heavier. From each man who had threshed, the team foreman withheld two or three dubli of wheat in a separate sack, called the 'guarantee'. What was this guarantee? It sometimes happened that a man did not declare honestly how many ricks of wheat he possessed, stating fewer so as to pay fewer hands. Those with more wheat paid more men. Experience over the years taught them a different reckoning: to pay the workers from the pool in proportion to the wheat each man's threshing yielded. And yet even that was not quite fair, they said, and here is why: some had fine tall ricks with handsome straw, but the ears were poor and the yield was meagre. Having produced fewer dubli, they ought to have paid fewer men. Thus, at the team's reckoning, the wheat actually obtained by each man was tallied. The differences in payment were settled from the wheat held back as 'guarantee' — taken from those who owed more, and used to compensate those who had paid for more hands but produced less grain. At the breaking-up of the team — and this took place on the first Sunday after the threshing — all the 'team-mates' gathered, settled accounts in a brotherly fashion with none left dissatisfied, and purchased four or five kilograms of plum brandy, which they drank with merriment and joy, giving thanks also to God for having helped them

Although most of the work was seasonal, and Father was away at his post, the greater part of the labour fell upon poor Mother and the children — though not without engaging day labourers, whom she paid twenty to thirty lei a day according to the nature of the work, plus their meals. Poor Father, though his salary was a pittance, always strove to purchase another parcel of land. The salary was a misery. He received seventy lei a month, from which three lei and fifty bani were deducted for pension rights, leaving him sixty-six lei and fifty bani a month. At first glance it seemed a trifling sum, yet with sixty-six lei and fifty bani one could buy in a month fifty dubli-decalitri (mertice) of wheat. Later the salaries were increased; by about 1920 they had risen to three hundred lei a month. After thirty-five years of active service, he retired on a pension of five hundred and seventy-five lei. In recognition of his impeccable integrity, in 1935 the citizens of the village of Lîngești — subsequently elevated to the status of a commune — together with the esteem and respect they bore him, elected him mayor, a post he held until 1939, when a merciless death cut short his days on the 12th of February 1940. At Father's death, the entire villages of Lîngești and Lunca Corbului accompanied him to his final resting place. At the head of the funeral cortège walked five priests: foremost Father Ion Vănescu of Mîrghia, then Father Ionescu M. Of Pădureți, Father M. Enăchescu of Lunca Corbului, Father N. I. Popescu of Gîlîșteni, and Father Luca Mondîra, who with funeral hymns escorted the man beloved of all upon a bier drawn by four oxen. Behind followed the family — the children, the grandchildren, the relations — then the military band brought from Gîlești, and after that the cortège formed by all the villagers from the communes named above. In the church, the late Father Ion Vănescu and Father M. Enăchescu, in words most moving, set forth his deeds in life. Mother and all the children, out of the love they bore for him who was 'OUR OWN', raised to his memory a fine monument of stone, upon which is inscribed: see page 24

(1913)
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OTHER MEMORIES OF MY FATHER
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During the Balkan War I was thirteen years old, and I remember quite clearly the night mobilisation was decreed. We were shaken to the very soles of our feet by the bugle call of the trumpeter Mășinuia and by the tolling of the church bell. All at once I heard Father say: 'War has been sounded.' Father went out of the house, and we children followed after him. Alongside the bell and the bugle there now rose the wailing of the women, who were preparing three days' provisions for their menfolk, who had already received their mobilisation orders. In those days, the green call-up papers specified, among other obligations, three days' rations, two changes of undergarments and a pair of sound stockings. At these sounds of lamentation Father dressed in haste and set off for the town hall. We stayed behind with Mother. Curious as we were, we children went outside to listen to the bugle and the keening of the women. Father told us at once: 'I am going to the town hall to see whether my mobilisation order has arrived.' Although no order had come for him, he returned looking rather crestfallen. Dawn was beginning to break. Mother roused us as well. Suddenly we heard Father: 'Do you hear our bitch howling? Those are not good signs! What the devil is the matter with her — have you not fed her?' He asked Mother straightaway for a piece of polenta and went himself to give it to the dog. The bitch ate, but she would not leave off her mournful howling. At last, that very day, Father was summoned by telephone to Costești by the supervisor Trifonescu, head of the bridges and highways section for the districts of Cotmeana and Teleorman. As Father was at that time a 'chief roadkeeper', he departed immediately. What had happened? Supervisor Trifonescu had called Father to tell him that he had received an order from the Chief Engineer Barangă, instructing Father to proceed to Mozăceni and oversee works being carried out on a large bridge, in place of another chief roadkeeper who had been called up. A fortnight had not passed before Father too received his mobilisation order and

Father was called up, I believe, around the 15th of June 1913. The 15th of June fell on a Thursday. That morning he rose earlier than usual and went to the section office at Costești to notify the service and to collect his salary, as he was leaving for mobilisation. On his return, as he drove the trap through the gate into the yard, the bitch came out to meet him once again, howling mournfully. 'After all this howling, that dog bodes no good,' said Father. And without further ado, he took his gun and shot her dead. The next day he left for mobilisation, leaving us all in tears. He went to the 4th Argeș Regiment at Pitești. From Pitești he was sent, together with other comrades, to Turnu Măgurele, and thence into Bulgaria. For about a month we had no letter from Father. One could only write on military postcards, which were distributed to the soldiers free of charge. On the left-hand side of these cards was printed: 'Nothing concerning the army may be written'. On the right: 'Neither the date nor the location may be written.' He sent us one postcard, after which we received nothing for six or seven months, during which time all manner of rumours circulated. Some said he was dead; others that the Bulgarians had shot him; others claimed to know he had been in a hospital and had probably died there. In the meantime, a disease called cholera had broken out in Bulgaria, from which many soldiers perished. They were buried in communal pits over which quicklime and water were poured, to prevent the disease from spreading. Father told us that there were trenches five or six metres long and deep, into which the soldiers were thrown, clothed or unclothed, covered with lime and then with earth. Father returned safe and sound at the war's end. He had not been in any hospital, contrary to the report we had received. Upon his return he resumed his duties and remained in service until his retirement.

* * *
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IT WAS PRECISELY IN the summer of 1913 that a fellow villager, Gheorghe Coman, taking advantage of the rumours that Father had died in Bulgaria, stole from us a cartload of wheat — about six ricks — which he had carried by night to his own stack. In

the deputy mayor went to Father and together they called upon Gheorghe Coman and reclaimed the wheat. The deputy mayor was Stan Velea. The charge was drawn up by the gendarmes. The wheat — the corpus delicti — was returned to Father. At the courthouse the mayor appeared with several villagers and with Gheorghe Coman himself, and they pleaded that Father should forgive the thief, saying that it was not he who had gone to the field by night but some children, without his knowledge. The penalty would have been severe, the more so since the theft had taken place during wartime and the victim had been serving at the front. After much urging on the part of the mayor and the villagers, and indeed at my own insistence, Father forgave him and they were reconciled. They all came to our house, bought several litres of plum brandy which they drank together, and then departed, the thief begging forgiveness once more. Mother, overjoyed at Father's return from the war, refused even to take their money for the brandy, saying she had given it in thanksgiving to God for Father's safe homecoming. After that, Father remained on the friendliest terms with them all — the witnesses, the thief and the mayor alike.
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MY FATHER'S MONUMENT
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'In unforgotten memory of my beloved husband and of our dearly missed Father, who was
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MIHAIL BĂRBULESCU
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born 15th January 1875

died 12th February 1940

Pensioner

Former roadkeeper and mayor of

the Commune of Lîngești.'

And on the reverse of the monument is inscribed:

I have left upon the road of life

Dear children and grandchildren

And a wife who, grieving,

Sheds burning tears. You departed suddenly to a far place

Where fate would have you go,

For upon this earth. Long as I lived,

Whether as servant of the state or as a father,

I aimed ever forward

That I might be an example to all —

To my children and to the people —

And I confess to you upon this earth

Who I was and who I am still. You departed suddenly to a far place

Where fate would have you go,

For upon this earth, so long as I lived,

Whether as servant of the state or as a father,

I aimed ever forward

That I might be an example to all —

To my children and to the people —

And I confess to you upon this earth

Who I was and who I am still. Mihai
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MY BROTHERS AND SISTERS

[image: ]




Our parents had seven children, of whom one, Ionel, died at two months. The eldest was I, of whom I have already written.

2. My sister Niculina — Lina — a housewife, married to Marin Șerbănescu, deceased in 1963. She has six children and lives in the village of Silîșteni.

3. My sister Maria — a housewife, married to Father Luca Mondîru. She has six children and lives in the village of Lîngești.

4. My brother Florian, a former engineer and university professor, married, with one child. Died on the 30th of October 1971, in Bucharest.

5. My brother Niculae — a law graduate, married, with three children. He lives in Bucharest.

6. My brother Virgil — a law graduate, married, with one son. He lives in Pitești.
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OTHER MEMORIES OF MY FATHER


MEMORIES OF PRIMARY SCHOOL

LUNCA CORBULUI
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What precious and beautiful memories I have of primary school. I attended classes between 1908 and 1913, under the late schoolmaster Teofan Georgescu. He had not trained at a teachers' college. He was a graduate of four years at the Gymnasium, which he had completed in Pitești, so far as I was ever able to ascertain. The primary school, as a building, was a wretched affair. I knew it exceedingly well, for it was there that I spent the first years of my childhood. Through that insalubrious building passed thousands of children, both during the time of the late schoolmaster Grigore Stoenescu, since retired, and under the late Teofan Georgescu. We went to school with all the boisterousness of children eager for life, thirsting to know, to discover everything that went on around us. Yet we entered timidly, trembling from crown to sole at the very sight of the place, recalling the threats we had heard from our parents' lips — 'I'll send you to school, I will!' — and those heard from our older friends. There we were received by Schoolmaster Georgescu and made to sit for hours on end at our benches, arms folded across our chests or behind our backs, attending to every word of his explanations. Woe to him who moved his head, his arms or his legs, whether by will or without it. The most perfect silence had to reign in the classroom during lessons. When the teacher put a question, whoever knew the answer was to raise his right hand, with two fingers pressed together, in the prescribed manner, as quietly and noiselessly as possible, resting the elbow upon the bench — without standing up or stretching across the desks to display impatience or the joy of possessing the required answer. Great store was set by the memorisation of lessons in history, geography and so forth. The most important subjects were those saturated with committed knowledge, whilst the skills — drawing, calligraphy, manual work, music —

were grievously neglected, forgotten, as things that demean a man and serve no purpose in school. And to think that it is precisely these despised subjects that define and mark the personal qualities of every individual! When we were left alone in the classroom, we abandoned our places of immobility and gave ourselves up to all manner of mischief: climbing on the benches, running between them, shouting, gesticulating, shrieking. The classroom became chaos — an inferno. What a tedious school I and the generations of that era endured! I am certain that of the primary school graduates of those days, few ever felt the need to read a book or a magazine, or to subscribe to a newspaper. As for excursions, there was no question of any. In the five years I spent at the school in Lunca Corbului, I cannot recall a single one. Instead, we would lose entire days in spring gathering caterpillars for the schoolmaster. Setting off for the caterpillars was a great joy, for on that day we were spared the dreary classroom with our hands clasped to our chests. We left our books in the desks and took only our 'traiste' — for so our school bags were called — to have something in which to collect caterpillars. Woe to him who did not fill his bag. In the first form, I remember quite clearly, we smaller children were not generally taken on caterpillar duty. The schoolmaster left us in the charge of a pupil from the fifth form. I know that in our time he put us under the care of one Pană Radu Gheorghe, the son of Radu Dobrița, for so the people called him. He was the oldest boy in the class. Sometime during the first form — I recall that after the Christmas holiday — Schoolmaster Georgescu did not return; instead a certain Teacher Diaconescu came, originally from Richițele. He was a trained teacher — that is, one who had attended a teachers' college. With him we studied until Easter. After the Easter holiday, Teofan Georgescu returned. He had presumably been ill. I recall, and cannot forget, a trick that Teacher Diaconescu played on me when I was in the first form. After a break — for he did observe the break times — I was late. When I entered the classroom, I sat down at my bench, which

had my trouser-belt hanging down beneath the desk, for the benches were not enclosed at the front. As soon as the teacher spotted it from his platform, he came to me, seized me by the belt and said: 'The belt of your breeches would make a fine tether for the cows!' The children laughed so hard at my expense that the teacher had difficulty restoring order. I began to weep. What shame I felt! Until the end of the year, the other children kept calling after me: 'The belt of his breeches makes a tether for the cows!'

In the second form our teacher was again Teofan Georgescu. From Christmas a new teacher came: Ilie D. Radu, from the commune of Mîrghia, with whom we also studied in the third form. From him we learnt many fine things. He was a trained teacher, a graduate of the teachers' college in Cîmpulung, class of —. He was a distinguished schoolmaster who put great feeling into the delivery of his lessons. From him I learnt manual work, which I later developed further at the teachers' college. The following year he was appointed to a school in his own commune. We were very sorry when we heard he would not be coming back. In later years he rose to become assistant school inspector for Argeș, and in the end he became chairman of the Lunca Corbului Teachers' Circle, with myself as its secretary. It was from the late schoolmaster Ilie D. Radu that we first learnt that primary school pupils are required to go on excursions beyond the school. With him we made excursions to Tîrgoov and to Rîgozea through the Călugăreacă forest. On these excursions we learnt many fine things. THE SCHOOL OF LUNCA CORBULUI occupied the site where the Lunca Corbului town hall stands today, beside the church. It was built of timber and plastered with earth. It was cramped, with three windows of single-paned glass through which the light barely penetrated, for the panes that broke were stopped up, for want of glass, with a piece of cardboard nailed across the frame. In the middle of the ceiling our school also had a ventilator, consisting of a flue made from four planks, each fifteen to twenty centimetres wide, which passed up through the roof. It was covered with wire mesh, so old and worn that the rain came through and streamed into the classroom,
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MEMORIES OF PRIMARY SCHOOL
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smoke that choked us as well. Often, when the wind blew too, tears streamed from our eyes because of the fumes. In the classroom we had a blackboard propped upon a tripod, its black paint worn away and scored by the chalk — the lime chalk we often resorted to when proper chalk was not to be had, as it rarely was. Also, a cupboard in which the history pictures were kept. On the wall hung two posters showing the face of a man who smoked and another who drank plum brandy. On the eastern wall there was an icon, before which we crossed ourselves when we said our prayers. The teacher's desk was an improvised cupboard, behind which the schoolmaster could scarcely be seen if he sat in his chair. Behind the teacher stood another cupboard, placed there chiefly to block a window, in which the schoolmaster kept the school archive. The school had no staff room. In the spring and autumn seasons, the cleaning was done by the pupils of the fourth and fifth forms — but what a sorry sort of cleaning it was! There was no clock for telling the time. The children often reckoned the hour by the shadow the window bars cast upon the frame. The floor of the school was laid with brick. During break — which sometimes stretched to as long as two hours — the schoolmaster would go to the town hall, a building of two rooms: one for the mayor and the notary, in which the archive, the telephone and a cupboard of sundry medicines were kept. The other served as a gaol or lock-up, in which were confined those who had committed some offence in the commune — a theft, a fight and the like. The gendarme would often bring these 'malefactors' in, lock them up and leave them there until the next day, when they were brought out and judged by the mayor. At that time the mayor of Lunca Corbului was Ioniță Topșeneanu, the notary was Nae T. Marinescu, and the secretary Dobre Iliescu. Sometimes — especially in summer — Schoolmaster Georgescu would not come to school by the road, but through the gardens, the path being shorter that way.

All of us children would bathe in the pond beside the school — a pond that exists to this day, though diminished in size. When the schoolmaster saw us, he went inside the classroom and began to call the register. Only the girls who were present and a few boys who had not gone swimming answered their names at that moment. Those who came in later were stopped at the door as they entered and made to recite their lessons on the spot. If it happened — and it happened rather often — that you did not know your lesson, then woe and misery befell you. He would produce the 'miaua' — the cane — from behind his desk, and heaven help the boy whose skin made its acquaintance! He would seize your hand by the palm and not let go until he had administered a dozen strokes to it, rebuking you: 'Devil take you, you little brute! Instead of putting your hand to a book, off you go swimming!' Some boys' palms swelled until they could do nothing with them. The children wept so loudly that the schoolroom ceiling seemed to lift — some from the pain, and the younger ones from fright. And yet.. A week later, they went swimming again. Once, I know not for what reason, a girl reported me to the teacher — my classmate Tudorache Gherghina. Schoolmaster Georgescu, without troubling to ascertain whether I was guilty or not, made me kneel as punishment — 'in custody' — right there in the classroom. At that very moment, my father happened to walk in, to see how I was getting on at school. Somebody from the town hall had presumably told him, for he was always calling in there; he was in service at the time as a chief roadkeeper. When Father entered the classroom and found me on my knees, I believe the walls came down upon him. He said: 'Serve you right! I have been toiling with the little ones and the cattle, and you come to school after larking about. You'll catch it when you come home! Keep him at school all day tomorrow, if you please, sir.'

That evening I crept away and went to sleep at Aunt Leana's, my mother's mother-in-law. The next day Father left for his post in the trap. After Father — or 'Tetea', for so we children called our father — had gone to work, poor Mother came to Aunt Leana's and brought me home.

Mother scolded me further — how she scolded me! — but Mother's scolding was gentle. I set off for school again. I should mention that being made to kneel inside the classroom was nothing. It was far worse when we were made to kneel in the yard outside the school, for there we were seen by everyone who came to the town hall, and the whole village knew of our disgrace. The news spread, for every man in the village knew us. And some of the passers-by, the more talkative ones, instead of sympathising, would twist the knife by telling us: 'In our day, Mr Grigore Stoenescu' — the former schoolmaster before Georgescu — 'made us kneel on walnut shells and pebbles, or on grains of maize, which we had to bring from home ourselves! Other times he wouldn't let us go home for dinner. He locked us in the school and left us there until he came back,' another would say. I knew Grigore Stoenescu myself, as a retired man. He was tall and solidly built. He wore a black overcoat and carried a walking stick. He died sometime around 1923 or 1924. He had been a very severe schoolmaster. The children learnt more from fear than anything else — so say the people who were his pupils.

* * *
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AFTER COMPLETING THE fifth form — for five forms were the course in my day — I sat the final examination for primary school, at the designated centre. The examination centre was often fixed by the Schools Inspectorate at the Lunca Corbului school, although it was neither a handsome nor a spacious building. Pupils came there from the schools of Silîșteni, Săpata de Sus, Săpata de Jos, Mîrghia and Pădureți. The delegate for the Lunca Corbului centre in the year 1914–15 was the late lamented schoolmaster Ion Marinescu, of the second grade, from the commune of Filfani, a graduate of the teachers' college in Cîmpulung Muscel, class of 1899. He was the most accomplished teacher in the Cotmeana valley, though he too had a failing — drink. In the classroom, he

never entered the classroom in his cups. And so came the day of our leaving examination. It was a Sunday, the 15th of July 1914, at nine o'clock in the morning, when all of us, from the schools I have named, assembled before the school at Lunca Corbului. 'The chairman is coming!' we heard whispered among the children. Every child, as one, called out 'Good morning!', to which the chairman replied in a voice both commanding and warm: 'God bless you, children!' Then he went round to the teachers from each school and shook hands with every one of them. We were invited into the school; behind us entered Chairman Marinescu — a stout, short, swarthy man with a commanding moustache. He wore the national costume. After him came the schoolmasters, led by Teofan Georgescu, who was older than the rest. Once we were in the classroom, the prayer was said. When it was finished, the chairman and all the teachers withdrew to a corner by the stove. They conferred about whatever they had to confer about, and then the chairman came before us, gave us a few words of counsel regarding the examination. Handed each of us a sheet of paper stamped with the seal of the Filfani school in the upper left-hand corner. He told us each to write our names on the sheet and to note down the school we came from. He dictated to us some five or six lines from a fifth-form reader, and at about half past eleven he collected our papers and dismissed us for a break until two o'clock. At two we were brought back into the classroom, where once again he distributed stamped sheets of paper. Once more he told us to write our names. This time he drew our attention that we must not look at one another, or he would confiscate our papers and expel us from the examination. On this occasion he wrote an arithmetic problem on the blackboard. It was a problem involving a partnership. He told us not to hurry, as we had time enough. As soon as we finished, we were to hand our work to him and go outside for the break. Before dismissing us, he informed us that the following day, Monday, at eight o'clock, the oral examination would begin in alphabetical order, with one pupil from each school at a time — that is, six pupils per round. The next day we went in for the oral. This time, all the teachers

put questions to us from every subject we had studied, and the chairman recorded the mark deserved in a register. After the oral examination, which lasted two days, we were told on the fourth day that the top three pupils from each school would sit a further written paper. A great surprise: among the top pupils from the Lunca Corbului school, I came second. First was Gică Georgescu, the son of our schoolmaster Teofan Georgescu, and third was the girl Tudorache Gherghina — on whose account I had suffered a punishment earlier that year, for which poor Father had made me pay. We, the top pupils, were told to return on the fourth day, so that in all we came for four days — eighteen boys and girls. Once more the eighteen of us were taken into the classroom and examined. We sat a written paper in arithmetic and, in Romanian, we were set to write what we knew about 'Mihai the Brave'. In arithmetic we were asked to calculate the volume of a tub of cylindrical shape. What I wrote I cannot say, but I know that among the prizewinners from all the schools I came second. The first prize, if I recall correctly, went to a boy from the Pădureți school, and the third to a girl from the Mîrghia school. The last day of school was the 29th of June — the feast of Saints Peter and Paul — 'Sîm Petru', when the results were announced for all the school's pupils and the holidays began. All the prizewinners were given wreaths. CANDIDATE FOR THE 'CAROL I' TEACHERS' COLLEGE AT CÎMPULUNG

In the autumn of 1914, after diligent private tutoring with my late godfather Chiriță Princhindel — an assistant school inspector in those days — I presented myself for the entrance examination at the 'Carol I' Teachers' College in Cîmpulung Muscel. For I could no longer escape poor Mother's tongue. Every day throughout that long summer she told me to put my hand to my books and pass the examination at Cîmpulung, where Ilie, the son of Gheorghe Sulandra — for so they called Ilie Tudora — was also going.

Stan Marinescu, and partly from fear of Father, who kept threatening me: 'If you don't pass at the teachers' college, there'll be no place for you in my house — you can go and hire yourself out as a servant,' and many other threats besides. Mother, to soften me, would often say: 'If you pass at school, I shall sew you a shirt with silk thread.'

The sole aim was that I should gain a place at the teachers' college. More than four hundred candidates competed for fifty places — thirty on bursaries and twenty as fee-paying students, who paid three hundred lei a year for their upkeep — so there were eight candidates for every place. I was reasonably well prepared, as Godfather Princhindel himself attested. I had made myself a little notebook in which I had recorded all the battles in history and all the ruling princes. I knew 'by heart' every settlement in the country, the mineral resources and the rest. In geography I knew every river with its tributaries, and so on. I was convinced that no one else knew more than I. Yet for all my knowledge, I did not pass — though Ilie Tudora, who was sitting the examination for the third time, won a bursary. How vexed I was! But the greater vexation now fell upon my parents. Father gave me a thorough dressing-down and took me home. From that day forward, whether rising or lying down, I was to have a book in my hand and be reading. Father began to bring me arithmetic textbooks borrowed from teachers here and there. That I should study.

* * *
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REPEATING THE FIFTH FORM AT THE PRIMARY SCHOOL IN PĂDUREȚI
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The following year, in the autumn of 1914, Father enrolled me at the primary school in Pădureți to repeat the fifth form, where the distinguished schoolmaster — now retired — Ion Rădulescu served. Father began to bring me arithmetic textbooks borrowed from teachers here and there, so that I should study.

* * *
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The following year, in the autumn of 1914, Father enrolled me at the primary school in Pădureți to repeat the fifth form, where the distinguished schoolmaster — now retired — Ion Rădulescu served. He was a graduate of the 'Carol I' Teachers' College in Cîmpulung Muscel, class of 1905, and hailed from the commune of Bărăștii de Vede in the Olt district — a fine teacher of his time. Today a pensioner, he is over ninety years of age.

He admitted me to the fifth form to repeat the year. I walked every day from Lunca Corbului to the school at Pădureți, a distance of more than seven or eight kilometres, through rain, through snow, through unspeakable mud. I made this journey there and back every day. At the Pădureți school I found three other boys who were also repeating the fifth form, namely: Gheorghe Angelescu, who likewise became a schoolmaster and is now retired. Marin Silveanu, who became a priest at Pădureți. And Păun Vătuiu, the nephew of General Cristescu of Pădureți — formerly chief of the General Staff during the war of 1916–18 — who, at his uncle's urging, became a regular second lieutenant. My last meeting with him was sometime around 1935. I have heard nothing of him since and do not know whether he is still alive, for he had taken to drink. CANDIDATE FOR THE 'C. NEGRI' TEACHERS' COLLEGE AT GALAȚI

The following autumn, in 1915, Father no longer took me to compete at the 'Carol I' College in Cîmpulung Muscel but instead to the 'Costache Negri' Teachers' College at Galați. Why did he take me to Galați? Here is why. My father was originally from the commune of Săpata de Sus, where in former times there had also lived one Mihail Beștelei, a landowner, who had stood godfather at my father's christening and given him the name Mihail. In due course Beștelei sold his estate, leaving the commune as a memorial a house in which the Săpata de Sus town hall operated for several decades, and moved to Galați, where he occupied the post of Counsellor at the Court of Appeal — a man of great standing and education acquired in France. One day Father wrote to his godfather at Galați. Godfather Mihail Beștelei, who lived at No. 5 Strada Codreanu, received the letter and replied at once, saying that it had given him the greatest pleasure. Among other things, he wrote that we should come to Galați immediately, and he would secure me a place at the seminary. When I heard that I was to go to the seminary — that he knew someone there — the house might as well have collapsed upon me. Mother, too, changed her mind when she heard of the seminary and tried to persuade me to become a priest. But I held fast to my desire to become a

Poor Father took up the documents straightaway, and on the third day we set off for Galați, boarding a train known as the 'lightning express' — what is today called the 'accelerat'. We departed from Pitești in the evening and arrived at Galați the following morning. We went to Strada Codreanu to call upon Father's godfather. When Godfather Beștelei saw us, he received us most handsomely. He gave orders that we should be seated at table at once, for we had come a very long way. Throughout the meal, Godfather Beștelei kept asking what had changed at Săpata de Sus, and a great deal more besides. We began to discuss the purpose of our visit. He asked me whether I wished to become a priest, for he had arranged matters at the seminary with the headmaster, who was some sort of nephew of his, he told us, and would place me in the first form. From the outset I declared plainly that I wanted nothing but the teachers' college, that I might become a schoolmaster. As the conversation went on, I heard Godfather Beștelei say to Father: 'Let him try the teachers' college too — I know the headmaster there as well.'

When I heard Godfather Beștelei say that the teachers' college was a good option too, I began to cheer up. No sooner said than done. Father handed him the documents. Godfather Beștelei looked them over and then said: 'Very well — let me produce a teacher for my native commune! I had wanted to produce a priest, so that he might say prayers for me too,' he concluded, 'but a teacher will do nicely.'

He took the papers and went off with Father to the teachers' college. I stayed at home, to look through my books, for the examination was to be held in a couple of days. There were many candidates, and the places were even fewer than at Cîmpulung — about forty in all, bursaries and fee-paying places combined. Besides the candidates with five years of primary school, other boys with two or three years of lycée also sat the examination, and they were far better prepared than we who had come from primary school alone. The day came for the medical inspection. I was very nearly the smallest among all the candidates. The doctor examined me, turned me to the right, turned me to the left, put me on the scales, measured my height, and at last asked: 'Why haven't you eaten more, young man?' But one of the commission members at the table

said: 'His mother locked the food cupboard on him.'

That evening the names of those rejected were posted. Father scanned the list — I was not on it. How overjoyed I was, and Father too. We went at once to Godfather Beștelei to tell him the result. The next day we went in for the music test. I was asked to take a few notes after the organ, and I was admitted. Then came the written examination in Romanian. We were asked to write on 'What We Know About Our Village'. I wrote quite neatly for my age in those days. On the fourth day came the mathematics paper. It concerned a plot of rectangular shape that was to be sown with lucerne. All the dimensions were given, and we were asked to calculate how much lucerne seed was needed. That was roughly how the problem ran. I cannot remember what I wrote, but I know that when the pass list was posted, my name was on it — though among the fee-paying students. The fee at the teachers' college was three hundred lei a year. Father's salary was sixty-six lei a month. He was rather disappointed by my result, but Godfather Beștelei promised that by Christmas, if I studied well, I should receive a bursary. The list of all that a pupil was required to bring was also posted. I do not know whether I went home again, for classes were to begin in ten days. I am fairly sure I did not, because of the expense. I should note that pupils at the teachers' colleges in those days received almost everything free of charge from the school: clothes, footwear and even the boot polish with which we blacked our shoes. During the holidays, the leave pass issued by the school served also as a railway ticket — so our train fares, there and back, were paid. On arriving in our home commune, we were obliged to call upon the local headmaster, who would stamp our pass with a note on the pupil's conduct. Likewise, we called upon the village priest, who also stamped the pass, recording whether we had attended church on holy days, and so forth. On our return, we submitted the passes immediately to the school office.

If it happened — and this was rare — that a pupil did not bring the endorsements on his leave pass, he was confined to school during the following holiday. And such things did happen, for the school needed pupils for various tasks during the vacations.
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