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In the first days of January 1921, I was handed a letter that had arrived from the hospital in Nice. It had been found on a poor man who had slit his own throat. Because of the severity of his wound, there seemed to be little hope that he would survive. I read the letter and realized that I was witnessing the desperate struggles of a genius. I was deeply moved. It was like a scorching wind sweeping across the plain, the outpouring of the heart of a new Gorky from the Balkans. They succeeded in saving him. I wished to meet him. We began corresponding, and soon became friends. His name was Istrati.

He had been born in Brăila in 1884. His father, whom he had never known, had been a smuggler. His mother, a Romanian peasant woman, was an admirable soul who worked tirelessly throughout her life. Although he loved her dearly, he left her at the age of twelve, driven by an irresistible desire to wander or, more accurately, by the burning need to love and to know the world.

The next twenty years of his life were spent as a wanderer, filled with extraordinary adventures, exhausting labor, hardship, and vagrancy. He was scorched by the sun, drenched by the rain, left homeless, harassed by policemen, tormented by hunger, stricken by illness, consumed by passion, and crushed by poverty. He tried every kind of work imaginable. He was a tavern waiter, a street vendor, a porter, a boilermaker, a locksmith, a machinist, a servant, a sign painter, a house painter, a journalist, and a photographer. For a time, he also became involved in revolutionary movements.

Usually penniless, and at times hiding aboard ships to avoid being caught, only to be put ashore at the first port, he traveled through Egypt, Syria, Jaffa, Beirut, Damascus, Lebanon, the East, Greece, and Italy. He possessed nothing, yet he amassed an immense treasury of memories. He often stilled the hunger of both body and soul by reading voraciously, especially the great Russian masters and the writers of the East.

He was a born storyteller, an Oriental raconteur who delighted in his own tales and became carried away by them. Once he surrendered himself to a story, no one, not even he himself, could tell whether it would last an hour or a thousand and one nights. The Danube and all its winding bends flowed through his narratives. His storytelling genius was so irresistible that in the letter he wrote the day before attempting suicide, he interrupted his own cries of despair twice in order to recount two humorous episodes from his past.

I persuaded him to commit some of his stories to paper, and at last he began writing a work of considerable scope. It was a book of memories, and like his own life, it was dedicated to friendship. For friendship was a sacred passion to him. Throughout his life, he carried within him the memory of every face he had encountered. Each person concealed the mystery of a unique destiny, and he longed to discover it. Every section of what he wrote stood as a long story in its own right. Three or four of these stories were worthy of comparison with the masterpieces of the great Russian writers. Yet he differed from them through his spirit of reconciliation, his radiance, his faith in reason, his poignant joy, and that exuberance of storytelling capable of rescuing a suffocating soul.

One should not forget that the man who wrote such vivid and living pages had learned French only seven years earlier by reading our classical authors.

Romain Rolland
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Like our friend Romain Rolland, you too believe that I ought to explain, in a few lines, the central theme that runs through all of my books.

I have never felt that I was under any obligation to explain such a thing. I am not a professional writer, nor shall I ever become one. Chance decreed that, in the deep waters of the ocean of society, I should be caught on a fishing line by the fishermen of Villeneuve. I am their creation. In order to live my second life, I needed their approval; and to earn that warm and generous approval, they asked me to write.

"I do not expect passionate letters from you," he wrote to me, "I expect a work. Give us creations that are your own fruits, more enduring than yourself, more truly yourself."

Driven onward by that lash, and nourished by the oats so generously offered to me by my friend Georges Ionesco, I threw myself into the task with enthusiasm. The Memoirs of Adrien Zograffi are the work of the three of us. The only part that belongs solely to me is the whitewash on the building, the photographs taken in the open air, and the other ten humble works that everyone is able to understand.

For the moment, Adrien Zograffi is nothing more than a young man in love with the East. Wherever he travels, he discovers his own Sorbonne. He is self-educated. He lives, dreams, and desires much. Later, he will dare to say that many things have been badly arranged by mankind and by the Creator alike. I know that, in The Creator and the Englishman's Travels, it is dangerous for a wandering photographer or house painter to speak against people who neither take photographs nor whitewash walls. But here in France, as you say, it is impossible to satisfy everyone, including the Father above.

I hope Adrien will be forgiven for such boldness. For while preserving his freedom, he will also dare to pursue something greater: to love, to be everywhere, and to become the friend of every person who possesses a heart. Such people are rare. Yet Adrien refuses to believe that the universe is as vast and unreachable as people imagine.

While waiting to hear his own story, there is nothing better to do than to listen to the stories of others. If you wish, let us listen to them together with him.

Panait Istrati
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Adrien wandered absentmindedly along Mere de Dieu Street in Brăila, the avenue that stretched from the church to the public garden bearing the same name. When he reached the entrance to the park, he stopped. He was furious and deeply agitated.

"After all!" he cried aloud. "I'm not a child anymore! I have every right to understand life as I myself feel it."

It was six o'clock in the evening, the end of a working day. The park's paths, leading toward its two main gates, were almost deserted. The lilac groves were already sinking into the darkness of night, while the setting sun gilded the sandy walkways. Bats fluttered about in every direction as though bewildered. Nearly all the benches lining the paths stood empty. Only in the secluded corners of the park did a few young couples sit locked in each other's arms, hastily straightening themselves whenever an unsuspecting passerby approached. Adrien paid no attention to anyone he encountered. He breathed in greedily the pure scent rising from the freshly watered sand and the mingled fragrance of the flowers, while trying to understand something that remained beyond his grasp.

Above all, he could not understand his mother's objections to the people he chose as friends. Their disagreement had led to a violent quarrel between mother and only son. Adrien reflected:

"In her eyes Mikhail is a stranger, a suspicious fellow, a servant working for Kir Nikola. But why? And who am I? A house painter... and before that a servant in this very bakery! If tomorrow I were to leave for another country, would I too become nothing more than a vagabond there?"

He struck the ground angrily with his foot.

"Damn it all! It's plainly unjust to poor Mikhail. I love the man because he endures poverty without ever complaining, and because he's wiser than I am. What difference would it make if he climbed onto the rooftops and shouted his name, his country, and the number of teeth he was missing? Would that stop him from being a vagabond? Very well then, yes, I want this vagabond as my friend! And I feel happier because of it."

As he walked on, Adrien sifted through everything his mother had said to him, and in the end every argument seemed absurd.

"And what about this business of marriage? I'm only eighteen years old, and already she's thinking of fastening some foolish girl to my neck, someone who'll exhaust my affection, turn my room into a rubbish heap, perhaps even burden me with a whole brood of children! Good Lord! As though there were nothing wiser in this world than producing little fools, filling the earth with prisoners, and then chaining oneself to one of those helpless creatures! No, no! Even if he were ten times more questionable, I'd still rather have a friend like Mikhail. And as for that fellow they call Hang-them-by-the-Tongue, I honestly don't know why I'm so fond of him. Perhaps because, just as God had to speak before there was light, light itself has always come from the words of those strong enough to speak."

In the stillness of the spring evening, the shrill whistle of a ship pierced the air and startled the young man awake from his thoughts. At the same moment, the fragrance of roses and carnations filled his nostrils.

Adrien turned toward the promenade overlooking the Danube and the harbor. He stopped for a moment to gaze at the electric lights glittering aboard the ships lying at anchor. An irresistible longing for travel seized his heart.

"My God! How wonderful it must be to sail away on one of those ships, to discover distant shores and other worlds!"

Unable to surrender to that longing, he lowered his head and resumed walking. Then he heard someone calling behind him.

"Adrien!"

He turned around. A man sat smoking on a bench he had just passed, one leg crossed over the other. Because of the darkness and his own nearsightedness, Adrien failed to recognize him. The man remained seated. As Adrien approached hesitantly, he suddenly cried out with delight:

"Stavro!"

They shook hands, and Adrien sat beside him.

Stavro was a fairground peddler. Because he sold patent medicines at country fairs, people usually called him "the lemonade seller." He was a second cousin of Adrien's mother and had once been well known among the town's colorful characters. Now he was almost forgotten, buried beneath the thirty years that had passed and beneath the scandal caused long ago by his own conduct.

He was somewhat taller than average, a pale, colorless blond man, very thin, with a face deeply lined by wrinkles. His large blue eyes revealed his entire life. At times they were open and sincere; at others, cunning and fearful.

His existence had always been unstable, shaped by his restless and wandering nature. A year after marrying a wealthy and sentimental young woman, he emerged from respectable society humiliated, heartbroken, and forever changed. Ever since the age of twenty-five, he had lived a life tossed about by the tragic machinery of that society.

Adrien knew the story only vaguely. His mother had mentioned it from time to time as an example of a shameful life, never going into detail. Yet Adrien had drawn precisely the opposite conclusions. More than once, guided by instinct alone, he had leaned over Stavro as though he were a musical instrument, eager to hear the sounds hidden within him. But the instrument had remained silent.

Besides, they had met only two or three times, and always outdoors. Like every respectable household, his mother's home was closed to Stavro. And besides, what could that carefree fairground peddler possibly have said to a boy who was so carefully protected, indulged, and monopolized by his family?

To everyone, Stavro was a joker, and indeed he was, deliberately so. Even when new, his clothes looked loose, shabby, and worn. With his provincial appearance, his unpressed collarless shirt, his air of a horse trader who might just as easily be a thief, and his theatrical antics that amused others while degrading himself, he was forever launching into flamboyant performances.

Whenever he met an acquaintance in the street, he greeted them with ridiculous but accurate nicknames, never truly insulting. Many of them came to expect it. If he happened to like someone, he would take him to a café, order half a liter of wine, raise a toast, then excuse himself by saying he had to step into the courtyard "for a necessity," only to disappear forever without returning. If one of his acquaintances irritated him, he would instantly say:

"So-and-so is waiting for you at such-and-such café. Better hurry!"

What delighted Adrien most, however, were Stavro's tobacco pouch and his dried herring heads.

While chatting, Stavro would casually pull one of those small, dried fish heads from his pocket and quietly fasten it to the coat of the most talkative person present. The unsuspecting fellow would stroll through the streets with a fish head apparently biting his jacket, providing endless amusement to everyone who noticed it.

His tobacco-pouch trick was even better.

In the East, tobacco pouches were commonly used by people who rolled their own cigarettes, and such smokers often borrowed one another's pouches. Stavro never missed the chance to approach the first smoker he saw. But instead of thanking the owner and returning the pouch after using it, he would slip it into his own pocket, from where it would quietly fall to the ground. Immediately he would rush to pick it up, carefully dust it off, apologize profusely, and pretend to place it back into its owner's pocket, only to let it slide down the side and fall once again onto the pavement.

The poor little case, whether made of nickel plate or cardboard, always ended up on the sidewalk once more.

"Oh, how clumsy I am!"

"Oh, never mind, sir," the bewildered owner would reply as he examined his battered tobacco pouch, while everyone standing nearby burst into laughter.

Yet Stavro never again crossed paths with those unfortunate owners whose tobacco pouches had suffered at his hands.

It was because of such ridiculous antics that Adrien had come to like the man.

Yet there was also something about Stavro that troubled and bewildered him.

Sometimes, in the very midst of one of his absurd jokes, Stavro would suddenly turn toward Adrien with a serious expression and fix him with a clear, calm, penetrating gaze, as though looking into the innocent, trusting eyes of a calf. At such moments Adrien felt strangely diminished by this fairground peddler, enchanted by this illiterate man. He could never explain the feeling, and so he began examining himself instead. But such moments were rare. That mysterious and unsettling expression, which Adrien called "the other Stavro," appeared only occasionally, and only for him.

One day, ten months before their meeting in the park, Adrien had accompanied the lemonade seller to the grocery of an elderly Greek merchant who supplied him with sugar and lemons. It was there that "the other Stavro" unexpectedly appeared before him.

The three men stood together in a dim corner of the shop. Every hard line had vanished from Stavro's face; his features had softened. Looking with bright, open eyes at the grocer's broad, gloomy face, he spoke with embarrassed yet unwavering sincerity, while the old man silently nodded.

"Kir Margulis... Business is bad. The weather hasn't been warm enough, so nobody is buying lemonade. I'm living on what little I've saved... and on your sugar. You understand, don't you? Once again I can't pay you. It'll be like the other times. If I die, you'll lose ten francs."

The old shopkeeper, who understood people, silently extended his dry hand and gave him the goods on credit.

Outside, with his bundle tucked under his arm, Stavro immediately hurried off to make a pun, slap the shoulder of someone he barely knew, and hop along on one leg.

"I fooled him, Adrien... I fooled him!" he whispered into the young man's ear.

"You shouldn't say that, Stavro," Adrien protested. "You didn't fool him. You'll pay him back."

"Yes, Adrien... if I don't die, I'll pay him. And if I do die... then the devils can settle my debt."

"If you die... that's another matter. But you said you tricked him. That makes it sound as though you intend to cheat him."

"Yes... I'm a scoundrel," Stavro whispered. "Unfortunately, Adrien... I'm a terrible scoundrel."

With that, he turned to leave. But seized by a sudden fear, Adrien grabbed him by the collar of his jacket and cried out in a hoarse voice:

"Stay, Stavro! You're going to tell me the truth now! I see two different people inside you. Which one is real? The good man... or the trickster?"

Stavro struggled to free himself.

"I don't know!"

He tore himself roughly from Adrien's grasp.

"Leave me alone!" he shouted angrily.

After walking a short distance, he seemed to regret having hurt the young man. Without turning back, he added:

"I'll tell you... when the yellow has disappeared from your beak."

From that day on, they did not meet again. Between March and October Stavro wandered from one country fair to another. During the winter he sold roasted chestnuts and grilled meat in places known only to himself. He came to Brăila only when he needed to buy supplies.

Adrien's joy at meeting Stavro that evening in the public park was as great as the joy of rivers reaching the sea.

Stavro, however, was unusually quiet, a change that pleased Adrien immensely. In the fading light of dusk, the young man studied his face and found that it had scarcely changed. No one could have guessed his true age, yet Adrien noticed that the hair at his temples had begun to turn gray.

"Why are you looking at me like that?" Stavro asked with a touch of bitterness. "I'm not for sale."

"I know," Adrien replied. "I was only trying to see whether you've grown old."

"I'm both young and old... just like the sparrows."

"That's true," Adrien said after a pause. "You're a sparrow yourself, Stavro."

Then, smiling, he added,

"Wouldn't you like to borrow my tobacco pouch... just so you can drop it on the ground? It would remind you how curious I've always been to know where you've come from, where you're going, and how things are going for you."

"Where I've come from and where I'm going aren't very important," Stavro answered. "But I can tell you my affairs aren't going too badly. Still... these days I'm rather troubled, my little lamb."

He gave Adrien's knee a friendly slap.

"I've never known you to worry much," Adrien replied. "What's bothering you, my friend? Have you run out of lemons?"

"No, it isn't the lemons. The trouble is that honest vagabonds are becoming rare."

"Honest vagabonds?" Adrien repeated in surprise. "That's a contradiction. Vagabonds can't be honest."

"Is that what you think? Well, I know quite a few."

Stavro leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and fixed his eyes upon the ground. Adrien sensed that he was about to speak seriously and hoped the conversation would last a long time. Instead, Stavro began cautiously.

"Can you tell me what I need such a vagabond for?"

"To come with me to the fair at S... next Thursday. Well, not exactly for me, although it may seem that way. You know I usually stay near the pastry sellers who make fried pancakes at the fairs. People eat and drink, and I'm there selling lemonade. Whenever necessary, I even throw a handful of salt into the pancake batter... You see what an honest fellow I am!"

He laughed softly before continuing.

"Well, I have a pastry seller... Kir Nikolas."

"Kir Nikolas?" Adrien exclaimed, sitting upright.

"Yes, your neighbor... your former employer. But we've run into a problem. He doesn't want to leave his bakery and come to the fair. So he plans to send his servant Mikhail. While Mikhail fries the pancakes, he needs an honest vagabond to collect the money. I've been looking for one for two whole days."

Stavro finished in a serious, almost sorrowful tone.

"Brăila is becoming poorer and poorer... not in money, but in people."

Adrien suddenly felt as though a mission had been entrusted to him. Standing directly before the lemonade seller, he asked,

"Stavro... could I be the honest vagabond you're looking for?"

The fairground peddler raised his head.

"You're not making fun of me?"

"I'm serious. Honest vagabond indeed! I'll come with you."

With the agility of a chimpanzee, Stavro leaped into the air and shouted,

"The son of a wandering adventurer and a beautiful Romanian sweetheart... give me your hand! You've proved yourself worthy of your ancestors!"

"What do you know about my ancestors?"

"Oh, I'm certain they were magnificent vagabonds too!"

Laughing, the lemonade seller embraced the young house painter, took him by the arm, and hurried him along.

"Let's go tell Nikolas this wonderful news immediately! To reach S... by Tuesday morning and claim a good place, we must leave no later than tomorrow evening, Sunday. We'll travel one full day and two nights by wagon. The horse will go at a walk or at a gallop, depending on how much strength he has... and on the quality of the wine I find at the inns along the road."

The arrival of the fairground master and his "little lamb" caused an immediate uproar at the bakery.

The moment Kir Nikolas heard Stavro's booming voice, he sensed that the latter believed he had already won. Speaking breathlessly in Turkish, Stavro launched into a long speech. Mikhail, who understood every word, joined the argument, while Adrien, unable to understand anything, looked on in bewilderment.

When Mikhail answered in a calm and serious tone, Adrien saw Kir Nikolas shrug his shoulders. Stavro quieted down for a moment, then suddenly burst into an impassioned speech in fluent Greek.

"Don't concern yourselves with what his mother may say, my children! If I had lived according to my own mother's wishes, here I am at fifty years of age, and I would never have known how the sun rises and sets over the ditches that once surrounded our beautiful Brăila. You see, my friends, all mothers are the same. They want their children to live not only their own sorrows, but also their
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