Romania Day 5 

A couple of corrections are in order.  The first one is that our guide spells his name Sorin and not with a “Z” like “Zorro.”  Secondly the clock tower I wrote about yesterday does NOT have figures that move around like the ones on the clock in Prague.  All this clock does is chime the hour and the drummer hits the drum the same number of times.  The action of the drummer is hard to see and not the least exciting.  Oh well, a disappointment to say the least.  But what can you expect from a nearly 500 year-old clock!
The first two pictures in today’s group are of Vlad Peles’s (aka Dracul) father, Prince Mercea.  It is the original fresco drawn hundreds of years ago and carefully preserved.  The second picture is a stylized photo of Vlad Peles himself.  There’s a better picture (not photo but drawing) of what he supposedly looked like in the clock tower museum.  It’s the penultimate photo right after the genealogy chart showing you Dracul’s ancestry. 

So today we started with breakfast, as usual, only this time we had to fight a large group of Bulgarians on tour in Romania to get near the food.  It was hilarious to watch this group go after food as if this were the first time they’d seen any.  We ate and then were off to see the clock tower museum.  It’s a small museum with many interesting items that one can photograph.  But, it’s housed in an actual tower – dating from 1280 – which means that (1) there are many, many stairs and (2) the staircases are narrow, wind around, and are steep.  I got up to the second or third level and left the rest to Jeff and Sorin.  The most interesting items to photograph were the clock mechanism, built in 1648, the view from the tower and the figures on the tower from the inside rather than from down on the ground looking up. 

We next wanted to see the Lutheran church across the street from the clock tower, but it was closed to the public.  After a few minutes and a talk with our guide, the women in charge opened the church – a former Dominican Monastery built in 1472 – so that we could see the inside and especially see the 16th Century Ottoman rugs that were hanging in the church.  Even though there were “no photography” signs all around, she permitted Jeff to take the photos you see of the rugs without flash photography.  Lutheran Churches use Turkish rugs to decorate the inside of the Church.  Parishioners used to bring them back from Turkey after returning and donate these rugs to the church as an offer of thanks for a safe trip.  Many of the rugs in Transylvanian Lutheran Churches are very old and in very good condition because they hang from the walls rather than sit on the floor where people could walk on them.
We left Sighisoara to visit Bran Castle, known popularly as Dracula’s castle.  This is a little bit of a stretch for two reasons.  The first is that Vlad Tepes, aka Dracul, only lived there for two weeks, if at all.  Secondly, the castle is now owned by the nephew of the daughter of the late King Ferdinand and Queen Marie of Romania.  The decorations within the castle reflect the furniture of the late Queen Marie and not Dracul.  The Castle was built by the Saxons in1382 to defend against the Turks.  From 1920 Queen Marie lived there until the forced abdication of King Michael in 1947.  This castle once guarded the border crossing between Wallachia and Transylvania. Nonetheless, it was interesting.  The climb to get to the castle was substantial enough that I was encouraged to stay below while Jeff and Sorin explored the castle. 

From Bran Castle we drove to Brasov to see the Black Church with its wealth of Turkish carpets.  However, while all other museums, etc. are closed on Monday, this one is closed Sunday, and so we will try to come back tomorrow when it is open.  We did take photos of the outside. 

Because Sorin, our guide, was born and raised in Brasov he showed off his town and we explored some of the sights after eating at a hotel restaurant where we each had a bowl of soup for lunch.  Now this is not Campbell’s Tomato soup, I’m referring to.  These are hearty and generously portioned home-made soups.  Mine was bean with smoked meat inside an entire loaf of bread.  You eat the soup and scrape out as much of the bread from around the sides as you want.  Jeff had beef goulash soup, served in a small kettle with a ladle, which is enough for at least two helpings.  So, one order of soup is a very ample lunch especially when the wait staff also supplies bread or other “goodies” to go with the soup.  The upshot is that the meal is filling without leaving you too full yet able to still eat dinner at a reasonable hour. 
So, around Brasov we walked.  We saw the City hall, an Orthodox Church where worshippers stand throughout the entire service rather than sit, a Catholic Church, St. Nicholas’ Catholic Church (the one with all the spires), and the first Romanian elementary school Museum.  It was pretty lousy weather outside – rainy and cold.

We went into the elementary school where the curator, Professor Vasile Oltean, author of several books, was showing another group around.  He stopped to speak to Sorin, who he knows well, and show us some of the artifacts he has on display including some incredibly old books, bibles, documents, music, and a tabernacle given to the Romanian government by Peter the Great of Russia.  Professor Oltean found all the material in the attic of old schools, lovingly put it all back together and now displays it for all to see. 
On an interesting side note, we asked Professor Oltean why the Romanians had changed from the Cyrillic alphabet to the Latin alphabet that they use today.  He said that the change was done for two reasons.  The first was that the Catholics were used to having a bible written in Latin characters and secondly Romania had ties to Rome and Latin was the alphabet of Rome.  But, the Romanians needed to create 14 more characters because they have 14 more sounds and needed one character to represent each sound.  Sometime in the 1860’s all this took place.  While our alphabet has 26 letters, the Romanian alphabet has 40, the letters plus the additional characters for sound.
We left Brasov for Sinaia, our destination for this evening.  Sinaia is one of several ski resort towns in the mountains and sure enough as soon as we started climbing, we saw snow on the grass and all around us.  It was raining and the roads were wet, but alongside us was snow!  That, combined with those returning to Bucharest from their weekend in the country, had traffic slowed for several miles.  Reminded me of returning vacationers after some time at the Eastern Shore.  
We arrived at our hotel for this evening, the Sinaia Palace Hotel, the best of the bunch during this four-day excursion out of Bucharest.  The rooms and bathrooms are large and modern, the amenities great, but there’s no Internet in the rooms – only Wi-Fi centrally located.  Oh well, can’t have everything.  The Lonely Planet guidebook, which we bought to help us through Romania, says this hotel has an air of “The Shining” about it with long halls and other features you’d recognize if you’ve ever seen the Stephen King horror flick.

Tomorrow, we are scheduled to see a 20th century palace and then return to Brasov, weather permitting, to finally see the Black Church.  I really don’t care about the palace, but we’ll see.  Also tomorrow night, we return to Bucharest and have one last dinner with the guide. 

Tonight’s dinner at the hotel was typical hotel food.  We had fried cheese, grilled chicken breast with French fries, and a doughnut concoction with pear preserves for dessert.  It was okay, but not nearly as good as the Romanian food we’ve had at past meals.  Tomorrow evening’s dinner will again be good Romanian food – yeah!  Tuesday, we’re on our own and Wednesday we come home.  It’s gone fast.
