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BUCHAREST, Romania -- It was dusty and dirty in this gritty
capital, and there was no hot water at my mother's apartment
anyway as the government worked to fix the pipes.

I had heard enough stories from my mom, a two-year Bucharest
resident, to know that my week in Romania, visiting Bucharest and
venturing into part of Transylvania, would be challenging at
times.

So I had few expectations when we arrived by train in Brasov,
a midsize city in Transylvania about 2 1/2 hours north of
Bucharest. From here, we were headed even farther into the
countryside. Whatever happened on our trip through rural Romania
would be an adventure.

After we disembarked, we pushed our way by Maria, the
loud-mouthed, low-budget hotelier made famous, she reminded us,
by budget travel books. Next came the pushy taxi drivers.

"Soferi, soferi," said my mother, using the Romanian word for
driver.

Soon the driver arrived in the form of Dana, a curly-haired
woman who spoke perfect English. We hurried out of the bustling
station, dumping our bags in the back of her dark green Land
Rover, stopping only for a young boy who started washing her
windshield for money.

We were headed to the hunting lodge of a count in a village
where a main mode of transportation remains the horse and cart,
and there is no running water.

Romania, a country slightly smaller than Oregon, was torn by
revolution in 1989 as people rose up after decades of oppression
under dictator Nicolae Ceausescu's regime. On Christmas Day,
after a perfunctory trial, Ceausescu and his wife, Elena, were
executed. It's a scene Romanians play over and over on television
during the anniversary.
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The Ceausescus' legacy is obvious among the crumbling
buildings, beggars, orphan children and hundreds of memorials to
revolutionary heroes at church steps and on road medians.

Romania hopes to enter the European Union, but for now its
economy is lagging and corruption remains. More than 44 percent
of the 22 million people live below the poverty line. A few years
ago, 3,300 villages had no phone service.

The country is a cheap place to visit for the budget traveler
even as it gets more tourist-savvy. Ticket prices to castles and
other attractions have risen in the past few years. Still, they
typically cost less than $ 2. Dinner for two with wine and dessert
was just $ 30 at the elegant Casa Doina, one of the finest
restaurants in Bucharest.

On the more luxurious side, our one-night stay for two at one
of Count Tibor Kalnoky's guesthouses in Miclosoara, about an hour
north of Brasov, was about $ 160, including a filling breakfast,
dinner with wine, a horse-and-cart ride and trips to and from the
train station.

###

In the countryside

Hungary once controlled Transylvania, where a mix of ethnic
groups, including Romanians, Germans, Gypsies and Hungarians,
live. In Miclosoara, locals still speak Hungarian and draw water
from wells, though Kalnoky has hooked his guesthouses to indoor
plumbing.

The Kalnoky family's history extends to medieval times, and
they spent 50 years in exile during Communist rule, when the
lodge fell into disrepair. Guests stay in a few homes around the
village.

Dana dropped us off at the main building first, a white
cottage filled with antiques. We tipped back a shot of Palinca,
the region's strong liquor, and cold, sweet juice made from the
flowers of an elder tree before hopping on the back of a wooden
cart, headed into the hills and meadows sprinkled with blue,
pink, yellow and white wild flowers.

We took a short hike to a spring, dry because of the lack of
rain. Under an old wooden shelter, we feasted on a picnic of
breaded chicken, hard-boiled eggs, homemade bread, fresh tomatoes
and cucumbers, and, of course, more Palinca. The bumpy trip back
to town took us through a birch forest and strawberry patches.

We walked along the dusty streets afterward. Men tipped their
hats, girls practiced their English with us and old women cloaked
their heads in shawls.

Kalnoky, a gracious host who has been described as a Ralph
Fiennes-look-alike, offers tours of the area, including
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bear-tracking at night and exploration of caves, including the
one the Pied Piper is said to have emerged from with the children
of Hamelin.

###

Visit to Vlad's castle

We opted for a less-expensive route to see larger towns in the
area and trace the life of another royal -- the 15th-century
Prince Vlad III, also known as Vlad Tepes or Vlad the Impaler,
and considered by some as the inspiration for Dracula.

We woke up to the sound of cows ambling by our window on their
way to pasture. We returned to Brasov, dropping our bags at the
train station and heading to Sighisoara, Vlad's birthplace.

Vlad is said to have enjoyed arranging the impaled heads of
his enemies on sticks and dining at banquets as he watched people
die.

Sighisoara doesn't look like the place that would give birth
to such evil. It is picturesque with narrow cobblestone streets,
brightly painted homes with terra cotta roofs and towers that
rise above the hilly city. Nine of the 14 towers remain and are
named after the guilds which took care of them, such as the
butcher, the shoemaker and the tinsmith. The clock tower that
dominates the skyline features carved wooden figurines, which
visitors can inspect up close if they're willing to climb the
steep staircase.

A restaurant operates at Vlad's birthplace. We ate a greasy
meal at a restaurant next to tables filled with a busload of
French tourists.

Exhausted, we headed back to Brasov, where we arranged with a
private driver to take us to another one of Vlad's alleged
hangouts, Castle Bran. We also toured the city, best known for
its Black Church, which was damaged by fire in 1689, and large
central square and pedestrian mall, dotted with fast-food
restaurants and clothing stores.

Pietri, our driver, picked us up the next morning and, for
$ 60, drove us around the region all day. The trip to Bran Castle
from Brasov took about an hour, along two-lane country roads,
through villages where shepherds herded sheep next to a gas
station and sweeping vistas are scarred with industrial plants.

Vlad may have only briefly visited Castle Bran, but shrewd
business people have capitalized on the castle's notoriety as the
Dracula Castle. Dozens of vendors outside the castle gate hawk
T-shirts, mugs and other paraphernalia with fake blood and
Dracula slogans. A couple of years ago, mostly local craftspeople
sold their handmade linens, delicate watercolors or carved wood
trinkets there.
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Castle Bran is described as a gloomy, forlorn place. But on
this visit, the castle, near Romania's prime skiing, seemed more
fairy tale than horror story with its white towers and balconies
overlooking the mountains. It was a favorite home for the
country's beloved Queen Marie in the early 1900s.

###

Back to the capital

The train back to Bucharest took us by forests and towns where
Gypsies decorate their homes with shiny, elaborate rooftops. We
stopped briefly in the village of Sinaia to visit the opulent
Peles Castle, a German Rennaissance-style structure with a
sliding glass ceiling, central heating and other modern
amenities, and the ornately painted Sinaia Monastery. We bought
handmade table linens from one of the few women outside the
castle before rushing to catch the train.

We sat back on the cushioned seats and prepared for the next
couple of days of sightseeing.

We'd eat at Italian restaurants, shop at a department store,
linger at the mall where the multiplex features the latest U.S.
movies and hear stories from my mother's friend who had seen
actor Andy Garcia shoot a movie in town.

We'd also walk through the Palace of Parliament, said to be
the world's second-largest building with massive chandeliers and
gold on the ceilings, and we'd hold babies at a hospital for
abandoned children and witness a man lift up his shirt to show us
his horrible scars and ask for money.

Romania remains a study in contrasts.

It's a place where movie stars mingle and automatic teller
machines are growing abundant, but street children pickpocket to
survive and villages are struggling to enter the 21st century.

###

###

RESOURCES

GETTING THERE: Round-trip flights to Bucharest from
Raleigh-Durham International Airport start at $ 500. Hotel prices
start at a meager $ 5 a night for a bed and go up to $ 250 or more
for rooms at the most luxurious hotels. Many cities have
automatic teller machines, but bring cash (lei) if you plan to
head into the countryside.

GUIDEBOOKS: "The Rough Guide to Romania," "Lonely Planet
Romania and Moldova" and "Fodor's Eastern and Central Europe."

INFORMATION: Romanian Tourist Office: (212) 545-8484.
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www.inyourpocket.com/romania/en/ is a good source of
information.

www.transylvaniancastle.com to learn more about Count Tibor
Kalnoky's guesthouses.

www.meganet.ro/casadoina/default.htm for information about
Casa Doina in Bucharest.
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GRAPHIC: Tucked in the Bucegi mountains, Peles Castle is known for its Murano
chandeliers, stained-glass windows and modern conveniences. Photo by Sarah
Lindenfeld Hall Perhaps better known as Dracula's Castle, Bran Castle may have
been briefly visited by Vlad the Impaler. Photo by Sarah Lindenfeld Hall
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