Romania Day 1and 2
Day 1

We took our flight out of Dulles airport heading to Frankfurt and then Bucharest.  We were not put through the full body scanner or patted down or mauled in any way whatsoever.  In fact, it was just like it always was and we got through the security lines very quickly.  Flight was uneventful, we transferred in Frankfurt, which was less of a hassle than usual, and arrived at our hotel in Bucharest around 2:30 p.m. (Romanian time) which is 7 hours ahead of EST.  So, it was about 7:30 a.m. in Maryland. We were picked up at the airport and taken to our hotel, Hotel Opera, a “charming” hotel – read older and small.  It is quaint, in a good way, and we are reminded here why we always bring wash cloths and Kleenex.  We overlook the side streets of downtown, but saw some interesting buildings – architecture wise – on the way in from the airport.  Temperature control is also a little “iffy.”  But, the staff is very nice, very accommodating and speaks excellent English.
We have the rest of today and tomorrow free to explore museums here in Bucharest before meeting our tour guide tomorrow evening for dinner and an introduction to what we’ll see for the next four days.

Weather here is glorious – sunshine and in the 50’s.  This is my kind of weather.  But, never fear, it’s supposed to rain later in the week.

Tonight for dinner we asked the hotel for a recommendation and were sent to a Romanian restaurant about 3 blocks away – walking distance – called Vatra.  We had an eggplant dip – creamy, smoky and very good – served with chopped red onion and tomato – and 2 main dishes.  I ordered a chicken in grape leaves with polenta and Jeff got two mixed grill skewers with chicken, beef pork and vegetables.  The dishes were quite ample and very good, even if the grape leaves were a little tough.
So ends day one, which puts us into Wednesday and heading towards Thursday morning when we awaken.   
Day 2

Happy Thanksgiving to all. We slept like logs, woke up, went back to sleep, and didn’t get up until 8 a.m.  Most unusual for us and we had to scurry to get to breakfast, such that it was.  Many choices, some appetizing, some not, but everything was pretty well picked over by the time we got downstairs.  The one thing we’ve never have good luck with traveling outside the USA is orange juice.  Here, it’s like orange drink, thin and tasteless.  In China, we got it heated (once).  In Greece, it was fresh squeezed in a machine, but the oranges were sour, quite warm, and the inedible parts mixed into the juice.  Miss my Tropicana.
After breakfast we oriented ourselves and walked to the art museum, which is a couple of blocks from here – well, actually three or four, but close enough to walk.  We paid admission and an extra 50 lei (Romanian currency which is about three to a dollar) so that Jeff could take photos (without flash always) throughout the museum.  When he raised the camera, someone came to check if he had a badge which signified he could take pictures.  Museum has multiple buildings – one closed for renovations – which each house different periods of art.  We paid to see the two main exhibits which were excellent.  The collection consisted of rooms of old Romanian religious art (12th, 13th, 14th centuries and on up) which had been preserved.  Never seen so much in one place.  Other exhibits included rooms of Romanian artists who we’ve never heard of, but whose work really does deserve to be alongside Picasso, Monet, Rubens and others who are also exhibited at the museum.  There were many early Brancusi sculptures – he was Romanian – but nothing of the modern Brancusi that you’d find at the National Gallery in Washington.  The most interesting feature was the number of excellent Romanian artists on display.  I don’t recall seeing Romanian artists in any other museum I’ve visited or perhaps I wasn’t aware of the artist’s origins if I did see one. 
Lunch was at a tavern walking distance from the art museum (Athenian, the name proclaimed) and the dishes were Romanian and Italian.  Very eclectic.  Made up in taste for what we didn’t get at breakfast. 

After lunch we took a taxi to the Museum of the Romanian Peasant, a really unique museum featuring costumes, artifacts, entire houses and scenes from the life of the Romanian peasant throughout the last couple of hundred years or so.  There was an entire “grandma’s kitchen” recreated as well as life-sized statues dressed in costumes from various regional Romanian people.  The craft work is spectacular and the gift shop, which is supposed to be a great place for original Romanian crafts, didn’t sell anything like what was on display.  This museum too, charged 50 lei for photography, but you’ll see from the pictures it was worth it.  In fact, both museums were well worth the visits; though the peasant museum reminded me somewhat of the costumed area of the museum in Urumqi where one saw models representing all the Chinese ethnic groups dressed in their native costumes.
But, the Peasant museum isn’t arranged in any particular way – by time period, ethnic groups, etc.  So, you’re looking at a real hodge-podge when you go through it.  There is a laminated card which explains some of what you’re looking at, but not enough.  

The art museum was worse.  The labels were placed in the darkest corner on the wall next to the art work. To their credit however, the labels were printed in three languages, including English.  But the labels were usually done in reverse type and NOT to their credit, in such small type that even if you could position yourself to read the label without contorting your body, you probably couldn’t see it!  Why, oh why, do museums consistently do this?  There were also cards for each room which contained good information about the period and most of the works of art, but neither the works which the card referenced, nor the narrative had numbers or letters that could be matched.  So, you’re left with a guessing game and trying to figure out which art work to the right or left the card is explaining.  You have to go around and try to read the impossibly small plates. For those of us non-experts, I think museums should make it easy to match narratives with art works and everyone should be required to adhere to a minimum size and optimum location when working with descriptions of any work of art. 

The really good thing so far is that many Romanians speak English. The hotel personnel, the wait staff and others at the restaurant last night, hotel employees, museum staff, shop clerks, etc., all speak quite good English.  I suspect they learn it at school from an early age.  Our new guide told us that at one point, all school-aged children were required to learn two languages, either English and French or Russian and French.
Zorin will be our guide through the countryside and churches for the next four days.  Unlike China, he is both our guide and our driver.  Tonight, he took us to dinner at Restaurant Pescarus where we not only had dinner, but saw great entertainment. We had a Romanian dinner consisting of salad, a version of beef stroganoff –  with boiled potatoes instead of noodles – and dessert – a chocolate mousse cake.  The food was very good, but it was the entertainment that stood out.  First there was a 4 piece band that played pieces from the USA and other countries.  Then came the real Romanian entertainment.  Six musicians – all exceptional – and six dancers.  The dancers did three numbers in costumes representing three separate areas of Romania – Transylvania, Moldavia and Maramures (pronounced mara moor-esh).  The instruments the musicians played were: the accordion; a violin; a pennywhistle; a dambol (hammered like a dulcimer, and with a pedal); the pan pipes; bass; and the bagpipe.  Each, except the bass player, took turns playing solo pieces and as a whole, accompanied the dancers.  One musician played both the pennywhistle and the bagpipe, in case you’re counting! The music was traditional and wonderful and the dancers fun to watch.  In all, a great evening.  We left when the singer took the “stage” with her computer.  She performed songs with the original band and computer voice accompaniment and at that point, not understanding the meaning of all that, we left.  
Great day, great evening. Looking forward to a full day tomorrow as we visit the sights in Bucharest and travel 200 plus miles to Sibiu where we stay the night.
