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Introduction


Romania Revisited is a light-hearted account of two journeys I made to Romania in the summer and winter of 1998. In it, I draw on the experiences of previous travellers, up to 1941, to contrast what I found in comparison to them. Inevitably, this has introduced an element of nostalgia for the onward march of the twentieth century in Romania did not discriminate between the good and the bad, the beautiful and the ugly.


Since the fall of the Ceauşescus in 1989, much of the news coming out of Romania has been grim, of Aids-infected children left to rot in appalling conditions in under-funded orphanages, and of abandoned teenagers living in subways under the streets of Bucharest. All of it is true. Yet, this sort of coverage distorts the real picture of the country, its history and culture. In this book, I have tried to give a very general background, enlarging the canvas for the reader through the perspective of history and focusing on the extraordinarily rich and diverse cultural heritage of the country.


I have used as my starting point the accounts of previous travellers from before the Second World War since their accounts make a benchmark on which to calibrate today‟s Romania. Their style is generally admirable since it is not restricted to “this-is-what-I-did,” which may or not be of interest; it extends to include those critical dimensions of historical perspective and cultural observation in the broadest sense — painting, poetry, architecture, fashion, religion, ethnology and genealogy, to name a few. Since their names often crop up more than once, I have used the device of putting the date of their travels or publication as a footnote to help the reader keep chronological track.


Some of the travellers like Patrick Leigh Fermor, Stephen Runciman and Ivor Porter published their accounts of Romania long after 1941 but their testimony was pre-war and it is essential to my theme. Their dates are shown in the text as the year of their travels. Although I have used „English travellers‟ in the title, several were American and Canadian, some were French and German, a few Romanian and poor Ovid, that most reluctant of travellers, was Roman. What they all have in common is that their work has been published in the English language.


In the course of my research, every time I thought I had exhausted the list of travellers, I came across yet another one, often on the way back from Russia or the Caucasus. My final tally thus remains about 90% complete and given that my starting point was Sitwell‟s claim that “English literature is nearly silent where that country (Romania) is concerned,” some very real progress has been made.


A few travellers like William Wilkinson (1820) are disappointingly judgmental in their views; fortunately the majority follow Charles Boner‟s dictum of 1858: “We in England are far too much accustomed to judge other countries and their institutions by an English standard, and to condemn arrangements unlike our own, without considering their origin or fittingness for certain conditions of a land and people”. Without such an approach, the history and behaviour of Romanians is more often than not quite baffling. Cultural relativism may be today‟s „contemporary cant‟1 and excuse travellers from making any moral judgements, but its validity in recognising others‟ values and experiences is, for me, unquestionable.


Why stop in 1941? Quite simply, after that date, the eclectic style and expressionism which, together, were the driving forces behind Romania‟s reputation for the exotic were shunted off into a siding of history where they were left to languish. They were replaced by an ideology that in public denied creativity and individuality and in private aped the worst excesses of philistinism and vulgarity. For forty long years, that crazy mélange of cultures, which had fascinated travellers for over three hundred years, was stifled; the Romanian genius for creating its own identity was suffocated. Only in the first days of 1990 did the oxygen of freedom return and begin to restore that priceless pride of being “Romanian.”


My intention is certainly not to glamorise epochs when the vast majority of people received scant education and lacked most other forms of social support, which are fundamental to a modern society. But I sense there is now a will to recall the esprit and élan that once characterised Romania, that alluring combination of panache and eccentricity which a rather staid world found endearing, if at times rather shocking.


Throughout my travels, the friendship and hospitality of the Romanian people were unstinting and tremendously warm. In spite of the horrors they have endured in the twentieth century — the ruthless suppression of a peasants‟ revolt in 1907, the heaviest per capita losses of the First World War2, the scourge of fascism in the Second, followed by Stalinist terror and then rule by the invidious security apparatus of a megalomaniac — the Romanian people have emerged with their individual values of tolerance and decency intact. Above all, they are warm and fun which is what I have tried to convey in this book.


I would like to thank all those who have given me their time, advice, and support. My wife Jose for her uncomplaining stint as a literary „grass widow‟; Norina Constantinescu for her support and encouragement in Romania; Aida Ionescu for her courage in joining up as an interpreter on both journeys; Lindsey Gulley for acting as unpaid typist and IT wizard in London; Sarah Whitebloom for her constructive criticism and eagle-eyed proof reading skills; Şerban Cantacuzino for his advice on the history and architecture of Romania; the dedicated staff of the British Library for their courteous and efficient service; and to my publisher, Kurt W Treptow, who, from the beginning, believed in the project far more than I did myself.


Alan Ogden


London, March 1999










1  Robert Carver: The Accursed Mountains, 1998.



2  Romania’s military losses were 4.8% of her pre-war population, compared to France 3.5%, Germany 3.25% and Great Britain 1.6%











Map Symbols


At various points throughout the book, the text is accompanied by hand drawn maps, outlining the route followed by the author in his travels throughout Romania. Below is a key to the map symbols.
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The Photographs


Whenever possible, I tried to use the same vistas as Kurt Hielscher did in 1931. His book, Roumanie, is by far the best photographic record ever assembled of pre-war Romania. He spent very nearly two years travelling around the country, covering over 25,000 kilometers and taking ovеr 5,000 photographs. “To his regret,” he was only able to publish 304. But what photographs they are — of the churches and princely courts, of peasants and their countryside. Hielscher knew that he was witnessing the end to an age-old style of life and wrote:


At the same time as enjoying compiling my book, I also felt a sadness of seeing all this national culture of Roumania threatened by an implacable enemy which comes from the West: the civilization which snuffs out everything which is primesautier. More than one village had already been contaminated. The colours of the furniture and of the costumes had been replaced by the grey uniformity of current fashion.


Thanks to the Romanian government of the time who sponsored him and to Hielscher himself, one of the great ethnographic photographers of this century, we have a unique record of old Romania against which to measure the present. And, looking through my lens, what did I find? Costumes had changed nearly everywhere and the old peasant clothes consigned to folk museums or festivals. Yet, in much of the country, the way of life remained the same, based on self-sufficiency and centuries-old traditions of subsistence farming. The landscape too had survived in those areas not subjected to collectivisation. And, miraculously, so had the fortified churches of the Saxons — but for how long, now that their congregations have departed?


Compared to Hielscher‟s day, some towns like Mangalia and Constanţa were unrecognisable; others like Iaşi, barely. Occasionally, as in the case of Sibiu and Mediaş, they were virtually identical. The greatest contrast between Hielscher‟s record of 1931 and today was undoubtedly the post-war industrialisation that has left permanent scars on the landscape. No more fitting example than Hunedoara illustrates this tragedy, with its thirteenth century castle clamped on either side by iron and steel works. Of course, this spoilage is not limited to Romania but somehow, in its soft and sensual landscape, the impact is more devastating.
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The road down to the Moldoviţa Monastery
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Chapter One Cluj, a City of Contradictions



Weary of chasing the endless dusty horizon of the great Hungarian Plain, I was relieved, once past the busy border town of Oradea, to see the distant rim of low blue hills which marked the edge of Transylvania, that mysterious land the Romans called „beyond the forest.‟ Flocks of grazing geese and sheep mingled on the pastures between fields of ripening maize and fading sunflowers, which had tired of raising their heavy heads to the blazing summer sun. Along the roadside, village women presided over shaded trestle tables, heavy with elaborate displays of red ripe peaches supporting luscious bunches of grapes, piled high like an eighteenth century Flemish still-life oil painting.


For Robert Townson,1 a young man from Yorkshire, who passed through Oradea in 1797, there was a pleasant surprise in store for him. Visiting the hot baths, he witnessed:


For here alone, and only under the grey canopy of heaven, “whilst evening drew her crimson curtain round,” and the serenity of the air and the melody of the neighbouring woods awakened sweet sensibility, friend to our pleasure, but often enemy, alas! To our peace; separate from the vulgar throng and all alone, as if conscious of her superior beauty, the loveliest girl Nature ever formed lay quite exposed, reclining in a shallow bath in the very attitude of desire.


Before Ciucea, fifty miles to the cast of Oradea, the road rose into a land of wooded hills, their leafy green blankets punctured with small hay meadows dotted with stooks of drying winter fodder. In Ciucea town, it was market day where plump summer vegetables, garish gladioli, and small pigs changed hands in a vivacious melee of villagers and chattering Gypsies. The latter were just like South American parrots, with red and green kerchiefs, gold earrings, and vivid floral patterned skirts. Ten miles further on, towards Huedin, I passed little convoys of Gypsy wagons, hooped with canvas roofs, heading towards the Munţii Gilău plateau of wide, open grasslands.


Little had changed here since William Lithgow,2 a prodigious early seventeenth century traveller, arrived.


I stepped into Transilvania… for on the incircled plaine, there groweth nothing but Wheate, Rye, Barley, Pease, and Beanes: and on the halfe, or lower parts of the Hills about, nothing but Wines, and infinite villages: and towards the extreame circulary heights, only Pastorage for Kine, Sheepe, Goates, and Horses, and thickets of woods.


Cluj was my first port of call in this sea of wheat fields intersected by timbered spurs like the peaks of waves in a slow Atlantic swell. It had taken four days to get here, through Belgium, Germany, Austria, and Hungary, the last two once former owners of Transylvania. There is a plaintive little song or „doina‟ about Cluj that goes:


The way to the city of Cluj is long,


But longer is the way of longing.


The road to Cluj ends,


But the way of longing is endless.


For a city to have four names is unusual but then Cluj is not a common place. It was known to the Romans as Napoca, when it was one of seven cities in Transylvania to have had the status of a colonia. In the Middle Ages it was called Culus; at the beginning of the fifteenth century, Cluj, probably from Castrum Clus, a small fortification dating from 1213; to the Saxons, who in all respects refounded it in the twelfth century, its name was Klausenburg, and to the Hungarians, Kolozsvar. To emphasise its Dacian pedigree, Ceauşescu rechristened it Cluj-Napoca in 1974.


Not surprisingly, Cluj has a muddled persona. It witnessed the first peasants‟ revolt in 1437, then went about its business as an outpost of the Hapsburg Empire until the tumultuous year of 1848 when the Hungarian Diet was held there, making it the centre of Hungarian nationalist aspirations. These were bitter and divided times. Andrew Paton in The Goth and the Hun in 1851 tells a typically tragic story:


Pastor Roth3 was condemned to death for anti-Magyar activities. As he was led to the ramparts (of Cluj) — being the month of May, the foliage had just come out — he said: “The world is beautiful,” as he looked around the valley; “but let my humanity stand confused — how much more beautiful when one sees it for the last time.” A few minutes later he was shot.


In 1894, the trial of the „memorandists‟ of the Romanian National Party was staged in the city, an event which marked the end of a hundred years of political dialogue between the Romanian majority in Transylvania and the Imperial court at Vienna. Their „memorandum‟ to the Emperor on the subject of national rights had been returned, unread, to the Hungarian, government in Budapest, who forwarded it by mail to its senders. It was unopened.


At the end of the nineteenth century, the Hungarian Count Apponyi declared “inside the Hungarian state there must not exist any nationalities or national rights… in any event we shall not recognise them.” Yet how quickly history can prove such statements untenable in this part of the world. Sixty years later Transylvania united with Romania at the end of the Great War and Romanian it has been in title ever since.


Such nationalistic tugs of war have given the city a strange look. From the top of the steps on Cetăţuia hill, by the neo-modernist monument to the martyrs of the 1848 rebellion, one can discern a ring, almost a concrete fence of 1970s tower blocks encircling the walls of the old Magyar town. It must remind the ethnic Hungarians that Cluj is today a Romanian settlement, and that its old defences are truly redundant. Paradoxically; in the main Liberty Square, Matthias Corvinus, the Hungarian King from 1458 to 1490, sits clad in armour astride his battle-horse, conveniently claimed by the Romanians as the scion of a noble Romanian family from Huncdoara.4 His birthplace lies a hundred yards away, a traditional medieval townhouse with a long sloping roof and mullioned windows set in old stone jambes. Now, a gallery of mundane modern art is „in residence.‟


Behind this statue stands St Michael‟s Cathedral, a Gothic Catholic church begun in 1350 and taking two centuries to complete. With slender perpendicular columns and vaulted ceilings, it boasts some original frescoes but sadly they are in poor condition, a shadow of their former luminosity. The size of St Michael‟s gives an indication of the scale of Cluj for it is small and insignificant as cathedrals go. The site today is a traffic island with jerky jalopies and belching buses hurtling round it from six different directions, leaving a greasy film of black smelly powder in their polluted wake. Not a place to sit and watch the world pass by.


I went in search of my hotel and found an ornate late nineteenth century edifice on the southwest corner of the square. Now dubbed the Hotel Continental, in its heyday it was the Hotel New York, famed for its cocktail. In 1938, Patrick Leigh Fermor5 and his friends made a bee-line for it:


The Hotel New York — a great meeting place in the winter season — drew my companions like a magnet. Istvan said the barman had invented an amazing cocktail… which it would be criminal to miss. He stalked in and we settled in a strategic corner while the demonbarman went mad with his shaker.


Somehow, the hotel had managed to divide itself unhelpfully into two: the restaurant cum café and the bedrooms. After a while, I discovered the secret to admission was to enter by a separate door in Napoca Street. The manager, who had been watching my inept entry, grinned politely from behind a glass screen like a bank clerk waiting to inform me that my account was overdrawn.


“You have my reservation?” I inquired with the experience that even an empty hotel could be awkward without such preliminary pleasantries.


“There are no problems”


“I am thirsty after my journey. Is there a bar?”


“Bar is closed.”


“But what about the cocktail for which you are world famous?”


“Sadly, recipe is lost.” Such regret was academic in the absence of an open bar but nevertheless sincere.


“But is there anybody left alive who may know it?” I pleaded.


There was a pause whilst both parties assessed independently that further progress was impossible.


“Since cocktail, there have been many changes. First, hotel becomes Nazi Headquarters. Then part of university. Then a casino. Now hotel again.” I nodded sympathetically for how can a recipe survive such discontinuity. Our dialogue ended with the offer of a historical tit-bit.


“Outside door, you can see iron ring in wall. That is where my grandfather used to tie his horse.”


I left to explore the town, passing the University „librărie‟ which seemed adept at cultural compromises, one window devoted to Hungarian titles, the other to Romanian and a third to foreign languages. An American visitor6 before the Second World War went to the cinema:


At the Urania… I saw a Wallace Beery picture, shown in the original English version. Subtitles were flashed on the screen simultaneously in Rumanian, Hungarian and German, which pretty well disposed of space.


He concluded that Cluj was „a curious mishmash of a town.‟


The University was „down‟, so the city was relatively deserted. In his Impressions of a Balkan Journey, William Wedgwood Benn had found here “troops of theological students soberly garbed in cassocks and bowler hats… with bands of girls in white berets,” welcoming a Uniate bishop at the railway station early one morning in 1935.


The style of houses in the square was similar to the hotel, late nineteenth century, probably from French pattern books for their neo-Renaissance floridity would be at home in any French provincial town. Aida, who had joined me as an interpreter for the trip, excitedly pointed out a house with Diesel painted in large letters on the wall. This, she assured me, was one of Romania‟s most famous nightclubs and was the sole reason why anyone under the age of thirty in Bucharest had heard of this city.


Down the Boulevardul Eroilor lies Victory Square, an empty oblong space dominated at one end by the gloomy Orthodox cathedral of 1924, a grey vaulted symbol of yet another round of tit-for-tat colonisation. Inside, its poorly painted modern frescoes confirmed my impression that it had been hastily erected to counter the fervour of the indigenous Roman Catholic Hungarians. The square is redeemed by a pretty neo-Baroque opera house at the south end.


Andrew Crosse7 went to a performance there in 1878.


There is a good theatre in Klausenberg. I found the acting decidedly above the average of the provincial stage generally. I saw a piece of Molière given, and though I could only understand the Hungarian imperfectly, I was enabled to follow it well enough to judge the acting.


His critical powers in assessing French translated into Hungarian must have been formidable.


Having been denied my cocktail at the Hotel Continental, I dived into a noisy grădină, or garden restaurant, off Iuliu Maniu Street. Tall poplar trees sprung through the open courtyard, competing with the steeples and spires of the city. The blasting pop music killed all possibility of charm and I quickly left. Walking down towards the Someş River, I was overwhelmed by the multiplicity of stunning colours of Gh. Doja Street — primrose yellow, yellow ochre, pink, cobalt blue, sky blue, aquamarine, off-white, jade green, lilac. They had that wonderful Mediterranean luminosity and vibrancy of Matisse‟s Moroccan triptych in the Pushkin Museum in Moscow, quite out of place in this inland city.


Walter Starkie, a wonderfully eccentric Irish professor of Spanish and a great scholar on Gypsies and their music, arrived here in 1929 with his violin and rucksack to lead the life of a vagabond. His best friend described him thus:


A small, stocky man, broad-shouldered, and thick about the girth; complexion fresh and hair fair; jaw strong but his face chubby and double-chinned; eyes blue and in the opinion of senoritas Nordic; eyebrows short and one twists up diabolically; walks with ambling gait, gets easily out of breath, rests often, laughs immoderately, drinks moderately, but prefers red to white; has fits of melancholy, is superstitious, and remembers his dreams; is quick to observe a rolling and romping eye, but prefers an eye of gentle salutations; is never merry when listening to sweet music, and when playing a fiddle feels like Don Quixote or Rozinante. In fact the fiddle is as Sterne would say, his hobby-horse, his sporting little filly-folly carrying him cantering away from the cares of life.”


In his hilarious and engaging book, Raggle Taggle, he noted that in this city we may study the clash of nationalities which gives to the province its characteristic appearance. Here are Hungarians, Roumanians, Saxons, Szekels, Jews, and Gypsies all of them conscious of their individual qualities but living at peace with one another. The atmosphere of the city is calm and serene: nobody hurries for life has not yet been modernised in the American fashion.”


That doyenne of Irish travel writers, Devla Murphy, quotes this passage of her fellow countryman in her book Transylvania and Beyond when she visited Cluj in 1991 but concludes that “there was too much agonised resentment on the Magyar side, and too much understandable insecurity and regrettable vengefulness on the Romanian side, for the atmosphere to remain „calm and serene.‟”


The term “Szekels” or “Szecklers,” which Starkie refers to, needs an explanation. When the semi-nomadic tribes, who lived in the vast spaces between the Caucasian and Ural mountains, moved West in the eighth and ninth centuries, a small group of them, after crossing the Eastern Carpathians, found themselves on the rich fertile plain of Eastern Transylvania. There they stayed. Later when the greater body of Hungarians settled in the area, the two peoples fraternised as kinsfolk, indeed they were descended from a common family tree. Yet there remains a separation; as the Szecklers put it, the difference between a Szeckler and a Hungarian is the same as that of a man and his grandson.


The cultural pride of Cluj is the Banffy Palace Museum, a late Baroque townhouse built between 1774 and 1785 as the home of a Hungarian Count, Gheorghe Banffy. Entering through wrought iron gates on the west side of Liberty Square, I passed through a columned vaulted hall into a courtyard of arcades surmounted by balconies with balustrades of oval and Doric designs. The graceful proportions and balance of light and shade produce an elegant harmony whilst the downward slope of the red tiled roof gives a feeling of intimacy. Despite the unkempt garden, I could imagine the ghostly hubbub of long gone servants, the clatter of horse‟s hooves, and the clash of metalled carriage wheels on stone as visitors arrived to be entertained in this grandest of Cluj town houses. Inside, rooms of white and gold cornices glide into each other along polished parquet floors. Now the palace is an art gallery with a collection from the seventeenth century to the present day. Nothing leaps out of its frame nor jumps off its pedestal to surprise and delight the visitor with a “discovery” with the exception of two marvellous Grigorescus8 (1838-1907), „The fair at Sinaia‟ and „Turkish Prisoners,‟ the latter brilliantly encapsulating the abject misery and demoralised faces of captured soldiers. The paintings of Josef Iser (1881-1958), in a distinct dark and colourful style, of languid Harlequins and sultry Spanish women, hauntingly combine the mystery of mime with an intense Iberian passion.


That evening I dined in the faded, marble-floored dining room of the Continental Hotel, with its red walls bordered with a dado of square bevelled glass panels. Light bulbs protruded rudely out of art deco proboscisshaped opaque lamps, some alight, some inert. It was a room full of ghosts, yet I sensed they weren‟t there that night; after all, this was harvest time and everyone would have been on their estates in the countryside. At least the décor had survived if not the cocktail, for as Patrick Leigh Fermor meticulously observed in 1938:9


We sipped with misgiving and delight among a Regency neo-Roman décor of cream and ox-blood and gilding; Corinthian capitals spread their acanthus leaves and trophies of quivers, and hunting-horns, lyres and violins were caught up with festoons between the pilasters.


Dinner consisted of a piece of white fish, proudly brought to my table for inspection in its deep-frozen state, then removed and re-presented, covered in a layer of heavy batter. It was still cold. Nothing much had changed in the culinary realm since Charles Boner has passed through in the mid-nineteenth century. On eating in a tavern in Cluj, he jokingly recalled10 that a knowledge of our peculiar taste in cookery had penetrated even hither. When the meat was very underdone it was said to be „Englisch.‟” As far as I was concerned, when fish is half-frozen, it can be said to be Romanian.


Walter Starkie had been invited by a flower seller in the main square to a Gypsy wedding. He set out for the Street of Spoons and found it “straggling up a hill in a zigzag as though it was firmly determined not to fit into any orderly mosaic of town streets.” He came across Rosa stirring a huge cauldron of steaming tomato soup… in the light of the fire she looked like a priestess of some oriental rite; she was wearing an astrakhan cap which was shaped like a wizard‟s conical hat. Her complexion was olive and her eyes had the glint of opals; her black hair was tousled and the rebellious tresses seemed to writhe like the serpent locks of a Medusa.


At the wedding, Walter inquired of „an old hag‟ the secrets of marital bliss.


The most important thing of all is to see to it that the marriage will be a sweet. Thar is why we Gypsies spare no money in buying sweetmeats for the feast, ay, and a girl when she is going before the priest with her bridegroom must put a lump of sugar under her armpit to ensure the sweetness of her wedding… she must burn flowers gathered on St John‟s Eve as a protection against sickness and she must hang up branches of garlic in her house for luck and against evil, for the garlic turns black after attracting all the evil into itself and so protects her.


Her advice for the groom sounded more familiar to Western readers for she urged the young man “the week before the marriage to go around the town drinking with his friends in every tavern, for water is the one drink he must avoid.”


In 1935 Bernard Newman11 had a rather different experience at a Gypsy wedding:


I didn‟t like the bridegroom and he didn‟t like me. I was unconsciously stealing some of his thunder; few, if any, of the party had ever seen an Englishman before, and for the moment I attracted more attention than the groom. He was a vicious-looking brute, dark almost as an Indian, with thick, sensuous lips; the way he looked at his bride disgusted me; and when he lifted the poor girl‟s ragged skirt to display her attractions to the whole company, I could have hit him… it would have given me a great deal of pleasure to have given him a damned good hiding.










1  Travels in Hungary, 1797.



2  Rare Adventures and Painefull Peregrinations, 1632.



3  Roth was the schoolmaster at Mediaş and was opposed to the introduction of Hungarian as the official school language.



4  The statue, sculpted by Fadrusz, was actually erected by the Austro-Hungarians in 1902.



5  Between the Woods and the Water, 1986.



6  John McCulloch, Drums in the Balkan Night, 1936.



7  Round about the Carpathians, 1878.



8  See short biography in Chapter 4.



9  Between the Woods and the Water, 1986.



10  Transylvania: its Products and its People, 1865.



11  The Blue Danube, 1935.












Chapter Two The Medieval World of Sighişoara



Leaving the centre of Cluj behind, covered in its fin-de-siècle architectural icing like a giant birthday cake, I passed by soft valleys, folding into each other over crests of maize and sunflower fields, through the villages of Căianu, Mociu, Cămăraşu, Crăieşti, and Fărăgău, nestling in the hillside troughs. For those who work this land, it is a life of toil and sweat, if not blood and tears; for every tractor, there were a thousand carts pulled by an assortment of hardy horses, donkeys and docile oxen. The harvest was scythed with nothing more than a sharp blade and muscle power; no one from the youngest to the eldest was exempt. There was a sense of cheerful purposefulness in the haymaking whilst the proverbial sun shone down. Winters here are cruel and with a multitude of mouths to feed through the long, dark days ahead, there was no time for frolicsome diversions. All the farms had to lay in food to husband the geese, pigs, and cows on which they will subsist.


The heat of summer shrouded everything in a lazy haze, creating an eerie silence that pervaded the landscape and masked the frenetic activity of the harvest. This false quietness was a phenomenon of the long distances, which lay between the small groups of people thrashing at the standing hay, all out of earshot of each other on this great expanse of yellow and green. Fields planted in long, skinny strips gave the hillsides subtle patterns of line and colour. This was a journey across a vanished world of non-mechanised farming, the long-forgotten English village world of Flora Thompson.1


By midday I had reached Reghin, a pretty county town of pastel coloured houses. To the north lay Brâncoveneşti, advertised as a “magnificent building with four towers,” built in 1557-1558. Perched on a small hill on the west bank of the Mureş River, the castle was difficult to spot, for thick trees had been allowed to obscure its once commanding view. After climbing forever up a narrow flight of stone steps from the valley floor, I was stopped at a small “sentry box” beside a high wire fence.


“Bună ziua, I would like to look at the castle,” I announced breathlessly.


The sentry, for that was the role he assumed, replied: “Have you permission from the director?”


“No.”


“Then you can‟t come in.”


“Perhaps I could speak with the director?” I optimistically suggested.


“Director is away,” he bluntly replied. Then, in the manner of delivering the coup de grace to a dying man, he triumphantly added: “In fact, he is not in country.”


I sensed that something was amiss for a director who could travel abroad was obviously a figure of some import and unlikely to be a mere curator. Aida intervened with some well-chosen words that resulted in the “sentry” leaving his post to search for a higher authority. We slipped through the gate in his absence and found a community of mentally handicapped adults, all effusively friendly. So all was explained: the director was a doctor. After much handshaking with the inmates, I deduced there would be little to see inside now that the castle had become a medical institution and bade my farewells.


Following the Mureş Valley south, back through Reghin, I searched for Gorneşti Castle, a Baroque house of 1770 placed in the middle of “a beautiful dendrological park.”2


I eventually found a children‟s home with a sprawling playground, albeit with the famous 52 rooms and 365 windows of Gorneşti, and once again defeated by institutionalisation, I moved on to a third house, Dumbrăvioara. There was little sign of it when I came to a village of the same name, so Aida asked an old man for directions. They were both equally baffled at the outcome of their conversation since he only spoke Hungarian and Aida Romanian. It turned out that the yellow ochre manor house in the centre of Dumbrăvioara was indeed the castle. Now it stood semi-derelict with the once-tended courtyard garden overgrown with rank weeds, the broken window panes of the elegant façade unreplaced. A passer-by told me that it was a school with little enough money for books, let alone paint. Once, it must have been the splendid home of a prosperous Magyar nobleman, a picture of „an admirably found estate‟3 with children and dogs at play on the gravel drive that swept up to the graceful stone steps of the oak-panelled entrance.


Soon I arrived at Târgu Mureş, a big bustling market town or Târgu where Hungarian was the everyday lingua franca: it was known as Maros Vasarhely to most of its inhabitants. Dark skinned Gypsy men stood on the corners in the shade of floppy leafed poplar trees, engaged in heated and, judging by their laughs, amusing conversations which were conducted in a cloistered moustachioed space beneath the broad brims of their black trilbys. The town of Târgu started around 1300 as Novum Forum Syculorum, the new „burgh‟ of the Szecklers. As the Protestant work ethic gathered momentum in the fifteenth century, it became a hive of crafts and in 1616, with its sister cities, Sibiu and Sighişoara, Târgu was granted the status of a “royal free town,” a status it was to hold onto for the next three hundred years.


As in Cluj, a twentieth century Orthodox church has been erected at one end of the main square, a lumpen design clumsily contrasting with the Gothic elegance and simplicity of line of its next door neighbour, the Reformed Church of 1316-1442. The Medieval fortress lies just to the East of the main square and contains a simple Franciscan church in the centre. The walls were well preserved as were its towers which, by custom, were allocated to various guilds to defend; in this instance, the cobblers, butchers, furriers and coopers, who were numerous enough to provide round the clock guards and rich enough to maintain the fabric of the towers of Târgu Mureş and provide the necessary arms and munitions to defend them.


Twenty miles to the south of Târgu Mureş lies the fabled Saxon town of Schassburg, styled in Romanian Sighişoara. Once Castrum Sex — Fortress Number Six — Schassburg was one of the siebenburgen4 of


the Saxon settlers of the twelfth century. Patrick Leigh Fermor succinctly summarised5 their early history:


What happened was this. When the early kings of Hungary, notably Geza the Second in the twelfth century, found this region — according to the Hungarian chroniclers — deserted, they summoned colonies of „Saxon‟ settlers from the Middle and Lower Rhine, some from Flanders, and others, it is said, from the Mosel, and even a few Walloons. They tilled the land and built the towns, often, as here, on ancient Dacian sites; these are the Bergen in question, and in time the growing constellations of their farms and villages dovetailed with the regions of the Szecklers and Hungarians and Roumanians… Their spoken dialect strayed a little from that of their countrymen in the West but no further than a regional dialect should; and later, when the Reformation found its way to the Carpathians, feelings of tribal solidarity prompted them to adopt Luther‟s teaching. To a remarkable degree, these settlements followed the line of evolution of the German towns and villages in the west; the same burgher and artisan way of life prevailed, very different in style from Magyar dash and vainglory and the selfsufficient stubbornness of the Szecklers and smouldering pastoral diligence of the Roumanians.


Up the narrow cobbled street, under the fairy tale clock tower with its green and gold tiled roof and elaborate Swiss-engineered clock, I entered the world of Medieval Germany. Arriving on a market day where „numerous white-horned oxen lying unyoked before their carts of corn and vegetables, formed pretty and picturesque groups,‟ Charles Boner could scarcely believe his eyes in 1865:6


„Are you sure,‟ you ask yourself, „that this really is the nineteenth and not the sixteenth century?‟


Surrounded by three walls and fourteen towers, named as in Târgu Mureș after their patron guilds, tanners, tinkers, goldsmiths, ropers, butchers, furriers, tailors, cobblers and ironsmiths, Sighişoara was wrapped in a time warp save for the inevitable bands of tourists who roamed its narrow streets.


I found lodgings by the Roman Catholic Church with Madame Maria Drăgan, which approximately translates into Darling.7 Aged 91, she was delighted to put us up and made a great fuss over Aida, treating her as a surrogate granddaughter. Maria had memory lapses of fairly monumental proportions; in making up the beds, she discovered a trove of objects she was convinced she had long ago lost, not to mention a library of unpaid bills secreted under cushions and behind chairs. There was neither running water nor lavatory; she suggested we followed her routine and used the communal „bath‟ in the platz in the lower town. Since it was a warm summer‟s evening, no one demurred from this but on a freezing winter‟s night, it would have been a dire trip.


Her house was over an old apothecary‟s shop, which once would have dispensed some strange prescriptions. For Schweins-fieber, or swine fever, when a fever occurred every three days, the victim was advised to eat with the pigs out of their trough and to lie down on the threshold of the pigsty. For the ague, the Saxons advised one to cover the patient with nine layers of different clothing or to go into the garden, shake a tree, and thereby transfer the fever to it. To improve one‟s love life, the advice was to take the two hind legs of a green tree frog, bury them in an anthill until all the flesh was removed, then securely tie the bones in a linen cloth and make sure it touched the object of your desire.


On the highest ground above the town, yet still within the walls, is the Biserică din deal, or Church from the Hill, reached through a long wooden-covered stairway dating from 1662. I arrived to find a funeral in progress; in front of the bier, mourners were carrying simple wreaths of pine branches. As the procession silently shuffled into the graveyard, the churchwarden announced that the Biserică was closed for the day. He relented when I begged for five minutes grace, mildly protesting that I had come all the way from London to see it. The Church itself was being restored but it was possible to go inside and view the stark, simple interior, no wall or facing given to decoration or ornateness.


The setting sun cast long shadows across the steep streets of stone timber-framed houses, their colours of pink, blues, greens, and ochre, slowly stolen by the approaching night. I roamed the town for Leigh Fermor‟s) “inn with gabled and leaded windows in a square lifted high above the roofs and triple cincture of the town wall… and the heavy oak table in the Gastzimmer8 but to no avail.


Aida meanwhile had discovered the story of Ali Pasha and recited it as we sat over glasses of cool white wine at a cafe in the Town Square:


By Schassburg, on the mountain


A turret grey doth stand,


And from the heights it gazes


Down on the Kokel land.


And ne‟er a passing wand‟rer


This turret who doth see,


But pauses to enquire here


What may its meaning be.


It is a proud remembrance


Of doughty deeds and bold.


Still faithfully the people


Relate this legend old:


In bygone days of trouble


Went forth, with sword and brand,


A mighty Turkish Pasha,


To devastate the land.


Thus also would he conquer


This ancient Saxon town;


But here each man was ready


To die for its renown.


And there upon the mountain


The Pasha took his stand,


An elephant bestriding,


A scimitar in hand.


The mighty Ali Pasha,


He swears with curses wild,


That by his beard will he destroy


The Saxon, chick and child.


Then struck the haughty Moslem


Full in the breast a ball;


With curses yet upon the lip,


A death-prey he must fall.


The leaden ball came flying,


Full thousand paces two,


From out a fortress turret,


With deadly aim and true.


A sturdy goldsmith was it


Who fired this famous shot;


The Turkish horde, which seeing,


Their courage all forgot.


And panic-struck escaping,


Their Pasha left to die,


The elephant still bestriding.


With fixed and glassy eye.


Then sallied forth the Saxons


As thus the Moslems fled.


And gazed on the dead Pasha


With joy and yet with dread.


They built up Ali Pasha


Within that turret grey,


From head to foot still armed


In battle-field array;


His elephant beside him


Was buried here as well,


And outside an inscription


Their history doth tell.


By times a plaintive wailing


May here be heard at night;


Or chance you to see flitting


A phantom figure white,


The pasha „tis, who cannot


Find lasting rest, they say,


Because „mid heavy curses


His spirit passed away


That night in the Town Hall, there was a concertul absolvenţilor or graduation concert for young musicians from all over Romania. Held in the Festival Hall, a late nineteenth century room of gilded mirrors and silverpainted panels, lit with candle-filled chandeliers, the music of flute, piano, and oboe wafted across the ancient roofs, seeping into garret and cellar alike. With the support from proud parents tangible in the excitement of the evening, each student rose to the occasion without a false note, not a sign of nerves at any time. The partisan applause was rapturous and fully deserved.


As I walked back to my lodgings in the moonlight now flooding the little town and bouncing in luminous glints off the wet cobblestones, the old Romanian incantation came to mind, in which the moon is a beautiful maiden and the sun her brother:


O luminous moon, luminous moon, come and take away the spell and the desolation, and the hatred from the world, and from my house, and from my table, and from my garden, and from my vineyard, and from my craft, and from my trade, and from my purse, and drive it away to wild mountains and forests; and us and our children and those who shall be born unto us hereafter, leave us clean and pure like refined gold and like the sun that shines brilliantly in the skies.


I sensed that Sighişoara was teetering on the cusp between its old way of life and the demands of modern tourism. My visit had been just in time. It would be inappropriate for mass tourism to come here for, as Sacherverell Sitwell1 observed in 1938, it was “a small town which is picturesque but has little, beyond that, to detain the attention” and therein lay its charm. Unfortunately, „little‟ includes the house where Dracula was supposedly born and this is the monetary magnet for the tourist industry.


The myth of Bram Stoker‟s Count Dracula, in many cases the sum total of people‟s knowledge about Romania, is as preposterous as it is fanciful. The real Dracula was called Vlad “Dracula,” that is son of “Dracul,” a word meaning both the „devil‟ and „dragon‟ in Romanian and used here in the context of his father‟s right to wear the dragon insignia of a Knight of the Crusader Order of the Dragon. Dracula earned another nickname, “Tepeş” or the Impaler, his favourite method of execution, used extensively by the Persians hundreds of years before. It was the Persians, too, who began the practice of crucifixion.


Dracula lived between 1431 and 1476, ruling the lawless principality of Wallachia no less than three times. These were troubled times — in the north, his lands marched with the Hungarian Kingdom, ruled by the formidable Matthias Corvinus, and to the south, the Ottomans were the new regional superpower after the fall of Constantinople in 1453. Although a skilled diplomat, Dracula tended to resort to the sword with alacritous enthusiasm and earned the undying hate of the Saxons whom he impaled with gusto. Yet his raids against the Ottomans along the banks of the Danube, ferocious in their intensity, protected Christendom from the onward march of Islam.


The powers of the Ottoman Sultan were absolute and, over life and death, utter and arbitrary. It was he, who on finding one of his prize cucumbers missing, had ripped open the stomachs of his gardeners to discover which one of them had eaten it. Dracula understood this blood-thirsty tendency better than most since, at the age of twelve, he had been given as a hostage to the Sultan and held in the fortress of Egrigoz in Western Anatolia in bond for his father‟s future good conduct. He was released at the age of seventeen, after his father had been murdered by Hunyadi boyars and his elder brother hideously tortured, then buried alive. When Mehmed the Second, the conqueror of Constantinople and a man well versed in the use of mass terror himself, approached Dracula‟s headquarters at Târgovişte in 1462, a Turkish chronicler of the time noted down the blood curdling sight that greeted him.


In front of the wooden fortress where he (Dracula) had his residence he set up at a distance of six leagues two rows of fences with impaled Hungarians, Moldavians and Wallachians (and Turks). In addition since the neighbouring area was forested, innumerable people were hanging from each tree branch.


His reaction, recounted a Greek chronicler, was that of an emperor “overcome by amazement, admitting that he could not win land from a man who does such great things and above all knows how to exploit his rule and that over his subjects in this way.”


Three hundred and fifty years later on Dracula‟s old Danubian battlefields the Ottomans were still using mass murder as an instrument of rule; the grisly pyramid at Nish contained the skulls of over 16,000 Bulgarian Christians executed after the rebellion of 1816. Mercia MacDermott in her portrait2 of the Bulgarian patriot, Vasil Levsky, writes:


Whitened by rain and sun, these grisly relics gleamed like polished marble, and, at first sight, may have seemed a fitting portal to the birthplace of Constantine the Great. Only when the approaching traveller reached the shadow of the edifice itself was its ghastly secret revealed Hair still clung to some of the skulls, floating in the air like hideous lichens, while the mountain breezes rushed through the empty eve-sockets and open jaws, so that the skulls seemed to wail and sigh, as those they were still alive and suffering. To the faint-hearted, these ghostly voices spoke a warning which sent them fleeing to their homes, with their bodies drained of manhood, and their right hands numbed with fear.


Vlad was a man of his times, undoubtedly misguided “in his attempts to legislate virtue and morality through the use of terror,3 but an inspired strategist in the containment of Ottoman power and thus the defence of Christianity. His obsession with gory statistics in his reports to King Matthias, „840 killed at Vectrem; 630 at Turtucaia; 210 at Marotim…,‟ accompanied by two bags of heads, noses, and ears as physical evidence seems obscene, even by the standards of contemporary Europe. Yet five years after Vlad‟s death, whilst in Italy Bellini and Boticelli may have been at their most prolific under the patronage of the Medicis, the Spanish inquisition began its proceedings, initiating a wave of terror that shook Spain to its foundations and led to the expulsion of Jews eleven years later.


My favourite story of Vlad is told by James Skene in his Frontier Lands of the Christian and the Turk.4 The Sultan had sent a party of officers to parley with Vlad. When they appeared before him, he bade them salute him by taking off their turbans. So far, so good. Alas, they refused to do so, and he retorted that if they wished to keep them on, they should be fully satisfied; and he had them nailed into their heads.


Maria was waiting up anxiously to warn me about a complaint from across the street. Apparently the unintentional slamming of my defective car door had incensed the elderly inhabitants of the house opposite; threats had been traded and recourse to the police mooted. Maria put it down to commercial jealousy — “they have no lodgers” — but their vengeance was truly Machiavellian in its design. They shut their pampered dog out for the night and sleep was near impossible in the unending cacophony of yelps and miserable howls.
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