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The Return (April 2006)

Margarita held my arm firmly and expertly as I slipped and skidded around in the dark. How she could tell the firm from the muddy patches in the broken tarmac I just didn’t know. It was like holding onto a 16 stone weight lifter. But 19 year old Margarita was smaller and lighter than me.

This was the first evening of my return visit to Moldova. I spent it with very good company, mostly with Margarita’s family who I had first come to know in Moldova itself.

The rain was relentless. The light from apartment windows poorly illuminated the misshapen ground on Chisinau’s most northerly suburban road. Now I knew why Marisha had said to take a taxi. “You sound annoyed” I said after declining her suggestion. We were welcomed by Marisha at her flat. Margarita politely declined offers of hospitality. She wanted to head back immediately.

Eddie: “We should phone your mother to let her know you’re coming back.”

Margarita: “She isn’t worried about me.”

A smile played across her face. Her mother had made a fuss when I said I was walking the 500 metres on my own. Margarita had cautiously tucked the baggage label behind the zip on my green shoulder bag. Gazing up at me she had seemed both happy and sad at the same time. Then her naturally pouting lips firmed together, her big eyes looked bigger still and her sadness faded away.

I had returned to make more sense of what had happened to me eleven months earlier in May.   

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Comments by penfriends in the story.

Eddie, thank you for the scripts. They are very nice. I want more !!!
Thank you for describing everything in a good way.

[On receiving three quarters of the book including the part which covered her].

Really... I think you a have a good spirit of observation and a counterbalanced critical sense. Also you are right in your observations and conclusions and it is amazing for me. It's a real pleasure to follow an outside point of view about your country. It makes you think differently about some things. It's something that "openminds" you.
Didn't know you are writing a book about your trip to Moldova, wow, we will all be famous! :) Good job! I loved what you wrote so far. [On reading the first half of the book and impressed with the rest].

Your story is very interesting so for me it will be a pleasure to translate.

I’m surprised at your new ideas. You want to become popular with your writing. I like your ideas.

I like it very much. Great job done! Congratulations!

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

WTM!  Chapter 1    

I squatted naked in a partly filled bath as the wooden doors of the bathhouse were closed noisily and then secured. I had been taken to an unknown location in the countryside outside Soroca and I guessed it was about midnight. My clothes were behind the doors, my luggage had been taken off me and the hire car was hundreds of yards away behind the locked gates of another property. I wondered: “is the lowest point of my life ?” Nadina had called this a sauna so I wondered whether masses of steam would come pouring in from somewhere. I hated heat and I was trapped. Hurriedly I washed myself. I thought if I am to be found in my underpants by the Moldovan police at least I could be clean. I visualised my mother in front of me with her head slightly on one side: “well, you have been a fool” she said. I reflected on the evening’s events.

I had signed out of the Hotel Nistru in Soroca and left with Nadina and Sergiu who had somewhere

nicer for me to stay. I was a day early and Nadina hadn’t expected my call. Nadina was 18 and Sergiu, her cousin was I guess a little older. They were smiling and directed me up Soroca’s main road to a café on a corner. There in a back room we all had something to eat and drink. They didn’t eat much and looked at me expectantly as we had a friendly discussion. After the meal, I was directed down a long narrow unlit track towards some apartment blocks. It was completely dark. Nadina disappeared to see her aunt but returned to say that her aunt wouldn’t have me. This was worrying. It was 11:15. “Don’t worry” she smiled. “I have another aunt”. I was then directed to a shop. Nadina went in and seemed to spend an age in there. She explained she had a friend or relative in the shop. In her emails, Nadina had told me she had a lot of relatives. She returned and we headed out of Soroca into the countryside. The journey seemed to go on and on. 

Now very concerned I started to look for signs and landmarks I could remember. All I could see

was the road. Eventually they told me to turn up a track and we headed for an unlit one storey

house. Sergiu opened the gates and wanted the car keys. I said to Nadina: “that’s OK, I can drive

it in there”. But Nadina said “there are hidden obstructions”. I was deeply unconvinced and

for a second looked to weigh up my options. But what choice did I have ? Reluctantly I handed

over the car keys and got out of the car as requested. Sergiu drove the car into the space behind

the gates. I walked over. “What obstructions ?” I couldn’t see any. I waited. “We need to take your

luggage” Nadina said. 

The gates were closed and locked. They took my cases across what looked like part of a field, not the track which we had driven up. It was pitch black and I stumbled over the rutted ground. “Is it all to end here ?” I thought. As I followed behind them I tried to visualise Nadina’s face and remember her words. She had been so sweet, so attentive, so apparently kind throughout. Could such a nice girl really be so wicked ? It couldn’t be true. But in the history of the world such things have happened many times. I certainly wasn’t the first person to be taken in by such a sweet girl. In any case she was part of a family group and she was expected to play her part. They had been caught by surprise with my early arrival and hastily had to make alternative arrangements.

As I washed myself, I wondered again whether they were gypsies. It might be hard to tell as I had seen pictures of some Eastern European gypsies who didn’t look so very unusual. 

I had found very little about Soroca on the internet. It did say however that the gypsies live in an unmarked, undefined region on the top of a hill. There was a brief article about a red haired girl called Anastasia who had fallen into the clutches of these gypsies. They sold her into prostitution in Russia. There predictably she had a truly terrible time before escaping back to Moldova.

I had another penfriend called Alina who had come from Soroca and was an au pair in Norway. She said her parents “live in a new region and there is not yet an address”. When I told Nadina this and that I had their phone number, she said she’d contact them. Surely only gypsies would contact gypsies ? I had posted Nadina a copy of “Playing The Moldovans At Tennis” (I comment on this book later) but I didn’t tell her I’d sent it. She didn’t receive it. With one exception (to be explained) where items were refused, all the many items I’d sent to Moldova proper (excluding Transnistria) had been delivered. So I’d tested out Nadina’s credibility. She appeared to have failed but my ego refused to believe it. Because of the doubts I’d had, I phoned her three times. I hadn’t phoned anyone else in Moldova at that time. She had an American accent. She sounded very pleasant. I’d introduced her to my quiet son, William born a few days after her. I read her very nice helpful emails and believed I could trust her. I was now feeling very mixed up.

Mixed up ? When I first contacted Nadina, she had just suffered some terrible personal tragedies. Her cousin had been brutally murdered by the mafia in Moscow and there was no-one to look after the body. Her grandfather had died the day before. Another cousin had just died in the States.

Nadina sent me a picture. It showed the face of her cousin in the States with her face

superimposed over his along with what looked like blood stains and a skull and crossbones.

It was possible that such terrible shocks in combination had split her personality. It was not that uncommon. She might be living two lives. Certainly few people who had suffered in such a way would just pick up their lives the week after as if nothing had happened. Or if they did, would they be normal ? I shuddered as I dried myself. I looked at the wooden doors. I reckoned I could break them open if I had to.

It had been in my mind to report my arrival in Soroca to the Moldovan police. I had read somewhere that this used to be a requirement in Moldova. Perhaps it still was if the Moldovan

police wanted to be as officious and awkward as they could be. The problem was that I only knew

a few words of Romanian. Later when other penfriends heard that I had driven to Soroca on my own they were astounded. “You didn’t take a guide ?!” Now I saw my vulnerability and stupidity all too clearly. The Moldovans I had met always expected me to need a guide wherever I went. Even if it was just walking around a few local streets in Chisinau. In my wisdom I had got into a car and driven halfway across Moldova on my own to stay the night at an unknown address that no-one except a relative stranger knew about. Nadina had resisted giving me her aunt’s address.

I had to ask three times. “Trust me” she’d said. I guessed that what she had finally given me was a false address. Her partial explanation for the book not being delivered was that the house she lived in was only partly built. Better and better I’d thought. Sergiu had offered to beat me Russian style with a branch on the wall before he left me standing naked in the bath. Perversely I had nearly accepted on the basis that if I was going on in for humiliation, I might as well go the whole way.

Looking at my situation it was obvious I had broken every rule in the book. Now I was going to pay the price. Even then I thought I ought to publicise my folly as an example to others. It would give them a laugh and they might be wiser travellers themselves. It was so sad as my tour of Moldova had got off to such a promising start.

WTM!  Chapter 2    

The aircraft levelled out as it had reached its cruising altitude. I was a day late travelling to

Moldova having spent a day in Vienna following a baggage mix up. Many people might

have regarded this as a bonus but I was furious. I had never visited Vienna before but I am

the kind of person who knows what he wants. Would Liliana, Marisha and Irina “Blondira”

be waiting at the airport ? Would the hire car still be available ?

I reflected on the previous day. In the coach from the airport I had met two Yanks.

One, a high flying lawyer who pursued governments and didn’t want his name disclosed or his picture taken. Ed F----, had introduced himself as an “ambulance chaser” to test my reaction.

In Moldova, I had to explain to people that these are the worst kind of lawyers who chase

after victims in the US. In the most dramatic cases, the injured party might have an intravenous

drip being attached to them when the lawyer offers his or her services to sue the offender who has caused this outrage. Ed went onto explain that he was a human rights lawyer pursuing governments and had to wait 6 or 7 years for his pay cheque.

The girl in the seat in front of the coach was an occupational therapist from Los Angeles.

I had started speaking to her first. She was called Brie, a shortened form of her first name.

She was running half of a full marathon in Vienna. Ed joined the conversation early on. I explained my situation. He said it would be difficult for me to find accommodation in Vienna at such short notice. 

The Russian lady in the seat in front asked me to change seats as her child was fidgeting. 

I declined, explaining that I wanted to film out of the window with my camcorder.

The man sitting next to her moved to the seat next to me.

I asked him why he was flying to Chisinau. He explained that he had worked in Chisinau

five years before pursuing corruption cases for the European Union. He was returning now to

support gay (homosexual) rights in Moldova. He smiled:

“we Dutch like to change the world”.

I smiled: “we British like to invade the world !”

The next day, when retelling the story Liliana asked: “what do we Moldovans do?”

Awkwardly I said: “you infiltrate the world”. She laughed and made some comment.

Liliana had said of the Dutchman: “we don’t want those sort of people in our country”.

I scanned the Dutchman’s face wondering if I could have guessed he was gay.

Once we were out of the coach in Vienna we walked through picturesque streets to Brie’s

hotel. There the hotel manager phoned around looking for a room for me.

I should add that was after he said there was a spare bed that could be moved into Brie’s

room. There had been a pregnant silence followed by Ed’s voice: 

“It’s not going to happen”.

Brie smiled and said: “if I knew you better…”

So I ended up walking across the centre of Vienna with a map to find the 15th hotel that

the manager had phoned.

The child smiled at me from the seat in front and I wondered whether it was a boy or a girl.

The Dutchman didn’t know either. I played silly games with it and when it had disappeared

asked the Dutchman about the pursuit of corruption in Moldova. He told me that on the United Nations scale, Moldova was the fourth most corrupt country in the world. Nigeria was first. He went on to explain that various arbitary requirements went into assessing this. I asked him about his own experiences and he said that in his time they had pursued a Moldovan government minister who had stolen $68 million. The outcome of this investigation he would not expand on. Most Moldovans I spoke to were sceptical about this fourth worst rating and I was inclined to agree with them.

Ed had guided us to St Stephen’s Kirch. Proudly he recommended that we go to the oldest

coffee shop in Vienna just opposite the cathedral. There we could have the best of any kind of

coffee available. Before we did I took some photos and camcorder footage of Ed & Brie.

Ed saw me filming him in the coffee shop and became angry. He couldn’t be seen on film with

this young girl. He added that he might have to have me tracked down and killed. He had

enemies in his business. Brie looked impressed. I was nonplussed. He left the table for a while

and Brie said: “isn’t he wonderful ?”. I looked at her blankly. That was the third time she’d

made such a statement. She added that Ed had been very helpful to me. I felt like saying that

the price of this had been having him try and take the mickey out of me as part of his ego trip.

Ed returned and emphasised again that he was very sensitive about being filmed.

He said that he had been secretly filmed at a night club with two strippers. He brightened up

and said to me: “I don’t know about you but I can deal with one pair of hands but not two

coming at me from front and behind”. Brie’s eyes opened wide. The strippers had taken Ed’s clothes off and this had been filmed. Brie asked him about the film and Ed said his girlfriend still had it.

Later when I examined my camcorder and camera, there was no film record of him or Brie on it.

or my later filming of the buildings in Vienna. I remember Ed handling them outside the cathedral

saying he was a novice with such things…

Ed settled the bill for our coffees and cake, we said our goodbyes outside and went our separate ways. Remembering that I had seen Brie and Ed having long private conversations together,

perhaps theirs was only a brief parting. 

Finally, I reached my hotel. On the way, I passed some beautiful buildings and monuments. Later that evening after my dinner I wandered into an art exhibition held in a cleared out shop with white painted walls. People were out in the street and inside. I found one of the artists and her friend whose English was so good that she could explain the art clearly. It used paintings next to materials jutting from the walls. It was thought provoking and interesting. One picture looked like suitcases being dumped into a stagnant or polluted pond next to some whirling propellers or a kind of vortex. It looked very real.

There was no message or meaning or purpose behind this art I was told in response to my obvious questions. It was to make me look at things in different ways. I felt like a heretic. We chatted cheerfully for an hour and drank wine. I reflected on how open things are on the continent.

I’d never seen such an event in the UK. It struck me that all continentals might have much more in

common with each other than us reserved English. If I had seen such an event in England, I

would have walked past not expecting to be welcome or anticipating that business would have

been uppermost on the minds of those talking to me. These people gave me their time freely and

gladly. I gave the artist a 10 Euro note and the response from her and her friend was great

surprise. No-one had made a donation before. Partly, I expected that reaction.

The plane dipped on the final approach to Chisinau. I asked the Dutchman for his email address. His first name was Casper. Was this a “dodgy” name ? According to 1970s & 80’s English thinking (if not before), some names were considered “dodgy”. Quentin and Crispin for instance had definite homosexual overtones. People with these names might most likely be limp wristed artists of some talent – and “queer”. This condemned any person with such a name to closer scrutiny. Casper was a dodgy name, I decided. Perhaps there was something in this thinking after all ?

The clouds refused to clear as I waited with camcorder poised. Then they did. I pushed the record button and zoomed in and out on small lakes and tall buildings. I was aware of a ban on electrical equipment while flying but hoped it didn’t apply to my Sony Handycam.

We landed and headed by coach to the airport terminal. There while waiting for my visa to be

issued, I phoned my wife Barbara and asked her to phone Marisha, Irina “Blondira” and Liliana.

My mobile phone couldn’t connect to phones in Moldova. Later on I bought another mobile

phone in Chisinau. Irina and Liliana weren’t able to make it to the airport.  

I went through the customs checks. I opened my suitcases and was questioned by a blonde

customs officer. I explained that I had 15 female penfriends in Moldova and the books,

DVDs and videos were to help them with their English. As I fumbled around in my suitcase she

said: “look at me in the eye”. I did so and was most surprised to meet her very warm smile.

Marisha was waiting for me in a crowd of people carrying peoples’ names. She was only the second Russian person I had ever knowingly met. Marisha had blue-green eyes identical in colour to my own, slightly close together just like mine. I couldn’t remember seeing anyone with exactly my eye colour before.

She wore a slightly mischievous smile that I came to regard as her trademark. I soon learned that Marisha combined this with a calculator like mind.  She lead me to the Hertz desk a few yards away. Since her email on the subject Marisha had arranged a cheaper deal for my car hire. After the formalities were completed we went to the hire car, a turquoise Suzuki Swift saloon.

We drove out of the airport and immediately Marisha pointed out calmly that we were driving

the wrong way up the multi laned carriageway. But I was on the right (correct) side of the road !

There had been no signs to indicate that I couldn’t turn up this road. In fact the lack of signs

and road markings was a feature of Moldova, I was to become familiar with. I reversed the car to the accompaniment of flashing lights and horns. “Let’s hope the police don’t see us”, said Marisha as calmly as before. I headed onto the opposite carriageway and immediately into a petrol station where I filled up.

I soon discovered some of the many potholes that are a routine feature of roads in Moldova. There were no signs in Chisinau to indicate where we were. Marisha was the first of many guides to tell me to drive close to the centre of the road. There tended to be less potholes there and more importantly you avoided the chaotic driving behaviour of the “maxi taxis” or minibuses that transport most people around the capital. They drop people off on request and when you’ve been in them you find in practice the requests come with little notice. Despite appearing to be dangerous, the system is very efficient and cheap.

It was getting dark and I was having trouble working out where I should be driving as usually

there was no visible white line down the centre of the road…  

WTM! Chapter 3    

We reached an unmarked crossroads with several cars blocking the way as they attempted to turn

in front of us. I slowed down. Marisha said firmly: “you have priority”. The cars cleared.

I asked Marisha to put on her seat belt but she declined. Instead she sat poised, forward on her seat,

watching alertly. We soon reached a similar junction with a similar situation. “You have priority”

said Marisha again as I slowed down vainly looking for traffic lights or signs.

Marisha asked if we could pick someone up and rather like a maxi taxi we suddenly ended up

lurching obliquely into the side of the road. It was Virginia.

Virginia was Marisha’s friend and associate who I had been introduced to on the unreal world of

the internet. Now here she was smiling warmly as she got into the car. This was unexpected.

It was always amazing for both parties to meet for the first time in Moldova. None of my many

female penfriends really expected me to come. Why would anyone want to visit Moldova ?

A country described by a Canadian author in one of the few books on it as a “Lost Province”.

(Lost Province, Adventures In A Moldovan Family by Stephen Henighan).

A colleague on one of my contracts had surprisingly met a Moldovan lady working in Brussels

while on a holiday there. He told her that I was visiting Moldova as a tourist. She had scoffed:

“no-one visits Moldova as a tourist”.

Virginia had been introduced in internet world as a very highly qualified and business experienced

lady who was currently out of work. She would take on the humble task of placing adverts in

local papers advertising my free offering of books, CDs, DVDs or videos. In fact I had not been

overwhelmed by the response but had picked up some penfriends. She had copied me in on

the adverts placed in the papers. A mass of Romanian with an English block in the middle.

Part of what I was offering were free copies of “Playing The Moldovans At Tennis” by Tony

Hawks. Virginia had declined any email dialogue on what I was doing but had placed masses of

adverts for the $50 sent. In fact one of these was copied by another paper and I gained Eugenia, a

new and regular penfriend months later from Colibasi on the very southern tip of Moldova. 

Marisha had asked on Virginia’s behalf whether she could have one of the copies of PTMAT sitting

in Marisha’s flat. Virginia read it and following another conversational email from me replied

simply: “sense of humour ?”. In fact Tony Hawks’s book produced one of two responses: silence

or great amusement. There was no dividing line between Russians and Romanians in this choice.

Virginia had wanted the book to show or discuss with her new bosses at a major Chisinau football

Club. She had been appointed its Marketing Manager. The book covered the story of how

Tony Hawks, professional comedian and excellent tennis player had taken on a bet to play and

beat the entire national Moldovan football team at tennis. Virginia’s club was one of the clubs

Tony had visited. Some weeks after this I asked Marisha whether Virginia would accommodate

me in her city centre flat as advertised and also provide breakfast. The answer came back that Virginia was too busy to provide breakfast. So I booked up Marisha’s neighbour Tamara.      

A discussion developed between Marisha and myself on what we were doing, where we were

going. I was worried that Natalie and her family wouldn’t be home to take my suitcase of books,

DVDs and videos. I wanted all this sorted out as soon as possible before going to Marisha’s

place. For the next day I should hopefully be off early to Transnistria. Also it was getting dark and

I was on the edge of this strange unknown city with no signs and seemingly abnormal traffic

system. 

Unexpectedly Virginia got out the car. At the time it struck me sadly that she might have thought she’d been snubbed for not answering my emails. In fact, Marisha had decided we couldn’t reconcile so many requirements at once. I didn’t see Virginia again.

We headed into the deepening gloom, more potholes and more advice to drive close to the centre

line. I strained my eyes to judge the width of the road. Starting out from a right hand lane, I found

that I faced the block in front as the road ahead was narrower. This was another unusual but regular feature of Chisinau’s road system. If this lane was for right turns, well as usual there were no

markings or they were too faint to be visible in the dark. I waited for the maxi taxis to pass.

There was the usual regular hooting. Sometimes this seemed more like an established social

custom than a necessary warning or rebuke.   

WTM! Chapter 4   
We arrived outside what I hoped was Natalie’s apartment block. We stepped into the dark corridor.

There was no smell or graffiti or rubbish. “Well this is Chisinau, not an English inner city block of flats ” I reflected ironically as we got into the lift. It clunked into life and clunked to a halt as

someone else got in a few doors up. Then it clunked and jolted vigorously when it reached the eleventh floor.

We got out. I was confused looking for the right door. It all looked so plain, drab and anonymous. Marisha rang the bell while I was looking around. It was quickly opened by a blonde girl who said “hello”, smiled shyly and backed away. This had to be Natalie. I tried to match this girl with the two similar photographs she had emailed me. We went in. We were introduced. Marisha’s face broke into a very warm but seemingly familiar wicked smile. I felt a strangely strong pleasant feeling amongst all parties. The effect was like an adrenaline kick. Again a little voice inside said: “Eddie, what have you let yourself in for ?” Mr Donets apologised for the “reparations” in a seemingly long description. It was probably very short. I was introduced to his wife. The dog barked fiercely. This

was the Rottweiler kept locked away in another room. But wasn’t it supposed to be just a puppy ? That was the picture Natalie had sent me.

Our penfriendship had got off to a very bad start. I had unwisely emailed Natalie with information about the Dangerous Dogs Act and the newspaper coverage that had resulted in it. Natalie was just

15 and soon to become my most regular penfriend. I frequently remembered the moment I’d first seen her entry on a purple coloured language site. “15 ? for God’s sake, where are you going to draw the line ?”. However I had read that a large part of the middle aged population was out of the country working, mainly in Italy and Russia. They’d left behind children who had to look after themselves. They would appreciate some kindly moral support and a book or a magazine. Somebody cared. Two of my first penfriends fell into this category. But it was a distorted picture as the problem was not as widespread as I had supposed. Yes, it happened, but not most of the time.

Natalie would be 16 on Sunday. My agreement to attend her birthday party along with her information that the school term ended at the end of May had made me chose that time. I wanted to visit some schools. Hers was to be one of them. Also as a contract accountant I needed to pick the end of a month for my holiday. It should be a quiet time if I was involved in a typical assignment.

During the following conversation it was agreed that I would stay the night in the Donets’ flat rather than go to Marisha’s place. I was lead into a long room by Natalie. That is where I would sleep. Like the rest of the flat it appeared to be furnished in a simple 1950s or 60s style. But it had a comfortable easily liveable feel about it. I was concerned to contact Liliana to confirm that she would arrive the following day so we could go to Transnistria. How would I get to her ? Mr Donets assured me that they had a very efficient transport system. “Don’t worry, Liliana will come tomorrow”. The arrangements were made by phone. Liliana would be there at 10am. I was very relieved. Marisha had a busy schedule and had to leave. We said our quick goodbyes.

We sat down to eat. Mr Donets had a large downturned Mexican style moustache. He looked as if he might have been able to secure a bit part in a spaghetti western but his accent may not have fitted. His wife was a quiet, relaxed and very pleasant lady. As Russian people they did not fit the western stereotype. The acting in those Cold War films now seemed as credible as a spaghetti western. [A fictional film story from the days of America’s Wild West, produced on a low budget by an Italian film studio and usually filmed in Spain. Some have become popular film classics].

So Mr Donets should have had his bit part. In fact in the real world, Mr Donets had been a doctor which perhaps explained his reassuring manner. He was now a sports journalist. It didn’t seem appropriate to enquire about this.

They were just a very ordinary family. There had been some concern amongst my family that I

would meet so many Russians. Thinking about that increased my enjoyment of the meal and the

accompanying conversation. The first thing I had been introduced to was pelmeni.    

WTM! Chapter 5   
Then I was given Borsch. There were a variety of things to eat and all the food was delicious.

As I was to discover in Moldova, the produce is grown organically in fertile soil and expertly

cooked. By comparison English supermarket food often seems synthetic and tasteless. It is an absolute requirement for the woman in the Moldovan household to cook well. She will buy fresh produce in the market from the “peasants”. Peasants just means farming families. Western connotations of the word “peasant” have no relevance here. The town and the countryside are but different parts of one seamless whole.

Moldovans in Chisinau happily decamp to the countryside to swim and pick fruit in the summer. The difference is the standard of living. Town and city dwellers usually live better lives. Natalie’s grandfather had a dacha near the river Nistru at Vadul Lui Voda. They often went there on weekends. I was served some deliciously sweet white Moldovan wine which was identical in taste and  appearance to the Spanish Moscatel wine from Valencia we used to buy.

Natalie’s grandfather had been wounded in the eye in the war. This had resulted in years of

pain and many operations. Despite that he had become “The First Doctor” of Moldova and

was mentioned in official historical records. He was obviously an inspiration to Natalie who

had some health problems and carried on stoically.

We finished the meal with coffee and sweet snacks. Conversation was easy as Mr Donets and Natalie spoke good English. He explained that I would be wise to move the car to a proper secure parking compound. This was my first introduction to what was a regular feature for Moldovan car owners. It was unwise to leave your car on a public street. Mr Donets’ faced creased into his

familiar genial smile as he pointed out that otherwise the car might not be there in the morning

or its wheels may have been removed. So he guided me to a car compound but it was full.

So we went to another one.

We drove up a short heavily rutted muddy track and stopped outside a large sentry hut and a man came out. A brief conversation followed seemingly in Russian. I handed over some lei worth a few pence. We drove the car over heavily rutted ground relying mainly on the headlights to see where we were going.. As the car slewed about vigorously I wondered what the compound would be like following heavy rainfall. We found a space next to a rope on which the number 65 hung. Mr Donets advised me to memorise the number. How safe was the car there ? I enquired but then noticing more expensive cars, pointed them out in answer to my own question. 

Mr Donets characteristically shrugged his shoulders and made a comment reflecting the uncertainty of the situation. I thought of Vienna where I had noticed how old the cars and motorbikes were relative to those in the UK. How prosperous England had become. How fortunes can change ! As I trod slowly and carefully passed some prestige vehicles I reflected on the strange nature of wealth and peoples’ living standards that economists try to assess with their arbitrary measures. 

We crossed the road onto a dark pavement and walked by the regularly spaced trees and the occasional small huddle of people. It was not far to the Donets apartment. Mr Donets showed me the bathroom facilities. The dog sometimes barked loudly when I passed the frosted glass door of the room in which it was kept. I went to my room where Natalie joined me. Her parents called her “Natasha”. She sat upright like a 1960s English Public School girl. (Confusingly perhaps, a Public School is an elitist fee paying private school for teenagers which uses rigorous selection testing).

I showed Natalie the contents of my suitcase, books and DVDs which I was happy to leave for her use for a few days and a few things I wanted her to keep. But she just wanted to talk. Natalie paused thoughtfully between questions. Her head would dip, partly hiding her eyes behind her long blonde hair. All the time she tried hard to suppress a smile. Like some other Moldovan girls I would meet, her chest would heave as she took a deep breath while straightening up to recover a dignified pose. I hadn’t seen this for a long time. It was my turn to try not to smile.

I remembered I had to make a call. I was expecting a pass to bypass the requirement for foreigners to report to a police station within three days of their arrival. I would have been happy to make that

visit but for the fact that I didn’t know where I would be staying every night. Also by then I simply didn’t have the time. The system is mainly geared for foreign visitors staying with friends in one

place or at a hotel for their visit. I was not entirely unsympathetic. There are some nasty foreign criminals who prey on young women and children. Like everything in Moldova, the police service is under resourced. However the hotels charge exorbitant prices which are not advertised. Until the late nineties the Romanian authorities required hotels in Romania to charge foreigners six times the rate for Romanians. When Romania applied to join the EU, one of the first requirements placed on them was to scrap that policy. No doubt the hotels had also been heavily taxed. The Moldovan taxation system is influenced by the latest crazy methodology which President Putin’s government used to replace a more workable system. This rigged system backfired as a number of hotels closed in Chisinau while the business in private flat rentals took off. I asked to use the phone and spoke to my penfriend who at the time was a receptionist at a hotel in Chisinau. She turned up later with a pass from the hotel. It recorded my name and the fact that I was staying for 12 days at that hotel. I handed over 15 euros and was mightily relieved. She had to rush off and sadly I wasn’t able to see her again.

Natalie and I discussed things happily until just after 11pm when she had to leave to go to bed.

I looked around the room when she was gone. Like the other apartments as I was to visit, along with the 1950s style sofa which adapted as a bed, there was a smart glass fronted bookcase. In it was a large paperback book which Natalie had asked me for. She had read it very quickly. I reflected on the expectations I had of Moldova before leaving England. I had expected to see some terribly drab and sad places. I hadn’t expected the lifts to work. The reality was much better than anticipated.

I awoke early on my sofa bed, set about organising my things, and gazed out the window at

the other apartment blocks in the Riscani district. I took some photos and my first camcorder film footage since leaving the airport. I had breakfast in the kitchen and anticipated Liliana’s arrival.

I walked into the hall and there she was.

Liliana looked very foreign and different from the two photos she had emailed me. Her gaze settled on a point low on the opposite wall. She looked slightly worried. Liliana was one of just three girls who would get into the hire car alone with me, a foreigner and a stranger known to her through the

world of the internet. Like Marisha, Liliana had met English people before. This may have reassured her in my case. Additionally, as well as the emails I had sent, she like Marisha and Natalie had received webcam footage of me reading Playing The Moldovans At Tennis. There was another thing. We had nearly bought a place together in Moldova. To show my sincerity I had sent Liliana a recording of myself on a webcam CD proposing this.

She and her mother were to be the tenants for $1 a year. Liliana obtained permission to use the College’s digital camera. She went around taking photos of various plots of land and houses. Huge unreduced pictures came through over two days while I was sitting at home between contracts.

There was a frantic email exchange. The problem was that I had very limited capital I could commit. One of the pictures contained a strip of land on a slope with a long windowless workman’s hut or toolshed. We had agreed that we might try to build on land so I suggested this site. Indignantly Liliana replied that she was not prepared to live in this hut. It was not even safe. I immediately replied with equal annoyance. This was a low point. One of those incidents that looking back makes you laugh and nearly cry. In the end I realised I couldn’t afford what Liliana and her mother needed. That was April and after this mad scramble I thought it best to calm things down a bit.

Liliana spoke. Her accent neither English nor American sounded unusual. I felt another strange sense of excitement. This was good. Later I was to meet Ana a very bright and eloquent Moldovan girl who could even have passed herself off as an ex English Public School girl. Ana did everything perfectly and with a warm mischievous smile seemed to suggest: “look I’m the best, do you need the rest ?”. She said as much in a tongue in cheek sort of way.

Mr Donets offered to guide us out of Chisinau in the direction of Transnistria. The behaviour of other car drivers was crazy at times. It reminded me of banger races I’d seen as a teenager. [Banger races – old cars with windows removed and internal steel cages added racing around a dirt circuit]. He said the Americans refused to drive in Chisinau. That made me feel much better as I consider that British people usually have more natural courage. Mr Donets added: “you are the brave Englishman in search of adventure”. I wondered whether there was some ambiguity in this statement. Was I to end up as the Moldovan equivalent of the missionary in the cannibals’ cooking pot ?

We pulled in at a bank and I was directed passed a large queue straight into a large cubicle where

I changed some of my dollars into Moldovan lei. I commented on this and Liliana grinned broadly. “You have special treatment”, she said mischievously. When she smiled enthusiastically she looked like a completely different person. I wondered whether Moldovan women lost the ability to smile broadly as they became careworn with years of worrying. We drove off.

Mr Donets’ words intruded into my thoughts: “We have to turn left here” followed by: “the traffic turns from two places”. There was some dialogue between us as I edged towards an unmarked spot on the unmarked pitted road judging that I was just to the right of the centre of the road. In the mirror I could see that cars had stopped about 15 yards behind me, well back from a normal turning position. This was unreal. There was only one lane to turn into. Mr Donets thought it was normal. At the right moment cars from the back turned very quickly into this road. “Turn” shouted Mr Donets. “I can’t, I’ll crash into them”. “Turn” he shouted again and again as I shouted back at him. He was obviously enjoying himself. For a second I thought of the famous Russian tank riders in the Second World War who had taken massive casualties. Well, courage should be contained within the bounds of sense I thought. Mr Donets guided us onto the main route towards the airport and Transnistria and said goodbye.

WTM! Chapter 6   
Liliana and I headed out of Chisinau along the straight road to the border with Transnistria.

It was the other side of the carriageway I had travelled with Marisha the previous evening.

Approaching the airport road junction with the petrol station, I remembered the previous evening’s

incident and in a relaxed mood explained it to Liliana. Time ticked by and there was an uneasy silence in the car. I didn’t know what to say. The situation I had chosen was a strange one. But as someone who has always liked to do things differently, I felt elated.

Cars on the other side of the road flashed their lights to warn of the police. I hit the brakes and explained this to Liliana as we passed the Moldovan police. This broke the ice (as we British say). 

Liliana was most impressed by this international drivers’ convention. She had travelled up and down this road as a bus passenger and missed the significance of the gesture. It was then good to pass the Moldovan police who were situated in two further places along the road.

We arrived at the border with Transnistria. It was the same border post seen on a BBC programme of Transnistria, one in a series of “Places That Don’t Exist” - provinces not internationally recognised.

It was with this border post in mind that I had bought a camcorder which just fitted into my inside anorak pocket. My luggage had been carefully chosen. I didn’t want any trouble or difficulties. At the first border post we went into an ancient caravan or temporary building for me to pay a small environmental tax. Liliana was sceptical about the purpose of this. The interior of the dilapidated railway carriage type caravan was heavily stained with damp marks. The floor was uneven. Surely even the Moldovans could afford to replace it ? I was curious, did this building have some historical significance ? But I didn’t ask. It had to be a stupid question.

Then we went to the proper Moldovan border control point. This was a typical purpose built

construction. Liliana guided me through the handing over of papers, all very smooth and quick.

Once through this, the Transnistrian authorities were only interested in a quick search of the boot.

Driving out I said to Liliana: “no problems at all”. Liliana responded ruefully: “foreigners are welcome in Transnistria, Moldovans are not”. 

Liliana directed me to the Baptist Church in Bender. It was situated a short way down a quiet road

behind large impressive gates. I parked the car inside, filmed the outside of the church and recorded

a brief conversation with Liliana.  We had to wait for someone to open up the church. In fact we headed for the house opposite and climbed some steps at the back to an upstairs room. There people arrived for a Bible class. They brought beautiful and very tasty cakes and bottles of lime juice. By modern British standards, The quality of the food was exceptional. But then our women have forgotten the art of cooking and cake making.

Liliana had set a test on the Bible and the class gave their answers. An elderly man on my right told me that he had worked for the KGB but saw the error of his ways and became a Baptist. He said: “man’s love is a selfish love”. I said: “better selfish love than no love”. He responded that God’s love was a perfect love. I took some photographs of the class. Some of them then went into another room and started singing. I recorded this on my camcorder. Then we had a chat. There was a young girl called Kate whose husband came in while I was filming. She never stopped smiling.  Kate was obviously a genuinely very happy young lady. Her wide lips curled upwards into her cheeks as the dominating feature of her face. Slow faltering conversations in English developed. They were surprised at my age. You can keep looking young if you don’t smoke and grow a beard I said with gestures, looking at the women. Kate’s husband was embarrassed I was told because he smoked. I decided to have a short friendly conversation with him but he still looked worried as if he had committed an offence. Kate’s eyes twinkled. I thought this is definitely not your “have a nice day” cheesy American smile. How could she be so happy in such a poor country ?

There was a well built lady in a coat with a very unusual flesh pink colour. She asked me if I was married. “Ya Xenat” I replied. She and the lady next to her were impressed with my attempt at Russian. She smiled warmly. It appeared she was my age, married and said she could tell by someone’s eyes whether they were happy. She was and she thought I was. “The eyes are the windows into the soul” is a well known English expression. There was a brief discussion about religion and the class broke up. 

The two middle aged ladies accompanied me and Liliana to the church which had a magnificent interior. It was well above the average standard for English churches. Compared to modern English churches it appeared to be a cross between different styles. The large picture at the front was almost catholic in style. The balconies reminded me of early protestant churches. Centuries ago these had been designed so that all parts of the congregation were about equidistant from the preacher. This had been to break the social protocol which existed in catholic churches at the time. All were equal in the eyes of God. So protestants had dressed in dull clothes. Flashy pink would have met with strong disapproval. Fortunately times have moved on. [The protestant faith started at the beginning of the sixteenth century when Martin Luther in Germany protested against corruption in the catholic church and became part of a successful rebellion which lead to religious wars across Europe over the following centuries].

I got out the camcorder and filmed the church, Liliana and the two ladies in their forties. We had a

brief conversation on film. Then we went to another room in the church. On the walls were pictures

by children. There were long tables. This is where a lot of homeless children were fed and looked after during the day. They had a generous donor and in Transnistria this translated into a big operation. Liliana said: “many of their parents are drunkards”. 

The value for money aspect was enormous. I have always been a great believer in targetted and directly accountable charitable support. It is supposedly more expensive to administer but in this case it was much more effective. I left disappointed that I couldn’t see the children.

I said my goodbyes and we left for Liliana’s mother’s flat on the outskirts of Bender. We parked outside the flats. There were people hanging around outside. We went up in the lift. Liliana seemed uneasy. I was introduced to her mother who was a jolly person and kept speaking to me, presumably in Romanian. “Nu Inteleg” I repeated. She looked puzzled and I grinned. I think she found it unbelievable that being able to communicate with people around her for decades, she would come across someone who had no idea what she was talking about. There was no television in the flat which could have shown foreign language programmes.

It was an interesting situation for me as I was aged 44 but in England most people estimate my age at about 33 – 37. In the Russian school I was to visit, the teacher there reckoned I was about 27 which was Liliana’s age. Liliana’s mother was 51 and my wife, Barbara who is nearly 11 years older than me was 55. When I met Barbara, her excellent skin and good looks fooled me into thinking the gap was much less. In the West, it is considered important to marry someone about your own age. A 10 year gap in either direction is considered too much and likely to lead to the marriage failing. The norm is that the man is 0 to 5 years older than his wife. My father married my mother who was 13 years younger than him in 1957. They were still happily married when he died aged 89 in March 2005.  

After moving in my luggage I asked whether they could phone Anna and Alexander. I didn’t feel

guilty about this because in his book “Playing The Moldovans At Tennis”, Tony Hawks is pictured

in a Transnistrian phone box with the comment: “In Transnistria the phone calls are free, but no-one

has anything good to say to each other”. So I put this to Liliana who’d greatly enjoyed reading this book which I’d sent to her in January. She laughed and said: “that was a very long time ago” - that the calls were free. But it may also have applied to the supposed unfriendliness as well, as I was to see. Liliana and her mother hadn’t been to Tiraspol for many years and were looking forward to the trip. We all headed off in the hire car to see Anna and Alexander. 

Marisha had as requested supplied me with as many maps as she could find which was three. These covered Chisinau and Baltsi plus a national map of Moldova. Given the security situation between Moldova proper and Transnistria it didn’t surprise me that Marisha couldn’t find maps of Tiraspol and Bender. However here we were already beyond the 2pm meeting time and depending on directions from locals. A man in a Lada said follow him and directed us. However he sent us to the wrong part of Tiraspol. Further directions were more successful. When we finally turned up in the right road, I nervously parked the car nearby. There were few parked cars and it was obvious the streets hadn’t been designed with private car owners in mind.

We quickly found the rough whereabouts of Anna and Alexander’s flat. As usual there was no graffiti. I always got the sense in Moldova that people there felt a sense of pride, belonging and respect for their environment. We went into a courtyard with very uneven ground. The foreign visitor soon learns that money is saved in Moldova by not flattening out and tarmacking many surfaces. In fact this place like many others looked like a nearly completed building site which had been tidied up, abandoned and ignored for many years. Except for the fact that there were many inquisitive children out playing. Unsurprisingly perhaps I saw less fat people in Moldova and they tended to be older. What we call “middle aged spread”. The children were thin but some were tall. A few were kicking around a dilapidated football. As the three of us made our way carefully towards the correct entrance I reflected with what pride owners of newly built properties in our country happily put up with building site conditions for many months to say they had been there first. Photographs would later be proudly displayed of “the building site”. They didn’t suffer during that period. Better to feed and educate children than spend money on roadrollers, concrete and tarmac. 

Like other blocks of flats I was to go into in Moldova, the numbering wasn’t clear. I suppose each area had its own regular postman who thoroughly knew his locality. My camcorder was on as we went into Anna and Alexander’s apartment.  “You’re on film” I said and received cheerful responses.

Anna taught English in a state school and Alexander was a Russian peacekeeping soldier. He had seemed to be slightly annoyed with me contacting his wife when we first started exchanging emails in December and January. Anna sent me a photograph of Alexander in the countryside with his face on her shoulder looking fierce. This was the only picture I was sent of him. Relations softened over

the months. However I reflected that I would not have liked to confront him with his Kalashnikov

rifle. 15 years ago he would have been my enemy. An article in a newspaper supposedly derived from leaked Russian archives claimed that at one point in the early 1980s the Soviet Army reached an emergency highest state of alert. It was ready to pour over the borders into Western Europe.

Had any serious incident occurred I would have been conscripted in my early twenties and sent to

fight people like Alexander. At the time, he would have been at nursery school. Up until 1990,

my friendship with people like Anna and Alexander might have been described as “giving aid and

comfort to our enemies”.

I produced a Scottish tartan cap with synthetic red hair attached and put it straight onto Alexander’s

head. In response Alexander produced a camouflage cap and quickly forced a metal badge onto it. It was a badge of the Russian Army. He put it on my head. There it stayed until I was back in

Liliana’s mother’s flat. He then attached a very smart looking badge to my souvenir “Luxembourg”

T shirt. I assumed this was the badge of his regiment. Laughter filled the apartment as I filmed. Looking at Alexander, Anna made some comment about Scottish football fans who had visited to attend a football match. The Scots had chatted up all the local girls, got very drunk but otherwise behaved themselves. Anna showed off some photographs of family and friends.

They shared their food and drink with us. Then we headed in the car to the outside of The Palace Of Marriage Ceremonies in Tiraspol where more filming took place. After that we visited the Botanical Gardens. President Smirnov’s offices were at the front of these in a large and smart but modestly styled rectangular building. On the outside were air conditioning outlets reminiscent of US buildings from a former era. For a man and a family of such reputed power and wealth it seemed an unusual cost saving measure. There was no noticeable security.

I remembered an article on the internet of how someone who had taken pictures of an important building in Transnistria had been grabbed by a security man hiding in the trees. With my heart in my mouth I took a couple of pictures of this most important building from an oblique angle. No-one confronted me. Perhaps the Transnistrian authorities were moving away from the old siege mentality, sandbagged machine gun emplacements etc. I caught up with the others. Alexander took the camcorder. We walked through the gardens and Alexander did most of the filming. 

WTM! Chapter 7   
We explored the large Botanical Gardens. Anna explained they had once been one of the

showcases of the former Soviet Union. A great deal of research and experimentation was

carried out there. Now the budget had been severely cut back but still a lot of time and

effort was expended on these gardens. Anna pointed out some new plants, the result of recent

research and experimentation. Anna was proud of these gardens and wished she had more time 

to spend there. I took photographs of my new friends. A wedding party went past. We moved on.  

Liliana bent down in the long grass and after a few attempts picked up a butterfly. I felt this

was wrong (by Western standards) and gently told her off. Liliana was amused. I suddenly understood her. Liliana felt she had so little that she was going to have and appreciate everything she was entitled to. She never asked me for anything but when she had something in her possession it was hers.

An American colleague at her Baptist College had told her off for photocopying supposedly

copyrighted material. When we discussed this back at Liliana’s mother’s flat I said it was a legal “grey area” and started to expand on the issues. But she would have none of it. “If it’s mine I can do what I like with it”, she asserted with a girlish grin. In a country like Moldova, Liliana has to be right in one sense. If her detractor had to live on $100 a month, moving from apartment to apartment with belongings and supporting her mother in another province, a different attitude may have prevailed. Trying to impose a foreign rule book in a country like Moldova is usually a mistake.

In Moldova, normal rules don’t apply. However if you become sick, it’s the rule that you will receive medical treatment at little or no cost. Shouldn’t this be the normal rule in every civilised

country ?

We headed back the way we had come in. Alexander pointed out a hare and I had a go at filming it. As we reached President’s Smirnov’s residence an official behind its high wire fence directed us to leave around the other side of the building. We drove off. A few streets further on, a drunk lurched into the street in front of us. He had one eye closed as he leaned forwards with an angry and disorientated look. 

We went to look at the shops. There were two or perhaps three that I could see in the centre of the city of Tiraspol. The first was an art shop. There were paintings and rugs inside. We then went to

a wine shop where Anna insisted on buying me a bottle of “Kvint” cognac. I opened it at home

in England and had two weeks of very pleasant sipping. I am usually a light wine drinker.

We headed out of Tiraspol and I thought this was just a drive through the countryside but it went on and on. Alexander would occasionally shout from the back adding the words: “Eddie Schumacher”. I thought he was saying this in a light hearted way but much later Liliana explained that he was very worried. “He’s ignoring all the road signs”, he had shouted in Russian. From my point of view, I did see some strange Cyrillic symbols but those could have meant anything ! My passengers were amazed we weren’t stopped. This good fortune was later attributed to the army cap I was wearing.

After a time I was directed down a narrow road to a one storey farmhouse in a row of such farmhouses. We went in. There was some confusion. Obviously we weren’t expected. There followed a very friendly reception. Liliana’s family had lived two doors down I was told. They hadn’t seen their good neighbours for years.

A table was brought out and a girl who looked about six, laid out the cutlery. She had a very serious and determined expression but she was also obviously enjoying herself. We had a meal. It was very rough and ready (as we British say) but it was most pleasurable. I drank a lot of their good wine, too much in fact. Everyone thoroughly enjoyed themselves. I didn’t understand a word they were saying. An elderly man showed me his farm while Alexander filmed. It was sad that I hardly understood anything he said. Looking out over the fields to the distant horizon I felt the timelessness of nature and this family’s connection to it. 

In March and April I had exchanged emails on the internet with Liliana on buying a place in the Moldovan countryside. On my visit, Liliana was keen to show me all aspects of Moldovan life. It gave her a great deal of pleasure to see how much of this I could take and what my reaction would be !

It was time to leave but this family didn’t think so. We stood by the car outside the gates for what could have been half an hour exchanging pleasantries. I felt pangs of irrational fear that they wouldn’t let us leave combined with the fear that we would leave ungraciously. The old farmer gave me a two litre plastic bottle of their fruity tasting red wine. Eventually with the sun low in the sky, we were on our way.

Earlier that day, as Liliana and I had approached the Transnistrian border, she asked:

“who suggested the idea of hiring a car ?”

“Marisha” I said (although I wasn’t at all sure about that).

“That’s a mistake”, Liliana said.

I wondered how she felt about it now.

As we approached Tiraspol, we saw a drunk walking in the middle of the road with his back facing us. He was staggering as he followed the line of the road. A car passed him at speed coming our way. Liliana started shouting as we approached him with the width of several feet between us. She thought we might run him over. I carried on confident that even a sober man would have trouble walking several feet sideways at great speed. Also even the drunkard must understand the situation he was in. We passed him quickly and Liliana was angry with me.

We arrived back at Anna and Alexander’s flat. I gave Alexander a British Army combat jacket. It was genuine army surplus with the name of the British soldier sown inside. The left arm had slight scuff marks on it. The Army Surplus shop in my hometown of Reading only had large sizes. I had worried that the jacket would be too big but Alexander was taller than I had expected. Alexander was delighted. He posed in front of the mirror in their bedroom. I also gave him a small poster detailing all the ranks in the British Army. Alexander pointed to the two stripes of the corporal and said enthusiastically: “corporal, that’s me”.

I asked Anna about Alexander’s progress in learning English. She characteristically raised her eyes to the ceiling, sighed loudly and leaned back with an amused expression. Anna showed us photographs of their family and friends in albums and on their Russian DVD player.

The subject moved to Alexander’s peacekeeping role. He had photographs of his fellow peacekeeping soldiers from two other distant parts of the world. He mentioned that his unit used a T70. “Don’t you mean a T72 ?”, I said thinking of the famous Soviet battle tank. But no, he showed us a 3 second video clip of himself rotating the heavy machinegun or cannon inside the T70 armoured vehicle. He proudly showed this again and again. 

Alexander was a Transnistrian citizen born and bred. That he was a Russian soldier in the Russian part of the international peace keeping force would have raised eyebrows in the western media. A BBC correspondent interviewing him would have asked him where his loyalties lay. But that

would have partly missed the point. Had Alexander been born in St Petersburg, his motivation

and actions may have been little different in a crisis. Indeed had he witnessed the chaos and

destruction of war in his own province he might have been more willing to put up his hands.

Alexander made it clear to us that he strongly believed in peacekeeping. He combined that view with a love of all things military !

Anna showed us pictures of firework celebrations in Tiraspol. I was struck with her genuine sense of pride for Transnistria. Years ago Anna had signed up to study Romanian in her home town of Baltsi. She felt she was being discriminated against and had moved to study at Tiraspol University. As a parting present, I gave Anna a detailed and well illustrated book covering the best of English heritage.

It was now dark and Alexander offered to guide us out of Tiraspol. As we approached a crossroads, I asked for directions. Alexander said: “left, right”. “Make up your mind !” I said. It turned out he didn’t know the English for straight ahead. He hoped I would understand. We dropped him off on the main road back to Bender and said goodbye. Throughout the day everyone had clearly enjoyed themselves. There was always a natural sense of ease, comfort and good humour which I came to associate with Moldovan people. The only occasional arguments had been between me and Liliana. In England an observer might have said to Liliana and me: “are you married ?!” That’s a typical piece of English tongue in cheek humour for you.

WTM! Chapter 8   
A few miles outside Soroca is “The Candle”, a tall monument with a chapel inside it finished in

2004. From its balcony, the observer can see beautiful views of the Nistru river valley around Soroca with the Ukraine on the other side. It is very attractive when the skies are clear.

The Candle was built to celebrate the efforts of those Moldovans or Moldavians who attempted to preserve Moldova’s culture and identity in very adverse circumstances. Its completion was timed to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of the ending of the Second World War and all its misery and destruction.

The poorest country in Europe spared no expense on its construction. Had it been appropriately

sited in Western Europe it would have become a major tourist attraction. Sergiu and a friend of his directed me to this place in the darkness. They took the hire car and left me with Nadina. They knew I would co-operate and that in this situation Nadina was safe with me. We would have a chat and then walk down the 600 steps from the monument to where Sergiu and his friend would be waiting in the car by the Nistru. I will say this for the Moldovans. Whatever they do, whatever the situation, they handle it with style. It was a lovely warm summer night and we were completely alone. I could sympathise with Nadina’s situation. She had to look after herself and her 15 year old brother. Both of them depended on her father working in the Czech Republic as an underpaid builder worker. He was probably “an illegal”. Nadina had said that he and his work colleagues paid in advance for several weeks accommodation. Their money was taken but the accommodation was withheld. They were defrauded. The situation of Moldovans working abroad is often difficult and painful.

Were her father to become sick or be unable to find work, he wouldn’t even be able to support

himself let alone his two children. Money arrived irregularly and Nadina had a precarious existence. It was a test of her courage and resourcefulness. The Candle was partly a testimony to the bravery of Moldovans caught up in the Second World War. Unwilling participants and victims of the global ambitions of brutal dictators. To me it was clear that Moldovans thought they should face their fears and life’s challenges with the very best of their own style. The value placed on this belief was well expressed by “The Candle”.

We leaned on the balcony railings and looked at the snake of the Nistru gleaming in the moonlight.

I spoke and Nadina collapsed in laughter on the railings. “I could tell you were frightened when you ran after your luggage” she said. We had a brief discussion and agreed things. We headed down the many steps to the car waiting below. I was in all their hands. 

WTM! Chapter 9  
I woke up early on my second morning in Moldova. I was on a sofa bed similar to the one I’d slept on the night before and I’d slept well. I decided to film from the balcony of the flat with my camcorder. Liliana and her mother had slept in the neighbouring room. Liliana’s mother saw me and tried to rouse her daughter. I could hear muffled groans as I stood by the lounge door. I wondered how long it had been since either of them had experienced such an event filled day.

The drama hadn’t finished after we reached their block of flats. After some anxious moments finding a place just outside the local car compound, we then had a plumbing emergency. I went to the toilet to find a bowl of water with a shower attachment in it, overflowing onto the tiles. “Flood, flood” I shouted and they came running. The authorities switched off the water every day between 11pm and 6am. It was about 10:30pm when we’d finished our brief evening snack and there was then a lot of activity in the bathroom and toilet cubicles. “What happens if you want to go to the toilet after 11pm” I asked. Liliana smiled and choking back her laughter, said: “You take a walk in the field”. She was lovingly cleaning items from my toilet bag over which shampoo had leaked. She had insisted on doing this.

I was shown a large round cylinder in the bath full of water. It looked like the kind of container used to cook food for many people. Liliana apologised that the water was only lukewarm. I washed myself sitting in the bath in a squat position.

As I got out of bed that Sunday morning, I looked around me. Despite only having two main rooms and a kitchen, the flat was big. In England, the same space would have been used to create two or even three bedrooms. After 9 O’Clock, Liliana appeared and we had breakfast. I filmed them with the camcorder. I decided to phone my wife Barbara. I had two prepay mobile phones with me. One had £44 worth of calltime. The other £20. I dialled using the one with £44 on it. Barbara was very worried. Why hadn’t I phoned before ? Despite this I kept the call down to a just a few minutes. I was astounded to see  there was only £11 left on it ! This must have been because I was phoning from Transnistria. I knew immediately I now had a serious problem. That was the last call Barbara received from me in Moldova.

I wanted a quieter day myself so we just went to Bender on the bus and had a look around. I deliberately left the cameras behind. There was a large covered marketplace with lines of identical weighing machines. We went into an electrical shop where I saw some very cheap cookers and washing machines. Then we went into the Orthodox Church where there were many old people. Old women backed out of the church, crossing themselves and sometimes bumped into each other without noticing. Each appeared to be on their own personal mission of salvation.

We returned for lunch which contained a huge variety of things. They were nearly all vegetables but there was a great variety by UK standards. In the UK, a typical meal is often what is known as “a meat and two veg.”. I had to refuse a lot of what was offered because the quantity was too much. I said: “I am on a diet and honestly my stomach has shrunk. I just can’t eat all of this”. Liliana said “we usually have five course meals here”. I replied, “I try to keep my food intake down to 1,800 calories and 30 grams of fat a day. The packets people buy from the supermarkets have the calorie and fat contents listed on them”. Liliana laughed: “you will be fat when you leave Moldova.”. The irony of the situation was not lost on either of us.

We sat down in the lounge after lunch. Time was pressing as we had to get back to Chisinau for Natalie’s birthday. I had told Natalie I would be there no later than 5pm. I handed over a water filter I’d brought for them. They had to filter the water  which came out of the tap. They didn’t say how they did it. We talked. Liliana translated parts of the conversation for her mother. I described my first contacts with Moldovan penfriends. I was amazed at how open and honest the responses were. It gladdened my heart. The first email responses were on November 24th from Liliana and Irina who came to the party. 

Liliana had typed:

“Our people are very friendly, very hospitable, intelligent, sensitive to others needs. Our country is beautiful, especially in the summer (this is my favourite season), it has a lot of sunflower fields, forests, hills (I am quite romantic), though it is poor.”

Irina had said her mother was a paediatrician who treated the Prime Minister’s (V.Tarlev) two daughters. She gave her mother’s very low salary and listed the cost of their main outgoings. She added:

“Maybe I shouldn't have told you all this, but this is the way we live. Still I love my country, it's small, but beautiful, it's a green country. We have a lot of trees in Chisinau, so it's beautiful during the four seasons we have: spring, summer, autumn and winter. We have interesting customs for the national holidays. But we also celebrate some of the international holidays, such as Halloween or Valentine's Day.”

I told Liliana about Irina’s mother being a doctor and an email I had from another penfriend. This girl described in detail a problem she had with her reproductive organs and added: (I have corrected some of the English).

“They did some analysis and after two weeks they will give me the answer. I am very scared, and all the nights I am crying, because I want to be a good mother to 3 children.
Sorry for my letter, but no-one knows about this. If my mother will know she will die, she loves me very much. My friends are only friends, and I am alone.”

I sent the full details to Irina and passed on her answer. The problem was easily and inexpensively curable. The young lady replied:

“Dear Eddie! Thanks for being such a good and kind man with a girl which you never saw.”

This was one of a few medical problems which my penfriends described to me with amazing candour. The nature of these problems often seemed to fit with symptoms of radiation sickness. That didn’t have to be the cause of course and that thought would never have crossed my mind had I not read some articles on the internet about the effects of the Chernobyl disaster on people in Moldova. But it appeared to be a taboo subject. I quoted the English expression: “Is this the thing that dare not speak its name ?” Liliana then astounded me by describing what happened to her at the time of the Chernobyl disaster. In summary she had ended up very sick at home and hadn’t eaten for a whole month. It sounded like she very nearly died. I asked her whether there had been any lasting effects. Liliana said: “Since Chernobyl, I don’t have the same energy. I often get tired particularly in the afternoons”. In the nineties she had gone on to learn English and French to a high standard and now “was working all the hours God gives” (English turn of phrase).

The subject turned to the civil war. “What were you doing in May and June of 1992 ?” I

asked remembering that Bender had seen the worst part of the fighting. “We were hiding

in a cellar in a village for two days while it was being shelled” she said grimly. “Then we

drove out in a car carrying a large white flag.”

WTM! Chapter 10  
There are some people whose ideal holiday is sunning themselves on a beach. Others prefer activity holidays, some of these can be quite adventurous and even include extreme sports. I like culturally enriched activity holidays in Western Europe. I like a bit of excitement and even some risk but I was to get much more of that than I expected in Moldova. It was a rollercoaster of a ride.

We went to the car compound and picked up the car where we had left it parked slightly outside but in sight of the sentry box. Liliana revealed that Alexander had advised us not to take the normal route out of Bender. The officials manning the customs post there that weekend were likely to be difficult. This was useful inside information. Also I had overstayed my 24 hours without reporting to a police station. On the internet it had said that people staying in Bender had to report to the police station at Varnitsa. The general view was that it wasn’t such a problem for foreigners these days but I couldn’t be sure of that. We weren’t far from and would be getting close to Varnitsa, internationally reported as the scene of border protests and disturbances a few months previously.

Distance wise it was far quicker to travel across a heavily rutted route of a few hundred

yards starting just yards from the car compound. It bypassed the customs post. But it became apparent why the authorities didn’t think that was a likely prospect for car drivers.

Liliana’s mother was to accompany us across the few hundred yards. By now, I very much wanted a quiet time for a while. We set off and the going was dreadful. Liliana thought that we should turn down a side route and then turn again. So we went down this slope. The underside of the car scraped against the mud. The car driven very carefully at a very slow walking pace lurched violently in all directions. Small crowds of people formed to watch the entertainment. We reached the bottom of the slope and looked across. There were big puddles of unknown depth. I thought about it and said it was too risky. It was bad enough trying to get a grip on the mud we were on. Added to this I had another problem. I had hurt my feet while running and they were recovering. It was an old established problem and I knew very well that too much tension in my feet would cause me a lot of problems. Yet aggressive juggling of the pedals was called for. As curious bystanders watched the idiots in the car, the conversations had become heated. Liliana insisted that we had to see it through to the other side. I thought of how she might have suffered in the past in Transnistria being a Moldovan citizen of Romanian descent. I felt like I wanted to explode.

Anyway, I turned the car round and we headed back up the slope. Sometimes the wheels lost

their grip and the car slewed about. We made it back up to the top and carried on. The bottom of the car ground on the mud. I worried about the exhaust system and listened keenly for the sound of noises from the bottom of the car. Finally we made it out onto the main road. I stopped and nervously examined the bottom of the car which was caked in mud. It seemed fine. It was time to say goodbye to Liliana’s mother and these weren’t the best circumstances to do that. Liliana told me her mother had appreciated having me as a guest and I was most welcome to return. Given everything that had happened, all of us found that amusing.

We parted company with warm smiles. Throughout, Liliana’s mother had quietly and calmly enjoyed our adventures.

A few miles (or kilometres) up the road, I mentioned “the muddy track” we had passed

over. “Road” said Liliana. “That is not a road”, I said indignantly. “It’s a Moldovan road”

Liliana insisted.

We arrived at the Transnistrian border post and were waved through. We then stopped by a sort of gazebo, where five Moldovan customs officers were crammed in. They wore smart black uniforms and were smiling as they talked to Liliana who was blushing. There was a slight testosterone charged tension but the atmosphere was good. I was interested in this process. It was now very warm and it was good to be out of the sun. I may have seemed relaxed and over interested as they told Liliana they thought I was a journalist. Apparently another journalist had visited the previous week. I wondered whether this was for the Guardian newspaper. On the plane, I’d looked over someone’s shoulder and was surprised to see an article on Transnistria in the Guardian. When they left the paper behind, I picked it up and had given it to Anna. It wasn’t a very informative article for people who have read about Transnistria. It used the usual expression: “a black hole”. The Dutchman used those words as well. But how does that translate ? It really refers to its economic, political and legal situation. The journalist had recorded that one in three people in Transnistria were in uniform which I found unconvincing. I didn’t see anyone in uniform in Transnistria which was disappointing. Perhaps that was because it was the weekend. Anyway, I gained the impression that the customs officers thought the more journalists that visited Transnistria the better. Their papers could only report how bad it was and give the customs men a laugh if the article was translated.

The men in black thought Liliana was my interpreter but suggested something more than that…. “Make sure you get well paid for what you do”, the senior officer kept on saying to her in Romanian.

On the road again, we saw children selling what looked like cherries by the side of the road.

A flash of lights from a passing car and Liliana brightened up. I saw the Moldovan police

pull over a slow moving white van on the opposite side of the road. The driver hadn’t done anything wrong. It was completely arbitrary. However I remember reading how a young

Moldovan girl forced into prostitution used such a situation to escape from her brutal pimp

and indirectly help other victims of this man.

We drove through Chisinau without incident. Liliana said she wished she could drive. We arrived outside the Donets’ block of flats without making any false turns. I looked at the

bottom of the car. The potholes had shaken off nearly all the mud.

The Donets’ had decided to postpone Natalie’s birthday party. This was due to some issue connected with her grandfather. I started filming with my camcorder. The atmosphere was sombre. This was partly due to me wearing the badge and Russian Army cap. The badge wasn’t a regimental badge. It celebrated the Transnistrian army’s “victory” in defending its homeland in the civil war. I had no idea. Mr Donets was a Russian by origin but as he had emphasised on my previous stay, he was Moldovan. His view of the situation was that under the Soviet system people had choices but few people would help you. “Comrade you can choose this option or that option”. But if one choice might most likely lead to prosperity and good fortune and the other the equivalent of falling down a black hole, often no guidance would be given. In post Soviet Moldova, people will help you but if you think the Soviet system was such a good thing, then you may not need his advice. I was surprised by such an unusual though logical perspective.

We sat down to eat. Natalie’s mobile rang and she handed it to me. I responded to the voice. “Are you Ana or Anna or Anea ?” I asked spelling out the first names and giving several surnames. I was aware of smiling faces around me. It was Ana and she would arrive in an hour’s time.

After the meal it was time to say goodbye to Liliana. We would meet up the following day. Mr Donets and myself took the car to the compounds as before. The second one was now full too. However Mr Donets suggested parking the car in an unofficial car parking spot next to it which was also a building site. As we approached another sentry box only yards from the one we’d come from, we were met by two nasty looking dogs. I was to see that type again. They stuck their long snouts forward and one bared all its sharp looking teeth. Mr Donets walked passed them in a relaxed manner as they growled aggressively and circled him. Occasionally the dominant one would threaten the other one which scampered away. Mr Donets returned and said genially: “Yes, you can park here”. I asked the obvious question about security and he gave me his typical shrug and non committal response. I had to decide. The dogs had already made their point and gave me less trouble as I handed over a few lei.

As we walked back towards the first sentry box, Mr Donets said: “the difference between them is that one pays taxes and the other does not”. Back at the apartment, Mr Donets showed me his British football team memorabilia. There was a smart plaque placed on their lounge wall with the emblems of famous English football clubs. I had to admit that sadly I was one of a minority in England who didn’t follow these things. 

The subject moved to relations between Moldova and Russia. I mentioned what had happened to Nadina’s cousin but suggested the Russians were usually fair in employing Moldovans as building workers in Moscow. Mr Donets responded that if Russians were paid $600 a month, Moldovans were often paid $300 a month. When it was time to pay them, they might be killed.

They might be incorporated into the concrete structure of the building they were working on.

It was time to meet Ana. Natalie and myself stood outside the apartment block in near darkness. To nearly every young lady who approached I said: “Ana ?” Whenever I turned round, Natalie was desperately trying not to grin. But I was very keen not to miss my visitor due to a misunderstanding. After a while Natalie made a brief comment almost choking with laughter. I shut up.

Shortly afterwards a young lady approached from an unexpected direction. Natalie had read her body movements and moved towards her. Yes it was Ana. We went upstairs and in the lobby of the flat the lady introduced herself as Elena. I was confused. I had given contact details to so many young ladies, I thought Ana would now turn up and be missed. Elena looked disappointed. I put my hand on her shoulder and said we were pleased to have her. She looked unconvinced. As Liliana had explained, Moldovans are so used to disappointment that they expect things to go wrong. I realised that Ana was in fact Elena.

All three of us went to my room. Tea and cakes were brought in very quickly. I pointed my

camcorder at them and pushed the “record” button.   

WTM! Chapter 11  
On the Monday morning I found myself walking to Natalie’s Russian school to meet the

pupils and the teacher there. In February, Natalie and myself had agreed that I would visit at the end of May. That coincided with Natalie’s 16th birthday and the end of her school term which was a convenient time to visit her school. Also I wanted somewhere to stay and wondered whether it was possible to stay at their flat. I wanted to stay in as many places as possible. Although this didn’t fit in well with Moldovan registration requirements, I knew that

some of my penfriends had different registered addresses from those in which they lived.

They had to keep changing their accommodation to find affordable places to stay as

rent took a very large part of their income and kept on rising.

It was a nice fresh morning when we walked through a lightly wooded area to the Aleco Russo 

school in Riscani. The school was clean and freshly painted. It was light, airy and spacious.   

I was introduced to the English language schoolteacher, Mrs Alla Rubanka.

With typical Moldovan candour she immediately told me she was caring for her husband who had “suffered an insult while working in Moscow”. Mrs Rubanka’s English was of a very high standard but she meant “assault”. Or did she ? English has a marvellous quality of being ambiguous and having words of similar sounds and similar meanings. Foreigners are often afraid of not speaking English correctly. But in fact unlike the French, we like to see how foreigners use our language. The unusual use of English is a regular comedy theme.

We have an established way of expressing things. Some of our expressions date back over a hundred years. There are turns of phrase with historical causes that 9 out of 10 English people don’t know about. Take basic English and use it properly taking no account of the way we use it and how it has developed and it’s easy to understand. That’s fine by us. Also many English people love to hear and read foreigners mangle our language. I personally get endless pleasure from it. But although it may be hard for foreigners to believe it, English people are laughing with them not at them. The way that foreigners use our language to make a point is often very revealing of their true nature. It’s also often a fair use of our words. Like a typical Englishman I’m hopeless at learning languages and I hope I’m not a hypocrite. So if a Moldovan can speak English at all, they’re smarter than me. If they’re much smarter but also much poorer that’s because it’s not a fair world and never will be.  

The morning went very well. Early on I was surprised by Mrs Rubanka tucking my shirt in for me. It had been decades before that the last person had done this for me, probably my mother. She took good care of me and insisted on treating me in the canteen. There was a very good atmosphere in the school. The children were obviously happy. What struck me most was the amount of affectionate pushing and shoving. I had never seen anything like it. Boy with boy, boy with girl, girl with girl. Natalie however avoided this and temperamentally it wasn’t her style I guessed. Sometimes during the morning in breaks between lessons, children would pile on one another. All this good natured behaviour put me at my ease and on the video that was taken I am seen to be very relaxed. I didn’t get the feeling I was boring these children.

I saw a number of different classes. The children were bright, positive, confident and knew enough English to talk to me. They would leave their things lying around trusting they would be safe. Mrs Rubanka insisted on giving me a guide for the rest of the day. This was tall Andrei. He patiently, diligently and intelligently helped me with all my requirements. But what followed was four hours of pure farce. Still at the end of it, my luggage was booked into Tamara’s (Marisha’s next door neighbour in Ciocana district), I had a new mobile phone with the Voxtel service on it and I expected to see Irka, Olga and Ana C. at La Taifas at 7pm.

I still wanted to sort out the arrangements for a party to be hosted by me at 129 Columna

Street on Saturday at 5pm. This place had been found by Stefana. I had asked all my penfriends for details of bed and breakfast places. Only Stefana came up with any kind of non hotel

accommodation. “Bed and breakfast” may be a foreign term to Moldovans but that possibility didn’t cross my mind until early May when Inka explained the situation in Baltsi. In the UK, there are many “B & Bs”. The case for them is undeniable. The fact is that when you get up and start the day, you will not be very effective unless you’ve had something to eat. It makes perfect sense to have that meal in the place you’ve spent the night in. In England that breakfast is usually “The Full English (Breakfast)”. The main part consists of bacon, eggs, sausages, fried mushrooms, baked beans or tinned tomatoes and usually fried bread. In an email exchange with Inka I said that I would be happy to have whatever Moldovans normally have for breakfast. I was keen to know what that was. The initial result was a confusing email exchange. Finally light dawned and I got a sense or reminder of what life was really like in Moldova.

The accommodation that Stefana found had a sauna and perhaps another large room. She gave me the name of the person to pay but omitted to mention that he was Italian and was just introducing the property to me. His fee might depend on what I booked (or what I thought I was booking). I also found out later that he depended on an occasionally employed translator. Stefana sent me photographs of the property but the position became confused. I had paid a lot of Euros (by Moldova standards). I wanted hard facts and a clear agreement but the Italian introducer gave me sales hype which suggested he wanted more money. 

There was a further aspect. Many Britons are distrustful of the Italians. Of European Union funds stolen in corruption rackets, most is stolen by Italians, especially the mafia. I have worked with Italian males and dealt with Italian companies and often been unimpressed. (Interestingly, I’ve found Italian women to be very trustworthy and confidential). It was now mid May and I asked Stefana to intervene personally at 129 Columna. Perhaps unwisely I added the following extract I had just received from Inka in Baltsi. (Stefana was from Baltsi). I hadn’t discussed Italians with Inka.

“Company that heats our flats in winter is owned by some Italians. Yes, the service did become better, but... the bills. The bills are higher than our salaries. 
An average person makes about 700 lei. Only bill for one month of winter central heating is 600. Now you can be sure, we have fun spending money here. :)

The other sewing company is also owned by some Italians.

First people work at night and day.

Second, their salary is nothing, just nothing.

Third, not a single item of clothing sewed by this company is sold in Moldova, everything is exported.

So you see, Italians do not care about people here.”

On the eve of me leaving for Moldova, Stefana apologised and said her Italian boyfriend wanted her to leave for Italy at that time. I had accommodation booked at 129 Columna. I had a party booked there with up to 20 people turning up but no food had been sorted out. I wasn’t sure whether the owner and cook spoke Russian or Romanian. I knew she didn’t speak any English.

Sitting with Andrei in the car at about 4:30pm, I decided to phone Stefana in the vague hope she may not have left Moldova after all. She answered. She was in Chisinau but I knew that she lived and worked in the southeastern part of Chisinau. But no, she had just started a new job at the Agrobank in Riscani. She was also free that evening. I couldn’t believe my luck. After an abortive search at the “wrong Agrobank”, Andrei and myself found the right building. We were 20 minutes late but Stefana had waited for us. We would go to 129 Columna together. 

First though, I rang Liliana. I wanted her to be involved too and she agreed. At this point Andrei rang his parents who wanted him home. I was enormously grateful for his help but he refused to accept anything in return. Stefana and I drove to the Baptist Theological College. On the way, we went over a relatively small pothole and there was a crash in the car. I swore. Stefana laughed. The stereo had fallen out ! Stefana revealed that Barbara had phoned her.

I guessed from what she said that Barbara must have been in an agitated state. I had in fact emailed all my contact details and a detailed timetable to William (as he sat next to me) before I left. But omitted to tell him I’d done so. It was only towards the end of my holiday that he found it. In the meantime Barbara had obtained some details from Marisha and phoned a few of these lovely sounding girls… “Where’s my husband, Eddie…”

It was after 6pm when we turned up at 129 Columna. Galina, the owner was in. Galina was an excellent cook and we had previously agreed a fixed price for her to cook an English buffet. I produced a list which had been translated into Russian. Galina was a Romanian Moldovan. We now had to explain to her how to produce an English buffet. The problem was I couldn’t cook anything to save my life (as we say). I had to communicate what I thought I wanted and answer Galina’s questions via Liliana and Stefana. 

We had very little time if we were to get to La Taifas on time. Added to this I was still suspicious. So for example when Galina wanted to know how many kilograms of each meat I wanted, I proverbally put on my accountant’s hat. (That is my profession). Again and again I responded that she was the cook, the price was fixed and I trusted her judgement. I have to say that everyone handled this cheerfully and competently. Although I left the place in an anxious mood, I was worrying needlessly. As a hostess, Galina well exceded my expectations and we

had a lot of laughs together. Her establishment carries my strongest recommendations. After all their invaluable help, I invited Liliana and Stefana to La Taifas restaurant. We arrived after 7:20pm (19:20). Irka, Olga and Ana C. had waited for us.

WTM! Chapter 12
We sat down and looked at the menu. There was live traditional Moldovan music. I got up to film the five girls with my camcorder and take some photos.

Irka said: “Olga and I are very good friends”. “But” she added “we argue a lot”. They cast each other friendly but mischievous glances.

“Have you got boyfriends ?” I asked. “Of course” they both replied cheerfully together (as if it was a silly question). “Are you both going to get married at the same time ?” I asked and saw Liliana smiling broadly on my right. They both reacted as if they thought this was a slightly wicked question (which it was). “No” replied Irka smiling.

Ana C. said: “I haven’t got a boyfriend”. “Of course you have”, I said. “It’s errr…your cousin”.

“It’s a Chinaman”, said Ana sweetly. We made our way through five courses of traditional Moldovan food including Mamaliga. I wanted to know how this was made but immediately forgot what I was told as I was getting very drunk.

I believed I’d read that La Taifas was the most expensive or second most expensive restaurant

in Moldova. I’d spent ten years with other committee members of our local Institute branch

(Chartered Secretaries) helping to organise local dinners and other events. The bill I received was the equivalent cost of two good three course dinners without wine in an inexpensive restaurant. The six of us each had five courses with extras and a few bottles of the best Moldovan wine.

It was a wonderful evening. I ended up at Tamara’s flat but I can’t remember exactly how. I know at least Liliana helped me.

On Tuesday morning, I had to get to the Romanian school. Marisha said that Tamara would help me. I had discussed this briefly with Tamara when I’d moved my luggage in the previous day. Tamara was a Russian lady in her fifties who was a bit exasperated with the world. Her husband was an engineer who couldn’t get work and that was bad enough. But she was more exasperated with me. Her English was very minimal but as she got to know me, she loosened up and said many more things in English. I would say “Marisha said…” “Mareesha say” she repeated holding up her hands in the air and looking upwards as if Marisha hadn’t told her the full story.

Her husband had arranged for us to be transported part way down the straight Milescu Spataru road to this school but no vehicle arrived. More exasperation for her but as always accompanied by a half smile. We ended up in a maxitaxi and Tamara insisted on paying. I never learned what lay

behind that smile. Perhaps it was a reaction to me grinning most of the time.

Anyway, I found myself in the Petru Zadnipru school where I had to ask to see Inge Magaluc

who was a friend of Marisha. I wondered what is different about Romanian children compared to Russian children ? I didn’t think there would be a great difference because I expected the Russians to be so different from us Europeans and often they weren’t. Russian males often have a pronounced facial bone structure but most of the girls could pass themselves off as Western Europeans.

I stood in the foyer watching and like the Russian school there was a very warm and friendly buzz. It was nice just standing there and watching so many happy faces. Inge said her English was limited so she introduced me to Mr Shimeket who was a black teacher ! (I only saw one other black person in Chisinau). His English was good. I was then taken to the headmistress’s office. So far so good.

I sat down at the end of a long table with a coffee. There were staff on either side. The headmistress spoke to me using a blonde lady as an interpreter. The blonde lady only spoke to me

after the headmistress had spoken to her in Romanian. There was a brief introduction during which I explained (in response to an enquiry) that I had 15 female penfriends in Moldova but added: “they are all just friends”.

Blonde lady: “We would like you to help us exchange students with schools in England”.

E: “I will make enquiries but it’s not my area. I’ve never been involved with schools”.

Bl: “Our headmistress asks for your help with the exchange of students”.

E: (shrugging shoulders) “I’m an accountant. I don’t have any real connections with schools in England. But I will try and help you”

Bl: “Our headmistress wants to know how you can help us arrange for English students to stay with good families here and have our students stay with families in England”.

E: (looking and sounding very annoyed) “I’ve told you I will make enquiries. In fact these things can take years to organise. You have to take them step by step by step. I will look at helping you with the very first steps”. (accompanying hand movements “to step by step by step”).

Bl: (very expressively and with a concerned expression) “M-i-s-t-e-r  E-d-d-i-e,  p-l-e-a-s-e  don’t be a-n-g-r-y with us. We want some help to give our students some good experience in your country”.

E: (alarmed, silent and worried)

Bl: “The headmistress says: “We have very nice girls here that I’m sure your boys will like”.

(suggestive looks from the headmistress).

E: “In the UK, we have very strict anti discrimination legislation. Any exchange would have to

contain about the same number of boys as girls”.

Bl: (expressed as before) “M-i-s-t-e-r  E-d-d-i-e,  p-l-e-a-s-e don’t be a-n-g-r-y with us. We are against discrimination. We have a black teacher here.”

E: “I’ll do my best to look into this for you.”

I was in a state of mental turmoil. My first thought was how very unMoldovan this was. Then I thought it must have been like that in the Soviet system. You are asked a question by someone in authority. If you give the “wrong answer”, then they start: “comrade…”, asking the same question again. Then perhaps again, “comrade…” I thought, I’m British and we don’t put up with this kind of thing but then I didn’t want my visit to end there and then.

Anyway, it was with great relief and pleasure that I was shown around the rest of the school. To start with, a beaming young girl showed me their museum. This contained ancient Moldovan artefacts. I nearly asked whether they were still using those types of implements in parts of Moldova ! Like at the Russian school, I met many Moldovan children who spoke English well. Their style was a bit more gentle and also bursting with enthusiasm. The photograph taken in the class says it all. I can still feel the warm glow when I look at it. I got to know Mr Shimeket and the blonde lady who introduced herself as Zina. Mr Shimeket had a fascinating story to tell. He took me into the large staff room and we talked.

E: “Well, I have to ask the obvious question. How did you come to work here ?”

S: “I was a student in my own country, Ethiopia. I did a bad thing. I was studying for my degree

     and the authorities suspended me for a year. My parents were concerned that it would affect my

     education. At the time Ethiopia was under Soviet influence. So I was sent to the Soviet Union.

     I got married and you have seen my teenage daughter.”

E: “You are now a Moldovan citizen ?”.

S: “No I’m not. I’m Ethiopian. The Moldovan authorities wouldn’t let me have dual nationality.

      The problem is that I can’t confirm my Ethiopian citizenship without going back to Ethiopia

      and I can’t afford to do that.”

E: “But your daughter is a Moldovan citizen ?”

S: “Yes she is. I can’t deny what I am. You can see I’m an Ethiopian”.

I went to another class. Along the way I was directed by one of the cleaning ladies who are a prominent feature of that school. It was a fascinating communication system. These mainly plump middle aged ladies leaned on their mops to keep the floors gleaming but they also passed on messages. I turned up on a floor and was strangely drawn to place a hand on one of these ladies shoulders. She didn’t mind. But then there was a lot of touching of arms and guiding people physically. There was something very comfortable and reassuring about how people operated in that school. I wanted to absorb this atmosphere. Later on I saw one of these ladies telling off a boy who was late for class. He cowed his head in shame. It was bizarre. In the West, where huge amounts of money are spent on expensive communication systems this Moldovan system probably works much better. No-one can go anywhere without passing these ladies and they are well informed. They are one of my lasting images of Moldova.

WTM! Chapter 13
After school, I had a snack lunch with Mr Shimeket and Zina in a nearby café. It was hot all day and it would be hot for the rest of my stay. I would have been very surprised if I had known that I was to run to that café after 10pm that evening in a very sweaty state and shout “Zina” over and over again while Moldovan bystanders regarded me strangely. I spent the early part of the afternoon discussing things with my stateless Ethiopian friend. It was mainly about me contributing a small amount of money every month so that the school could have internet access. It had been my suggestion, not his. But he greeted it readily. I also pointed out that the school needed its own internet site if it expected to be taken seriously. Along with a contact email address it was a vital requirement if they wanted to be properly considered for a student exchange programme.

We saw Zina who was rushing but wanted me to tell her the details later on. So I took her telephone number and agreed to phone after 10pm. Zina worked at the University and was also doing a degree course there. It was a typical Moldovan thing to do. Everyone in Moldova was rushing around, working and/or studying hard. Liliana told me she had to do three jobs to pay for the bare essentials. It was so strangely different from what I imagined life would be like in Moldova when I first looked into it in November. The tiny amount of coverage I had seen on television and the brief news articles suggested a very different picture. Moldovans had seemed to always live boring lives in total poverty in crumbling apartment blocks framed by forests. It was as if people had been inserted in places unnaturally against nature. They were the surviving sons and daughters of desperate survivors. Living in a place where coaches would arrive to take out large numbers of very ignorant bored young girls to positions falsely, even tragically advertised as dancers or waitresses.

Later that afternoon I walked back to Tamara’s apartment. I passed my car which was parked out in the sun next to a car compound on Milescu Spataru. Prior to me leaving for Moldova, it had been arranged that I would have dinner with Ana at La Taifas that evening but she had cancelled two days previously. Ana was in the middle of her final exams. I phoned Doina but there was no answer. Doina was a friend of Irka but she had been too busy to see me on a previous occasion. Doina lived on Moscovei. Natalie and I had wandered up and down Moscovei trying to find her apartment block only to discover that it was directly opposite where they lived ! But Moscovei is a wide main road.

Marisha phoned and said she expected to be back at 6pm, so Tamara and myself chatted, went to the local shop and had something to eat in her kitchen. I discovered that Marisha and Tamara went back a long way (as we say). I told her my story with the aid of her dictionary, pieces of paper and a pen. When she understood that I was married and had 15 female penfriends, she reacted strongly, waving her arms.

T: “These girls, your wife, she kill you !” (“kill” pronounced “keeeell”).

Fired up, she then went on to tell me about her daughter.

T: “Daughter marry Frenchman, go Paris. He have affair, marriage finish. She go Moscow”.

At the time of my visit, a non EU citizen marrying a French citizen would have to wait a year before being granted citizenship. It had struck me immediately that a small number of Frenchmen might take advantage of their new foreign wife’s situation. Tamara’s daughter was too proud to hang on for EU citizenship which many Russians prize so highly.

In April 2005, Barbara, William and myself had lunch in London with a Romanian lady (Moldavia province) and her French husband. She, Narcisa was in the UK on an English course and had been unemployed for five years. For this she blamed France’s restrictive labour laws. In October I found myself sitting next to and working with Gabriela, also from Moldavia province. The other three nearest people to me were all immigrants. One was from Australia and two from Poland. A few months later, the fact that Britain welcomes foreign immigrants more than the French helped London win the 2012 Olympics. The whole world had expected Paris to win the bid to host the 2012 Olympics. In the closing hours, the British delegation presented a brilliantly effective video to foreign delegates pointing out just how friendly and helpful Britain is to foreign immigrants. Fellow citizens of these delegates had suffered worse treatment as immigrants in France. As the decision was read out, all the photographers were facing the French delegation. A BBC correspondent who had been given privileged inside access, joyfully told the story. He added the well worn phrase: “It’s not over ‘till it’s over”.

Marisha was later than expected so Tamara and myself chatted on, used her dictionary and drew

more pictures. Finally at about 9pm, Marisha arrived. But she was in a hurry. She had a shower and we chatted while she was ironing with her hair wrapped up in a towel. She had to get back to a hotel in Chisinau where she was looking after two nice Englishmen. Marisha seemed to attract a lot of “nice Englishmen”. I emailed her before and after my holiday and often received an automatic pre-prepared email response saying she was away for a few days. Usually this said she was showing one or two “nice Englishmen” around Moldova, eastern Romania or Russia. Her website was open to the world but she only attracted the best people…!

I phoned Zina about 10pm and got directions but couldn’t find her apartment. Typically the apartment blocks weren’t labelled. It had been agreed that she would wait outside her apartment at 10:15. I was late even though I ran. Zina wasn’t there. I shouted out her name over and over again. There were loads of people hanging around. Eventually a Moldovan woman told me off. I ran back and phoned. I was annoyed. I ran back again. I was dripping in sweat. The following morning when I picked up the shirt it had huge white sweat stains on it. I used to run four and a quarter miles every Saturday morning in 32 minutes and my T shirts never got into that state ! It was after 11pm and I saw Zina waiting near the café. I continued running up to her in a flat footed way to protect my feet. She smiled. We went to her apartment. I sat down about a foot from her on her sofa. We talked while her children, Rita aged 19 and Sandu, 15 listened attentively. Zina told me she thought she had given me good directions.

E: (still out of breath) “All these apartment blocks look all the same. They’re so anonymous.

They are not labelled at all.”

Z: “I told you it was the third one along”

E: “Third one from what, third one from where ? Also do you think that I as a stranger and a

foreigner in a country like this am going to go into an unlit apartment block at 11 O’Clock at

night with all those youths hanging around outside ?”

We discussed the possibility of the school gaining internet access. Zina’s role was to be a translator again for a conversation I was to have with the headmistress the following morning. Mr Shimeket had set up the meeting. We agreed details. Zina then changed the subject.

Z: “M-i-s-t-e-r E-d-d-i-e, how can I support my children ?” (She said this with a cheerful wail).

She smiled wryly and jiggled her body. I was amazed, intrigued, amused and slightly annoyed all at the same time.

E: “I’m not going to tell you how to live your life”.

Z: “But Mr Eddie, you have seen so much, you have travelled the world”.

Again she smiled and made a flirtatious gesture.

E: “I don’t know anything about this country”.

Z: “But you know so much”.

At that point, I smiled back and grabbed her hand. She pulled away from me with a hurt expression. It was a most surprising move on my part. I had never done anything like it before. However while in Moldova, I was determined “to get to the bottom of things” in the little time I had. That is not a rude expression. It simply means to find out everything. I had the feeling that Zina was talking through me or at me and not to me. She was also like a person on a stage telling her grievances to the world. I was the person to address because I was important to her. I was the first English person she had met. I was a representative of a foreign country who could help her. I was more of those things than Eddie Barton. Yet Zina combined her enquiry with an expression of her complex femininity. As I said to her cheerfully in a later email: “you are so wonderfully foreign !” As she came to know me later on, I became Eddie Barton to her. When it was time to leave, she showed me out. I assumed she would carry on walking with me and took her hand when we’d walked 10 or more yards up the road. She pulled away again. I swung around to face her a few feet away and held up my left hand. We smiled at each other, said goodnight and went our separate ways. 

WTM! Chapter 14
I was awoken about 3 O’Clock in the morning by someone moving around in my room. The odd thing about my room at Tamara’s was I couldn’t close the door because another bed in it stuck out too far. Strangely I wasn’t too bothered about this night time activity. It appeared that somebody else had turned up but was sleeping elsewhere. They needed the mattress and bed coverings. They made as little noise as possible and departed. From my reading, I had learned that many Russians have a different attitude to privacy and nudity. Different from Western and especially English attitudes that is. For example, in the book “Lost Province” already referred to, the Canadian author stayed with a Russian family in Chisinau. They were very strict about boys and girls being left alone together. However males and females would walk about in a state of undress, sometimes nude as they hurriedly looked for their clothes in the morning. Tamara’s husband sometimes passed me in his underpants. He didn’t seem to mind me talking to his wife for several hours. 

I headed off for the Petru Zadnipru school again. I was nervous of meeting the headmistress again.

Although I was always a bit anxious while I was in Moldova, I was rarely afraid. There was something comfortable and even comforting about the atmosphere. I looked at the apartment blocks on that hot morning. They were arranged with green spaces in between. Under trees and by large bushes, people chatted and children played. About the former Soviet Union and apartment blocks, there is a story that always makes me smile when I think about it. A very drunk Russian headed for his flat. He found the right floor and the right flat number. He entered, went to the bed which he shared with his wife in the usual place. He did what most men do with their wives (even if very drunk perhaps !) and went to sleep. He woke up to find himself in serious trouble. He wasn’t in his apartment. How was that ? Well, unfortunately all the apartment blocks arranged in rows, looked the same as were the areas between them. The poor woman who lived in the flat said she was too terrified to fight him off. But he had a good defence to the charge of rape brought against him. It was an easy mistake to make. Something which could have happened to any man… The judge didn’t think so and sent him to prison for many years.

The headmistress was delayed and I was shown into the Deputy Headmistress’s office by Mr

Shimeket. I was surprised to learn that she was his wife. I was offered an expensive sachet of coffee with hazelnut flavouring served in a beautiful china cup. The headmistress was on other urgent

business. I explained to Zina and Mr Shimeket that I had to be back at the flat at 10am to see Irina

“Blondira” and after that I would drive straight to Soroca. Mr Shimeket had given me insights into the administrative issues and requirements of trying to give their school an internet connection. However although he knew a lot, we both discovered that he didn’t have the full complex picture. The headmistress arrived and the meeting went much more smoothly than the previous day. Unfortunately, the amounts required to deal with all the bureaucratic and technical requirements were far in excess of my offer. It was most disappointing. I could see how people trying to get anything done in Moldova suffer endless frustrations.

I arrived back at Tamara’s flat at 10am. I hadn’t finished packing and was slightly relieved that Irina hadn’t arrived. I was rushing when she turned up with a friend called Val. Like Irina, he was Russian. She was a beautiful blonde lady in her mid thirties. She was a self employed accountant like me. In the weeks before I left for Moldova, I had looked forward to her showing me around Chisinau. I thought she would be on her own. Val was a tourist guide. They both took my luggage down to Val’s Lada  hatchback. I said goodbye to Tamara. She had become worn out by me going backwards and forwards into her flat. Smiling Tamara said:

“Eddie Barton, go away and don’t come back !”

Did she mean it ? I think she half meant it ! 

We transferred my luggage into the boot of my hire car which was baking hot in the sun still outside the car compound.

We headed off in Val’s Lada. I was given a five star tour of Chisinau. Val concentrated mainly on the historical buildings and monuments but pointed out all the major buildings in Chisinau. Irina and I took some pictures and did some filming. He certainly knew his history well. He also had an

unusual view of Russian connections and involvement in Moldavia from medieval times. Val explained that members of the ruling Bessarab tribe had entered into many marriages with important Russian families. I can’t remember the many other details he gave me. But he charted Russian connections with Bessarabia / Moldavia over hundreds of years. Six months later and after such a wait, I finally took delivery of “The Moldovans” by Charles King. This American Assistant Professor was part funded by Oxford University to produce the most authoritative examination of Moldova and its history. I read that the Russians played a major role in Moldova’s history, particularly in the 19th century. Censuses at the end of the 19th and 20th centuries showed Russians and Ukrainians accounting for 27% of the total population.  

Val took us to a number of Jewish monuments. At one he gravely announced how many Jews had been murdered by Moldavians because of some crazy rumour. I interrupted him with the details which I had previously read. I added that it was nothing compared to the number of Jews murdered in England under similar circumstances. Perhaps that was the wrong thing to say ! Val then described how many houses had also been destroyed. However I had and have the feeling that Moldovans sometimes apologise too much. As if their country is strangely different from other countries and peoples. But perhaps it makes Moldovans even more courteous, kind and deferential hosts. It certainly didn’t make them shy of talking to me ! Many Moldovans don’t realise how much better their country is compared to others in some ways. One thing I dreaded before I came to Moldova was the sewers. I thought that a country as run down as Moldova would have a serious problem with sewerage. I had raised the problem a few times when talking to Liliana about properties. Unsurprisingly she didn’t want to talk about it. On country properties she said: “every area makes its own arrangements”. What did that mean ?

On visits to France, the smell in some places was awful. One hotel at Boulogne on the channel coast stands out in my memory. Many beds in France reminded me of film footage of President Ceaucescu’s bedroom the day after he was executed. There were two sad looking sunken beds either side of a rough looking wooden cabinet which had a large model metal Russian tank on top of it. Yet the Romanian President wasted massive sums of money building and rebuilding an ornate palace in the centre of Bucharest. Building it meant ripping up a significant section of Bucharest’s sewerage system causing serious problems to this day. In my English eccentricity, I associate grotty sunken beds with poor sewerage systems. I never saw or smelt either in Moldova. But there aren’t any grand palaces either…

I asked Val about his beard. Wasn’t it unusual for a Russian to have a beard ? But he didn’t think it was very unusual. He offered the opinion that the British and Americans were usually better tour visitors than the French and Germans. In describing the British and Americans, he like many Moldovans lumped us into one category. I was very quick to comment on that perception !

The French and Germans were more arrogant he thought. I could imagine that many Germans would not be happy with a Russian guide concentrating on Jewish monuments and attributing blame to the former German regime. Nazis were still Germans even given that most Germans are very sorry for what they did in the Second World War. Val confidently took us around Chisinau. He edged his Lada assertively across packed crossroads with the occasional curse or comment. I didn’t think he was allowed to do what he was doing. But what did I know ?! I was so glad he was driving.

Irina and Val were very entertaining. The only bad thing was the heat. However I think Moldova’s climate is similar to our own. I believe it gets slightly hotter in summer and slightly colder in the winter. A few weeks later, the UK was as hot as it was on those days and stayed like that. Gabriela, the Moldavian lady I sat next to in October described winter conditions in Romania. Her English husband had got stuck, snowed under in an unheated railway carriage two years previously on Christmas Eve (December 24th). He was on the way to Gabriela’s village. The temperatures dropped to minus 15 in a mountainous area. He was with other Romanians but didn’t speak any Romanian himself. Gabriela indicated that he never intended to return to Romania again ! “Are the Romanians like the Russians in a situation like that. Do they huddle together ?” I asked. Gabriela’s silent look suggested not.

In a Chisinau shop doorway, Irina squeezed passed a big woman. I was amazed. If she had waited one second this could have been avoided. For a fraction of a second there had been a wiggle between the two women as the space was so tight. As she pressed passed this large busted woman, a ghost of a smile passed Irina’s face. I don’t remember ever seeing such a thing before. The purpose of the shop visit was to see if there were any Moldova T shirts there. Val had been sceptical about such an idea. He was right. I have to say however that it should be done. How can a country believe in itself if it can’t even offer national T shirts for sale ? How many other countries in the world does this apply to ? Very few I hope. Even if none were sold, the very act of displaying good Moldova T shirts would be a confident assertion of Moldova’s separate identity. We headed down Columna street which I recognised. 

V: “What do you think of Chisinau ?”

We passed no.129, which I had visited.

E: “This place has real character. You don’t want it to change”.

V: (mishearing me as he reached the junction) “You don’t like Chisinau ?”

Val stopped to take the right turn towards Stefan Cel Mare street. 

E: “Quite the opposite. I think you should preserve its unique character”

V: (sounding as if he thought I was crazy) “We need a lot more tourists here”.

E: “They will spoil its character”, I said, adding: “just more tourists for you, Val.”

V: (sounding as before) “No, we need a lot more tourists here”.

Suddenly Val announced he had to go. But he refused to accept any payment for his service which was annoying. It had been a very good tour. He disappeared quickly leaving me with Irina.

It was now lunchtime. Irina guided me by minibus to Riscani district. Not far from the Donets’

apartment block was a restaurant. She guided me into a large deserted room partly below ground level. It was wonderfully cool. We ordered wine and I gulped it down. Irina was in no hurry to drink hers. Irina and Val had surprised me by not drinking anything on our tour. I had stopped, bought a large bottle of cold lemonade and almost pleaded with them to let me buy them a drink or drink something. But like Andrei they would not. I guess this is a Russian thing. Two and a half hours of not taking in liquid in 28 – 30 degree heat is not clever. The British Army used to believe you could train soldiers to do with little water by strict rationing of that sort. Now after some research, it encourages soldiers to drink more regularly.

I looked nervously across at Irina in that lovely room. I wanted her to choose what we would eat.

The truth is I’m happy eating virtually anything but strong vegetables. I mainly wanted a lot of wine. She didn’t encourage that. In response to every request another very small jug turned up. We made tentative conversation. Irina had a strong steady look. Her face gleamed as if it had been made up for a television appearance. Her expression gave nothing away, no hint to what she might say. Her English was not as good as some other penfriends but when she spoke, she was clear and exact.

I: “A lady phoned me and asked me about you.” She smiled more: “I like people phoning me from

abroad. She started speaking clearly. Then she spoke fast. I couldn’t understand her”.

I thought: “Oh God, I know what that means”. 

I ate the lovely food Irina recommended. When we came to settle the bill, she wanted to pay most

if not all of it. “I have a successful business”, she asserted happily and firmly. I pushed dollar, euro and lei notes in front of her. She pushed her notes forward and we moved them around. It was a bit of a game. Irina insisted on paying nearly half the bill. Despite my concern, we were both amused.

Irina guided me back to my car. By now, I could have managed it on my own but it was nice to have her with me. Irina and I went to the welcome shade of the compound’s shack. She spoke to the two men there. I paid a few extra lei. Irina laid out my Chisinau map for the men to help guide me out towards Soroca and translated. I thanked her and said I looked forward to seeing her at the party on Saturday. We said goodbye. Anxiously I drove off for Soroca. 

WTM! Chapter 15
I peeped around the corner at the Moldovan police car watching my car. It was at that point

that the effect of not eating for several hours and sheer apprehension hit me hard. I got out my mobile phone and phoned Nadina.

E: “Nadina, it’s Eddie. I need your help. I’m in Soroca not far from the Moldcell building.

My car is facing the wrong way down what seems to be a one way system. I’m stuck here

because a police car is watching it. I had no indication it was a one way. I’m sure there was

no sign. Although I thought it might be, none of the people in the street shouted or waved at me. A police car came round the corner and I stopped immediately. They’ve been watching the car for at least 15 minutes now. I need your help. I can’t find the hotel Nistru. Can you come and help me please ?”

N: “No I’m sorry. I can’t do that”.

E: “Look I really need your help. I’ve never been here in my life before. This place just seems to be one long road up and down a hill. I can’t find the hotel and no-one speaks any English”.

N: “Where are you ? I don’t understand”.

E: “As I said. I’m about 50 yards from the Moldcell offices. There can’t be any other offices of that type in a place like this. It’s at the bottom of the hill”.

N: “Are you near the town centre ?”

E: “I haven’t seen any centre. There are just a few shops scattered about.”

N: “I thought you were coming tomorrow”.

E: “I booked the hotel Nistru for tonight. Otherwise I would have had to get up very early to find the Café Dolce Vita by 11am”.

N: “I will see you as agreed at 11 tomorrow”

E: “Well, I hope I’ll manage to sort this out and be there then”.

N: “See you then”.

E: “Goodbye”.

As I went to end the call, the phone ran out of calltime. I couldn’t believe it. According to the tariff, I had purchased at least 30 minutes calltime depending on whom I phoned. I was sure I hadn’t used that much. 

Three minutes later, the police car left. I went back to my car, turned it round and drove back up the hill. I saw the onion shaped top of a Russian Orthodox Church. It was gleaming. I drove down a short side road towards it. I parked the car nearby. I just wanted somewhere quiet and peaceful to sit and think. I looked across and saw a house with a plaque outside it. The front door was open. It looked more like an office than a house. I walked towards it. A man in his fifties or sixties came out. He only spoke Russian. It was an awkward situation. After a few minutes of getting nowhere, a barrel shaped lady about his age came out from behind the house. She was wearing what looked like cleaner’s blue overalls. The same type as worn by the cleaning ladies in the corridors of the Romanian school. She hadn’t seen us. He called to her. He looked at me. “Francesca” he said to me. A little bell rang in my head. “Did he mean French ?” I wondered. “Da” I said cautiously, pointing at myself. “Pommes de terre” he said. “Oui, da, da” I said smiling. He called the lady over and they spoke. She spoke French.

E: “Excusez-moi madame, on a besoin de trouver l’hôtel Nistru. Je cherche l’hôtel Nistru.”

The lady gave me a serious look and pointed at the car. I was fairly sure she was Russian.

“Da, Machine” I said expressively.

She went towards it. I unlocked it. It seemed as if she couldn’t get in it fast enough. I turned the car round in the wide road and headed for the main road.

E: “L’hôtel Nistru, a gauche ou a droit ?”

L: “a gauche”

We drove down the hill straight to the hotel which faced a small archway in an enclosed courtyard not far from the one way system. The lady handed me over to the lady in reception.

She wanted to be on her way. I thanked her and she hurried off.

I faced the lady in reception. There was a worrying few minutes while I established mainly with gestures that I was booked into this hotel. Then she wanted to see my passport. She took down the details from it. She indicated with gestures that I would have to pay for parking the car outside the hotel. It was the only car there in a large courtyard. “Kharasho” I responded. I laid out some dollars and Euros. She took 20 dollars. She showed me to the narrowest hotel room I have ever seen in my life. Long and narrow, it had three single beds crammed in it. It was clean and freshly painted in white but it was awful. I worried whether I would have to share it with anyone. 

Normally, I shower in the morning but I just felt hot, bothered and contaminated by recent events. I badly wanted to shower. I didn’t want to stay in that room. I wanted to be in a state where I could comfortably leave quickly. Despite my gesturing, for some reason the lady didn’t (or chose not to) understand that I wanted a shower. After a while it became clear. There wasn’t one. I looked at her. She was tanned with an intriguingly broad smile with small gaps between some teeth and that common Moldovan feature, a prominent gold tooth. Was she just working there or was she an owner or manager there ? I felt torn between different feelings. One set asked how she could accept such bad conditions in a hotel. The other set of feelings assumed that she just worked there. In such a poor country, hers was a good job. She had a wedding ring and an engagement ring on her tanned finger. I could tell they’d been there for many years. I couldn’t connect the kindly and reasonable person opposite me with that hotel.

Putting it bluntly, I wanted her to take me to the home I hoped she lived in. I didn’t care whether she lived alone or with a large family. I just wanted a typical comfortable Moldovan environment. She retired to visibly watch a television set in the back. I could think of no acceptable or reasonable excuse to try and communicate with her. But I did need to go to the toilet and I couldn’t find it. For a horrible moment it crossed my mind that there may not be one ! I indicated to her that’s what I wanted. She opened a large unmarked door which took me into a big room with a toilet at one end. There was no toilet seat, no toilet paper, no soap, no means of drying one’s hands and no lock on the door. It was spotlessly clean however. I thought I need toilet paper (although I had a small emergency supply). I decided not to use gestures to indicate what I needed… I went to my largest suitcase and unearthing the carefully and tightly packed items extracted a large Romanian – English dictionary. I found the words “toilet” and “paper” and showed them to this lady. She produced the usual narrow industrial grey roll of paper with no cardboard barrel centre. I don’t think I’d seen these before I came to Moldova !

I had made it clear to Marisha that I was not prepared to be “ripped off” by any hotels in Soroca. Gloomily I remembered the expression: “you get what you pay for”. I was depressed. I felt trapped within my own anxieties. I knew that in that state I would not want to venture beyond the archway. But I couldn’t bring myself to go back to my room. I had noticed a very dull looking restaurant or café next to the hotel. I was hungry but I didn’t want to go there. I thought tomorrow I will wait until 11:45 at the café Dolce Vita. Nadina won’t turn up. Then I’ll have to drive back. I remembered how the Moldovan police had arbitrarily pulled over the car behind me at a road junction. I would have that ordeal to face and I couldn’t even phone anyone. I would have to ask Natalie’s family to take me back at short notice. I took slow steps to the toilet door wondering where I would walk after that.

As I opened it, I saw two young people facing me, a boy and a girl. They were smiling and looking at me expectantly. For a strange moment, I thought one of them might have been Alina. If it was Nadina, she didn’t look like her photo. The girl’s expression flickered slightly with uncertainty as I must have looked uncertain. Nadina introduced herself and her cousin Sergiu. I was saved ! The sense of relief was enormous. I wanted to get out of there as fast as possible.

N: “We talked about it and realised that it must be terrible for someone from abroad to be stuck in this place. We couldn’t leave you here”.

E: “Let’s go”

N: “What about the money you’ve paid ?”

E: “Tell the lady to go and have a good time with it !”, I said joyfully and defiantly.

But the lady with her slightly shark like smile insisted on giving me back 40% of my money. Hastily and carelessly I stuffed the large wad of notes into the breast pocket of my shirt. We took the cases to the car and drove away.

WTM! Chapter 16
Two weeks after returning from Moldova, I exchanged emails with Father Bill Haymaker, a

vicar or Anglican priest from East Sussex, England. For many years, he has been involved with charity projects in Romania and Moldova. Here is an extract from his 17th June email. 

“You are right in your thank you notes about the Moldovans...they always smile because they are still full of hope. In Romania, sadly, much of that hope is lost. When I first began working in Moldova I so clearly remember how desperately frightened my Romanian staff were about me going to Moldova. They were certain I would be dead within a matter of days…”

On 15th May, Maria a senior economics advisor in the Moldovan Government emailed me.

She would be in London on business while I was in Moldova. She also said:

“I noticed from your letters, that you intend to visit Bender, that is Transnistrian region. Are you aware that British citizens are not advised to visit that region? [Standard British Foreign Office advice which I read and ignored]. Moreover…a foreigner was kidnapped in Moldova, and that was a businessman. Thank God he was released.” Otherwise Maria was cheerful !

In October, Gabriela from Moldavia province told me how relatives of hers driving into Moldova had tried to out run Moldovan bandits disguised as police. They had been warned about this in the Romanian press. However they weren’t able to escape them. When they finally faced up to their pursuers they discovered they were real police officers ! Unreasonable fear can be corrosive. It can cause someone to make false actions perhaps even creating the problem they fear most. This is an example of “the self fulfilling prophecy”. Face your fear but don’t be unwise either. (Young girls in particular rightly need to be very careful). Father Bill was happily back in Moldova soon after I left.

The bathhouse door opened easily and I stepped out cautiously. My fat wallet was sticking out of my trouser pocket. I walked outside over the flagstones to the front of the house in the dressing gown provided. I stepped inside for the first time pushing aside some curtains. It was an unfamiliar style of property. Is this how gypsies live ? I wondered. I remembered the good hospitality the Sorocan gypsies had offered Tony Hawks in his book. I was met and lead into a room on the right with a lot of food. People were waiting for me. There was Nadina and Sergiu. It still felt like another world.

Immediately Sergiu wanted to film the event with my camcorder. I had just sat down when

he started filming.

E: “Well, thank you very much for your hospitality and the bathhouse treatment…”

I soon realised that I had misread the situation. It became apparent that these were ordinary decent Moldovans. I almost felt ashamed of myself. After the meal, I was shown to a large room with a double bed. My clothes and luggage were there and I slept very well that night.

In the morning, Nadina suggested firmly that I should wash and lead me to an outside basin. There was a blue plastic cylindrical water dispenser there and soap. I had to push a button underneath and water would come out. It must have held up to 5 litres of water. I stripped to the waist and washed myself. Out of the corner of my eye, I briefly saw Nadina trying not to laugh before she hurriedly walked away. Like Liliana, she took a mischievous (but not obtrusive) pleasure in seeing how the Englishman would deal with the Moldovan way of doing things.

I had been given a torch and shown the outside toilet the night before. Now in the light of day,

I looked down inside it. There was a large drop to the bottom of a pit. But as I said before, no

smell. The hole was surrounded with a fluffy cushion which you sat on. People had to take care how they used it.

Sergiu, Nadina and myself drove to Nadina’s house so she could sort out some things. I took  photographs and shot moving film footage. Her 15 year old brother was there with a friend. As we arrived, Nadina’s dog appeared. It was a vicious brute similar to other dogs I saw in Moldova. It barred its teeth and snarled rather than barked. Nadina grabbed it cheerfully by the neck and holding its head down, pushed it into the outside toilet. It was a stray dog which Nadina had taken in. The house had been built by Nadina’s father but he had been unable to complete it. Only the bottom floor was habitable. Inside, it was very attractive.

Before I came to Moldova, I learned that the civil war in 1992 had interrupted a surge in

confidence which followed the collapse of the Soviet Union. The war coincided with the start

of a world recession. Many buildings had been started in the early nineties and work stopped

abruptly. One such house was a magnificent large structure which Liliana had sent details of in Criuleni, south west of Dubasari. It was owned by a Baptist friend of hers. The view over the river valley was beautiful. But inside it was a mess having not been decorated and then abandoned shortly after the civil war. I got to the point with Liliana where I was prepared to buy it if she would supervise and participate in its restoration with barely sufficient funding. Her mother who had previously suffered a serious undefined illness would have to live there too. It was a long way from Chisinau and Liliana’s job. Her occupation was much more of a fulltime career choice than a job just to pay the bills. It was her life. Liliana then disclosed that her mother was a Transnistrian citizen - more difficulties. Liliana had a binding contract in her hands with guarantees which would give her property rights after 7 years. She understood I couldn’t offer any more. She turned the offer down.

In other different cases too, I was unable to reach agreement with some Moldovan penfriends. But we’ve remained good friends. I have learned two things from these experiences. The first is that these girls are not “desperate”. They have career preferences they believe they can pursue. In the meantime, they can do any number of things. For instance, Doina said: “there’s plenty of work here”. The second thing I learned is that Moldovan penfriends will often obediently follow instructions (sometimes for small rewards such as books). But may then avoid playing their part in the follow on project.  This, despite having agreed it was a good idea in the first place ! Moldovan girls are usually keen to explain their country to strangers. Often they’ll research a subject just to be helpful. But then… well perhaps that’s just women for you ! Add to the above, that typically Moldovan expectation they will be disappointed with the outcome and an Italian type tendency to take their time. Those last two I had expected from the very beginning. I also knew that with very limited resources, a trip to an internet café might be an occasional thing. This is why it seemed (and still seems) to me fair to reward responses with small items sent by post. Usually they supplied their address merely for correspondence. Had they known what I intended, most would probably not have complied, particularly at an early stage. I can be very persuasive but they are very polite and busy in their lives. “You can take a horse to the water, but you can’t make it drink”. I was surprised to be refused by people so nice (and as I thought so vulnerable). 

My own view of Westerners helping people in poorer countries has always been as follows.

It is necessary and desirable to connect people and families from these different countries to learn about each other’s situations. This is a very unusual and controversial view which I hold most strongly. The only regular charitable payments I’ve ever signed up for was to help Mabinty and his family. He was a 10 year old African boy in Sierra Leone whose photograph we were sent. This was through the large UK charity Action Aid. They sent us quarterly reports with drawings Mabinty had made for us. He then ran away ! So our contribution was used to help his village generally.

There are billions of dollars waiting to be applied to the victims of the Asian Tsunami disaster over a year after it happened. It can’t happen because of the corruption of governments there. People are starving with little shelter and no medical support. But there is less controversy and argument about letting uncounted people die needlessly and unnoticed than changing the rules or daring to pursue new ways of helping (those Asians). “Thinking outside the box” is the appropriate (American) expression. People in Britain gave more generously than any other country towards this disaster. Our government then also responded with world beating generosity. As in all the previous charitable appeals, I didn’t give a penny. But I gave generously to an English girl collecting with a bucket in our supermarket for a well known charity. It was to help fund her trip to Translvania, Romania to teach there. By now she’s been there, done her job and that’s a result. Charities say that personal support is expensive and can raise all sorts of other issues. But that’s life ! Life is controversial ! UK charities have to measure money and resources according to strict legally binding rules. But they don’t fully measure hope, confidence, friendship and the positive expectation which can encourage people to better their lives. I’m an accountant who has prepared charity accounts. Outside of the written statement made at the front of the annual report, there is no place or way to record the above. “People do what you inspect, not what you expect”, accountant’s quote. 

It was time to leave Nadina’s house. The road which contained this and other properties was

as bad as the “muddy track” I had driven along with Liliana and her mother. However the mud had dried in the summer heat. I drove the car away very slowly and carefully. Nadina said to go to one part and I decided differently. The car grounded and she said: “I told you”. They guided me to the magnificent fortress by the Nistru in Soroca and Sergiu filmed us.

WTM! Chapter 17
We left the fortress to go to the market. I went into a small quarter stocked bookshop which had a history book of Moldova in French and Romanian. Barbara, my wife later enjoyed reading that. Then heading back, we stopped near the gypsy houses on the hill, the famous “Gypsy Hill” which was part of the main road which ran up and down Soroca. Sergiu and Nadina were nervous and excited by us stopping there. Sergiu filmed. 

The houses looked like temples and had a sinister sort of beauty. The gypsies liked to use different coloured stones or bricks. Living space was lost because of the overhang, an empty area fronted by pillars. Behind this, some houses on the main road had bare concrete walls and rectangular holes instead of windows. This is what I had seen on my first evening driving up and down trying to find the hotel. It gave me the kind of fear I had when as a child I watched “Star Trek”, the enormously popular US science fiction series from the early 1970s. In it, the crew of the Starship Enterprise landed on distant planets, encountering all kinds of aliens with very strange intentions and terrible powers. The crew would walk into what seemed to be a deserted place but it wasn’t… Fear of the unknown is the worst of all. We drove back to Nadina’s aunt and uncle’s place in the countryside just outside Soroca. After filming inside the house and having lunch we all drove off for the Cosauti monastery. That is Nadina, her aunt, uncle and cousin Sergiu.

I had to go very slowly and carefully in parts. Thankfully any mud we had to pass over had dried. We got stuck behind a horse and cart but hurrying was the last thing on my mind. The countryside was beautiful. I felt a sense of exhilaration. We arrived at the monastery. It was pleasing to be able to return some of the hospitality I had been shown. My hosts’ table was always full of food and I was encouraged to eat more and more of it. I now understood that the ideas I had of people in Moldova (like us) eating different things at different times of the day did not apply. They were all pleased to re-visit this monastery as the film shows. They were all strict catholics. Their faith had helped them deal with the coinciding deaths of so many family members. One of whom had of course been terribly and brutally murdered in Moscow by the mafia. In March, Nadina had explained that her aunt was terribly afraid more disasters would follow. That is why she was reluctant to have me visit. Nadina looked like and reminded her aunt of her murdered son. I phoned Nadina in early April.

N: “Don’t worry, my aunt is getting over her loss. She is living for her other son.”

E: “I don’t think she’ll ever get over such a loss”.

I remember the telephone conversation I had with Nadina in late April. At the time, I was wondering why Nadina was the only person in Moldova (not Transnistria) who had not received the package I had sent. Nadina’s real first name is Nadejda and I had just sent her a few dollars through Western Union. I did that partly to prove her real identity. She needed to supply her ID to collect the money.

N: “Thank you for the money. Thank you for trusting me”. She said it with great relief and

some emotion.

E: “Nadina, I need the address of your aunt”.

N: “No, I can’t do that. You have to trust me. “When you come, I’ll persuade her. You’ll see.

When my aunt meets you, she’ll change her mind”.

E: “I have to give the address to the authorities. I have to let them know where I am staying every day. It’s a legal requirement.”

Nadina gave me the address. I emailed it along with all other contact details and my travel

plan to Liliana and Marisha just before I left.

The reader might think I was stupid to take such risks. It was a “borderline decision”. But we have a saying:

“The person who makes the biggest mistake is the one that never makes any mistakes, because

he (or she) never tries anything.” 

While I was there, Nadina told me she had been shown photographs of her cousin’s badly

beaten body. She added: “the mafia had broken his bones”. In the film, Sergiu zooms in on his murdered brother. I don’t know how these people managed to stay so “cool and collected” under such terrible circumstances.

I could only communicate properly with Nadina. Her relatives thought it was amusing I could only say the few phrases I had learned in both Romanian and anglicised Russian, mainly:

“buna” “zdrastvooytye”, “bine“ “kharasho”, “multsumesc” “spaseebo”.

I often used both languages together. I wasn’t surprised when Nadina passed on her uncle’s comment that they were Romanian Moldovans. I then dropped the Russian. My point was that any visitor had to learn the basic words in both languages. I also assumed that my pronunciation was so bad that I needed to use both languages. It was bad enough having to learn one language (particularly for a British person) but two was expecting a lot !

It was nice and cool in the monastery but then we headed down and to the right to where

the spring water collected. There was a small waterfall and in a shaded open building, clean, fresh spring water collected. Apparently it was very good for you with possible healing properties. Nadina’s Uncle collected the water in a large plastic container. We all drank from the collecting pool in the small building. On the way back we passed some horses.

As with Liliana, I had discussed buying land or property with Nadina. I wondered whether if I bought some, they would farm it. Nadina said that her aunt and uncle already had other land. I got the impression they weren’t using all of it. Nadina said it was very hard work to grow things there with the lack of mechanised equipment. A picture which fitted in with my own research.

The other problem for me is that foreigners are not allowed to buy agricultural land in Moldova. Land can be purchased with a property and not be too big. It must not be categorised for agricultural use under the land cadastre system. Natalie and myself had discovered these details in March and April. The foreigner would have to get his choice right first time as well because he was only allowed to own one modest property. I can understand the reasons for these rules but I think the restrictions on foreigners buying agricultural land are misguided. Provided the land is used for agriculture, I think foreigners should be allowed to buy some of it. The amount could be restricted. They would then most likely invest in machinery and facilities to increase the productivity of the land. The tax system could be used to encourage this. Foreigners are rightly very suspicious of the tax system in Moldova. So the best way would be to simply say: “you pay no taxes on your land or your production for 5 years if you invest a stipulated proportion (or multiple) of the cost of the land in increasing output.” My own research on the internet presented a picture of undercapitalised agricultural activity. This was combined with a very good level of training provided to farmers under the Soviet system. Whatever criticisms can be aimed at the Soviets (and they are many), the Russians always trained people well. They monitored the agricultural output from different areas. Those farmers in parts of Moldova who operated the Soviet system achieved higher yields. So today we have (ageing) highly trained farmers in Moldova without the right equipment to fulfil their (and the land’s) full potential. They need to practise their knowledge and develop their skills while training the next generation. The investment will mainly have to come from abroad but Moldova’s laws don’t properly allow that to happen.

Back on the main road back, there was the usual dodging around potholes. Other cars would sometimes worryingly swerve towards the middle of the road as they avoided a hole or a pattern of holes. 

WTM! Chapter 18
After supper we headed for The Candle. I described this evening trip before but missed out a few details… With us was a friend of Sergiu (also called Sergiu) who was hoping to join the police force. It was a beautiful evening as Nadina and I descended the 600 steps. They were waiting for us in the large deserted coach park by the Nistru. I decided we should give Nadina a driving lesson. They didn’t like that at all but I insisted. So for the first time in her life, Nadina drove a car. It was just round in circles in the large car park. Immediately she did it very well but for one thing. She hadn’t grasped how to use the clutch. I didn’t know what she was doing but sometimes there were horrible grinding sounds. How could anyone do that to the clutch ? What was she doing ?! Otherwise Nadina operated the controls very confidently and capably.

Finally, the car came to a halt. I went to drive it away but it wouldn’t move. Now I was really worried. We got out the car and looked at the front and the wheels. Sergiu and Sergiu spoke to

Nadina.

N: “The wheel is damaged”.

E: “What do you mean damaged ? They’ve driven it into something on the way down”.

Nadina spoke to Sergiu and Sergiu. They looked alarmed and upset

N: “They say it was like that before.”

E: “How could I drive the car back from the monastery like that”.

N: “I saw you drive the car into the side.”

I looked into her eyes and decided she was probably right. They were all still looking alarmed

and upset. Nadina had told me earlier that her aunt and uncle had wondered whether I had problems with my eyesite as it seemed to them they had a very bumpy ride. I had an excellent driving record over 220,000 miles (cars) and 40,000 miles (motorbikes). But that was under “normal conditions”! I cheerfully and gracefully accepted their version of events. They straightened the front mudguard which is all that was required. Nadina wanted her lesson to continue. This girl’s toughness amazed me. But I had had enough. Nadina asked me for more lessons the next day but concluded sadly: “I suppose I’ll have to wait another year for my next lesson”. May 2006 was my expected return date.

We went to “chill out” in the café Dolce Vita, the one I was supposed to have met Nadina at for the first time. It was at the bottom of the hill within easy walking distance of the fortress, the unsigned one way system and the hotel Nistru. I said immediately: “I’m paying.” As we began to relax at our table, in came two tall brown, round faced boys. They looked around very anxiously at the back of the queue with unfriendly fixed expressions. They didn’t seem to fit there. Then suddenly they walked out. As I glanced back towards my friends, I saw Nadina grinning broadly at me. “Gypsies” she said cheerfully.

I woke up on Friday morning knowing the only thing definitely planned was a quick visit to Nadina’s school. There, hopefully I would meet Danielle, the American Peace Corps worker who had taught Nadina. Inka too had benefitted from being taught by an American Peace Corps teacher. Both girls are assertive and worked to get the greatest benefit from these situations.

My hosts kindly allowed me to use their phone to try and contact Inka in Baltsi. I didn’t know if she was going to be there as she had expected to go on a short English course in Iasi at that time. Inka explained that this would increase her chances of becoming an English teacher after she graduated. 

Inka answered the phone. That was a great relief. But I knew she was insanely busy with her final degree exams and looking after their three year old daughter Katea. Inka was one of my very first penfriends. At the beginning of December when I posted my first package to Moldova, it was addressed to her. It arrived at the end of January and contained a fleecy coat, hat and gloves for Katea. Inka told me she was so pleased as it had been delivered just days before the snows arrived. This delay reinforced my early view that it was going to be a struggle dealing with people in Moldova. I knew Inka was a student in a town north of Chisinau called Balti. Obviously it was a very dull and depressing place as there were no pictures of it on the internet. Being an unmarried mother in a religious country like Moldova would be considered very bad. Inka had sent me a photograph of herself and Katea. She also sent me a picture of a Christmas tree which appeared to be in a shop front.

Such simple pleasures Moldovans enjoy in such a bleak place. She told me life was difficult. The heating was expensive. But her relatives helped her a bit. I could see her huddling up to Katea in her new clothes by a bare concrete wall in a tiny freezing flat saying: “God bless you Eddie !” So I was a bit surprised to receive a picture of her and Katea wearing the clothes I had sent with some nice wallpaper behind them. It was most welcome. I was delighted partly because it was one of my first proper responses from Moldova. These people were as real and charming as I had hoped for. Then in February, a package sent to Inka by registered post was returned to me unopened. A box was ticked by the word: “inconnu”. (French for unknown - odd). I took a webcam photo of the package and emailed it to her. Inka, who is a proud but enigmatic character, responded by saying that she definitely lived at that address. But she questioned the need for me to send her things. Then in March she told me she was married, naughty Inka ! More surprises were to follow… 

We drove to Nadina’s school and I got confused again as to where we were going. In fact the arrangement of roads in Soroca is not complicated. But at junctions, other roads were often not surfaced properly and looked unimportant. In the UK and on the continent such turn offs would simply lead to a private road, probably to a farm !  I remember the unmarked turn off for the long country lane leading to the monastery. “Turn down there ?” I said almost disbelievingly.

Worse than that however, was a junction I had reached driving to Soroca from Chisinau. There was a sign which said “Soroca”. I had to turn left into another road. When I got there, there were two options. Turn left and up back over the bridge which crossed the main road I had just come from. Second option was to carry on. There were no signs at all. In Western Europe there are one way “feeder lanes” which take you onto the right road. I failed to appreciate that such sophisticated road systems are not a feature of Moldova.

It’s a question of habit, what you get used to. Also in the UK, we drive on the “correct” side of the road ! This adds to the sense of disorientation when driving on the continent. My sense of direction told me to turn left. I did so slowly and carefully. At the top I stopped. There was a girl on the bridge who half turned her head to regard my suspiciously. No, she wouldn’t want to speak to me and I wouldn’t blame her for that. We probably wouldn’t understand each other anyway. On the lane of the far carriageway I saw traffic move. Nothing came anywhere near us. After at least 30 seconds, I understood. I was facing the wrong way up a one way road leading off the dual carriageway ! Next thought, let’s get out of here before the Moldovan police turn up ! In the dark, I could easily have made that mistake with disastrous results. 

Standard British Foreign Office advice for Moldova is: “don’t drive in the dark”. I really think the Moldovan authorities should invest in some no entry signs. When I drove back to the one way road in Soroca which I had gone up the wrong way, there was a faceless round sign, only the grey background remained. That is what I had seen that first evening. Driving around that part of Soroca it was necessary to get directions from Nadina and Sergiu. 

At the top of the hill in Soroca, heading for Nadina’s school, I stopped the car. We were on the forecourt of what might have once been a small shop or petrol station. There was nothing there now. Resting my head on the steering wheel. I said: “Just give me clear instructions in English”. Nadina said: “Sergiu says he’s sorry”. This had followed “spoony Sergiu’s” excited chatter as we approached the top of the hill and Nadina’s laughter. When Sergiu had a message to communicate to me via Nadina, I would hear a sound like: “spoony”. I explained this to my hosts through Nadina one dinner time while holding up a spoon. Things were rarely quiet while driving with those two. Sergiu had a very good cassette tape of songs. One of them was by a Greek singer whose name sounded like “Aresh”. Another, not so good song exclaimed: “hard core !” On hearing this, Nadina laughed as we approached the top of the hill. When played that first evening, she had squealed with embarrassment placing her hand over her mouth as she smiled at me uncertainly. This was one part of the confused picture I had when crouching in the bath wondering what the hell was in store for me. Well, I had no idea !

WTM! Chapter 19
We arrived at Nadina’s school which was a short walk from the café on the corner at the top of the hill. I have to say that the atmosphere was not as good as the schools in Chisinau.

Nadina told me that a classmate of hers had hanged himself in January. Yet another terrible loss within the space of those few weeks. That’s why Nadina thought she was jinxed. When I first contacted her in February, she replied defensively that she wanted “real friends” only. Jinxed is a bit like being cursed but it really means people who attract very bad luck. With a sense of irony, I think Nadina was suggesting she could be a dangerous person to know ! It reminded me again why I like these Moldovans. They see the other side of their situation. That requires emotional maturity and emotional intelligence. No matter how terrible the situation most still see the funny side to life.  

I was introduced to Danielle, Nadina’s American Peace Corps teacher. Danielle had helped Nadina achieve a very good standard of English. She had lent her books and been a good support. As a result, I could now take over as I have no great skills in helping English language beginners. Danielle had spent two frustrating years at that school and was due to return finally to the States in mid July. The Moldovan English teachers had very poor English skills and blocked Danielle’s progress to protect their own positions. Consequently she had only been grudgingly given 8 pupils to teach. It was a waste and a farce. Of course I could see that potentially with her skills she could easily have put at least some or all of the other English teachers out of a job. The higher authorities should have anticipated that situation and monitored it correctly. They should have acted in the interests of the pupils. I am aware of examples in Moldova of money passing hands (bribes) and standards suffering as a result. Poor standards mean reduced hope and opportunities. It means there is less to pass onto others. So to my mind, the corrupt official is responsible for the underachievement of future generations (of Moldovans). In the meantime, the poor boy hanging at the end of a rope is partly their responsibility as well. That’s what happens when you remove someone’s hope.

Danielle went on to explain that the teachers there used Soviet style teaching methods. There

was no group learning and other modern teaching methods. She looked at me as if I would

readily agree but I have an open mind on such things. Highly structured old fashioned teaching

was a feature of my private education. It was very successful at getting excellent results.

In my school, simple “chalk and talk” methods resulted in 13 year olds being able to successfully answer A level (Advanced Level) questions which 16* year olds would struggle to answer for admission to University. The choice of teaching methods is a complicated question involving considerations of society and its values. There is more respect for authority in Moldova than in Western Europe. I didn’t notice any group learning at the schools in Chisinau. I did notice high standards being achieved. Highly successful teaching methods used in England in the 1960s wouldn’t work now in the same classrooms. But they might work very well in Chisinau and Soroca. However the most important thing is that the teachers can teach and the English teachers know English.  

There is a further very British point I wish to make about American methods used in other countries. The Americans arrive in other countries with manuals of rules and methods on

how to do things. They are very seriously determined to apply their rules and their thinking. I read how one US charity tried persistently to strictly apply its own rules to help orphans and orphanages in Moldova. They eventually learned the hard way that what they found on the ground often doesn’t fit the rules ! There are so many examples of the Americans making this kind of mistake that I or any number of people could write a large book on it very quickly. We Brits made our mistakes with centuries of empire building. Ultimately we designed systems which cleverly integrated into local cultures and structures. India is a good example of that. Every country and its people are so different you can’t rigidly apply a worldwide rule book. Western Union may be an exception to that thinking. But that’s just the transfer of money and it always has to be strictly controlled.

However a penfriend of mine went to pick up a few dollars from a Western Union office in Chisinau. She had her Moldovan passport with her but had lost her I.D. Worldwide Western Union rules dictate that the passport is the very best form of identification which on its own can be used to pick up money. The many WU offices that she tried, refused to abide by this rule. I checked with WU. They were all breaking its rules.

But were they simply abiding by Moldova’s laws, regulations, or established practices ? The possession and use of manuals doesn’t make a person or an organisation professional. A true professional has the necessary skills, knowledge, confidence and experience to know what they are doing. They have usually been well trained. They listen and open mindedly adapt their methods to suit local circumstances.

Inka had agreed to see us so we headed off for Balti. It was only Nadina’s third trip to this

neighbouring town (or city). An amazing fact given that she was 18 and it was only a short drive. It was hot that day. The road shimmered in the heat. Suddenly I saw men working in the middle of the road. They were filling potholes with tarmac. I felt sorry for them. There were no traffic cones to protect or mark the boundaries in which they operated. In the UK, the area would be coned off. If necessary there would either be temporary traffic lights or (much less often) a man with a round two sided lollipop sign. This has “STOP” in red and “GO” in green.

The French have their dreaded déviations (deviations). They usually close a whole main road causing massive disruption. They are supposed to then clearly signpost the diversion but that rarely happens properly. It often requires 20 or more signs. One missing sign and you’re lost. In my early twenties, when taking motorbike trips across France, I used to ignore these signs and drive past. Usually there was no-one about where the road was closed. This deviant behaviour saved me much trouble. In English, deviation is spelt the same way (as we took it from the French) but its meaning can be different… For example up to the 1980s, homosexuals could be described as (sexual) deviants. Even “deviation” has overtones of perversity.

These déviations are perverse. On my first trip into France I was deviated off a major road into a large town. There on my motorbike I went around in circles for half an hour. Then in desperation I stopped at a café and was approached by Bruno, a fellow motorcyclist. I explained my problem and he threw his arms up in the air and said it would be difficult to guide me out. After 10 minutes of twisting and turning through the suburbs I was back on the main road. This was one of the main arterial roads leading into France ! 

Driving out of Soroca, I tried to think of witty comments to say to Sergiu when I heard him say “spoony” again. “Tell spoony…” but I was interrupted. “Slow down” shouted Nadina as we approached the brow of a hill. I did and there was a Moldovan police car. “Spoony Sergiu” knew all the spots which they occupied. 

We arrived in Balti and Marisha’s map was useful. That morning we had established that

there was calltime on my mobile. The “empty” sign I’d seen, simply referred to the mailbox !

So we phoned Inka from the car. She directed us to the large (by Moldovan standards) “Bum” store. I found this amusing. “Bum” is slang for a person’s bottom in English. If you bought something in a bum deal, it would be no good or over priced. I was told it is pronounced “boom” (as in the boom of large guns). Nadina said Inka would turn up wearing dark blue. So when a blonde girl turned up in black I mainly ignored her. Then she spoke and the film reflects that confusion.

We got in the car and Inka directed us to her apartment. I started filming immediately. Her flat was nothing like the original image I had “burned” in my mind. You can tell by Inka’s reaction on the film that she thought that perhaps my filming was a bit intrusive. But that wasn’t my intention. I just “got carried away”. I was amazed how different her flat was from what I expected. Supposing I showed ten people pictures of our kitchen built (with the house) in 1988 and Inka’s kitchen. Then I asked “guess which one’s in England and which one’s in Moldova”. Ten out of ten would get them the wrong way round ! On our lounges, I think they would make the same mistake by a majority verdict. Moldova often doesn’t fit the image I and the outside world have of it.

*18/19 is normal age for University admission.

WTM! Chapter 20
We had to pick up Katea from her nursery class and were already late. Katea was a bit shy as can be seen on the film. We returned to Inka’s flat and met her husband. Inka offered us a nice range of excellent Moldovan dishes. Then it was off to the impressive Baptist church in Balti where we were allowed us to look around and film. Then we went into the centre of Balti and walked around. A final meal was the conclusion to a superb day. I felt elated partly because like the other visits, this one nearly didn’t happen for so many different reasons. There was almost something magical about the turn of events. Now very late, we said goodbye to Inka and her family.  

Inka is a 24 year old Romanian Moldovan married to a Russian Moldovan. Russian is her first language. She’s very interested in her Romanian roots and takes a great interest in Romanian culture. She likes Russian pop music. Inka teaches Katea Romanian but Romanian is Inka’s third or even fourth language ! English and German are Inka’s other languages. Her English is very good and in September 2005 she started her Masters Degree in German. She also teaches German.

I have researched Moldovan language questions through my penfriends, the internet and reading the few publications easily available. American academic, Charles King was sponsored by Cambridge University to thoroughly investigate and report on Moldova and its history. His book, “The Moldovans” is widely acknowledged as being by far the best book available on Moldova. The author learned Russian and Romanian. His research and the contacts he made are very extensive. 

Here are some interesting and important facts about the Moldovan language which will I hope be well received by all. A perhaps surprising fact (for some Moldovans) is that discounting the use of Cyrillic, the Moldovan language became closer to Romanian during Soviet times. One of the reasons for this was that the Soviet Union had a close relationship with Romania. Administratively it made sense. Another reason is that Moldovan linguists themselves had concluded by 1938 that Romanian was the language Moldova should adopt – in Cyrillic form. There had been a period in the twenties and early thirties when attempts had been made to fashion peasant based speech into a proper language. Moldovan linguists then rejected those efforts. From 1925 until the time of the Soviet occupation, no fewer than six alphabets had been in use. According to Charles King, between 1945 and 1989, the only major spelling reform in Moldova was the introduction of a new letter in 1967.

From a sentimental point of view, I think it’s disappointing that these local languages or dialects were suppressed to near extinction. Switzerland for example has many (often isolated) valleys where local Swiss proudly maintain their own language variants. Switzerland’s geography supports that. These people live very happily in self contained communities. Their differences are respected and accepted without question. No-one would want that to change. An unexpected fact however is that before the war, Switzerland was a poor country. Perhaps these local variations have an adverse economic impact ? (The Nazis paid the “neutral” Swiss huge amounts of gold to produce very large numbers of high quality armaments for them. The Jews and others deposited large amounts of gold in Swiss banks). Here are some interesting quotes from Charles King’s book*:

“In a 1926 article, Chior had spoken approvingly of the “simple” or “uncomplicated” (prost) nature of the peasant’s speech; the language of the Transnistrian or Bessarabian village was simpler, more popular, more democratic than the bourgeois language of the Romanian city”.

Chior and Madan promoted a Cyrillic alphabet to use this.

In the 1930s I.D. Cioban was a leading and most influential Moldovan linguist. He wrote:

“A few words about those who say we should write like the Moldovan villagers speak, without leaving out a single word. This is a mistaken view. The Moldovans speak in many different ways, with all kinds of words that cannot enter into the literary language”.

Intriguing…is this the mysterious character of these people I was looking for from early on or something more down to earth…?

In the twenties and thirties there was one predominating language question. Which alphabets and languages should best be chosen to oppose the bourgeois capitalist imperialist exploiters etc. ? At the end of the 1920s it was the peasant language. In 1932 there was a latinisation campaign which promoted Romanian in its normal form. This was followed in 1938 by the conversion of Romanian (or Moldovan) into Cyrillic. Then about 1989, the Soviet Union collapsed. 

In “Lost Province, Adventures In A Moldovan Family”, the Canadian author, Stephen Henighan was employed as a teacher in a Chisinau school 1992-4. There he witnessed arguments between Romanian and Russian Moldovan teachers on the introduction of the language laws. The point that struck him most forcefully was that the Romanian teachers argued their case in Russian ! Such was the still present fear of the Soviets. Charles King says in his book (published in 2000) that in their minds, Moldovans have moved on from those difficult times. 

Generally as I look at the facts on Moldova, I think that by chance much has worked out well for Moldovans. One of the main reasons for this is Moldova’s multi ethnic make-up. Since 1989, serious attempts were made by supporters of different nationalist groups to promote their aims over others. Reading about these efforts and their outcomes, I am strangely reminded of the story of the Tower of Babel in the Bible. (Babel was a place). The tower was built to reach heaven. Perhaps heaven for some people was the achievement of their own nationalist agenda, (some other peoples’ hell). In the Biblical story, the tower was abandoned because God afflicted these people by replacing their own language with other different languages. So in the tower, babble is all they heard. They couldn’t understand or agree with each other.

International observers praise Moldova for its inclusive state and society. In 1995, Moldova became the first post Soviet state to be admitted to the Council of Europe.

Now that Moldova is more at ease with itself, the much easier language question is: what is Moldovan ? I have struggled to answer this because I don’t know any Romanian (or Russian).

Two of the major books on Moldova openly disagree on this question ! I asked many Moldovans and Romanians and received several responses. My discussion amongst friends has been entirely good natured. Personally I think Moldovans should speak “Moldovan” the way they want to, the way that fits with their lifestyle. Moldova is a national country in its own right recognised by the United Nations with a separate and distinct history. At the end of the two World Wars, Britain took a leading role in deciding where the boundary lines should be drawn in Europe.  The result for example gave Romania a lot of territory. I can see very clearly why we agreed that Moldova should be a separate country. (Although it was the circumstances of the Hitler / Stalin pact which determined its final borders).  

Responses from Russian Moldovans to this language question were limited but jolly. Romanian Moldovans are what I would call “cheerfully embarrassed” by how they speak “Romanian” or “Moldovan”.

At La Taifas and later on with Zina and Lena, I discussed the mixing of Russian and Romanian words and the separate development of Moldovan Romanian.

E: “Don’t you think it’s a good thing ?”

Z,I,L: “It’s NOT a good thing”: was the firm and identical response with hysterical laughter in each case.

Taking responses from two Romanians and five or more Romanian Moldovans, this is how I think we can define “Moldovan” compared to “Romanian”.

“Moldovan” is a dialect of Romanian spoken with a thick (possibly Russian) accent with the occasional use of Russian words. It sounds pleasant however. The comparison is like that of British English versus American English. However in the last 30 plus years, the Romanian language has gone in one direction and its Moldovan equivalent has not changed correspondingly.

* Permission to use these quotes granted by publisher, Hoover Institution Press.

WTM! Chapter 21
When I awoke on Saturday morning, I expected that morning to be relatively quiet and

relaxed. I knew I had to drive back to Chisinau and find the Donets’ apartment on my own. I should leave no later than 1pm. I thought I’ll take it easy. Nadina and her relations had other ideas however. As the film shows, first I was introduced to the neighbours’ baby. Then Nadina wanted some proper photos of herself by the Fortress and The Candle. As before, all three of us went round together. We also saw Nadina’s aunt and uncle at their market stall. Then we returned for a late lunch. It was about half past one and I very much wanted to get on my way. I was then introduced to a shy young girl called Alina. She definitely didn’t want to be filmed but that’s what happened. I hope one day, I can cut the film in a way that she’ll like, so she’ll happily watch herself. I said goodbye to the uncle and aunts. With my usual two companions in the car, and Alina, I was guided to the familiar lower part of Soroca. There, not far from the fortress and the hotel Nistru, we said our goodbyes. 

I made it to Chisinau without making any wrong turns and without being stopped by the police. Once there however, I was lost and time was short. As I worried about this, looking for the name of a road, a man in a car waved at me. Oh my God, was this an undercover police officer ? Did Moldova have them ? I pulled over and he pulled over. He seemed friendly and pointed at the indicator of the car, which was hanging out on wires. Given, what I was worrying about, that was a relative relief. “Anglia, Angleecheneen, englezeste”, I said expressively pointing at myself and pushed the indicator back in. “Riscani” I added waving my hand in the rough direction where I thought Riscani district might be. I laid out my map of Chisinau on the bonnet of the car and indicated where I wanted to go. He went to his car and fetched a pen and paper. He was Russian and didn’t speak a word of English. He drew a clear map on the paper and with arm signals indicated where I should go. Over and over he repeated these. Then when he could see I had some understanding, we said goodbye. I was most grateful. I followed these directions and they worked beautifully. I can’t tell you how pleased and relieved I was when I arrived at the Donets’s flat about 10 minutes later.

As I went into the Donets’s flat, Natalie’s delayed birthday party was in full swing (as we say). I was sat down in the middle of a long table in the lounge that I had previously filmed. There were about 20 other people there. All Russians I guessed. Shortly afterwards, Irina “Blondira” arrived as previously arranged. That was a relief. We were both encouraged to eat and drink. I wondered whether Natalie would want to leave so many relations and friends to come to my party. It was approaching the 6 o’clock start time for the party at 129 Columna. It was an awkward situation. But we all left within a short time.

On the way, I went through an amber traffic light turning left into Stefan cel Mare street. I heard a whistle, but hoped it didn’t apply to me. It did. A hundred yards further along, I pulled over on Natalie’s advice. In my mirror, I could see a white stick being waved. There was one police officer in front of me but we had to wait for the other one who walked over at a normal pace. We all got out of the car. I indicated I was English as usual. Natalie listened to the police officer and said: “he is writing a protocol on you”. I wanted to know what that meant. The police officer thought it was amusing. Actually, I think Natalie did very well. Her Romanian was a poor third, behind Russian and English. She probably had to translate it into Russian and then into English. We drove off. It was half past six by the time we arrived at 129 Columna. Would all those girls have gone through the locked door on the sliding gates with spikes on the top ? Especially when the Englishman wasn’t even there.

Eleven of them were present when I arrived: Zina, Margarita, Dumitru, Cristina, Sergiu, Raisa, two other men, another blonde girl, Simone and Irina (dark haired and whose letter was mentioned before). I turned to Irina and seconds after I spoke to her, started filming.

Shortly afterwards it looked as if Dumitru was going to throw Irina into the sauna or pool. In my first email exchanges with dark haired Irina, she said was doing a journalism course and intended to set up a newspaper. Such optimism and enthusiasm matched the favourable description of young Moldovans given in the Lonely Planet book: “Romania and Moldova”. Believe me, Romania looks dull compared to the chapters on Moldova ! Of course one reason that older people are often more cautious is they’ve been through their enthusiastic phase and learned harsh lessons. What nasty surprises lay in store for this prospective newspaper editor. I felt sorry for Irina. Except…that behind her on a table was a pile of her newspapers. Four months on from launching her newspaper on the internet, it had gone from strength to strength.

Irka arrived with Eleonora, followed by Ana. So I had 16 guests. The food and drink was excellent. I filmed a conversation with Ana, then went to speak to Irka and her friend who was introduced as Laura. Irka mentioned the work she was doing for AIESEC, the international students organisation. Like most Moldovans, Irka wanted experience of the West. She mentioned Ireland. For reasons unknown to me, many Moldovans mention Ireland. 

Britain’s involvement in the complex history of southern Ireland (Eire) and Northern Ireland is a big story. So I’m never certain where Moldovans “are coming from” with this. Being Irka, there was a teasing smile which suggested she knew things were a bit of a muddle. A more serious point was should she go there with AIESEC if the opportunity arose ? I said the Irish in southern Ireland in particular are known for their warmth and friendliness.

Irka then said that she’d heard it wasn’t safe for a girl to go out on her own at night in the UK. That caught my alcohol slowed mind by surprise. The implication was that Moldova is safer in that respect. I agreed with her, reluctantly. “Better to be safe than sorry” as we say. However risk is always a relative thing. There is always some risk and who knows how many offences there are in any one place ? The recording, measurement and publication of offences increases the perception of risk. Also attitudes to offences can vary by region in a country. There was a case in Wales, where a young girl was raped. But in that close community she was blamed for getting the boy into trouble. She must have “asked for it”. She should have kept her mouth shut as some girls do in that situation. When the story was reported in the newspapers and on television, the media tore into the hypocrisy of local people there. That’s one of the things I love most about our country. It’s the way our very powerful media ruthlessly savages hypocrites and wrongdoers.

Irka moved the questioning onto Moldovan girls and why I like them. I took a deep breath. Minutes later:

I: “So why do you think Moldovan girls are so cheerful, positive and helpful ?”

E: “I used to think it was a self defence mechanism” (I then tactfully intended to move away   

      from that position and also wondered whether Irka would understand my English).

I: “Yes, I think you’re right” she responded very quickly with a confident expression.

Galina came in and handed me a bottle of champagne, a gift from Alfredo, the Italian intermediary who I had complained about ! Some time later, now very drunk, I walked out into the courtyard with Irina “Blondira”. She asked: “do you know any dirty Russian words ?” “No” I said, then remembered that British swear words are the most popular and widely used in the world.

Weeks before flying out, I saw a series of programmes on the British Empire. These were presented by an Irish historian* who perhaps surprisingly, delivered a very fair and balanced view of our past. Unexpected was the following (paraphrased) statement made in an African country. “There is only one legacy of the British Empire in this part of Africa. It is the words “F--- OFF !”  He added there is nothing to beat the enduring quality of English swear words. On a TV programme before Christmas, a Muscovite lady who doesn’t know English, used these same words. The programme focussed on the Mayor of Moscow who encourages the demolition of Muscovites’ houses and flats despite their protests so that expensive flats can be installed in their place. Some people are just thrown out into the street. This is done either by the mafia or Russia’s largest construction company run by the mayor’s extremely rich wife. It’s called: “gangster capitalism”. The mayor makes the law. The flat owner was told in court that when she bought her flat, she’d just bought the air inside it. The walls belong to the state. The journalist had asked: “If the mayor was standing in front of you now, what would you say to him ?” The response: “F--- OFF !” 

I looked into Irina’s as usual steady glowing face and said I knew plenty of English swear words. I would have to give an example. Oh no, where was this leading to ? Fortunately, I was interrupted at that point.

I was walked to Stefan cel Mare street by Rita (Margarita) and Cristina. Cristina is the sister of Alina mentioned at the beginning of the book. She definitely isn’t a gypsy ! The two of them were propping me up. With us was Dumitru (Dima), Sergiu and another man. Sergiu tried to make conversation but kept returning to the fact that he had chosen either European Studies or International Relations as a choice of degree subject. Yes, wasn’t this a bad choice ? He smiled again. His willing acceptance of a lesser fate later reminded me of Iulian’s story in Tony Hawks’s book. At the time, I was concentrating on staying upright. Rita had met Dima before and they were glad to see each other again.

Sometimes, the capital of Moldova just seems like a large country town. It’s easier to think that when you’re in a park there. Then something strange happened. As we watched a pop band playing on the other side of Stefan cel Mare, Rita said to me: “that man is looking at me strangely”. I could see that one of the guests at the party who had come with us was staring intently at Rita. The fact we were obviously talking about him made no impression. I gave Rita a hug and she looked happier. They wanted to go on but I wanted to go back. So they kindly walked me back. I said goodbye but worried about Rita.

The next day, I learned that she had actually allowed this man back to their apartment along with Dima. This surprised but impressed me. I can’t imagine such a thing happening in the UK, US or most countries in Western Europe. I think it says something about Moldova or Eastern Europe generally. One thing I sensed and still sense amongst many Moldovans is the feeling: “we are all in this thing together”. Perhaps that is the legacy of a communist regime. To me it is an example of a desire to belong, to be part of and to accept one’s role in the community. Because if we don’t all play our part properly, we will all be affected by the consequences. That strong belief in community spirit and social responsibility is found in Scandanavia (Norway, Sweden, Finland and Denmark), and Holland too.

I went to bed but didn’t sleep very well. I had an upset stomach and was woken up at about 4 o’clock in the morning by what sounded like a strange bird outside. The noise carried on. It was so hot that I couldn’t close the window. I was to meet the cause of this disturbance the following day.

* Late correction: it’s Niall Ferguson and he’s Scottish. Sometimes rated Britain’s most influential                                       

   historian and now professor of History at Harvard University, U.S. See chapters 28, 44, 50 & 52.

WTM! Chapter 22
Ana was expected at 10am. Just before then, I was finally able to get off the toilet. I stepped outside onto the pavement. Immediately I heard a familiar noise. It was a cross between a squawk and a croak. A small leafy branch landed at my feet. I stepped back and looked up. There was what looked like a large raven or crow but with a curved beak. It jumped onto another branch which bent greatly under its weight. Instantly it grabbed a large branch with its beak, effortlessly ripped it off and threw it down. I backed away more. It then jumped onto another branch and did the same thing again. The bird actually looked angry. Can a bird look angry ? Well, its actions indicated anger. It had a white patch on its chest. It can’t be angry with me, surely I thought. For a second, I thought this is the “protect Moldova from foreigners bird”. It should be the national emblem. It carried on making its horrible noises. The same noises which had kept me awake. Was it an escaped pet ? Well, who would keep a pet like that ? No its actions must be some bizarre mating ritual designed to attract a female of the same strange species. I looked around. There wasn’t another bird. It croaked loudly again. I wondered just how aggressive it might be. What size animal or even human would it attack ? If this had been England, I might have thrown a stone at it to see what would happen. Instead, I looked around for Ana and retreated behind the gate.

Ana was late. I got out my mobile and rang her. She answered, then immediately appeared with her phone. How had she got there so quickly ? Later on Ana gave me her address which is on a nearby parallel road. So I guess there’s a shortcut. At the time, it felt spooky. I looked at her blankly. I nearly said something about there being an evil sign and her appearing as if by magic. But of course I didn’t. Was the bird still there to point out ? If I told Ana what I had seen, would she think I was possibly insane ? Or given that many Moldovans are superstitious, would this be taken as a sign marking me out as a bad person ? Despite continuing an intensive email exchange with my penfriends afterwards, I never felt I could mention this incident. It’s just too weird. Moldova isn’t the boring country some people think it is.

Ana and I chatted in the courtyard. I thought it would be a good idea to take some photographs.

Galina came out and smiled. She opened the door whenever I rang as I wasn’t given a key to this door. Over the days, I was there, her smile got broader and broader as girls and women arrived usually propping me up. She would answer the door and nearly burst into laughter.

We went out and Ana gave me her first tour of Chisinau around Stefan cel Mare. We didn’t walk far. She described how she used to play with friends in the park there coming home from school. It all had the feel of a smart 1960s suburb in a posh English country town. There was no litter problem there. Ana could pass herself off as an English girl. She’s the only girl I met in Moldova who could do that. Ana could leave Moldova behind and easily fit in to upper middle class English circles. Additionally, like some other Moldovan girls, her personality would also have fitted well into the more class conscious England of 30 years ago.

The (remains of the) English class system often puzzles foreigners. When I first met Barbara, she introduced me to her good friend Ludmila, a Czechoslovakian girl who had fled here as a refugee, aged 19 during “The Prague Spring”. (A brief period of freedom given to the Czechs in 1968 by their leader Dubcek, before the Soviet tanks rolled in). Ludmila worked for the BBC’s Czechoslovakian service. The two of them shared a cheap rented room. Barbara applied her very high standard of English to help Ludmila who later gained an Open University Masters Degree in history. Ludmila got a job as a history teacher in a state school which had very poor discipline, morale and results. (Much worse than I saw in Chisinau !) Ludmila really had style. She was poor but looked and sounded elegant, graceful and dignified. I saw some of her work and was very impressed. I said to her: “you don’t realise just how well you would fit into a private school”. She was sceptical but I persuaded her to try. Ludmila applied to work at a school in Sloane Square. She didn’t know that only millionaires and the gentry live and send their children there ! She was accepted and months later the poor woman from Bratislava was promoted on merit. She bought her own flat in a smart part of London. She has never looked back.

Ana took me to a favourite café of hers. The main purpose of the meeting was to discuss a business proposal I had. The first part required researching the formation of companies in Moldova. We started to get to know each other. Ana told me she could tell where all the other café’s guests had come from. “Behind you are some Italians. They…”

I had first contacted Ana through an email address she supplied with an article on a US site: “Moldova, What Troubles Now”. The site was connected with a US organisation she had worked in as an intern in the States. I thought aspects of the article were flawed. I emailed her with a series of questions. Ana replied immediately stating that the article was out of date. But it had only been placed five months earlier. I suspect Ana was having to fit in with the philosophy of her US employer. All other material from her was of the highest quality. She was the only penfriend who immediately supplied me with her phone number – two in fact. She wanted me to phone her. “Chase me, chase me”, I thought. Perhaps like children in a park off Stefan cel Mare or perhaps like something else...career advancement ? On the film at the party you can see her heaving her chest as she straightened up while watching me closely. “Why do you need to meet all these girls ?” she said, smiling warmly off camera. I barely heard her above the pumping music. The very tongue in cheek implication was clear. Laughing but being a bit serious at the same time.

Our café discussions were strange for me because I have the sharpest instincts about people and quickly realised Ana has a similar talent. In that situation between a male and a female who like each other, it can be difficult to start and develop a conversation.

At the last meeting I had with my father weeks before he died in March, the subject of a distant relative was raised. I had last seen and heard about him when he was about 5 years old, 25+ years ago. “Don’t tell me”, I said. “I’ll tell you what he grew up to be like and what he’s interested in.” I did and watched my father shudder. I was spot on. I often shudder as well. In fact I inherited this talent from my parents but use it much more assertively.

My email exchange with Ana had been friendly but formal with no cheekiness. We hardly knew each other. As I sipped my coffee, Ana said: “I like diamonds”. She looked at me with a teasing smile. I had given her a bag with two books which Ana hadn’t looked at. One of them was “Status Anxiety” by a well known popular author. It described how wealthy upper middle class people twist themselves into knots emotionally “keeping up with the Joneses”. The latter is a well known expression. I enjoyed the moment and didn’t respond. It was like an intellectual game of chess positively charged with all the feelings you can have between a male and a female attracted to each other.

 “The English in your emails is very good”, Ana said. How many Moldovans would say that to an Englishman ?! But I read the point behind it immediately. Ana sensed I was motivated to and better at drafting very clear emails, than talking to people. I agreed immediately. She was right. I told Ana where my real skills, intelligence and experience lay. After all this was supposed to be an open and honest business discussion !

Then Ana took me on a little tour. She posed for photographs outside a favourite restaurant. Ana described warmly the good memories she had of central Chisinau. She was in the middle of her final exams. She had to do more revising. She felt she’d been unfairly given only 9 out of 10 for one exam she’d taken. She had to ensure the usual standard was maintained. Ana wanted me to kiss her goodbye by the statue of Stefan cel Mare. She told me Moldovan girls expected to be kissed on each cheek when a man said goodbye to them. She’d told me she knew what the English are like. She was enjoying herself. I reached up on tiptoes to kiss her on each cheek and we said goodbye. 

Back in England, I waited for Ana to contact me about starting our little business project in July. However she had omitted to mention one detail. She had applied for a scholarship at the College Of Europe in Bruges. Ah, she needed 10 out of 10 for that and yes, she won it. So Ana went to Belgium at the end of August.

WTM! Chapter 23
It had been arranged that I would visit Zina and her family in the afternoon. From then on, I spent as much time as I could of my last two to three days in her apartment. On returning home, Zina demonstrated the greatest consistency in maintaining a regular email exchange despite working ridiculously long hours. In the summer, her ex husband did something which gave her and her children a lot of heartache. 

Then on August 10th, I received the following email.

“Yesterday I met Mr. Shimeket. He said that he had found good work and probably he wouldn't return to the school if everything was O.K. I can understand him, it's very difficult to survive. I heard that half of our school teachers leave school too. It's our big problem.

I can't imagine how I will work without Mr. Shimeket. We have worked for 12 years together.”

The effect of this was that Zina had to do Mr Shimeket’s work too. So many people depend on and benefit from this lady’s talents.

In my view, friendships and relationships fail mostly when people end up staring blankly at one another with nothing to say. Speaking for myself, if I care about someone, I will argue or debate with them. Otherwise, I “won’t waste my breath”, as we say here. 20 years of marriage has meant 20 years of argument but also a lot of laughter. I like a bit of a drama. That is so even if at the time it is a bit stressful. It’s more important that “someone’s heart is in the right place” and they learn from life. That is at least the Western view.

It was very hot that afternoon, or so it seemed. I feel the heat more than most people as I’m always warm. In November, Gabriela and I laughed some early mornings in our workplace for while she shivered in her two jumpers, I felt warm in my shirt. We discussed temperatures and I described this particular day in Moldova. “It was at least 30 degrees”, I said. “That’s not hot. 38 degrees is hot !” she said laughing. 

I had decided to take the trolleybus for a change. But it broke down. At the time it wasn’t clear

to me what had happened. I felt ill again. As I nervously glanced around inside the bus, some passengers went in and out of focus. In 2003, I had suffered some damage to my right eye due to a contact lens infection.

We had been holidaying in Austria on an escorted rail holiday. Heading back through Germany, our stop for the night was at Cologne. The tour guide was not immediately available so I visited opticians in Cologne. But was treated unpleasantly, or so it seemed. Returning to the hotel, I got temporarily lost. Reflecting unhappily on my treatment, I suddenly remembered with horror that the Royal Air Force had bombed Cologne into rubble during the last war. The raids were planned by “Bomber Harris”. The raid on Dresden was even worse. The death and destruction in Dresden was so appalling that even Prime Minister Winston Churchill made an entry in his diary questioning its value. Surprising given what the Germans were doing and had done to our cities.

After the war, people came to realise that Air Chief Marshall “Bomber Harris” had decided to wipe Germany off the face of the earth. He nearly succeeded. British people set up and generously funded the Dresden Trust to help rebuild the cathedral there. I found my hotel in Cologne and went up to the receptionist, a very beautiful blonde girl. I explained I needed to get to a hospital and opened my bad eye. She recoiled in horror but immediately started to phone around. At that point, the tour guide appeared and took me to the hospital.

Our next door neighbour, Inge is a German widow and we live in Hurricane Way, named after the Hawker Hurricane which successfully attacked German bomber aircraft over our country. Very fast with 8 forward firing machine guns, hundreds of Hurricanes shot down many more hundreds of German planes. In September 1940, Operation Sea Lion to invade Britain was called off. Russia had to be an easier target…

Aged 77, the same age as my mother, Inge married an occupying British Army officer after the war. A common event despite the fact that our soldiers were at first ordered and then warned to stay away from the “enemy”. The “enemy” was made up largely of often beautiful German girls. Relatively few German males had survived. British soldiers who for months had fought house by house, town by town took a different view of this kind of “enemy”. Inge complained recently about the thunder. She said: “I always duck as it reminds me of the terrible bombing during the war”. As a young girl, my mother lived a short distance from the Enfield Small Arms Factory which made all the British Army’s rifles. So my mother knows what Inge means…

Largely thanks to doctors at Cologne Hospital my right eye had been had been set on a healing path. At the end, I could even read the bottom line of the optician’s chart. But sight is about more than reading letters. Some of the clarity was lost. The exact expression on someone’s face for instance lost as they drifted out of view of my left eye into my right. At bad moments, this still spooks me a little. This felt like a bad moment.

Most people got onto another trolleybus. I hoped it was going towards Ciocana district. It was.

I made my way to Zina’s apartment. Warmly welcomed, I slumped down and gratefully drank her bottled water. Rita and Sandu were there as well. I drank a lot. Zina went to the shop for more. Then a distant cousin of Zina’s arrived. They had grown up together in Calarasi. He was a businessman and knew some English. He had a very powerful presence. The kind of person you notice when they come into a room. My guess is that Zina had told him two things. One that I wanted to help people in Moldova. Secondly, that I wanted to buy property. He suggested that I buy some forested land in Vadul Lui Voda. It would be cleared for social activity designed to benefit disadvantaged youngsters. He sounded very persuasive. I told him I was ill and declined the suggestion but he was persistent.

C: “Look, I’ll go halves with you”.

I shook my head.

C: “It’s only 20 minutes drive. I’ll take you”.

Z: “I will come with you”, said Zina cheerfully

E: “I’m sorry. I’m ill and I’m not going anywhere”.

C: “Do you want a pill ? I could take you to a chemist”.

E: “I just want water and to stay here”.

Given that I was leaning heavily on Zina’s good nature and hospitality, this was a difficult position to be in. I had to phone Doina as previously I had agreed that I would pick her up and drive her to Bacoi, south of Chisinau. Doina is a Jehovah’s Witness and a Witness friend of hers was trying to sell a small vineyard there. Part of the plan was to pick up Irina, the newspaper editor who also lived there. But when I had spoken to Irina earlier, she wasn’t sure she could make it. Doina was disappointed when I told her I was ill and couldn’t manage it. Shortly afterwards, Zina’s cousin left. Zina was a bit annoyed with me.

Z: “He is a very good friend. If you have any trouble with the mafia or the police, he’ll sort it out for you. Once I bought some boots in the market. They were uncomfortable but the lady wouldn’t give me my money back. He spoke to her and she immediately gave me my money back.”.

Hmmm…anyway almost immediately I sat up and felt better. I felt cooler. Zina looked at me and I looked at her. “I feel better”, I said, smiling mischievously. She smiled back. Ironic humour crosses all national boundaries. She went into the kitchen. Rita gave me a doleful smile. I wondered what Rita and Sandu would make of what was happening. How good was their English ?

I thought about Doina. I wouldn’t meet her now. She was a friend of Irka. I hadn’t known that however when I first contacted her at the same language site that Irka had used. But there was a ghost of a suspicion in my mind as Irka said that she had a Jehovah’s Witness friend. Irka asked me what I thought about that religion. Then Doina asked me as well. They both asked me lots of questions generally - nice tactics girls ! Doina also wanted to know what other

penfriends I had and contacted one of them whose email address I’d given her by mistake. In fact I think Doina did the right thing. Although I found this a bit annoying at the time, young ladies in that position should be careful and seriously consider such methods. Just don’t do it to me – right ! 

Zina returned from the kitchen.

Z: “Let me get you something to eat”.

E: “I would like jam or marmalade on toast and a cup of tea”.

Zina looked puzzled.

Z: “Don’t you want something else ?”

E: “I’m a simple man in some ways. Even if I was a millionaire, I would still have my toast at least once a day”.

Z: “I don’t know if we have any jam. How do you have your tea ?”

E: “Just with milk”

Z: “We don’t have any milk either. But wait, I think we have a jar of jam somewhere but it has been there for a long time”.

She disappeared into the kitchen and produced a jar. She looked at it doubtfully and regarded me defensively.

E: “Let me have a look at it”.

She turned away from me.

Z: “No it’s not good. What flavour jam do you want ?”.

E: “Strawberry, raspberry, whatever. I’m not fussy”.

Now, feeling much better, I got out my camcorder and started filming.

Zina insisted on going to the shop to buy jam and milk. I felt guilty about taking so much hospitality from such a poor household. Zina served me a nice cup of tea and a piece of toast.

Z: “I’m not a good cook”.

E: “That wouldn’t be a problem for me. Like many English people I like simple food.

I have been given so many excellent meals in my life. While I’m eating them, I think I must remember what this is. But even an hour later, I often can’t remember what I’ve eaten. Perhaps the wine was that good… I would probably be just as happy with sausages, baked beans and chips.” 

On food and cooking, there are real problems in Britain and the US regarding healthy diets. Studies have shown that the junk food many of us eat is affecting our health. 

School canteens in the UK and the US serve dreadful junk food. Recent studies clearly show that a child’s ability to concentrate and learn is greatly reduced by eating such food. This food is now also being held largely responsible for many of the severe behavioural disorders that affect some children.

Adults too are affected as the popular new American film “Super Size Me” demonstrates. In the States, a man was filmed eating a diet solely obtained from McDonalds’ restaurants over a month. His health was monitored by doctors using the most sophisticated technology. After two weeks they pleaded with him to give up as he was damaging his liver and other organs. Towards the end he was gasping for breath as he staggered up two flights of stairs. But he completed the exercise. Trying to solve this problem in the US is difficult because the large companies which supply this food defend their businesses aggressively, even viciously. They deny there is a problem. Here in the UK, our companies simply say that if they don’t meet “the demand”, someone else will.

In London, popular celebrity chef, Jamie Oliver decided to create and promote cheap, nutritious and tasty school meals. At the start of his campaign, television cameras followed him around the Borough of Greenwich as he persuaded the local educational authority, headteachers and school dinner ladies to accept and use his recipes. Initially however, Jamie found it very difficult to design recipes for two courses costing a mere 37 pence (65 cents). You know, Western food prices are much higher. Also since the kitchen staff only opened boxes and put things in ovens, Jamie started training them. However he found that too many of them knew very little about preparing food, so he asked the Army for help. The Army Catering Corps gave them basic training. Back in the canteens, the children were very reluctant to try the new meals. Outside protesting parents were seen pushing junk food through the iron bars to their children. But over time most children were persuaded to abandon the beef burgers, chips, turkey “twizzlers” and cheap pizza slices they had every day. Then all junk food was stopped. The children are now very positive about this change. Some asthmatics who always used inhalers now don’t need them. It isn’t clear why but it’s good news !

In the evening, we sat down to a nice meal that Zina had prepared. We don’t eat many vegetables in the UK so the food I received in Moldova always seemed unusual. I enjoyed it but never got over that feeling of unfamiliarity. Part of my mind was telling me this isn’t a meal. Making vegetables taste nice must be an art and Zina was good at it.

Rita sat there looking happy all evening as I chatted to Zina. Sandu came and went. 

Much later in the evening, I headed back to my accommodation feeling very content.

WTM! Chapter 24
On July 3rd, Mrs Rubanka, the English teacher from Natalie’s Russian school sent me an email. Part of it read:

“An intelligent western male has a risk of getting a girl from eastern countries of the former Soviet Union, because a new generation has been formed since perestroika. And the new generation (I mean girls) is hardly ready to do monotonous, routine work about the house: to do cooking, washing, cleaning, etc. They are only ready for cloudless future. But alas! they are mistaken. Being a teacher for about 30 years, I can hardly meet such a girl who is ready to do it. Surely, they may be really seх appealing but it is not enough to become happy in future for both partners.”

On July 4th, (American Independence Day !), I replied.

“Regarding cooking and housework, the requirements between east and west Europe are very different. As I understand it, to be a good housewife in Moldova, good cooking skills are essential. My wife can't cook. That is typical of most western women. Like most other people, we eat pre-packaged food. Like everyone else, we have a washing machine. Many people use dishwashers here especially if they have children.”

Mrs Rubanka holds what is a very widely held view. But in fairness being a good cook is a strong redeeming feature. It might be enough to save some Western marriages. Her “cloudless future” comment is “spot on” for some girls. Fitting into this category were some aggressively enthusiastic Russian lady penfriends from Russia but NOT Moldova. The pattern is very similar. They say they are good at cooking, washing and cleaning. They will be a dutiful wife. (Bad joke from a divorced penfriend: “WIFE” stands for: Washing, Ironing, F---ing, Etc.). Sometimes they say they want children. With this usually comes many old fashioned romantic notions and dreams - all part of a “cloudless future” I could share with them. I had told them repeatedly I was married but it didn’t make any difference to some of them. At least two of them were incapable of discussing anything other than their domestic abilities and their dreams. I forced the issue by insisting they tell me about where they lived, what TV programmes they watched, what their mother thought about all this. Departing from piles of romantic hopes came the following comment (paraphrased) from one penfriend. She was not interested in, nor would she discuss matters of “policy”. Therefore “our attitudes will not agree”. By persistently asking her some ordinary questions, I had gone from hero to zero… 

Now, I come to what I consider the make or break issues for Eastern European girls interested in Western men. For the following, I’m setting aside the obvious and still important considerations of personal attractiveness. Some of you will be shocked !

The real question is one of personality. It is much less a matter of fulfilling household tasks. It is necessary to take an interest in the world, to be flexible. To be willing to learn new skills.

To go out in the world and get a job. The job may even be different most days. If you want to hide in the house, then you are looking for a small minority of Western males who will accept that. Secondly, if someone wants you to join their life in the West, ask them what your role will be, what they expect of you. Sound positive and make suggestions. Enquire sensitively and intelligently in different ways. But this isn’t acting. You need to be interested. If you think this will put your partner off and it does, they are unlikely to be suitable. Even if your life ends up mainly as a housewife, it is still highly desirable to have the above attitudes and attributes. 

Lifestyles often change quickly in the West. Just by asking you should impress the “intelligent western male” [Mrs R.]. To the above, I add general good advice for any couple in any country. Ask your partner what they want to do in their life. Where would they like to be in x number of years time ?

I want to expand on the question of personality. For some of you this could be painful.

The example I use is a real one by an American, Alexander Blakely. He set up a multi million dollar business in Novosibirsk, the capital of Siberia. It’s all in his book: “Siberia Bound”.

Mr Blakely was initially attracted to Novosibirsk when he briefly met a gloriously attractive Siberian girl while on holiday near there. He was so entranced, he learned Russian to communicate with her. When he met her, she was as perfect as he hoped. But after a while, there were problems with the relationship. He slept with her but she refused to respond as he’d hoped. She for her part felt that she was fulfilling all the functions, a dutiful wife or girlfriend should do. She was, but it wasn’t enough. She was an “ice maiden” and he wanted a fuller relationship. He wanted to feel her respond. Generally he wanted more feedback and interaction. He was a graduate of the world beating Harvard Business School. She was just an ordinary but lovely Siberian girl. So this apparently perfect match failed.

I was attracted to buy this book because my longest standing penfriend, Svetlana lives in Novosibirsk. She is totally different from the Russian penfriends described above. The review by an American business journalist in Russia said that the author was one of the few Americans to find out how business is done in Russia. The journalist said he was sick and tired of reading scripts by American businessmen complaining about Russian business methods. Scripts explaining how their businesses failed because the Russians wouldn’t accept the American’s greater wisdom. Mr Blakely partnered up with a very capable Russian businessman. He had learned Russian well by then. “Siberia Bound” and this journalist’s review should be standard reading for any Westerner thinking of doing business in Russia. 

So that’s the bad news. Here’s the good news. I’m sure at least 70% of Moldovan friends who I met would pass the personality test. As for those who think they might lack personality, well it isn’t always a requirement. Sometimes it’s a disadvantage. If you live in some parts of the British Isles like Scotland or Wales with certain types of people, you might be expected to be mainly simple and straightforward. Work on a farm perhaps looking after sheep. Farm life in Britain today is however often so difficult you might want to go back to Moldova ! British farmers have the highest suicide rate in the country. Few people want to work on a British farm. But perhaps you would give it a try ! Or if you’re really desperate, there’s always the Falkland Islands…

Now, finally here’s a very different, interesting and relevant view on this issue supplied by Ioana in Romania in an email on June 25th. I had put the following statement to my penfriends. 

“From an intelligent Western male’s point of view, it’s a real turn off having an (Eastern European) girl repeating strongly: ‘I’ll be a brilliant cook, an affectionate and faithful wife’.”

You have read Mrs Rubanka’s response. This is what Ioana had to say.

“Let us ask ourselves for a moment what kind of girl would repeat this leitmotif on the internet????? What would be her profile?

1. It can be the housewife type.... the kind of a person that should have been 20 years old in the 50's, maybe, in the States or something.

The outcome of a marriage with this kind of a person:

· good, healthy meals, (3 times a day),

· nice kids, polite, etc etc etc…

· a loving, homely environment

What more can a man want? (Profile of a man who'd look for this life: well... the teacher/ doctor/ priest/ bank clerk type.... working in a small town, or something, who would just want a cosy life.) So what’s wrong with that?
You cannot tell me that Brits are not like that anymore... because I have met a few...
coming to Romania and falling for beautiful, nice, Romanian girls.... the housewife type… (The thing is that these particular girls were also college graduates, therefore educated and intelligent persons) …which brings me to the second type…

2. It can be the normal-not-money orientated type of girl…there are such girls, on the planet, too…maybe they’re too romantic, looking for the right guy (even if from abroad), and maybe they’re ready to assume the responsibility of having a NICE LOVING family above all…and a career, secondly…

I have quite a few friends like that…extremely intelligent, but just…not interested in pursuing a career…and sacrificing everything else for that.

Now, in my opinion, the flaw comes from the fact that they emphasise too strongly this “housewife” feature. And I know…for W. Europe…that’s decadent, dusty and totally boring…

I think those friends of yours were not REALLY turned off by this description ONLY !

Now…about the disappointing part…he might be right…consumer-culture is far from being a paradise…but indeed, it is far more exciting than Eastern boring domestic routine.

But the bottom line is: someone should take their horse-glasses off!”

Ioana, we call them “blinkers” !
WTM! Chapter 25
On the Monday morning I took minibus 155 to Zina’s flat. It arrived at an important stop just off a junction with Stefan cel Mare. “Milescu Spataru” I said to the driver. He said something which suggested he wanted to know what number. “Zece” I said, impressed with myself for remembering this word. Disappointedly the driver responded in English. He gave me change by extracting notes held by a clip on the roof above him.

Thankfully Zina had the whole day off. It was the day before the final school day. As I look back, it is difficult to remember much of what happened. Early on we went to her friend Lena’s apartment in the next block. There Zina and Lena (Elena) fed me well and gave me lots of excellent Moldovan wine. Some things are on the camcorder footage I took.

When you meet someone for the first time close up you don’t always get the full size and shape of them. Lena was wearing loose fitting clothes. Seated, looking up at Lena early on, I was struck by her large bare feet and powerful lower legs. Because parts of a body tend to be in proportion, this told me she was strong. Lena had a big frame. She too had come from Calarasi

where she supervised farm workers on land there. She had a husband and two children who we saw from time to time. Jokingly, I thought to myself this is the local Calarasi mafia who have taken over these apartments. We sat down in Lena’s kitchen. She kept topping up my wine glass.

E: “Zina, will you tell Lena that I want her to match me drink for drink”.

Z: “Sorry, say that again please”.

E: “When I drink some of Lena’s wine, I want her to drink the same amount”.

Zina spoke to Lena. Lena poured out a large glass and drank all of it in about 4 seconds.

I was astounded.

E: “Tell Lena that I will drink her under the table”

Z: “Sorry, please explain”

E: “I challenge Lena drink by drink. It’s an English expression: ‘to drink someone under the table’.” I gestured with my hand.

Zina spoke to Lena. They both started laughing.

L: “Sous la table ?”

E: “Oui oui, sous la table”. I pointed at Lena and made a gesture that she would be under the table.

They laughed very loudly. I joined in and this went on for at least a minute. They kept repeating: “sous la table”. Zina and I had watery eyes.

We jokingly discussed men, women, married life, the effect of alcohol and the different physical strengths of men and women. On my first evening with Zina, she had asked the following.

Z: “What are you like when you’re drunk ?”

E: “Oh I get very jolly”.

Before I came, a TV documentary described how Romanian husbands often badly mistreat their wives. I decided not to watch it. My mother had read a large article in “The Daily Telegraph” newspaper on this subject. She was appalled, but added laughing: “Oh they’d love you !” That first evening, I had opened my mouth to mention these news items to Zina. Then thought: “shut up Eddie”. 

Later on and now very drunk in Lena’s bedroom, I said something cheeky about Lena to Zina. Seconds later Lena picked me up with one arm and threw me some distance onto the bed. We all laughed.

A few weeks after returning home, I phoned Zina.

Z: “We are still laughing about your visit. I have never laughed so much in my life.”

E: “I would like to fight you” I said jokingly

We both laughed.

Z: “I will fight you. I will fight you and with Lena’s help I will throw you on the bed.”

Much later I had become very drunk. Zina suggested I stay the night in her apartment. I knew it was an innocent, well intentioned offer. The following morning would start early with the end of year celebrations at her school. I declined for two reasons. The first was that I wanted to comfortably tell Barbara where I had slept every night. In fact this was one of her first questions ! Secondly I thought it would place Zina in a difficult position if she ever had to acknowledge to another person that a Western male 3 years older than her had slept in her flat. The story would probably have got longer by the time it had been passed onto the third person…

Zina was in a difficult position.

Z: “Some women here think I’m a bad woman”

E: “Why ?”

Z: “Because my husband isn’t with me”

E: “That’s ridiculous. You know people like that wouldn’t find any friends in our country. We’d regard them as bigoted, two faced scumbags”.

There was a pause.

E: “In this very closed community, and given your position, you’re in a difficult position. You can’t be seen wobbling out of a night club, drunk with a man on your arm. It’s difficult for you to develop a relationship.”

Z: “Well, no-one would be interested in me at my age”.

E: “You know, I don’t know why Moldovan women think that after a certain young age, they’ve had their chances. Where I come from, you would be considered a very attractive woman.”. 

Zina and Elena laughingly liked to mention “bad women” and being a “bad woman”.

I had been told a few stories by Moldovan penfriends which I won’t repeat. But they left me with a feeling which I jokingly and cynically put as follows:

E: “What I like about Moldova is that if I went with a ‘bad woman’, I’d still be good. There are no ‘bad men’ in Moldova, only ‘bad women’.”

Zina and Elena decided it was unwise to let me stagger back on my own. They supported me and took me back. When Galina opened the door, she was greatly amused as usual. 

WTM! Chapter 26
I got up early to settle the bill with Galina and drive my car to park outside Liliana’s Baptist College in Alexander Hajdeu street. I was worried as Galina and myself shared no more than about two dozen words of Romanian. However it went very well. Her assessment was the same as my own. The whole process took under 5 minutes and we were laughing most of the time. When I return to Moldova, I look forward to staying there again. Galina pulled open the gates. I waved as I drove past and stopped, waiting for the traffic to pass. Immediately I saw two wild dogs in front of me. It seemed they had claimed the driveway opposite and were now barking and running after cars driving past. As I watched I was sure one of them had been run over. But incredibly it reappeared unharmed.

Momentarily it reminded me of something I’d read. A book on Romania said that packs of wild dogs are a serious problem there. Someone may walk out of a supermarket, down a path to be threatened by a pack of dogs which steal their food. I drove out and thankfully the dogs ignored me. A few yards further on however, there was a mass of Moldovan police. I felt uncomfortable. As I arrived at the junction, I could see water everywhere. A water main had obviously burst. The police felt this needed at least 8 officers to monitor. I have to say however that they always look smartly dressed in the centre of Chisinau. Once through without being stopped, I headed for Liliana’s place of work and parked the car. As previously agreed with Liliana, she would accompany us to the airport later on.

I was running late. It was hot that day and I really felt it. As I arrived at a major junction, I looked left and up the hill. There were parked cars there which looked like taxis. I decided to risk the diversion. When I reached them, I found they were taxis. The taxi driver wanted 30 lei which seemed a bit much but I was in no position to argue. Off we went.

I was late arriving at the school. But just in time to film Rita coming out to deliver her speech. Rita apparently always has at least two boyfriends. I could see why. Until I filmed, I had no idea she was such a celebrity. The previous evening I had wickedly filmed her having her hair cut. Now I saw her in a different light. Months later she won an award for acting. After the speeches, there was dancing. The people there encouraged me to join in and everyone enjoyed themselves.

After the celebrations we headed back for a meal. I phoned Liliana to arrange a time when she would be free. I thought Zina was slow to get out of the flat. Zina, Lena and myself had only gone a few yards when Zina stopped by a manned cubicle to have her high heeled shoes repaired. This went on for at least 15 minutes. I was annoyed. We were now going to be late. This was unwise as I knew that Liliana’s employer or work requirements could be demanding. Later Zina complimented me on being so punctual. Once in Chisinau, having been impressed by the Russian driver’s directions, I decided to ask for directions from people at market stalls near where the water main had burst. The water had subsided and the police were gone. Zina spoke to them but they were hopeless. They had no map reading skills at all and didn’t even know the part of their city a few blocks further on. Eventually I persuaded Zina and Lena to tell them we were going and we went. 

I hurried Zina along impatiently. One unusual aspect of mine is that I dislike high heeled shoes

when worn inappropriately. Otherwise I think I ignore them. My family is very practical. My mother, her two sisters, my wife and her mother have rarely if ever worn high heeled shoes. Most unusual but that’s how we are. Zina wasn’t to know that. She was impressed that I knew where to go but in fact the route wasn’t difficult. Many people around the world have to find their way around cities using maps. But I wonder just how adventurous Moldovans are in their own country. Up to a third of the population may be out of the country at any one time travelling around large complex foreign cities and other places…but in Moldova..? One internet article I read on Moldova said many citizens in Chisinau have never travelled into their own countryside. But will probably have flown to Moscow. I think the article exaggerates the situation. However it was the case under the Soviet system that restrictions on movement meant that people needed permission to travel out of their area. This may have limited some peoples’ horizons. A recent population census indicates that most Russian Moldovans live in the cities but 80% of the countryside is inhabited by Romanian Moldovans. That fact might partly explain the above – if it’s true. In Mr Shimeket’s class at the Petru Zadnipru school the lesson was how beautiful the countryside is. So how well do you know your own country ?

We arrived at what I later realised was the crossroads from which on the other side of the road, I’d seen the taxis. I peered across anxiously and uncertainly and turned around.

E: “Come on hurry up ! We’re going to be well and truly late”, I shouted. Zina wobbled awkwardly on the uneven road.

L: “Hello, I was just coming out to get some food and drink”

Startled, I looked around. It was Liliana. I tried to change the expression on my face. Zina arrived looking fed up at first. Liliana looked at the three of us thoughtfully. I made the introductions. 

After tea and biscuits in Liliana’s office, they directed me to the airport. I handed over the car and changed my currency. We waited and chatted.

E: “You know I was really worried before I come to Moldova because the only casual shirts I have are from places in Europe which I’ve visited. I didn’t want these to be seen as I thought I might get mugged.”

Liliana laughed and smiled broadly.

L: “They wouldn’t be able to read the words anyway”.

Liliana and Zina bought me a cassette of Moldovan pop music. It was Liliana’s sense of humour. Her thinking: you like Moldova ? we’ll give you as much as you can handle and let’s see what happens ! My new mobile phone was of no use to me now so I gave it to Zina. That was only fair considering the amount of hospitality she had given me. We were all sad and emotional. I waved goodbye to them as I disappeared into the customs hall.

I have stayed in touch with all my Moldovan penfriends. In fact it takes up much of my evenings and weekends. 

I was deeply impressed by the warmth, friendliness and hospitality I found in Moldova. When I said that to Mr Shimeket at the school, he commented.

Mr S: “If you burn popcorn, it will smile and crackle as if with pleasure”.

Hmmm…do I and other Westerners perversely benefit from Eastern Europeans’ suffering ? Do you treat us better because of it ? Sometimes I wished I could bottle the goodness and take it home with me. Strangely I felt like a “thief”, but one taking something with no recorded value, leaving no-one the poorer. If I take your hospitality, magically the pot will be refilled – I hope. In return I gave gifts to all my Moldovan friends. But why should I want anything to do with people who have so little ? Stefana asked me a question.

S: “how can you like people who are so poor ?”

E: “why not ?” I said cheerfully.

Here’s one fact about our country which may surprise you. Students and recent graduates here have so much personal debt that the average 22 year old Moldovan is financially better off. We like and respect our own young people. Of course the 22 year old graduate here can probably get even more credit (debt), a well paid job and live with their parents. Many Westerners are wary of dealing with Eastern European girls. I hope the advice I have given is useful.

In fact most of my Moldovan penfriends asked me sensible questions anyway. The warmth and sensitivity of their enquiries came off the computer screen. These girls seeming vulnerability attracted me further. Their English amused me greatly. Their stories made my eyes watery. Eventually their heartwarming sincerity, decency and openness became so overpowering I felt intoxicated. I had to meet these intriguing people and see this fascinating world. Because if I didn’t, I would be a mere actor.  A voyeur - someone peering insincerely into other peoples’ business. But if I had to pick one person who guided me to your country, it would be Marisha (Marina Vozian). In the five months until my arrival, Marisha exchanged a huge number of emails with me. She was usually at home in the winter and if so always replied within hours, if not minutes. Progressively, I gained a clearer picture of Moldova. Marisha’s pleasant and efficient style informed me well. I could have been a timewaster but Marisha trusted me. For that I am very grateful. In November, the idea of actually visiting Moldova would have seemed crazy. By February, I knew I had to come. 

Many of us western Europeans would I’m sure like to preserve much of Moldova’s culture and appearance as it is. To see changes made thoughtfully and sensitively. To not see Moldova trampled underfoot by masses of tourists, oppressed by large, badly designed and sited buildings and offended by cheap, bad taste advertising. You definitely don’t want any part of the vice industry seen in the West. Hence my comment to Val and many caring Westerners general dislike of the effects of some commercialism. But that’s easy for us to say as we fly back to a much more comfortable lifestyle. Suffer for the pleasure of people like me or live more prosperous lives and feel you’ve lost part of your soul ? 

No, believe me there is a middle way and I hope that’s the path your country takes.

On Christmas Eve, I received an internet Christmas card from Ana. She had returned home for Christmas. The card said: “may all your dreams come true”.

I replied: “Dear Ana,

Thank you, but you are in one of my dreams... Do you want to know what I have in mind..?!"

 

WTM ! Part 2

Chapter 27 – Return To Moldova (first evening)

“So what are your feelings on returning to Moldova ?” I turned my head to face the young Russian woman in the back of the taxi. Her face glowed with eagerness and enthusiasm. I felt a lump in my throat.

E: “I don’t like to say this”

I hesitated.

E: “It’s very strange but after the plane had landed, I looked at the airport terminal and I felt I was coming home”.

“Good” my companion responded warmly giving the two “o”s strong emphasis. Her top lip rose well above teeth showing her healthy gums. My God, the Moldovans are so different, I remembered strangely excited. Different from us cool English. But I didn’t feel cool at all.

E: “I’ve spent so much time talking to people in Moldova on the internet and reading about Moldova, it’s as if I’ve been here all this time.”

“That’s good”, she responded as before. Her eyes gleamed, facial muscles stretched taut.

I leaned towards her. The taxi passed very quickly through a narrow gap in the traffic. She smiled knowingly; seemingly so self possessed and at one with her situation. We had exchanged hundreds of emails and I felt I knew her so well. She calmly listened to my “confessions” that April evening. But she hadn’t told me that she had married an Englishman in February and was expecting his baby in November. This was Marisha. To many foreign visitors Marisha was almost the face of Moldova. 

Half an hour later, I was at Zina’s flat.

In the taxi there, I reflected on my arrival at the airport. For a country so corrupt, it is surprising just how open and accessible people are to foreigners. The visa application form was very simple. From April 6th, there was no longer a requirement for foreigners to register at a police station within three days - an obvious and overdue reform. Gazing intently at the smart young lady customs officer, I thought how glorious the uniforms are in Moldova. A cross between function and the kind of fashion show excess frequently pumped out by Moldovan television. Zina, her family and others never seemed to tire of watching, laughing and commenting on the TV pop videos.

Style and beauty are important in Moldova, cheerfulness often being considered beautiful. A cover for some ugliness in peoples’ lives ? Being English perhaps I would see it that way. A view expressed on a UK TV programme by an American asked about British Vs. American (film) musicals. “We Americans are optimistic and have plenty of money. You English think it will rain tomorrow.” Still, we usually treat people as people rather than mere operators in an economic system judged by its resources, facilities and customer service. Did these customs officers hold parties ? Perhaps I could be invited ! A bizarre thought adding to my sense of confusion. As when I first looked out at the airport, I was annoyed with myself a second later. But almost anything seemed possible. Events in Moldova often developed in surprising ways. The customs officer smiled and apologised for taking so long to examine my passport. Apparently since it had been issued in 1997, it should have looked in worse condition.

A few metres further on, there was a cheerful exchange with two baggage handlers. The result was that one carried my bags through customs past a surprised Marisha who guided us to a taxi waiting outside. Three quarters of an hour later, I dropped off most of my luggage at Marisha’s place and with the remainder headed for Zina’s apartment in the taxi. I knew my arrival would be an emotional moment. As I entered, Rita bowed her head and looked uncertain. She and Sandu backed away into the hall. I walked into the lounge. The sofa bed had been laid out as a bed and Zina was standing beside it in yellow pyjamas.

An anxious feeling spread over me. We exchanged greetings and Rita entered bowing slightly.

She looked up at me. It was pure Rita, a wonderful expression which combined happiness, sadness, reproachfulness and deference. But what did it mean ?

R: “Am I shameful ?”

E: “No !”

I had obviously teased Rita too much on the internet. I walked towards Zina.

Z: “Don’t come too close.”

I took a sharp intake of breath. Zina was supposed to have been at the airport with Marisha to pick me up. Zina lowered her head and shook it reproachfully. She smiled mischievously.

Z: “I am sick and I don’t want you to catch my flu.”

E: “Don’t worry about me. I haven’t been sick for two years. Touch wood there won’t be a problem.”

I touched the wooden table.

E: “Do you know that expression ? It’s a superstition. It’s supposed to bring good luck. It is commonly used when someone is possibly defying providence. Making a bold statement of their expected good health or fortune which in fact may depend on the grace of a divine power.”

R: “We have such a superstition.”

She carried on, but I wasn’t paying attention.

Four hours later, Rita was holding my arm as she guided me to Marisha’s flat in the pouring rain.

WTM! Chapter 28

I woke up in Marisha’s apartment in Ciocana, the most northerly district of Chisinau on the first morning of my return visit. After a tasty breakfast we set off for Transnistria by bus.

I asked Marisha about the process for buying and selling flats in Chisinau. The maxitaxi passed through what seemed like familiar territory.

E: “Is this Riscani district ?”

M: “Yes”

Marisha was excited. The light caught her eyes creating rectangular patterns at seemingly different levels. I looked out at the bustling street scene feeling strangely at ease in such a foreign place. Momentarily I questioned my own comfort, happily watching people pursuing their lives under probably very difficult circumstances.

I wanted to know more about how 95% of Transnistrian citizens live their lives 95% of the time. I believe we have been given a view of 5% of the activity made to look like 95%. I wanted a broader view of the regime and how it operates. Over a year of exchanging emails with Moldovan and Transnistrian penfriends and two short visits, I gained a clearer picture of Transnistria. “Transnistrians” describe their province as the DMR (the Dniestr Moldova Republic) or Pridnestrovskaya Moldavskaya Respublica.

Marisha divides her time between Moldova and the DMR with properties in both. We discussed relations between the two states as I probed for signs of bias. In the warmth of her responses I could see deep affection for both states. The Marisha I know sees us all living in a “global village”. Changes to world climate and environment being a greater threat to us all. Recent re-assessments by historians and politicians demonstrate the futility of most political conflicts. Historian Niall Ferguson (referred to on my first visit) recently presented a mould breaking UK TV series accompanying his latest book of the same name - “War Of The World”. In it he demonstrates how nearly all twentieth century upheavals and wars were racist in character including Stalin’s reign of terror. Scottish (not Irish) Mr Ferguson is rated one of the 100 most influential people in Britain today. (Now professor of history at world renowned Harvard University in the U.S.). Niall states what most Russians have always believed – Gorbachev’s policies lead very directly to the collapse of the Soviet Union. People in the US (some in Britain) like to think it was mainly because of Russia losing the arms race due to its inefficient systems. The timing however - creating the conflict in Moldova in 1990–2 – was a direct consequence of glastnost and perestroika. Two Russian words most Westerners know. (They can’t say “hello” in Russian.). Niall Ferguson explains how fear held the Soviet Union together. We saw the CCCP as an arbitrary imposed system designed to strengthen political structures with little natural base. Despite weaknesses in that argument, removing the threats (or powerful incentives ?) stopped the system working. The Chinese (looking on) were and are far more cautious in their reform programme.

E: “What are you reading at the moment ?”

(Marisha had a keen interest in the history of the region).

M: “An account of the civil war in Russian. It is in three books”.

We discussed the civil war. To my way of thinking the war was a tragedy. Like many tragedies however there was an inevitability about it. A Western liberal might wonder whether dialogue might have prevented the conflict. That was what I had expected to find. A war fought for the wrong reasons on both sides. The Transnistrians fighting to assert the values of a collapsed system in fear against a state (containing an insufficient minority) intent on (re-)uniting Moldova and Romania.

Transient fears which could have been allayed. A very Western view and a half truth. But many half truths can explain a complicated situation. We (Westerners) think the Moldovan government had no choice but to assert its authority. But most citizens of the DMR reject this. So who is right and who is wrong ? Well, I don’t think it’s as simple as that.

E: “You know there was an inherent unfairness in the position the Moldovan forces found themselves in. They were just mainly armed policeman placed in armoured personnel carriers and expected to fight like soldiers.”

M: “I disagree. The Moldovan forces were superior.”

There was little point in arguing as my position is a complex one. Marisha continued.

M: “I took a journalist to Bender. A man approached us and said he had seen the Moldovan forces do terrible things there. He had seen a lot of suffering.” 

There is a dilemma here. Even trained soldiers will kill a lot of civilians fighting an unseen enemy in built up areas. The recent war in Lebanon is a good example. A lot happens in “the fog of war”. The less trained the soldiers, the worse it is. A recent documentary on UK television showed edited footage of the inside of one of the Israeli war rooms during the August 2006 Lebanon conflict. The Israelis used drones (pilotless aircraft spotters), sophisticated integrated communications, helicopter gunships and radar guided bombs but there was still confusion. Hundreds of civilians were killed. I like to add here that the British Army has the best reputation in the world for fighting in built up areas (Fibua). It captured the major city of Basra in Iraq with very few civilian deaths. We learned painful lessons in Northern Ireland over 30 years. Unlike US forces our soldiers are properly trained in peacemaking and peacekeeping duties. We call our approach: “hearts and minds” – winning them and keeping them is vital.

The better trained Transnistrian armed forces probably acted more responsibly. Protecting their own living space as they saw it, gave them a different mindset. Another dilemma with the civil war is that I think Transnistrians were (and still are) better motivated in this dispute. Moldovans were surprised and unready for independence. What did their new state stand for? By contrast many Transnistrians had a clear, fixed, firmly held view of the situation. The reasons for their confidence and self belief is a paradox many Western observers fail to understand.    

The (Western) world recognised Moldova on its Soviet boundaries including land beyond the Dniestr river. Prior to the Second World War the Romanian government had no claims over this territory. A few Romanian groups there appealed to Bucharest and were ignored. The boundaries of the MSSR were decided on a Stalinist “divide and rule” basis. This is what empires do. And when they unravel (as Niall Ferguson amongst others explains) the consequences are often terrible. Take the partition of India. The India of British Empire days saw the muslim minority employed on the railways and in other strategic positions. They knew their safety and interests depended on supporting the British. When in 1947, (after hundreds of years), India was granted its independence, civil war erupted leading to the rapid creation of Pakistan. A sad irony for pro Soviet supporters in Transnistria is that Stalin’s policies condemned them to their current position. Or alternatively preserved them in a state supported by Russia, separate from an increasingly Western leaning Ukraine. Their state is illegal. Their passports unrecognised outside the DMR as they point out cheerfully. However the Russian style passports are accepted as a badge of loyalty in Russia, the main trading partner of both states. In the queue for jobs in Moscow, it’s better to be a citizen of the DMR. If you have a large family to support, that’s all that matters.      

WTM! Chapter 29

It was strangely exciting to travel along the road to Transnistria I had first seen with Liliana 11 months previously. I found the countryside as attractive as before. I still don’t completely understand why this journey aroused such strong and strange emotions in me. Another (shallow minded) tourist travelling the same route might think it was nothing at all. Chatting to Marisha, the previous evening…

M: “You know some of my customers complain a lot.”

E: “But why ?! Moldova is one of the last places most people would visit. Anyone visiting here must expect things to be different.” 

Here’s some typical English humour from (at least) the 1970s. 

American tourist (waking up): “Ahhh…if it’s Thursday it must be London.”

Posh Englishman: “Have you enjoyed your quick trip around Europe ?”

American tourist (rasping voice): “Madrid, asshole, Paris, asshole.”

Englishman (superior voice): “Just passing through…?”

I paused, remembering the story Marisha had told me the previous evening.

M: “You know foreigners have had very different experiences of Moldova. A young man from Finland decided to cycle across a large part of the world. He booked my flat. But in a Moldovan village he was attacked by a man and injured his leg badly in the struggle. He managed to get away but collapsed in the same village. Within minutes a neighbouring family took him in and nursed him at their own expense for many weeks. They refused to accept anything in return.”

Marisha now offers free accommodation to Western European cyclists… Now, I wanted to talk to her about the language chapter in my book and learn more about this intriguing subject.

E: “Is there still an original Moldovan language spoken by ordinary people in the country ?”

Her face glowed pink and white.

M: “We had our own language.”

Her voice almost broke with emotion. This was new.

E: “Please explain. Did you use original Moldovan words for agricultural terms ? Also I read that  Soviet agricultural equipment and methods carried those Russian terms.”

Marisha looked blank. Would I, could I ever understand these private little worlds ? It reminded me of a comment made by Doina in an email. People in the countryside are very deep and attach great significance to certain things. Doina would not expand on this. Pressing Marisha further she said in her village they spoke a mixture of languages. (Or languages all mixed up !) I remembered the delight which this subject had caused on my last visit, like an illicit pleasure. Illicit perhaps because the Soviets wanted people to speak Russian and purists from Romania are not happy with how Moldovans use “their language”. Later, Rita said to me of the Soviet era: “if you spoke Moldovan, they would say: ‘speak the human language’”. 

M: “That’s where I think Alexander might be”.

Marisha pointed to a long anonymous looking building. The coach rushed past.

M: “That is the former Russian barracks, but I don’t think there are many people there now.” 

Marisha turned out to be right except that Alexander moved from site to site. The following week he was somewhere else.

Anxious thoughts returned. I had a vision of Anna’s school as a small single roomed building with an austere look, very basic furniture and a severe looking Transnistrian state official watching carefully. I was concerned not to get Anna into trouble. A Westerner with alien views and a video camera in this Soviet style “police state” was a recipe for trouble. Avoid any mention of politics.

Marisha guided me from the coach stop towards Anna’s block of flats. On arrival she faced the same difficulty in finding Anna’s flat as Liliana and her mother the previous year.

E: “You have to get to it from around the back”.

I guided her there but once on the correct staircase became confused myself. The video footage shows what happened next. Minutes later ringing the third doorbell thankfully resulted in Anna opening the door.

Anna and Alexander had repainted and decorated most of their flat since my last visit. By chance Alexander was there. Anna said I might not see much more of him. “It’s Army”, she said giving me a long knowing look. There was great delight as I gave Alexander the ex British Army surplus boots he’d requested. I was glad to get (the weight of) them out of my rucksack. They fitted him well. Following some food and drink, we headed for the central square, a few hundred metres away. There we saw The Palace of the Supreme Soviet, the eternal flame and the monument to those fallen in battle. It was especially dedicated to those who died in “The Great Patriotic War”.

E: “Was that the civil war ?”

A: “You call it the Second World War”. 

While there, Alexander rode past very fast on a bicycle. It was annoying as I would have liked to have captured him on film. No-one cared that I took numerous photographs and filmed the parliament and the memorial. This is clearly demonstrated on the available video. Later in my story thanks to Marisha I met (and Anna met) Leif Pettersen, an American who was revising and updating the Lonely Planet book: “Romania & Moldova”. Leif had an unhappy story to tell about filming in Tiraspol with other unfortunate experiences in Transnistria. Since the Lonely Planet book is the only published guidebook on Moldova, I tried hard to influence him. Later I will describe what Leif put in the new edition (published May 2007). And what he told myself and others about those events.  

I questioned and filmed Anna and Marisha in front of the tank on display in the central square.

“Let’s go to registrate you”, said Anna almost making it sound like a corrective (surgical) operation.

So we headed for the militia station which had been recently moved.

A: “You know, no-one living outside Tiraspol would be able to find this place.”

Anna was so right. Unwisely I decided to film inside and got caught. The reaction in this “police state” was a very quick complaint from a woman official there. That was it ! 

We arrived at the Talent School where I was first introduced to the head teacher in her office. She was a kindly lady in her early 60s. It was a very pleasant meeting with coffee and snacks. The Talent school was one of two private schools in Tiraspol, with 94 pupils. The other is smaller. On one wall was a lovingly and accurately hand painted map of Great Britain marked with major cities. It looked as if it had been there for years.

I was told that many of the childrens’ parents work for Sheriff, described as a tough employer. The Sheriff organisation pays above the usual rate but readily hires and fires people. One teacher said that if you’re off sick from work you won’t get paid during that period. The children were very pleasant, the girls often delightful. I thoroughly enjoyed attending their classes.

However I did have a frosty reception from at least one of the seven staff members when we all crowded into the small school office during the coffee break. A very serious unsmiling teacher asked me a number of questions.

T: “Do you mind having so many women around you ?”

E: “Not at all. The offices I work in contain mostly women. I’m very used to working with women and am sensitive to their needs.”

T: “Did you have trouble getting here ?”

E: “No, not at all.”

T: “You know there is a blockade.”

E: “It’s an economic blockade. People can travel backwards and forwards freely.”

T: “What have you noticed about people here on your visits ?”

E: “Well, people here tend to do things together a lot. There’s a very co-operative, collaborative approach.”

T: “Well, of course !”

T: “What was your view of the DMR before you came here ?”

E: “Well, to be honest with you, before my first visit I had a vision of Transnistria as a forested region. I expected some apartment blocks but also expected many log cabins and single room buildings in forested areas. I thought you would have many ancient traditions dating back hundreds of years.”

T (disgusted): “I suppose you thought we live in caves !”

In fact my original view was one of the things that drew me to Transnistria. I had read it was a remote region. Anna was a schoolteacher and according to an article on the internet in 2004, teachers in remote areas of Moldova hadn’t been paid for months. On the internet was Anna’s photo. An old fashioned black and white picture of a young woman with a blank expression. Anna replied to my emails every few weeks, apologising that she couldn’t respond more frequently. Just what I had expected. She would perhaps be a schoolteacher in a single room schoolhouse in a forest clearing making an occasional visit into a large town. She would have just enough money to pay for 15 minutes at an internet café. For me to visit such a place, such a region and such a person with good books would be the ultimate adventure. Still, I wasn’t disappointed…

The presentation of Transnistria has changed a lot in the two years since my first visit. So much of the mystery stripped away as the province and its issues are presented on the internet in maps, bright colours, photos and online newspapers.  

T: “Do you think our country should be recognised as an independent nation ?”

E: “I’m sorry but I can only support international law. It would be irresponsible of me to do otherwise. The problem is there are many unrecognised states across the world. If Transnistria was recognised as a sovereign country it would set a principle which could result in civil wars across the world.”

The teacher and others looked very unhappy at this. The mood changed immediately and the room emptied within seconds. I stepped out into the corridor alone and dazed. Metres away, a young boy ran round the corner and straight into the headmistress. Neither of them saw me. She put her hand on him affectionately and he looked up quite relaxed. I looked forward to the continuation of my one and a half day’s visit at the Talent School.

WTM! Chapter 30

On my first evening back in Moldova, I sat down to the meal Zina had laid out. It was too much. I enjoyed the lovely simple soup and chunky white bread. I guessed that Zina wanted me to eat the higher status food. It’s just my taste perhaps but I prefer the simple vegetable and bread items on offer in Moldova. Second time round, I knew how good such organic food tastes. Days later when visiting the school canteen at Chiscareni, I enjoyed the simple tasty broth and bread that everyone had there. Did I really want it ? I was asked. In Tiraspol, there was no fuss about this. In typical no nonsense Russian style, I was served good simple wholesome food. No apologies, no explanations, none required.

Zina gestured me to sample the other dishes, smiling warmly.

Z: “I want to serve you.”

Strangely, it felt like hundreds of years of Romanian hospitality handed down. How much of that was Zina herself or Zina inheritor-messenger and how much due to the excellent wine I had drunk too much of… Anyway, all part of a very nice warm feeling I had there.

The pressures on Zina’s ancestors developed their customs, practices and thinking to a fine art. I remembered a comment by Gabriela.

G: “You know nothing has changed in many Romanian villages for two or three hundred years.”

Well, in a way that’s credibility. In September, the UK media highlighted a report showing that Romanian children enjoyed much better health than British children. The study concluding this was due to the very different diets in each country. Credibility – yes, “street cred” – no ! Meanwhile, feeling the pressure, McDonalds started to offer more healthy alternatives in the West. I asked Zina about visiting her village near Calarasi. She screwed up her face.

Z: “It’s not so good. My father there asks: ‘why don’t you wear traditional Moldovan dress ?’ A neighbour said: ‘Oh, you look so pale’.”

The Russian TV quiz show had finished. Now the news was on. The second item was Prince Harry with other cadets in the passing out parade at Sandhurst (military academy). Twice the camera showed his eyelids drooping. The BBC would probably not have shown that. I was surprised Moldovans were so interested in our royal family. Zina looked at me excitedly.

Z: “How could Charles marry Camila ? Princess Diana was so beautiful !”

E: “Camila” (hearing “Canila”)

Z: “You know what Camila is ?”

She grinned broadly with a wild look.

E: “No” (shrugging my shoulders)

Z: “A camel”

E: “I suppose that means something rude in Romanian.”

Zina’s eyes went dead centre, the intensity of her smile highlighting minor imperfections in her teeth. 

Z: “She is like a horse.”

E: “You know, that’s what they say in our country.”

Z: “Diana was so beautiful and they killed her !”

Rita, looking on seemed to approve of this last statement.

E: “That is totally untrue. These conspiracy theories are nonsense. She died in an accident.”

Z: “She was murdered !”

We argued for several minutes.

Back in Tiraspol in the English class over 30 chairs screeched deafeningly on the floor. Within a second, the entire class were out of their seats, standing to attention. The headmistress had put her head round the door. A different culture at this, the elite No.1 Lyceum. I caught a glimpse of the headmistress before she disappeared up the corridor. We weren’t introduced to each other.

The lesson was given by Natalia. It was from a new standard Russian education textbook published in Moscow. The subject: “subgroups”, social subgroups. At the risk of appearing rude, I was as much interested in the book itself. So I scanned it while the lesson continued.

N: “Can anyone give me an example of a subgroup ?”

O: “Bikers”

N: “Thank you Olga. Can anyone tell me why bikers are a subgroup ?”

Instantly, I had a vision of bikers on Harley Davidsons riding through Tiraspol in denim cut offs and horned helmets. No, that couldn’t be right. Perhaps it was the motorbikes used by the Russian army often with sidecar attached. The German Army used these DKW bikes during the war. The DKW factory machinery was taken in reparations by the Soviets after the war. It’s a tribute to German engineering that the design is still being manufactured to this day with few alterations. They have been imported into the UK for decades with and without machine gun mounts on the sidecar.

I: “Bikers dress differently and go round together.”

N: “Thank you Irina. Can anybody else give an example of why bikers are a subgroup.”

The section in the book on America and Americans was surprisingly very complimentary. But the thinking was dated. Due to their Wild West roots, Americans are apparently restless people constantly on the move and striving for new things. According to the same book, Russians due to their history (described) seek order, stability and constancy.

I looked up. This Natalia really was a star. About my age, she warmly, naturally and expertly drew the best from her pupils. Her English and grammar were perfect then and throughout the conversations we had afterwards. The standard of English has fallen in schools here. So in a sense, it’s less important. Unless of course you are the editor of an important publication or an academic at a good University.

After the lesson, Natalia showed me around part of the school. She looked at me kindly.

N: “I can’t imagine what it’s like to travel so much. Here is the cupboard I’ve had for years.”

Pointing to a spotlessly white gleaming door in a spotlessly clean corridor, she opened it.

N: “All my things are in here. I know where I am. I’m happy here.”

I really liked this warm, generous spirited lady. But unlike (say) Zina, I felt then that my contact could damage her. Not just my contact personally, but contact from the West and possibly elsewhere. Natalia didn’t need anything from me. The headmistress at the Talent School had suggested I could stay for weeks or months if I wanted. But actually the English lessons were well and enthusiastically delivered there. Questioning the pupils, it was clear they looked far more to the east than the west. 

Anyway, the bikes were just bicycles. In Moldova, the word reparation(s) is often translated as repair work. Without going into details, reparations are most commonly used to mean compensation for war damages. In 1945, the Soviets stripped East Germany of nearly all its remaining assets. As they raided the DKW factory, we, in the British sector in West Germany were offered a bomb damaged car factory. The army major in charge there declined. But he saw that unless proper repairs were made quickly to the badly damaged roof, rain would cause the machinery to rust irreparably. He didn’t have the power to authorise this. But quickly, extensive repair work was organised and large scale car production resumed within weeks. The car was the iconic Beatle which remained in production until 2003 ! Most observers agree that but for this officer’s initiative, Volkswagen would have ceased to exist. 

WTM! Chapter 31

I woke up in Lena’s flat and looked out at the excellent view of central Tiraspol. I could see the war memorial with the eternal flame by the tank. I was still a bit tired. Marisha and I had chatted until late in the evening after Lena and her husband left for a brief holiday. Also I had drunk a lot of wine the previous evening with the lovely dinner spent with Anna and Marisha in the restaurant many floors below us. It was quite an occasion as Marisha revealed that she had married Kris, an Englishman in February and was expecting his child in November. This reminded me of a conversation at La Taifas, the previous May.

Irka (Irina): “How old is your son ?”

E: “18”.

Irka: “When were you married ?”

E: “January 11th 1986” adding: “and William was born on October 14th 1986.”

I paused to let them do the mental arithmetic and smiled.

E “Yes girls, be careful. I’m very potent.”

The first draft Romanian translation to chapter 20 is Irka’s work. Irka made a good attempt given her first language is Russian.

Irka: “So you only have one child ?”

E: “Yes”

Smiling, Liliana said something in Romanian or Russian. They grinned.

Olga: “Ahhh, so you are very shy.”

The Tiraspol restaurant below the flat adjoined the well known office of youth organization "Proriv" and their school of political leadership named after Che Guevara. Foreign journalists had in depth conversations with local people there. I’m not sure how representative the club’s views are however. It probably contributes to the stereotyped view of Transnistria. I think journalists covering the DMR have a duty to dig deeper and try harder. Rather than just writing the same old stuff. Probably after reviewing all the previous published stories. Of course it is much safer and easier for them to do this. I don’t think it’s possible to properly explain the Transnistria situation in the usual allocated newspaper space. Western readers wouldn’t easily understand it. Sticking to comfortable well understood “realities” makes good commercial sense. 

We discussed my book. In October 2005, Marisha had loaded the first few chapters onto her website and I let everyone know about that. As I was to discover, some children in at least the Talent School and the Cossack School* had read Anna’s translation. Judging by their reactions, they thought it was very amusing. Unsolicited tributes by other penfriends are given at the front. These do not include Anna as she never offered any (overall) comment despite asking me a huge number of questions. 

Liliana however emailed me after four months silence quoting friends as firstly “mocking her” and saying the book said “terrible things about Moldova”. Their words not hers. I could well imagine that to be her Italian friends. Hmmm…Eugenia, also a devout Baptist happily agreed to translate the book and did the first few chapters until technical problems intervened. Liliana didn’t want to be identified in the story which by then had been mostly translated into Romanian and Russian. In the restaurant, I asked Anna and Marisha about Liliana’s comments. 

M: “People here are often nervous of being identified. In Soviet times, newspapers only contained print and no pictures. If someone’s name or picture was published they would be very frightened as being labelled as having done something wrong. I remember once taking a tourist into a hotel and when he tried to take a photo which included the receptionist, she became very angry and upset.”

Later in my trip when I met Leif, he unhappily mentioned a similar incident which happened to him in Tiraspol. This took place days after we left. We discussed differences between Western and Eastern values. 

M: “You remember Iulian in Tony Hawks’s book.”

E: “Yes”.

M: “Well, he has been kept very busy since the book was published.”

E: “But, he was hopeless!”

Marisha grinned.

In Lena’s flat the following morning, I hurriedly prepared myself. Marisha came in and asked me about breakfast. Shortly afterwards we walked the few hundred metres to Anna’s flat. The three of us headed for the Talent School. The streets were immaculately clean. On the way we stopped outside a corner shop.

E: “Oh it seems to be closed. That’s disappointing.”

A young boy, about seven appeared immaculately dressed. He was delighted we were talking English. He screwed his face up so much that his eyes turned into slits. For several minutes he enthusiastically chatted to Anna and Marisha. He didn’t seem to be interested in me and why I had come from England. Then his sister, about his age arrived and they went off to their school.

We passed a number of dogs. Much more docile than Moldovan ones. The kind of friendly pets safely left with young children. I had mentioned this subject to Gabriela who laughed.

G: “In Romania, if the dog isn’t fierce, the owner will get rid of it.”

Marisha and Anna were discussing the headmistress’s conversion to Christianity. Previously the headmistress had been a strong supporter of the secular Soviet system, a pillar of the establishment. Times had changed and she had changed. But Anna was sure she had a sincere change of heart. 

The Talent School daily programme started with an Orthodox Church service delivered by priests. The children took it very seriously. Then it was back to meeting more classes. During these a beaming boy repeatedly asked me on different occasions:

“Yes, but what town do you live in ?”

Everyone laughed and he smiled.

There was an infectious sense of enthusiasm. The girls often breathed in deeply before responding. An attractive feature I had noticed elsewhere in Moldova. The unusual sense of warmth was overpowering. I really enjoyed my time there. 

* Late correction: Cossack class, not school - in a separate one storey building, part of the Lyceum.

WTM! Chapter 32

On my last full day in Transnistria, Anna took me and Marisha to the Cossack Form at the No.1 Lyceum*. There, young male teenage cadets were being trained for the defence of Transnistria. They were very cheerful and some knew a little English. As in the other classes, I felt comfortable there. The classroom I visited was just like any other. But all the cadets were in Army uniform. Morale appeared high.

Anna was keen to emphasise that some of the cadets were orphans supported by the state. Their NCO (non commissioned officer) gave very direct and honest answers to a number of questions. 

I badly wanted to know about their role and how they operate. Do Cossacks still operate on horseback? No, horses had been replaced by armoured cars and personnel carriers. That’s a great shame. OK, so cavalry went out with the first world war. Horse drawn military transport went out during the second world war. But things are never that simple. 10 years ago at my parents’ 40th wedding anniversary, I met my cousin’s new husband, a major in the Logistics Corps operating in Bosnia. He said the British Army would have to pull out because even their tracked vehicles couldn’t operate there in winter. Amazed, I refused to believe we would retreat. We didn’t. Months later, the Army started to use horses in Bosnia. They were often the only thing that could operate in parts there. It’s that kind of broad thinking which explains why our armed forces have so many specialist units.

One afternoon, Anna, Marisha and myself walked across the nearby bridge over the river Nistru. As Anna and myself discussed the political situation there alone, she became upset.

A: “I am very worried for Alexander. If the Moldovans invade…”

E: “Look, it’s not going to happen for many, many very good reasons.”

Deterrents are important to preserve peace. Stated without apology on the 25th anniversary of the Falklands War. Incredibly, there wasn’t a single British expert who expected the Argentinians to invade the Falklands. Had we defended those islands properly, there wouldn’t have been a war. The willingness and capability to counter attack is a good deterrent. This is partly why I asked the Cossack NCO about reconnaissance and manoeuvre. The confidence gained from that should actually settle the situation down. Troops should train to move rapidly by foot and truck of course. Also perhaps by bicycle and horse! The integration required from deploying to different positions, receiving and handing over responsibilities builds an army’s confidence. Trained to be a professional soldier you have more chance of a future in an Army and also commerce. If you’re just trained mainly to guard and hold a position which then becomes irrelevant, what is your future…and your past ?  But that’s mainly a Western view perhaps. The NCO frankly explained that the Cossack tradition is simply the defence of land. That is land within their traditional territory, which includes Transnistria.

A Cossack boy asked how old my son, William was. “Nouasprezece” I responded. But Anna said they didn’t know Romanian. I pointed out that since they faced a Romanian speaking army, it would be good to learn it. I wasn’t surprised when Anna explained unhappily that this was a difficult subject. Of course, I agree. It’s better these soldiers understand what they stand for rather than against. That was all they wanted to tell me – their Cossack history and traditions. I was impressed.

There is something else I feel strongly about. I think Transnistrian soldiers should be properly dressed in formal army uniforms at border points and in other public places. Replace the Kalashnikovs for bolt action rifles. Train those (and more) soldiers to use bolt action rifles as well. If two opposing snipers faced each other 600 metres apart, one with a Kalashnikov and the other with a 100 year old ex British Army Lee Enfield bolt action rifle, the man with the Kalashnikov will die.

The soldier trained to hit a target at a distance has more pride in himself and in a competitive environment Army morale will improve. Ammunition usage is also much lower with bolt action rifles and better for civilians in urban conflict. Of course for close quarter fighting and trench clearance the Kalashnikov has few rivals.

In answer to my question, the NCO explained that the Cossacks operate along the border. On this, my second trip, I passed small groups of scruffy looking Transnistrian soldiers near the border. For little cost, the Army could turn themselves into a tourist attraction. If you’re going to be seen like an armed police state, then dress for the part. Any irony in the situation will be to the Transnistrians’ advantage. Perhaps Cossacks could sometimes be at the border on horseback in traditional uniform with swords. Put up old fashioned brightly painted sentry boxes. Plus some changeable wooden signs stating which unit is guarding that part of the border that day. This formality and presentation displays permanence and confidence. Moldovans I’ve spoken to expect Transnistria to exist as a separate state in 10 or 15 years time. But some Transnistrians act as if the war only took place last year and could restart any time. It’s this view, this fear of a fluid (changeable) unstable situation which is so damaging to confidence and morale. Making the changes I suggest will not reduce the chances of any political settlement. The Transnistrian regime needs a clear up-to-date statement of  its identity. From that position, diplomacy actually has a better chance. My personal saying is: “behind the paradox lies the truth”. Strangely, often the opposite approach achieves better results. For example, how would the Moldovan military absorb and use the Transnistrian Army? What is the Transnistrian Army? Does it have sufficient form and function to be absorbed? If so it could have a greater future role in the Moldovan state? Totally counter intuitive thinking, impossible to sell politically in Moldova, but good sense. You can’t absorb a jellyfish and jellyfish can sting… If Moldova ever takes over Transnistria, would you be the senior Moldovan politician that arrives in Tiraspol a week later to publically deliver the instructions. You would want to deal with people who have full authority and control over motivated and cohesive organisations. Your safety and your success would depend upon it.

Another thing. If institutional and military morale isn’t good, it affects the domestic population. And we should care about their wellbeing. From the Moldovan government’s point of view these are their citizens. The European Union expects the Moldovan government to exercise a proper duty of care to these people despite the political situation. Absorbing these citizens into a neighbouring state, would require assimilation into new cultures and structures. Does the Moldovan government have a good plan for that? From a Western European point of view that’s a requirement.  

This leads me neatly on to the question of the blockade. This began about 6 weeks before I arrived in Transnistria. As Marisha and I chatted animatedly on the drive from Chisinau, Marisha went through the policy history by the authorities in Chisinau to actively discriminate in favour of Transnistrian citizens in the issue of Moldovan passports, university grants and other things. Obviously these are all good, sensible, practical measures.

Marisha then explained the March 2006 policy. This requires all Transnistrian business entities to register with the Moldovan and Ukrainian customs authorities. You have to admire its clean, logical rationale. Marisha’s open face suggested approval. I was impressed - momentarily. My next thought was it reminded me of the kind of conversation people have at 3 o’clock in the morning after drinking a lot of alcohol. “Can anyone tell me why this brilliant idea won’t work?” And you can’t can you?! Well, hours later: “wake up and smell the coffee”. A new, popular, intriguing expression with many similar meanings…and most apply here.

If a customs officer devised this policy properly in some detail, you would have to praise him/her a lot. If a student of politics and diplomacy devised this policy, they would get low marks in this country. And you would have to be naïve not see through the possible uses and consequences of registration. 

Marisha and I clearly agreed that blockading Transnistria is a mistake. I see so many reasons for this. The most important 21st century one is that families and friends span different countries in the region. While visiting Natalie, I was given fresh vegetables from her grandfather’s plot of land in Transnistria. Marisha, Irina “Blondira” and Liliana have relatives there. Except in war, blockades don’t work. Cuba is the obvious example. Transnistrians perceive this as isolation and will look more and more to Russia who will fill the gap at a price… Pro Transnistrian elements now publish excellently presented news stories on the internet about the suffering caused. Their apparently more balanced media approach seems to be winning hearts and minds just as the Moldovan government is losing them. The Transnistrian government has a potentially good legal case for independence. This vitally depends on state organisations not complying with the March 2006 customs directive.

As we walked to the militia station, we went past a clothing factory in Tiraspol just closed. “I bought these jeans from there”, Anna said pointing at herself, adding sadly: “I know some of the people who worked there.” People need to eat well, heat themselves and wrap up warm to survive in winter. It’s considered a scandal in England that so many old people die of the cold which can reach –5 degrees. Temperatures recently dipped to –25 degrees in Moldova. So, the three governments concerned need to separate customs issues from political issues. It’s statesmanship which is required here.

* Late correction: Cossack class, not school - in a separate one storey building, part of the Lyceum.

WTM! Chapter 33

“Niet Pravda” said Arthur for the second time in response to my latest translated comment. I laughed less loudly than the first time. We were in Anna and Alexander’s kitchen one evening. I knew immediately what Arthur meant. During the Cold War, the Russian foreign minister, Mr Gromyko was “Mr No” and we knew about “Pravda” the newspaper. A fact sometimes connected with the comment that many Russians used newspapers as toilet paper. After returning home I discovered that one of the two state newspapers is called N Pravda.

Arthur, to use the anglicised version of his name was “the director of musical-entertaining radio programmes of the InterFM radio station in Tiraspol”. So said Anna in an email. It wasn’t the state radio station but obviously it is very pro state. Arthur himself was a patriotic supporter of the DMR with very exact views. He didn’t speak any English and he didn’t look at me while he was addressing me. He wanted to communicate how many archaeological finds there had been there recently. Including a stash of German Army weapons from the last war. Unsurprisingly, they were badly corroded.

I liked walking up and down this central 25th October Avenue. Anna tells me:

“About the 25th of October street. It was the day when Great October Socialist revolution in 1917 took place. But the 25th of October is the Old Style. In New Style it's the 7th of November. And in Soviet times it was a great holiday - the 7th of November. It was a day off. Parades on all main streets in all cities, towns and villages were held. So as it was a great event in the history of the country, the main street of Tiraspol was named in honour of that event.”

Opposite the palace of the Supreme Soviet is a small single storey building. Part museum and partly converted for use by the Government in recent times. The windows needed some repairing and painting. I asked Anna why no-one had repaired and painted the windows. Anna really didn’t like this line of questioning. I commented that the part used by the Supreme Soviet was in slightly better condition. Could anything be read into that fact?  Anna looked at me most annoyed and gave only a minimal response. My unspoken point behind it however was that in a communist state these things shouldn’t happen. I only had to turn my head slightly to see the Soviet communist symbols hanging over the road near the war monument. Perversely, I wondered what would happen if I returned with a bucket of water, cloth, sandpaper, a pot of white paint, filler, some sheets and stone weights. Presumably I would be taken away. What would the authorities do if I insisted on returning to repair those window frames? I really don’t know. But strangely I think it could be very revealing.

Earlier that day, Anna had taken Marisha and myself to Tiraspol University. There we were introduced to Andrei Musurov, its professor of history. (Romanian speakers note that “professor” means more than teacher. It carries the highest academic status). He gave us a long and fascinating guide to a range of exhibits in the museum there including a number of skulls. He stunned me by handing me a unique metal oil lamp thousands of years old. I was almost afraid to hold it as it was one of very few of its kind in the world. Professor Musurov explained how different peoples settled in the region over the centuries and their different characteristics, often pointing to a skull as an example. Unsurprisingly he had a very Soviet Russian view of Moldova. I guess Professor Musurov’s historical analysis would be little disputed until it reached about 100 years ago. It’s the different inferences (views and assumptions) people place on history, theirs and state interpretations which cause argument and conflict. Yet, it’s impossible not to have a view especially when there are gaps in our historical knowledge. So the professor pointed out that the Romans didn’t conquer what is now Moldova. They only exercised influence over it. But Romanians and Romanian Moldovans see little ethnic difference between themselves. It’s obvious they are so inter married that where Roman settlement stopped two thousand years ago has limited relevance to them. However the two country’s inhabitants represent different attitudes and traditions. Including those whose families were accidentally and very cruelly split by “the dirty Prut” river following the Soviet take-over.

Beyond the limits of the Roman Empire lived the “barbarians”. A subject personally, superbly and expertly examined by famous English comedian, Terry Jones in a 2006 BBC television series. Terry Jones was a member of “Monty Python”, the 1960s group whose lunatic sense of humour greatly moved the boundaries of comedy on television. But like other ex members of Monty Python, he then launched a brilliant personal media career. In his case as a respected historian. Also in 2006, the Monty Python film “Life Of Brian” was voted the best comedy film of all time by readers of “The Times” newspaper.

Terry Jones’ documentary from his book “Barbarians” included inhabitants living near and along the Western shores of the Black Sea. These Christian people, struggling to survive, petitioned the Romans for land in the fifth century AD. They formed an Army, mainly made up of people from what is now the Ukraine plus regions to the north and west of it. As they moved west, the Roman Army attacked these “barbarians” who defeated the Romans in successive military actions. According to Terry Jones, by the standards of the time, these were mainly peaceful people in search of land. Eventually they ended up in Rome lead by Attila The Hun.

Terry Jones interviewed many leading Italian historians whose answers clearly support the factual view that most European barbarians were in many ways more civilised than the Romans who conquered them. The Romans stole their ideas, inventions and scientific knowledge for their own use and glory. In France, the Romans took away the considerable rights women had in their Celtic culture, setting them back hundreds of years. Terry Jones never says that it’s the Romans who often behaved more like barbarians. He just describes the facts in a neutral manner and questions expert historians and archaeologists - usually with his familiar half smile. 

Out walking with Anna and Marisha opposite the war monument, Arthur passed us, to be acknowledged pleasantly by someone in the street. Then as Anna showed me a plaque nearby, a passer-by started a conversation which rapidly turned to laughter. I gained the impression that many people there were happy in this self contained world. I didn’t detect any efforts to suppress outside information being received within the province. And the teachers at least were well informed about world events. Assuming there is a widespread inner confidence in the regime, it can afford to be generous in spirit to the West and its values. In September 2004, President Smirnov, surprised by a UK TV camera team at the DMRs celebrations, stated that the regime was keen to learn from other countries.

WTM! Chapter 34

Heading for the restaurant on the first evening along the 25th October Avenue, Anna commented on some enormous rooks or crows flying across the road in front of us. As darkness began to fall, they were nesting in trees in front of the flats and restaurant.

Anna: “They have a good life. They spend all day on the city rubbish dump. Then they nest here in the evening.”

Some on the ground, looked similar to the bird I had seen just before I had met Ana. I commented on this to Anna.

Anna: “I think her surname means pigeon.”

E: “What an irony…or co-incidence.”

Later when I met Ana in London, we laughed about this in a Leicester Square café.

Ana: “It more correctly means blueberry”*.

E: “I like blueberries”.

As we approached the restaurant in Tiraspol, a police car went by. This made me think.

E: “What is the role of the militia? Why are they in charge of registering foreigners?”

Anna: “Well, they’re the police”.

E: “The police! Oh my God. I didn’t know that when I went into that station.”

Anna smiled. I suddenly felt the cold of that mid April evening.

E: “My God what was I thinking! You know militia means…err, like paramilitaries or…”

The more I tried to rationalise my thoughts, the worse I felt.

A: “It’s just a term for police, since communist times.”

Anna thought this situation was very amusing.

A:“Militia is Ministry of Internal Affairs. It seems to me it’s like the Home Off ice in the UK. This Ministry has different parts, subdivisions. One of them is the Migration Office, which is in charge of registering foreigners.”

A few words on Leif Pettersen’s impressions of Transnitria. I was impressed by Leif’s refreshing style and now pleased by the latest Lonely Planet book. Leif is one of a new generation of enlightened Americans, President Clinton’s generation. Later in the book, I will describe our meeting at Marisha’s and Zina’s apartments and what Leif has written.

For now, I add that Leif gained a better impression of Bender (Tighina) than Tiraspol. He thought it was more friendly, more Moldovan. In the book, Bender changes from “a decidedly unpleasant sad town” to one which “has made something of a miraculous recovery in recent years”. Leif then expands on that a lot. That’s good as the original was quite unfair. Personally I didn’t notice any difference in friendliness. Both of us only made short visits of 2 - 3 days. 

Walking along the 25th October Avenue that evening with Anna and Marisha, I asked about state services. Did every child get a schooling? “Yes”, said Anna enthusiastically and continued. 

A: Every part of our city has a school which teaches children in that area. Each year, checks are made by teachers visiting every house and flat. They make lists of children and the school and form they go to. When I worked in a state school I had several high-rise buildings to visit. Teachers give these lists to their headmasters. If it’s discovered that a child isn’t going to school, then the militia become involved.”

The Republic of Moldova has good ratings for the achievement of girls versus boys. Taken by outsiders as a sign of an equal opportunities society. However many teenage boys don’t go to school. There the state won’t make them. I know one school in Chisinau where parents have to bribe the headteacher to gain admittance for their children. If as a parent you have to chose between supporting a bright, keen young daughter and a reluctant teenage son, whose education is the priority?

Anna and Marisha were excellent company. I had three very low cost superb meals out in Tiraspol.

There was a very warm cheerful atmosphere. Part of me felt I could live there for some months of each year. Possible with good friends and a sufficient knowledge of Russian. It’s not knowing the language which worried me the most.

So what are the limits on freedom for the person moving to Transnistria from a free country? Perhaps that person is one of hundreds of millions afraid to go out in the evening. Perhaps also afraid to go out during the day. They might live in a very dangerous part of a US city, a rough English council estate or an immigrant suburb of Paris. They probably don’t want to be involved in political matters. I think most people would much rather grow flowers. If the country’s own news is partly censored, well there’s always the international media. But a foreigner would need good friends there. This partly justifies (or excuses?) moves by the authorities to require visitors to have an invitation from a resident before visiting for more than a few hours. Because this is a more integrated society and system. The other side of the coin is that the visitor is more protected. Perhaps very private Westerners shouldn’t visit Transnistria on a longterm basis. In the West, moves are now being made to encourage the integration of immigrants. “Encourage” is an understatement in certain countries and situations. In Holland, the very tolerant Dutch were deeply upset by the murder of a Dutchman who highlighted the mistreatment of women in muslim society. Now potential immigrants have to respond to questions on a video which highlights a topless woman by the seaside. Images most offensive to muslims. Responding on TV, the Dutch minister responsible made it clear that’s how things are in Holland’s liberal society. “Don’t like it, don’t come here” is their message. 

I asked Anna about the role of the police (militia) forces in the context of anti-social behaviour. In the West, anti-social behaviour is a large and growing problem. A major reason why many people (especially pensioners) are afraid to go out in the evening. Anna made it clear that the militia settles some disputes and deals with anti-social behaviour. Many people in the UK would welcome such methods. It often seems as if we have too many human rights laws, mostly from Brussels (the EU). It’s the criminals that use them most. That is the consensus of the British right wing press which pre-dominates here.

Late one afternoon Anna walked me to a recently completed children’s art school. Designed in a very attractive modern style. There, distracted with taking a photo of this building, I had to get out of the way of an aggressively driven Lada. It stopped outside a very unattractive nearby multi storey building. 

A: “That’s the offices of the internal security police.” 

So about political matters there. One of the options suggested by Marisha was meeting the leader of the “Interaction” social organisation, a lady called Oxana Alistratova. This, in response to my interest firstly in “pure communism” versus Bolshevism and secondly human trafficking. There is a village in Transnistria where escaped victims of human trafficking are looked after. The “Interaction” group’s activities are unusual by Western standards unless you are a left wing intellectual. (Less than 1% of our population!) Then its aims and activities should make more sense. It runs all sorts of social workshops. Interestingly they connect people in Moldova with those in Transnistria, including Transnistrian state organisations. This is one of several hints that conflict between Chisinau and Tiraspol only exists on certain levels. Now here’s the bad bit. A Western journalist asked Ms Alistratova about her views on Transnistria uniting with Moldova. According to Marisha, she stated the organisation’s position. But of course the journalist wanted to know her private views and of course these were printed. Ms Alistratova supports unification of the two states.

The internal security police questioned Ms Alistratova for most of one day in their offices. Thereafter she received several frights at her property over a period of weeks. Given that she has a young child, this was not nice. But apparently no one laid a hand on her. Long after the journalist has picked up his commission cheque, I wonder whether there has been much loss to the disadvantaged people who benefit from this social organisation? Additionally it’s important that contact is maintained on different levels between the two states.

* correction after translation (blueberry or sloe berry).

WTM! Chapter 35

One evening Anna, Marisha and myself wandered passed the Building of the Supreme Soviet. It was late but a row of lights burned. Anna was cheerful.

A: “Those lights are always on”.

There was no visible security. The UK has 20% of the world’s CCTV security cameras so I found that a bit odd. This percentage is likely to increase as most people here want many more CCTV cameras. We need them to feel safe. On that 25th October Avenue, a passer-by joked with Anna that a plaque there would probably have been vandalised had it been in the West.

At the front of the Building, the statue of Lenin was illuminated. Asked about it on the 2005 TV programme in the series: “Places That Don’t Exist”, the official guide said the statue was very attractive. So why remove it? This was her message. It’s part of their past.

A: “Our President likes these symbols from Soviet times.”

Anna sounded proud. Many Russians felt that the revolution was theirs or should be. Many fulfilled their personal aspirations through it. They defeated the Nazis. They built their Superpower. In many villages, life continued as ever but people were more proud. People everywhere always need to understand, explain, perhaps even justify the passage of their past into the present. It’s important for their health and growth. History is important. It shouldn’t be denied or hidden. In the UK, daily documentaries openly and honestly recount our past e.g. The Slave Trade. A pro Transnistrian internet magazine recently described how the President and his father had been persecuted by the Soviet authorities for their political views. Mr Smirnov seems to be a born rebel but also at one with his compatriots.

There is a small one storey building metres along from the Palace. Just under the roof, I saw a drainage duct from which three flags stuck out on poles. A large nasty stain extended from this aperture down almost to the pavement. This was the local headquarters of Zhironovski’s extreme right wing party. Sited diagonally opposite the low building whose windows needed repairing. I was amazed that the symbolism of the nasty stain along with the nationalistic flags had been ignored. Had it been described in a novel it would have been unconvincing.

It was partly extremists who successfully fought off the Moldovan police and army in 1990 - 2. People who risked their lives and sometimes paid the ultimate price. I suspect they and their successors would be the first on the streets to attack any invading army. So they have a stake in the regime. Actions by the political leadership in the 1990s demonstrated the strength of their presence.

Not a healthy situation and again I see it as part of the issue of morale. There’s wide agreement that the state has a problem with some of its border customs officers and guards. So do other Eastern European countries. But the issue is more sensitive for Transnistria because most of the outside world questions the rightful existence of these officials.

This leads me on to what happened to Leif Pettersen when he attempted to leave Transnistria through a minor customs checkpoint in a car with Romanian numberplates. The choice of car simply reflected his lifestyle in Romania where he had been living for a year. Leif described the event at Marisha’s flat days later with Father Bill Haymaker, Zina and Chisinau based Swedish student, Ted.

L: (annoyed) “I was stopped at a barrage of four checkpoints.”

We liked his dramatic style. I smiled as he pronounced barrage “bayraj”, and visualised exploding shells.

L: “There were about a dozen guards with AK 47s at each one. They inspected our IDs and almost completely dismantled the car each time. But I was really impressed with my Russian guide. She was so cool despite the provocations.”

In the latest edition of the Lonely Planet guide to “Romania & Moldova”, Leif says:

“The happy-go-lucky days of benign Kafkesque moments at the border…have been replaced…” 

The regime needs its brightest, smartest, most disciplined employees to fill its border positions,  including women. Proper uniforms to be worn. I suggest higher pay and other rewards given for the correct fulfilment of these front line posts in a competitive environment. Random inspections could be made covertly by senior figures and some test crossings. 

On our final morning, Marisha and myself said our goodbyes to Anna. Alexander was on duty. We got on the coach in Tiraspol to return to Chisinau.

While writing this, I read on the internet that a Moldovan government minister had again turned up in a cavalcade of cars to be turned back at the border. I commented on one of these attempts to Marisha on the coach back. She responded firmly.

M: “They’re not going to allow people to invade their country.”

Such acts are pointless and unhelpfully provocative. Gesture politics can go wrong and escalate to a bad situation. 

Before reaching Bender, two members of Moldova’s internal security police got on the coach. Yes, that’s right, no question about it. They stood next to us and their arm badges clearly marked them out. Marisha didn’t want to discuss it. They were most relaxed. At the Bender stop, they stood outside laughing and joking with a street vendor there. Everyone else ignored them including a Transnistrian official who got on to check documents.

On a bridge was an armoured personnel carrier with a layer of camouflage netting, but not camouflaged. We approached the border and passed two small groups of soldiers with Kalasnikovs. Crossing the border quickly we were faced by a single soldier in a full length Russian Army issue flak jacket with Kalashnikov. After I returned home, Anna and Alexander told me that he would have been a Russian peacekeeping soldier like Alexander himself…

So where do I stand on Transnistria? Well, almost from the start my view has always been that the state should have at least a very devolved government. Anything less would be totally wrong. 

A devolved government with powers covering everything except defence and foreign policy. The key question then and always would its relationship with Russia. The devolved state’s authorised relations with foreign powers would require extremely careful drafting. The pro full devolution view is mainstream British and Western European thinking. Scotland and Wales have recently been given devolved governments. In Scotland, parliamentary elections in May 2007 gave the Scottish National Party the largest number of seats. Its mandate is to make Scotland an independent country. The leader of the SNP, Alex Salmond is now Scotland’s First Minister. The SNPs election manifesto includes a referendum on full Scottish independence. If this happens and the Scots vote for independence, there will no longer be a Great Britain or a United Kingdom. Scotland will become a fully independent sovereign nation. Of course we are worried about this. It’s up to us English to make the Scots feel they have a better future with us.

The Moldovan government should prepare and publish a full, properly costed proposal for a fully devolved Transnistrian state. Open public consultation and discussion should then follow in both states. Even if the devolution proposal is never enacted, it will still be a valuable exercise. Handled well, it should end the stalemate.

While there, Anna asserted Transnistria’s position in relation to Kosovo which faced possible independence. So what about full independence? Well, it’s very unlikely to happen. But I have to admit I feel attached to small countries. I think it’s a typically British preference. This state feels so different in character from Moldova. An independent Transnistria would I suspect become a great friend of Moldova. In economic terms Transnistria should become its client state. One accustomed in business terms to taking its instructions from Chisinau. To achieve a change of heart and good results, imagine “what if…”, project years ahead and then see yourself looking back. Ten years after Transnistria’s  independence is the typical Moldovan going to say: “no, things were better in 2007”? Behind the paradox lies the truth. The truth is an understanding of how to achieve mutual respect. Take that truth, import it into a devolution proposal and try to make it work. It’s the job of elected politicians to always keep pursuing diplomacy. Hard work, moral courage, selflessness and persistence eventually pay off. Achieving the recent peace settlement in Northern Ireland was the fulfilment of an impossible dream.

Less than a kilometre from the border, the Moldovan security police stopped the coach to get off. In good mood they strolled down what I would call a small and narrow farm track. This for me completed an exciting but also enjoyable and absurd previous hour. I didn’t leave Transnistria gladly. I was sad to leave it but I was sadder and more sorry to leave Moldova eight days later.

WTM! Chapter 36

With the Transnistrian border a few miles (or kilometres) behind us, I looked out for the spot where I’d seen an incident the previous year. A Moldovan police car had swerved towards a group of young people selling cherries on strings by the road.

E: Did you see that?!

L: He’s drunk.

There had been no surprise in Liliana’s voice, just resignation.

Liliana, “Miss Stricty!” is an attractive young lady. But a 27 year old unattached woman in Moldova will often be judged harshly by the strong family values of society there. “Where is your wife?!” Liliana had said to me on my first visit, laughing good naturedly. In Romanian language style, the last word in her question sounded with much emphasis. Four months earlier, before Christmas, Anastasia, Liliana’s age and my next guide had taken a French video of mine to Liliana. They talked. Anastasia came back with the message they were each looking for suitable single men. So what (by implication) was I doing?

After I had returned home in 2005, I took all the steps I could to help Liliana get a UK visa. I have a Baptist friend, Janey from my college days, whose sister’s husband is a Baptist Minister. They live respectively in Wales and London and could have accommodated Liliana. However the advice Liliana received was that my efforts wouldn’t be enough. If she was refused this time, it would affect her future chances.

My research efforts for Liliana’s visa weren’t wasted however. The preparation work enabled me to assist Ana in getting a UK visa at very short notice. Ana arrived in London in July 2006.

On the way from the airport, three days before, I impulsively asked Marisha to phone Liliana from the taxi. But Liliana couldn’t see me at such short notice. With my usual problem using mobile phones I mistakenly assumed she was still too annoyed with me over my book to want to see me. So we didn’t meet.

One opportunity for young Moldovans from the West is the occasional chance of educational sponsorship. I’m aware of a few instances of this. For example when I first took an interest in Moldova, a friend and colleague from my institute said that someone they knew was sponsoring a young Moldovan woman through Southampton University. Like many other (pen)friends, Liliana told me it was a dream of hers to take an English degree in our country. Or perhaps French which she preferred more. Obviously the young person has to be confident about the sponsor’s good intentions. So typically their emphasis is on family to family connections. Such genuine arrangements shouldn’t be seen as being one sided. Why should friendship be one sided? 

One of my more unusual reasons for coming to Moldova was to look for suitable women to nurse old and sick family members in the future. Bizarre?! Well, in the UK, valuable inheritances are being unexpectedly used up on nursing care. In three years, £100,000 ($200,000) can easily be spent. Our National Health Service used to support us “from the cradle to the grave”. But this doesn’t always happen now. The increasing cost of new medical advances in drugs, medical equipment plus an ageing population means times are changing. Even our continually booming economy and large tax increases cannot fully fund these healthcare improvements.

And furthermore where a family needs to employ a home support nurse, their choice is often limited. So sometimes they reluctantly appoint someone they’re not totally comfortable with. The alternative - care given in UK nursing homes is often poor. Scandals are regularly reported in the media. It can be more important that the carer employed is more genuinely caring than highly trained. The father of my longterm friend Neil has Alzheimer’s disease. He’s senile and also has prostate cancer. At the time of my Moldova visits, he had a good (though expensive) nurse.

Now after nearly three years working in the NHS, I know many of our best nurses are recent immigrants. Making up over half of NHS nurses. Families taking on a good home help nurse will want them to stay for as long as they’re needed. But those from an EU Eastern European country have more options and may be less loyal.

Accommodating an immigrant “nurse” and putting them through a worthwhile college course should be less than a third of the usual nursing cost. The time spent at college and studying probably less than the hours the local nurse cannot attend. I’m the kind of person who likes to be on top of and ahead of any situation. To knowledgeably plan and respond rather than react to changes. It’s a typically English middle class character trait. Neil was prepared to consider a Moldovan nurse. But now his father is in a good private nursing home.

When dealing with problem situations, we British usually like to do things properly and correctly. Sometimes suffering as a result. In Italy, one Moldovan penfriend, Ludmila has been employed to look after elderly dying people. One at a time and she’s on her second. Ludmila doesn’t have a visa and got the second assignment by word of mouth. Different society, different values, different way of doing things. Can’t see it happening here.

Ludmila went to Italy on a visa with a pop band. She was a performing artist. But somehow fell into her new role. At the Alecu Russo school in May 2005, I said there were vacancies for trained foreign nurses in the UK. So Mrs Rubanka asked the class whether anyone there was interested in such a career. Their faces said it all. I don’t think Ludmila had intended to be a nurse either… But I’ve noticed that Moldovans are often more flexible when they’re abroad. Is the Moldovan woman usually prouder and less flexible in Moldova? Perhaps it’s a cultural thing. 

The final bus took Marisha and myself back to Ciocana district. There we parted and I headed for Zina’s flat. Earlier, while gazing out at the countryside I wondered whether I’d spoken wisely to Zina in our conversations.

Romanians are well known for their hospitality to travellers and Moldavians historically had an even greater reputation. On this, my return visit, Zina insisted on accommodating me in her flat for no recompense. (I had to explain this to my wife, Barbara later!) But perhaps partly on account of what had been published on Marisha’s site and some cheeky comments I sometimes found Zina in a challenging mood.
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Meeting Ana at Waterloo Station proved quite difficult. We were both there but kept just missing one another as each of us tried to explain where we were and agree where to go to. When we finally met it was a surreal experience.

I had got on the train at Gillingham, Kent. Because of problems with the cost to Ana of phoning her Belgian mobile, I sent my first ever text from the train. Guiltily I left behind colleagues desperately working to achieve the NHS Reference Costing deadline. This exercise reports NHS costs by medical establishment across the country down to operation level e.g. type of knee operation. Our (typically sized) hospital had £150 million of activity and cost to account for in detail.

Seconds after meeting Ana, I got out the disposable camera hurriedly purchased in the hospital shop.

A: No, mercy! I’m very tired.


E: I’m merciless!

The photo was a good one.

The heat that day was oppressive. It was in fact, July 18th 2006 - both my parents’ birthday(s) and the day before the hottest day ever recorded in the UK. My mother was not amused when I told her what I was doing then. Poor Ana had an interview in London that following day. Temperatures reached the record breaking 36.3 degrees that afternoon in adjoining Surrey county as I drove through it. At 70 mph with both windows open wide, the buffeting of the hot air was almost as bad as having them mainly closed. Hotter than anything I’d experienced in Moldova.

It had been hotter in Italy where Ana went in the summer of 2005. Revealing for the first time she had relatives there. Ana had made quite a splash at the first 129 Columna party. Now heading back from Transnistria I looked forward to another party there that April evening.

I said goodbye to Marisha and headed for Zina’s flat. Wondering what greeting I would get this time. But that afternoon, time was short, so Rita and myself quickly headed for 129 Columna. Firstly to book me into my flat there. In the large village that is Moldova, Zina had on my first visit, supplied brief details of the lady who owned this place.

Rita laughed as she picked up a card in my flat. She pushed the card at me emphatically as the hostess Galina looked on. It was Alfredo the Italian’s card. I pulled a face.

R: “He’s the owner”

E: “What! I thought he was just an intermediary!”

An exchange of Romanian followed between Rita and Galina.

R: “He’s the owner”

Rita was most amused.

We headed down the outside stairs and into the same room in which I’d held the party last year. New year, new party, new guests. Rita would be the only person to return.

R: “I want us to have some games”

I looked at her doubtfully. There are party games and party games…

E: “What sort of games?”

R: “Well…”

She inclined her head in a thoughtful but determined manner.

E: “There’s very little time to do this. The guests will be arriving in 10 minutes.”

Minutes later, Stefana & her friend Mihaela arrived early. We went inside. Rita and Stefana chatted cheerfully and enthusiastically. Suddenly they broke into a musical chant of what I assumed was Romanian. But it was Italian. They both looked very happy.

R: “Thank you for your DVDs. The subtitles have helped improve my Italian!”  

I was bemused but as I discovered on this, my return visit, Romanian and Italian are quite close. Romanians and Italians connect well. Penfriends who’d read my book wanted to make those points on my second visit. God, how you can read and read about a country and miss important facts.

Moldovans would be pleasantly surprised to know just how interested people in England are in their country. Whenever I mentioned Moldova here, eyes widen with a warm smile. People want to know more. To be honest, I think part of this is due to the mythology that’s grown up around eastern Europe. You can thank novelists and film makers for that.

“Why have you come to Moldova?” the very obvious question I often heard. And I always thought first of our disastrous 1973 family holiday to Romania, the bad things I said about it, others contrary responses, and my search for the truth. I have and am outlining many reasons why Westerners should visit Moldova. Also importantly I suggest how they visit it. But for me personally a primary initial interest was a combination of resolving the issue about Romanian character and a developing fascination with Moldova and its people.
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“Oh no! Not the Romanians!” my mother gasped. It was December 2004 and I was talking about visiting Moldova. My father nodded in agreement. He had spent two thirds of his post war life to 1979 abroad flying to different countries. The first post war 27 years as a Flight Engineer for BOAC (British Overseas Airways Corporation) which merged into BA. He had never said a bad thing about another country or its people. I myself had been far more critical. With many favourite party piece stories to tell about our 1973 Romanian skiing holiday. But then I came across people who’d either been to Romania themselves or knew others who had. Some working there for months. They disagreed, some strongly: Romanian people were lovely and the country was beautiful.

Our Romanian holiday started to go wrong at Heathrow (London) Airport in December 1973. Even before we got on the plane. There was a customs officers’ strike. A huge number of people were very tightly pressed into a small hall. This after hours of waiting. At least two women fainted in that crush. I’m not a strong person so as a 13 year old having to hold two heavy suitcases above the floor for an hour took its toll on me. Separated in the madness from my parents, I became increasingly angry. Then another woman fainted. Her baby carried aloft on a sea of hands to a black customs officer who emerged above a tall wooden partition. There were few blacks in this country at that time and opinions of them were different. As the man reached over to take the baby, it burst into tears. Something snapped within me. I forced my way right to the front. This time is a blank in my mind. The last call came over the tannoy for our Tarom flight. Linking arms with fellow passengers I looked back and saw my parents five or six rows back. Facing the linked arms of these customs officers I realised the only way to break the line was to set up a wave motion. The only way to do that was to push against fellow passengers who would push back. But other people on that front row had to understand this. So this very shy but furious 13 year old looked into their eyes and made the silent connection above the huge background noise. Slowly the wave action began and in one of the proudest moments of my life, the line broke. As a torrent we overwhelmed the tables in front of us, overturned in a mad stampede. The fearful customs officers near the plane never even tried to check our details, victory!

Once on the Tarom (Romanian Airways) plane though, the staff ignored us and other Westerners but attended to Romanians. When we complained, the staff were unkind. Half starved and exhausted we waited a long time for anything.

Later on my Moldova visit, to approving looks, Father Bill described how dreadful Tarom were. He followed this with an interesting story to be told.

“Turist?!” snapped a man with Kalashnikov at me at the airport, 4 o’clock in the morning. Tired and confused it slowly registered what he was saying. “Yes, tourist”, I responded. The British woman behind me became upset because of the man’s gun.

I fell asleep for part of the time on the coach journey to Poina Brasov. Arriving exhausted we were shown to our room. “Full of Western luxuries”, sneered our new tour guide. This man came to hate us as a party. For unusually we closed ranks against him. Very strange to see a disparate group of British tourists combine their efforts against a foreign tour guide. On the first day, a doctor in our group said he’d brought a large supply of pills for stomach upsets as he expected trouble with the food. “Don’t worry, come to me” was his message. Two days later his supply of pills had run out… 

Getting the skies and equipment on the second day was a crazy bureaucratic nightmare taking the whole morning. Unhappy, I reached the lift with my kit. I knew I should wait for the two ugly, oversized female lift attendants. I couldn’t see them, so risked it. Big mistake! They suddenly appeared. Squeezed into the tiny lift and shouted at me from both sides in Romanian. Under the rules, both of them had to accompany any passengers.

After lunch, I got in the cable car to the top of the mountain. Stepping out into the sunshine, I came across a bizarre sight. A group of 8 or 9 tall teenage boys identically dressed with identically cut black hair, standing stock still and bolt upright in smart brown duffel type coats. Closely packed together, they stared absolutely silently in one direction as if looking at a fixed point in the distance. The effect was really powerful. I can still see that group clearly in my mind’s eye. It gave me a very bad feeling. In 1989 on the fall of Ceausescu’s regime, we heard about the horribly unnatural treatment of many teenage boys fanatically indoctrinated to think of their President as their father, their saviour etc.

I skied away as quickly as I could. Almost immediately shocked to find myself heading very fast for what I can only describe as a 5 foot deep trench. It was the channel I was supposed to be using. As I braced myself for a nasty crash, the head of a skier appeared in front of me. How I avoided him I don’t know. I leapt across the gap so fast that hitting the far side of the trench, I was able to throw my weight forward, just avoiding falling back in. Seriously shaken, I looked around. It was unreal. The teenage boys who must have seen this, still blankly stared at their imaginary point in the distance as if nothing had happened. Strangely, I’d have preferred it if like any other teenager boys, they’d just laughed at me.

When I discussed all my skiing experiences with Gabriela in Reading, she was bemused. She’d skied there and obviously the place had changed a lot in recent times.

G: “what about the rocks?”

E: “ahh, the rocks. I’d forgotten about them!”

For at the top, there were rocks as well, some only just jutting out of the surface. Well after all that I made it down safely that day. But three days later, on Christmas Eve, I had another terrible shock further down those slopes.

In the meantime, as part of the tour, we were taken one evening by coach to a forest area where there was folk singing and music playing. We were served wild boar as a special treat. I found the meat very tough and wasn’t impressed overall. My mother describes the evening as the highlight of the holiday; one of the few things the Romanians got right.

On the TV, there was President Ceausescu doing his factory tours praising the workers. Plus the popular British Onedin Line drama series about a nineteenth century sailing company. From memory, this had been dubbed into Romanian but it was still a relief to watch. Apart from that, there was the apparently often repeated film of “Vlad The Impaler”. The Romanians seemed very proud of him. I wasn’t completely sure why and it worried me. Was this the best the country could offer from its history? The black and white TV set with its poor reception was out of action part of the time as it failed twice. Our unhappy, reluctant tour guide had to arrange the repair of this “Western luxury.”

There was nothing outside the hotel except a shop nearby that rarely opened with mainly bare shelves containing two canned products. Early on we were warned that if we were caught exchanging our sterling for Romanian Lei with an unauthorised local person, we could be imprisoned and the tour company couldn’t help us. The unlucky person would be left behind.

Interestingly enough there was a young blonde woman on our tour, accompanying a well known rock guitarist. Intriguingly she had spent a year in a nearby town as part of her degree course. She seemed to have fallen out with her boyfriend. Although very shy I asked her about her time in Romania. She didn’t want to talk about it. I assumed therefore it had been a partly bad experience. Perhaps she had brought her boyfriend there out of a sense of familiarity and because the holiday was so cheap.   

The next tour was “Dracula Castle” or Castle Bran. After we’d climbed an icy and slippery hill, we were made to wait three-quarters of an hour in freezing conditions before the door was opened by a lady in her fifties. We had to take our shoes off. Photography was forbidden as this was part of Romania’s strategic defence. But when I saw a load of muskets and a crossbow inside I thought that was a joke and took some photos. The woman caught me and went crazy for a minute or two. Fascinatingly, the rest of our group combined to keep her off me. That’s so unlike British people. For if you break clear rules, you suffer the consequences. Fortunately, there were no other Romanians to assist the lady in preserving this vital part of Romania’s national defence. 

Over a year ago, I saw Castle Bran advertised for sale as I looked over someone’s shoulder at a newspaper on the Tube. The asking amount was £40 million.

Hmmm… this brings me to Christmas Eve. At 4 O’clock, I arrived at a familiar place half way down the mountain via the well used snaking snowy path cut through the forest. This place was a wide gap extending from high up on the mountain down to the very bottom. It was very steep but you just skied across it. Gabriela doesn’t recognise this description so perhaps it has been improved in some way. It was getting dark as I reached it to the sound of shouting. A skier had stopped halfway across and sounded afraid. He and people on both sides of the divide were shouting advice. Another obviously very proficient skier then tried to ski across and got into all sorts of trouble. It was icy. Now my skiing was little better than slow plough standard. I watched these obviously very good skiers getting into all sorts of difficulties. They shouted to me too but I tried to sound confident. They couldn’t help me anyway. For 15 minutes after they had left, I stayed there gripped by fear. No one else came; it was far too late. Eventually I decided to ski down at a sharp angle and crash into the forest on the other side. This I did but without injury as I pulled up just in time. I then walked up through the dark forest. Arriving back very late, my parents had already had their supper, I headed down to the restaurant alone.

I had been eating just bread and jam for two days but felt like risking some more Romanian food. The young waitress gave me a chicken leg. It was so strange; more like a piece of rubber than a chicken. I attracted the young woman over and with a vigorous sawing action demonstrated its toughness: the knife wouldn’t penetrate. She fetched a sharp knife. Despite considerable effort this had no effect either. I demonstratively put the chicken in my mouth, and tried hard to dig my canines into it but to no effect. The waitress shrugged her shoulders and walked off. 10 minutes later when she returned. I was by now truly emotionally exhausted. I managed to explain I wanted bread and jam and went to bed hungry again.    

Half way through the tour there was a meeting between all of us and our guide. It wasn’t a happy time for him. He in turn could barely conceal his dislike for us. During close questioning it was revealed that there had been skiing holidays to Poina Brasov (& Romania) for three years and our tour company (Cosmos) was the third one. It looked most likely that either there would be a fourth company next year or no skiing for Westerners. I should mention that there was another occasional coach guide. A beautiful, charming young woman so different from the other people there. Ah well, so there are some attractive Romanians. She gave us the pro government view. Everyone has a job etc… Some of the male fellow passengers enjoyed asking her about the restrictions placed on Romanian citizens and their lack of freedom. They weren’t fobbed off or diverted by false arguments. They probed and challenged her again and again with predictable questioning. But they never dented her cheerfulness. I warmed to this lady. Then after some time amazingly she revealed she was French! An ardent communist who had chosen to emigrate there permanently. Ah, so that’s why she was so different! That settled it; there were no attractive Romanians.

Finally with great relief, we headed back on the coach to Bucharest and home. Arriving at our Bucharest Hotel we were shepherded away from a large military conference. We could see senior military officers and extravagant food displays. After a long wait we were given very undercooked pork and little else. My father was his usual restrained self. But this was the final straw for my mother. Fearfully, I tried to discourage her but she marched out alone to correct the situation. I was really worried. This was The Cold War. These people were our enemies or potential enemies. So confronting officers of an army we saw as committed to invading our country was just asking for trouble. (On reading this, my mother points out that they were visiting Russian officers being given a great reception). After a very anxious wait, my mother appeared, followed shortly by some decent food.

Our useless guide told us not to set our alarm clocks as he would wake us all up. I went to bed in my own room. Suddenly in the middle of the night an alarm went off. In terror I climbed out of the window which opened out fully three or four feet above the floor. I had one leg outside before I realised what I was doing. The freezing cold air hit me hard. My God! I was half out of the window on the eighth floor with nothing between me and the ground below! The alarm sound was my own alarm clock used for years. At no other time in my life have I ever done anything like that. Or seen such a dangerous hotel window which had a table alongside. A child could easily have climbed up and fallen out of it.

I went downstairs with my parents and our luggage for breakfast. Everyone was there except the guide. In the end someone got him up. It was now very late. He insisted on eating all his breakfast despite the anger that was exploding around him. Under the rules he had to accompany us to the airport and it looked as if we would now miss our flight. I don’t know whether he finished his breakfast but we caught our flight home. I can just imagine the letters those people would have written.    

16 years later, we saw Ceausescu on a balcony, arms waving in alarm, unaware of the long camera lens chillingly capturing his sudden terror. Members of the crowd below risking certain torture, imprisonment and probably death chanting: “Timisoara” after the uprising there. Too much, too many for the numerous secret police. I’ve always thought Ceausescu’s performance then was Oscar winning material. One of our most beloved actors, John Mills finally won an Oscar for a brilliant very short appearance as a lunatic in “Ryan’s Daughter”. So Ceausescu should have his posthumous Oscar. His performance, the personification of evil should be displayed in art forms as a warning to future generations. Celebrated alongside the bravery of those who confronted this tyranny. Shown more clearly than the acclaimed, award winning 2007 “East Of Bucharest” film which in its arty form raises questions about Romanians real involvement in the 1989 revolution. Public sculpture is usually less ambiguous.

As for me, well of course I came to realise that I was very mistaken about Romanian people and as we say: “converts are always the worst…”     
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“Be careful, Moldovans are very proud people” warned one of my first Moldovan penfriends - found on the Friendfinder site. Most unusually for a Moldovan lady, this ethnic Romanian in her early thirties advertised she was looking for a partner to satisfy her in bed. But put very subtly. My questions revealed that she was academically very gifted and studying for a doctorate. Following two years at a Swedish University under a scholarship programme, she had become dissatisfied (academically). So returned to Moldova. The lady revealed sceptically that a Swedish man she knew, based much of his successful doctorate thesis about Moldova on Tony Hawks’ book: “Playing The Moldovans At Tennis”. Hmmm…could I believe that?  

This was one of two revealing pieces of character information which have gone round and round in my head knowing they contain important clues about Moldovans, especially Romanian Moldovans. But what exactly? And I knew there was more. The second missing element revealed later in London by Ana as we sat outside in a Leicester Square restaurant.

A: “Moldovans are very competitive”

Ana gazed at me that very hot July evening. She was talking about the Moldovan community in Brussels. Making the contrary point that the Brussels group were very open and helpful at their meetings. Rather than the expected: “look at what I’ve achieved!” Modesty which surprised Ana. For those familiar with Moldovans’ outlook, just look at their entries on Facebook. Mostly from Moldovans who’ve made it to the West. Aimed mainly at other Moldovans I guess. For when they’ve made it say across the Atlantic, or the English Channel, they can’t believe their luck. They want to tell the world. But then are rather coy about providing further details.

Inka, Rita and Nadina managed to get to the United States (separately) in 2006 & 2007. Two of them facing difficult decisions in extending their stays. And I think the choices they made reflect that dignity is what they sought. There are differences between dignity and pride. There are also I think cultural differences between how west and east Europeans interpret those words as concepts. And of course every individual is different. For example, Rita (like Ana) returned, expecting to be able to return to the West. 

Visitors should always remember to respect these peoples’ dignity. This is important. The lady whose example I started with -“Cloe”- was looking to be accepted and respected for what she is. That I gathered from our brief email exchange. Never mind what she appears to be. Treating people kindly costs nothing. The visitor who gets that right will enjoy his/her visit. Arrive in a demanding frame of mind and you’ll most likely be disappointed. My experiences in Moldova taught me that paradoxically if you can drift with the tide a bit, you get offered more choices, more opportunities. Moldovans are often afraid of a bad reaction to their different culture. So try to reassure them regularly. We all found this good fun. I suspect they partly thought I was putting it on.

Z: (cheerfully) “You are laughing at me!”

E: (cheerfully) “I’m laughing with you!”

When Moldovans are at ease with you, they’ll let you more into their world. You get a feeling of pride at having been accepted in this way. Hopefully you should come away with a sense of old world wisdom. Means much more than the video, the T shirt and the photos you’ll hardly ever look at again.

In fact I did find a T shirt on my first visit. Actually manufactured in Moldova, and made from a displeasing synthetic material in a light brown colour. Interestingly, the shop assistant presented it critically, as if I’d be stupid to buy it. But it was so cheap I did. Hours later, I found some words on the back:

                 Moldova

Natura – darul de care se bucura

        din plin tara noastra

E: “Zina, what does this mean?”

Z: “nature is the gift which our country enjoys, is glad of.”

Now there’s an interesting and cheap experiment you can try with T shirts. Professor Robert Winston, the UK’s leading fertility expert held an experiment some years ago for a documentary. He asked a number of men and women some related, some married, some unconnected to wear a supplied T shirt in bed for two nights running. These were then put in sealed marked jars with no name on. The genetic make-up of these people was taken and examined. Then they were asked to sniff the jars to say which ones they liked the smell of. The results were as expected. Without exception the people liked the smell of people with very different genes. The more different the better. So they didn’t like their own smell or that of their brothers, sisters, mothers and fathers. They tended to warm to the aromas of their married partner, boyfriend or girlfriend.

Anyway, there were no party games at either party in 129 Columna. In the case of the second one, this may have been just as well. Following script taken from the video. 

E: “I had hoped that people would bring along some male friends. This happened last time. People brought male friends along. I told them: ‘you can bring male friends along if you like.’ And they did last year but they certainly haven’t this year as you can see.”

There was a good mix of 17 Romanian and Russian Moldovan young women with me being the only male. There would have been about half that number but for the fact that a penfriend sent me a free 72 hour introduction to “LoveHappens” in March. Thank you Lucia. For I sent invitations to the first 40 young Moldovan women I found on this site.

“Love happens!” laughed Stefana as the bizarreness of the situation sank in.

I met Diana Valuta who I would meet days later with Rita and Stefana at La Taifas restaurant. Diana of course translated half this book into Romanian plus the transcript from the video of my May trip. We first exchanged emails in January 2005, accidentally falling out of touch for a year.  Always fascinating to meet someone who you’ve corresponded with for so long. 15 months previously her English had been amusingly clumsy. With photos making her look like a fresh faced country girl just missing the straw in her mouth. Nothing like that Diana, one year on having completing a course in journalism. The same course I think as Irina’s - who had attended the previous year’s party - and someone Diana knows. Much of the funding for these journalism courses comes from The George Soros Foundation (I will be coming to this later).

I met Anastasia, the guide who would take me to Chiscareni the next day. Having corresponded with her for months, it was always an awkward relationship. Together we met Natalia, a young Russian woman and Silvia, her Romanian friend. Both looked serious. As I described to Silvia my intended visit to Chiscareni, amazingly she said she was a cousin of Loo, my penfriend there. Going on to name and describe this family in Chiscareni. Naturally, I was stunned by this co-incidence.

S: “Chiscareni is named after the Chiscar, an extinct fish. It died (out) because of pollution.”
Now here’s what two of the guests said (videoed). 

Eddie: (to Eugenia) “You can say something in Russian if you like…or Romanian if you want to….”

Eugenia: (strong cheerful emphasis) “Or Romanian… [pause].

               I am Eugenia. I’m a student at university for a year. “Youth For Christ”*…regional co-ordinator. Something about me…creativity, organised girl and I like to swim. Thank you and nice to meet you.”

E: “Thank you, well done.”

Eug: (laughs) “Good English!”

E: “That’s good.”

M: “My name is Martha. I am Eugenia’s friend from childhood and I’m from south of Moldavia. I live since 7 years in Romania. Now I’m on a short visit in Chisinau. About me, I like to travel. I’m dynamic. I love people and yeah…what I’m doing, I’m doing with all my heart.”

E: “Right, so are you from Colibasi?”

M: “I am from Brindza”

E: “Brindza”

M: “Cheese”

E: “Right, is that in the Gagauz** region?”

M: “No it’s not in the Gagauz region. 25 kilometres is the road distance. We are Moldavia.”

E: “Right, OK thank you, very good.”

Another young lady on my right, apparently supported by her friend then said: 

“I think Moldova should be joined to Romania.”

I reacted strongly to this. Outlining some of the appalling mistreatment of Moldovans by the Romanian occupying power between the wars. At the end, I was shocked with myself in the way I over-reacted. The young lady was very upset adding: “I don’t agree with these things.”

A Russian woman opposite her (on my left) then described how she went to study in Bucharest, but Romanians there criticised her accent and shunned her.

After that, things quickly settled down. I had the feeling that either the bitterness wasn’t so very deep or people understood that restraint and a sense of balance was important. Such a confrontation in England would probably have been more unpleasant.

So what about Romania and Moldova? Well for instance, I’ll give you Ana’s take on this. Ana took Romanian citizenship many years ago. She says only because she wanted to. Before the advantages it gave became apparent. At our first private meeting at the Chisinau café in May 2005, one of Ana’s first comments was how the Soviets’ sudden division of Moldavia affected families living either side of the Prut.

A: “Following the invasion, people were frantically looking for members of their family  

      on their own side of the river.” 

Ana’s also critical about how Romania has treated her country. And chatting to me in London, she complained that some Moldovans abroad improperly described themselves as Romanians or Russians. Ana made it very clear, she was proud of her country. For the 2006/7 academic year, she used most of her time off to study a masters degree in Moldovan law, returning to Chisinau for the exams in May 2007. In fact, I think Ana’s views are quite representative.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

* Youth For Christ is a moderate, protestant based religious organisation co-founded by a Canadian and well known American evangelist, Billy Graham. It does a lot of social work amongst deprived teenagers and young people. Although international, it appears to have well devolved semi – independent national organisations. 

** The (Turkic) Gagauz region is an autonomous region in southern Moldova with its own language. In 1989 there were 153,000 Gagauz people of whom 73% claimed Russian as a second language. At least some Gagauz moved from Bulgaria in the 19th century, sometimes with Bulgarians who also relocated to southern Moldova.

WTM! Chapter 40

Tchaikovski’s 1812 symphony begins with a well known dramatic overture. Celebrating the successful 1812 Russian defence against Napoleon. Also in that year, Bessarabia, starting to fall under decades of Russian control, began a more significant move away from “Romania”. Both Romanian and Russian nationalists agree on this important fact of Moldova’s history.

In 1812, “Romania” was just an idea, a dream, a hope by people of one ethnicity suffering the continuation of centuries of tyrannical foreign occupations. Were these people former serfs whose name Rumanian implied that? Or Romanians, descendants of the Roman Empire? Well, they knew who they were. And in 1859, they united Wallachia and Moldovia provinces, to be joined in 1918 by Transylvania. So in 1918, Romania was born. Its peoples’ loyalty to the Allied Powers in the Great War (WW1) rewarded by being given lands where they were the majority. Given their own sovereign state in recognition of Romanians’ rights in a new world order. One set on the high principles of the League of Nations, predecessor to the United Nations. Romania prospered in the interwar years. This, despite the misrule of its arbitrarily created monarchy of German stock. An anachronism which should have followed the path of the Kaiser. In 1918, the two halves of Moldavia province (both also confusingly called Moldova) were (re-)joined as part of “Mare Romania”. The Treaty of Paris, 1920 is often stated as ratifying this. (More on that in a later chapter). Western Moldavia was clearly an important integral part of Romania. But eastern Moldavia (Bessarabia) was treated as an occupied province. 

Bessarabia’s new German rulers were oppressive and used unnecessary military based force. Paradoxically perhaps this lead to less security. For when in 1940, the Soviets demanded control of Bessarabia, the German monarchy give way immediately. Its army of occupation actually chased out of Bessarabia with some losses. Moldovans were glad to see the back of them.

So in 1940, the Soviets seized control of Moldova / Moldavia east of the Prut. They then gave away important parts of its (Bessarabia’s) territory to the Ukraine in return for a newly created sliver of territory - Transnistria. In 1941, the Romanian Army with strong Nazi support returned to drive out the Soviets. The Soviets returned in 1944 crushing weakened German and Romanian forces. More very difficult years followed for Moldovans. But Moldova’s economic and social fortunes gradually improved after Stalin’s death in 1953.

From 1989 as the Soviet Union collapsed, this new state emerged surprised, uncertain and largely ignored as the new Republic of Moldova. BBC news in the 1990s presented it as a desperately poor break-away region of Romania. Something had obviously gone terribly wrong (again).

The Western media often presents the case for the (re-)unification of Moldova and Romania. A recent BBC World Service (podcast) broadcast stated that until World War Two, Moldova was part of Romania “annexed by Stalin”, adding: “most people here speak Romanian”. So typical of the commonplace statements made by those Moldovans who support (re-)unification. One said to me. “We are the same people. We should be joined together.” 

The historical case for re-unification has been made by Britain’s leading expert on Romania and Moldova, Dennis Deletant. Born in East Anglia, England and professor of Romanian Studies, University College, London. He is co-author of the best selling Romanian Teach Yourself book and CD which I enjoy using. Professor Deletant even briefly mentions this subject there. But I found him making his case in the book: “Studies In Moldovan”. A collection of essays by mainly Western experts on Moldova. Yes, there are parts on Romanian and Moldovan as languages. And following my comments in chapter 20, they are of course the same language. For example, one contributor says there are greater differences between Romanian spoken in Iasi (Moldavia province) and Bucharest, than Romanian spoken between Moldova and Iasi. Professor Deletant notes that the 1897 Russian census identified 47.6% of Bessarabians being Romanian speakers. Language being the measure, not ethnicity. Crucially, no mention made of “Moldovan”. But 11.8% were Yiddish (Jewish) and 3.1% German speakers. Those two groups saw a dramatic reduction in their numbers nearly 50 years later. Followed by a greatly increased Romanian Moldovan birth-rate. Today ethnic Romanians represent about three-quarters of the Moldovan population.

In 1989, Soviet republics had driving causes for independence and rebellion against the Soviet system. Language was one of these prime moving factors especially in Moldova. “Moldovan” was stated by the Soviets to be distinctly different from Romanian. A large amount of literature was developed to support this position. An approach notably developed from the 1960s onwards following failed attempts to mix Romanian, Russian and Ukrainian into some new jargon. This in turn had followed pre-war attempts to formalise Moldovan peasant language. The key fact to remember is that the Soviets always obsessively tried to separate east and west bank Moldovan / Moldavians. A continuation of the imperial Russian approach. Like their Tsarist predecessors, changing language policies were used to achieve that over-riding aim.

It’s often overlooked that the Soviet Union controlled Romania until the late 1950s. Thus the many families which spanned the Prut river were suddenly and unexpectedly forcibly broken apart. Then separately categorised within these two Soviet Union states. The policy developments and justifications for this artificial inter-ethnic divide creating lunatic contradictions and sheer heartbreak. Failures of communist state policy in Romania motivated President Ceausescu to pursue a nationalist approach with claims on Moldova. The Soviet reaction included more oppressive language policies in Moldova. Meanwhile in Moscow, it was openly recognised that ethnic Romanians in both states were of one “Romance” origin, speaking one language - Romanian.

However, I think it is fair to describe Romanian written in Cyrillic as Moldovan. It was widely used in that written form in Bessarabia in the thirties and before. Partly because typewriters and printers which were expensive commonly contained Cyrillic letters. But over the Nistru (Dniester) river, Soviet policy, 1933 – 1938 changed so that use of the Latin alphabet was compulsorily. Therefore in the ASSR, “Soviet Moldova”, or approximately Transnistria, Romanian had to be written there in its normal form. Arguably almost the opposite of the current position! 

Devised by the Soviets in the 1930s, Cyrillic Moldovan uses a special alphabet. This omits some letters from Cyrillic Romanian which was standard Romanian until 1860-2. Months after the foundation of Romania, the new state moved to the Latin alphabet.  

Post war, the application of Cyrillic lettered Romanian made obvious administrative sense. Where seen and applied in Transnistria today it’s Moldovan there. Moldovans themselves still commonly describe their own language as Moldovan.

The advent of Glastnost (openness) made Moldovans more politically aware and increasingly bold. In 1989 under pressure, the Soviets advanced new bizarre arguments for Moldovan the separate language. Matters came to a head when a series of demonstrations culminated in a reported 500,000 Moldovans demonstrating at a Popular Front rally outside parliament in August 1989. They wanted their own language recognised as the one and only state language.

People power produced the legislation they wanted on August 31st 1989.

From a pro Romanian point of view there is however a serious lack of understanding of their position by people in the West. Part of the problem is that Westerners are not impressed by people going back centuries to justify their position. Even 50 years is a long time ago. Westerners live in a fast moving environment centred on the here and now. Yes, we do look back all the time. But what happened has happened. We know very clearly that where people use the past to try and dominate present policy, the consequences are nearly always very bad. Our daily lives usually have little to connect us to distant past events in a meaningful way. But in ethnically and culturally mixed Moldovan villages, people have language communication problems directly linked to the past. Added to which, Romanian Moldovans are passionate about their language. Charles King in his book points out with impressive data the overpowering enthusiasm in the inter-war years by which Romanian Moldovans embraced Romanian language teaching. Romania promoted the introduction of its own language teachers. One of its few successful Moldovan policies and the one with the most lasting legacy. 

Language itself especially when expressed in literature is more than just a means of communication. It’s a way of thinking, understanding and even believing. Instinctively people all over the world appreciate that. Learn the language and learn, understand and hopefully love the culture. For myself, years of trying to learn French resulted in failure at A level (Advanced Level). My Swiss-French teacher explained I had to turn the sentences around in my head. Express myself in a French way. But I couldn’t and really didn’t want to. So in a way, learning the language becomes a test of cultural acceptance. Romanians of course love French culture and adapted Romanian to incorporate French language features.

Now there’s the question of Romanian nationalism. Something many Russians have consistently attacked. In fact these critics are often Russian nationalists! But historically I think there is a difference in approach which Russians use to demonstrate that theirs is not cultural imperialism. They have often embraced other Eastern European cultures. Submit to Russian power and keep your culture. Thus the Turkic Gagauz people were encouraged to settle in southern Bessarabia as part of the Russian Empire in the nineteenth century. Keeping their own language and customs. And Russian became their second language. In Tiraspol, we ate in a smart, prominently placed Gagauz restaurant. For the (Turkic origin) Gagauz have been strongly supported for decades by Russians in Tiraspol. While Romanian nationalism was and is seen as a threat there.

The retention of Romanian language and culture during centuries of oppression ensured the survival and continuation of the Romanians as a separate people. Sine qua non [Latin] – without which nothing. This ultimately gave Romanians their own nation. Moldovans’ shared language and similar culture encourages some to believe their state should join with Romania. These are mainly a minority of young people. People who feel disenfranchised by an electoral system favouring the more organised minority Russian speaking group. Later on I will look at the past support for such (re-)unification.

Romanian or Russian? Actually the choice is not that simple. Firstly, remember how my Moldovan friends laughed at how people there mix words from different languages in everyday speech. Add to that, the fact that ethnicity often doesn’t determine first language or cultural preference. “Irka” (Irina) and Inka are Romanian Moldovans whose first language is Russian. They love the language. Irina loves Russian literature, Chekov’s plays and so on. Her Romanian friend Doina made this bold statement in an email: “we all love Russian here”. Inka emailed me in February 2008 from the States to say that she enjoyed reading the Russian translation of my book. She wants to retain her skills and knowledge of it. So she volunteered to do some English into Russian translation work for me if she can find the time. I have one Ukrainian Moldovan penfriend who doesn’t like Russian language or culture. Russian is her first language. She loves English and French language and culture. She’s learnt Romanian well and is interested in Roman history.  

Before moving on, I want to say that as an outsider, I’ve always appreciated and liked the Russian aspects and thinking found in Moldova. From the very beginning, I’ve seen positive aspects from the heritage of Soviet occupation. Benefits I identify as being mainly post 1992. I appreciate this outlook may not please either group too much! But crucially I think my view(s) and taste are and will be shared by many other Westerners. I think Moldova is becoming more “fashionable” here. The growing interest in the country dictated more by changes in Western taste than developments within Moldova itself.  

WTM! Chapter 41

M: “Have you come across any scammers?!”

Marisha was grinning at me in the taxi from the airport. Asked early on, it was obviously an important question for her.

E: “No, I haven’t”

A year later, Anna, an attractive Russian English teacher in Chisinau my age started my book and sent me a nice, complimentary email. She added: 

“What I have understood from the very first chapters is that you are a very risky and adventurous man. I don’t know how your trips finished but I am sure you were looking for what has happened, otherwise I can't understand how could a foreigner trust to such young girls from such a corrupt and poor country like Moldova. All day long girls have been hunting for foreigners, pretending to be angels but they are connected with crime groups. Don’t be so trustful for future!!!”
Strangely enough I had been looking for scammers. In November 2004, I felt I had a choice between having another go at finding Moldovans on the internet or contacting some scammers for their side of their story. What provoked this strange second possibility was the huge number of women in Russia identified as scammers and what I read about them. Another reason was that my good friend Siberian “Sally” had the same name as one of the worst, highly publicised scammers. I’m sure it was one reason why she hid behind her “nom de plume”.

I could just imagine some clumsy Yank asking (her) the obvious question. The more I read about these scammers stories the more incensed I became. You see, I’ve offered and sent presents to eastern European penfriends partly to test them out. My experience of the results is not just different but totally opposite. Send one thing, like a book and that’s OK half the time. Any more and they usually get annoyed. If they’re living with their parents, older generation Russians in particular get very angry. So what’s on the internet then? Well the fourth article I came across still brings laughter tears to my eyes every time I think about it and infuriates me with equal measure.

This American described how he’d been asked for money and presents by a young woman in Russia. He listed the items and their cost down to the cents. Typical of some Americans, he gave the sense that these mundane details contained some valuable and important symbolism. So he was in the States sending stuff. Then the next comment, item no.4 simply stated: “$85 dollars for sex”, adding: “Ok, well I got my value there.” I’m amazed. I believe there should be a corresponding register for people like this. The third case was an American who felt he’d been scammed and wrote to President Putin. The young woman was thrown into a (probably multi drug resistant TB infested) prison for several years. He concluded with satisfaction that Putin actually cared about people like him. 

Anyway as Marisha asked her question, Anastasia drifted into my mind as I had my doubts. Days later in Chiscareni during a severe argument, Anastasia said she was out of pocket for helping me. I handed her a 50 euro note. Temporarily she looked pleased, then typically changing her mind, she handed it back. Minutes later she wanted it, minutes after that she handed it back. On my final morning with her in her flat, she showed me the till receipt from the local shop. When I tried to pay her she got very annoyed. In the end I persuaded her to accept the money.

But I can tell you where Western men can definitely find scammers. Just get on one of those US dating agency organised coach trips which promote: “meet up to 200 Russian women in one day!” A British documentary covered such an event in St Petersburg. The same firm delivered on its promise to have 7 Russian women actively competing for the attentions of each Westerner. The inside filming showed there were many scammers amongst them. I have a suspicion what some of those women do during the day…

As for me, my search for scammers ended in failure. There are other aspects to Westerners giving money to people in Eastern Europe. On the evening in Tiraspol spent in Lena’s apartment with Marisha, I told her I tried to send presents to people in Moldova and eastern Europe. She was unhappy.

M: “People must earn any large number of gifts or money sent to them.”

E: “Well, actually from their responses, it’s been very useful to me to learn about these people.”  

In a recent documentary, a balding Englishman in his 50s sent a lot of money to a young woman in Russia to pay for her degree course. He mainly forced this funding on her. After graduating, she could have just said goodbye. Instead as the film showed she arrived unenthusiastically in England on a fiancé visa. Aged 23, she was introduced to the man’s daughter aged 23 who promptly broke off contact with her father. The man lived in a poor area of Lancashire, north-west England in a rented house with a leaking roof. His income was (state) social security. Before his fiancé came, he made a bed from wood for them both but sadly it was the wrong size for any mattress. So they both slept next to this on a mattress on the floor. She decided early on that she was going to improve this house greatly. (It needed it). For that, she no doubt expected his help. But early on she found that during the day he would disappear to a poorly designed pub or working man’s club to sit alone with his pint of beer. After two weeks, she’d had enough and headed back to Russia. He was very upset and confused by her decision. He couldn’t work out where he’d gone wrong.

Marisha’s thinking is compatible with Father Bill’s when I met him in Chisinau a few days later. You remember Father Bill? This is the man who was warned by colleagues in Romania that he could easily be killed if he went to Moldova.

This is what Father Bill said on his blog four months after I met him.

“My personal conviction is that Moldova is different than many of the countries I serve in, in that the people are working hard to bring about change. In some countries, we westerner's have corrupted societies by making them become totally dependent upon our charities. This is not the case in Moldova. And for this reason, this country deserves as much assistance as we can offer.”

Father Bill Haymaker (August 2006)

The assistance he’s referring to is practical training for employment and the facilities and equipment needed to achieve that. Something he himself has achieved. Look him up on the internet.

When days later I met Father Bill with Leif Pettersen and Zina, he exposed some horrible practices by US religious charities and orphanages operating in Moldova. Father Bill had received several death threats for publicly exposing these malpractices. 

WTM! Chapter 42

On Sunday morning, I left 129 Columna to meet Natalie Donets at her place. It was good to see Natalie again. Dressed in a thick coat, she spoke in her typically cautious, reserved manner. Gradually relaxing as we walked along tree lined Moscovei. The original idea had been to go to the McDonald’s. Instead we went to Andy’s Pizza. There I was introduced to a girl friend of hers. These new fast food restaurants were springing up all over Moldova. After an old fashioned fry-up, I said goodbye to her friend. Natalie and I headed back to rendezvous with Anastasia outside her place. We met her walking along Moscovei and I took photos of them outside the Donets’ flats with Doina’s block of flats in the background. The connections between all these people and their flats would become significant three days later when I returned. I said goodbye to Natalie, disappointed that such a short meeting was all that could be arranged in our busy lives. Anastasia and myself headed for the bus station.

“I am ok?” Anastasia questioned smiling as we sat down at the front of the coach to Chiscareni. I looked at her blankly, then guessed she was referring to her hair, dyed slightly auburn (red). “Yes, fine” I said nervously, concerned she was worrying so overtly about her physical attractiveness to me. This was partly the style in her emails which worried me. “How do you want me to be?”, “am I ok for you?” In one sense I couldn’t blame her. I had persuaded her to be my guide. Also looking back, I can see some cultural misunderstanding here. Turning to her, I spoke in poor French, partly so I could put on an act. She replied in French and English but only wanted to speak English.

I sat there worried about where we would stay on the third evening as it hadn’t been decided upon. We had an email exchange about staying in a flat in Balti owned by an associate of Marisha. I’d booked it, falsely believing it was occupied by the host and larger than its one bedroom. When I told Anastasia the true circumstances, she replied: “I don’t want an uncertain situation.” But what (in her faltering English) did she mean by that?

The coach journey to Chiscareni was pleasant and uneventful, Moldovan music playing loudly. When I played the video clip of this on my home computer, unusually my quiet, unflappable son William was startled and highly amused by these strange sounds. As we passed into this small town of 4,000 – 6,000 people, I looked forward to meeting at least Loo at the bus stop. This I had expected to be on the main Chisinau to Balti road, miles from Chiscareni. But the coach took a different more country route. I had been very strict with Loo on being picked up. Impressing on her to consider the position and feelings of the attractive young Moldovan woman I was travelling with.  “Loo”, that is 16 year old Lucica, was bemused by my seriousness. On arrival, I saw why. The bus stopped in Chiscareni itself, away from the main highway between Moldova’s two main cities. The family were waiting for us.

We were lead down dirt roads to the mayoress’ residence. Loo’s mother, Silvia Turcanu was the mayor(ess) of Chiscareni. She had been mayor for many years, winning election after election. Facts withheld from me for months by Loo who I’d found on some obscure website. But the Westerner should know there is a high chance of meeting influential people in Moldova on the internet. Well that’s been my experience. I think it’s partly because there is a “pecking order” in this highly competitive country. It’s that aspect of Moldovan pride that when they feel they’ve made it, they want to demonstrate that fact. The opposite obviously has to be partly true too. Not being interested in marriage, I found those lower or delayed achievers more reticent to correspond. But in fairness, many were very young. And even very bright, confident Moldovan girls want to prove their abilities before receiving recognition.

As we walked to the family home, Loo was keen to point out some bicycle stands she had designed. I pointed out they needed to name the roads. I had wanted to send a present by Amazon but it wasn’t possible because none of the houses had a proper address. Instead I posted two similar sized items. One ended up in Balti post office, the other in Singerei. The latter entailed a special journey made by them two weeks afterwards.

At the mayoress’ residence, introductions were nicely made. I was treated to typically lavish Moldavian hospitality. Masses of food and drink provided. Two families lived on the property, divided up Moldavian style into two buildings. A front facing guest house and on the left another almost identical building at right angles facing end on. The same arrangement as Nadina’s aunt and uncle’s place in Soroca. The mayoress, her two daughters, her sister with her husband, a dentist lived together. They vacated the guest house for me to sleep in. They would all be in the other place. Outside the front was a well from which they drew water and another one behind the guesthouse. This one had a building around it elaborately decorated. Springs and wells often have a religious significance in Romania and Moldova. Part of superstitious practices developed over the centuries. Such thinking also still exists in some country parts of France and Spain.

Shortly after arrival, approaching twilight, Anastasia and myself were given a tour of Chiscareni by the Mayor(ess) and her sister. It didn’t take long. It consisted of two buildings. The computer centre followed by the mayoral residence. Both within half a mile of home. Some Italians were planning to buy the computer centre. But this had been dragging on for months. It reminded me of us selling our house in 1996. We received a higher offer by some Italians. They loved our place – “bellissimo, bellissimo” the man cried. After their visit, I immediately contacted the estate agency. “If the other potential buyer can just raise his offer by £500 to match, not exceed this new offer, he can have the property.” He did, great. Many weeks later the estate agent said to me: “do you know what happened with those Italians?” “No idea” I replied. He said: “we attempted to contact them on the Monday after that weekend. The man had gone to Portugal for two weeks. We never heard from them again.”

At the start of the evening meal, I sat there nervously wondering if this family had read (part 1 of) my book, emailed in three languages. And if so what they made of it. Through Anastasia I told them I’d met their cousin Silvia by chance. They were mildly pleased but totally nonplussed. Looking back I wonder if it was such a co-incidence. After all, visiting Westerners is big news there. Annoyed over the bus stop matter, I’d asked Anastasia to contact the mayoress directly weeks before. A shocked Loo immediately emailed me. She’d forgotten she’d given me their home phone number. 

The dentist, a handsome powerful looking man had two things to say to me via Anastasia. On hearing I’d come from Transnistria, he said he’d been studying at Tiraspol University when the civil war broke out. Along with others he’d fought the separatists. It sounded like serious stuff! His second point was that a Romanian could learn Italian within six weeks, the languages were so close. That made me think… 

In the morning, Anastasia and myself headed for the school with Loo and her sister. I was introduced to Angela, the English teacher. There followed a very interesting day in the classroom. I was left to address the class all day with Mrs Angela looking on amused or bemused. She obviously trusted me because she left me alone for fifteen, twenty minutes at a time. In fact all the schools had me at the front and roving round the class for all or nearly all the time.

On meeting Mrs Angela, it was obvious her English was very good. So at the start as I presented her with the Oxford Practical English Usage book, I thought: oh no perhaps this is the wrong choice. Or at least I should have had some other decent books. The Oxford book is outstanding for learning and teaching English even for British born speakers with good English. But somehow it didn’t seem completely appropriate.

I had read an article about the often poor quality of English teaching in country areas. The article said that the Moldovan government was offering good financial incentives to teachers to relocate to country areas. Zina and I had an email exchange about this. She was very sceptical suggesting it was likely to be a trick. A view supported by another Moldovan penfriend and English teacher. 

One of my opening points to the class was the origins of the name Chiscareni according to Silvia. Explained to them by Anastasia. The children looked totally blank. It seemed they’d never heard this before.

I was interested in the multicultural nature of the school. There was a serious young woman, half Ukrainian who wanted to be a doctor. Had she heard of the Orange Revolution in the Ukraine? I asked but apparently not. Either she didn’t approve or as it seemed, she genuinely didn’t know. If so, that’s sad. “Sergiu, the Russian” was much more fun. This irrepressibly cheeky young man really enjoyed my visit. I descended on him several times. He would often start off embarrassed but then demonstrated what a natural showman he was. Other people in the class were laughing with him. 

I had been told there was a very much smaller Russian school. But apparently it wasn’t worth visiting. I didn’t want to argue. Marisha on her supervised bulletin board site* www.englishmoldova.com records details about the decline of Russian schools in Moldova. This, partly due to the change in state educational requirements. There’s likely to be a serious reduction in Russian language teaching in country areas over the coming years. That I think is a shame.

The following morning, back to the school again. Numbers more depleted however as a nasty bug which struck Moldova had hit them hard.  My time in all these schools helped me because I’ve always been haunted by events at my private “prep” (preparatory) school. There, older six form boys (aged 13) were required to supervise junior classes. I was very poor at it and dreaded the experience as I found it difficult to maintain discipline. Yet, on heading back to Moldova, I had wanted to try and teach English to non English people. It interests me. There is/was no easy opportunity to do so in the (highly regulated) UK.

Two teenage girls partly ignored me as they flicked through an Avon catalogue. Seemingly amazed, amused and intrigued by the beauty and other products there. My wife used to sell Avon products door to door. As I type this in my bed and breakfast place (working away from home), downstairs the proprietress is a regional manager for Avon with a large company car. Her husband does the “full English” breakfasts. It’s interesting to see the commercial connections and cultural differences between countries.

Mrs Angela’s class obviously enjoyed themselves. I was the first Englishman they had met. Quite a privilege and very cheap since I was fed and looked after so well. You know if I was very wealthy, I’d like to go round schools in Moldova and Transnistria doing this. But there should be more of a pre planned and agreed agenda next time.

*Late comment – Marisha sold this site to one of its users at the end of 2009.

WTM! Chapter 43

After a simple tasty vegetarian lunch at the school canteen, we took some photographs and headed for the bus stop. That is Loo, her older brother Victor, Anastasia and myself. Victor asked me about my stay and my impressions of Chiscareni, given its simplicity and lack of facilities.

E: “Actually, I would be happy to stay here for several weeks.”

He was pleasantly surprised. It’s partly because I felt (and feel) a deep need to understand Moldovan culture. A way of life which could be partly lost or obscured by 21st century developments. Chiscareni is surely as pleasant a small Moldovan town as any to do that. I felt relatively safe there. Victor’s further response was to emphasise its lack of opportunities. I was disappointed for him and the other inhabitants. But tempered by my view that people who grow up in the countryside are often better natured. This is a benefit for many people.

I hadn’t had a proper chance to speak to Victor whose English was very good. He had been struck by the bug too. Victor was a very friendly affable young man who I would have liked to discussed things with at length. He went to debating events. Probably including those sponsored and organised by the George Soros Foundation set up in Moldova in 1992. Its set-up cost arguably indirectly financed by gold from the Bank of England’s official gold reserves. How come?!

Well, in 1992, the UK’s Conservative government rigidly supported a fixed exchange rate of about 2.95 Deutschmarks to the pound. (Part of the agreed EU Exchange Rate Mechanism). George Soros, the Hungarian born financier and self made man bet (with others) against this position. On “Black Wednesday”, Soros won the fight on the foreign exchange markets personally making $1billion dollars profit. The UK lost £3.4 billion. The very worried Prime Minister, John Major promptly phoned the editor of the UK’s best selling newspaper, “The Sun” which supported the Conservatives. Its editor, Kelvin McKenzie famously responded: “I’ve got this big bucket of shit on my desk and I’m going to tip it all over your head!” From that point onwards, the party’s opinion poll ratings plummeted, John Major lost the 1997 general election to the Labour Party. Its leader Tony Blair became prime minister. In 2007, after 10 years at the top, Blair resigned in favour of Gordon Brown. Soon after, the Conservative Party’s fortunes changed for the better. Now they’re expected to win the next general election. “The Sun” is still the bestselling newspaper partly because since the early 1970s it’s famously shown topless girls in every edition on page 3. As for George Soros, look up his interesting life story on the internet. He has been on our news a lot recently (April 2008) for his respected views on the recent banking crisis. (US Sub prime mortgage scandal affecting our banks too creating a serious “credit crunch”). 

Anastasia and myself said goodbye to Victor and Loo and headed for Balti in an underpowered bus to see Nadina. It struggled so much going up even moderate hills I sometimes wondered if it would make it. Local country people got on and off this bus sometimes with agricultural produce. I felt a strange thrill of excitement.

Anastasia was not impressed. She said she was disgusted by the dirt and dust. She put her hands on her face indicating that the dirt was contaminating her. I, perhaps unwisely pointed out that any dirt on the floor was unlikely to get on her face.  Now I have avoided mentioning Anastasia’s role. In fact our relationship didn’t work at all. But if I only describe the events accurately (as I saw them) it may not give a balanced picture.

“It’s better to show than tell”, I’ve responded to Anna in Tiraspol a few times over the years, especially with the translating. It’s a style often distinguishing British and American material notably before the 1990s - for they tend to tell their stories. A comparison often made 20 years ago by British playwrights, scriptwriters and media commentators. Still partly true. For with American films: it was like this, xyz happened and... The British tradition is more theatrical. Some of our best films were adapted plays or made into plays. Our actors start on the stage, often returning there periodically. They, playwrights, stage managers and others experiment in the theatre. Some things work, some don’t. The cream makes it to the screen. But the difference between showing and telling isn’t always clear-cut and sometimes telling is better.

So we went to Balti and met Nadina at the main bus station. This was an emotional moment for me. I worried about Nadina. We went to a Russian café as Nadina said that was the nearest place. But she’d never been there before. They were both unfamiliar with the menu items. Time was short with Anastasia complaining that she wanted to get back to have a proper wash. Chatting to Nadina I realised she was a real soulmate. If Anastasia hadn’t been there, I’d have wanted to stay in Balti. Since Nadina was such a proper, correct and religious (catholic) young woman I wondered how she’d have treated such a request. It would have appealed to me to test her in that way.

Nadina outlined her very demanding list of German language homework items. She explained the tough requirements placed on students on her English and German degree course. A language course recommended by Inka when the three of us met in May. It was what Inka herself had taken. Inka stayed on at the University starting a masters degree in German while teaching German there. Then borrowing $55 from me for a month’s entry on an au pair site, Inka made it to the States in January 2006 – amazing! (The $55 dollars was wired to Anastasia who used it for a deposit). Months later Inka managed to get her four year old Katya to the States. Inka’s sister also learned German, returning from Germany with a baby in 2007…  

Nadina and I had two hours together in that café before saying goodbye back at the bus station. Anastasia and myself headed for Chisinau in a maxitaxi – front seats as before. The driving amazingly dangerous at times on undulating roads with width often fatally set for 3 cars abreast. I remember those roads from childhood before changes were made following a string of accidents. There are not many in the UK now. I don’t know what the accident record is on the Chisinau – Balti road. But I quickly assessed whether my life insurance covered me. Perhaps it was partly my incredulous look which spurred Anastasia to complain several times to the driver. The driver and his mate responded politely but out of her sight they grinned broadly and made comments.

Anastasia phoned her flatmate Olga to tell her she was bringing me back to their place. Later there was another conversation. Anastasia told me that Olga had left the flat to sleep somewhere else. As ever I couldn’t decipher the look on Anastasia’s face but it didn’t seem pleasant. I knew Zina would happily take me in one evening earlier than planned. I also intended to see this through. How else could I learn about these people?

We arrived at her large flat on Moscovei. Anastasia complained that Olga hadn’t done her fair share of the cleaning and paid her fair share of the costs. Didn’t I want a shower? She asked three times. At each I declined, explaining I preferred to do so in the morning. She showed me into a room with a wooden cot, no mattress just two blankets on the bottom, not good. After a while, I decided to cheer myself up by phoning Irka (Irina) and Stefana. I explained how I saw my situation in direct terms. Could they help? I knew the answer would be no, but surprisingly I felt a lot better on hearing their cheerful voices. Stefana was laughing.

S: “I have a floor to sleep on and it is very hard!”

Minutes later Anastasia appeared by the frosted glass door and entered.

A: “I heard you talking to your friends.”

Said disapprovingly in a way that implied she overheard and understood what was being said. She invited me into a large room while she prepared a snack. There was nowhere obvious to sit. I crouched down on a filthy carpet by an unmade bed with heavily creased grey sheets carelessly thrown back. The carpet obviously hadn’t been cleaned for weeks. Pop videos were playing on the TV. After a while I decided to sit on the floor. In came Anastasia with a tasty snack and a large brandy. She sat on the bed. The pop video endlessly played a scene with people singing from cars with protective cages racing round a banger circuit. Looking up at Anastasia, I indicated to switch it off thinking she’d be happy to do so after what we’d been through. She didn’t.

A: “Why have you come here?”

E: “Oh, so many reasons. I don’t know where to begin. The list is so long.”

A: “No, why have you come here?”

There was a forceful emphasis to her repeated question.

E: “As I said, lots of reasons” 

A: “I do not want long talk.”

I looked deep into her eyes. It really wasn’t good. She said she was tired and wanted to go to bed. I returned to my hard cot.

The following morning she prepared a large tasty breakfast according to a recipe of her mother’s. So large, I had to leave some of it. I wanted out of there. We took my luggage downstairs.

A: “You have my phone number. I will be here if you need me.”

We said goodbye at the base of her apartment block. I headed for a pre-arranged meeting at Doina’s flat. Neither myself nor Anastasia ever attempted to contact the other again. 

WTM! Chapter 44

August 1941 – General Antonescu decides to invade the Soviet Union from Moldova: vital military details  known & not known by him then. Opposing advice by leading Romanian politicians. Did he make the right decision based on (1) what he knew then? (2) the real position then? Pre-dates US involvement. Takes up entire chapter & can be skipped.

In early August 1941, General Antonescu looked across the Nistru (Dniester). Hitler had just invited him to occupy and control Transnistria following the conquest of Bessarabia. The other side of the river held over 150,000 ethnic Romanians.

In  49BC, Julius Caesar paused as he looked across the Rubicon river in northern Italy. A decision to cross the Rubicon would commit him to a war with rival Pompey to gain full control of the Roman empire. “Crossing the Rubicon” is a well known expression often applied to difficult decisions faced by (military) adventurers. It means passing a point of no return. For Julius Caesar crossing it lead to victory and glory. 

The population of the MASSR, (an enlarged Transnistria) had been formed as effectively Soviet Moldova. Part of it, a curious shaped strip of land extended deep into (what at all other times was) the Ukraine. Including the city of Balta. (Not Balti, Moldova, spelt in different ways). 

In 1936, 184,000 Ethnic Romanians lived in the MSSR. But this russified Moldovan community had developed separately. More so than Moldavians living either side of the Prut. Interestingly enough, only a small number of them had joined the Soviet communist party and system. Soviet thinking was to “re-unite” the two parts of Moldova. In 1940, this happened only to the part close to the Nistru / Dniester (essentially Transnistria). 

Antonescu faced strong opposition to crossing the Nistru from the two leading political figures of the day. Iuliu Maniu (chair of the National Peasant Party) and Constantin Bratianu (leader of the National Liberals) claimed it would make Romania the aggressor.

Prominent authors on Romanian and Moldovan history (including Charles King) have speculated that had General Antonescu not attacked Soviet Russia (so directly), then Romania and perhaps Bessarabia could have been spared Soviet occupation and communist control. It’s even possible that Bessarabia may have been able to recover its full territories.

But Antonescu was part of the powerful Axis alliance whose only important enemies were a heavily weakened Soviet Russia and distant Britain under sustained aerial assault. 

The US wasn’t very much in the picture. Some limited US supplies had been sent to Russia from June 1941. Military supplies arriving in Britain from the US had to be paid for. It wasn’t until the end of October that President Roosevelt approved the US $1 billion Lend-Lease aid to Britain. 
We felt very isolated in Britain with German bombs raining down on our cities. Food was rationed. We knew that once the Soviet Union had been conquered, the Germans would turn on us again. The official British estimate was that the Soviets could only resist for 3 to 4 months from the onset of Barbarossa in June 1941. We tried to help them. For example sending 1,084 British made Matilda tanks to Russia. These had outperformed Italian tanks in North Africa in 1941. Some Matildas were used in the crucial Battle of Moscow, December 1941 - January 1942.

In September 1940, Nazi Germany had suffered its first defeat in The Battle of Britain. In those crucial August and September weeks one year before, British fighter planes inflicted losses over three times their number against an enemy over three times larger. At that high rate of attrition, in a few months there would have been virtually no Luftwaffe left. While we, building aircraft and training pilots at a faster rate would create a larger air force. Without air superiority, capturing Britain would have been difficult. The September 1940 invasion was postponed*. 

In north Africa, on September 13th, 1940, the Italian 10th Army of 200,000 men attacked British held Egypt. British and commonwealth forces, numbering just 35,000 counterattacked sending this enormous army in headlong retreat! We pursued the Italian Army back into Libya.

In 1941, both Britain and Germany waged heavy night time bombing raids on each other. Some British raids being made by hundreds of bombers at a time. The Royal Navy, controlled large parts of the Mediterranean Sea. Along with commonwealth navies it brought in empire and commonwealth troops plus their weaponry from Canada, Australia, New Zealand and India. As ships were sunk, replacements were built in large numbers.

October 1940 – March 1941, the Greek Army repulsed the much better armed and equipped invading Italian Army which also had total air superiority. The Greek counter attack carried them into Italian occupied Albania. Churchill despatched a large British force to support the Greeks. 

But by August 1941, it seemed as if the tide had turned against the allies. Hitler, appalled at the ineptitude of the Italian Army, had sent German forces to Greece and north Africa. Rapidly they swept through Greece, capturing the lightly defended British held Greek island of Crete in June 1941. Churchill had taken a calculated risk by diverting forces to Greece. Now seemingly the weakened forces in North Africa would succumb to the newly arrived Afrika Korps lead by Germany’s most brilliant General – Erwin Rommel. As he took charge of Italian forces, it soon became apparent the deficiencies were in the Italian officer corps rather than the soldiers. Italian soldiers fought well under German command. In March 1941, Rommel successfully attacked British and Commonwealth forces, driving them back into Egypt. Our counterattacks failed.

So was August 1941 to be the high tide mark of British military achievement? Its expected Mediterranean defeat to be followed by the successful invasion of Britain itself? Axis armies heavily outnumbered the British Army in the United Kingdom. They only had to find a way to land there following the expected conquest of the Soviet Union.

As General Antonescu crossed the Nistru, he had reasons to be confident. Romanians spontaneously arose in respect of his memory in the early 1990s. Part of an emerging sense of national consciousness and nationalism. Because this emerging nation could say of Antonescu that he retained control of events in Romania and Bessarabia. So when in 1991, the Romanian parliament held a minute’s silence in Antonescu’s memory, I guess many members thought of that fateful moment when Antonescu paused before the Nistru. Holding the nation’s future in his hands.              

I don’t think Antonescu properly considered potential US involvement. Why should he? Although, the soon to follow US contribution to the war effort turned out to be very significant, there were few indicators of its scale then. But to assess the US impact, we first need to look at the situation without them and the surprisingly large contribution from one another country.

In the 1930s, the Poles were the only people to break the fiendishly complex German military’s Enigma coding machine. Succeeding where British and French code breakers had failed. In 1939, the Poles handed over all their knowledge and equipment to British and French intelligence. This included an electomechanical device called a “cryptologic bomb” invented in 1938 by Polish mathematician Marian Rejewski. He had first broken the German coding system in 1932. Renamed “bombe” (French), this device replaced about 100 cipher clerks, shortening decoding time to just two hours. Although the Germans subsequently made several complex enhancements to Enigma, our own mathematicians lead by genius Alan Turing stayed on top. This early start crucially enabled us to read all German military messages throughout the war. Decoding took place at Bletchley Park where up to 9,000 people were employed. In 1943, arguably the first ever proper large scale computer, Colossus was designed and installed there. Many experts believe that breaking the Enigma coding system shortened the war by a year.

The decoding was vital to divert our convoys away from the U boat (submarine) packs in the Atlantic. Churchill had a chart in his office of shipping losses. In his diaries and recorded statements, he identified this area as the most important of all. But the use of Enigma decoding was very difficult. In fact, we lost the large island of Crete partly because we couldn’t initially warn the New Zealand general there where at first he would be attacked. The only way he could have known was from decoded German military signals. Afterwards, too late, we were more helpful. Even with the benefit of hindsight, we had perhaps to let Crete go and sacrifice thousands of allied troops. There were other cases too where tragically we had to accept losses. So diverting the convoys was a painfully difficult decision. In fact, Admiral Karl Donitz, in charge of the U boats and a First World War U boat captain, was very suspicious. Insisting again and again that the naval Enigma had been broken. As  a result some changes were made. While Donitz** was always told that the nightmarishly complex Enigma was unbreakable.

Now more help from the Poles. Returning to that key moment in September 1940. Britain faced a Luftwaffe weakened by the Polish airforce and its pilots. One year before as Germany invaded Poland, the Luftwaffe unknowingly bombed airfields containing dummy aircraft and training planes. Their bombers were met by the obsolete planes of the Polish airforce including many biplanes. I’m a great fan of biplanes and as a teenager I passionately loved the wonderful film footage in the World At War documentary of these planes twisting and turning inside a German bomber pack causing havoc. Biplanes can take off from roads, fields and so on. The Luftwaffe suffered 170 planes shot down and many others badly damaged with dead crew members. The Poles continued the carnage during the Battle of France and then the Battle of Britain where Polish kill rates were much higher than those of our own pilots. We let them and the very capable Czechs form their own squadrons. The hundreds of German planes they destroyed must have been a significant factor in the postponement* of the invasion plan, Operation Sealion.   

The invasion plan originally envisaged German air superiority and the destruction of the world’s second largest navy, at least five times more powerful than the German Kriegsmarine. But the Royal Navy was as powerful as ever. Despite this, in early September 1940, the Germans prepared for immediate invasion.

In 1974, we invited former surviving senior German officers involved in the planning of Sealion to a wargame at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst (where officers like Princes William and Harry are trained). The scenario: operation Sealion enacted in September 1940. They used previously unpublished Admiralty weather reports for those weeks and other available records. 

A large number of German troops would have drowned and their equipment sunk. Despite this the Germans would have been able to establish a beachhead in England using a minefield screen in the English Channel to protect the initial landings from the Royal Navy. However after a few days, our navy would have overcome this and cut them off permanently. The Luftwaffe wouldn’t have been able to properly supply the 90,000 troops there. The invasion force would have been held at the first of many “stoplines”. Its few tanks rapidly destroyed. Within three weeks it would have surrendered having progressed no more than a mere 15 miles from the shoreline!

The defences facing the Germans were part of the largest building programme ever undertaken in Britain. The first lines of defence manned by the Home Guard numbering one million in September 1940. These were old or infirm people, nearly always male. These willing volunteers soon increased to one and a half million. On the south coast of England, they were residents who would fight from hills, woods and houses many had grown up in. There they, local Home Guard members designed, built and installed the pillboxes, booby traps and tank traps.

In the county of Kent, from whose beaches, France could be seen on a clear day 23 miles away, about 40% of residents had been evacuated. Those remaining, included non Home Guard members, men and women armed with pistols, shotguns, clubs, axes and knives pledged to kill a German before dying themselves. Hundreds of another military group were ready to hide in underground shelters containing guns, explosives and radios waiting for the invaders to pass before emerging at night time. In other parts of the country, German planes would land on fake airfields, with fake radio traffic - just prepared killing grounds with underground tunnels and pillboxes. Large hidden tank trap trenches crisscrossed the south east of England. For example two very deep covered trenches ran all the way from north to south Kent, a few hundred metres apart. A tank speeding across a field would suddenly have the ground underneath it collapse. Whereupon it would be attacked or captured by the Home Guard.

A documentary two years ago looked at the defence of a typical village near the south coast. Guided by very old local ex Home Guard members! As German tanks reached the familiar stone humpback bridge over the river, unexpectedly they’re halted by railway tracks locked in place in previously created holes in the tarmac. As the lead tank stops, unseen a Home Guard soldier jumps over the bridge to place a “sticky bomb” on the side of the tank. Within seconds, it’s a blazing wreck. At that point, the walls of what look like a house on the hill fall down, revealing artillery which opens fire. Machine gun and rifle fire open up from several locations, including from the attractive looking white stuccoed house by the bridge. Internally gutted, and turned into a pillbox but as deceptively welcoming as in years gone by, its hanging basket full of flowers. Soldiers of the Wehrmacht fall on nearby lovingly tended flowerbeds that sunny afternoon.

Well if the Germans got past all that and more, they faced our army of 300,000 men and hundreds of well concealed tanks.     

Many Nazi allies were reluctant supporters. This applied to perhaps most Romanians and even it appears Antonescu himself. He was a supporter of France and also England. But we couldn’t help him. Therefore it was perhaps in his country’s best interest that he joined the Nazi cause. Yes, he shared many of Hitler’s fascist views. Hitler trusted Antonescu but not other Romanians. But was he on the winning side? Below is part of the letter sent by one of the two Romanian opposition leaders before Antonescu’s fateful decision. (I’ve refined the English translation found of the flowery Romanian original). 

Iuliu Maniu, July 18, 1941

"If [on the one hand] all Romanians have consented to the reconquest of provinces taken from our motherland by aggression, we are [also] definitely against Romania pursuing aggressive goals. It's not acceptable that we present ourselves as aggressors towards Russia, which today is Great Britain's ally - probably a winner in the war…” 

Niall Ferguson in his book “War of The World” points out that both Marshal Zhukov (who lead Soviet forces in World War 2) and Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev privately conceded that but for the American contribution, the Soviet Union might well have lost the war or at least taken much longer to win it.

* Operation Sealion postponed until February 1942, when its invasion forces were redeployed.  

** Karl Donitz was appointed by Hitler to succeed him as president of Germany (20 days).

WTM! Chapter 45

I looked deeply into Doina’s large deep green eyes. Reassured by her calmness and steadiness. I felt I deserved this after the frustrations I had suffered. Doina’s distinctive face impressed me immediately.

E: “Forgive me for saying this, but your nose is a bit like a Roman nose.”

D: “Many people think it looks Greek.”

E: “Yes…”

I gazed into her eyes.  There are times when I just want to look deeply into a woman’s eyes depending on the person and the occasion. “The eyes are the windows into the soul”. (An expression of Biblical origin). There are answers there. But it’s mainly a negative proof. The person with good intentions returns the look well and Doina did. I wanted to metaphorically bathe in those large green eyes. Doina gazed back calmly as I asked her about herself, and how she spread her Jehovah’s Witness beliefs.

D: “I like to listen to people, just listen.”

E: “What’s your favourite place in Moldova?”

D: “Saharna, I love the nature there. I don’t go to the monastery.”

She added the last statement pointedly, gazing back so intently she reminded me of a wood nymph in a sword and sorcery film. The nymph will either be for good or evil. But you have to pass through that wood. The traveller’s ego making them believe in their own strength and destiny. So look into the nymph’s eyes and fix your fate. 

Leaving my metaphorical wood, I felt flattered by the time and space Doina gave me. She was in no hurry. But there are people like that in Moldova. Many of them, attractive young women. In the countryside in any country, there are people with that stillness of nature. I’m sure many people could benefit themselves and others with such a lifestyle change, be it long or short. But just don’t get bewitched... 

I crossed Moscovei road leaving Doina’s block of flats behind. 100 metres from the Donets’ flat where I was headed diagonally opposite. Moscovei road was spelt in different ways by about a third of my main (pen)friends. Who surprisingly lived within half a mile of each other in Riscani.

Arriving outside the Donets’ apartment block, I phoned their home phone. Natalie answered and minutes later I was in their apartment again. What a relief! Natalie’s parents were pleased to see me and disappeared on business shortly after my arrival.

A second round of “reparations” was under way, much to Natalie’s embarrassment. This time it was a complete rewiring. I looked at Natalie across the hallway. She was beginning to look more like a young woman. I wondered whether her new nicely shaped ample figure was giving her issues she would much rather have avoided.

E: “You’ve certainly got a lot of books here!”

The hallway was piled high with them. I felt grateful for the trust Natalie’s parents placed in leaving me with their attractive daughter. A loud bark came from the door facing me. Natalie looked at me sheepishly.

N: “She is always hungry… Do you want to meet her?”

E: “No thank you.”

N: “You know we had decorators in and they came face to face with her. They were terrified.”

She looked pleased and led me to her room. The one I had stayed in on my previous visit. Natalie wanted to give me details of her Ukrainian ancestry on her father’s side. 

N; “Our family have noble origins. The Donets family were famous in the Ukraine. We were travelling through the Ukraine and an official there asked us whether we were connected with the famous Donets family.” 

She looked even more pleased. Then she told me more about her parents. Her father had been the editor of the “Olympic” sports magazine for 10 years. Now he was involved in the business start-up of a new sports magazine. I always feel rather embarrassed when I think of meeting Mr Donets because just about any other British male could discuss football with him for hours. Natalie’s mother had a part-time job I knew. But Natalie had previously omitted to mention she was a surgeon. Following the births of her two children, Mrs Donets had been allowed to work part-time and continue doing so (presumably on full pay) even though Natalie and her sister were grown up.

At that point the phone rang. It was Natalie’s sister who was still studying in Kiev. Natalie returned a minute later.

N: “Under the rules of the phone company, we can speak for 5 seconds without charge. So we have many very quick conversations.”

Natalie described the operation her mother most commonly performed. It was to deal with the worms which people in the countryside caught from their dogs. 

N: “The dogs get too close to the farm animals and their owners get too close to their dogs.”

Her manner suggested this was an unfinished statement. For myself, I remembered how strict people had been in Soroca and Chiscareni about washing hands, particularly before eating.   

E: “I want to talk about Anastasia who you met. Because I found her behaviour rather strange at times. You know I stayed at the house of the Mayoress. In the morning I was given a bowl of water to wash myself in the hallway. I took off my pyjama top. Anastasia came and held out the bar of soap at me. It all looked very strange to me. So I said: ‘No thank you, I’m quite capable of washing myself.’.”   

Natalie’s mother returned and started to prepare lunch. A shout followed when it was ready.

N: “You must wash your hands.”

E: “But I washed them ten minutes ago after I went to the toilet.”

N: “You must wash your hands again. We’re very strict about such things.”

Natalie went into the bathroom with me and looking severe, offered me the soap in the same way that Anastasia had done.

We sat down to eat. The plates included what looked like radishes from her grandfather’s property in Transnistria. Apparently it was another vegetable, very tasty anyway. 

Afterwards Natalie showed me to her computer and held up a DVD. It was “Black Hawk Down”. The story of how American marines rescued the crews of two Black Hawk attack helicopters shot down over Mogadishu, Somalia in a firefight with thousands of Somalis.

N: (Very cheerful) “I haven’t seen it yet!”

E: “You know the director Ridley Scott researched this subject very thoroughly. The film is so true to life. But I warn you. It’s almost non stop action. Scott was criticised by some film critics for the lack of background story. But in fact, I think he got the balance right. [Laughing] You know I love the bit where from memory one marine says “let’s go and kick ass”. Then later when expected to return to battle, almost goes to pieces.”

N: “I want my mummy!”

Natalie looked extremely happy and thoroughly enjoyed the film. I’ve never seen a woman enjoy a war movie more except for those films where there is little action and a stirring patriotic theme. Or alternatively where a loyal wife (like my mother) watches her husband appear in a famous war film. My father was in “Coastal Command”, popular decades ago. Criticised by the film director at the time for his acting in dealing with a fuel leak on his Sunderland Flying Boat. (In fact water was used). My father was most annoyed about this. He had been awarded the second highest bravery medal for staying at his post despite being badly wounded. Personally shot down an Italian fighter plane and been part of a team that blew apart one Italian submarine on the surface and damaged two others. As the aircraft’s flight engineer he had fixed many leaks. I’m sure my acting would be as “wooden” but I’m not as brave as him or Natalie’s grandfather.  

I’ve never been to Italy and as a teenager opposed any suggestion of holidaying there in favour of Switzerland and Austria. After I left home, my parents often holidayed in northern Italy around the lakes. They loved it there. My father had a different view of the Italians.

F: “Oh, they were brilliant flyers” 

In 2007 Natalie’s grandfather sadly followed my father (deceased 2005) to a better world.  Natalie sent me photographs of his funeral accompanied by men dressed and armed exactly like Second World War Russian soldiers. 

After the film, we went back to her room.

N: “I have an Italian penfriend and he’s very nice.”

I thought of some of my penfriends’ comments about Italian males. Natalie continued.

N: “When Italians contact you, first they always ask if you have a boyfriend. Then they ask for your photo. Then they often continue on one subject.”

E: “Hmmm….”

N: “But this young man is really sweet.”

E: “Is he normal?”

N: “Yes”.

E: “I mean is he really interested in girls..?”

N: “Yes”.

We chatted until about the time I reckoned Zina would have finished her school class. Natalie had homework to do and we said goodbye. I took the Maxitaxi to Zina’s cheerfully crowded flat.

WTM! Chapter 46

Zina had taken on a young Russian woman as a lodger. 

T: “I am Tatiana or… Tanya.”

E: “Tatiana sounds much better.”

T: “I knew you’d say that.”

Her last sentence carried a strong sense of self assurance. 

Tatiana from Balti had been there for many months. Usually disappearing whenever I got a camera out. “I like her” said Zina simply in response to my enquiries. Zina then told me the sad story of how Tatiana’s mother in Bulgaria was conned out of $2,000 she’d borrowed there. It placed Tatiana in a difficult position while finishing her law degree.

Tatiana’s little world was being perched on a wooden chair, all belongings underneath her in the lounge of a family of the other community with its different language and culture.

Except that I’m being over dramatic. Zina’s family are very welcoming and Tatiana was obviously happy there. I wondered whether Zina (fluent in Russian), relied on Tatiana to advise on any unresolved legal and semi-legal issues. Including those with her ex husband.

On one occasion, I was pleased to find that Tatiana and I had been left alone together in the flat.

E: “Can you tell me, is there a privacy law in Moldova?”

Leaning towards me, Tatiana fixed me with a serious look and spoke in near perfect English. Yes, there was a privacy law she expanded confidently.

Had she and Zina discussed my book? I wondered. Like some young Russian women I met, I’d often catch her smiling at me a second before our eyes met. Then that stony look. Until early one morning on leaving the toilet, I glanced into the bedroom and Tatiana’s face immediately appeared. Smiling as she curled round in her bed like a contortionist. A waving hand appeared. ‘I read you well’, the silent message I felt she was delivering. It was the last time I saw her. 

Z: “Ahhh, Russian women are more clever than Moldavian women”.

Zina sat on that same bed looking at me as we discussed relationships between men and women. Her cheerful expression displaying the usual mix of emotions. I gazed back.

E:  “No, I think Russian women are just more calculating. You know I think Romanian, Romanian / Moldovan women usually have a higher level of emotional intelligence. For example, I’ve coaxed about a third of Romanian Moldovan women to carry on corresponding with me. The figure for Russian women is about 5%. Now you might say therefore: ‘Moldavian women are stupid.’ They know I’m married. Their own strong family values suggest that they shouldn’t talk to me. But take Lucica in Chiscareni who carried on exchanging emails as I was pleasant, polite and interested. And I think people there benefitted from my visit. Russian women have a strict agenda but this narrowness can be a mistake. Sometimes at first they say how they’d be happy just to chat to me. Then or shortly afterwards they send their photos. When I don’t tell them immediately how attractive they look etc., that’s it. It’s over. It doesn’t matter what I say after that, they’ll ignore me.”

Perhaps Romanians take that longer term view more. Sensing a destiny as much chosen for them as by them. With a spiritual open-minded hopefulness as to their fate. “I am optimist.” Stefana said cheerfully at the party. A message echoed by other Romanian Moldovan women there.

Of course it’s often bad practice to try and categorise people on ethnic, cultural and other lines. In today’s Britain it’s “politically incorrect” (“not PC”). I’ve often been told off for doing so. But can you argue with the clear thinking above by which the two main types of female Moldovans are separated? Since 1979, John, an old college friend of mine, often jokingly responded to those types of opinions:

J: “Does that make them a bad person?! [Pausing] There are two types of people. Those who divide people into two types and those that don’t!”

The latter is Barth’s distinction. Karl Barth was a brilliant Swiss Theologian. (John shares with me a love of Switzerland and its people. We visited it twice together in 1982).

To Marisha, I raised the question of my (pen)friendships with Russian women and girls. Gazing out the window of Lena’s flat above the Eilenburg German restaurant we’d dined at that first evening in Tiraspol. I strained in the dark to see the T34 tank on its plinth by the war memorial. 

M: “You could make friends with married Russian women.”

Marisha’s answer to the point I raised (above) with Zina. But in fact there weren’t any. Only her now and Anna whose flat lay a short walk the other side of the illuminated “House of Soviets” (parliament) building in the distance. Marisha was also answering my other point. For there are Russian females who would correspond with me. Unfortunately they tended to be 14 or 15 - new flowers opening in the sunlight. Exploring, just before that crucial age when marriage is a prospect. For girls often marry young in Moldova. In Bender maternity hospital, Anna later touchingly described teenage girls there surrounded by cuddly toys. 

Arriving at home in late April, there was a “LoveHappens”* email waiting for me. I replied and received this response.

“My name is _____. I am Galina's girlfriend and I manage her page on the internet because Galina doesn't know English and doesn't use computer but she is looking for a good man.

I found your message for Galina too late because I have not time to manage very good her sites...  

Well, I think it was not good idea to write you after your visit to Chisinau. I don't know why I did it. Maybe because your message was really interesting, unusual. 

I was interested to know more about you.”

Next (third) email
“Thanks again for your reply. And sorry for my English. I would like to speak English better, but... Well, I was born in the countryside in the north of Moldova, but I am living in Chisinau from the time I was young girl.

Now I am not young woman :)) married and have 2 very big children.

Originally I am not Moldavian. My parents were German and Polish, but in my passport I am Ukrainian...”

Final, fourth email.
“I made study in Russian school and in Russian Economic Academy (I mean in Russian language). I am economist and I work for our government. I'll try to answer to your questions. I don't go to Polish church because I am not Catholic. I am the orthodox Christian. My father's oldest brother (Ioghan) was born in Germany (he was written as a German in his documents). My father's sister (Evghenia) was born in Poland and written as a Polish. His brother (Corneliu) was born in Romania (Romanian). And my father was born in the Ukraine. His name was Illaryon and he was from Ukraine. My mother also was from Ukraine. I write "was" because they all are not alive now. :(( It happened so that my parents lived in Moldova  -  not in that part of northern Moldova which was annexed to the Ukraine. The place where I was born (Ocnita, Rujnita) always was Moldavian territory, but there always lives a lot of Ukraine people. So, I can speak a little in Ukrainian too...”

Hmmm…behind the account of this half Polish, half German woman must lie some amazing and probably tragic stories. For example, the Poles suffered terrible (wartime) discrimination from both the Nazis and the Soviets. According to Soviet thinking in Stalin’s time, they were all Kulaks (cunning, fat, greedy peasants). Following the Soviet invasion of Poland, they were commonly told:

“There are three sorts of Poles. Those that have been in prison, those that are in prison and those that will be in prison.”

The Polish father of my brother’s wife Maria, escaped from a Soviet prison. Maria’s Polish mother escaped from Siberia. There she and other half starved young women were forced to cut down trees. One day she ran away, hid on a train and eventually made it to Turkey. He spent part of the war wandering about the battlefield where at one point, he had three different uniforms. They settled here in a nice, council run housing estate built specially for Poles in smart South Buckinghamshire.  The Poles proudly maintained those houses with nice gardens. When council house owners were allowed to sell their properties in the 1980s, most Poles left. The estate deteriorated badly. Maria’s parents died years ago followed recently by Maria after her 35 years of marriage. Their daughter Claire (my niece) set up her own successful beauty salon many years ago. It’s still going strong. 

Maria’s parents were among a million Poles who settled here after the war. Many in South Buckinghamshire and East Berkshire where I grew up and worked. In the four years to mid 2008, possibly a million Poles came to the UK and settled in well. A recent survey by immigrant country shows that (relative to their numbers), they are most law abiding. Also they’re very hard working and conscientious. Nearly all are employed…often starting here doing the jobs we don’t want to do… But then often moving up quickly.

Missing their families, and acceding to a big repatriation campaign by the Polish government, in 2008 many Poles took their new wealth back to Poland. There, they are starting businesses with the aid of conservatively run Polish banks. Banks which wisely avoided getting involved with American banks. In the US, recent insane banking practices have created massive losses across western banking, finance and property sectors. Causing the semi-nationalisation of many British banks. So now serious recession is upon all of us.

Now returning to Tatiana. In the summer of 2006, Tatiana passed her degree, secured a position at the Bulgarian embassy** and left Zina’s place to move into her own flat. Zina’s sister lives in Bulgaria with her husband and young child and they visit her regularly.

* LoveHappens folded in May 2008.

** General interest: In 1989, there were about 88,000 Bulgarians living in Moldova, nearly all of them in the south. They settled there mostly in the nineteenth century, sometimes relocating with the Gagauz. There are similarities between Bulgarian and Russian languages. In 1989, 68% of Bulgarians claimed Russian as a second language.

WTM! Chapter 47

Following my first visit to Moldova, I’d often laughed to myself remembering something which happened two or three times.

Zina would sit two feet from me on her sofa smiling through narrowed eyes. Turning her upper body, she leaned in my direction.

Z: “M-i-s-t-e-r E-d-d-i-e!”

There was a hint of that heartwarming flirtatious streak I remember from the first evening.

Lowering her head momentarily, and wagging her finger up and down in rhythm with each word.

Z:“Y-o-u…are like a fox!”

Her pleased and foxy expression followed by a triumphant raising of her head.

On this second visit Zina wanted to show me her life and involve me with her pupils’ English lessons. Well the money had to keep flowing in… I was interested to try to teach English and we had a lot of laughs. I don’t think her pupils learned much English. But they did learn that people from the English speaking world do exist and are interested in them and their country. Dry lessons without hope won’t achieve results.

One pupil stands out strongly in my memory. A young lady called Helen, sixteen, a natural blonde with perfect teeth. Absolutely beautiful, beaming at me with her unwaveringly, confident smile.

Girls never look at you like that in Britain.

Z: “This is Helen”

E: “Hi, I’m Eddie”

An uncomfortable pause.

Z: “Say something!”

I looked at Helen’s blonde hair, beautifully plaited on her head like a Greek Goddess.

E: “Are you Helen of Troy?”

H: “No, I’m not Helen of Troy.”

Helen didn’t treat the statement like a joke. Zina, the fox grinned and looked at me searchingly, she was loving this. Helen’s jeans had beads and patterns intricately and expertly embroided in them in pleasing and original styles. I remembered the great time, trouble and expense many young Moldovan women went to with their clothes.

E: “May I ask, where did you get those jeans?”

Helen looked puzzled. Zina exchanged words with her in Romanian.

Z: “At the market”

Zina told me later that Helen lived with a number of other young women, depending upon them for everything. Perhaps she had little more than the clothes she wore.

Helen’s look haunted me for a long time. It said: help me, I’m worth it. In one sense the specific details behind that thought are of limited relevance. Perhaps even a millionaire couldn’t properly help Helen. It’s a life: time commitment, understanding … an exit out of Moldova?

That afternoon, Zina hadn’t any more lessons so took me out to Chisinau. Walking along a street just off Stefan cel Mare, she turned to me with a mischievous smile.

Z: “What’s the point of coming here, meeting all these beautiful women and not doing anything with them?”

We talked about our respective marriages. Zina had fifteen relatively happy years of marriage. Good I suggested given the incredible pressures they were under. Then her husband really went off the rails. Getting regularly very drunk and running around with young women.

We discussed this later after we got off the bus short of Zina’s apartment block. Walking to a local shop, I moved the subject onto Chiscareni.

Anastasia had complained to me in class that I hadn’t taught the young people there anything about England. In response, what came to my mind was British people’s love of animals. The huge amounts of money donated to animal charities. Inka had sent me a photo of a cage full of rabbits at a market with the inscription: “poor rabbits!” I wanted to explore in that school class the differences in attitudes to animals between British and Moldovan people. Doing that in a sensitive way, but the children looked bemused. The end of class time arrived at that point.

Z: “My husband brought back a hedgehog late one evening”

E: “A hedgehog! What happened to it?”

Z: “I told him to take it away”

E: “Was it returned ok?”

Z: “I don’t know what happened to it.”

E: “I hope it was returned to where it came from. But would he know where that was?”

Zina looked at me as if I had missed the point.

E: “You know there was a survey in the UK to find the nation’s favourite animal. And British people voted the hedgehog their favourite animal. There’s a popular hedgehog hospital and sanctuary called Miss Tiggywinkles in the south of England. I saw a programme on it before I came out. You know I feel a bit guilty because like many other people for years I’ve been giving hedgehogs milk, but it doesn’t agree with their digestive system. Weeks before I came out here, I saw two lovely baby hedgehogs playing by a bush near our front door. I rushed inside, tore off a piece of ham and gave it to them. When I came back they’d gone and so had the ham.” 

My smile faded. Zina was looking at me rather puzzled.

We arrived at a local shop. I saw one of the books commonly used for teaching English in Moldova, one of a pair. Zina had this but not the other. She would get the other one when it was available she said.

These books are good. I have an important message to deliver to Moldovans and many others learning English in eastern Europe. Trust your local books and teachers. Not blindly for you should only use recommended sources and verify that you’re getting good instruction. Don’t waste your money on gimmicky foreign products. In a way, the best teaching sources are local ones because language learning difficulties are often culture and local pronunciation related. Obviously if you come across a foreigner whose first language is English, British, American, Canadian whatever then use them. There are others too: the Dutch for example usually have a very good standard of English.

We arrived back at Zina’s flat to be greeted by another crazy display by the dog and cat which were about the same size. The dog as usual wished to immediately emphasise his superiority over the cat. The dog bounced the cat hard into some furniture. The cat successfully counterattacked without using its claws. The scrapping carried on for several minutes. I’d never seen anything like it before coming to Moldova.

It’s common practice in Moldovan households to have a dog and a cat. 

WTM! Chapter 48

Mr P. arrived in a Renault Laguna parking outside 129 Columna exactly where I had met his daughter Ana, 11 months earlier. Ana was of course preparing for her masters degree exams in Bruges, Belgium. It was her proposal that I take a tour of the College Of Transport of Moldova where her father was head of engineering.

Mr P. and myself spoke in French in which he was completely fluent. Mr P. actually taught engineering in French. Partly due to the college’s connection with Peugeot and Renault. In turn partly due to Renault’s historic and continuing connection with the Dacia motorcar industry in Romania. There I had seen a lot of Renault type cars in 1973.

On this my return visit, I saw for the first time in Chisinau many Dacia cars with a front grill unusually in the shape of a smile. A brand new design saloon car with a boxy boot. Its rear square shaped design slightly out of date but practical and most importantly cheap to manufacture. The large number of those cars underlined there is wealth in Moldova even if not widely distributed. No doubt a welcome change to the Ladas which were unreliable according to Lada driver Val the previous year. In the UK we imported Ladas for decades until the late 1990s. They didn’t do well in reliability surveys but the older boxy saloon designs were often good cheap and tough longterm secondhand cars. Especially for people with little desire for status. Some of whom were prepared to work on them. 

On arrival at the college, I was introduced to Maria, my translator and guide. 

M: “Don’t you love our beautiful language?”

Which language? I wondered immediately so just smiled. I guessed she meant Romanian. It soon became apparent she was a Romanian Moldovan. 

Minutes later I was introduced to the two directors. There was a pleasant translated conversation. I was told they would take me back to my hotel at the end of the tour.

Which hotel is that? The Managing Director wanted to know. So I took out my Moldova contact details, pointing out Zina’s name and address from the long list of female penfriends. The director looked surprised and slightly alarmed. His eye then immediately attracted to Ana’s entry. Her father, Mr P. looked embarrassed and some explanation followed.

Photographs were taken including some by the College of me with the directors and Maria in a room with a background of old photographs of the college dating from just after the end of the Second World War. That’s when the college was set up. Asked to sign the visitors’ book, I was surprised to see a number of very recent western visitors.

Maria wanted to show me how their offices worked. In a room connected to the deputy director’s office were the lecturers’ pigeon holes. These contained important documents relating to each specialty which had to be updated regularly. All lecturers’ documents being freely accessible by other lecturers and the directors. An open system which sounded good to me.

One assignment I had been submitted for at a college in England was caused by a manager hording and hiding information. It happens a lot. Much of my well paid business has been gained out of disruption caused by poor record keeping from people who’ve either left, gone on longterm sickness, or who unco-operatively remain.

After the introductions and pleasantries, I was lead into a room containing a variety of engines.

There flanked by an enormous engine were Mr P., the deputy director and Maria who delivered a talk which I videoed. I have edited out the following content for brevity but made no corrections.

M: “Here we are having a class practising repairing cars. Here we are having a lot of details of old types of cars and also modern ones.  People who are about 40 years old know how to repair and how to solve the old problems with their cars. In comparison with err…”

E: “United Kingdom?”

M: “People…not only the United Kingdom but with in comparison with…”

E: “Western Europe?”

M: “(Forcefully) Youth, youth in our country. Because now we are having a lot of modern cars and…these cars are only at the auto services. And we have specialists who can do these things. But all the young men, and boys and girls can go to study to get driving licence at the school for driving. And those young people are taught how to drive their cars and how …not to have a broken car and to let it stay (there) somewhere (instant). But to be in the front…to take it home. This is all.”

E: “And you said something about the Soviet Union. It was kind of compulsory for young men…”

M: “In the Soviet Union, people were put where it was compulsory to study for a year at the driving school. And to get the licence for driving a car. And everybody knows how to drive a car and how to repair them, the cars. They were old cars, yes?”

E: “Yes”.

M: “They were old fashioned cars.”

Following the talk, Maria, Mr P. plus the directors took me on a grand tour of their large college through classrooms, workshops, and practical classes maintaining engines. Adding a quick review of their computer equipment. I felt really privileged to have been given such a tour and was most impressed. There was a machine shop containing expensive heavy duty lathes. I know something of this area as I started my accounting career as cost clerk (for 2.5 years) at Flexello Castors and Wheels plc. This manufactured on site 70% of the UK’s castors, especially for supermarket trolleys. I spent much of my time on the shop floor in the press shop, assembly shop and machine shop monitoring production. So I know the people at this college are serious and well equipped for what they do. 

Throughout my tour, I was asked many times if I could suggest any improvements. I was also asked whether I would like to stay on, take a course and help them. That is quite a common approach in Moldova and Transnistria. People there are usually open-minded and keen to have outside contact and interaction.

I was shown to the large gymnasium where everyone had to perform regular fitness exercises including the directors. In answer to my obvious question, yes this requirement dated from Soviet times. The director looked at me quizzically as Maria told me they were thinking of abandoning it.

E: “No, it sounds like a very good thing. As they say: ‘people who are physically fit are mentally fit’.”

We then all had a very pleasant lunch in the college canteen. It was mainly a kind of broth with plenty of bread and other things. Moldovans would say it was very modest. I thought it was delicious.

After that, Maria took me around on her own. We went into one large male only class and she blushed at the comments.

M: “These men would like to talk to you about Moldovan women until 3 O’clock in the morning!”

Returning to say goodbye, I was presented with some gifts including a framed certificate celebrating my tour. I felt really privileged. I had greatly enjoyed the tour. 

Mr P. drove me to Zina’s flat. On entering, the two of them immediately started chatting enthusiastically. I filmed the animated conversation. Zina was gabbling. They were both nearly laughing. I emailed the clip to a new Romanian penfriend but she wasn’t able to translate it. I then asked Gabriela here (from Moldavia province).

“Well... I managed to translate it. The idea is that the gentleman wants somehow to be sure you're in good hands. And he reminds the lady that you've got their phone number if any problem arises. She says that there is no problem, as you are used to going all the time in the town to meet friends. On the other hand she's got a girl of 20 and a boy, and they will take care of you. In fact the girl is to accompany you next day to a museum. The chap then says that his girl went to some international seminars where she met you, and was assuming that this is how probably the two girls met. [Or me and Zina?] Here the lady is saying that in reality she first met you at the school where I presume she works, about a year ago. Then she apologizes that she's got a cold and her voice is husky, and...that's it.”

WTM! Chapter 49

“I know Irka well!” said Rita unexpectedly, smiling at my surprised reaction.

She turned to face me in the downstairs reception area at ASEM (the Academy of Economic Studies of Moldova). Rita was studying for a degree in tourism while “Irka” (Irina) was taking another degree course. Rita clutched her exam certificates with photocopies just made in a booth outside. Walking up a few flights of stairs, I followed, nearly bumping into a group of girls. “Scuzati”, I responded.

At the top of the flight, Rita looked round bemused, embarrassed and slightly annoyed. She always had that knack of appearing to convey several different feelings at once.

R: “Why are you following me?!”

Confusing…hours later in more sober mood out on the street.

R: “You know, I think it’s very sad. You often see old couples walking who are very unhappy 

       with each other. The woman is always behind the man.”

High up, we reached the office Rita had to go into. Opposite it an alcove with highly polished wooden bench and table.

R: “Can you wait here?”

She looked doubtful.

E: “Yes, that’s fine.”

She looked at me again, slightly puzzled.

E: “Look, I’ll be happy here. I really want to get the sense and feel of this place.”

Many of the attractive bright young women seen on the internet study at ASEM.

Rita straightened herself right up as she stood just inside the doorway opposite. Interesting to watch the deferential body language and listen to the speech patterns of various people going in and out of that office. Like something out of the 1950s.

We headed for the History Museum. There, one of the first things I saw was an opened book in Cyrillic from Stefan cel Mare’s time. I remembered a comment on his visit there by author Stephen Henighan in his “Lost Province, Adventures in A Moldovan Family”.

Passionate about Romania and Romanian culture, Henighan had been sent to Romania to teach English. But due to some confusion, he ended up in Moldova instead. Assured he would be billeted with a Romanian Moldovan family, he was sent instead to stay with a Russian family.

Noticing a letter from Stefan cel Mare in the History Museum, the author had a strange emotional reaction on seeing its Cyrillic Romanian. Henighan’s story is an outstanding piece of prose from one of Canada’s best writers. Re-reading it, having been to Moldova, it has even more power and presence. The shock of the Soviet System, ending as he arrived, moved him greatly. As did his involvement with people whose lives were in turmoil.

So Rita guided me around the History Museum and then the Natural History Museum. She was a very good guide but wore me out. On the ground floor of the Natural History Museum, were excellent displays and models of Moldova’s terrain. Rita insisted on guiding me through this in great detail. I kept saying I’d had enough and wanted to go to a café.

Seeing an open door, I went to step outside, to be confronted by an Alsatian dog. I wasn’t sure how friendly it was. Backing off, the dog followed me into the museum. It seemed to live close nearby. Its owner came in and there followed a friendly conversation with a curator.

“We’re going”, I said to Rita very forcefully. I guessed she wanted to do the tour properly as part of her course. But she’d done enough. We went to a nearby café for lunch.

Later that day I went down with the bug they’d had in Chiscareni. I was so annoyed with myself for neglecting to take my echinacea with natural vitamin c the moment I felt the cold symptoms. In five years of using it, I hadn’t had a serious cold. I’ve only had one since for the same reason. For taken at the very start of cold symptoms, the herb echinacea prevents me (and others) getting anything more than a snivel. It’s scientifically proven to boost the immune system. But tests can’t prove it works against colds as it has to be taken at the very beginning. Don’t take it for more than two weeks.  

The next day, Rita badly wanted to show me around Chisinau Zoo. But I lay on Zina’s couch. They all left me there alone in the flat that morning. Contentedly I busied myself wading through a pile of washing up as the budgie chirped happily away. I hoped they wouldn’t realise it was me.

Z: “Have you been looking round my flat?”

E: “Honestly, I haven’t looked around or done any more filming.” 

She smiled. I just felt so comfortable there. Something Zina found hard to understand in subsequent phone calls.

E: “I often happily think of myself in your flat, sitting on your sofa.”

Z: (with cheerful irony) “Oh, it’s so nice here! The furnishings are so good!

WTM! Chapter 50

Zina and Elena grew up in a village near the town of Calarasi, north west of Chisinau. (Not to be confused with Calarasi in Romania). I found a penfriend from Zina’s village working as an au pair in Belgium just before my second visit. To her and Zina, I suggested visiting this girl’s family. For reasons which will become obvious, I have edited out names and places from her response. 

“Hello Eddie,
Where exactly in Calarasi will you be? I was born in A_______, but I also lived some years in B______. They are 2 villages close to each other. My brother lives in A______ and all my relatives. With my relatives I don’t have any contacts. If you go there please say hello to my brother, he doesn’t speak any English but I guess you will have a translator with you. In B_______ say hello to family X______. She is the director of the school in A______ but lives in B________.  When my mother couldn’t take care of me anymore she took me to live at her place. I miss them, I wish them all the best.

My brother's name is Petrea Z______or Pertea "Cadabana".

My nickname was "cadabana", if you ask this name, everyone knows who we are, the ‘worst’ family in the village. Why? Because my mother didn’t grow us up, but it wasn’t her fault! I will never blame her! Another reason is that all of my relatives are alcoholics and illiterates. But this is a very long and strange story, I don’t even know it all myself.”

“Hello dear Eddie. I am Zina. I got your messages. Reading your letter I was more shocked than you, about that girl Y_____. She is from my village. I don't know her. I remember that there was such a family; Lena knows more, that means that our world is round.” 

In Stephen Henighan’s book “Lost Province…”, people in Calarasi were described as having “a reputation for toughness and obstinacy”. Calarasi and its surrounding area was unusually occupied by the German Army in 1941. The Romanian Army captured surrounding regions but suffered defeats in strongly defended Calarasi. So General Antonescu invited in the Germans. A penfriend commented to me recently that many Moldovans opposed the 1941 Romanian invasion. Although Western experts searching the extensive Soviet records have only been able to find the names of a tiny number of Romanian Moldovans who reliably joined the Soviet cause. 

Zina and Elena often made jokes about the German soldiers in the war. From one of Zina’s emails:

“While I was writing to you Lena interrupted me (she phoned me) and said to me a joke. When it was war, a German had to sleep in a Moldovan family. In the morning the husband asked his wife what happened in her bed, because he heard something. And his wife answered ‘how could I tell him not to do, I don’t know German’.”

Pre war, German communities had lived peacefully in Moldova and Transnistria for centuries. For example, a stable community of 66,000 Germans existed in the southern part of Transnistria near Odessa. Transnistria is the Romanian description for the strip of land across the Nistru (“Trans”- Latin for across).

Bessarabia itself appears as a relatively peaceful multicultural society in Niall Ferguson’s “War Of The World”. This book examines every kind of conflict - ethnic, religious, political and state military. Mainly covering the twentieth century, it also casts back to earlier times.

In 1940, at least 82,000 Germans in Bessarabia (& 40,000 in Bukovina) returned to “the fatherland”. This followed the Soviets successful bullying of Romania to gain control of Bessarabia and Bukovina. The Nazis secretly intended to screen these volk for suitability before sending them east to populate newly conquered territory. Poland being the main destination.

The Nazis resettlement plan faced a serious problem. Many of these Germans and others from Romania and elsewhere had “gone native”. Having lost much of their sense of German identity from assimilating so much of their host country’s culture. Many languished in transit camps in Germany while the authorities considered how to use their “Aryan blood” for the grand cause.

Furthermore many of these Germans had married and had relations with non Aryans. In Nazi Germany itself, there were very harsh laws banning physical and other contact between Germans and some non Aryans. Niall Ferguson in his book gives interesting examples of actions the authorities took against these rule breakers. For example in 1940, a 17 year old Polish boy was hanged for having relations with a German prostitute. Offending Germans, “bed politicals” of either gender could find themselves spending three months in a concentration camp. Despite this, mid way through the war, German women had given birth to 20,000 illegitimate children fathered by Poles and other eastern European immigrant workers. Fathers who according to the propaganda might even be half human.

However, in ex Soviet occupied territory during the war, the approach to relations between Germans and non Germans was often much more relaxed.

The traditional 20th century British view of the Germans was they were the Huns. We called them that in both wars and afterwards. “Beware the Hun in the sun” the (rhyming) advice to RAF pilots in two World Wars. For the cunning Hun would try and dive out of the sun. Bad bullying actions were often described as “Hunnish behaviour”.

In British boys’ war books and comics, the German aristocratic officer commonly had a bullet shaped head. The origins of this shape according to Terry Jones in “Barbarians”, (and elsewhere) due to Huns infants’ heads being tightly bandaged in Roman times. Wrapped in such a way as to deliberately elongate the skull. Terry suggests firstly this was to terrify their enemies. Secondly, most useful for telling friend from foe and identifying traitors.

In fact we British and others have noticed the Germans have an obsession with skulls. There’s the death’s head symbol commonly used by the Nazis for example. Recently, German soldiers in Afghanistan were disciplined for misusing skulls they found. Two years ago I worked with a German man who sometimes wore a black T Shirt with a picture of skulls being engulfed in flames...absolutely bizarre.

Sadly, I didn’t see any such interesting skulls in the museum in Tiraspol. Also it’s very wrong to say that the Huns were simply Germans.

There’s a myth about German military superiority. A deep routed bias in at least British thinking exalts their great military capability. But with centuries of impressive historical fact to support that view. So is it just a myth? 

Certainly during The Cold War, we were still as afraid of the Germans as we were of the Russians. Partly for that reason, post war a large part of the British Army was stationed in Germany. Even in the 1980s, it was so large, the Germans complained about it. The impressive often repeated 1970s (WW2) “The World At War” documentary series stated (from memory). “On the Russian front, for every German soldier who fell, four Russian soldiers fell”. Hmmm…argue with that. Well, not properly reported was the fact that over a million others fought alongside the German Army. Including large Romanian forces and many Ukrainians appalled at what Stalin did in the Ukraine in the 1930s… The records show they fought hard and inflicted heavy casualties on the Soviet army.

For a more clear-cut example of German Vs Russian military capability examine the battle of Kursk 1943, the largest tank battle of World War Two. The Germans’ latest tank, the Panther and the almost indestructible Tiger pitted against the Russian T34: the tank on the plinth in Tiraspol. We warned the Russians of the exact time the Germans would attack. Marshall Zhukov trusted us - his forces (counter)attacking at that same moment. This lead to one of the greatest tank clashes in history. Hundreds of tanks destroyed on both sides with enormous casualties. After a time, the Germans abandoned their attack. Kursk was the turning point, for after that the Soviets had the initiative, driving westwards.

At a café, after a tour of the History Museum in Chisinau, I pressed Rita for more details of the museum’s magnificent painting of the 1944 Iaşi-Chişinău offensive. Who was fighting who and where? Her full answers only provoked more questions about the course of the war in Bessarabia. I thought then, the picture Rita gave made it sound like a terrible shambles. A bit like what had happened in the Ukraine in the three years before.

E: “You know, all these details aren’t published in English. They should be more widely 

       known.”

R: (unhappily): “I don’t think so”.

From 2007, I looked for details of the war in Romania and Moldova on the excellent Wikipedia site (updated by volunteer international scholars). Unusually coming across serious disagreements. Wikipedia nearly always manages to post objective, broadly accepted statements on the most controversial and disputed subjects. In the summer of 2007, there was almost nothing on the Iaşi-Chişinău offensive. Even the title was disputed. Now (April 2008) it’s the Jassy-Kishinev Operation suggesting Russian based scholarship. The article (also called Battle of Romania) looks good.

This subject is also dealt with well in Niall Ferguson’s “The War Of The World”. In 1944 in Romania and Moldova, the Germans and their Romanian allies were crushed with huge losses. Casualties on the Russian side being far lower. I think like us, the Russians discovered the Germans’ weakness: predictability caused by over rigid thinking. The Germans were of course well aware of this but believed in their own superiority. For if you’re the best, how can the enemy stop you?

When the Russians got their act together, they combined great cunning with their own original approach. For example they knew the Germans would use their usual pincer tactics on the huge Kursk salient. So they built massive fortifications in depth. Heavily mined with huge amounts of artillery, tanks and men. The often marshy terrain was much more suitable for cruder, tougher Russian equipment like the T34 tank. However it was attacked, Kursk was an invitation to destruction. What Russian military scientists call “reflexive control”: the defeat of an adversary through his own efforts. 

One man, the son of an Austrian customs officer, saw that clearly. He called off the assault early on. Yes, it was Hitler’s decision. The leader who we know always said don’t give up an inch of ground, fight to the last man, never surrender. Quietly let his generals plan the Kursk attack and ordered the retreat. Even he could sense his enemy’s logic and see the writing on the wall…

WTM! Chapter 51


Zina and I waited for Doina at the McDonald’s restaurant in Riscani. A useful landmark to help you get your bearings in such a grey monotone environment. It was about 10 minutes walk from Doina’s flat. At 3:10 that afternoon, 10 minutes late, a young woman appeared. Few other people were around as she headed towards us purposefully.

I guessed it was Doina. Never having met her before nor seen her picture. Describing our meeting previously was in fact this meeting at McDonald’s after we’d both settled down.

After leaving Anastasia, I had headed for Doina’s flat about 800 metres away wheeling one case and carrying another. We had agreed to meet there at 10 O’clock. I phoned about 5 times but Doina didn’t answer. It was very warm that morning. Arriving at the block of flats I found that unlike the previous year, when looking with Natalie, the entrance door was open. I knew Doina’s flat number but not the floor. Obviously it was high up. I went up in the lift, got out,  looked around and phoned again. Despite the heat, I thought I’d rather walk up the stairs. But there weren’t any on that floor! In the West, this building would have been declared illegal as a firetrap. Confusingly there only appeared to be one apartment there in a corridor looking like something on a building site. I waited seemingly a long time for the lift and peered inside at the buttons. Bizarrely, it looked like an extra set of buttons (for floors) had been added later. Set off to the right above the normal buttons, circled by a black marker pen with some exclaimed comment. I’ve never seen anything like it! I went down in the lift and stepped out into the sunshine. I was hot, sweaty and…annoyed. 10 minutes later, the Donets family who weren’t expecting me, welcomed me into their flat across the Moscovei Road.

At the McDonald’s, Zina and I greeted Doina who was dressed down to be the opposite of seductive. Her clothes, a smart and unusual combination included a bland waistcoat. In a country where dress choice is most important, Doina was sending out a clear message. One I guessed not just for that time and place. She wanted to remove all distracting suggestions of her female attractiveness. The effect was soothing.

But then I quickly remembered another young Jehovah’s Witness woman – one I had recently worked with. Strict and dressed down with a very similar waistcoat. Gina was half Spanish with similar dark looks. She went to sit on my desk in front of me to make a serious point and sat on a bunch of pens. Squealing, then gasping with a smile, Gina had stood up quickly with a very red face.

I cleared my mind to make the introductions. Doina apologised, saying she’d overslept that previous morning. Reluctantly letting me pay for her cheeseburger and Pepsi. Zina declined.

Z: “You told me not to eat such food.”

E: “It doesn’t matter if you do it say once a month.”

Zina smiled teasingly and wagged her finger at me. 

Z: “You said not to eat such food.”

We sat down. Doina looked concerned.

D: “Where is your wife? We thought you were going to bring your wife.”

E: “Well I asked her and at first she said she’d come. I think she was testing me out. Testing my motives.”

I smiled. Doina didn’t. There was a deadly seriousness about her expression. I wondered if her friend Irka had spoken to her after I had phoned from Anastasia’s. 

My wife finally decided not to visit Moldova on reading of my alarming transit across the “muddy track” with Liliana and her mother. She was looking over my shoulder at the story on the computer screen. I was trying to resolve the issue of removing Liliana’s surname used to describe her mother. Liliana was very annoyed. Internet searches on her full name bringing the reader to this episode. There were also Romanian and Russian translations… Marisha quickly co-operated in the amendment. But the name was still there weeks later as the internet leaves a trail… It took eight weeks to clear and that was just after I’d returned to England.

Doina asked me why I had visited Moldova (again). In answering, I raised the question Doina hadn’t answered in a recent email. About her comment that rural Moldovans attach great significance to certain things in the countryside. I wanted to find out more about Moldovan culture and values. I gave the example of Silvia and the Chiscar fish, expressing surprise that school children in Chiscareni didn’t seem to know what their village was named after.

D: “Have you come to tell us about our country?”

I searched her face for a hint of irony. Doina returned the gaze, with her large open green eyes, serious and expressionless.

E: “Well I do wonder if people here know enough about Moldova. It is important that people do know about their own countries. I would like, in my own small way to encourage them to take a greater interest in it.”

Doina gazed at me intently.

E: “Can I take your photo?”

Doina grimaced…hmmm, obviously not.

E: “That’s OK. You know something. I never ask penfriends for their photos. In fact Ioana Campean in Romania who was one of my first three penfriends in September 2004 has never given me her picture and I’ve never asked her for it. I’ve no idea what she looks like.”* 

Doina smiled: “I approve.”

At this point, Zina had to leave to deliver another private English lesson. Doina and I chatted on, increasingly relaxed as I stated before. Partly about learning English.

In an early email, Doina said she had been recommended to learn English from Shakespeare. “Bad idea”, I had replied. Visualising the large number of pencilled comments in tiny writing I’d recorded on one page of Hamlet for A Level. Mostly trying to explain 16th century English. Many expressions are wonderful however.

Hamlet: (to his mother Gertrude) “Come, come, and sit you down; you shall not budge; you go not till I set you up a glass where you may see the inmost part of you.”

A bit later…

Gertrude: “O Hamlet, speak no more, thou turnst my eyes into my very soul, and there I see such black and grained spots as will not leave their tinct”.

Many Shakespearean expressions convey alternative meanings understood by his audience at the time. Like “country matters”, the heading of a recent article in The Times newspaper. But probably less than 10% of its readers understood the double meaning. In Elizabethan England “country matters” were rude goings-on in the countryside. The activities of farm animals regularly breeding observed by simple country folk. Affecting their behaviour. Especially  compared to more civilised, decent townspeople.

E: “Look, unfortunately I have to meet someone at 5 O’clock outside 129 Columna.”

D: “I need to go to Chisinau too.”

So we both got on the trolleybus to the centre. Arriving at our (same) stop, the trolleybus stopped so violently that I was thrown towards Doina. My face ended up about six inches from hers. She didn’t blink. Had she smiled just slightly? I hoped so.

We said our goodbyes by the flowers commonly displayed on the road near the turn-off from Columna, a short distance from the statue of Stefan cel Mare.

I took the short walk to no.129. Standing under the tree where the fierce bird had thrown branches at me the previous year. I had just arrived when a young woman walked round the corner. It was Marina M from “LoveHappens”or Mary as she really is.

* True until April 2008. I now have photos of Ioana.
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As Mary approached, she greeted me as warmly as her emails. People in Britain have said to me you can’t judge someone by their emails. I disagree. If they could just see the replies I’ve had. Of course the first judgement is a preliminary one. It has taken me time to get to know my friends in Moldova.

Coming across old emails while searching for an idea or statement* can generate a thrill of excitement. Feelings captured in time with their different context. Hopes and ideas strangely left behind on life’s journey. Especially with those who’ve moved abroad - about half of my Moldovan friends.

Mary had been unable to attend my party. But just then as she walked towards me, it was after a long shift at the Chisinau multi language callcentre in which she worked. Mary was fluent in Russian, English, French and conversed in Romanian with colleagues. She seemed happy there.

We took the short walk to the pizzeria within sight of the parliament building and the statue of Stefan cel Mare. 

M: (smiling) “if you have money, you can have anything in Moldova”.

It was wonderful spending time talking to such interesting and attractive young women. Mary’s photos showed how lovely she looked. Her parents of Russian origin were from the very north of Moldova. Her mother, a maths teacher in a rural Russian and Ukrainian dominated area.

Mary was another Moldovan who loved French, French people and French culture. A common interest across both Romanian and Russian based communities. Russian itself has a French base dating from the time when the imperial court spoke French. When I started to try and learn some Russian in 2005, I came across words like “theatre” sounding just like theatre in French.

Bizarre hearing that on the tape while looking at a strange looking Cyrillic lettered word.

The Soviets however liked to associate French with bourgeois nationalism. A criticism they made of the Romanians who adopted French loanwords when changing to the Latin alphabet about 1860. Henighan, English teacher in his “Lost Province…” says the Soviets held that due to “structures of the Moldovan brain” ethnic Moldovans were better at learning French than English. That Soviet teaching policy reflected that thinking was yet another frustration for him.

Mary and some colleagues at that time were speaking to people in Britain giving the impression they were phoning from France. I would have liked to have met some of her workmates. Perhaps I already had. For Marie at the party was from an international call centre.

M: “Ok, so my name is Marie. I’m a very friendly person. I’m very talkative and I like to meet new people. And this is my friend Oxana. I know she’s a very honest person, very friendly and she also likes to meet new people, and again that’s all I think.”

E: “Right and you Marie. You work at a French call centre don’t you?”

M: “What?”

E: “You work at a French call centre”.

M: “Yes”

E: “So your French must be very good to do that.”

M: “It’s better than the English. I speak French better.”

E: “Right”

M: “And I speak a little bit of Italian and German and Spanish and Russian and Romanian. My native language is Romanian.”

Moldovans often like to start learning different languages. Some they pursue to a high level. French appears to be very popular. Today French is commonly taught to a high level in both Russian and Romanian dominated schools in Chisinau. While in the PMR, German is more commonly taught than French. Partly that’s a recognition of the province’s past, dating back centuries. 

Mary and I waited for our pizzas. Afterwards I walked Mary the short distance to her bus stop on Stefan cel Mare and waited. This apparent courtesy surprised her. The truth: I didn’t want to say goodbye so soon…

It was an even shorter walk to the maxitaxi stop opposite the parliament building. I headed back to Zina’s place.

Shortly after I sat down on the sofa, Rita asked me to help her with a question on standard deviation. This was embarrassing. For as an accountant I should have been able to answer this. But statistics was never my strong point. In 1980 I narrowly passed the relatively easy statistics exam on my Higher National Diploma Business Studies course. Giving me an exemption against my professional qualification.

I was amazed that a first year student on a tourism degree was expected to do standard deviation. Yes if it had been 1970. But standards have fallen so much in Britain. Then I remembered what I had been told at the College of Transports of Moldova.

Under the Soviet originated Moldovan educational system, whatever the course students took, they have to achieve a clearly defined range of high common educational standards at every level. It makes absolute sense. For statistics have a wide applicability. Sure, one employee may never use them, while another might need to often. A third may be confronted with the principles after a job change ten years later. “Do these trends correlate?” they may be asked by a colleague who had to take the same exams.

Rita then outlined the huge amount of homework she had to do. She hadn’t been lazy she insisted. There was just too much. What she had to do that evening included writing a long description in English. She would be lying on the kitchen floor in her duvet doing this all night. I protested for her sake.

R: “I have done this many times before. (pausing) This is how we live.”

She smiled. I smiled.

E: “Not tonight. I insist on helping you.”

We gazed into each others eyes. I guessed she’d have to refuse. Would her mother have allowed such a thing anyway? We continued to argue. I stubbornly insisted. In the end Rita went to sleep in the bedroom as usual. Zina hadn’t become involved. 

* Gmail/Googlemail is really excellent for finding words or statements people have made   

   in emails. Plus email addresses, telephone and fax numbers. 
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The Allies response to Romania’s pro Nazi role in the Second World War. Followed by a look back to the First World War and Romania’s important role in defeating the German Army. So was Antonescu true to his country and its history? This chapter can be skipped.     

About half of all wartime resources used by the Soviet Union to defeat the Axis invaders in “The Great Patriotic War”, were supplied by the USA from late 1941.

Here’s part of what the US supplied: 6,000 tanks, 363,000 trucks, 43,000 jeeps, 1,981 train locomotives, 350,000 field telephones, 5,000 miles of telephone wire, thousands of planes, all aluminium used for aircraft production, 58% of all aviation fuel, massive amounts of copper, huge supplies of tinned rations. And the tally of items continues. Much of it itemised in Niall Ferguson’s excellent book: “War Of The World”. Total value: 93 billion roubles.

So that’s what Romania was up against. One of the world’s most potentially powerful nations armed by a superpower. In 1943, the US & Soviet Union agreed that following the Soviet invasion, the Soviet Union would install a puppet government in Romania. At the time, the West knowing clearly what Soviet rule was like.

So how and why did the allies decide to inflict this on Romania and all the other eastern European countries including staunchly loyal Poland?*

Well, from a non Russian point of view, the true answer is widely seen as a disgraceful excuse.

But explain the reasoning behind what we agreed to happen in all eastern Europe to Romanians of different generations. Then tell them why we think Marshall Antonescu was a war criminal.** An assessment asserted by the US State Department and certain American groups. Parties who protest at Romanian streets being named after Antonescu and statues erected in his honour. 

Even in Moldova, Antonescu is regarded by many Romanian Moldovans as a hero. Charles King notes that Moldova is one of the few countries which regards itself as having been liberated by a fascist! Antonescu restored Bessarabia’s full territories in 1941. 

Many Romanians passionately regard Antonescu as one of their own. Just as Vlad The Impaler, lionised by Ceausescu, was one of their own. Leaders who successfully fought militarily with passion for the Romanian people as few others had. Or so it seems.

Shortly after I met Gabriela, a sweet and gentle Moldavia province work colleague, I risked giving her a rare copy of a new book on Vlad The Impaler. Her face lit up with pleasure -  a great relief! The story of Vlad The Impaler is pretty appalling I suggested. But Gabriela disagreed.

To understand Romanians’ different outlook, I think (we) westerners should give them time and space to express themselves. And I mean express rather than explain. For your questions can be answered in a different order and a different way, can’t they? Quieten your mind. Listen to a people whose ancestors struggled for centuries to arrange their own affairs under the oppression of one or more neighbouring major powers.

Romania was invaded and almost completely occupied by the German Army in the First World War. The Romanian Army suffered defeat after defeat and was forced back well into Moldavia province. In 1917, it prepared with Russian support for its final stand at Mărăşeşti. Behind the Romanian lines, Bessarabia also stood to be invaded by the German army. Bessarabia’s occupying power, Russia, divided by revolution faced its own defeat from mighty Germany.

But the Romanian army unexpectedly beat the superior German forces at Mărăşeşti. Victory followed victory; the Germans were repelled.

One of the chief planners of the Romanian defence at Mărăşeşti and the following successes – Colonel Ion Antonescu. In 1913, he had won the order of St Michael, Romania’s highest gallantry award for outstanding personal bravery in the Second Balkan War. 

Fighting in support of the Allies, Romanian forces with Russian support destroyed and diverted large and important German forces destined for the Western Front in France.

But in March 1918, the war took a bad turn for the Allies. Crippled by its internal war, Russia accepted German peace terms. This released a huge number of German troops for a successful military campaign against British and French armies in northern France. 

The British Army was forced back and back. In May 1918 fighting a desperate defensive action just 15 miles from the French coast! In the same month, Romania now encircled by the Central Powers temporarily accepted disadvantageous German peace terms.   

Field Marshall Haig, leading the British Army gave a famous order to hold the ground at any cost. This happened, but the French front protecting Paris yielded under the pressure. We looked anxiously to our newly arriving American allies for help. General Pershing had insisted on taking months to train American forces away from the front. But this new army also had learned some hard lessons in combat. Usually as a result of ignoring British and French advice!

In May 1918, north east of Paris, the American “dough boys” defeated battle hardened German veterans and saved the French capital.

Mid May 1918, was the high tide mark of the German spring offensive. They were running out of manpower and resources. There were food riots in German cities as the British lead naval blockade drove Germans to near starvation.

Unusually for a successful invading army, German casualties that spring had been nearly as high as our own. War can be very surprising. For our retreat still contained heavy resistance and even counterattacks. There’s an old British adage: “the real test of a general is not how he attacks, but how he retreats”!

In 1917 – 1918, the German Army failed both in Romania and France partly because it was overstretched. It wasn’t greatly in our power to make this far worse. But geographically and logistically stretching an enemy’s capability is a classic military tactic applied by British planners for centuries. Related to this is another surprising reason for the Allied success.

Along with the problems of supply, an army of invasion rarely captures land in a pre-planned manner. Prior to full aerial surveillance, (including recently satellite technology), an invading army’s general staff didn’t know properly where their forces were. It’s “the fog of war”. Well, we Allies had near aerial supremacy in 1918. We could see the situation well and exploited every advantage. Reading the accounts I was surprised what effect those apparently frail biplanes had in those weeks. I love ‘em! biplanes, that is. We also had large numbers of a much improved wholly British invention first seen in 1916 – the tank!***

Late in 1918, Romania’s king of recent German ancestry personally strongly praised Antonescu for his role in saving Romania. The king had never ratified Germany’s imposed peace terms. The German surrender in November 1918 invalidated the treaty and one of its key negotiated provisions – Romania’s right to annex Bessarabia (Moldova).

* Strongly recommend the expertly presented, highly revealing 2008 BBC documentary series:

  “WW2 Behind Closed Doors” available on DVD and also in a book.

** “Hitler’s Empire” by Mark Mazower (2008) provides an outstanding insight into its subject

      title. It includes material on Antonescu and especially actions by the Romanian regime in

      Transnistria. The book is widely and highly praised - already it’s a standard text. See The

      Independent newspaper’s on-line review, 30th May 2008.  

*** “Tank” was the secret code name for the invention we all know as the tank. Understand that 

        such a concept had never been conceived before! This large metal object was stored and 

        moved as if it was a storage tank or water tank (same name). 
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“Touch her!” Zina said suddenly as I was talking to her and Lena in Lena’s flat.

Lena’s work colleague had moved behind and to my right but not close. Anxiously I glanced at Zina who was now grinning broadly. Turning, I stretched out my arm fully. My hand resting just above this lady’s left breast, fingertips on her clavicle. Regarding me with a suppressed smile for about ten seconds, she moved round to massage my shoulders. Heaven! This woman’s strong fingers probed expertly for about a minute. Perhaps a response to me commenting on her enormous forearm muscles. Larger than I’d ever seen even on a man. The result of moving pig carcasses for much of her working life and other activities relating to Lena’s pig business. After this massage, she left without a word and I was so sorry about that.

She had so much power and presence and I’d laughed at her translated German soldier jokes. Somehow the language difference didn’t seem like a barrier.

But if say you saw this woman in her thirties in photos, with video clip on a dating site, you’d likely quickly flick to the next woman. Overlooked, ignored by many whom I’m sure would greatly enjoy meeting her in a home environment. And they say: “the camera never lies”… 

Zina and I returned to her flat. Now with just her family, Zina spoke about Lena’s pig business. The conversation drifted onto property. Zina said many people feared that foreigners, especially Turks and Arabs would take over their country. There would be no place left for ordinary Moldovans. Her words reminded me of an email I’d received a year before.

Inka, Balti. April 2005.

“I asked about the law for foreigners in your country because before talking with you about Moldova I wanted to be aware how are the things done in other countries.

You see, there have been rumours that Moldovan president is on purpose doing nothing good in Moldova because there is a plan to make Moldova an invalid country.

And according to this plan, every important property in Moldova must be sold to foreigners:

one from America, two from UK, three from Spain. And whose country is that then?

You told me that many people from Moldova go to Italy, Portugal, France, Spain, Russia to work.

Edward, if you only saw our villages: there are only children and grannies there. Like at war! 

Young people all went abroad. The situation is much better in towns.

I cannot/do not want/ am not against you buying any property in Moldova and making your company.

But frankly it made me shudder, the idea to make property easy to buy for foreigners.

But again I cannot be against. 

I will of course help you with every thing I am able.”

I laughed and was sad too when I received this.

“The kaleidoscope has been shaken. The pieces are in flux. Soon they will settle again. Before they do, let us re-order the world.” 

British Prime Minister Tony Blair, Labour Party conference, October 2001.

But Tony Blair’s quote referred to the fight against terrorism occasioned by the 9/11 Twin Towers attack weeks before.

In the 2004 film, “The Terminal”, heartthrob actor, Tom Hanks plays a man from an imaginary eastern European country stranded at JFK airport terminal in the States. After leaving his small state, it’s overthrown in a coup and he is now stateless. 

Well that’s Hollywood for you. Occasionally you come across superstitious and xenophobic fears in Moldova. Partly caused I suggest by people taking statements, ideas and stories out of context.

Now let’s look at the people behind such rumours in Balti where Inka lived. Probably Russians, for unexpectedly perhaps, Ukrainians and Russians make up over 40% of the population of the Republic of Moldova's second city. Inka, a Romanian Moldovan married one.

Michael Palin, ex “Monty Python” comedy team member and friend of Terry Jones spoke to Russians in the Baltic States for his 2007 BBC “New Europe” film and book series. He highlighted a serious issue for Russian minorities in the Baltic States. Many are now not citizens of any country. In Estonia, 9% of the population, (Wikipedia, May 2008) are “citizens with undetermined citizenship”. In Latvia, Russians make up 27% of the population (same as 1989 Moldova census), yet only 56% are Latvian citizens. Interestingly, more people there can speak Russian than Latvian. Latvia has major ongoing disputes with both Russia and the EU over its citizenship policies. In Latvia, a binding requirement to attain citizenship is that Latvian is known to a very high standard. Thus in the referendum to join the European Union in 2004, a large part of the population were barred from voting.

So that’s citizens within a state. Not the same thing as a state ceasing to exist. Like the one west of the Ukraine with over 3.5 million people, and centuries of history which disappeared at the start of the Second World War. An extreme view of what happened to Bessarabia? You’re right. For I’m talking about Podolia, a state few people have heard of! Part of it now incorporated into Moldova, well actually northern Transnistria.

Remember the half German, half Polish lady? Well her parents may have settled in Podolia, a few miles from her birthplace. There, Poles were a sizeable minority living alongside other communities including Germans. In September 1939, Podolia was absorbed into western Ukraine. Then, and now still within some people’s memory, less than a day’s travel from Balti by horse drawn carriage and ferry.

So you’re a Westerner and you’ve just looked up Podolia on Wikipedia. You say: ‘well yes but it wasn’t really a whole state, not recently anyway.’ Now to Poland and look up 1795 – 1918. Surprised? No such (sovereign) state then! Just a region called Poland, carved up by competing empires. But in Podolia, the Polish gentry continued to govern after 1795 as part of the Habsburg empire. 1919 – 1939 Western Podolia fell under the control of the newly created state of Poland, greater Romania’s new neighbour.

One of many other interesting cases is Bukovina, on Moldova’s northern border. Is it, was it a state and what is it now? Read more widely about eastern European history and see how uncertain the status of these states was. Based on strange shifting alliances and allegiances. Changed by complex power struggles. The PMR is of course an example of a state which appeared from nowhere between 1990 and 1992. Attending celebrations in Transnistria, Michael Palin described the PMR’s main features as a state: own currency, army etc. Cheerfully labelling it under the category of: “states that don’t exist”.

Welcome to eastern Europe. Where the history is far stranger and more frightening than the people you’ll meet there! In a TV listings magazine, Michael Palin, listed his favourite six places (in no order) in eastern Europe covering all those countries including Turkey and Russia. He’d visited them all for his 2007 BBC Eastern Europe series. In his top six: Lviv / Lvov and Chisinau.

Returning to an apartment in the Ciocana district of Chisinau…

Lena (Elena) came back later that afternoon. “Eddie!” she cried out. I felt moved to give her hug and got a bear hug in return. The strength of these people is very comforting. I sat down and Lena sat down behind me, legs either side, massaging my back, fantastic! Lena knew exactly what she was doing. It should have felt like a bizarre scene with Zina, Rita and Sandu watching. Yet it seemed fairly normal. I took off my T shirt and felt very relaxed. Lena and Zina chatted away.

Z: (sighing) “Lena says you have …how you say, salts below your neck.”

Lena put her fingers on the tight muscles at the top of my back. I nodded firmly; my troublesome area. I think of that moment, whenever I get a twinge there. My thought then, how stupidly some Westerners belittle these people. They need to be very competent as too much depends upon it. It’s a most reassuring thought.
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The “muddy track” I had skidded around on with Liliana and her mother eleven months before avoided the Transnistrian customs post near Varnitsa. This diversion followed Alexander’s advice to Liliana about the situation then. At times, tensions have been very high in Varnitsa. In 1992, a scene of some of the bloodiest fighting of the civil war, being captured and recaptured.

It was two days after wanting to explain my wife’s alarm to Doina in McDonald’s at reading about the “muddy track”. In Varnitsa, Moldovan and PMR armed forces angrily confronted each other. It looked like the first bloodshed would result since the civil war. Peacekeeping soldiers were called in.

Varnitsa is a Dniester (Nistru) river port and suburb of Bender (Tighina) with a “unionist” (pro Moldova) mayor. In 1990, Bender city overwhelmingly voted to become part of breakaway Pridnestrovie. People in Varnitsa voted to remain part of Moldova. The Transnistrian authorities ignored this and listed Varnitsa within their constitution as part of Bender. On April 21st 2006, PMR police intervened in a legal dispute between the port’s owner and its leaseholder. Moldovan forces arrived shortly afterwards. The resulting standoff was temporarily resolved with the rapid deployment of peacekeeping forces by the Joint Control Commission.

After months of negotiations, the Russian state backed the Moldovan position including Moldovan claims to the town. So agreement was then reached. But there are still problems. In February 2008, a Moldovan citizen had his two ton truck load of potatoes confiscated at Varnitsa by PMR militiamen. Arrested for resisting them and smuggling, he was imprisoned for three days in Bender. Enforcement actions declared illegal since he was stopped in the Security Zone policed by JCC Peacekeepers. Worryingly, the border isn’t always clear-cut.

I was blissfully unaware of the angry standoff as I stood outside Zina’s apartment block that afternoon. Filming Greta the dog tearing about in comic fashion.

R: “this is a not a good environment”

Rita looked at me sadly, pursing her full lips. Strangely, it made her look even more attractive. I smiled, sensing a contradiction in her thinking. Rita resisted. Greta, the dog tore past us both again. Her face creased up. Rita was trying to give me a guided tour and I wanted to film Greta.

Oh, it’s so Moldovan! How they love to take charge of people and show them around. Even if there are no great features. But it’s the way they do it which is often so entertaining. Well, maybe I wanted to be entertained and it showed; so there’s a cheerful meeting of minds. 

Back in the flat. On their computer, Rita showed me photos of herself and her Ukrainian boyfriend Andrei with narrative describing their love for each other on professionally presented software. Rita had stayed with Andrei’s family. She was full of praise for them and the beautiful city of Lviv.

Enthusiastically, Rita showed me photographs of this beautiful city which had escaped the worst ravages of the last war.

This is where Rita wanted to be. Feeling torn as she was missing the Orthodox Easter celebrations in Lviv with Andrei and his family.

As Rita, Sandu and myself looked at the photos, one showing her and Andrei lying fully dressed on a bed, in walked Zina. Obviously she had never seen these before. Sandu smiled sheepishly. Zina turned to me expressively.

Z: “You see. I don’t even know what’s in my own house!”

Later, Zina told me how Andrei had suffered food poisoning on his journey to Chisinau some months before. He had been so weak, he couldn’t even stand up. They were deeply concerned about his terrible state of health and Zina cared for him for days.

I could see in her face, she saw Andrei as just the kind of son-in-law she’d like to have.

That evening Rita and I went to La Taifas restaurant. We were joined there by Stefana and Diana Valuta.
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Americans are usually very popular in Moldova.

Take Nadina whose teenage years in Soroca were influenced positively by Americans.  I believe at the time of writing (April 2009) Nadina is in the US. Having been there for some time.

Nadina’s parents had split up and gone to Russia and the Czech republic. She was forced to try to survive using her own efforts and support her younger brother in Soroca.
Danielle, the US Peace Corps teacher mentioned before helped her a great deal. Nadina also knew the Americans at a local internet bureau. She obviously liked going there a lot and without that facility we’d never have met.

Anyway in 2007, Nadina went to the US, part way through her English and German degree course at Balti. She sent me a long email describing how well she was doing in late summer 2007. Once more she criticised me for not having my book published properly.

So what about Americans?

For decades on theatre stages here in Britain until the 1980s, an amazing story would be told. The performing artist would gesture to the audience with the words: “it could only happen in..?”

“America!” the loud cry returned.

In fact the Yanks too rather like:“it could only happen in…” But then it’s also what they do in the rest of the world as well…

American foreign policy? I cannot remember ever having seen or been aware of a single documentary or newspaper article which comprehensively explained the principles of American foreign policy. Yet there are numerous documentaries on all other subjects very regularly shown.

It’s more than about oil. More than serving the longterm commercial objective of increasing American business opportunities abroad. More than supporting bible based religions. Historically it’s been more about securing these things in a permanent manner. The following foreign policy description is pre President Obama. It’s currently unclear (April 2009) how much the latest policy approach will depart during Obama’s time in office from the following.

Especially in dealing with small, poor or developing countries, the American government isn’t looking for a partnership of near equals. It wants US corporations to gain as much commercial control as possible. Popular, democratically elected central and south American governments with socialist agendas have suffered vicious political and military interference especially by the CIA*. This is “Uncle Sam’s backyard” and people there voted for the wrong candidate. An example of the right kind of candidates are those exiled Iraqis developed in the US to take over Iraq.

Is it like the Russian “spheres of influence” approach in eastern Europe? Well, US policy is mainly commercial until threats to business make political interference necessary. While the Russian approach is perhaps anti commercial and more consistent in its political approach. For commercial success of an eastern European satellite state sets it on the road to westernisation and NATO membership. So the Russian government tries to limit that country’s progress. In US terms and thinking that country becomes (or remains) “a failed state”. Of course most ordinary Russians see that issue very differently. For them it’s a question of people there being friendly to mother Russia or not. Formerly given a home within the Soviet Union.

Now about the Peace Corps. Where do they fit into the grand American scheme described above? Well they don’t really! Not on any short-term basis. They’re part of preparing the ground for developing good state and commercial relations between the US and other countries. Those that do this are often very decent, friendly young people who care about other people.

The Peace Corps was set up by the famous and much loved American President, John F. Kennedy. His world view was very different from some later American Presidents.

I have two views about the role of the Peace Corps. Firstly, I suspect it’s one of many examples of (what I call) a “reality disconnect” - what you get with US foreign policy and Americans operating abroad. 

That is, it doesn’t fit with the policy or the overall picture. There’s a lack of joined up thinking. 

But mainly I think the Peace Corps is an example of “soft power”. An American author recently created a storm by proposing “soft power” and “hard power” as two distinctly different foreign policy. Usually it’s “soft power” from western Europe, “hard power” from the US.

So I think the Peace Corps is a good thing. I hope they put even more people into Moldova.

Inka became good friends with a handsome, young male American Peace Corps volunteer. He helped her – another success story. She went to the US and he went to help the Kurds build beehives in northern Iraq. To the south west of him, the US Army was trying to capture Fallujah from the insurgents in one of many battles.

A later documentary showed an American general looking at a street plan of part of Fallujah. He decided that the normal sized road wasn’t wide enough for safe entry. So the US military would destroy flats, shops and businesses for hundreds of metres on both sides of the road. He was totally unapologetic about it. There were other examples of similar destruction. After the battle for Fallujah, the Americans faced continuous demonstrations and further military attacks.

Many new US soldiers drafted in there had little knowledge of the causes of much of the destruction. So really, ordinary people there were just beligerent with a serious attitude problem.     

This “reality disconnect” is fundamentally tied up with a failure to connect or relate to people on the ground. Because the mission doesn’t do that, neither can those tasked to carry it out. Books by American ex servicemen who were part of the initial invasion of Iraq make this very clear. Who are the enemy and who are civilians? They all looked the same they thought. You know what the consequences were…

Deeply disturbed and totally disorientated, some of these young soldiers deserted from Iraq and sought asylum in Canada. This has become a major problem for the Canadian government. It’s a re-run of the Vietnam war where many veterans committed suicide or just lived wild in forests in America.

Now here’s a good news story. Immediately after General Petraeus arrived to take command of US forces in Iraq, he openly praised the British approach there. He listened to our advice. We told him to restore foot patrols in Fallujah. At the time, it had become so dangerous again that drive through vehicles were attacked by roadside bombs. Wasn’t our advice crazy?!

Weeks later a BBC film crew caught up with a young US lieutenant wandering around alone in a Fallujah market. He explained that his job was just administration, dealing with local people and sorting out problems. It was all peaceful there now.

Interestingly enough, I then saw another young American lieutenant in Baghdad explaining the application of the British “hearts and minds” military approach in a rules based manner. It made me feel very strange. Because the very American style explanation was very clear and useful but framed in such an unusual way. Wishing I could remember it, I knew then I couldn’t.   

Part of what I have to say is looking at the generation gap. Because some young Americans are so bright, smart and open-minded about the world. Some of the oldest Bush era American foreign policy and military “experts” we’ve seen on our television are appalling beyond belief. I honestly think most would fail in the first year of a western European based degree course on diplomacy and international relations!

Above I said that the mission in Iraq failed to connect with people on the ground. But in fact, the US State Department spent months drawing up a sensible, detailed post invasion plan for Iraq. Post invasion, Secretary of State, Rumsfeld bypassed this, appointing a general and other extreme, idealogically religious followers of his own. One of the most powerful was described by a serving general in Iraq on British television as: “the most stupid man I have ever met in my life.” At a planning meeting in Iraq, a witness said this man suddenly screamed at everyone that their only purpose was to liberate Iraq, not to help Iraqi people at all.

You see how difficult it is to define US foreign policy. How it’s not fair to cruelly label all Americans, many of whom detested Bush. Many Americans have worked very hard to do the right things for people in other countries.

On a recent British documentary, former British foreign secretary, Jack Straw disclosed that President Bush and Vice President Cheney were planning to invade Iran. When he responded that they would have no support from the UK for this, Bush put such pressure on prime minister Blair, he had to move Mr Straw to another cabinet post. The same BBC three part documentary: “Iran & the West”  revealed that the moderate Iranian president, Khatami did everything he could to help Iran make friends with the US. He was interviewed along with other senior Iranian officials, former leaders of the US State department and western European foreign ministers. The Europeans and sometimes the US State department supported Khatami’s efforts. All these efforts were thrown back in their faces by Bush and Cheney. This resulted in Iran supporting the ghastly war in Lebanon – a war which could have been avoided. But give credit to the new presidency for being open about much of the terrible damage caused by the Bush regime.  

The positive effect of Barack Obama’s presidential election win has seen a great improvement in the foreign policy approach. Ex President Bill Clinton’s wife, the new Secretary of State now tells us it’s “smart power”! The Washington political elite never liked “hard power” and “soft power”.

“American Fervour” was the title of one episode in an October 2008 BBC TV series by leading British historian Simon Schama. Schama is a popular expert on British and American history and professor of history at Columbia University, USA. He explained how Americans often have to do things vigourously and enthusiastically. Assertiveness which can often be seen as bossiness and “finger wagging”. But can also be seen as being full of life and energy. Compliments I’ve sometimes undeservedly received from Moldovan women. It’s what they look for. Seeing people ground down by the system in Moldova. Strength there is so important. Energy, perseverence, self belief and strength of personality is vital to survive in eastern Europe.

Much of American thinking is heavily interest based. Their ideas, beliefs and objectives go into creating an agenda. If part of what they’re told by people in eastern Europe (or elsewhere) doesn’t fit to their existing knowledge, training, belief system and agenda, usually they won’t like it or accept it. That’s distinctly different from the typical western European approach which is more openminded and flexible. Eastern Europeans need to understand how what they want fits fully with what American organisations want. Remember the person you see may be quiet on points they’re uncomfortable with. Also you may never see them again. 

Now for more direct comment on dealing with Americans and especially their organisations in Moldova and eastern Europe generally.

Firstly, you often have to know where any funding is coming from. Because US funders or sponsors are relatively powerful and will place requirements and objectives on the use of their money. Well, that’s reasonable and obvious you think. But at this point note a distinct difference between the American and western European way of doing things. I’m sorry but I have to repeat that “reality disconnect” phrase and Americans record of applying rules and practices in a rigid manner across the board. Look, if it worked in the Brazilian jungle and on a Carribean island, it should work in Moldova!

American organisations have a greater tendency to subcontract work. Meaning you in Moldova or eastern Europe could be dealing with an agent or agents from different countries, and at the end of a chain. The possible disconnected nature of such an arrangement meaning that you may face some false situations.

As with any contracts or binding agreements, check the detail thoroughly before signing. With foreigners you have to be more careful to try and find out about everyone you’re dealing with. What’s their track record? Ask to communicate with any separate sponsors or financiers directly if possible. The party you deal with will almost certainly refuse such a request. But the reason(s) they give could be most revealing.

My very personal advice is to often ask questions even if you think you know the answers. In my life, many of the “stupid questions” I’ve asked have produced valuable answers. Throwing people off balance can also tell you a lot about them.

If a US organisation wants you to act as a sales agent, be very careful about the marketing literature. The claims of potential success are likely to be greatly exaggerated. Also they often omit to mention many of the things you have to do to achieve that success. One answer to this is to ask what a typical day and week is like for such a sales agent or sales person. You’ll then find many opportunities to ask how, why and where these activities are done and how they’re funded. 

Outside of cultural issues, Americans are usually clear thinkers and good communicators, especially with business matters. In many ways, Americans do business in a very straightforward way. If you are an employee in a US directed business, it should be the most rewarding business training.

By western standards, Moldova has a strict hierachical social structure. So the usually easy natured Americans are well liked there. Like a breath of fresh air. But note the practical points above - I’m telling you!

* One good source: “The Attack on Democracy” by veteran left wing journalist, John Pilger.

   Previously, the most well known and highly respected reporter of the Vietnam War.           

WTM! Chapter 57

Ana P. sipped her drink in the Leicester Square café, central London. Wanting to talk about the Euro 2006 football final just concluded.

Amongst her fellow students at the College of Europe in Bruges, Belgium, the consensus was that the BBC would give the best coverage of the match. Like Holland to the north, the western part of Belgium picked up the BBC. But Italian students there were very unhappy with comments from our expert football commentators: leading ex players and team managers themselves.

A: “They’re so nationalistic! They kept complaining about the BBC’s coverage of the corruption    

       scandals in Italian football clubs.”

E: “Well in fact, the coverage was sympathetic to the Italians. We thought they were the better 

       team and deserved to win.”

The Italian team won. After the football tournament, the Italian authorities resumed their delayed investigation exposing bribery and corruption at the football clubs which fielded most of the Italian national team. Limited prosecutions and fines followed. British media investigations showed that many corrupt practices were covered up.

Ana and I waited anxiously for our food and drink. It was getting late for us to take the Tube to her accommodation in north east London. The heat was oppressive. I talked about the assistance her father had given me three months earlier.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

In Chisinau, three days after the tour of the College of Transports with Ana’s father, he took Zina and myself to the airport to pick up Father Bill Haymaker.

Marisha had organised our meeting at the airport with Father Bill and Vasile Batcu, head of Salvati Copiii, (Save The Children, Moldova). Croaking down the phone from her home village, it was difficult to hear Marisha; another victim of the flu bug.   

At the airport we were greeted by Mr Batcu. The irrepressible Father Bill was the first passenger through customs and into the waiting area. He was ecstatically pleased to be back in Moldova.

Father Bill was one of the most successful western charity workers in Romania and Moldova.

His latest project had been to help transform the fortunes of Budesti village near Vadul Lui Voda. Helping to obtain much of the funding to build a centre there. Used for computer training, vocational training and other social and educational purposes, it was a beacon of hope. Father Bill told us about one young girl whose dream was to sleep on a concrete rather than dirt floor. For the most poor, Moldova is a terrible place.

As Father Bill chatted, he revealed he’d been a pastor (priest) for two years in the US. Also practising in Canada. He commented cheerfully on his slight transatlantic accent. Home then and now for this Anglican Church priest my age was on the fringes of south-east London. Not very far from Medway Maritime Hospital where I went to on my return.

At first sight you can see Father Bill likes eating. This I suspect was an important contributory factor to him being in hospital the previous four months - a very long time by Western standards. He said he’d been at death’s door on three occasions.

I work for the National Health Service and such patients are rare. Being so expensive and resource consuming that unusually accountants often (semi-affectionately) know their names in addition to the patient number. (This number protects their confidentiality). With this in mind and thinking more especially of Father Bill’s valuable charity work, I was annoyed to see him carrying very heavy cases up the stairs in one go to Marisha’s flat. He wouldn’t let me help and I criticised him severely. His response suggested he thought he was stronger than many people.

Mr P. had kindly driven Zina, Father Bill and myself to Marisha’s flat. On arriving, we meet Leif Pettersen who was updating the Lonely Planet Romania and Moldova book. Also there was Ted, a Swedish student doing a doctorate on Moldova at a Chisinau University. We said goodbye to Ana’s father.

Leif introduced himself first as hailing from Minesota where he’d worked in a bank for ten years. Then decided on a career change. Leif had come across a Romanian girl who helped to change the course of his life. While in Romania, he received the offer to help update the Lonely Planet book. Believing we’d immediately want to know whether this was sufficiently financially rewarding, he added: 

L: “I had to make a quick decision as to whether it was do-able.”

His natural undiminished smile suggested he was happy with his new career. Leif added that he needed to wrap up Romania and Moldova quickly as he was off to France to help with the latest edition of the Lonely Planet book for France.

Leif described the large Scandanavian community where he lived in Minesota. Demonstrating much affection for his home town in America and proudly continuing on his Swedish origins.

Ted, the Swedish student interrupted him. Apparently Leif was mispronouncing his own name. Leif discussed this happily but Ted’s persistent over seriousness began to annoy him. Ted wanted to educate Leif as to his Swedish origins. As Zina and Father Bill looked on bemused I was struck by the absurdity of the situation in that Moldovan apartment.

Father Bill intervened to diffuse the tension. He wanted to know how we Westerners had got to Moldova. He talked about travelling across Romania especially by plane. Wanting to tell us about a new airline which had thankfully taken much of the business away from Tarom, the original Romanian state airline.

FB: “You know many of Tarom’s pilots are frustrated ex fighter pilots. During the Cold War, they were trained to evade NATO fighter planes. On one trip, I was invited into the cockpit. The pilot wanted to show me some of these evasive manouevers. Suddenly he put the plane into a steep dive! When he was finished and I walked back to my seat, the passengers looked daggers; they assumed I was responsible for this lunacy!”

Leif then told us about his alarming experience leaving Transnistria / PMR in his Romanian numberplated car. (I described this before). I was then immediately concerned about what he would say both about Transnistria and Moldova.

E: “You know the original Romania and Moldova book is really excellent. I know it has inspired people to come here and is well thought of by people in Moldova. It’s so accurate, representative and true to life. [Pausing anxiously] I hope you’re not going to change it too much.”

Leif immediately and warmly agreed. Obviously he couldn’t commit himself too much. But the version he co-produced which came out in May 2007 largely lives up to my expectations. This matters a lot because the Lonely Planet Romania and Moldova book is and has been the only published account of Moldova. Available in most medium sized bookshops and even in many small ones. A lot of potential visitors to Moldova will look at it.

We listened to Ted tell us his personal story. He had worked for the Swedish foreign ministry for years as an expert on eastern European migration. Then been made redundant. As part of Ted’s redundancy package, the Swedish authorities were funding his Chisinau education programme for two years.

The Swedes have a strong interest in eastern Europe. Helping in Moldova and bravely giving moral support to Georgia in its struggle with Russia in August 2008. Sweden is a good and perhaps less controversial partner for Moldova compared to some other countries.

Ted and Leif aimiably disagreed on whether America or Canada was easier for Moldovans to travel to. Ted thought that America was much easier for Moldovans to go to.

Many Moldovans I know have made it to the US, but none to Canada. 

WTM! Chapter 58

Romania’s wartime situation (following chapter 53). Then the role of world leaders and their decisions leading to Romania’s and Moldova’s annexation by the Soviet Union. Follows from chapters 44, 50 (last part) and 53. All these parts can be skipped. 

In 1943, the world’s three greatest powers plotted and planned the world’s future. Their leaders, Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin collectively made decisions dramatically affecting Romania and Moldova. Two representing democracies should have been accountable to their own electorate. Ruling by the people for the people with checks and balances to ensure this happened*.

British governance of its war effort and foreign policy was effectively by committee. Slow but usually safer and more satisfactory. Thus in fact, Prime Minister Churchill continually faced the frustration of daily moderation and even serious opposition to many of his proposals. He often had to change his mind. The final resulting policies usually produced excellent outcomes.

Fully supported by his colleagues, Churchill bitterly opposed many decisions effectively reached by Stalin and Roosevelt. But had little choice in the matter. Churchill’s consistently proposed “Mediterranean plan” would have lead to Romania and probably Bessarabia being occupied by allied troops. Thus following a very different destiny.

The decisions which sealed the fates of Romania and Bessarabia were made at the Tehran Conference, Iran, November - December 1943. Stalin insisted on this venue which was under Soviet control. He persuaded President Roosevelt to abandon Churchill’s Mediterranean Plan. Churchill’s plan was for the allies to attack the Axis powers through Italy and the Balkans - marching into central Europe first.

Instead Stalin’s original 1941 plan was re-affirmed. Britain and America would attack through north west France. Delayed year after year to Stalin’s fury, D Day was finally timed for May 1944. The weather delayed it further until June 6th.  It was a very risky strategy.

The Normandy coast landings nearly failed. The tanks used were US Shermans with a 75mm gun useless against the Panzer V, Panther and Tiger tanks they faced. The British offer of a superior tank gun was rejected. The Sherman itself, called a medium tank was in fact a light tank. Vulnerable to nearly every kind of artillery weapon the Germans had, including the infantryman’s Panzerfaust.  Destroying German tanks thus depended upon airpower and occasionally naval gunfire.

D Day was successful due to several reasons. One was that five of the German Army’s best divisions due to be sent to north west France were held back in Italy. Because Churchill had persuaded Roosevelt and Stalin to mount a limited invasion of Italy at Anzio. Two, because a complex British lead deception plan deceived Hitler into thinking the real invasion would definitely be at Calais (further north). Hitler thus defied his generals and withheld vitally needed forces after D Day. Three, because Churchill himself personally drove the invention of amazingly radical engineering devices which enabled the landing of a massive amount of equipment and supplies in a very short time** And finally because Hitler had heavily dosed on amphetamines the night before, leaving strict instructions he wasn’t to be woken up! His unavailability caused a paralysis in the German command structure

Take out just one of these elements and failure was a strong possibility. German tanks wreaked havoc amongst allied forces.

President Roosevelt was enamoured by Stalin as he revealed in private to family members. The Chairman of the USSR Council of Peoples’ Commissars was “Uncle Joe” to him; a man labelled far worse than he was. American authors have explained how Roosevelt even favourably identified the Soviet system with his own American political background and beliefs. But more importantly, Roosevelt greatly believed in his own skill at managing people. He thought he could manage Stalin…

A recent British documentary looked at the strong similarities between warnings to Roosevelt from Churchill and the American ambassador in Moscow about the conduct of the Soviets in relation to events from 1943 onwards. The re-invasion of Poland being one very clear example. Both authors were of course totally unconnected. So how could President Roosevelt ignore these and many other similar warnings? 

Roosevelt was a very sick man, slowly dying in fact. Like many men seeing themselves about to leave this world, he wanted to leave a positive legacy. Clinging to certain beliefs which had upheld him throughout his life. Roosevelt believed that with the offer of a further huge loan to the Soviet Union, Stalin would co-operate with Roosevelt’s own proposed international labour agreements for the protection of workers. Roosevelt believed that Stalin cared about working conditions in the Soviet Union.

By modern US standards, Roosevelt’s foreign policy approach was near socialism: unacceptable to American political leaders today.

So what about the controls, checks and balances which exist in that powerful democracy? In fact this part of Roosevelt’s foreign policy was opposed from within the US regime. But then and now a US president has enormous powers. Roosevelt easily defeated or bypassed his opponents. 

In Britain, citizens here were suspicious of the Soviet Union then. But in 1930s and early 1940s America, many people even supported the Soviet Union! The media largely accepted the US government’s view that Stalin’s rule was beneficial. America’s most prestigious Time magazine had Stalin as “Man of the Year” in 1942 (& 1939). A look at the 1942 article on the internet is revealing***. Written by Henry Luce who visited Stalin in passionate pursuit of Roosevelt’s foreign policy. Luce promoted a widely shown film praising the Soviet Union.

By British standards the American media has been insufficiently independent minded and exercised a lot of self censorship. It has often been reluctant to seriously criticise its politicians. But fortunately that is changing more and more. Partly because of the impact of the internet and partly because of George W Bush - widely rated as America’s worst president ever.

*The Americans have their own statement on democracy: President Lincoln’s Gettysburg address, 1863. Made there after this major battle in the American Civil War. Regarded by many as the most famous statement in US history. Below is the core of its most quoted part.

“…we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation under God shall have a new birth freedom, and that government of the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.” [My italics]
President Lincoln “re-imagined the purpose of America” (British historian, Tristram Hunt). Employing and managing its most talented statesmen whose varied views clashed in a “Team of Rivals”. The title of a recent book promoted by President Obama who follows this approach.   

** Churchill had a fascinating and extensive military career extending back well before the First 

     World War. Being personally involved in close quarters combat and volunteering for a front

     line trench position in the First World War. Interestingly, Churchill’s mother was American. 

     Americans have always greatly respected him and often refer to him. George Bush had a bust   

     of Churchill placed prominently in the White House.       

*** Look at the other men of the year about that time too whose inclusion was not always an

      endorsement. 

WTM! Chapter 59

Marisha’s flat on a pleasant April evening.

Father Bill Haymaker, Leif Pettersen, Ted, Zina and myself discussed Moldova. The phone rang. It was Vasile Batcu who had left us some time before. He was coming to pick up Father Bill and take him to his house for a late evening family meal. Vasile Batcu was head of Salvati Copiii (Save The Children, Moldova). Father Bill was full of praise for his great friend.

According to Father Bill, Vasile worked tirelessly to help destitute children in Moldova while he suffered from a serious illness. Then he added:

FB: “he was part of the system, you know...”

Father Bill gave us a knowing look. Mr Batcu had been a senior member of the Soviet establishment. Father Bill felt his friend Vasile was perhaps suffering to make good past wrongs. Haunted by ghosts in his past? The sad irony was that his illness was treatable but at great expense, (free to citizens of western Europe). Father Bill who had raised so much money for so many good causes couldn’t help. Mr Batcu had served his masters well in a system which now could not help him.

Father Bill explained how much more dependable and honest the postal service is in Moldova compared to Romania. As someone who had spent years working in Romania, he explained that only the most bulky packages had trouble being delivered in Moldova. I agreed with him; that was my experience. However there are times when the Moldovan postal service sends parcels to the wrong Post Office. The manner and timing of the delivery is often variable and confused. Very occasionally packages get lost for weeks. But there’s no relation between reliability of delivery and the value of the item, although I’ve never sent anything very expensive. The view expressed by Moldovans is that it’s wise for them to pursue the Post Office for these items. 

Father Bill explained to me why he couldn’t introduce me to the American pastor he had mentioned in emails who said he was coming to Moldova. This gentleman had turned out to be one of many religious cranks who come mainly come from the US.

FB: “he told me all about his boiler and…his bodily fluids… His many emails are now accumulating in my spam folder.”

E: “you know, I’m concerned about the operation of American organisations in Moldova. They come here with their rule books and blindly try to impose their fixed ideas on a culture they know little about. I’ve read some disturbing stories about this.”

FB: “there is an American organisation that runs orphanages in Moldova. It takes the most attractive children over the border where they’re given special treatment so they can be used for publicity purposes.”

He looked disgusted and left me with the impression much had been left unsaid. I didn’t ask where “over the border” was. He continued on this subject and about religious nut cases. Father Bill has published his findings and (as I said before) received death threats for his trouble.   

Vasile arrived and we bid Father Bill and Vasile a warm goodbye outside Marisha’s flat.

I suggested rather brazenly that Leif might like to come back to Zina’s flat and also meet her children. Zina and Leif agreed. As we walked there, Leif casually produced his Palm Pilot, a personal electronic organiser. Zina looked on in amazement as Leif unselfconsciously tapped information into it. Looked like he was planning his diary.

We arrived at Zina’s flat and the lights were kept low. Perhaps Zina’s family were getting a bit fed up with my filming. With difficulty we coaxed Rita into the lounge but Sandu stayed in the background. They’d never had an American in their flat before. It was perhaps bad enough having an Englishman there! Rita was shy at first but soon sparked up.

After a typical display of good Moldovan hospitality, we walked Leif back to Marisha’s flat where he was staying.

Zina had Leif had now become more familiar and the conversation flowed well. Leif told us about how he preferred driving in Moldova compared to Romania where he had just spent the last year.

L: “If you meet another driver, that’s a crime punishable by death!”

He then went on about how he tried to register a car he bought in Romania without paying a bribe. He was still waiting a year later. Whether the matter had been completely resolved was unclear.This may have been a contributory factor to his problems on the Transnistrian border.

Leif asked about places to eat in Chisinau.

Z: “Don’t go to La Taifas. They trick you.”

Embarassed, I shook my head. Zina looked at me purposefully and shook her head slowly.

Z: “Tell him. They took a lot of money from you. They deceived you!”

E: “It’s true, but I have to say it was very different last year. In May, I had an excellent meal there with five young women and it was very cheap then.”

L: (very annoyed). “Yes this is what I’ve heard from two groups of Americans who wrote to me. Two businessmen were charged $230 for a simple meal.” 

E: “I’d better explain. The cost was actually a vintage bottle of wine. Rita just asked for a bottle of red wine. Having said that, it tasted delicious and was dated 1986. The year Rita and my son were born.”

Z: “Huh, the label was probably…changed.”

Zina looked her most reproachful. Her unspoken message: I didn’t know how things were there. A message she had delivered before.

L: “Yes, that settles it. I’m leaving La Taifas out of the book.”

But in fact he didn’t entirely. Instead he drops a very unusual heavy hint in the Lonely Planet book, Romania and Moldova. I’m sure you’ll spot it there.

Published criticism or comment of another person or organisation can be a difficult area. By chance, I recently came across a whole mass of details on Ed F-----, the American lawyer in chapter 2. It’s amazing material. He even has an enormously long entry in Wikipedia. But what can I say, for if you read it, you’ll see that (like many US lawyers) his reputation is one of suing anyone and everyone.

Still, I’ll take the chance. Put the following into Google: Austria Lithuanian call-girl.

At the time of Leif’s visit, my entry on Marisha’s site covering the first 19 chapters was much more popular since frankly there was little on Moldova on the internet at that time. In my researches I kept on seeing my story appear again and again. Putting: Zina Moldova brought my story up as the first entry. Liliana Moldova in Google brought the story up second or third.

Reading Leif’s additions, I sense (in my conceit) a response to my story. Look at the directions given to find the Hotel Nistru in Soroca which I had so much trouble in finding.

Leif Pettersen heaps extended praise on Marisha’s tourist service in the Lonely Planet book. Did he know she was 2 - 3 months pregnant when he met her? I loved the irony of it. But no matter, Marisha has carried on personally and employed associates.

WTM! Chapter 60

In August 1989 a mass demonstration in Chisinau by up to half a million people effectively delivered the language laws making Moldovan (or Romanian) the one state language.

In 1990 about 3% of the population supported unification with Romania according to a poll. Another survey taken in June and early July 1992 (during the civil war) showed that less than 10% of Moldovans wanted (re)unification*. Split between ethnic Romanians, Ukrainians and Russians. 4.2% of Romanian Moldovans wanted “rapid unification” with another 7.5% wanting “unification later”.

Support for unification between Romania and Moldova has always been very low. To understand this better let’s turn the clock back to a crucially important time in Moldova’s history…1917 - 1918.

In August 1917, remnants of the battered and successively defeated Romanian Army stood to make a final stand against the Central Powers at Mărăşeşti, Moldavia province. The Russian Army supported them. It was clear then that this action would be the last one before German forces swept into Russian controlled Bessarabia a short distance away.

The Romanian Army defeated the invaders. Despite its weak condition, it then found the resources and courage to drive out the Germans. In those following few months it also had the continuing support of a weakening Russian Army.

Romanians and Russians were unlikely and uncomfortable allies.

In Bessarabia in 1917, Russia’s century plus hold on power was lessening. A power vacuum was developing and Romanians arrived there to promote interest in Romania and Romanian. In November 1917, the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia. At the same time a soldiers’ congress in Chisinau called for an autonomous Bessarabia within a democratised Russian state. A provisional parliament, Sfatul Tarii (the National Council) was formed. Its most immediate task: to unite the country and tackle marauding bands of soldiers returning from the front.

In December, the Moldavian Democratic Republic was declared within the framework of an anticipated democratically run Russian state. Ukraine declared its independence, immediately claiming (the right to take over) Bessarabia.

Lacking the resources to deal with Bessarabia’s internal and external security threats, the National Council invited in support from the Romanian Army. In January shortly after Romanian forces arrived, the Sfatul Tarii proclaimed the independence of the Moldavian Republic. Its life would be a short one…

The Romanian Army strengthened its grip. In April 1918, the Sfatul Tarii voted to maintain its self autonomy while leading Bessarabia on a course of intended union with Romania. In May 1918, Romania entered into a treaty with Germany that guaranteed Romania’s right to annex Bessarabia. In return, Germany would have complete economic control over Greater Romania.

In France, German forces continued their successful spring offensive defeating British and French forces. In May 1918, Bessarabia too could expect to fall under full German economic control. While all Moldavians would owe their allegiance to Romania’s monarchy of recent German ancestry.

King Carol never ratified the treaty with Germany. On November 11th 1918, the armistice was signed. Germany surrendered. Its treaty with Romania consequently nullified. But on November 27th, the Sfatul Tarii was pressured to dissolve conditions it had attached to protect the interests of ordinary people in Bessarabia and then dissolve itself. The events of this unacceptable episode are clearly described in Charles King’s book.

In 1918, Moldovans were ignorant peasants with a 7% literacy rate. That was in the countryside where ethnic Moldavians pre-dominated. In the towns, Russians dominated the scene and Russian was the main language. A large proportion of the towns’ population was Jewish, 45% in Chisinau! In the Russian empire, Jewish merchants were in fact quite poor. Jewish culture was suppressed, but moreso in other places such as the Ukraine.

For Bessarabia was a relatively ethnically tolerant state. It was also a country of two distinctly different parts – town and country.

Ordinary countryfolk in 1918 considered themselves “Moldavians”, Moldavian not Romanian. Over 90 years later, ethnic Romanian Moldovans still see the situation that way. Identifying their culture, language connections and history with the western part of Moldavia.

In the Moldovan countryside in 1918, ordinary people spoke Romanian. They also spoke their own peasant language which varied from place to place. Even today you can hear in Chisinau words never spoken outside Moldova. Additionally, Russians, Ukrainians, Bulgarians, Gagauz, Jews and gypsies in the countryside added their own words, customs and thinking. Along with smaller numbers of Germans and Poles. Different peoples placed (by race) into often rigid village class structures with their own local religious rituals and superstitions. These intricate and complex customs and practices were taken very seriously.

Into this situation from 1918 arrived Romanians with Moldovan teachers they’d trained to teach Romanian. Equipped with a huge number of books, periodicals and maps. Their aim: educate ordinary country people about their Romanian language and culture – the one they had apparently missed out on.

The main problem with this was that ordinary Moldovans thought their own language Moldovan only suitable for local (mainly agrarian) purposes. Over and over they called it: limba prostime: the language of simple people. Russian was the superior language. Although attempts by Tsarist Russia to impose Russian on these peasants had been rejected, they still perceived it as being part of a higher culture. Just not one they fully accepted. The tiny number of Moldovans who wrote or recorded their own language used the Cyrillic alphabet in use pre-1860, pre the Romanian state. In any case, Moldovans were all very clear - they did not speak Romanian.

“The Family That Didn’t Know They Spoke Romanian”, the title of a chapter in Stephen Henighan’s book: “Lost Province…” Two years after the August 31st 1989 demonstration language demonstration, this family in Chisinau still thought that Moldovan was very different from Romanian. A message firmly delivered to the Canadian author when he got out an English – Romanian dictionary. Yet the lady who delivered it had visited relatives in Romania and communicated easily with them. When Henighan raised this point, she became very upset.

Leading academic, Irina Livezeanu describes this similar 1918 situation as a psychological problem in her book: “Cultural Politics in Greater Romania…1918 - 1930”**.

Moldovans disliked the Bucharest directed “Romanization”. But they wanted to become educated and learn how to read and write their own main language. Largely hostile to the propaganda of “The Greater Romania”, they readily accepted (the change to) the latin script. For ethnic Moldovans, this aspect of Romania’s occupation was welcomed especially in the three or four years following The Great War.

There were social and economic reasons for this initially positive response amongst rural ethnic Moldavians and occasionally other peasants such as Ukrainians. Learning to read and write Romanian was a means to advance themselves, often through their children. In their class structures, ethnic Moldavians, (Romanian Moldovans) were often disadvantaged due to little or no education. Now they saw the chance to advance their family and community interests. In doing so, they initially allied themselves with their Romanian conquerors. But this was largely a temporary device or manoeuvre. There was little appetite for serious ethnic division leading to conflict. In fact there are recorded cases of Jews and other ethnic groups assisting ethnic Moldovans to gain schools, teachers and educational materials in the immediate post war period.

After on balance a positive start, conditions in rural Bessarabia began to deteriorate from the early twenties. Conditions were always more difficult in the towns. Unsurprisingly the largely Jewish and Russian population there had always been openly hostile to Romanian rule. This rule became progressively more brutal, oppressive, corrupt and discriminatory. Enforced by a deeply unpleasant military occupation. Conditions which also existed in Transylvania and other parts of Romania where “Romanization” might also be harshly applied. But Romania’s state policies were at their most extreme in Bessarabia. 

Moldovans often have a limited grasp of their own history. But some shocking stories, backed by historical sources have survived and they’re often quoted.

But wasn’t the Romanian occupation doomed to fail anyway? Given the mutual hatred in the towns from the start for which the Romanians blamed and harassed the “Jews and foreigners”. However, Irina Livezeanu in her book** finds instances where Moldavian culture, language expression and thinking was much more readily accepted. There was initially a battle between Romanian purists and some wise seniors from Moldavia province. 

In theory, the Romanian state could have won over most of the Moldovan population. But the bigotry from Bucharest and its supporters alienated ordinary people leaving deep scars.   

Pro-Romania historians respond partly by pointing to events in Soviet controlled Moldova during 1946 – 1949 especially. But from a modern western point of view this bi-polar focus is of limited value. What Moldovans want (and wanted) is the question, is the issue. It wasn’t, hasn’t been and still isn’t being properly addressed.

In 1918, western European countries expected Romania to re-unite and properly integrate Moldavia within Romania. So, western Europe supported Romania (re)gaining these territories. After all, Bessarabia wasn’t a separately functioning state with an homogenous identity and independent, dominant race. Britain, France and Italy saw Romania as a natural and valuable ally whose efforts in “The Great War” deserved recognition and reward.

The United States thought differently and opposed this annexation. In 1918 and usually beyond until 1945, US administrations saw Russia as a potential ally. A fact which surprises some historians even today. The US congress refused to ratify the Treaty of Paris (1920) which intended to legitimise Romania’s take-over of Bessarabia.

The American perspective is an intriguing subject, one that fascinates many historians. It includes US President Woodrow Wilson’s views on the forming of nations following The Great War (1914 – 1918). Reputedly, he was disturbed by the arbitrary abolition of Bessarabia’s fledgling parliament and wanted a plebiscite. There are also other American perspectives on nation building. In “The Moldovans”***, American author, Charles King poses the provocative question: to what extent is a nation forged or is a forgery?****

The Treaty of Paris (1920) which awarded Bessarabia to Romania never became part of international law. But in the real world of 1918, either Romania, Russia or the Ukraine would occupy Bessarabia. Within a few years, the Ukraine was taken over by Russia. Western Europe would never have approved of Russia controlling Bessarabia again. Britain’s position was clear. We sent tanks to help the White Russians in their war against the Bolshevik army.

Over 90 years later, we in western Europe all agree that Moldova is a nation forged. Since 1918, the League of Nations developing into the United Nations gained the real support of the world community. This is what makes Moldova’s continued independence a reality. 

*First poll reported in “The Moldovans” by Charles King. Second poll: “Studies in

Moldovan” by Dyer. During the civil war, there were great fears by many Moldovans about Russian intervention into Moldova proper. Romania provided limited military assistance.

**“Cultural Politics in Greater Romania”, subtitled: “Regionalism, Nationalism and Ethnic Struggle 1918 – 1930” by Irina Livezeanu, an American author Romanian born and bred. This is an excellent text. However the author has encountered limited but well supported criticism which should also be taken into account when reading her material (see Wikipedia).

***”The Moldovans: Romania, Russia and the Politics of Culture” by Charles King, 2000. Commissioned and published by Cambridge University press. An outstandingly impressive standard text on Moldova. 

**** Romanian and Russian readers with some English, please look at the English sentence.

WTM! Chapter 61

In August 2007, I was staying Sundays to Fridays in a bed and breakfast place in Chester. One of England’s most attractive, historic towns, my work contract was at the Countess Hospital there. One evening after a lot of wine, I looked at the bottle and saw the Romanian wine had been imported by a well known German wine shipper. 

I decided to phone Zina. Four weeks had passed since she said she’d take a week’s break in the Ukraine with Sandu, now 17. I was beginning to worry.

Rita had gone to the US in the middle of May. In July she told her mother she wasn’t coming back in August to take her final year degree in tourism. Zina was shocked. Rita’s work contract carried a huge penalty fee for both of them if she didn’t return. But another problem was that Rita wouldn’t earn enough money by August to repay the loan for her travelling costs. My immediate advice to Zina was that the penalty fee was likely to be legally unenforceable for various reasons. Moldovan laws are usually similar and compatible with Western laws. Zina made enquiries and found her situation was commonplace. Other Moldovans said nobody ever pays the charge. Well frankly they couldn’t afford to! 

That familiar long dialling sound…

Z: “Da,da!”

E: “It’s Eddie!”

Z: Laughter (as usual), “E-d-d-i-e! E-d-d-i-e!”

Sustained joint laughter followed by chit chat. Zina had just returned that day from Odessa. Her voice then changed.

Z: “Rita emailed me. She wants my opinion. Should she stay in America? She says I should   

      decide.”

Of course Rita’s boyfriend Andrei was at Lviv in the Ukraine. While at Zina’s place, I’d sensed her strong approval for this young man. What was the right thing to do?

E: “I think Rita should stay in America. Because if she comes back, she’ll probably never be able to go there again.

Down the phone, Zina sighed again. Her follow on comments suggested she wanted Rita back to finish the last year of her degree course. But felt Rita had to decide what was best for herself. The money seemed much less important to her, but she had to be feeling the pressure.

E: “Please pass on my comments to Rita”

Z: “I will pass on your comments to Rita.”

I felt privileged to have such a friendship. Rita returned home in mid September.

Recently, summer of 2009, I received information on some of my other Moldovan friends.

Elena who visited me in Natalie’s flat completed her degree course.

Ana C who I met at La Taifas in May 2005 is no longer Ana C – she married a Moldovan. Ana is still working for the same large company in Chisinau.

Liliana married an enterprising young man and gave birth to a handsome young boy in July 2007. Her husband worked for Sheriff in Transnistria / PMR. Then he left to open two cafés, one in Chisinau, the other in Bender.

Anna and Alexander in Tiraspol also had a son in July 2007 - Fedya. 

Nadina married an American and is now permanently settled in the US.

Natalie achieved the very highest grades in her exams and is being sponsored by a private Czech University to take a degree in Prague. It’s in International Relations and European Studies.

Ana got a job in Brussels with a major European bank a fortnight after I saw her. She was moved into the eastern European division. Multi-talented, she has survived the large cull of staff which saw many bank workers lose their jobs in the banking crisis.

I visited Marisha, now Marina Vozian – Waters and her family in Manchester in June 2009. I went with my brother-in-law, Michael and Ari, my regular American penpal of nearly four years. Ari has visited Moldova many times over the years and had long contracts teaching English in Chisinau.

Sandu, Zina’s son did well in his baccalaureat and has started a degree in banking and finance.

Rita returned to the US in December 2007, a few weeks after leaving. She quickly met and married an American from a successful family and gave birth to a baby girl in late 2008.

Zina carries on with her job teaching English. She visited Rita and her granddaughter in Boston in 2008.

Well, that’s it!

I hope you enjoyed my story.

