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External Resources...

For readers interested in additional details, the book Escape from Ceaușescu’s Romania has a dedicated website where you can find further information in six languages: DE, EN, ES, FR, IT, RO:

www.evadare.ca

For the English edition, a list of historical, geographical, cultural, and travel-related links — referring to the events and places in Romania and Canada mentioned in the book — is available on the book’s website at the following address:

www.evadare.ca/en/en-links

Readers interested in other resources, such as events related to the life of the book, the Sighet Memorial, or images of the Canadian autumn, may visit:

www.evadare.ca/en/en-resources
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For the English Edition...

The Romanian-language edition of Escape from Ceaușescu’s Romania was launched in May 2025 at Bookfest in Bucharest, and again in June at Erasmus Bookshop in Sibiu — the city from which I set out toward the Danube 40 years earlier. Coresi Publishing House coordinated both the publication and the launch events in Romania.

During the May launch, I was interviewed by Mihaela Helmis of Radio Romania Actualități. A few days later, I met with the poet Ana Blandiana at the Civic Academy Foundation in Bucharest, where she also interviewed me for the Oral Heritage program of the Sighet Memorial, located in northern Transylvania, in the city of Sighet.

Relatives, former classmates from my school years in Romania, and neighbors from Dealul Ucii — the place where I grew up — joined me at the launch. Their presence moved me deeply. The response from the Romanian public exceeded all my expectations.

Back in Canada, I began to reflect on how I might ensure that this book — this vivid, authentic testimony, written 40 years later by someone who lived those moments in the flesh — could reach readers from other cultures who have never experienced anything similar.

I remembered that Helga, Dolf’s wife — one of the three fugitives, los tres amigos — had left me an email when they visited us in Canada in 1999 (see Chapter 7). I wrote to her, and she replied. That is how I reconnected with Dolf, who had already read the book.

With Dolf’s help, I reconnected with Otto, my good friend and high school classmate. Otto, in turn, found Willi — my friend from my teenage years, with whom I shared an adventure in Poiana Brașov during the math Olympiad (see Chapter 1).

Thanks to the book, we all found each other again after so many years. They had rebuilt their lives in Germany, and I had rebuilt mine in Canada.

From Willi I found out that Nae, our guide through Timișoara in 1971, now lives in Australia. In the mid-1990s, while visiting Europe, he and Willi met in Innsbruck. Like me, Nae had escaped from Ceaușescu’s Romania by swimming across the Danube. At that time, he was living in Melbourne.

Reflecting on all these reunions — connections I believed long lost — I said to myself: “What a small world. A book can bring back moments forgotten by time, truths that must be told for future generations.”

This is what led me to translate into English the story of the experiences I lived 40 years ago and relived in 2024–2025, when I set them down in the Romanian edition.

For the English-speaking reader, this edition serves as a bridge between cultures — a gesture of gratitude from the Romanian diaspora in English-speaking countries, whose energy and dedication have enriched the communities that welcomed them and offered them the chance to begin anew.

At the same time, the book is a tapestry — an emotional bridge connecting younger generations who did not live through those times with those who adapted to a new culture and built new lives in a new society.

With its disarming details, the book also reminds us of the risks faced by Romanians who sought to emigrate during the communist era. The dangers of fleeing Ceaușescu’s Romania were vastly different from those faced by emigrants after 1989.

In this sense, the book is not just a memoir but a meeting point — formed in a new country — between two worlds: the communist Romania from which I fled and the post-1989 Romania from which millions departed. Although the paths and risks of emigration differed, once they reached their destinations, all who left faced the same challenges of adaptation: integrating into a new society, a new culture, a new language, a new life. Rebuilding one’s life in another country is never easy; it can be painful and depends on many factors.

For those who fled before 1989, the book is a remembrance of those who finally lived the freedom they had long dreamed of, and a profound tribute to those who did not: to those swallowed by the Danube, to those shot at the border, and to those caught, imprisoned, and left without the courage or strength to try again.

For those who left after 1989, the book offers a revelation — a vivid testimony to the hardships and risks faced by those who dared to flee Ceaușescu’s Romania.

For the descendants of all — those who fled and succeeded, those who did not, and those who left after the fall of the Iron Curtain — the English edition serves as a bridge between generations and cultures: between those who lived under the communist regime and the younger generation who have grown up in a free world, immersed in English culture, and may no longer speak their parents’ language fluently.

Ioan Trif

Ottawa-Gatineau, Canada

March 31, 2026
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From the Romanian Edition...

Today is Tuesday — a splendid Canadian autumn day. At this time of year, Ottawa’s fall colors simply take your breath away. For as long as I can remember, this season has held a special place in my heart — perhaps because I was born in the fall. 

Autumn always brings with it a kind of nostalgia I find impossible to describe — a nostalgia wrapped in an old coat, tinged with a philosophical scent. I call it “nostalgia for life lived.” But today, that nostalgia feels heavier. Deeper.

Forty years ago, on September 24, 1984, at this very hour, I was in the middle of the Danube River, swimming toward the Serbian shore.

This book is a fragment of the history of Romanian emigration. It is a collection of real-life experiences lived decades ago — stories infused with human emotion: joy, fear, despair, hope, enthusiasm, wonder, adaptation, and everything a person carries when faced with complex and unforeseen circumstances.

Why publish this book now? After so many years, three key reasons have compelled me to write it.

Firstly, this book is a response to all those who, over the years, encouraged me to write it — my extended family, relatives, friends, and former colleagues. Their trust and insistence stayed with me.

Secondly, I hope this book will inspire the tens of thousands of Romanians who have chosen the path of emigration and lived through similar experiences. I wish that some of them will document their journey — their experiences, emotions, and everything worth preserving for posterity.

According to data from the Securitate (Ceaușescu’s secret police), between 1968 and 1989, around 97,000 Romanians fled the country during the communist regime. Of these, nearly 25,500 crossed the border illegally. I am one of them.

Thirdly, I hope that future generations of Romanian historians will gather, process, and synthesize these profound experiences so they can help write the still unwritten history of Romanian emigration.

In what ways are the experiences and emotions conveyed throughout this book?

In general, the events and experiences are presented chronologically. However, certain memories from different stages of my life that had a direct or indirect impact on me will appear as flashbacks. These flashbacks will be written in italics and will indicate the stage of life they refer to — for example: From childhood, From high school, From prison, etc.

The following materials, created nearly 40 years ago, were used in the preparation of this book: 

a) A personal diary written in Belgrade, after I was already under the protection of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR); 

b) Personal letters sent back to Romania; 

c) A video interview recorded in May 1987 in Richmond, Virginia, by a former university classmate who had emigrated before me.

Several excerpts are included in this book.

Ioan Trif

Ottawa, Canada

September 24, 2024
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Fragments from a life in transit...

These fragments form a quiet bridge between the preface and the story that follows:

— My kerosene lamp (Chapter 1)

— My employee ID card (Chapter 1)

— Journal written in Belgrade (Chapters 3 & 4)

— Refugee ID card (Chapter 4)

— Letters to authorities (Chapters 5 & 7)

— Letter to my family (Chapter 6)
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​Who I Am, Why I Left, Why I Fled

I believe that emigration is a profoundly personal choice — a decision that belongs solely to you, whether made individually or together with your family. It is your life, your family’s life, and no one else has the right to decide — except you, your family, and, as Romanians say, “God.”

The question “Why did you leave, why did you flee?” has followed me throughout my life. It is never an easy question to answer. The difficulty depends largely on who is asking. For someone who knows little about Romania — someone who has never lived there — a brief reply is impossible. One must explain the context of daily life, the personal impact it had on me, and how I experienced it. If the person has lived in Romania, the answer is easier, though it still depends on whether they lived there during the same period as I did. If they did, then the answer is simpler, for they already know the general context; all that remains is to share my personal circumstances and the reasons for my decision.

For as long as I can remember, I have held — and still hold — the belief that it is better for each person to remain in the land of their birth: the place where they learned their mother tongue, where they grew up and were shaped as individuals, where their roots and ancestors lie. Yet history tells another story. People have always moved, migrated, explored, and conquered. Some did so freely, others under compulsion — driven by war, disaster, or greed, seeking to possess the land of others. Such has always been, and still remains, part of human nature.

From my student days

I was in my fourth year at university in Timișoara when I came home to Ucea for the Christmas holidays. As was tradition, on the first evening of my winter break, my mother laid out cracklings, sausages, and other pork delicacies, while my father uncorked the wine he had made from our small vineyard. The family gathered around the table, talking until after midnight.

I shared stories of my student life — new things I had learned and the subjects I found most difficult. My younger brothers spoke about school and proudly showed me their notebooks filled with math problems. My parents talked about the small farm: when they had slaughtered the pig, its size, how much milk the cow was still giving, and how they were managing the hay and wood for the winter. It was a warm, familiar atmosphere that always made me long for the Christmas holidays.

That evening, at one point, my father’s expression turned more serious, and he asked if I was willing to emigrate to America. From the flow of the conversation, I understood that the rest of the family was already aware of this plan. My parents were born-again Christians, having converted to Pentecostalism when I was about ten years old.

What had happened? Following Ceaușescu’s visit to the United States in April 1978 — if memory serves, he was well received by President Jimmy Carter, himself a Baptist — Ceaușescu began permitting Romanians of the Pentecostal and Baptist faiths to emigrate to America. By then, my father already had fellow believers who had either emigrated or submitted their papers and were waiting to depart.

Viorel, my younger brother — later my companion in crossing the Danube — had already said he did not agree with emigrating. Nor did I. My reasoning, which likely persuaded my father to give up the plan, was straightforward: “Where do you want to go in America with five children in tow, nearly fifty years old? You don’t know the language, and we haven’t finished school," and so forth.

My father had hoped that, once we arrived in America, our fellow believers would help us to start a new life. In the end, he abandoned the plan. Years later, when I told him that Viorel and I had decided to flee, he reminded us of that December evening in 1978 when we had refused to emigrate legally.

My father passed away on Christmas Day in 1993, after spending the summer visiting all five of us, his children, in Ottawa, Canada. May he rest in peace.

To answer the question, “Why did I leave, why did I flee?” I must begin with myself — my childhood and the personal circumstances that shaped my decision to emigrate. I will not linger on the broader context of life in Romania during the 1980s, for those who lived through it already know it well. Younger generations who did not experience it can readily find information online or hear stories from their parents and grandparents.

My parents’ roots lie in the Apuseni Mountains, more precisely in the Arieșul Mic Valley, in Vidra, stretching from Câmpeni up toward Avram Iancu. My paternal grandfather’s house — nicknamed Alisandru Ghiucii — stands about 200 meters (roughly 200 yards) from Dealul cu Melci (The Snail Hill), less than a kilometer (about half a mile) from the Pișoaia waterfall, and about two kilometers (around one mile) from the Avram Iancu Memorial House.

The Arieșul Mic Valley, in Țara Moților, is a beautiful and picturesque region in Transylvania where I spent several weeks of my childhood summers. From my grandfather’s house, sitting on the “tărnaț” (porch), one could see Struțul (the Ostrich), a rocky outcrop, and below it Munducu, a meadow lying on the slope beneath the Ostrich.

My mother, Iosana, came from Dos, a hill in Vidra that I visited once together with my father and Viorel.

My earliest memory of Vidra dates back to when I was about ten years old. My father, Ioan, had not been home for many years, and one spring he decided to take Viorel and me there. The journey was long, with many stops at train stations, and we did not arrive until around noon the following day. We left Ucea by train via Sibiu, and after several changes we boarded the narrow-gauge railway (from Turda or Câmpia Turzii — I no longer recall exactly) to Câmpeni.

When we finally reached Vidra, my father’s sister, Aunt Lina, was at my grandfather’s house, having just returned with the cows from Deluț (a small hill). I still carry a vivid memory of that emotional moment when my father and his sister met again after so many years, both in tears as they embraced.

My grandfather’s house lies in the meadow. Behind the garden flows the Arieșul Mic River, while in front of the house runs the road from Câmpeni toward Avram Iancu. I recall that when I first visited Vidra, people from Crișana (region in Transylvania) were arriving with “moacre” — I believe it was May. Frequently, a man from Crișana would ride past on horseback, calling out, “Moacre, come to the moacre!”

“Moacre” were large cherries, almost black in color. I had never tasted them before. Every morning my father gave us one leu (the Romanian currency), and Viorel and I would wait eagerly for the Crișana horseman to arrive with his “dăsaga” (saddlebag) brimming with “moacre”.

At that time, my father took us to some of the hills of his childhood. I recall him telling us how Avram Iancu — the heroic Romanian lawyer and Transylvanian leader, renowned for guiding Romanian peasants during the 1848–1849 Revolutions against Hungarian rule — communicated with the Moți through the “tulnic” (a traditional horn). Legend has it that Iancu would climb the hills and mountains — for instance, Munducu — and when he blew the “tulnic”, its powerful sound echoed across the Apuseni valleys, reaching the ears of the Moți. (The Moți are the people of Țara Moților, a region in Transylvania, Romania.) 

Although I have returned to Vidra many times since then, that was the first and only time I climbed Munducu and Dos — the hill of my mother’s origins — together with my father and Viorel.

From childhood

When Genu, my brother — the middle child of five — was about two years old, Salvina, a relative of my mother’s side from Dos, Vidra, came to visit us in Ucea. I vividly remember Salvina’s reaction upon seeing Genu: she exclaimed in a Moți accent, “By God, this is ‘Ghiuca-n talpe’ (a local expression meaning in the flesh, exactly like him)!”

I asked my mother what Salvina meant, and she explained: “Genu resembles your grandfather from Vidra, Alisandru Ghiucii, exactly.” Even now, from time to time, I remind Genu that he is “Ghiuca-n talpe”.

The Moți were primarily engaged in cooperage. Each spring and autumn they set out for the Romanian countryside. In summer, during the haymaking season (“vremea coasei”), they returned to gather the crops from their hills, only to leave again and come back at the close of autumn, before the snow fell. This enduring rhythm shaped Moți life for generations in the Apuseni Mountains of Transylvania.

My maternal grandfather, Neculai, a quiet man of few words, broke away from the traditional Moți way of life and settled at the foot of the Făgăraș Mountains — beneath Urlea Peak — in Breaza, near Făgăraș. To us, his grandchildren, he was grandpa from Breaza, while our maternal grandmother, Maria, was lovingly called “mama tână” (literally young mother, a regionalism used in parts of Transylvania). We knew our paternal grandfather as grandpa from Vidra, but we never knew our paternal grandmother; she died in childbirth when my father was just ten years old.

From childhood

I remember my grandmother telling us that when she moved to Breaza, town hall officials came to register her children. They asked for each child’s name and date of birth. Poor soul, she had never been to school, so she remembered the dates by associating them with the season and with familiar village tasks. For example, Alisandru was born in summer, at haymaking time; Aurelia was born in autumn, during the potato harvest, and so on.

When the Moți from Vidra traveled to Țara Făgărașului in search of work, they would stop in Breaza to visit my maternal grandparents, themselves Moți from Vidra. It was there that my father met my mother — and, in time, they married.

Shortly before I was born, my father was drafted into the army, while my mother remained in Breaza with her parents. As a child in Ucea, I often heard my parents speak about that chapter of their lives. My father recalled spending three and a half years in the army, working in construction as a carpenter at Casa Scânteii (House of the Spark), now known as Casa Presei Libere (House of the Free Press). Romania was undergoing extensive reconstruction then, only a few years after the Second World War.

My mother and Nelu, one of her brothers, later moved to what was then called Colonia Ucea. According to the city’s blog, Colonia Ucea was established in 1939 by the Germans and, in 1954, became Orașul Victoria (the town of Victoria; in Romanian, Victoria can refer either to a woman’s name or to the noun meaning victory). At its center rose the Victoria Chemical Plant, the beating heart of Colonia Ucea. Apartment blocks were being built in the southern part of the city at the time, while my mother and Nelu lived in barracks, (“bărăci”) a row of single-story brick buildings near the plant — structures that have long since disappeared.

Nelu, my mother’s brother, worked at the plant, while my mother was employed in the plant’s canteen until my father returned from the army. She told me that she took me to kindergarten, then known as the children’s home, (“căminul de copii”). If I am not mistaken, the building that housed this home still stands on Libertății Street, near Policlinicii Street, not far from today’s Castanul nursing home.

After my father came back from the army, he found work at the plant. Soon after, he purchased a plot of land on Dealul Ucei, just outside the city. The locals pronounced it Dealu’ Ucii, which translates as the Hill of Ucii. This area, part of the village of Ucea de Sus, stretches between Orașul Victoria and Ucea de Sus, along the road leading from Ucea de Jos.

My father began building a house on the land he had bought. I still carry a vivid memory from that time: I must have been about five years old. It was spring in Dealu’ Ucii, and my father was on the roof, working to cover the house. Heavy snow was falling, and I stood in the yard watching him move swiftly, surrounded by large, wet snowflakes.

A few months afterwards, my father completed the house, and we moved to Dealu’ Ucii. My brother Viorel was born once we had already made our home there.

I went to elementary school in Ucea de Sus. The school was about two kilometers away (roughly a mile), and I would run across Dealu’ Ucii, descending into the valley of the same name and then climbing back up to the village. On Dealu’ Ucii, not far from us, there was a brick factory. The factory had four or five barracks where the workers’ families lived. Today, neither the factory nor the barracks remain.

Not long after we moved to Dealu’ Ucii, my mother’s two brothers, Rovin and Nelu, also built houses nearby. Uncle Rovin’s house was right next to ours, and Uncle Nelu’s was just one house down.

Rovin, who was older than my mother, was married to Aunt Vetuța, as we children called her. She was from Cenad, in the Banat region. Aunt Vetuța also spoke Hungarian, since she had Hungarian roots on her father’s side and German roots on her mother’s side. Uncle Rovin and Aunt Vetuța had three daughters: Vetuța, Viorica, and Doina. My cousin Viorica and I were classmates in elementary school.

I remember that Aunt Vetuța had an aunt in Argentina who would occasionally send postcards from Buenos Aires. We children would look at them with fascination, captivated by the words Argentina and Buenos Aires, which sounded to us as if they came from another planet. In sixth grade, when we studied Argentina in our world geography class, a new exotic word expanded our imagination: Patagonia.

Uncle Nelu, who was younger than my mother, was married to Aunt Sofica, as we children called her. Aunt Sofica also had her roots in the Apuseni Mountains, more precisely in the Arieșul Mare valley, in Gârda de Sus. Uncle Nelu and Aunt Sofica had three daughters and a son: Violeta, Lenuța, Dorina, and Neluțu.

Two houses above us lived a family known as the Grădinaru family. In Romanian, “Grădinar” means someone who takes care of a garden. This nickname came from the fact that Mr. Gheorghe worked as a gardener and tended the greenhouses in Orașul Victoria, which were located near the cemetery. Mr. Gheorghe had a daughter named Aurica.

One year, my father’s younger brother, Vasile, came from Hunedoara to visit Ucea. There he met Aurica, and they got married. Vasile then moved to Dealu’ Ucii. Uncle Vasile and Aunt Aurica had two sons and a daughter: Vasilică, Dorina, and Ovidiu.

From childhood

Sometimes, on winter evenings, my father and Uncle Vasile would talk about their childhood in Vidra and about their brothers and sisters, who were by then scattered across the country. They were a large family: Axente, Iustin, Ioan (my father), Lina, Vasile, Marioara, Iochim, Gheorghe, Jenica, and Viorica.

My father often told stories about Iulia, an older sister who had died at the age of eighteen one summer, during haymaking season. He said that on a hot day, Iulia went to fetch water from a spring for the people working with scythes and drying hay on the hills. Everyone was thirsty and waiting for her to return with the water — but she never came back. After a while, they went to look for her at the spring. They found Iulia dead nearby. They suspected that, overheated from working on the hills, she had gone into shock after drinking the cold spring water.

Uncle Axente, the eldest of my father’s brothers, lived in Hunedoara. He had a large family: Doina, Susana, Țuțu, Genu, Cornel, and Mihai. The first time I saw my cousins from Hunedoara — Uncle Axente’s children — was during the winter holidays in 1971. That year, I went alone on winter vacation: first to Vidra for Christmas and then to Hunedoara for New Year’s. Țuțu, who was my age, took me to many places in Hunedoara to meet his friends. It was a wonderful vacation.

I remember that my father and Uncle Vasile were very proud of Axente’s Doina. She was doing very well in school. In my child’s mind, my cousin Doina was an example to follow. It wasn’t long before Axente’s Doina went to university. She was the first in our extended family to pursue higher education. She became my inspiration — an example I followed — and she helped me become the second in our family to attend university. Her example continued to inspire other members of the family, who also went on to complete higher education.

If I’m not mistaken, in the fall of 1973 I visited Doina in Sibiu. She had finished university and settled there with her family. At the time, I was in my last year of night high school and busy preparing for the university entrance exam. I remember Doina asking me which university I wanted to attend. Since I really liked physics, I replied that I wanted to study physics. To this she said, “Why don’t you study something in engineering, like electronics or computers?”

I followed her advice and chose automation and computers. My cousin Doina gave me wise counsel, and I am grateful I listened. This book is my special dedication to the inspiration she planted and nurtured in me over the years. “Thank you so much, Doina!”

From a social point of view, Dealu’ Ucii was a small melting pot of Romania’s internal migrants. Families had come from different parts of the country and from diverse backgrounds — Romanians, Roma, and Hungarians. We children didn’t care about any of that; we were simply friends. We played in the fields, in the Sparse Forest (Pădurea Rară), the Dense Forest (Pădurea Deasă), in Between the Forests (Printre Păduri), in Corbi Valley (Valea Corbilor), at the Observatory (la Observator), and along the Ucii Valley (Valea Ucii). We played until we lost track of ourselves.

At that time, some of the more conservative people in the village probably saw this melting pot as an intrusion, a threat to the community’s traditions and customs. In certain situations, you could feel like a stranger — as if you weren’t truly a native of the village, but an internal migrant. Over the years, however, these attitudes faded and eventually disappeared.

In this small melting pot on Dealu’ Ucii, many of our neighbors had large families. Across from our house lived the children of the Pădureț family: Argeș, Ilie, Puiu, Costel, and Mariana. When I was still in elementary school, this family moved to another part of the country. In their place came the Baltă family, a retired couple with two sons, Tolea and Valentin, who were older than me. The Baltă family was originally from Bessarabia, refugees from World War II. They had lived in several places in Romania before finally settling on Dealu’ Ucii.

One house below the Pădureț family lived the Sarsam family, a large and very religious household. Mr. Sarsam — the head of the family — had been a circus acrobat in his youth. He taught us how to do bar exercises, walk on a tightrope, walk on our hands, and other acrobatics that we practiced as children. We played most often with Mr. Sarsam’s children: Nelucu, Vasile, Gică, Mioara, Nicu, and Lenuța. In their garden, Mr. Sarsam had built acrobatic equipment for his children, which we, the neighborhood kids, also used as we tried to become acrobats ourselves.

I remember Mr. Sarsam telling us that during World War II, while serving as a soldier, he was once walking through a flax field in full military gear when suddenly two German planes appeared. Hearing the planes, he wanted to cross himself, but his hands were full, so he couldn’t. Instead, he crossed himself with his tongue inside his mouth. A few seconds later, his legs got tangled in the flax and he fell to the ground. At that very moment, bullets fired from the planes passed just a few centimeters (a few inches) from his head as he was falling. He believed that if he hadn’t crossed himself with his tongue when he heard the planes, he would not have lived to teach us acrobatics.

One house below Sarsam’s family lived a family of pensioners, the Ivanovs, who had a granddaughter named Magda. During the summer holidays, Magda, who lived in Bucharest, would come to visit her grandparents on Dealu’ Ucii. Her mother was the daughter of the Ivanov family, and her father was an American who had been a pilot in World War II. Toward the end of the 1960s, Magda emigrated to America. She returned to visit Dealu’ Ucii and Victoria in the early 1970s, when a few of us former children met and reminisced about our childhood years. If I’m not mistaken, Magda said she was a student in New York, studying psychology or something similar (I don’t remember exactly).

One house down from the Ivanov family lived the Oprea family, with their children Mărioara and Genu. I remember when this family used to raise calves. Sometimes, together with Mr. Oprea, Ms. Oprea and Genu, who was a year younger than I was, we would take the calves and cows to Corbi Valley (Valea Corbilor).

Below the Oprea family was a small house that my maternal grandparents had bought. When I was in elementary school, my grandparents from Breaza decided to sell their house there and move to Dealu’ Ucii, where three of their children lived: Rovin, Nelu, and Iosana, my mother. Today, that little house is no longer standing; in its place, Dana, a great-granddaughter of my grandparents (Rovin’s granddaughter), and her husband, Ghiță, have built a new home.

Below Uncle Nelu’s house was a home where a Hungarian family lived with two sons, Imre and Ștefan, who were older than me. We children admired them, especially when they rode into town on their cool bikes. We dreamed of growing up to be like them, with bikes of our own.

Next to Imre and Ștefan’s house lived another family we children knew as Tia’s. They had five children: Chivuca, Puiu, Meri, Lenuța, and Nelu.

One house above Grădinaru’s lived the Maxim family, who had a daughter named Stela. Not long after, the family moved somewhere in Dobrogea, near the Black Sea. Stela later married Imre, the son who lived a few houses down. The newlyweds then moved to Orașul Victoria.

***
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In May 2024, I visited Romania and met up with some of my classmates from Ucea de Sus. We reminisced about our elementary school days at Hanul Patrisiei, on the Transfăgărășan in Cârțișoara, from where we had a beautiful view of the Albota Valley. Those were wonderful moments, filled with warm memories, when we all savored the nostalgia for a life lived.

I remember very little from my early school years — first through fourth grade. I know that my teacher was Mrs. Precup, the one who taught me to read. The school was in the center of the village, near the “cooperative”, the village store.

I also remember that in fourth grade, my father enrolled me in school in the town of Victoria (Orașul Victoria). The principal of the school in Ucea de Sus, Mr. Nascov, was very upset because my father had not informed him of his intention to transfer me to another school. I don’t remember the details, but after about a month in Victoria, I returned to school in Ucea de Sus.

I remember “Bună zâua lui Crăciun” (Good Christmas Day), a custom that my parents said was not practiced in Vidra; it was specific to Ucea de Sus and perhaps to other villages in the Făgăraș region. We children couldn’t wait for Christmas Eve, when this event took place, beginning every year in the same spot, at the same house — namely, at the Lăzăruc, my teacher’s parents’ house.

Before dawn on Christmas Eve, the village children would gather at the gate where the custom began and shout “Good Christmas Day! Good Christmas Day!” until the host appeared with baskets of apples, walnuts, and bread rolls to toss into the crowd. Each child carried a bag around their neck to collect what they picked up from the ground. Then the children ran to the next host, who was known in advance, and the whole ritual was repeated.

Other beautiful Christmas customs in Țara Făgărașului, including Ucea de Sus were Irozii and Ceata. The Irozii group was made up of teenagers, while the Ceata group consisted of young men close to marriage. These groups wore traditional costumes specific to the village and prepared in advance with carols and folk dances for the Christmas season.

We, the people of Dealu’ Ucii, went caroling with the star on Christmas Eve. It seems that the custom of caroling with the star (“colindatul cu Steaua”) was not practiced in Ucea de Sus. My father taught me how to make a caroling star from a sieve used for sifting cornmeal. One year, a few weeks before Christmas, together with Vasile — Mr. Sarsam’s son, my classmate and neighbor — we made a star out of my mother’s sieve. We put a bell inside, added a piece of broomstick as a handle, placed a Nativity icon on the front, and decorated everything with colorful crepe paper.

For several years in a row, on Christmas Eve, we went caroling with the same star that Vasile and I had made. In this way, the tradition of caroling with the star became part of the customs of the village of Ucea de Sus. After I grew out of childhood, my younger brothers, Genu and Nicu, continued the tradition with the same star made years earlier. I don’t know if caroling with the star is still practiced today in Ucea de Sus.

From childhood

During my childhood in Ucea de Sus, there was an elderly man we children knew as Nițu’s, (a lui Nițu) He had two very fine horses, and it was a source of pride if you managed to ride them. The horses worked all week, but on Sundays they grazed with the other horses in the meadow of the Ucii Valley. They were gentle and obeyed us children. Together with Vasile, Mr. Sarsam’s son, we made a set of snaffle bits out of thick wire. One Sunday, we managed to ride them, and from then on, we were part of the elite group of children who had ridden Nițu’s horses.

I have another image of old Nițu that has stayed with me my whole life. I think everyone has at least one memory, one image from childhood that pops into your mind from time to time like a photograph. It was around 1962, when collectivization ended in Ucea de Sus. A big party with food and drink was held at the cultural center.

The image that has haunted me since that event is this: I can still see old man Nițu sitting at the table at that party, with a glass of brandy trembling in his hand and tears running down his cheeks. His tears fell into the glass, and he was crying because the collective was taking his horses away. He said nothing — he just cried and cried. He cared deeply about his horses.

Elena, my wife, has a similar memory from those times. She recalls how, during the collectivization process, her grandfather — who had the most beautiful oxen in the village — had them taken away. How many people, like old man Nițu or my wife’s grandfather, cried and suffered throughout Romania until the collectivization process was completed? We will never know.

If I remember correctly, when I started 5th grade a new school had just opened in Ucea de Sus, and I studied there until the 8th grade. From that period, I remember our teachers: Mrs. Vicol and Mrs. Rodica Burs, who taught Romanian; Mr. Băcilă, who taught mathematics; Mrs. Costea, chemistry and physics; Mrs. Diminescu, history and geography; Mrs. Gânță, agriculture and biology; Mrs. Nascov, Russian; Mr. Nascov, drawing; and Mrs. Gheorghe, physical education.

I met Mrs. Gheorghe again in 9th grade at the evening high school in Victoria, where she was my French teacher for a while. Thanks to her, I was fortunate enough to be excused from Russian; otherwise, I would have had to continue studying it until the end of high school.

I think we can all agree that the teachers who guided us throughout our school years had a considerable impact on our future. For me, each of my teachers contributed in their own way to my development as a person, nurturing passions that I have carried with me throughout my life. In this book, I will share a few examples of how they shaped me.

From elementary school

My father worked for many years as a chemical operator at Cercetări, a laboratory of the Chemical Plant in Orașul Victoria, where chemical engineers experimented with developing new products. When I was in elementary school, he would speak enthusiastically about his work and was very proud of the engineers he worked with, especially engineer Suciu. Listening to him, I decided — still in my child’s mind — that I wanted to become a chemical engineer myself, even though I had not yet studied chemistry in school.

When I began studying chemistry in 6th or 7th grade, Mrs. Costea, our chemistry and physics teacher, showed us in the laboratory how to determine whether a substance was acidic or alkaline using litmus paper. To me, litmus paper seemed like a miracle. I took some from the lab — I don’t even remember whether I told the teacher. When I got home, my mother gave me yogurt to eat — for us children, it was simply sour milk; we didn’t know the difference. My childish curiosity prompted me to dip the litmus paper I had brought from school into a spoonful of sour milk. The next day at school, I told the other children that sour milk is acidic, not alkaline.

When I was around 13, my father taught me how to mow, how to beat the scythe on the anvil, and how to sharpen it with a whetstone. He bought me my own scythe, with a handle suited to my height, along with my own whetstone. I first learned to mow in our garden, where the grass was easy to cut, unlike the foxtail grass (“părușca” in Romanian). “Părușca” was a kind of tough, wiry grass — almost like pig bristles — that grew in the fields of my childhood.

When I mowed in the garden, my father would place me in front of him, following behind as he cut and saying, “Come on, come on, I’ll cut your legs.” Once I mastered the scythe, I also began cutting the foxtail grass, though only in the early mornings while the dew was still heavy. In the heat of the day, the grass became impossible to harvest — the blade would just slip over it like it was sliding on ice.

Life in the countryside was harder than in the city, but in a way, it was also much more rewarding. When I came home from school, after grabbing a quick bite to eat, I would take the cows to Valea Corbilor, Printre Păduri, or sometimes to Brutărie (the Bakery). When it wasn’t raining, we would put our notebooks and schoolbooks in our bags and do our homework there, especially math and grammar. The cows grazed while we worked. We hurried to finish as quickly as possible so we would still have time to play. Sometimes we got so caught up in playing that we forgot about the cows, and they wandered off.

The Observatory was our salvation. From Valea Corbilor (the Corbi Valley) or from between the two forests, Pădurea Deasă (the Dense Forest) and Pădurea Rară (the Sparse Forest), we would run along the cart track that climbed up to the village of Viștea de Sus. There was an observatory there from World War II — a tall wooden structure, about 30–40 meters high (about 35–45 yards), that had begun to rot in places. We quickly climbed up to the Observatory to look for the cows. Sometimes they were far away in the oat or corn fields; other times they were in the Dense Forest, and we could spot them by the way the hazel bushes moved.

The Dense Forest and the Sparse Forest were two hills covered with small trees — mainly hazel, beech, and birch — about two meters tall (about six feet). Their names were a simple map of their density. From the top of the observatory, once we spotted the cows, we would fix our landmarks, then run down and bring them back to the pasture where they were supposed to graze.

In the early 2000s, when I visited my mother, I went to Valea Corbilor and Printre Păduri, the places of my childhood. The observatory was no longer there; worn down by time, it had probably rotted and collapsed. The forests — neither the dense one nor the sparse one — were gone as well. Only the two hills where the forests had once grown remained. The hills were now stripped of the greenery I had known; they were bare and sad. Looking around, many scenes from my childhood came back to me, scenes that plunged me into a deep sense of nostalgia for a life already lived.

From childhood

My paternal grandfather, grandpa from Vidra, came to Ucea every autumn with a friend, each with his own covered wagon. When we children saw two canvas-topped wagons coming down the road, we knew that grandpa from Vidra was arriving. We knew he would bring us candy and that we would also receive a few lei (Romanian currency). When he hugged us, Grandpa would begin with the words “dragul moșului” (grandpa’s dear). His voice was so warm and penetrating — I can still hear it now!

Grandpa’s visit usually lasted three or four days, during which my father, mother, Uncle Vasile (my father’s brother), and Aunt Aurica would sit and talk late into the night. We children were thrilled when our parents let us sleep in Grandpa’s wagon, nestled in the hay with a heavy sheepskin coat for warmth. The best moments were when it rained. The scent of dry hay mixed with the damp air, and the rhythm of raindrops drumming against the canvas, created a magical world in my mind — a scene straight out of a fairy tale.

My grandfather, grandpa from Vidra passed away in December 1974, when I was in the army; I was unable to accompany him on his final journey. May he rest in peace.

At the elementary school in the village of Ucea de Sus, most of the children in our class were from the village center. Those of us from Dealu’ Ucii were in the minority. I remember that there were four of us who were good in school: Mărioara, Gheorghe, Onică, and me. We were at the top of the class every year. There was a kind of competition between us, but not in a competitive or capitalist sense. We often discussed school subjects and worked together, especially in mathematics and the exact sciences.

With all due respect to the Russian language and culture, I must confess that I was very weak in this subject. I didn’t like Russian, but I couldn’t say that out loud. Mr. Nascov, the school principal, who had Russian roots, was very upset with me, wondering how I could do well in other subjects but not in Russian.

When we misbehaved at school — we used to fight like kids do — Mr. Nascov would slap us. His slaps were harder for me, probably as punishment for Russian. Sometimes, after receiving harsh slaps, I would have headaches the next day.

Why didn’t I like Russian? First of all, I never got along well with foreign languages. Although I always wanted to learn one, over time I realized that I had no real affinity for them. I wasn’t cut out for foreign languages; I learned with difficulty and forgot quickly.

Secondly, whenever I saw the Cyrillic Letters of the Russian
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